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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 by classic crime writers.




  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.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of
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  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid
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  Prologue




  ‘Vous!’ The word burst from Yvette’s lips in a flash of recognition as the man turned at the sound of her entry. Behind him the wall safe yawned open

  and she gasped as the full enormity of what was happening flooded through her brain.




  ‘Que faites-vous ici?’ she hissed, in a tone as much indignant as fearful.




  For a second the tableau held; then indignation rising uppermost she hurled herself across the room at him, arms raised in attack, long, thin fingers outstretched to claw at his face.




  Stunned by the unexpectedness of her arrival and by the fierceness of her reaction, the man hesitated until she was upon him. In an anxiety to protect his face, he dropped the small

  chamois-leather bag he had just removed from the safe. His only thought now was to save his spectacles from her clawing fingers: fingers which unerringly sought to disarm him.




  With a sob of dismay, he felt them plucked from his face and heard them fall with a small brittle clatter on to the parquet floor. Now she was stooping to seize the chamois-leather bag that lay

  there too.




  The man put out a groping hand to the desk which he had had to swing to one side in order to reach the wall safe. It was there he had noticed the heavy glass paperweight, so smooth and

  round—and deadly. With the woman still scrabbling at his feet, he picked it up.




  No hapless head had ever offered a surer target.




  When at last she lay still, he retrieved his spectacles. One lens had fallen out, though he scarcely noticed this in his desperate hurry to be gone. The contents of the small leather bag lay

  scattered over the floor. Gathering them up, he took one final look around the room and quickly slipped out.




  Not until he was well away from the flat and swallowed up in the chill December mist did he stop to regain his breath and remove the gloves he had been wearing.




  Meanwhile from the shadow of a shop doorway opposite, Harry Gibb stared with mounting uneasiness at the livingroom window of the flat. Five minutes had gone by since the light went out, but he

  had seen no one emerge from the building. He screwed up his eyes and peered once more. No, the light was definitely out. The tiny triangle of yellow up in the top corner of the window, where the

  thick curtain was not quite flush with the wall, no longer showed.




  Harry Gibb gave it another three minutes before he stepped from his hiding place and hurried silently away.




  He now knew for certain that the man called George Wall had double-crossed him.




  ‘She’s alive, but still unconscious, sir.’




  Detective-Superintendent Manton, who was kneeling on the floor in front of the wall safe, looked up as Detective-Sergeant Norris came into the room.




  ‘What’s the doctor say?’




  ‘Thinks she has only an outside chance, sir.’




  ‘Got somebody at her bedside?’




  ‘Yes, sir. I’ve fixed that. One of the women P.C.s from the station.’ He noticed Manton’s dubious expression. ‘No, it’s all right, sir. She’s a good

  girl. Done it before. She won’t miss anything.’




  Manton got up off his knees and sighed. Two days before he’d been looking forward to Christmas and a week’s leave, when the Assistant Commissioner (Crime) had suddenly sent for him.

  Half an hour later he had swapped the relatively settled routine of the Yard for the hand-to-mouth existence of a Detective-Superintendent at Division, Asian ’flu and stomach ulcers having

  laid claim respectively to the rightful occupant of the job and to his second-in-command.




  ‘Just go along and hold the fort for a couple of weeks’, the A.C.C. had said airily, and Manton had gone.




  And now here, two days before Christmas, he was confronted with the sort of case that was unlikely to allow him time off for so much as a cheese sandwich when most men would be picking the

  turkey bones and sitting back with glazed expressions of well-fed contentment.




  Moreover, he was having to work with officers he didn’t know and who didn’t know him.




  Sergeant Norris advanced further into the room.




  ‘They found this clutched in the woman’s hand when they got her to hospital, sir.’




  ‘Looks like a diamond.’




  ‘A pretty valuable one too, I’d say, sir.’




  Manton nodded. ‘It’s quite a size, isn’t it?’ He turned and looked thoughtfully at the safe.




  ‘I’ve found out who lives here, sir. A couple called Sterling. He’s something or other in the city. Plenty of money, so the old girl in the flat below says. The injured woman

  is Mrs. Sterling’s French maid.’




  ‘Where are the Sterlings now?’




  ‘Gone to Brighton for Christmas.’




  ‘Leaving the maid to look after the place, I presume.’




  ‘That’s what’s a bit odd, sir. You see, the old lady below says Yvette—that’s the maid—went with them. They all left together the evening before last. When

  she heard sounds of movement up here tonight, she thought it must be burglars and that’s why she phoned the police.’




  ‘And a burglary there’d certainly seem to have been.’ Manton’s gaze went back to the wall safe. ‘But what was the maid doing here?’




  ‘We ought to know that as soon as we can locate the Sterlings. The Brighton police are on to that now. They’re bound to be stopping at one of the big hotels on the front so it

  shouldn’t be long before we hear something.’




  ‘Meanwhile, we throw out a net for someone with a broken pair of spectacles and probably also with bloodstains on his clothing.’




  The telephone rang, but it was a moment before Manton spotted the instrument over on a small side-table and almost hidden by a stack of extremely expensive-looking Christmas cards. It was

  obvious that the Sterlings moved in wealthy circles. Manton picked up the receiver. There followed a short conversation, entirely monosyllabic on his part, before he rang off and, turning to

  Sergeant Norris, said:




  ‘That was to say the Sterlings have been traced and are coming back on the last train. Better send a car to Victoria station to pick them up.’




