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  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.
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  Chapter One




  PAUL STEADMAN disliked London’s pigeons and everything about them: in particular their beady-eyed complacency

  and the fussy, conceited struttings of the courting males. It seemed to Steadman that there was not an hour of the day nor a season of the year when, from his office window, he could not see a

  harassed female bird being relentlessly stalked by an ardent suitor. From his room, which was at the rear of the Director of Public Prosecutions’ building, he had an unrivalled view of

  chimneypot scenery; and always the pigeons.




  Steadman looked up from the file of papers before him and yawned. He reckoned it would take him another half an hour to finish reading them, and though there was no compulsive need for him to

  stay on this evening and do so, he decided that he might as well. Except for fraud cases, which were too indigestible and usually too bulky, he always liked to have a straight read through of his

  papers. Even if he did not retain very much, he at least knew what was there. It was the principle of turning over all the stones for a quick look before making a closer examination of what each

  revealed.




  The door of his room opened and Tom Coles came in.




  ‘Hello, Paul, still at it?’




  ‘Mm-mm, thought I’d just finish reading this lot.’




  Coles cocked his head on one side. He was a short, square-shouldered man with startling red hair and the engaging air of a dog determined to please.




  ‘What is it? Another bloody fraud? That seems to be my diet these days.’




  ‘No, it’s a murder. Chap killed his wife because she kept boiling his eggs too hard.’




  ‘Sounds reasonable. How’d he do it?’




  ‘Oh, with the usual chopper.’




  Coles nodded understandingly.




  ‘If it’s not a chopper, it’s a poker or a hammer . . .’




  ‘Or a tie or a pyjama cord’, Steadman added with a faint smile.




  ‘I know. Can’t think of a room in my house that doesn’t contain at least half a dozen lethal instruments.’




  ‘The lavatory?’ Steadman asked laconically.




  ‘Disinfectant. Poisonous as hell. Anyway, where did this happen?’




  Paul Steadman told him and echoed the groan that followed.




  ‘Lousy dump of a place.’




  ‘Possibly that’s why people commit murders there.’




  Coles looked round for an ashtray. He knew there wasn’t one and that Steadman, a non-smoker, declined to pander to the needs of his visitors, but he always felt obliged to remark on the

  deficiency. ‘Oh, of course, you haven’t got one’, he said with a reproachful sigh. He walked to the window and stubbed his cigarette on the ledge outside. Steadman watched him

  with a tolerant smile. Turning back, Coles went on, ‘Talking of which, I see there’s been one down at Five Meadows.’




  ‘A murder?’




  ‘Yep, capital murder too, by the sound of it. An old girl found with her head bashed in and a lot of stuff stolen. The Chief Constable’s called in the Yard.’




  ‘Where did you hear all this?’




  ‘Well, there was quite a piece in this morning’s paper about the old lady’s body being found on her bedroom floor, and then there was a small paragraph at midday about the Yard

  being called in. Don’t you read newspapers, Paul?’ he asked, with mock incredulity.




  ‘Usually, but not this morning. Jane overslept and I had a fearful rush to get here at all.’




  ‘What do you mean, Jane overslept, what were you doing?’




  ‘Oversleeping too.’




  Tom Coles sighed. ‘There’s no danger of that when you have five brawling brats in the house. How is Jane, by the way?’




  ‘Fine, thanks, Tom. She’s been bitten by a writing bug and spends most of her time sucking her pencil and staring pensively at a blank sheet of paper.’




  ‘What’s she writing? A thriller based on one of your cases?’




  ‘No, children’s stories. She’s certain there’s a gold mine in it, but so far hasn’t discovered where.’ Abruptly he said, ‘A girl she knew at school and

  vaguely keeps up with lives at Five Meadows.’




  ‘The old lady who was murdered was seventy-four. Doesn’t sound like a school chum of Jane’s.’




  There was a silence as Coles stared out of the window and Paul Steadman mentally measured the number of pages he had still to read.




  ‘Well, I think I’ll say good night, Paul, if I can’t lure you away yet. Shan’t see you tomorrow. I’m in court: rape at Rugby.’




