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Every character in this story is fictitious, and is not to be identified with any living person. The background of the story may bear a superficial resemblance to a certain Yorkshire village; but the author’s friends who live there will find, as they read, that Pennycross is not their village, and that its people are not themselves.


For permission to use a short quotation from Rudyard Kipling’s poem Mother o’ Mine, which appears in The Light That Failed, the author is greatly indebted to the Copyright Owner, and to the publishers, Messrs. Macmillan & Co. The author is also indebted to Messrs. Constable & Co., Ltd., and the Trustees of the Copyright, for permission to quote from George Meredith’s poem, Lucifer in Starlight.




SUBJECT OF A REPORT


IT was Saturday afternoon, and in the warm May sunshine the village had a somnolent holiday air. The doors in the rows of cottages were wide open, and the polished, shady interiors were quiet. Dogs lay panting on doorsteps and cats on low garden walls watched them with black dislike. The street—the secondary road which ran through the village—was empty but for a boy turning circles on a bicycle and another boy who looked on enviously. The birds were silent and no breeze stirred the trees. There were only the cries of children sounding distantly from the brook, and the murmur of slow voices from the cool shades of the Eagle Inn.


But when Elsie Baker ran past Rose Cottages to the police-station, swift glimpses of her stricken face brought the women to their doors. Mrs. Short at the end house was even quick enough to ask a question. “Is it Jessie?” she called. The lips of the hurrying girl were too stiffly held for speech. As she passed on she half-turned her head and nodded. Mrs. Short came to the gate to stare after her.


P.C. Woodman’s door was noticeably closed. On that bright day it was probably the only one in the village which showed a blank, denying face to the sun. Woodman was one practitioner who did not welcome new clients. The door-bell whirred insistently as Elsie’s finger pressed hard on the contact, but she had to wait until the constable put on his tunic. He had once answered the door in his shirt-sleeves and found none other than His Majesty’s Inspector of Constabulary standing there.


At last the door opened and the policeman appeared, displaying the frown of a good-natured man who has been disturbed while resting. “Hello, Elsie. What is it?” he asked. But he really had no need to ask. It seemed to him that he had only to look at a woman’s face these days.


Elsie stood for a moment, a pert, pretty young woman, whose pertness was now dissolved in grievous anxiety. She gathered breath and resolution. “It’s my little girl. I can’t find her anywhere,” she blurted. Then she put a trembling hand to her mouth, as if she had made the trouble more real by speaking of it.


“Jessie? How long since you saw her?”


“Not ten minutes, Mr. Woodman,” she answered in frantic apology. “Not ten minutes by any clock in England.”


Woodman looked thoughtful. Ten minutes. It was too early to start a general alarm. He questioned her shrewdly. As he had expected, she had not looked very far for the child before panic seized her.


“All right,” he said. “Go back and look around. Look round Rosemary Farm. And don’t forget to let me know when you find her. I’ll look in the—I’ll look after this end.”


She stared at him in dumb appeal. He was Authority in the community. She had expected him to announce some adequate intention which was beyond the power of simple, ordinary people.


“Now don’t go upsetting yourself,” he admonished her gently. “Ten minutes isn’t so long.”


His kindness weakened her. Tears of unbearable worry flooded into her eyes.


“She might be at home by the time you get there,” he suggested.


That reasonable hope was enough to send her in haste back to her cottage. Woodman did not wait to see her go. He went back into the house, and sighed as he kicked off his slippers and reached for his boots. It was certainly no sinecure, he thought, being the Pennycross policeman nowadays. It was enough to drive a man daft. Ever since the so-called Cuckoo Wood murder it had been nerve-racking.


“Nerve-racking,” he muttered angrily, as he went through to the kitchen to tell his wife.


Mrs. Woodman was no alarmist. Her compassion was all for the missing child’s mother.


“Poor girl!” she said. “She’ll feel as if she’s going mad.”


“I’m going mad an’ all,” he grumbled. “Now you know what to do if it’s—serious? I might have to send a messenger.”


She nodded.


“Right,” he said, and went out by the kitchen door.


