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ADELAIDE





A GENTLE REMINDER TO THE READER


This is a detective story, but NOT a ‘whodunit’. Its aim is to give a picture of a police investigator slowly building up his knowledge of a crime to a point, not where he knows who did it – both you and me know that at a fairly early stage – but to a point where he can bring a charge which will convince the jury.


I thought it worthwhile mentioning this. I hate being criticized for not doing what I had no intention of doing.


Sincerely yours,


ALAN HUNTER





Gently Does It





CHAPTER ONE


CHIEF INSPECTOR GENTLY, Central Office, CID, reached automatically into his pocket for another peppermint cream and fed it unconsciously into his mouth. Then he folded his large hands one over the other on the guard rail and peered into the inferno below him with a pleased expression, rather like a middle-aged god inspecting a new annex for the damned.


It was something new in Walls of Death. It was wider, and faster. The young man in red leather overalls was not finding it at all easy to make the grade. He was still tearing madly round the cambered bottom of his cage, like a noisy and demented squirrel, trying to squeeze yet more speed out of his vermilion machine. Chief Inspector Gently watched him approvingly. He had always been a Wall of Death fan. He breathed the uprising exhaust fumes with the contented nostrils of a connoisseur, and felt in his pocket for yet one more peppermint cream.


Suddenly the gyrating unit of man and machine began to slide upwards towards him: a smooth, expert movement, betraying a brain which could judge to a hair. The ear-splitting thunder of a powerful engine in a confined space rose to a crescendo. The solid wooden wall vibrated and swayed threateningly. Higher it crept, and higher, and then, in one supreme gesture, deliberately rehearsed and breathtakingly executed, shot up to the very lip of the guard rail with a roar of irresistible menace and fell away in drunken, flattening spirals.


Chief Inspector Gently smiled benignly at the ducked heads around the guard rail. His jaw continued its momentarily interrupted champing movement. The steadying quality of peppermint creams on the nerves was, he thought, something that deserved to be better known.


Outside the Wall of Death the Easter Fair was in full swing, a gaudy, lusty battleground of noise and music. There were at least five contenders in the musical field, ranging from the monstrous roundabouts that guarded the approach from Castle Paddock to the ancient cake-walk spouting from the cattle-pens, wheezy but indomitable. All of them played different tunes, all of them played without a break. Nobody knew what they were playing, but that was not the point . . .


Chief Inspector Gently shouldered his way tolerantly through the crowd. He didn’t like crowds, by and large, but since he was on holiday he felt he could afford to be generous. He stopped at a rock-stall and inspected its brilliant array of starches. ‘Have you got any peppermint creams?’ he enquired, not very hopefully. They hadn’t, so he bought some poisonous-looking bull’s-eyes with orange and purple stripes to take back for the landlady’s little boy.


A newsboy came thrusting through the crowd, challenging the uproar with leathern lungs. ‘Lay-test – lay-test! Read abaht the . . .’ Gently turned, in the act of putting the bull’s-eyes into his pocket. The newsboy was serving a tow-haired young man, a young man still wearing a pair of scarlet leather breeches. Gently surveyed him mildly, noticing the Grecian nose, the blue eyes, the long line of the cheek and the small, neat ears. There was a note of determination about him, he thought. The peculiar quality which Conrad called somewhere ‘ability in the abstract’. He would get on, that lad, provided he survived his Wall of Death interlude . . .


And then Gently noticed the long cheek pale beneath its coat of dust and smears of oil. The blue eyes opened wide and the hand that held the paper trembled. The next moment the young man had gone, darted off through the crowd and vanished like a spectre at cock-crow.


Gently frowned and applied to his bag for a peppermint cream. The newsboy came thrusting by with his stentorian wail. ‘Gimme one,’ said Gently. He glanced over the dry headlines of international conferences and the picture of the film-starlet at Whipsnade: tilted the paper sideways for the stop-press. ‘Timber Merchant Found Dead,’ he read. ‘The body of Nicholas Huysmann, 77, timber merchant, was discovered this afternoon in his house in Queen Street, Norchester. The police are investigating.’ And below it: ‘Huysmann Death: police suspect foul play.’


For the second time that afternoon the jaw of Chief Inspector Gently momentarily ceased to champ.
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Superintendent Walker of the Norchester City Police looked up from a report sheet as Chief Inspector Gently tapped and entered the office. ‘Good Lord!’ he exclaimed. ‘I was just wondering whether we should get on to you. What in the world are you doing down here?’


Gently chose the broader of two chairs and sat down. ‘I’m on holiday,’ he said laconically.


‘On holiday? I didn’t think you fellows at the Central Office ever had a holiday.’


Gently smiled quietly. ‘I like to fish,’ he said. ‘I like to sit and watch a float and smoke. I like to have a pint in the local and tell them about the one that got away. They don’t let me do it very often, but I’m trying to do it right now.’


‘Then you’re not interested in a little job we’ve got down here?’


Gently brought out the battered bag which had contained his peppermint creams and looked into it sadly. ‘They’ll send you Carruthers if you ask them,’ he said.


‘But I don’t want Carruthers. I want you.’


‘Carruthers is a good man.’


Superintendent Walker beat the top of his desk with an ink-stained finger. ‘I don’t like Carruthers – I don’t get on with him. We had a difference of opinion over that Hickman business.’


‘He was right, wasn’t he?’


‘Of course he was right! I’ve never been able to get on with him since. But look here, Gently, this case looks like being complicated. I’ve got implicit faith in my own boys, but they don’t claim to be homicide experts. And you are. So what about it?’


Gently took out the last of his peppermint creams, screwed up the bag and laid it carefully on the superintendent’s desk. The superintendent whisked it impatiently into his waste-paper basket. ‘It’s this Huysmann affair, is it?’ Gently asked.


‘Yes. You’ve seen the papers?’


‘Only the stop-press.’


‘I’ve just got a report in from Hansom. He’s down there now with the medico and the photographer. Huysmann was stabbed in the back in front of his safe and according to the yard manager there’s about forty thousand pounds missing.’


Gently pursed his lips in a soundless whistle. ‘That’s a lot of money to keep in a safe.’


‘But from what we know of Huysmann, it’s probably true. He was a naturalized Dutchman who settled down here a good fifty years ago. He’s been a big noise in the local timber industry for longer than I can remember and he had an odd sort of reputation. Nothing wrong, you know, just a bit eccentric. He lived a secluded life in a big old house down by the river, near his timber yard, and never mixed with anybody except some of the Dutch skippers who came up with his wood. He married a daughter belonging to one of them, a nice girl called Zetta, but she died in childbirth a few years afterwards. He’s got two children, a daughter who lives in the house and is very rarely seen out of it, and a son called Peter, from whom he was estranged. Peter’s known to us, by the by – he was the mate of a lorry-driver who got pulled for losing a load of cigarettes. He gave up lorry-driving after that and got a job with a travelling show.’


‘He’s a Wall of Death rider,’ said Gently, almost to himself.


Superintendent Walker’s eyebrows rose a few pegs. ‘How do you know that?’ he enquired.


‘Things just sort of pop up on me,’ said Gently. ‘That’s why they stuck me in the Central Office. But don’t let it worry you. Keep on with the story.’


The superintendent eyed him suspiciously for a moment, then he leant forward and continued. ‘Between you and me, I think Peter is the man we’re after. He’s here in town with the fair on the cattle market and according to the maid he was at his father’s house this afternoon and there was a quarrel. That was just before 4 p.m. and the body was found by the housekeeper at 5 p.m. At least, he was the last person to see Huysmann alive.’


‘As far as you know,’ added Gently mildly.


‘As far as we know,’ the superintendent corrected himself. ‘The weapon used was one of a pair of Indian throwing knives which hung on the wall. He was stabbed under the left shoulder-blade, the knife penetrating well into the heart. Hansom thinks he was kneeling at the safe at the time and the murderer had to push the body aside to get the money. The money was principally in five-pound and smaller notes.’


‘Are any of the numbers known?’ enquired Gently.