  ‘’Night, Tom’, Steadman called after him as Coles bustled out.




  Steadman passed a hand through his hair and bent once more over the papers on his desk. It was several minutes, however, before he could muster his concentration again. He sat staring at the print with a small contented smile, thinking of Jane, his wife. She was only a year younger than himself; they’d both been over thirty when they had married seven

  years before. Jane, who was small and snug and ever full of enthusiasm for some new interest, bless her! And how glad he was of this, seeing that they hadn’t any children. He

  hadn’t minded so much, and now Jane too had got over the bitterness and disappointment. He turned his head and gazed at his profile reflected in the window, the Roman nose, the dark brown

  hair greying at the temples (supposedly so distinguished) but not yet thinning, and the quiet, observant eyes. He jutted out his chin and fingered beneath. Time, he decided, to go on another of his

  half-hearted diets. Reluctantly, he forced his attention back to his papers.




  By the time he had finished, he was pondering, as so often he began to when reading murder cases, the hidden dark recesses of the human mind. A woman boiled her husband’s eggs too hard and

  was killed. His own wife’s Aunt Delia, though convinced she had a small bird lodged in her left breast, walked the streets in freedom. The one would be living out his days in an institution

  for criminal lunatics; the other would continue to be fussed over and humoured by a cook, a parlourmaid and a stream of visiting nieces. Which was the madder? But who knew when Aunt Delia might not

  suddenly seize a knife and slit herself open to release the bird! And supposing instead she slit open the cook for forgetting to order its seed, then Aunt Delia too would end up in Broadmoor. Life

  with the mentally unbalanced was wholly unpredictable, and the psychiatrists usually arrived on the scene too late.




  On his way home, Paul Steadman bought an evening paper. The murder at Five Meadows had by now assumed front page importance. The report which he read came under the headline, ‘WEALTHY WIDOW BATTERED’. It ran:




  ‘Seventy-four year old Mrs. Sophie Easterberg, a well-known resident of the picturesque village of Five Meadows, was yesterday evening found murdered in the bedroom of her mansion home

  which stands outside the village, only twenty miles from London. She had been battered to death and the police believe that the motive was robbery. Her body was discovered about five o’clock

  when her nephew, Captain Richard Corby, called at the house to see her. It is thought she had been dead some hours and lain slain in the empty house till found. The Chief Constable today called in

  Scotland Yard and Detective Superintendent Manton and Detective Sergeant Yates of the murder squad arrived in the village shortly before noon. The police are working on the theory that the murderer

  knew that Mrs. Easterberg’s companion, Miss Violet Chatt, had the day off each Wednesday and that Mrs. Easterberg would therefore be alone in her mansion.’




  There followed further speculation about the crime which Steadman did not bother to read. As it was, he was prepared for Mrs. Easterberg not to have been wealthy, for her mansion to be a modern

  villa and for her body to have been found in the kitchen, not the bedroom. A close acquaintanceship with criminal cases had taught him to be sceptical of most press items about them. The more

  authentic they sounded, the more sceptical he became. All he felt justified in accepting was that a Mrs. Easterberg of Five Meadows had died a violent death.




  With the paper tucked under his arm, he turned into his own gate, paused to gaze with proprietorial pride at the patch of front garden which he assiduously tended each week-end, and entered his

  home.




  It was a small but pleasant house in an agreeable modern suburb which catered for the middle-range professional and executive classes. For most of these it was just another staging area on their

  way to the top, but for Paul and Jane Steadman, who didn’t contemplate anything grander, it was home.




  Steadman threw his hat down on the functional hall chair and sang out his wife’s name.




  ‘Ja-ane.’




  ‘Here, sweetheart’, she replied, from the living-room. Her tone sounded preoccupied. Steadman entered the room and saw the reason.




  ‘Muse in good form?’ he asked, walking over to where she sat scribbling in a notebook on her knee.




  ‘Mmm, just let me finish this sentence.’




  Steadman watched her with an affectionate smile; the pink tip of her tongue protruded between her lips while she wrote.




  ‘If this story doesn’t sell, I give up’, she said, as she laid pencil and notebook on the floor beside her and leapt up to give her husband a hug. ‘It’s a darling

  one.’




