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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles
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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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  decades.
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  Chapter One




  At ten minutes past five on a dull, dry Saturday afternoon in April, Detective Constable Brabant walked into the A Division C.I.D. office of the Granchester City Police. Only

  his friend Detective Constable Robieson was there, passing the sixth day of his week of reserve duty in the filing of Police Gazettes.




  “Where’ve you been?” Robieson demanded.




  Brabant hung his hat on one of a row of hooks. “Match,” he said curtly, starting to take off his raincoat.




  “Oh, aye. Did you take a little buffet?”




  There was no answer. It was an old gibe, that young Brabant in a crowd would be unable to watch a sporting event without standing on a stool. The “little buffet” had often been

  mentioned as the means by which he had attained the minimum height standard of the force. But, though he was the smallest man in the C.I.D., he was not small. His body was so compact and nicely

  proportioned that he looked shorter than his actual height. Physically, he was more formidable than some men who looked bigger. And what he lacked in inches he made up in brains. He was one of the

  most knowledgeable men in the department.




  “Who won?” Robieson wanted to know.




  “City. Two one.”




  “Did you get a sight of your client?”




  “No.” There was so much emphasis on the monosyllable that Robieson looked up from his work and stared. Brabant offered no explanation. “Guvnor in?” he asked.




  Robieson nodded. Brabant walked to the door of Detective Chief Inspector Martineau’s office and knocked. While his friend still watched him, he entered and closed the door.




  The D.C.I. was at his desk, frowning over a statement. A stranger might have thought that something in the statement had displeased him. But his hard, rather handsome face was usually forbidding

  when he was considering some matter. It was an expression produced by twenty years’ contemplation of the misdeeds of the million denizens of Granchester.




  “Yes?” he said without looking up.




  “I’ve been at the football match, sir. On those Larceny-Person jobs.”




  Martineau looked up then, and the change was remarkable. His keen gray eyes showed intelligence and tolerance, and a certain humor. “And now you’re going to tell me you’ve

  nailed a pickpocket?” he suggested.




  “No, sir. I’ve had my wallet lifted.”




  The other man was unable to suppress a sudden guffaw. But Brabant could not even raise a sheepish smile. The tale of his misfortune was not yet ended.




  Martineau still grinned. “You’ll have to make out a crime report, won’t you? And put yourself on the case. What else have you in your drawer?”




  “Those stolen bicycles.”




  “You’ll be able to manage those as well. All right, go and make out that report.”




  Brabant hesitated. He looked even more unhappy. “My warrant card was in the wallet, sir,” he confessed.




  Martineau’s grin faded. Warrant cards are the credentials of British policemen. The loss of one is a serious matter. They are usually small, embossed folders of fine leather, though they

  vary in size and color in different police forces. By a strange official oversight, the warrant cards of many forces do not contain a photograph of the holder. Brabant’s did not. It could be

  fraudulently used by any man of a suitable appearance.




  “You might get it back when you find your whizz boy,” the D.C.I. said. “In the meantime you’ll have to ask the chief clerk to issue you a temporary one.”




  “Yes, sir.” Martineau’s voice had not been comforting, and if it had been Brabant would have been surprised. Help he might have received, but not sympathy. Sympathy was for

  softer people than the men of A Division C.I.D.




  “How much money did you lose?”




  “Ten or eleven pounds. I’m not sure to a pound.”




  “Anything else?”




  “My driving license.”




  “You can get that replaced, can’t you?”




  The words were a dismissal. Brabant was turning away when Martineau asked, “Who won the match?”




  “City, sir. By one goal.”




  “Mmmm.” The chief inspector was mildly pleased. “They did well to beat the Spurs.”




  His eyes and his attention returned to his work, the frown reappearing. Brabant went sadly away to report his loss to the chief clerk. He had no hope of keeping the matter secret. It was too

  rich a joke against the C.I.D. for the chief clerk’s staff to suppress. Eventually the whole force would know. He would be ragged to death. Fellows would say he had been standing on a little

  buffet looking for pickpockets when a small man reached over his shoulder and hoisted his wallet.