Though Woodman had not appeared to hurry, he had wasted no time. He looked at his watch as he walked down the short garden path. Two-eighteen. Information received at two-fifteen, then, if it should come to anything. He made a brief note in his pocket-book and opened the garden gate, and looked up and down the street as he closed the gate behind him. Beyond the church—and the vicarage opposite—the women of Rose Cottages were out. They were calling excitedly and peering into gardens with futile, anxious glances, and staring across the road to where Rosemary Farm stood a little way back among its fields. But in the other direction, past the four shops and the inn, there were still only the two boys and the bicycle. Apparently, as yet, no one had walked by to carry the news.


Woodman crossed the road and looked over the wall into the allotment gardens beside the church. Behind the allotments was the field which was used as a village green. He could see the white-clad figures of young men around the cricket-hut, for there was to be an important match between Pennycross and the Utterborough Colts. There were a few small boys around the pitch, but no girls.


“If this job is anything at all, I shan’t see much cricket to-day,” the policeman predicted gloomily.


He turned away and walked to the four shops, to glance unobtrusively into each one. There was the post-office with a tremendous range of commodities for sale, then the cobbler’s, the butcher’s and the Co-operative Stores. In all the shops there was only one customer, the schoolmaster’s wife in the post-office. Woodman asked his question and received No for an answer, followed by a glance of sudden interest.


He looked across at the Eagle Inn, and along the footpath to Buckle which began there. Then he became aware that the boy who had no bicycle was watching him.


“Hello, Benny,” he said in passing.


Benny was about eleven years old. He was carrying a grey-and-white cat which rested on his arm and blinked with solemn contentment.


“Are you looking for somebody, Mr. Woodman?” he asked.


Woodman paused. He looked carefully at Benny. The boy was abnormally curious and almost too intelligent.


“Why, have you seen somebody?” he asked.


Even as he spoke he saw awareness leap into Benny’s eyes.


“Jessie Baker! She were here a minute since. No, ten minute since! She went that way, Mr. Woodman!” He pointed, his eyes now wild with excitement.


“Happen she’s gone down to the brook,” said Woodman quickly. “She’ll be playing under the bridge. Run down there and see if you can find her.”


“Right-o, Mr. Woodman,” was Benny’s eager reply. He put the cat down and ran off, and the cat ran behind him like a dog. The other boy went also, pedalling ahead on his cycle to be the first to find little Jessie.


“Eigh, young Cross, I’ll give thee a clout,” Benny threatened as he ran.


Woodman was on the move too, with the knowledge that excuses for delay might not sound very convincing to a superior officer who was wise after the event. How much time had he wasted in looking around? Not thirty seconds. But those thirty seconds might make the difference between a murder and an attempt. They might. He was not excited yet. He had had so many false alarms in the last eight months. But he had to be sure. A man must be sure when a child’s life may be at stake.


After the shops and the inn, two short rows of cottages stared at each other across the street. A child of five might possibly walk between these rows without being noticed, but not the village policeman. There was a hail from a doorway, and old Lijah Fawcett appeared, holding up a kettle suggestively. The discovery that beer could be poured out like tea was his one contribution to the world’s accumulation of knowledge.


“Come on in an’ I’ll fill thee a pot,” he bawled. “Ther’s plenty.”


Woodman did not pause. “Can’t stop, I’m late,” he shouted to explain his haste. He looked to see the effect of his excuse, and saw that the old man was watching him attentively.


“There’ll be the mother and dad of a panic here if I’m not careful,” he thought.


Next to the cottages there was a mill on the left, then a cottage called the Mill House and the mill garages standing at right angles to the road, thus making a very short street which led to the yard behind the mill. On the right there were more cottages and the Church Hall—which everyone except the vicar called the Sunday School—then more cottages and the village school and the schoolmaster’s house near the bridge. That was the lot, the whole of Pennycross. From Rose Cottages to the schoolmaster’s house it sheltered some 240 souls: or perhaps 239, if that child were not quickly found.


Above the mill, between it and the cottages where Lijah Fawcett lived, there was a narrow passage which was known locally as “the snicket”. It was a short cut to the footpath which began down by the bridge and led to the village of Brackendale, about a mile to the north. Woodman went along the snicket in his search for Jessie Baker.


On the right side of the snicket were the boiler-house and the engine-house of the mill. Then there was the high wall of the mill-yard with a small door in it. Woodman tried the door and found it unlocked. He took a quick look into the mill-yard and saw that the engine-house door stood open. As he approached the door there was a loud noise inside the engine-house as if somebody had dropped a spanner on a metal surface. He stepped inside the doorway and shouted up the steps.