‘We’ve got a list of numbers from the bank for one hundred of the five-pound notes, but that’s all.’


‘Who was in the house at the time of the murder?’


‘Only the maid, as far as we can make out. The housekeeper had the day off till tea-time: she was out from 11 a.m. till just before five. Gretchen, the daughter, went to the pictures at half-past two and didn’t get back till well after five. There’s a chauffeur, but he went off duty at midday. The only other person with normal access to the house was the yard manager, who was watching the football match at Railway Road.’


Gently pondered a moment. ‘I like alibis,’ he said, ‘they’re such fun, especially when you can’t disprove them. But this maid, how was it she didn’t hear Huysmann being killed? People who’re being knifed don’t usually keep quiet about it.’


The superintendent twisted his report over and frowned. ‘Hansom hasn’t said anything about that. He got this report off in a hurry. But I dare say he’ll have something to say about it when he’s through questioning. The main thing is, are you going to help us out?’


Gently placed four thick fingers and two thick thumbs together and appeared to admire the three-dimensional effect he achieved. ‘Did you say the house was by the river?’ he enquired absently.


‘I did. But what the hell’s that got to do with it?’


Gently smiled, slowly, sadly. ‘I shall be able to look at it, even if I can’t fish in it,’ he said.


Queen Street, in which stood the house of Nicholas Huysmann, was probably the oldest street in the city. Incredibly long and gangling, it stretched from the foot of the cattle market hill right out into the residential suburbs, taking in its course breweries, coal-yards, timber-yards, machine-shops and innumerable ancient, rubbishy houses. South of it the land rose steeply to Burgh Street, reached by a network of alleys, an ugly cliff-land of mean rows and wretched yards; northwards lay the river, giving the street a maritime air, making its mark in such nomenclatures as ‘Mariner’s Lane’ and ‘Steam Packet Yard’.


The Huysmann house was the solitary residence with any pretension in Queen Street. Amongst the riff-raff of ancient wretchedness and modern rawness it raised its distinguished front with the detached air of an impoverished aristocrat in an alien and repugnant world. At the front it had two gable-ends, a greater and a lesser, connected by a short run of steep roof, beneath which ran a magnificent range of mullioned windows, projecting over the street below. Directly under these, steps rose to the main entrance, a heavily studded black door recessed behind an ogee arch.


Gently paused on the pavement opposite to take it in. A uniformed man stood squarely in the doorway and two of the three cars pulled up there were police cars. The third was a sports car of an expensive make. Gently crossed over and made to climb the steps, but his way was blocked by the policeman.


‘No entrance here, sir,’ he said.


Gently surveyed him mildly. ‘You’re new,’ he said, ‘but you look intelligent. Whose car is ZYX 169?’


The policeman stared at him, baffled. On the one hand Gently looked like an easy-going commercial traveller, on the other there was just enough assurance in his tone to make itself felt. ‘I’m afraid I can’t answer questions,’ he compromised warily.


Gently brought out a virgin, freshly purchased packet of peppermint creams. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘have one of these. They’re non-alcoholic. You can eat them on duty. They’re very good for sore feet.’ And placing a peppermint cream firmly in the constable’s hand, he slid neatly past him and through the door.


He found himself in a wide hall with panelled walls and a polished floor. Opposite the door was a finely carved central stairway mounting to a landing, where a narrow window provided the hall with its scanty lighting. There were doors in the far wall on each side of the stairway, two more to the left and one to the right. At the end where he entered stood a hall table and stand, and to the right of the stairway a massive antique chest. There was no other furniture.


As he stood noting his surroundings the door on his right opened and a second constable emerged, followed by a thin, scrawny individual carrying a camera and a folded tripod.


‘Hullo, Mayhew,’ said Gently to the latter, ‘how are crimes with you?’


The scrawny individual pulled up so sharply that the tripod nearly went on without him. ‘Inspector Gently!’ he exclaimed, ‘but you can’t have got here already! Why, he isn’t properly cold!’


Gently favoured him with a slow smile. ‘It’s part of a speed-up programme,’ he said. ‘They’re cutting down the time spent on homicide by thirty per cent. Where’s Hansom?’


‘He – he’s in the study, sir – through this door and to the left.’


‘Have they moved the body?’


‘No, sir. But they’re expecting an ambulance.’


Gently brooded a moment. ‘Whose is that red sports car parked outside?’ he asked.


‘It belongs to Mr Leaming, sir,’ answered the second constable.


‘Who is Mr Leaming?’


‘He’s Mr Huysmann’s manager, sir.’


‘Well, find him up and tell him I want to see him, will you? I’ll be in the study with Hansom.’


The constable saluted smartly and Gently pressed on through the door on the right. It led into a long, dimly lit passage ending in a cul-de-sac, with opposite doors about halfway down. Two transom lights above the doors were all that saved the passage from complete darkness. A heavy, carved chest-of-drawers stood towards the end, on the right. Gently came to a standstill between the two doors and ate a peppermint cream thoughtfully. Then he pulled out a handkerchief and turned the handle of the right-hand door.


The room was a large, well-furnished lounge or sitting-room, with a handsome open fireplace furnished with an iron fire-basket. A tiny window pierced in the outer wall looked out on the street. There was a vase of tulips standing in it. At the end of the room was a very large window with an arched top, but this was glazed with frosted glass. Gently looked down at the well-brushed carpet which covered almost the entire floor, then stooped for a closer inspection. There were two small square marks near the outer edge of the carpet, just by the door, very clearly defined and about thirteen inches apart. He glanced absently round at the furniture, shrugged and closed the door carefully again.


There were five men in the study, plus a sheeted figure that a few hours previously had also been a man. Three of them looked round as Gently entered. The eyes of Inspector Hansom opened wide. He said: ‘Heavens – they’ve got the Yard in already! When the hell are we going to get some homicide on our own?’


Gently shook his head reprovingly. ‘I’m only here to gain experience,’ he said. ‘The super heard I was in town, and he thought it would help me to study your method.’


Hansom made a face. ‘Just wait till I’m super,’ he said disgustedly, ‘you’ll be able to cross Norchester right off your operations map.’


Gently smiled and helped himself from a packet of cigarettes that lay at the Inspector’s elbow. ‘Who did it?’ he enquired naïvely.


Hansom grunted. ‘I thought you were here to tell me that.’


‘Oh, I like to take local advice. It’s one of our first principles. What’s your impression of the case?’


Hansom seized his cigarettes bitterly, extracted one and returned the packet ostentatiously to his pocket. He lit up and blew a cloud of smoke into the already saturated atmosphere. ‘It’s too simple,’ he said, ‘you wouldn’t appreciate it. We yokels can only see a thing that sticks out a mile. We aren’t as subtle as you blokes in the Central Office.’


‘I suppose he was murdered?’ enquired Gently with child-like innocence.


For a moment Hansom’s eyes blazed at him, then he jerked his thumb at the sheeted figure. ‘If you can tell me how an old geezer like that can stab himself where I can’t even scratch fleas, I’ll give up trying to be a detective and sell spinach for a living.’


Gently moved over to the oak settle on which the figure lay and turned back the sheet. Huysmann’s body lay on its back, stripped, looking tiny and inhuman. The jaw was dropped and the pointed face with its wisp of silver beard seemed to be snarling in unutterable rage. Impassively he turned it over. At the spot described so picturesquely by Hansom was a neat, small wound, with a vertical bruise extending about an inch in either direction. Gently covered up the body again.


‘Where’s the weapon?’ he asked.


‘We haven’t found it yet.’


Gently quizzed him in mild surprise. ‘You described it in your report,’ he said.


Hansom threw out his hands. ‘I thought we’d got it when I made the report, but apparently we hadn’t. I didn’t know there was a pair. The daughter told me that afterwards.’


‘Where’s the one you have got?’


Hansom made a sign to the uniformed man standing by. He delved into an attaché case and brought out an object wrapped in cotton cloth. Gently unwrapped it. It was a beautifully ornamented throwing knife with a damascened blade and a serpent carved round the handle. It had a guard of a size and shape to have caused the bruise on Huysmann’s back.