  





  Chapter Two




  The Thorne Agency was housed in two town residences in an inner suburb where the well-built, middle-class homes of last century had been converted for commercial purposes.

  Brabant called there on Tuesday morning, and passed through swinging doors into a hallway which did not seem to have been altered except for the addition of the doors, an inquiry window and a lift.

  He liked the atmosphere of the place; the old, dull but by no means worn-out carpet, the gloss on a solid table and a broad stair rail, the smell of the polish which had produced the gloss, the

  daffodils on the table in a vase which was definitely Victorian, the dark portrait in oils on the wall, painted at a time when artists saw their subjects almost the same as other people saw them.

  Everything indicated that this was a sound, old-established and possibly old-fashioned business.




  It did not matter whether Brabant liked it or not. He had only come to see the office boy about a stolen bicycle. The boy’s name was Alexander Brown. He was seventeen and young for his

  age, and he was interviewed by Brabant in a small room which seemed to be a sort of porter’s office.




  The interview was routine. Alexander had been in the habit of coming to work on his bicycle, which he had left in an open shed in the large backyard of the premises. The backyard gate was always

  wide open, because other employees of the firm liked to park their cars in there. Alexander had left his bicycle in the yard at nine o’clock on Monday morning, and at half past twelve it had

  been missing. Sensibly he had made inquiries to see if some colleague had borrowed it. Evidently nobody had, and so he had reported the matter to the police.




  Brabant was almost at the end of the task of getting all available information from the boy when the telephone rang. Seemingly the caller was speaking on an internal line. His voice was audible

  on both sides of the desk.




  “Alex, have you been to Pringle’s yet?” he asked.




  “No, Mr. Forrest,” the boy answered. “There’s a detective here, wanting to know about my bike.”




  “Ah, I see.” There was a long pause. “Look. When he’s finished with you, would you ask him if he’ll come up here and see me? And then go at once to

  Pringle’s.”




  “Yes, Mr. Forrest,” Alex answered. Throughout the conversation he had seemed quite untroubled about the delayed errand. Apparently Mr. Forrest was not harsh in his dealings with

  junior members of the staff.




  Brabant finished his bicycle inquiry and intimated that he would now see Mr. Forrest. Alex seemed to think that the journey was not worth the use of the lift, because he led the way up wide,

  shallow stairs to the floor above. Forrest’s office door had no name on it. Alex opened it and departed. Brabant went through and found himself in a secretary’s office which was very

  modern indeed. And it had a modern secretary. The detective thought he had never seen a prettier girl. She was petite, but perfect.




  Her smile was professional but pleasant. “Yes?” she asked.




  “Morning,” he answered. “My name is Brabant. C.I.D. A Mr. Forrest wants to see me.”




  “Really?” She seemed surprised, but she did not question the assertion. She spoke on the internal line. “Mr. Forrest, there’s a police officer to see you.”




  She was answered, and then she inclined her head toward a farther door. “Will you go through, please?”




  Brabant went, but at the door he turned to have another look at the girl. Like most of his movements the turn was quicker than it seemed, and he saw that she had been watching him. His grin

  could have been described as cheeky. She did her best, but her answering frown had no hauteur in it. It hid a smile. He liked that. He started to think that she was a bit of all right, that

  girl.




  Forrest’s own office was in the tradition of downstairs: clean and comfortable; solid, highly polished and dowdy. Forrest himself, rising to his full height of five feet three, was a gray

  wisp of a man. His heavy executive’s horn-rims seemed to be the strongest thing about him. He made Brabant feel like a giant.




  “I’m John Forrest,” he said simply, offering his hand across the big mahogany desk. “Thank you for coming up, officer.”




  “Not at all, Mr. Forrest. My name is Brabant, Detective Constable. What can I do for you?”