“Hello! Who’s there?” came the reply of Frank Short, the engine-tender.


“All right, Frank. It’s only the policeman, looking round. Have you seen anybody stirring?”


“Not a soul, Mr. Woodman. Are you coming in for a minute?”


“No, not now. See you later.”


“Sure. Cheerio!”


Woodman went out of the yard and closed the door. Frank loved that engine. He was always making excuses to work overtime. He liked overtime pay as well, Woodman supposed, but the engine came first in his life. Its shining condition was evidence of that.


The policeman moved quickly along the snicket. On his left there was now a low drystone wall, and without checking his stride he could see the backs of the shops and cottages. On his right, however, the high wall of the mill-yard was continued for more than a furlong, because it was also the perimeter of the old Pennycross Hall grounds. But about half-way along part of the wall had leaned, and, helped by the children of the neighbourhood, had tumbled down into the weeds which grew behind it. The wall had never been repaired. The mill manager had affirmed, reasonably enough, that there was no point in making expensive repairs. The grounds were waste land, retained by the mill company simply as an area into which they might need to extend their premises some day.


Woodman climbed over the broken wall and waded through the weeds. He gazed around as he went, oppressed by the knowledge that one man could be a long time in searching ten acres of derelict garden. He needed a score of helpers, but he could not bring a bus-load of policemen from Utterborough, or call the men of the village out of the Eagle Inn, every time a mother lost sight of her child for a few minutes. There had been too many false alarms. This was probably another one. Very likely the child was in her mother’s hands at that moment, being soundly smacked.


This was the place which the villagers called Cuckoo Wood. Since care and cultivation had ceased, a generation of native timber had seeded and grown among the exotic trees and shrubs of the richly manured garden, and the result was a lush confusion. The many shades of spring colour were beautiful. Away to the left, where the orchard had been, there were still pale clouds of blossom among the green. Nearer, there was a prickly brown-and-green brake of raspberry canes which grew to man’s height. On the right, near the wall which divided the grounds from the mill-yard, all that remained of the big house was a roughness of the ground; foundations and filled-up cellars overgrown with thistle and willow herb. On that side too, over in the far corner, were the great rusty iron gates which had been locked and chained for many years. Where Woodman strode there had been a long lawn or a paddock, but somehow the fine grasses had succumbed to rank stuff which made progress difficult. And in front of him was the main part of the old garden; his destination, Cuckoo Wood itself, a dense thicket showing many shades of green, a haunt of foxes and dark flapping birds. In high summer it was a purgatory of insects.


He went in amongst the trees, stooping and peering where ancient rhododendrons spread broad and low, making dark caverns beneath their branches. Brambles lay about like trip wires, bindweed hampered him, sappy twigs whipped his face. Cypresses stood in dark majesty among the brittle clutter of branches fallen, and shrubs choked to death. A poplar reared skyward, all its limbs supplicating the sun. A solitary magnolia bloomed in heavy white splendour. Here a clump of forgotten foxtail lilies made a froth of colour, there an azalea blazed against a background of evergreen. Nature had taken over the work of man, and she had proved her green fingers with a vengeance.


Woodman admired none of this. Like most Englishmen of his generation he had served abroad as a soldier, and he had seen some of the hot countries. He thought that Cuckoo Wood had the unhealthy air of a tropical forest: it stank with growth and decay. And it had always been a nuisance to him. For many years it had been a nominally forbidden playground for the Pennycross children, and occasionally it had been his duty to chase them out of it. But since last October there had been no cause to complain of trespass. Since last October no girl, tall or small, had been known to venture into Cuckoo Wood; and only one boy, Benny Anderson, had dared to scuttle through it and feed his lively imagination with fear.


The policeman beat backwards and forwards in the tangle. He had made a dozen searches like this since that crisp, breezy day when six-year-old Daphne Beaumont set off to Sunday school and never arrived. Her body was found in Cuckoo Wood, in a condition which forbade public description. The necessary reticence of the authorities gave impetus to many ugly rumours, but for once the rumours were not uglier than the truth. It was a very dreadful murder.


Everything had been done which could be done. The resources of Utterborough, in which police district Pennycross lay, had been used freely. The police of the surrounding county had given every possible help. The assistance of Scotland Yard had been requested, and given. The shocked and angry public, and the newspapers, had co-operated eagerly. But the murder had not been cleared. After weeks and weeks of patient work the local detectives had returned their attention to small, everyday crime, and the Scotland Yard men had returned to London. And P.C. Woodman had been left alone in a demoralized village.