  ‘All about fairies?’




  ‘Children don’t go in for fairies these days’, she replied briskly. ‘They’re completely outmoded. Went out with button boots. No, this story’s all about

  Stanley, the Spider, and how he stows away in a moon rocket to visit Moolie.’




  ‘Moolie?’




  ‘Yes, she’s the nearest thing they have to a spider on the moon. She has no legs but is fitted with eight tiny skis instead, and she can only see out of the top of her head which

  means . . .’ Paul Steadman sat down and let his wife exhaust her pent-up enthusiasm for Moolie. Then, handing her the evening paper, he said:




  ‘Isn’t Five Meadows where that friend of yours lives? That girl you were at school with?’




  ‘Linda Corby, do you mean? Why, what’s happened there?’




  ‘An old lady’s been murdered. It says her body was discovered by her nephew, Richard Corby.’




  ‘That’s Linda’s husband. He grows tomatoes’, Jane added inconsequentially. ‘And other things, of course. Cucumbers and lettuce.’




  ‘Does he have an aunt?’




  ‘Does he not! Aunt Sophie. Linda’s always on about her. At least, that is on the odd occasions we meet or she rings up. Then I get a long moan about what Aunt Sophie’s done or

  not done, and how difficult she is. Of course, poor Linda’s a bit tiresome herself in many ways and I think Aunt Sophie used to give her a real inferiority complex. But how awful for them!

  Murdered! Linda’s sure to ring me up about it; I’m her sympathetic friend.’ She paused and then asked eagerly, ‘Are you likely to do the case, darling?’




  Her husband’s tone was mildly reproving. ‘Nobody’s been arrested or charged yet.’










  Chapter Two




  DETECTIVE SUPERINTENDENT MANTON and Detective Sergeant Yates had, as the papers stated, arrived in Five Meadows

  shortly before noon, which was approximately one hour after they had been sent for by the Assistant Commissioner (Crime) and told to be on their way.




  How Five Meadows had managed to remain utterly unspoilt at a time when London’s suburban growth had been as remorseless as a tide of creeping lava was something of a miracle. A part

  explanation lay in the fact of its not being on the railway and also sufficiently far off a main road to have been unnoticed by the hurrying throngs. Moreover, it is surrounded by low-lying meadows

  which are invariably waterlogged several months each year, and which have made it unsuitable for expansion. Speculative builders had taken one look and sought elsewhere to plough in their

  profits.




  When Manton and Yates arrived at the local police station, their steps were directed on to Five Meadows Chase, Mrs. Easterberg’s house, by the village constable’s wife.




  ‘You’ll find them all up there, sir’, she said.




  Five Meadows Chase, they discovered, lay on the eastern outskirts of the village, the entrance being about three hundred yards past the last cottage. The house itself was at this point hidden by

  a beech coppice and first sight of it came shortly after they had turned up the drive. A wide apron of green lawn came into view and beyond a giant cedar which stood guard along one edge could be

  seen the white, sun-washed walls of a low rambling house.




  As they pulled up outside the front door, a man emerged and came over to them.




  ‘Superintendent Manton?’ He didn’t wait for a reply and went on, ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Spruille, sir. I’m sorry there wasn’t anyone down at the local

  station to guide you here, but we’re a bit pushed for men when a job like this breaks. Detective Superintendent Blaker is up in the bedroom, waiting for you.’




  Blaker, whom Manton knew well, was the head of the county C.I.D.




  The two Yard officers followed Sergeant Spruille into the house and upstairs.




  At first glance, it was just the sort of house that Manton would have expected a comfortably-off old lady to live in. Everything had an air of permanence. There was a profusion of furniture and

  the walls were hung with hunting-prints. A fine old grandfather clock stood at the foot of the stairs, whose carpet was now wearing thin. The slight hint of shabbiness did nothing to diminish the

  impression of lived-in comfort.




  The room to which Sergeant Spruille led them was the middle one of three.




  ‘Mr. Manton and Sergeant Yates are here, sir’, he announced as he opened the door.