‘Does it match the wound?’ Gently asked.


‘Ask the doc,’ returned Hansom.


The heavily jowled man who sat scribbling at a table turned his head. ‘I’ve only probed the wound so far,’ he said, ‘but as far as I can see it’s commensurate with having been caused by this or an identical weapon buried to the full extent of the blade.’


‘What do you make the time of death?’


The heavily jowled man bit his knuckle. ‘Not much later than four o’clock, I’d say.’


‘And that’s just after your Peter Huysmann was heard quarrelling with his papa,’ put in Hansom, with a note of triumph in his voice.


Gently shrugged and walked over to the wall. The room was of the same size as the sitting-room opposite, but differed in having a small outer door at the far side. Gently opened it and looked out. It gave access to a little walled garden with a tiny summer-house. There was another door in the garden wall.


‘That goes to the timber-yard next door,’ said Hansom, who had come over beside him. ‘We’ve been over the garden and the summer-house with a fine-tooth comb and it isn’t there. I’ll have some men in the timber-yard tomorrow.’


‘Is there a lock to that door in the wall?’


‘Nope.’


‘How about this door?’


‘Locked up at night.’


Gently came back in and looked along the wall. There was an ornamental bracket at a height of six feet. ‘Is that where you found the knife?’ he enquired, and on receiving an affirmative, reached up and slid the knife into the bracket. Then he stood there, his hand on the hilt, his eyes wandering dreamily over the room and furnishings. Near at hand, on his right, stood the open safe, a chalked outline slightly towards him representing the position of the body as found. Across the room was the inner door with its transom light. A pierced trefoil window on his left showed part of the summer-house.


He withdrew the knife and handed it back to the constable.


‘What has the mastermind deduced?’ asked Hansom, with a slight sneer.


Gently fumbled for a peppermint cream. ‘Which way did Peter Huysmann leave the house?’ he countered mildly.


‘Through the garden and the timber-yard.’


‘What makes you think that?’


‘If he’d gone out through the front door the maid would have known – the old man had a warning bell fitted to it. It sounds in here and in the kitchen.’


‘An unusual step,’ mused Gently. He turned to the constable. ‘I want you to go to the kitchen,’ he said. ‘I want you to ask the maid if she heard any unusual noise whatever after the quarrel between Peter and his father this afternoon. And please shut all the doors after you. Oh, and Constable – there’s an old chest standing by the stairs in the hall. On your way back you might lift the lid and see what they keep in it.’


The constable saluted and went off on his errand.


‘We’re doing the regular questioning tomorrow,’ said Hansom tartly. Gently didn’t seem to notice. He stood quite still, with a far-away expression in his eyes, his lips moving in a noiseless chant. Then suddenly his mouth opened wide and the silence was split by such a spine-tingling scream that Hansom jumped nearly a foot and the police doctor jerked his notebook on to the floor.


‘What the devil do you think you’re doing!’ exclaimed Hansom wrathfully.


Gently smiled at him complacently. ‘I was being killed,’ he said.


‘Killed!’


‘Stabbed in the back. I think that’s how I’d scream, if I were being stabbed in the back . . .’


Hansom glared at him. ‘You might warn us when you’re going to do that sort of thing!’ he snapped.


‘Forgive me,’ said Gently apologetically.


‘Perhaps you break out that way at the Yard, but in the provinces we’re not used to it.’


Gently shrugged and moved over to watch the two finger-print men at work on the safe. Just then the constable burst in.


‘Ah!’ said Gently. ‘Did the maid hear anything?’


The constable shook his head.


‘How about you – did you hear anything just now?’


‘No sir, but—!’


‘Good. And did you remember to look in the old chest by the stairs?’


The impatient constable lifted to the common gaze something he held shrouded holily in a handkerchief. ‘That’s it, sir!’ he exploded. ‘It was there – right there in the chest!’


And he revealed the bloodied twin of the knife which had hung on the wall.


‘My God!’ exclaimed Hansom.


Gently raised his shoulders modestly. ‘I’m just lucky,’ he murmured, ‘things happen to me. That’s why they put me in the Central Office, to keep me out of mischief . . .’





CHAPTER TWO


THE TABLEAU IN the study – constable and knife rampant, inspector passive, corpse couchant – was interrupted by the ringing of a concealed bell, followed by the entry of Superintendent Walker. ‘We’ve lost young Huysmann,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid he’s made a break. I should have had him pulled in for questioning right away.’


Hansom gave the cry of a police inspector who sees his prey reft from him. ‘He can’t be far – he’s probably still in the city.’


‘He went back to the fair after he’d been here,’ continued the superintendent. ‘He had tea with his wife in his caravan and did his stunt at 6.15. He was due to do it again at 6.45. I had men there at 6.35, but he’d disappeared. The last person to see him was the mechanic who looks after the machines.’


‘He was going to face it out,’ struck in Hansom.


‘It looks rather like it, but either his nerve went just then or it went when he saw my men. In either case we’ve lost him for the moment.’


‘His nerve went when he saw the paper,’ said Gently through a peppermint cream.


The superintendent glanced at him sharply. ‘How do you know that?’ he asked.


Gently swallowed and licked his lips. ‘I saw it. I saw him do his stunt. His nerve was certainly intact when he did that.’


‘Then for heaven’s sake why didn’t you grab him?’ snapped Hansom.


Gently smiled at him distantly. ‘If I’d known you wanted him I might have done, though once he got going he was moving faster than I shall ever move again.’


Hansom snarled disgustedly. The superintendent brooded for a moment. ‘I don’t think there’s much doubt left that he’s our man,’ he said. ‘It looks as though we shan’t be needing you after all, Gently. I think we shall be able to pin something on young Huysmann and make it stick.’


‘Gently doesn’t think so,’ broke in Hansom.


‘You’ve come to a different conclusion?’ asked the superintendent.


Gently shrugged and shook his head woodenly from side to side. ‘I don’t know anything yet. I haven’t had time.’


‘He found the knife for us, sir,’ put in the constable defiantly, thrusting it under Walker’s nose. The superintendent took it from him and weighed it in his hand. ‘Obviously a throwing knife,’ he said. ‘We’ve just found out that young Huysmann used to be in a knife-throwing act before he went into the Wall of Death.’


‘That’s one for the book!’ exclaimed Hansom delightedly.


‘All in all, I think we’ve got the makings of a pretty sound case. I’m much obliged to you, Gently, for consenting to help out, but the case has resolved itself pretty simply. I don’t suppose you’ll be sorry to get back to your fishing.’


Gently poised a peppermint cream on the end of his thumb and inspected it sadly. ‘Who was watching Huysmann from the room across the passage this afternoon?’ he enquired, revolving his thumb through a half-circle.


The superintendent stared.


‘You might print the door handle and the back of the chair that stands just inside,’ continued Gently, ‘and photograph the marks left on the carpet. Then again,’ he turned his thumb back with slow care, ‘you might wonder to yourself how the knife came to be in the chest in the hall. I can’t help you in the slightest. I’m still wondering myself . . .’


‘Well, I’m not!’ barked Hansom. ‘It’s where young Huysmann hid it.’


‘Why?’ murmured Gently, ‘why did he remove the knife at all? Why should he bother when the knife couldn’t be traced to him in any way? And if he did, why did he take it into the hall to hide it? Why didn’t he take it away with him?’


Hansom gaped at him with his mouth open. The superintendent chipped in: ‘Those are interesting points, Gently, and since you’ve made them we shall certainly follow them up. But I don’t think they affect the main issue very materially. We need not complicate a matter when a simple answer is to hand. As it rests, there is no suspicion except in one direction and the suspicion there is very strong. It is our duty to show how strong and to produce young Huysmann to answer it. I do not think it is our duty, or yours, to hunt out side issues that may weaken or confuse our case.’