It was a bad time for him. The mothers of the village were as nervous as vixens, the fathers as suspicious as cockerels. They could scarcely bear their own children out of their own sight. They organized convoys to school, and home again. Relays of parents stood sentry duty while the children were at play. Alarms were frequent and Woodman never knew when he would get a meal in peace, for some children seemed to have the ability to elude the most careful watcher. But little girls who strayed away for only a few minutes were slapped and beaten with a frightened fury which was out of all proportion to the disobedience. “Bedlam,” sighed Woodman as he remembered. “Absolute bedlam.”


Lately, for the last few weeks, the village had been more settled. The policeman had begun to entertain a cautious hope that the crime would be forgotten, and not repeated. And now he was in the wood again, looking for another straying child. “This job’ll never end,” he thought bitterly.


“Jessie!” he shouted. “Jessie, love, where are you?”


A man’s voice answered him. It was Frank Short, with some news, perhaps. He stood still, listening to Frank’s heavy, crackling progress in his direction. The engine-tender was a short-legged, thick-set young fellow, probably the strongest in the village.


“I thought I’d come an’ give you a hand,” he said, as he approached. “Me mother came down to t’mill an’ telled me about little Jessie.”


“They haven’t found her yet, then.”


It was not a question, but Frank answered. “Not as I know of,” he said. “We aren’t goin’ to have another do, are we?”


Woodman evaded the unanswerable query. “I expect she’ll be all right,” he replied. “She’ll be playing about in the fields somewhere.”


“Elsie Baker’s in a rare state, I believe. It makes it worse with Jessie bein’ a chance-child, in a way.”


The policeman reflected that Frank had accurately predicted the trend of village thought. Naturally, since he thought that way himself. Jessie was illegitimate, and her mother had no husband to support her. If anything happened to the child there would be people who were uncharitable enough to hint, ever so delicately, that the mother had not been as sorry as she might be to lose her unwanted daughter.


“Let’s get out of here,” he said impatiently. “Two of us can’t do much good in this jungle. If the kid doesn’t turn up we’ll have a proper search-party.”


On their way out of the wood they struck a track which had been made by firewood seekers, children, dogs, foxes and every other earth-bound creature who passed through. And near the track they found Jessie. She lay where she had been thrown, among tall sparse grass at the foot of a brilliant, gangling bush of yellow broom. She had been a small child for her years, and in that flung attitude she was dreadfully like a discarded doll. Frank, in front, walked past without seeing her, but the policeman did not miss her. The sight of her was a great shock. It was like seeing Daphne Beaumont again.


Frank, too, turned pale when he saw the child. He watched anxiously as Woodman stooped carefully beside her, and he was wise enough to remain silent and still.


Woodman stood up, sickened and angry. “Just the same,” he muttered. “Poor little beggar.”


The other man stared at the body, fascinated by the horror of it.


The policeman sighed, a shuddering sigh of rage. “I dunno,” he said. “You’d think you could see it in his eyes.”


“Whoever he is,” Frank challenged suddenly, “if I could get my hands on him”


“I know,” was the weary interruption. “You’d tear his throat out. I’ve heard a hundred fellows say that since the last do. I’ve said it myself. I should think the guilty man has said it at some time or other, just to be one of the crowd.”


“Happen he has. But all the same”


“Now listen, Frank. I’d better stay here, and you’d better go and tell my wife. Don’t tell anybody else, because we don’t want a mob milling around here. But don’t run. Walk, as if nothing were. Then you’ll have to wait for the C.I.D. and bring ’em here.”


“I’ll do all that.”


“Tell the wife to do as well as she can with Elsie.”


“Sure,” answered Frank.


He plunged away through the bushes with all the delicate woodcraft of a rhinoceros. The frown of public anger was still upon his face, but he was secretly excited in anticipation of the dismay and activity which his message would arouse. He felt important, and the feeling was pleasant. He was not ashamed of his pleasure, but he would have been ashamed to reveal it. So long as nobody knew about it there was nothing of which to be ashamed. Frank was a respectable man, but his respectability was of that sort.


Mrs. Woodman was a capable person, and she took in her stride the occasional unpaid duties of a village constable’s wife. But when Frank Short came solemn-faced with his news she put her hands to her face, forgetting for a moment her husband’s instructions.