  ‘Hello, Manton’, the county C.I.D. man said. ‘Apart from moving the body, we’ve left everything just as it was found.’ He was a big, bluff man who wasted no time on

  greetings or comments about the weather. Though he was not proposing to admit it, he was not sorry that his Chief Constable had decided to enlist Scotland Yard’s aid. Not long ago he had had

  a big murder inquiry on his hands which had got nowhere, when everything had seemed to be in his favour too. This time someone else could carry the can.




  A huge mahogany double bed covered by a pink spread was the dominating feature of Mrs. Easterberg’s bedroom. Between the two windows with their faded chintz curtains stood a

  dressing-table, and against the near wall a tall chest of drawers. There was a chintz-covered armchair; and a heavy wardrobe stood at the far side of the room.




  Manton noticed that one of the dressing-table drawers was open and that its contents appeared in disorder. An open handbag protruded.




  Superintendent Blaker said:




  ‘That wallet on the floor’—he nodded at an Italian leather notecase lying just beneath the dressing-table—‘that came from her handbag. It’s empty now.

  According to the companion, there’d have been fifteen to twenty quid in it.’ He went on, and Manton thought he detected a slight note of malice in his tone, ‘But don’t get

  excited, we’ve tested it for fingerprints and there bain’t none.’




  On the floor close to where they were standing and not far from the door lay a number of articles that might have been put there as part of a test in deduction. A heavy china vase rested on its

  side against the corner of the chest of drawers. Over the pink carpet were scattered bits of pampas grass, the feathery fragments lying like chaff. Nearby lay a soft cushion and beside that a

  poker.




  ‘Is that what she was killed with?’ Manton asked, nodding at the poker.




  ‘Yes and no. It’s undoubtedly what she was hit over the head with. It’s got blood and hairs on it, which presumably came from the old lady, though lab examination will tell for

  certain. But just before you arrived, Dr. Innes was on the phone and he’s pretty certain that the cause of death was suffocation.’




  Manton looked down at the cushion at his feet.




  ‘How was she found?’




  ‘Lying face downwards in that cushion.’




  ‘Incidentally, who did find her?’




  ‘Her nephew, a man named Corby. He and his wife live in a cottage at the other end of the village. He came up to visit his aunt just after five o’clock yesterday evening and found

  her dead.’




  ‘When does Dr. Innes think she died?’




  ‘He thought it was between twelve and sixteen hours before he first saw the body, which was about midnight. Incidentally, we had a helluva job finding him. Phoned up one ruddy place after

  another. Eventually ran him to earth at a theatre. We didn’t move the body to the mortuary till after he’d got here. He did half his p.m. then and came back this morning to finish it

  off.’




  Manton nodded. ‘Oh, well, I suppose it doesn’t make much difference, it’s murder whichever way you look at it. Same as if you deliberately threaten someone with a knife till

  they walk backwards out of a window and die of a busted head.’ He paused and said reflectively, ‘Wonder how the cushion came to be on the floor, though.’




  ‘Could have got there in the course of a struggle’, Blaker remarked. ‘There obviously was one; this vase getting knocked over, for example. Or, and I think this is much more

  likely, the burglar was surprised by the old girl coming into the room; he lost his head and attacked her with the poker, probably only intending to knock her senseless, and then before he fled, he

  stuck the cushion under her head, hoping it might save her life and save him from a charge of capital murder.  Because this monkey’s going to swing all right when we’ve got him,

  that’s quite certain.’




  Manton said nothing but let his gaze roam round the room. He noticed some scratch marks over on the farther window-sill and went across to investigate. Superintendent Blaker followed him and

  said, ‘We’ve photographed those, as we have everything else in the room. In my view they were made by his shoes when he climbed out.’




  ‘You think he left by the window?’ Manton asked in some surprise.




  ‘I’m darned certain he did. We found a fine shoe-print in the flower-bed below. A deep one, as you’d expect to find if someone had jumped out. That too has been photographed

  and I’ve also had a cast made of it. Don’t think you’ll find any stones left unturned so far.’