  Forrest did not immediately answer. He offered a chair—roomy, black leather—and also offered a choice of cigarette or cigar. When his visitor had taken a seat and a cigarette he

  said, “I’ve been worried. When I heard there was a detective downstairs with Alex it made up my mind for me.”




  Brabant nodded and waited. This sounded as if it was going to be something and nothing. Trouble with a neighbor, maybe. Or kids causing annoyance.




  “Though I’m knocking on sixty,” Forrest went on, sitting upright at the desk, “I’m only the junior partner here. Mr. Thorne is the head of the firm. And though he

  delegates all but a few of the biggest and oldest accounts, he is still the most important man. And he seems to be missing.”




  “Since when?”




  “Since half past seven Friday evening, when he left his club. The Granchester Club.”




  “You saw him there at that time?”




  “No. I got that from the club porter. He left here at half past four, and as far as I know he hasn’t been back since. And I can’t find anyone who has seen him.”




  “Could he have gone off for the weekend?”




  “Yes, but I don’t think he did.”




  “Why?”




  There was a hesitation which the policeman did not fail to notice. Then Forrest said, “I just don’t think so. Anyway, he would have been back by now. This is Tuesday. He has an

  important appointment at eleven o’clock.”




  “Has he been in the habit of going away at weekends?”




  “Er, I couldn’t say. His weekends are his own affair. He’s never failed to come into the office on Monday, or at least to contact the office.”




  Brabant decided that there was something dodgy about Thorne’s weekends. He also realized that Forrest would need to be discreet. He was talking about the boss, who might walk in at any

  moment.




  “Let’s begin at the beginning,” he said, and the beginning was a description of the missing man: James Gerald Thorne, fifty-eight years, about five feet ten inches, stoutly

  built but not unduly corpulent, florid complexion, nose somewhat aquiline, fleshy jowl, rather prominent blue eyes, gray hair thin on the front of the head and thinner on the top.




  “Dress,” Brabant said.




  “He likes light suits, gray, or a dog’s-tooth check. He’s usually quite dapper. Pays attention to his appearance.”




  “What was he wearing when you saw him last?”




  “That would be Friday afternoon. I’m almost sure he was wearing a plain gray suit, lighter than this I’m wearing.”




  “What about his habits?”




  “He drinks, but I don’t know how much. Smokes cigars, but not too many. You would do better at his club for that sort of information. I believe he’s a convivial

  soul.”




  “What family has he?”




  “None. His wife was a chronic invalid, ill for years. Some sort of arthritis. She died about six weeks ago. The house is in Grange Park, a very fine house. He closed it soon after his wife

  died, and left the gardener in charge. He’s living at the Blackthorn Inn. They haven’t seen him since Friday, either.”




  “You say his wife was a chronic invalid. Does he have another woman, or women?”




  Mr. Forrest seemed to be a little shocked by the bluntness of the question. But he gave it his full consideration.




  “I suppose you have a right to ask that sort of thing. I can’t answer. He is my partner, but in a way he’s my boss. I can say I don’t know anything

  wrong about him.”




  “But you can guess?”




  “I’m not doing any guessing just now.”




  “Fair enough. Is he wealthy?”




  “I believe he’s very wealthy, but I can’t say just how wealthy.”




  “Is he a gambler?”




  “Only in a very mild way. Five shillings on a horse, that sort of thing. He’s a typical clubman. When he goes to the races he goes for the outing.”




  “Golf?”




  “Not these days. Not for years.”




  “What sort of car does he drive?”




  “That’s a good question. Find his car, you find him. But his car is in Birmingham or Wolverhampton or around there. At the makers.”




  “How come?”




  “It’s a Jensen. Fiberglass body. Nearly new. A week ago somebody gave it a knock while it was out at the front here. He decided he’d let the makers put it right. He’s

  very fond of the car.”




  “So he’s not using a car?”




  “He seems to have used taxicabs mostly, though he could have used his wife’s Rolls if he’d liked. Unless he’s sold it. We’ll have to find out about that.”