“Oh, the poor child!” she murmured. “And poor Elsie. Whatever will she do?”


Frank shook his head sadly, well satisfied with the effect he had produced.


But for all her woman’s compassion, Mrs. Woodman was mainly concerned about her husband. When a strong, lusty fellow spends his working days in the open air, but cannot eat when he returns, and cannot sleep when he goes to bed, then his wife may well become anxious. He had been quite proud to be a policeman. “Weight for weight, we’re the finest service in the country,” he used to assert. But not recently. Not during the last eight months. Though he was not at fault, the failure to clear a child-murder on his beat had worried him unduly. He had been unnaturally silent about it. He had grumbled for the first time to-day: that little touch of self-pity, she remembered, before he went out to look for Jessie Baker. When George Woodman began to feel sorry for himself she had good reason to be anxious. For, after all, he was her man. He was all she had, and she could not help but think about him despite other people’s troubles. The responsibility of this new murder would lie heavily upon him. There would be the same business all over again. The village would be thronged with detectives, reporters, photographers, and those numb, insensitive people who went to such great trouble to be able to stare at “people in the public eye”. Was that the public eye, then? Mrs. Woodman sighed as she picked up the telephone.


Frank Short went back along the snicket to the place where the wall was broken down. He lit a cigarette and lounged there in the sunshine, waiting for the detectives so that he could lead them to the scene of the crime.




PART ONE


INTERROGATION AND SEARCH




CHAPTER ONE


I HAD been appraising the statements on the Fulham Bonding Warehouse job, to make sure that there was enough evidence to justify the arrests I intended to make. I decided to leave it until the following day. Sunday morning would be the best time to lay hands on those clients, while they were still reading the News of the World.


I had just got up from my desk when there was a tap on the door and Dutton came in. He is the sergeant who usually works with me.


“Another Pennycross job,” he announced. “It’s just been sent up to the A.C.”


I sat down again. You can be expecting news like that, but it still comes as a shock. “Child?” I asked.


He nodded. “Little girl, five years.” He grinned with a kind of bright desperation. He is that sort; subtle and quick, cool and volatile, hard and cheerful. “Well?” he demanded.


What could I say? We could only wait. I told him so, and he pulled a face. I have a deep growling voice, like the hinges of an old door. It usually sounds as if it wants lubricating, and it makes my utterances seem more harsh than I intend them to be. I’m sorry, but I can’t help it.


He was still grinning, though, as he does when he is anxious or disappointed. Dutton’s grin can take a lot of discouragement.


My own feeling, now, was helpless anger. This thing had happened 200 miles away, out of my reach, but I felt responsible. It was my team—Dutton and myself—which had been beaten by the first Pennycross murder. I felt pretty low when I returned to the Yard after that job. There is nothing more depressing than weeks and weeks of futile search and inquiry, with never a glimmer of evidence and no suspect to work over. In addition, I was worried by the possibility of a second killing. However watchful the Pennycross parents were, sooner or later that beast on two legs would get another chance. Well, that had happened, and now Dutton and I were wondering if we also would get another chance.


We were the two men who ought to be detached for the job. That was obvious: we had been there before. But we had no means of knowing in what light our previous failure was regarded by higher authority. There had been no criticism: the Assistant Commissioner did not expect miracles, even from the few men who were the pick of 20,000. He knew there were some crimes with which nothing could be done. But had he really understood that the first Pennycross job was that sort of a crime? Would he now administer a professional dose of iron tonic by putting someone else on to it? I could easily imagine him doing that very thing. This was an extremely important crime, and I was only thirty-two, being probably the youngest chief inspector at New Scotland Yard. The youngest policeman anywhere must be prepared to take alternate doses of iron tonic and ginger for the good of his soul.


I turned to my desk again and started to make out a report of my progress with the Fulham job, in case I should be told to pass the file along to another officer. Dutton went to the window and stood staring down at the back areas of Whitehall.


I took about ten minutes with that report, but the telephone did not ring. I signed my name and leaned back in the chair, and the chair creaked because, as the fellow said, I am a little on the big side. Well, more than a little. I have the good fortune to be built like a heavyweight boxer, and the misfortune to look like one. My mother used to say I had a nice smile, and that was the only compliment anybody ever paid to my face.