Gently made the suspicion of a bow and flipped the peppermint cream from his thumb to his mouth. Hansom sneered. The superintendent turned to the constable. ‘Fetch the men in with the stretcher,’ he said, and when the constable had departed, ‘Trencham is going to meet me at the fairground with a search warrant. You’d better come along, Hansom. I’m going to search young Huysmann’s caravan.’


Gently said: ‘I’m still interested in this case.’


The superintendent paused. He was not too sure of his position. While the matter was doubtful, the sudden appearance of Gently on the scene had seemed providential and he had gratefully enlisted the Chief Inspector’s aid, but now that things were straightening out he began to regret it. There seemed to be nothing here that his own men couldn’t handle. It was only a matter of time before young Huysmann was picked up: the superintendent was positive in his own mind that he was the man. And the honour and glory of securing a murder conviction was not to be lightly tossed away.


At the same time, he had brought Gently into it, and though the official channels had not been used, he was not sure if he had the power to dismiss him out of hand. Neither was he sure if it was policy.


‘Stop in if you like,’ he said, ‘it’s up to you.’


Gently nodded. ‘It’s unofficial. I won’t claim pay for it.’


‘Will you come along with us to the fairground?’


Gently pursed his lips. ‘No,’ he said, ‘it’s Saturday night. I feel tired. I may even go to the pictures . . .’


The constable left in charge was the constable who had found the knife. Gently, who had lingered to see his finger-printing done, called him aside. ‘You were present at the preliminary questioning?’ he asked.


‘Yes, sir. I came down with Inspector Hansom, sir.’


‘Which cinema did Miss Huysmann go to?’


‘To the Carlton, sir.’


‘Ah,’ said Gently.


The constable regarded him with shining eyes. ‘You’ll excuse me, sir, but I would like to know how you knew where the knife was,’ he said.


Gently smiled at him comfortably. ‘I just guessed, that’s all.’


‘But you guessed right, sir, first go.’


‘That was just my luck. We have to be lucky, to be detectives.’


‘Then it wasn’t done by – deduction, sir?’


Gently’s smile broadened and he felt for his bag of peppermint creams. ‘Have one,’ he said. ‘What’s your name?’


‘Thank you, sir. It’s Letts.’


‘Well, Letts, my first guess was that there’d been some post-mortem monkeying because the knife was missing and there was no reason why it should have been. My second guess was that the party who was watching from the other room this afternoon was the party concerned.’


‘How did you know the party was watching this afternoon, sir?’


‘Because the room was cleaned up before lunch and it was cleaned up today before lunch – witness the tulips with dew on them and the absence of dust. Hence the marks on the carpet were made after lunch. My third guess was that the party concerned was an inside party and not an outside party, and that the odds were in favour of them hiding the knife in the house. Now a person with a bloody knife to hide doesn’t waste time being subtle. It could have been in the chest-of-drawers at the end of the passage, but the polished floor in that direction has an unmarked film of dust. The only other easy hiding-place was the chest in the hall. So I guessed that.’


The constable shifted his helmet a fraction and rubbed his head. ‘Then it was all guessing after all, sir?’ he said slowly.


‘All guessing,’ Gently reiterated.


‘And yet you were right, sir.’


‘Which,’ said Gently, ‘goes to show how much luck you need to be a detective, Letts . . . don’t forget that when you apply for a transfer.’


‘But you’ve given the case a different look, sir. It could be that somebody else was in this job as well as young Huysmann.’


‘Could be,’ agreed Gently, ‘or it may just mean that somebody’s got some pretty virile explaining to do. Remember what the super said, Letts. He was quite right. It’s our job to make a case, not to break it. Justice belongs to the court. It’s nothing to do with the police.’


The hall, which was gloomy enough by evening light, seemed even gloomier when lit by the low-power chandelier which depended from its high ceiling. As Gently passed through it on his way out a tall figure stepped towards him. Gently paused enquiringly.


‘Chief Inspector Gently?’


‘That’s me.’


‘I’m Rod Leaming, Mr Huysmann’s manager. They told me you wanted to see me.’


He was a man of about forty, big, dark-haired, dark-eyed, with small well-set ears and features that were boldly handsome. His voice was rounded and pleasant. Gently said: ‘Ah yes. You were at the football match. How did the City get on?’


There was a moment’s silence, then Leaming said: ‘They won, three-one.’


‘It was a good match, they tell me.’


Leaming gave a little shrug. ‘There were a lot of missed chances. They might have won six-one without being flattered, though of course Cummings was a passenger most of the match. Are you interested in football?’


Gently smiled a far-away smile. ‘I watch the Pensioners when I get the chance. Is your car ZYX 169?’


‘Yes.’


‘It’s got mud all over the rear number plate. I thought I’d mention it to you before you were stopped. It’s fresh mud.’


‘Thanks for the tip. I must have picked it up on the car park this afternoon.’


‘It’s a clay mud,’ mused Gently, ‘comes from a river bank, perhaps.’


‘The car park at Railway Road lies between the river and the ground.’


‘Ah,’ said Gently.


Leaming relaxed a little. He pulled out a gold cigarette case and offered it to Gently. Gently took a cigarette. They were hand-made and expensive. Leaming gave him a light and lighted one himself. ‘Look,’ he said, forcing smoke through his nostrils, ‘this is a bad business, Inspector, and it looks pretty black for young Huysmann. But if an outside opinion is any help, I’m one who doesn’t think he’s the man. I’ve seen a good deal of Peter at one time or another and he’s not the type to do a thing like this.’


Gently blew a neat little smoke-ring.


Leaming continued: ‘Of course, I realize there’s everything against him. He’s been in trouble before and the reason he was estranged from his father is well known.’


‘Not to me,’ said Gently.


‘You haven’t heard? But it’s bound to come out in the questioning and it’s not so very serious. You’ve got to remember that he was the only son; he was brought up to regard himself as the automatic heir to the business. Well, there’s no doubt that Mr Huysmann was a little hard on Peter when it came to pocket money and one day Peter decamped with a hundred pounds or more.’


Gently exhaled a stream of smoke towards the distant chandelier.


‘But that was merely youthful high spirits, Inspector. If Peter had had a proper allowance, it would never have happened. It wouldn’t have happened then if Peter hadn’t fallen in love with an office girl – she’s his wife now – and if Mr Huysmann had treated the affair with . . . well, a little more feeling. But there it was, he wouldn’t hear of the idea of Peter getting married and though he might have forgiven the embezzlement, he treated the marriage as though it were a personal affront. Poor Peter had a rough time of it after he left home. He wrote to Mr Huysmann on several occasions asking for small sums, but he never received a penny. I’m afraid their relations were very embittered towards the end.’


Leaming paused for comment, but Gently contented himself with another smoke-ring.


‘It got so far that Mr Huysmann threatened to cut Peter out of his will and I believe he meant to do it, if he’d had time, though between you and me it would have been a gross injustice. Apart from his temper – and he inherited that from his father – there was nothing vicious in Peter at all. He’s a very likeable lad, with a lot of initiative and any amount of guts. He’d have made a very worthy successor in the firm.’


‘And you don’t think he did it?’ queried Gently dreamily.


‘I’m positive he didn’t! I’ve known him for ten years and intimately for eight – saw him every day, had him up to spend the evening, often. I’ll tell you something more. If you get this lad and try to pin the murder on him, I’ll brief the best counsel in England for his defence, cost what it may.’


‘It will cost several thousand,’ said Gently, helpfully.


Leaming ignored the remark. He breathed smoke through his nose under high pressure. ‘I take it that Peter is your guess as well as theirs?’ he demanded.


‘My guessing is still in the elementary stage.’


‘Well, I could see clearly enough what Inspector Hansom thought about it.’


‘Inspector Hansom is a simple soul.’


Leaming’s powerful brown eyes sought out Gently’s absent green ones. ‘Then you don’t think he did it – you’re on my side in this?’


Gently’s smile was as distant as the pyramids. ‘I’m not on anybody’s side,’ he said, ‘I’m just here on holiday.’


‘But you’re assisting on the case? Look here, Inspector, I’ve been thinking this thing over. There’s one thing that’s going to tell a lot in Peter’s favour. It’s the money.’