  Brabant nodded, and wrote “Hire car?” in his notebook. Thorne could have hired a car if he had wanted to go for a weekend jaunt.




  “Is there any special place he likes to go to? Or any special hotel?”




  “I don’t know. That again is something you’ll have to ask elsewhere. I’ve never heard him say he was fond of any particular place.”




  “You’ve made inquiries at the Granchester Club and the Blackthorn Inn. Have you looked anywhere?”




  “Er, no. I see what you mean. Like at the house. Some sort of an accident. Oh dear, and I never thought of asking around the hospitals.”




  “Or his doctor?”




  “No. I never thought of his doctor. Jim—Mr. Thorne—is a very healthy man. I’ve never known him ail anything apart from flu and such.”




  “Did he start this business himself?”




  “No. His father started it. He was a very astute and far-seeing man.”




  “What are you agents for?”




  “Motor components, mostly. American, Continental or British, we’re not fussy. Old Mr. Thorne got in very early in the game. He had a shrewd nose for a winner, usually before it had

  been accepted as a workable appliance by the trade.”




  “You mean things like André shock absorbers?”




  “All kinds of things for cars, though we never had the André. We have missed one or two good things. But we do quite well. We’ve had some of our connections for forty

  years.”




  “Very interesting. Do you mind if I start by having a look round the place?”




  “Not at all. I’d show you round myself, but I’ve got to keep Mr. Thorne’s appointment in a few minutes.”




  “Perhaps your secretary could show me round?”




  “Yes.” Forrest spoke to the intercom. “Miss Rosedale, could you come in here a moment?”




  





  Chapter Three




  Half an hour later Brabant had assured himself that there was no body in any cupboard at the Thorne Agency. His tour, in the company of Miss Rosedale, began with a visit to

  Thorne’s own office. There he met another secretary, a handsome young woman introduced to him as Mrs. Fell. After speaking with several more members of the staff he was led through a doorless

  doorway into “the other house,” where the whole of the ground floor had been made into a showroom of gadgets and components handled by the firm, while the two upper floors were modern

  offices. There was a staff of thirty, some of whom, it transpired, did not set eyes on Mr. Thorne four times a year. In addition to those people, he was informed, there were fifteen outside

  men—scouts, salesmen and engineering experts of various kinds. Nobody seemed idle. It was obviously a thriving business.




  He formed a few impressions of people, but in the matter of James Gerald Thorne nobody was willing or able to tell him anything more than he already knew. Miss Rosedale was perhaps the most

  uncommunicative of all, even refusing to tell him her first name until he said he needed it for his report. He managed to let her know that he was unmarried and unattached, and this information she

  received with indifference. Her manner suggested that she had heard of policemen of Brabant’s sort. But he was not discouraged. Once or twice she had been compelled to smile. He assumed that

  she was only trying to put over her opinion that it was a bit early in the day for nonsense.




  As he walked away from the Thorne Agency he thought of her and grinned. Petal. Petal Rosedale. No wonder she had wanted to keep that one quiet. Some people went crazy when they were naming their

  kids. And yet this girl was bonny enough to carry such a name. She had a sort of aura: clean, fragrant and untouched. Immaculate, that was the word. Brown hair which looked as if it never had been

  and never would be dirty or disarranged. Eyes like a couple of blue pansies. Nice, clear, delicate complexion. Nicely spoken. Nice figure too, and very neatly clothed. Altogether very nice. Brabant

  could not remember ever meeting a girl who appealed to him as much.




  His way to Grange Park was through the center of the city, so he called at Headquarters to see if he could have the use of a car. Detective Sergeant Devery was in the C.I.D. office, in the

  company of Murray, the week’s reserve man.




  “Hello, Brab,” said the sergeant kindly. “What have you lost today?”




  “Et tu, Brute?” Brabant retorted. “As a matter of fact I’ve lost an agent.”




  “A secret one?”




  “No. James Gerald Thorne, with a lot of wool on his back. Missing from home, seemingly.”




  “The Thorne Agency?”