  ‘I’m sure not’, Manton replied, with a faint smile. He opened the window and leant out. It was no more than an eight-foot drop if someone held on to the window ledge and let

  himself dangle. The bed was of soft earth and a small area of flowers had been trampled down. Five red tulips lay massacred in their stately prime. Turning back into the room he said, ‘I take

  it there are no fingerprints anywhere?’




  ‘No. We’ve examined every possible surface, but there’s not one. The monkey obviously wore gloves.’




  ‘What did the household consist of?’




  ‘The old girl and her companion, Miss Chatt. They were the only two who lived in. Then there were various women from the village who used to come in daily to cook and clean, and there was

  a gardener. Mrs. Easterberg employed a good deal of local labour and was usually ready to find a job for anyone in difficulty. The village people liked her, I gather. She was apparently more ready

  to do things for them than for her own sort. I’ve got men doing a house-to-house call now, by the way. They may pick up something useful.’




  Manton nodded in approval. He felt that for the time being there was little more he could learn from the bedroom.




  ‘Where do we find the companion?’ he asked.




  ‘When I last saw her just before you arrived, she was in the kitchen brewing tea for my slaves. Want to see her?’




  ‘I think it’d be a good idea. Where’s the best place?’




  ‘I’ll get her brought along to the drawing-room. She’s one of those typical middle-aged companions old ladies get hold of.’ At the thought of her, Superintendent Blaker

  chuckled. ‘Drives a vintage baby Austin too. Straight out of a book she is.’










  Chapter Three




  MISS CHATT refilled the big kettle and put it back on the gas stove. She was used to making tea; only its consumers

  happened to be different on this occasion. The kitchen door opened and Sergeant Spruille’s head popped round.




  ‘Mind coming along to the drawing-room, Miss Chatt, the Scotland Yard officers are here now and would like to have a word with you.’




  The drawing-room to which Superintendent Blaker led Manton and Yates was immediately beneath the bedroom, but was double its size. From its wide french windows there was a delightful view across

  buttercup meadows to the village about a mile away, which in the sunlight had the appearance of a neat model. A landscape artist could hardly have failed to set up his easel.




  The room itself contained two large sofas and a number of armchairs, all covered with some thick bluey-green material. On one of the chairs a large black cat lay curled up asleep. Against three

  of the walls were china cabinets crammed with bric-a-brac. Any pretence at selective display had long since been abandoned.




  Miss Chatt came into the room, wearing the flowered pinafore that she had come to regard as her uniform. She was a woman in the mid-forties with neat grey hair which had been recently permed.

  She showed no signs of being upset but nodded quietly at the officers. Then catching sight of the cat, she walked across the room, exclaiming:




  ‘Naughty Boot! You know quite well that’s not your chair. Now be off with you.’ As she spoke she put a hand beneath the animal and levered it out of the chair. It arched its

  back in mute disdain and went over to sit in front of the french window and stare out. ‘It would never have sat on that chair when Mrs. Easterberg was alive’, Miss Chatt explained.

  ‘It’s really quite remarkable, isn’t it, the way animals can tell that something’s happened. That’s his chair there, the one with the cushion on it’, she went

  on, indicating one over by the other window. She gave a short, nervous laugh. ‘But I don’t suppose you want to talk about the cat.’




  Manton accepted the cue and said:




  ‘Shall we sit down, Miss Chatt? I gather that you were the last person to see Mrs. Easterberg alive yesterday. About what time would that have been?’




  ‘Well, I always leave the house about half-past nine on my day off, that is Wednesdays, and usually I have a word with Mrs. Easterberg just before I go. To make sure everything’s all

  right, you know, and that she has everything she needs.’




  ‘And you did that yesterday?’




  ‘Yes. She was in here sitting at her desk writing out a cheque. She hardly looked up when I told her I was off.’




  ‘And when you went was she then alone in the house?’




  ‘Yesterday she was. Normally either Mrs. Winters or Mrs. Scarlon would have been here to get her lunch and see to things. But Mrs. Winters, she’s the one who does most of the

  cooking, is on her holiday and Mrs. Scarlon who does the housework has been away with measles, which she caught from her little boy. She’s been quite bad with it, too.’




  ‘So who’s been coping with things while these ladies have been away? You?’




  ‘Yes, but it’s not been too difficult. We’ve let the dust accumulate and just had simple meals.’