Gently nodded one of his slow mandarin nods.


‘There was forty-two thousand pounds in that safe, more or less, and they won’t find it with Peter.’


‘Why?’ asked Gently brightly.


‘Why? Because he didn’t do the murder, that’s why. And as soon as some of those notes that are listed start turning up, it’ll be proof positive that the real murderer is still at large.’


Gently surveyed the burnt-down stub of his cigarette thoughtfully, moved over to the chest and stubbed it against the massive iron clasp. Then he raised the lid and dropped the end inside. ‘It might work out if the murderer started on the right side of the forty-two thousand,’ he said, ‘but then again, he might start in the middle . . .’ And he let the lid fall back with a bang.


Leaming stood, feet apart, watching him closely. ‘At least it’s a good lead,’ he said.


Gently sighed. ‘Police work is full of leads. It’s the tragedy of routine . . . and ninety-nine per cent of them lead nowhere.’ He came back from the chest. ‘If you’re going back to the city I could use a lift,’ he said.
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Leaming dropped him off at Castle Paddock. Gently shambled away, head bent, following the crescent wall at the foot of the Castle Hill, the patriarchal features of the Norman keep silent and peaceful in the dark sky above. From the other side of the Hill rose the glow and the feverish cacophony of the fair. Clark, the owner of the Wall of Death, had tempted back one of his ex-riders. The Greatest Show on Earth continued to do business . . .


In a quieter corner of the fairground Peter Huysmann’s young wife stood near the door of her tiny cosmos, biting her lips to keep back tears of humiliation and helplessness. Inside were the policemen. With religious thoroughness they were dismembering and examining her private, familiar things. ‘Look,’ said a constable, holding up a cheap little necklet that Peter had bought her on her twenty-first birthday, ‘wasn’t there something like this on the list of stolen properties today?’


Gently came to Orton Place, where a great sunken gap, used as a car park, still offered mute witness of the Baedeker Raids of ten years back. On two sides of the gap blazed the windows of large stores, risen phoenixwise. But the gap remained a gap. The streets about it were thronged with Saturday-night crowds, gay, noisy, unconscious that somewhere amongst them was a man for whom they were terrible, who feared their slightest glance, who had the mortal horror on him of being seized and dragged to their machine of death. And amongst them too went the hunters, the takers, the accusers, those to whom the killing of Peter Huysmann meant preferment. But they were unconscious of this as of the gap. Habit had staled them both. And after all, someone had done for old Huysmann . . . hadn’t they?


‘Pink!’ cried an old man, as Gently drew near him, ‘don’t forget your pink!’ Gently fumbled in his pocket for coppers. ‘They did well today,’ said the old man. ‘Did you see the match, sir?’ ‘No,’ said Gently. He took the paper. ‘Isn’t there a home match next week too?’ he enquired. ‘We’ve got the Cobblers coming, sir – it’ll be a good match.’ Gently nodded vaguely. ‘I may see it,’ he said. As he walked on he unfolded the paper and glanced over the headlines. They ran:


MISSED CHANCES AT RAILWAY ROAD


City not flattered by margin


First-half injury to Cummings


Gently pursed his lips, folded the paper and put it carefully away in his pocket.





CHAPTER THREE


IT WAS RAINING.


A generous stream of water escaped from a blocked gutter two stories higher and battered insistently on the zinc-shod window-sill of Gently’s window. He raised his head, frowning. Waking up to rain filled him with a sort of hopelessness, a feeling that here was a day to be got over and dismissed as quickly as possible, a day when all normal business ought to be postponed. He blinked and reached out for the cup of tea that should have been there.


Down below in the little dining-room Gently was the only guest at breakfast. It was Sunday, of course . . . for the rest of the world. But there was a fire and a sheaf of Sunday papers, and the breakfast was a fairly lavish plate of bacon, egg, tomatoes and fried bread. Gently turned over a paper as he ate. The Huysmann business hadn’t built up yet, there was only a short paragraph headed: TIMBER MERCHANT STABBED TO DEATH. He sifted it with a practised eye to see if his name was mentioned. It wasn’t.


Feeling fuller and better, Gently donned his raincoat and sallied forth. The rain was pelting down out of a low, monotonous sky and the streets were practically empty. In front of the pathetically gay awnings of the provision market a gang of men were shovelling bruised and rotten fruit into a lorry. Behind them rose the pale pastelled mass of the City Hall with its dim portico and slender naked tower. Gently plodded on through the city centre to the castle and the cattle market.


There was something ominous about the deserted fairground. The booths which had yesterday been wells of colour and bright lights were now blinded with screens of old canvas, taut with the rain and flapping dismally. The avenues of alleys between them had ceased to be channels of raucous delight, showed the black, cross-grooved tiles of the cattle market, threatening the ephemerality of usurping pleasure. Gently made his way to the Wall of Death. At the back was a lean-to with one side canvas. He pushed up the flap and went in.


Inside was a bench on which stood one of the red-painted motorcyles, its engine in the process of being stripped down, while another machine leaned against the end of the lean-to. Across from the flap was the entrance to the well, with the ramp up which the riders went. From this came tinkering sounds. Gently went through. Between the cambered bottom and the outer wall a man was crouched, tightening down the bolt which secured a strengthening strut. He looked at Gently suspiciously. Gently shrugged, leaned against the wall, took out his pipe and began to fill it.


Having locked the bolt with wire the man came out. He was short and stuggy, and his brown, porous face looked as though it had been squeezed up in a pair of nutcrackers. He rolled a cigarette, peering at Gently sharply as he licked it.


‘Police?’ he asked.


Gently transferred the flame of his lighter from his pipe to the stuggy man’s cigarette. ‘CID,’ he said casually. The stuggy man’s hand trembled and he drew at the cigarette powerfully.


‘Your outfit?’ enquired Gently.


‘You know it is.’


‘You must be Mr Clark.’


‘Who’d you think I was – Nye Bevan?’


Gently shook his head seriously. ‘Why did Peter go to see his father yesterday afternoon?’ he asked, then leaned back against the wall again to give the stuggy man time to think it over.


There was a pause of quite some moments. The stuggy man puffed at his cigarette with industrious energy, flicking it nervously at the end of each puff. Gently drew in smoke with slow deliberateness. There was a ratio of about three to one. At last the stuggy man said: ‘S’pose he just went to say “hullo” to his old man.’


Gently removed his pipe. ‘No,’ he said, and put his pipe back.


The stuggy man’s cigarette nearly burst into flames. He said: ‘I don’t have to tell you anything!’


Gently nodded indefinitely.


‘You can’t do nofink to me if I keep my trap shut. Why can’t you leave us alone? I told them all they wanted to know last night!’


‘You didn’t tell them what I want to know.’


‘Well, haven’t you got enough against him, without looking for any more?’


Gently turned over his pipe and let the top ash fall into a little pool of water gathering on the floor. He surveyed the stuggy man with distant green eyes. ‘There’s a very good case to be made against Peter Huysmann,’ he said. ‘If he’s guilty, the less that’s found out the better. But if he’s innocent, then everybody concerned had best tell what they know. But perhaps you think he’s guilty?’


‘Naow!’ The stuggy man flipped ash in a wide arc. ‘Pete never did a thing like that. You don’t know Pete.’ He faced Gently fiercely.


‘Then the best way you can help him is to answer my question.’


The stuggy man threw down his cigarette-end and ground it to pulp beneath his foot. ‘I know you!’ he burst out, ‘I know you and your questions! It’s all very well now, but when it gets to court it will all be twisted against him. I seen it happen before. I seen the way they went to work to hang old George Cooper. All very nice they were, as nice as pie – they only wanted to help him! But what happened when they gits him in court? Every mortal thing what people had told them was used against him – every mortal thing.’


He broke off, breathing heavily through his flattened nose. ‘So don’t come telling me how I can help him, mister,’ he concluded. ‘I wasn’t born yesterday, d’ye see?’