  “None other. And a very busy business too.”




  “When last seen?”




  “Friday evening, about seven thirty.”




  “Ah, a long weekend.”




  “Nobody seems to think so.”




  “All right. Make out your report.”




  “I ought to go and look at his house. He has it closed up, and he’s living at the Blackthorn.”




  “You have a key to the house?”




  “I have not.” Brabant was emphatic. There was an order to the effect that individual police officers should not accept the custody of the keys of unoccupied premises.




  Devery grinned. “Who has, then?”




  “There should be a gardener somewhere about.”




  “Where’s the house?”




  “Green Acres, Grange Park. I could do with a car.”




  “There is one. I’ve got it.”




  “Come with me, then.”




  “I will, if you can wait a minute. I’ve got to see the Guvnor when he comes in.”




  “Right,” said Brabant. “I’ve got something to do.”




  Whereupon he went into one of two soundproof telephone boxes and started to do it. His call was to the biggest and best-known of the city’s car-hire firms. He heard the professionally

  bright “Good morning” of a switchboard girl, and announced, “This is the city police, C.I.D. Can I speak to the manager, or to some person in authority?”




  To the man who came on the line he introduced himself, and asked: “Have you a car on hire to Mr. J. G. Thorne of the Thorne Agency?”




  “J. G. Thorne,” the man said, apparently writing the name. There was a pause, and the slightly anxious query, “Something wrong?”




  “Not as far as you’re concerned, unless he’s had an accident. Mr. Thorne seems to be missing. If he’s hired a car to go off somewhere, we could trace it.”




  “I see.” The man was relieved. “Hold on a minute.”




  Apparently he went away. When he returned he was a little bit excited. “Mr. Thorne called last week, Friday morning it was, and picked one of our best cars, a Bentley, to take out on

  Saturday morning for two days. He paid a deposit, too. The only thing is, on Saturday he never came for the car. Our man phoned his address, the Blackthorn Inn, to ask if he wanted it taken round

  there, but he was out and nobody knew where he’d gone. It waited for him here all through the weekend, but he never showed up.”




  “That’s gospel?”




  “Yes. No doubt about it.”




  “Thanks a lot. Don’t broadcast it. Not yet, at any rate.”




  “Not a word. Cheerio.”




  Brabant left the phone box. Devery was in conversation with Martineau, who had just entered the office. Brabant hovered, obviously waiting to speak. Eventually Martineau said to him,

  “Well, what do you want?”




  “Sergeant Devery, sir,” he replied. He told Devery, “Thorne went to Rubin’s last Friday morning and hired a Bentley for Saturday and Sunday. He paid a deposit. On

  Saturday he never showed up, never phoned or anything. The car waited for him all weekend.”




  “Oho,” Devery said. “This makes it look as if something could have happened to him.”




  “What’s all this?” Martineau demanded.




  He was told. “What about hospitals?” he asked.




  Devery was prompt. That was why he was a sergeant. He said, “I thought we might phone around the hospitals before we go to look at the unoccupied house.”




  Martineau nodded. “Do that,” he said, and turned to walk toward his own office.




  Devery and Brabant divided the inquiry, each having a brief list of hospitals in Granchester and surrounding towns. Their question concerned any new patient under the name of Thorne, or any

  unidentified patient answering his description. Ten minutes later they had a complete answer: no Thorne in any neighboring hospital, and no unidentified bodies alive or dead.




  “Right,” said Devery. “The house. He could have gone to have a look round, and fallen downstairs.”




  Green Acres, Grange Park, was a big house in a big garden. The house itself was not visible from the road, because the grounds had a seven-foot wall and a belt of trees inside the wall. The tall

  wrought-iron gates were locked, and through them only an avenue of shrubs could be seen.




  “You thought you were going to drive up there like a proper toff, didn’t you?” Devery said cheerfully to Brabant. “It’s the tradesmen’s entrance for common

  coppers. We’ll leave the car here.”