  ‘Mrs. Easterberg was able to manage for herself? When you were out, I mean?’




  ‘Oh, yes. Mind you, I offered not to take my day off last week or this, but she was most insistent that I should go.’




  There was a pause and Manton said:




  ‘Why exactly did Mrs. Easterberg need to have a companion, Miss Chatt? She sounded quite a healthy person.’




  ‘Oh, indeed. She had excellent physique, and was a most vigorous personality too.’ With an air of resigned sadness, she went on, ‘But in the same way that a steel knife

  requires a whetstone, so Mrs. Easterberg needed a companion.’ As an afterthought she added, ‘And of course it wouldn’t have been a very good idea for her to have lived alone in

  this big house at her age.’ She was thoughtfully silent for a moment. ‘If you had spent as much of your life tending old ladies’ needs as I have, you’d know what I mean. The

  ones who require companions are as much a breed as we companions are ourselves.’ She looked up with a wistful smile and in that moment, Manton could see all the years she had spent tending

  the wants of exacting, querulous and often capricious old women. Humbled, bullied, patronized and miserably paid, that was how he saw Miss Chatt’s life. He hoped Mrs. Easterberg had

  remembered her companion when she made her will. Stifling his sentimental thoughts, he said:




  ‘And what time did you return last night?’




  ‘At half-past nine. I left London about eight and it takes an hour and a half in my little car. I normally drive to the station and go up by train, but yesterday I did the whole journey by

  car as I was going to have tea with my cousin who lives at Harrow and it made it easier to have the car with me.’




  ‘I’m sure you won’t mind supplying us with details of how you spent your day. Merely a matter of routine.’




  ‘No, of course not. I had an appointment with the hairdresser at twelve. I expect you’d like his name. It’s a little place off Brompton Road that I always go to called Monsieur

  Victor’s. A girl named Beryl does my hair. When I left there, I . . .’




  Manton broke in quickly, ‘You needn’t give us all the details now, Miss Chatt. We shall be asking you to make a full written statement in due course and there’ll be time then.

  Can you remember whether the front door was locked when you left yesterday morning?’




  ‘Oh, no, Mrs. Easterberg would never have it locked in the daytime. She wouldn’t even have bothered about it at night if I hadn’t insisted. She was quite fearless about

  burglars and all these teddy-boy people; used to think I was silly to fuss.’ Again a wistful expression passed across Miss Chatt’s face. ‘As a matter of fact she often thought I

  was silly and used to tell me so. She wasn’t a very tolerant person, you know; though perhaps I shouldn’t say that now she’s dead.’




  Manton felt he was acquiring a more than clear picture of the relationship which had existed between employer and employee.




  ‘Who might have come up to the house after you left?’ he asked.




  ‘Well, I don’t really know. Wednesday’s not a day any of the tradespeople call. Mr. Pringle might have looked in. He quite often used to.’




  ‘Who’s he?’




  ‘He runs the garage in the village. Mrs. Easterberg always used to send for him when there was a job to be done like seeing to the motor-mower or fixing the fuses. He also drove her car on

  the rare occasions she had it out.’




  From Miss Chatt’s tone Manton got the impression that she didn’t care for Mr. Pringle, and didn’t particularly mind him, Manton, knowing it. The sniff of disapproval when she

  mentioned his name was too obvious to be missed.




  ‘Wasn’t the gardener at work yesterday?’ he asked.




  ‘No, he’s Mrs. Winters’ husband and on holiday too.’




  ‘So that none of the staff were here at all yesterday after you left?’




  Miss Chatt nodded her agreement.




  Superintendent Blaker took Manton’s arm and whispered loudly, ‘There used to be a lad called Lucas working here. Got the sack about ten days ago.’




  Manton looked across at Miss Chatt with raised eyebrows.




  ‘That correct?’




  ‘Yes, David Lucas. Mrs. Easterberg dismissed him. He was only here about two months.’




  ‘What did he do?’




  ‘He used to clean the shoes and stoke the boiler.’ As though in answer to Manton’s thought, she went on, ‘He had a room over the stables at the back. Mrs. Easterberg took

  him on as an experiment.’