The growing pool of water on the floor made a sudden dart forward at a sunken tile. Gently moved his foot to higher ground. ‘Let’s put it another way,’ he said smoothly. ‘There’s a sufficiently sound case against Peter Huysmann to put him in dock and probably hang him. Any further evidence will simply reinforce the case. So it might be good policy to please the police rather than tease them . . . isn’t that sense?’


The stuggy man’s eyes blazed. ‘You haven’t got nofink against me, mister!’ he exclaimed.


‘I’m not suggesting we have. Though we might have, some day . . . it’s worth remembering.’


‘They was at me last night that way – says they might find the Wall was dangerous. But I know where I stand. It isn’t no more dangerous here than it was at Lincoln or Newark, nor anywheres else. And I told them so.’ He spat into the pool of water.


Gently sighed, and mentally cursed the large feet of Inspector Hansom, whose prints were so painfully visible. The stuggy man produced his tin of tobacco again and began the nervous concoction of a fresh cigarette. Gently lit it for him absently. The rain continued to fall.


‘I saw him ride yesterday,’ said Gently, apropos of nothing. ‘He’s a good rider.’


‘He’s the best man on the Wall in England,’ jerked the stuggy man.


‘You wouldn’t want to lose him.’


‘I shan’t, if I can help it.’


‘If he gets off he’ll inherit his father’s business.’


The stuggy man shot him a guarded glance, but said nothing.


‘Unless he’s been cut off, of course,’ added Gently. ‘I’m told his father intended to make a fresh will.’


The stuggy man drew in an enormous lungful of smoke and jetted it out towards the canvas flap.


‘It could be he went to see him about that,’ continued Gently, ‘and then, in the course of the quarrel that followed—’


‘Naow!’ broke in the stuggy man.


‘Why not?’ queried Gently. ‘It’s the line that logically suggests itself . . .’


‘He didn’t go about no will!’


‘You’ll have a hard time convincing the City Police that he didn’t. It’s the obvious reason, and the obvious reason, right or wrong, is peculiarly acceptable to juries.’


‘But I tell you he never, mister – he knew all along that the old man was going to cut him out!’


‘Then,’ said Gently, sighting his pipe at the stuggy man’s heart, ‘why did he go?’


The stuggy man gulped. ‘I offered him halves in the Wall,’ he said. ‘He reckoned the old man would put up five hundred to be rid of him.’


‘Ah,’ said Gently dreamily, ‘how you make us work for it – how you do!’


He knocked out his pipe and moved over to the canvas flap. The world outside had an arrested, gone-away look, dull and washed out, a wet Sunday. Instinctively, you would be indoors, preferably with a fire. Gently hovered at the flap a moment. He turned back to the stuggy man.


‘Where’s Peter Huysmann now?’ he asked.


‘Where you won’t bloody well find him!’


Gently shrugged reprovingly. ‘I was only asking a civil question,’ he said.


Huysmann’s caravan was small and cheap, but it had been recently re-painted in a dashing orange and blue: neatly too. Some time and pains had been lavished on it. It stood somewhat apart from its neighbours, beside a plane tree. One entered by steps and a door at the side. Gently knocked.


‘Who is it?’ called a voice, subdued, coming with an effort.


‘A friend,’ replied Gently cheerfully.


There was movement inside the van. The door was pulled inwards. A young woman of twenty-three or -four stood framed in the tiny passageway. She was brown-haired with blue-grey eyes and round, attractive features. She had a firm, natural figure. She wore an overall. There was a frightened look in her eyes and her mouth was held small and tight. She said: ‘Oh – what is it you want?’


Gently smiled reassuringly. ‘I’ve come to be a nuisance,’ he said. ‘May I come in?’


She stepped back with a sort of hopeless submission, indicating a door to the left of the passage. Gently inserted his bulky figure with care, pausing to wipe his feet on the small rectangle of coconut-matting. It was a minute sitting-room which at night became a bedroom and at mealtimes was a dining-room. In the centre was a boat-type mahogany table, narrow, with wide, folded-down leaves, on which was a bowl of daffodils. There were three windows with flowered print curtains. A settee built along the wall on the right unfolded into a double bed and opposite it, on the other wall, was a cupboard with drawers, on which stood a row of Penguins and cheap editions of novels. Facing the door hung a framed photograph of Peter in an open-necked shirt.


Gently chose a small wooden chair and sat down. ‘I’m Chief Inspector Gently of the Central Office, CID,’ he said, ‘but don’t take too much notice of it. I don’t cut much ice in these parts.’ He looked around him approvingly. ‘I’ve often thought of buying a caravan like this when I retire,’ he added.


Mrs Huysmann moved across behind the table and sat down on the settee. She held herself very stiffly and upright. Her eyes never wandered from Gently’s face. She said nothing.


Gently glanced at the photograph of Peter. ‘How old is your husband?’ he enquired.


‘Twenty-nine, in August.’ She had a soft, low voice, but it was taut and toneless.


‘I’ve only met him once – if you can call seeing him ride meeting him. I liked his riding. It takes real guts and judgment to do that little trick of his.’


‘You’ve seen him ride?’ For a moment she was surprised.


‘I was here yesterday. I’m on holiday, you know, but they roped me in on this business. I believe they’re sorry they did now. I’m so hard to convince. But there you are . . .’ He raised his shoulders deprecatingly.


She said: ‘You want to ask me something.’ It was between a question and a bare statement of fact, colourless, something to be said.


‘Yes,’ Gently said, ‘but don’t rush it. I know how painful it is.’


She looked down, away from him. ‘They took my statement last night,’ she said.


There was a moment during which the rain beat remotely on the felted roof, an ominous moment, razor-sharp: and then tears began to trickle down the tight, mask-like face. Gently looked away. She was not sobbing. The tears came from deeper, from the very depths of humiliation and fear and helplessness. She said: ‘I can’t tell you anything – I don’t know anything . . . they took it all down last night.’


Gently said: ‘They had to do it, you know. I’ve got to do it, too. Otherwise there may be an injustice.’


‘He didn’t do it – not Peter – not Peter!’ she said, and sank forward with a great sigh, as though to say that had drained away the stiffness in her body. She was sobbing now, blindly, a foolish little lace handkerchief crumpled up in a ball between her hands, the shock and the pent-up horror of the night finding outlet at last. Gently moved across and patted her shoulder paternally. He said: ‘Cry away now, like a good girl, and when you’ve finished I’m going to tell you a secret.’


She looked up at him wonderingly, eyes glazed with tears. He went on: ‘I oughtn’t to tell you this – I oughtn’t even to tell myself. But I’m a very bad detective, and I’m always doing what they tell you not to in police college.’


He moved away to the other side of the caravan and began looking at the books. She followed him with her eyes. There was something in his manner that struck through the bitter confusion possessing her, something that gave her pause. She choked into the handkerchief. ‘I’m – I’m sorry!’ she faltered.


Gently took down a book. ‘You’ve got Mornings in Mexico,’ he said absently. ‘I read an extract from it somewhere. Can I borrow it?’


‘It’s – Peter’s.’


‘Oh, I’ll let you have it back. There’s nothing at my rooms except a telephone directory, and I’ve read that.’


He came back and sat down beside her. She sniffed and tried to smile. ‘I didn’t mean to cry,’ she said. ‘I’m terribly sorry.’ Gently produced his bag of peppermint creams and proffered them to her. ‘You’ll like these – I’ve been eating them off and on for twenty years. You try one.’ He took one himself, and laid the bag open on the end of the table.


‘Now,’ he said, ‘my secret. But first, you can keep a secret, can’t you?’


She nodded, chewing her peppermint cream.


‘It’s this. I, Chief Inspector Gently, Central Office, CID, am morally certain that Peter didn’t murder his father. What do you think of that?’


Her eyes widened. ‘But—!’ she exclaimed.


Gently held up his hand. ‘Oh, I know, and you mustn’t tell anybody at all. It’s a terrible thing for a Chief Inspector to prejudice himself in the early stages of an investigation. I’ve had to tick people off about it myself. And to tell it to somebody concerned in the case is flat misdemeanour.’ Gently paused to fortify himself with another peppermint cream. ‘I’ve been a policeman too long,’ he concluded, ‘it’s high time they retired me. Some day, I might do something quite unforgivable.’