  Not far away there was a shady little lane between high walls. A hundred yards down the lane they found a solid white door in the wall. The door was not locked. “We’re in,”

  Devery said.




  They found themselves in a flagged path, with trees and shrubs all around, but ahead of them part of the house could be seen. It was of mellowed rustic brick. When it came into full view the

  sergeant said, “Lovely, isn’t it?”




  “I suppose so. But I wouldn’t want it. Too big.”




  “Don’t worry, boy. There’s no danger. Even the Chief couldn’t afford to run a place like this.”




  The path brought them to the drive. It curved gently toward them from the gate, and there was a branch going away to the front of the house. Immediately behind them it passed through an archway

  in the high brick wall which hid the garages and the backyard from front-door visitors.




  “We’ll try the back,” said Devery, and he led the way through the arch.




  There were three garages and some stables in the backyard, but neither cars nor horses. The two men glanced into the greenhouses and the potting shed, the kitchen garden and the tiny orchard. As

  he looked at the apple blossoms Devery remarked, “I wish the sun would come out. I could enjoy this place.”




  The back doors were secure, and all windows were closed. The visitors went through an arched doorway in the other part of the dividing wall and immediately saw the gardener. He was in the middle

  of the rose garden, working with secateurs. He had his back to them, but he may have heard the crunch of gravel under two pairs of heavy shoes. He looked quickly over his shoulder, then

  straightened slowly and turned, and went to meet the two men.




  He was sturdy; black-haired, black-browed and ruddy brown with weather. His greeting revealed a noticeable Scots accent. He did not immediately ask the two men their business, but he certainly

  looked as if he wanted to know it.




  “Police,” Devery said, but not officiously. “We’ve come to look over the premises. This young man here thinks he might buy it.”




  The gardener was not even slightly amused. “I haven’t heard yet that ut’s for sale,” he said.




  This attitude impressed Devery; he showed his warrant card. The man looked at it and nodded, and waited.




  “Mr. Thorne has been reported missing,” he was told. “Nobody seems to have seen him since last Friday. It’s part of the job for us to come and look here.”




  Again the man nodded. “I haven’t seen him for about a fortnight,” he said. “I was in the hoose Saturday mornun’. All was in guid order, though I dudn’t go

  upstairs.”




  It was Devery’s turn to nod. He began to ask routine questions. The gardener’s name, like his face, was Brown. He was forty-two years of age and he had worked at Green Acres since he

  was sixteen, apart from six years in the Cameron Highlanders, from 1940 to 1946.




  “You came straight here from school?”




  “Aye. Ma uncle was gardener here at the time.”




  Brabant interrupted. “There’s a boy called Brown working at the Thorne Agency.”




  “That’s ma son. Alex same as me. Would you be the one who was askun’ after his bicycle?”




  “That’s right. He doesn’t have much of your accent.”




  “He was born in England,” said Brown, with a touch of regret.




  “I have quite a few things to ask you,” Devery said. “But first of all we’d better look through the house, just in case. We have no warrant, so you’d better come

  with us. You never know. We might steal something.”




  Brown brought keys from his pocket and offered them. “If you’re polussmen you’ll not steal,” he said. “I’ve got to get these roses done. They’re late

  already, and it might set to and rain for three days.”




  “As you wish,” said Devery, taking the keys. He and Brabant went to look over a house furnished in a manner that suggested generations of money. He was no expert, but he saw pictures

  and antique objects worth stealing.




  “I have a certain picture of Thorne,” Brabant said sagely. “I can’t see him setting this lot up. His wife was a person of quality, or else she was well-britched in her

  own right.”




  “Or both,” said Devery, moving a picture that was just slightly askew and finding a very modern safe behind it.




  The safe was secure and showed no signs of interference. No part of the house was out of order. There was fine, undisturbed dust on polished furniture and ornaments. J. G. Thorne’s body

  was not there. Nobody was there.




  “All right,” said Devery. “Back to Alexander Brown.”




  They found the gardener waiting with his coat on. He held out his hand as they approached.