Dutton regarded the creak of the chair as an invitation to talk. He turned his back to the window and sat on the sill. His grin appeared. He was going to ask again.


“Oh, wait,” I said, though I sympathized with his anxiety. It was paradoxical, I suppose, that from a professional point of view he had more to lose than I had. We were both about the same age and we had both worked hard, but whereas Dutton strained after promotion, my efforts were made to keep pace with it. I have been lucky with promotion. That is not a mock-modest remark meant to draw attention to my wonderful capabilities. I have been incredibly lucky, and I know it. Thus I had reached chief inspector’s rank while still young enough for further promotion to come in spite of setbacks; but Dutton, still a sergeant, was in a position where an official frown might mean that he would be a sergeant for the rest of his service.


But Dutton had decided to be hopeful. “Perhaps my fears are groundless,” he said. He often talks in a light, verbose way. “Any man who has failed,” he said, “is liable to suspect that the inevitability of his failure has not been appreciated.”


“You read that somewhere,” I growled at him. Then I smiled, and it was a pleasure to see how his own smile answered me. I suppose we are friends. At least, we talk to each other with the freedom of friends. Dutton seldom uses the word “sir” unless others are present, but he never presumes on our friendship. I’m lucky enough to carry the rank; he knows how to obey an order.


“Any moment now,” he said, looking at his watch. “If the word comes, we shall be ready. There’s a good train at five-thirty from King’s Cross.”


He is good at travelling. I believe he actually likes long train journeys.


“Yes,” he said. “The Yorkshire Pullman. London to Leeds and get out of my way. It’ll be full of these here Yorkshiremen. It’ll be Yorkshire cricket, Yorkshire pudding, Yorkshire relish…”


“The Yorkshire dales,” I said.


“York ham, York Minster.”


“Sheffield steel, Bradford wool.”


“Pontefract cakes, Doncaster butterscotch.”


“The St. Leger.”


“Ilkla Moor.”


“Hull, Halifax and Hell”


Then the telephone whirred, and I made a grab for it. “Chief Inspector Hunter,” I said. It was the A.C. himself. “Yes, sir, I’ll come at once,” I answered him.


Dutton sat there trying not to look pleased.


“I say,” he called when I was nearly at the door. “You forgot one Yorkshire thing.”


“What was that?” I said.


“Cuckoo Wood. Somebody is going to take a walk with the hangman before we come back to the Yard.”


I held out my hand—I have rather a big hand, commonly compared to a shovel—and closed it slowly into a fist.


To save time on the last leg of the journey a police-car had been sent to pick us up at Wakefield. The Yorkshire Pullman is a heavy train, but—Dutton had somehow discovered—the locomotive was the record-breaking “Mallard”, and it reached the West Riding county town at twelve minutes to nine.


“We’re seven minutes early,” Dutton boasted, as we walked along the platform. “If that car has arrived we’ll be shaking hands with the old Chief before half past nine. A jolly good trip, don’t you think?”


For the sake of a quiet life I agreed with him. I suppose London to Utterborough in less than four hours is good going, but I never could wax enthusiastic about a few minutes saved on a journey. I appreciated the police-car as a welcome change from sitting in a train, rather than as a time saver.


Unless a suspect had already been found, there would be nothing much for us to do that night. You can’t properly search a thicket in the dark.


The police-car was waiting, and the driver seemed to have the same ideas as Dutton. For the whole of the twenty-mile ride he gave us an exhibition of fast driving. I don’t care much for high speeds on the road either, but I never worry when I’m sitting behind a police driver. This man was good. He sat up to the wheel in the Advanced Driving Course style, and he held his pace well in a failing light. Dutton and I sat in silence. I was thinking mostly about the job in hand and I suppose he was counting the minutes and making the journey into a race against time.


The way was westward, through a string of dreary industrial villages. It was a district robbed of all beauty by thoughtless building, delving and dumping. The country, the real country, was on the other side of Utterborough.


After half an hour’s journey we entered the town. There was the usual belt of suburbs, then a district of dark factories and grim streets, and then the hub of the place, brightly lit and lively with people. Our arrival at police headquarters was illuminated by the flash-bulbs of Press photographers. The second Cuckoo Wood Murder would be just in time for headlines and a few details in the Sunday papers. There were some reporters in the entrance hall. We said, “Good evening,” and side-stepped them, and went upstairs to the Chief Constable’s office.