Mrs Huysmann was still staring at him disbelievingly. ‘You – you know he didn’t do it!’ she cried.


‘No,’ said Gently, ‘I don’t know it. Not yet.’


‘But you said—!’


‘I said I was morally certain, my dear, which isn’t quite the same thing.’


She relapsed slowly into her former forlorn posture. ‘Then they’ll still charge him with it,’ she said.


Gently nodded. ‘My moral certainties won’t prevent that. Peter’s still in grave danger and unless I can produce some hard, irreducible facts pointing in another direction, he may find his innocence very difficult to establish. Which is why I’m here this morning.’


‘But I don’t know anything – I can’t help you at all!’


Gently smiled at a point beyond the blue horizon. ‘That is something, my dear, which we will now attempt to discover,’ he said.


The rain had washed out any lurking quaintness there might have been in Queen Street. The raw brick tower of the new brewery seemed rawer, the stale flint-and-brick tower of the old breweries staler, the mouldering plaster-and-lath miserable to disintegration. Gently splashed through puddles formed in hollows of the pavement. He stopped to look at a horse-meat shop. Painted a virulent red, it had crudely drawn upon it the faces of a cat and a dog, with the legend: ‘Buy our dinners here’. Up the middle of Queen Street rode a lonely sodden figure, a bundle of papers covered by a sack in the carrier of his bicycle. Behind him limped a dog, head down, tail down. At the horse-meat shop the dog raised its head and gave a low whine. But it continued to limp after its master.


Today there were only two cars outside the Huysmann house, a police car and Leaming’s red Pashley. The constable on the door saluted smartly. ‘Inspector Hansom is in the sitting-room, sir,’ he said. Gently disrobed himself of his raincoat and left it hung dripping on the hall-stand. A second constable opened the sitting-room door for him. Inside sat Inspector Hansom at a table, smoking a cigar. Beside him sat a uniformed man with a shorthand notebook.


‘Ah!’ cried Hansom, ‘the Yard itself! We’ll have to forget about the third degree after all, Jackson.’


Gently smiled moistly, took out his pipe and began to fill it. ‘Forgive me for being late,’ he said.


Hansom spewed forth cigar-smoke. ‘Don’t mention it,’ he said, ‘we can accommodate ourselves to Metropolitan hours. Just sit down and make yourself at home. There’ll be tea and biscuits in half an hour.’


Gently lit his pipe and sat down.


‘I suppose you didn’t look in at the office this morning,’ continued Hansom, a glint in his eye.


‘No. Should I have done?’


‘It might be an idea, if you want to keep abreast of this case.’


Gently patted the ash down in his pipe with an experienced finger. ‘You mean the five-pound note you found in a drawer in Peter Huysmann’s caravan, don’t you?’ he enquired thoughtfully.


‘You were at the office then?’ demanded Hansom, a little clashed.


‘No. But I was at the caravan this morning.’


‘Then perhaps you don’t know that it was one of the notes taken from Huysmann’s safe?’


Gently shrugged. ‘Why else would you have taken it away?’


Hansom’s eyes gleamed triumphantly. ‘And how do you propose to explain that one, Chief Inspector Gently?’ he demanded.


Gently patted away at his pipe till the ash was perfectly level, then dusted off his finger on his trousers. ‘I don’t explain anything,’ he said. ‘I’m a policeman. I ask questions.’


‘It’ll take a lot of questions to make this look silly.’


‘I should ask myself,’ proceeded Gently, ‘why Peter left a note there at all, just one. And I should ask myself whether it was likely to be one of those on your list – he had so many others.’ He paused.


‘And is that all you’d ask?’ enquired Hansom with a sneer.


‘And I think,’ added Gently, ‘I’d ask Mrs Huysmann if she knew how it came to be there.’


Hansom sat up straight, his cigar lifting. ‘So you would, would you?’ he said.


‘I think I would. Very nicely, of course, so I didn’t make her feel she was being kicked in the teeth by a size fifteen boot.’


‘Har, har,’ said Hansom, ‘give me time to laugh.’


‘And I should find out that Peter never had but that one note and brought it back with him yesterday in a seething temper and put it in the drawer with express instructions that it wasn’t to be touched. Of course, it’s technically possible that he had his pocket picked of the balance . . . perhaps that’s why he was so angry.’


Hansom snarled: ‘And you believe that bosh?’


‘I don’t believe anything,’ said Gently mildly. ‘I just ask questions . . .’


The ash dropped off Hansom’s cigar and fell neatly on to the blotter in front of him. He grabbed it away savagely. ‘See here,’ he snapped, ‘I know you’re dead against us. I know you’d go to any lengths to get young Huysmann off, even though you’re as sure as we are that he did it. Because why? Because you’re the Yard and you think you’ve got to show us we’re a lot of flat-footed yokels. That’s why! That’s why you’re going to upset this case – if you can. But you can’t, Chief Inspector Gently, it’s getting much too one-sided, even for you. By the time we’ve lined this case up there won’t be a jury in the country who’ll give it more than ten minutes – if they give it that!’


Gently leaned back in his chair and blew the smallest and roundest of smoke-rings at the distant ceiling. ‘Inspector Hansom,’ he said, ‘I’d like to make a point.’


‘What’s that?’ snarled Hansom.


‘There is between us, Inspector Hansom, a slight but operative difference in rank. And now, if you will start sending these people in, we’ll try to question them as though we were part of one of the acknowledged civilizations.’





CHAPTER FOUR


MRS TURNER, THE housekeeper, was a clean, neat, bustling person of fifty-five, dressed for the day in a black tailored suit smelling of stale lavender. She had a large bland face with small mean eyes, and her nose was the merest shade red.


She said: ‘I’m sure there’s nothing more I can tell you what I didn’t say yesterday,’ and sat down with an air of disapproval and injury.


Hansom said: ‘You are Mrs Charles Turner, widow, housekeeper to the deceased. You had the day off yesterday till 5 p.m . . . where did you spend the day?’


‘I told you all that yesterday.’


‘Please be good enough to answer the question. Where did you spend the day?’


‘I went to see me sister at Earlton . . .’


‘You were at your sister’s the whole of that time?’ Gently said.


The housekeeper shot him a mean look. ‘Well, most of it, like . . .’


‘You mean that part of the time you were somewhere else.’


She pursed her lips and jiffled a little. ‘I spent the day with me sister,’ she repeated defensively, adding, ‘you can ask her, if you don’t believe me.’


‘Right. We’ll check on that,’ said Hansom. ‘What time did you arrive back here?’


‘I got in about five to five.’


‘What did you do then?’


‘I went into the kitchen to see if the maid had got things ready for tea.’


‘You found the maid in the kitchen?’


‘She was sitting down reading one of them fourpenny novels.’


‘Did she mention anything unusual that had occurred during the afternoon?’


‘She said as how Mr Peter had called and seen his father, and they’d had a dust-up over something, but it didn’t last long.’


Gently said: ‘She could not have heard them quarrelling from the kitchen. Did she say where she was at the time?’


The housekeeper frowned. She didn’t like Gently’s questions. He seemed determined to complicate the most clear-cut issues. ‘I didn’t ask her,’ she replied tartly.


Hansom continued: ‘When did you go to the study?’


‘I went there straight away, to ask Mr Huysmann what time he wanted tea.’


‘Was that usual?’ chipped in Gently.


‘Yes, it was usual! He didn’t have no set times for his meals. You had to go and ask him.’


‘That would be a few minutes after 5 p.m.?’ proceeded Hansom.


‘About five-past, I should think.’


‘And you knocked on the door and entered?’


‘That was how he told us to go in.’


‘Tell us what you saw when you entered.’


‘Well, I just see Mr Huysmann lying there sort of twisted like, as though he might have had a fit.’


‘Was he lying in the same position as he was when the police arrived?’