  “I’ll take the keys noo,” he said. “I’m awa’ hame to ma dunner.”




  “Is it far?” Devery asked, surrendering the keys.




  “Ten munnuts’ walk.”




  “We’ll walk round to the front with you. We have a car there. If we run you home we can talk on the way.”




  Brown nodded, and as they walked toward the side gate Devery went on. “Mrs. Thorne had a Rolls, hadn’t she? Could Mr. Thorne have been using it this weekend?”




  Brown said that he did not think so. “He came one day aboot three weeks back, wi’ a man I took to be a dealer. They got the car oot and looked at ut, and then the dealer drove ut

  away. That’s the last I saw of ut.”




  “Do you know if Mr. Thorne kept a key to the house?”




  “He stull had all hus own keys, as far as I know.”




  “Do you know about the safe in there?”




  “Aye. Mr. Thorne told me ut was empty. All Mrs. Thorne’s jewels had been took to the bank, he said.”




  “Has he been here often since he closed the house?”




  “I only saw ’um one other time. He came one afternoon wi’ a young woman, showun’ her roond.”




  “Did he introduce you?”




  “No. He spoke pleasant to me, and she smiled.”




  “Do you know who she was?”




  “No.”




  “Did you hear him address her by name?”




  “No. He called her ‘me dear,’ but he used to call the hoosemaids ‘me dear’ to save ’umself rememberun’ their names.”




  “I see. Did they stay long?”




  “I don’t know.” Brown was curt. “I dudn’t see them go.”




  “We’ve got to get all the information we can, you know. What was she like?”




  “Bonny. Dark hair, good shape, medium size.”




  “What color eyes?”




  “I dudn’t notice.”




  “What age?”




  “She could a-been twenty-sux or seven.”




  “What sort of a complexion?”




  “Moderate. Not awful dark.”




  “Was she wearing a hat?”




  “No.”




  “Glasses?”




  “No.”




  “What was she wearing?”




  “A dark blue costume.” The accent lay heavily on the “u.”




  They were at the car. Devery wrote “dark blue suit” in his notebook, and put it away. “You drive, Brab,” he said.




  “I’ll walk,” said Brown. “Ut’s no far.”




  “Better get in the car. I’ve more to ask, and I can’t write very well when I’m walking.”




  Brown got into the back of the car and pointed. “Second road on the left, then the first row of luttle hooses.”




  Devery sat beside the driver. “Who else was on the staff at the house when Mrs. Thorne was alive?”




  “There was Nurse, then Mrs. Banks the hoosekeeper, two hoose-maids, Cook, and Albert Smith the chauffeur.”




  “And yourself. Seven. That’s quite a houseful these days.”




  “Aye.”




  “Did Mrs. Thorne have money of her own?”




  “Aye. Plenty. Ut’s no secret.”




  “Where are all the staff now?”




  “Nurse us in London somewhere. Retired. Mrs. Banks said Paignton, when she can buy a hoose.”




  “Is she retiring too?”




  “Aye.”




  “And the cook?”




  “Maidstone in Kent, where she come from.”




  “Retired.”




  “Aye.”




  “And the two maids?”




  “The lassies have gone back to Cumberland. Maryport. They’ll be able to be marrit noo.”




  “And the chauffeur?”




  “He luvs by me, but you’ll no see ’um ti-day. He’s off tae Blackpool, lookun’ at a business for sale.”




  “Everybody seems to have done all right.”




  “Mrs. Thorne was a kind and generous body, for all she suffered. Naebody was forgot.”




  “What about you?”




  “When Mr. Thorne sells the hoose, I’ll be looking aboot for a market garden or a nursery.”




  “In Scotland?”




  Brown sighed. “The bawbees are in England.”




  “You all know what you’re getting, then?”




  “Mr. Thorne had us all in tae hear the lawyer. He’s a kind body, too. I hope there hasnae been an accident.”




  “So do I. Was there any dislike of Mr. Thorne among the servants?”