Three of the Utterborough men were waiting. There was the Chief, Colonel Headford, a youngish, vigorous, decent person whose manner had only a trace of the impatience of long-held authority. Beside him sat Superintendent Blackrock. He was an older man, a capable executive officer who was also a persistent reader of history, a learned man without degrees. The other man was Detective-Inspector Royals, an intelligent and grimly practical investigator whose assistance I would need most of the time.


“I’m glad to see you,” said the Chief heartily as we shook hands. “This time we are on the heels of the murderer. I hope we have better luck than we had before.”


I fervently agreed with him, and asked him if any progress had been made.


“We haven’t got a suspect, if that’s what you’re hoping. But we haven’t done so badly,” he replied, and there was a touch of pride in his booming forthright voice as he went on to tell me what he had done. “I had made certain plans in case the fellow gave us a repeat performance. The crime was discovered almost immediately, and twenty minutes after the telephone message my scheme was in operation. Not bad, you know, considering that Pennycross is on the edge of the borough, nearly five miles from here. I think the importance of this second job justified me in taking a high-handed line. I sealed off the whole village and immobilized the inhabitants as far as possible. Only necessary traffic will be allowed and gaping rubbernecks will be completely barred. As soon as I had more men I set them to work systematically screening the villagers, and, of course, that work is still going on. The actual murder site is roped off in the usual way and I have men all round Cuckoo Wood, though it has already been beaten by fifty men in line. Besides the ring round the wood, and the one round the village, there is a third ring of county police and motor patrols round the whole district in case the murderer is a migrant. As a matter of fact, Chief Inspector, I think we shall get our man this time. We shall give you a chance to use your famous talent for interrogation.”


I expressed my satisfaction. Apparently Headford and his men had done everything possible in the way of preliminary work. He had the village in a noose which would become smaller and smaller until it held nothing but the guilty man’s neck.


“About the screening,” the Chief went on. “I have emphasized the need for absolutely accurate records when people are questioned about their movements at the time of the murder. If anybody is going to change his tale because it won’t fit the facts we must be absolutely sure of what he said the first time. I have told the men to insert the proper cautionary words into each statement—nothing slapdash, you understand—and to be certain that people really read their statements before they sign them.”


“Good,” I said, and then there was a general discussion of the case, with a free expression of ideas and opinions.


“What about P.C. Woodman?” I queried some time later. “Are you keeping him on his beat?”


I may have uttered the question rather bluntly, because the Chief raised his eyebrows. For a moment I thought he was going to tell me that the disposition of his force was not my business. But if that was in his mind he did not say so. Perhaps he perceived that a suspicion of criticism indicated that there was room for it. Woodman had naturally been the local expert of the previous investigation, but only in his spare time after attending to all the small troubles of the wide countryside. This time I wanted him at my elbow.


“He’s a useful man,” I said.


“Yes,” said the Chief, and he smiled. “If any man can claim the privileges of responsibility in this affair, it is Woodman. He has had rather a lean time, and now he’ll be more contented and better employed working with you in plain clothes. Superintendent, you will arrange for someone else to patrol the Pennycross beat.”


“Very good, sir,” said Blackrock.


“Thank you, sir,” I said.


“Don’t mention it,” he answered, and we all grinned.


“We fixed you up at the Eagle in Pennycross, as you wished,” he went on. “You’re making your H.Q. in the front line this time, what? There’s no telephone, but the post-office people are being very helpful. You’ll probably get your ’phone in to-morrow.”


“Thank you again,” I said. My glance strayed once more to the gruesome and pitiful photographs which lay on the desk.


“The same gentle hand, obviously,” the Chief remarked. “We seek one man, not two.”


I nodded and rose to my feet.


“I see the Press boys have arrived,” I said, looking round for my hat.


“The Assyrian came down like a wolf on the fold,” Blackrock quoted.


I asked how they were behaving.


“Very well indeed, considering we kept them out of Pennycross,” the Chief said. “I issued a statement, and, of course, they have enough old photographs to use for the time being. I promised them a conducted tour to-morrow. That is, if you agree.”


“I don’t mind, sir,” I told him. “They have a highly competitive job to do.” And with that Dutton and I said our good nights.


It was half past eleven when our car passed the police picket on the bridge at Pennycross, but as we drove up the village street all the cottage windows showed light, and people stood in groups near the Eagle Inn.