‘I might have moved him a little bit, but not much. I thought as how he was took ill. I tried to get him up, but when I saw all the blood under him I knew that something horrible had happened, so I put him back again.’


‘And then?’


‘Then I went for Susan and told her to get the police.’


‘Did Susan go into the study?’


‘No, I told her not to. That was bad enough for me, who’ve seen dead people. I nearly went out when I got back to the kitchen.’


‘A telephone message was received at headquarters at 5.17 p.m. That was ten minutes after you would have returned to the kitchen.’


‘Well, there I was in a bad way, I had Susan fetch me some brandy. And then Miss Gretchen, she came back and had to be told.’


‘What time did Miss Huysmann return?’


‘About a quarter past five, I suppose it was.’


‘At which door did she enter?’


‘She came in the front, of course. Susan was just going through to phone and she see Miss Gretchen in the hall and tell her.’


‘How did Miss Huysmann take the news?’


‘Well, she’s always a very quiet sort of girl, but she was mortal pale when she came into the kitchen. I gave her a sip of brandy to pull her together.’


‘Was Susan at all surprised when Miss Huysmann came in?’


‘She said: “Oh – I thought you was still in your room, miss.”’


Hansom paused, leaned back in his chair and appeared to be studying the rash his cigar-ash had made on his blotter. The constable beside him scribbled industriously. Outside the rain made a soft quiet noise, like the sound of time itself. The housekeeper sat upright and rocked very gently backwards and forwards.


Hansom said: ‘You have been a long time in this family, Mrs Turner. Certain private matters concerning it must have come to your notice. Can you think of anything which may have a bearing on the present tragedy?’


The housekeeper’s face changed to defensive righteousness. ‘There’s Mr Peter,’ she said, ‘he’s no secret.’


‘Is there anybody else connected with Mr Huysmann who, to your knowledge, may have had a grudge against him?’


‘I daresay there’s several people as weren’t over-fond of him. He was a long way from being open-handed. But I can’t think of anybody who’d want to do a thing like this.’


‘Did you know that Mr Huysmann proposed to make a fresh will disinheriting his son?’


‘Oh yes. He’d been talking about that ever since Mr Peter got married.’


Gently said: ‘How long ago was that?’


The housekeeper thought for a moment. ‘It’ll be just on two years,’ she replied.


‘Did Peter know about it two years ago?’


‘Mr Huysmann told him before he got married.’


Gently nodded his slow, complacent nod. Hansom glared across at him. ‘Is there anything else you’d like to ask before we let Mrs Turner go?’ he asked bitingly.


Gently placed his fingers neatly together. ‘Was the safe door open or closed when you discovered the body?’ he said.


‘It was open.’


‘And how about the outer door?’


‘I think it was closed.’


‘Ah,’ said Gently. He leaned forward in his chair. ‘At the time the murder was discovered, are you positive that Susan and yourself were the only persons in the house?’ he asked.


The housekeeper’s face registered surprise followed by indignation. ‘If there had been anyone else I should have said so,’ she retorted magnificently.


‘Is there anybody not so far mentioned whom you would not have been surprised to find in the house at that time in the afternoon?’


She paused. ‘Well, there’s the chauffeur, but he was off duty. And there might have been someone from the yard about business.’


Gently nodded again and rested his chin on his thumbs. ‘This room we’re in,’ he said, ‘was it last cleaned before lunch yesterday?’


‘You’d best ask Susan about that. It should have been done.’


‘To your knowledge, did anybody enter it after the discovery of the murder?’


‘There was nothing to come in here about.’


Gently leant far back into his chair, elevated his paired fingers and looked through them at the ceiling. ‘During the time when you were not at your sister’s yesterday,’ he said, ‘would you have been . . . somewhere else . . . for the purpose of taking alcoholic refreshment?’


The housekeeper’s face turned scarlet. She jumped to her feet, her eyes flashing, and seemed on the point of a scathing denial. Then, with an effort, she checked herself and flung out of the room like an outraged duchess.


Gently smiled through the cage of his fingers. ‘Pass me,’ he said dreamily, ‘there’s one alibi less on my list.’


Gently was eating a peppermint cream when Susan came in. He had offered one to Hansom as a sort of olive branch, but Hansom had refused it, and after counting those that remained in the bag Gently was not sorry. He had a feeling that Norchester would not be very productive of peppermint creams on a Sunday, especially a wet Sunday, and the prospect of running short was a bleak one. Life was hard enough without a shortage of peppermint creams.


Susan was a pretty, pert blonde girl with a tilted bra and an accentuated behind. She wore a smile as a natural part of her equipment. She had a snub nose and dimples and a pleased expression, and had a general supercharged look, as though she was liable to burst out of her black dress and stockings into a fierce nudity.


The constable with the shorthand notebook sighed as she took her seat. He was a young man. Hansom ran through the preliminaries of identification and association.


‘What time did the family finish lunch, Miss Stibbons?’ he asked.


Susan leant her bewitching head on one side. ‘It would be about two o’clock, Inspector. It was quarter past when I went to clear away.’


‘Did Mr Huysmann go to his study directly after lunch?’


‘I wouldn’t know, Inspector. But he was there when I took him his coffee.’


‘When was that?’


‘It would be about half-past two, I should think.’


‘What was he doing then?’


‘He was standing by the window, looking at the garden.’


‘Did he make any remark out of the ordinary?’


The bewitching head dipped over an errant blush. ‘We-ell, Inspector . . .’


‘Did he lead you to suppose he was expecting a visitor?’


‘No . . . he didn’t give me that impression.’


Hansom looked her over thoughtfully. He was only forty himself. ‘What did Miss Huysmann do after lunch?’ he asked.


‘She took her coffee up to her room.’


‘She apparently left the house shortly afterwards to go to the pictures. She says she left at half-past two. You didn’t see her go?’


‘No, Inspector.’


‘Did she take her coffee to her room before you took Mr Huysmann’s to him?’


‘Oh yes, she came and got it from the kitchen.’


‘You didn’t hear the front-door bell between the time she took her coffee and the time you went to the study with Mr Huysmann’s?’


‘No, Inspector.’


‘Nor while you were in the study?’


‘No, I didn’t hear it at all till Mr Peter came.’


‘Because of that you were surprised to find that she had, in fact, gone out?’


‘It surprised me at the time, Inspector, but after I’d thought about it I realized she must have gone out through the kitchen.’


‘Why should she have done that?’


‘We-ell, I don’t think she would want her father to know she had gone to the pictures.’


Gently broke in: ‘Was it unusual for Miss Huysmann to go to the pictures?’


Susan embraced him in a smile of melting intensity. ‘Mr Huysmann didn’t think it proper for girls to go to them. But she went when Mr Huysmann was away on business and sometimes she pretended to go to bed early and I would let her out by the kitchen.’


‘Wasn’t it unusual for her to slip out in the afternoon, when her father might enquire after her?’


‘Ye-es . . . she’d never done that before.’


‘You have no doubt that she did go out?’


‘Oh no! I saw her come in with her hat and coat on.’


‘You heard nothing during the afternoon to suggest that she might still be in the house?’


‘Nothing at all.’


‘Miss Huysmann deceived her father over the matter of the pictures. Do you know of any other way she may have deceived him?’


Susan placed a smooth, conical finger on her dimpled chin and appeared to consider deeply. ‘He was very strict,’ she said at last.


‘You haven’t answered the question, Miss Stibbons.’


Susan came back with her take-me smile. ‘We-ell, she used to read love-stories and other books that Mr Huysmann didn’t know about . . .’


Gently shrugged and extended an open palm towards Hansom. In his mind’s eye the figure of the deceased timber-merchant began to take form and substance. He saw the foxy, snarling little face, the sharp, suspicious eyes, the spare figure, the raging, implacable temper of a small man with power . . . the man whose son had kicked free at any price, whose daughter was in league with the maid to deceive him: who declared the cinema improper while he ruffled Susan in his study . . . An alien little man, who had spent most of his life in a new country without making friends, shrewd, sudden, tyrannical and hypocritical . . .
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