  “I don’t know. If there was, there usn’t the noo.”




  “How did Mr. and Mrs. Thorne get on together?”




  “Very well, as far as I know. Here’s ma hoose.”




  “I suppose Mr. Thorne got the lion’s share of the estate?”




  “You’ll know aboot that when the wull’s in the paper.”




  Devery grinned. He detained the gardener a little longer while he wrote down the full names of all the late Mrs. Thorne’s household, then he let him go.




  “So,” said Brabant as he drove the car away. “There’s a woman in the case.”




  “Maybe, maybe not,” said Devery. “But it’s something to work on.”




  





  Chapter Four




  Some of the older C.I.D. cars were not equipped with radio, but the one which Devery had signed for that morning was not more than six months old. And Devery had not ridden

  half-a-mile on the journey back from Grange Park when he received a message.




  It was brief: “D.C.I. A Division wants Sergeant Devery to come in at once.”




  “That sounds urgent,” the sergeant said. “See if you can get along a bit faster, will you?”




  Brabant put on speed, and when the car joined heavy traffic going into the city he drove faster than the sergeant had bargained for. But the two men reached Headquarters without accident, and

  Devery went in to see Martineau. In a very short time he emerged, and to Brabant’s look of inquiry he answered, “We’ve got to go to the Northern Counties Bank. The job is

  really developing. They’ve got a check forged in Thorne’s name.”




  At the bank they were at once shown into the manager’s office. Devery had met the manager before, and knew him not as a specially astute man, but as a sound and sensible one. There were

  handshakes. Brabant was introduced and then all three men looked at the check lying on the desk.




  “Four hundred and eighty pounds,” the manager said, “and it was spotted so soon as a forgery by sheer luck. The girl filing canceled checks noticed that the writing on this one

  was nothing like the writing on Mr. Thorne’s other checks. I’ve been trying to get hold of Thorne to get some sort of an explanation, but he seems to be away.”




  “Was it cashed at the counter?” Devery asked in surprise.




  “No, no. Not a chance.” The manager turned the check around for the policemen to road the payee’s name. “It looks like a car deal.”




  “Dykeside Garages Limited,” Devery read aloud. “Yesterday’s date. The deal must have been yesterday morning, then.”




  “We can assume that. My assistant manager reports a phone call from Dykeside Garages at about eleven thirty yesterday, asking if J. G. Thorne was good for five hundred pounds. Our man said

  that he was. So the deal was made, apparently. The garage people got the check into their own bank the same day, and we got it in the exchange this morning. It was debited and filed—or would

  have been filed if the forgery hadn’t been noticed.”




  Devery looked at the name “J. G. Thorne,” machine-stamped on the check. “Some thief has got hold of Thorne’s checkbook.”




  “It looks so. If he lost a checkbook he should have told us. Not that it would have made any difference in this case.”




  “No. And there could be other cases, couldn’t there? I’d better take the check, in case this twister has left his dabs on it.”




  “Dabs?”




  “Sorry, fingerprints. And we shall have to see the garage people and get a description. One of them might be able to spot his picture in our art gallery.”




  “If he has a record.”




  “Yes. A lot depends on that.”




  “You will, of course, inform Mr. Thorne.”




  “When we find him. We’ve been looking for him for several hours now. He seems to be missing. Nobody has seen him since Friday.”




  The manager stared. Then he said slowly, “And his checkbook in the hands of an unscrupulous person.”




  Devery nodded. “Yes, it makes you think, doesn’t it? May I use your telephone?”




  The two detectives wasted no time on the journey from the Northern Counties Bank to Dykeside Garages. The story of the forged check had considerably increased the seriousness

  of the J. G. Thorne case. Both men were hungry, but now it looked as if they would have a very late lunch or none at all. They discussed the possibility that Martineau might already have made a

  statement to the press. Brabant was of the opinion that little Mr. Forrest would want to delay such an action as long as possible. When the principal of a firm becomes a missing person, it is not

  good for business.
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