“Is this Saturday night, or excitement?” Dutton asked.


Daniel Birkett—a light shone on his name above the door—was waiting on the doorstep of the inn.


“ ’Evening, gentlemen,” he said with simple affability. “Come on in. We don’t have guests as a rule, but you’re welcome.”


He took us up to our rooms, then led the way downstairs again to the kitchen. There Mrs. Birkett, a stout, tidy woman, rose with some dignity from a chair.


“Sit you down,” she commanded us, indicating the square table. “You’ll be ’ungry, I’m sure.” Evidently she meant to waste no time in showing us that (a) she was a lady, and (b) she wore the trousers at the Eagle Inn.


Our supper was ready. New potatoes and thick slices of fried ham. We meekly handed over our ration books, exchanged secret glances of elation, and ate without speaking until our plates were clean. Mrs. Birkett sat in her chair and watched us with majestic benevolence.


After supper Daniel showed signs of settling down for a good long gossip, and we encouraged him. But it appeared that Mrs. Birkett regarded all the conversations of men as mere idle noise. Heaven knows (she said) she had listened often enough to their endless repartee and windy argument in taproom, bar and snug. Probably she really thought that we were lingering with her undistinguished husband for courtesy’s sake, and she would not let him be a nuisance. With brisk words she drove him off to bed. We were not long in following.


Somebody knocked on my bedroom door at eight o’clock in the morning, and before I was fully awake I knew what day of the week it was. I also knew that I was not in my usual bed. There was an external difference. Here in Pennycross it was much more noisy than a Sunday morning in Kensington. The madly twittering sparrows, to whom I was accustomed, were only a chorus for innumerable competing soloists who filled the morning with lovely song. I lay in bed, listening sentimentally. The little birds of the countryside, no harm to anybody and a lot of good to the world. Thrush and blackbird and skylark, robin and wren. I could not identify any one of them, but their little musical phrases could never weary me.


The morning was brilliant with sunshine. I got out of bed and opened the windows wider, and the symphony of the birds floated in on the balmy air. I turned back into the room, and in sheer jubilation fell hands down and did a few press-ups. Had the room been larger I would have found out if I could still turn a hand-spring, but I need rather a lot of space for hand-springs. I was filled with an elation which had been a factor in my thoughts ever since I knew that I was returning to Pennycross, a feeling of happy anticipation which had nothing to do with the tragedy of yesterday.


I went to the window again. There was a bird-call which anyone could recognize. I listened. There it was again, clear and distant. The cuckoo. I gazed diagonally across the road, above the roofs of cottages to the green treetops behind the mill. The call came again. It was a timely reminder. This was no holiday. I went in search of the bathroom.


I glanced out of the window again before I went downstairs to breakfast. At eye level with me, leaning confidently in a strap at the top of a telegraph-pole, there was a post-office linesman at work. My telephone, of course. The lineman caught my glance, nodded coolly and said, “How do,” and went on with his job. It was another reminder of work to be done.


By the time Dutton and I had eaten our morning meal the investigation was in its stride for the day. Detective-Inspector Royals arrived in the village with three car-loads of plainclothes men. The men climbed out of the motor-cars and went their ways, some into Cuckoo Wood, some to ply the villagers with pertinent questions. It was the only way to start on a crime: search, search, search; question, question, question. Eventually something would be found, something would be learned. And not only in Pennycross were the detectives working. They would be busy in the town too, and in surrounding towns, probing gently into the recent lives of tramps, wanderers, displaced persons, foreign workers, deserters and absentees; attempted suicides, epileptics, schizophrenics, schizoids and lunatics; people who were not lunatics because they had certificates to prove that they were sane; people whose sexual habits were known to be peculiar; people missing from home, or who had left the town only yesterday; and so on, and so on.


Royals brought copies of all the reports and statements relating to the crime. He waited while I looked through them. They would be valuable for purposes of reference and elimination as the case proceeded, and they were not at all like the wild-cat, wild-goose, wild-man reports which would begin to roll in when the populace had seen their Sunday newspapers. Of these latter reports, Royals predicted a flood. Stories of suspicious appearance and behaviour would be sent in by observant folk, nervous folk, excitable folk, and folk who possessed all these characteristics and were crackpots as well. And none would have to be ignored. One in a 100 might be useful: one might have been written by the murderer himself.
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