  ‘Experiment!’ Manton echoed in surprise.




  ‘He’d been in trouble and recently come out of Borstal. A cousin of Mrs. Easterberg’s who works as a probation officer asked if she’d give him a job. It was felt it would

  do him good to get away from London and the people he was mixing with up there. He was quite a decent lad and worked well; even if you did have to be on to him most of the time.’




  ‘Why did he get the sack?’ Manton asked with interest.




  ‘Mrs. Easterberg found him wandering about upstairs one day. She never allowed him inside the house and so she told him he’d have to go. He left the same day.’




  Manton and Blaker exchanged meaning glances.




  ‘Where’s his home?’




  Miss Chatt shrugged her shoulders.




  ‘Somewhere in South London, I believe. At least that’s where Mrs. Easterberg’s cousin works; I don’t think I ever heard his home mentioned.’




  Blaker gave Sergeant Spruille a peremptory nod. ‘Make a note to check on that.’




  ‘I suppose there hasn’t been time to trace Lucas?’ Manton asked, turning to the county C.I.D. superintendent.




  Blaker shook his head. ‘Green, the constable in the village, mentioned him last night, but we haven’t yet taken any steps to find him.’




  ‘I think we should now’, Manton said, lowering his voice. ‘At the moment he looks like being a suspect. This was just the sort of crime that might have been committed by

  someone of his type. Crude, senseless and with all the signs of panic afterwards.’ He turned back to Miss Chatt, who had gone over to the french window and was scratching the cat’s

  head. ‘Do you happen to know the name and address of this cousin of Mrs. Easterberg’s?’




  ‘Perhaps I can help you better there.’ Manton swung round at the sound of a new voice and saw standing in the doorway a tall, thin man with fair, wispy hair and a soft blond

  moustache.




  ‘Oh, this is Captain Corby, Mrs. Easterberg’s nephew’, Miss Chatt explained.




  Corby shook hands with Manton and Yates, and said, ‘Yes, my wife and I live at the other end of the village. I was Aunt Sophie’s nearest relative. Terrible thing this! Think

  you’ll catch the fellow who did it?’




  ‘If we don’t, it won’t be for want of trying’, Manton replied coolly. Corby struck him as the type who had hung on to his military title and cultivated a façade of

  authority to hide the weakness which lay beneath. Moreover he always mistrusted people with silky, blond moustaches. Unreasonable, of course, but he couldn’t help it.




  ‘We’re wanting to trace a lad named Lucas who, I gather, worked for your aunt up until about ten days ago and then got the sack.’




  ‘Yes, the young scallawag, biting the hand that fed him. Too much softness these days; not enough discipline. That’s the trouble. I warned Aunt Sophie against employing him, but as

  usual she thought she knew best. You think it may have been he who killed her?’




  ‘What do you mean about biting the hand that fed him?’ Manton chipped in.




  ‘Well’, Corby said in a knowing tone. ‘I’m pretty sure he did some pilfering while he was here. Aunt Sophie used to leave money around in numerous purses and handbags and

  it would have been the easiest thing on earth for him to have sneaked some. She didn’t actually tell me that he had. She couldn’t very well, as it would have proved me right in advising

  her not to employ him. But for what other purpose was he wandering about the house that time she discovered him upstairs?’ He cocked his head on one side and gave the police officers a

  shrewdly knowing look. ‘Don’t you agree, Miss Chatt?’




  Miss Chatt, however, appeared embarrassed at being appealed to and did no more than smile apologetically and turn back to the cat.




  There was a silence, then Corby said, ‘I can let you have the address of the cousin who asked Aunt Sophie to give Lucas a job. I agree that he’ll be the best person through whom to

  try and trace him. When my aunt sacked him he cleared right out of the village. I do know that, because I asked your fellow, Green, only two or three days ago and he told me Lucas hadn’t been

  around since then. Incidentally, I believe he was rather gone on one of the girls in the village. Don’t know her name but Green’ll tell you.’ With an ingratiating grin he added,

  ‘In a village like ours, the only three people who count are the doctor, the policeman and the parson. Between them they know everything.’
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