  Gilbert Sterling came into the room with the air of a doctor summoned by a dying patient. He was wearing a fawn camel-hair coat with the collar turned up and he clutched a

  brown felt hat in his right hand. Manton judged him to be about the same medium build as himself. But where Manton had rapidly thinning fair hair, Gilbert Sterling’s was carefully groomed,

  though unexpectedly grey in one with such youthful features. He was good-looking, Manton decided, despite a certain weakness about the mouth. A woman’s man. Manton was the first to speak.




  ‘I’m Detective-Superintendent Manton. I’m in charge of enquiries. Has your wife come too, Mr. Sterling?’




  ‘She went straight to the hospital.’ As he spoke, Sterling switched his gaze from the open wall safe to Manton.




  ‘Perhaps you can tell me what ought to be in here’, Manton said pleasantly, nodding in the direction of the safe. ‘As you can see, it’s empty now.’




  ‘My wife’s diamonds were in there.’




  ‘Can you give me a description? Was it a necklace or a tiara or something of that sort?’




  ‘No, they were loose stones. They’d formed part of some jewellery my wife inherited from her godmother. It didn’t suit her and she never wore the pieces and we were going to

  have them reset.’




  ‘What was their value, Mr. Sterling?’




  ‘Just over ten thousand pounds.’




  Manton’s eyes opened a fraction wider. No wonder Mr. Sterling looked so nervous and unhappy.




  ‘Insured, I hope.’




  ‘Yes.’




  For a reflective moment, Manton toyed with the small precious stone in his pocket. Then he brought it out and showed it to Sterling.




  ‘Does this look like one of them?’




  Sterling stepped briskly forward and took it from him.




  ‘Ye-es’, he said. ‘It could be. Where did you find it?’




  ‘It was found clutched in your maid’s hand when she arrived at hospital. I’m afraid I must keep it for the time being.’




  Reluctantly, it seemed, Sterling dropped it back on to Manton’s outstretched palm, watching him intently as he did so.




  There was a sound of movement in the hall and a tall, smartly-dressed woman came into the room. She more or less shrugged off the fur coat that had been round her shoulders.




  ‘This is my wife, superintendent.’




  There was no doubt that Eleanor Sterling was a beautiful woman. In particular she knew how to hold herself to show off to the best advantage a superbly graceful neck.




  ‘The doctors don’t think Yvette’ll live, darling’, she said to her husband in a strained voice. ‘They only let me see her for a second. She’s still

  unconscious.’




  ‘Did you know she was coming back to the flat this evening?’ Manton broke in.




  ‘It’s a complete mystery to us’, Lea Sterling said, turning in his direction. ‘I last saw her about half-past six this evening. That was in our bedroom at the hotel. She

  was putting out my things for me to change and told me she was going to the cinema.’




  ‘Instead of which she apparently caught a train back to London and came straight here. I estimate the crime must have been committed around nine o’clock, so she had plenty of time to

  get back. It’s only an hour’s journey by non-stop train.’ There was a silence. ‘How long has she been with you, Mrs. Sterling?’




  ‘She’s been my personal maid for eight years.’




  ‘Trustworthy? Faithful?’




  ‘Completely.’




  Gilbert Sterling nodded vigorously as Manton looked across at him.




  ‘How many people knew that the diamonds were kept in this safe?’ Manton asked.




  ‘My secretary did. That’s Miss Annard.’ Gilbert Sterling hesitated while his eyes searched his wife’s face.




  ‘I suppose Humphrey and Mr. La Blanche must have too’, she said casually.




  Sterling nodded his head again. Turning back to Manton, he explained, ‘Humphrey Bain is my wife’s brother and Colin La Blanche manages my business out in Trinidad. They and Miss

  Annard came in for a drink the evening we went down to Brighton—in fact we all left together—and I opened the safe to show Mr. La Blanche the diamonds. I’d been telling him about

  them.’




  ‘Did Yvette know they were there?’




  ‘Well, I never told her in so many words, but I expect she did.’




  ‘Do you agree with that, Mrs. Sterling?’ Manton asked.




  ‘Yes; of course she knew I had the diamonds and she also knew the safe was there, but . . .’ She let the sentence trail away.




  ‘Somebody appears to have opened it without much difficulty. Who knew the combination?’




  Gilbert Sterling squared his shoulders in a faintly dramatic gesture.




  ‘Only I. I changed it the evening we left, after I’d put the diamonds away again.’




  When the phone rang again, Sergeant Norris moved across to answer it. A moment later, he announced:




  ‘It was the hospital, sir. Yvette died five minutes ago without regaining consciousness.’




  Gilbert Sterling put an arm round his wife’s shoulders and she allowed herself to be steered to a chair. She sat down and stared fixedly at her hands, which rested in her lap.




  ‘Do you know who her next-of-kin was?’ Manton asked quietly.




  ‘She had no family alive. She was an only child and her parents were both killed during the war.’




  ‘I take it she wasn’t married?’




  Lea Sterling shook her head.




  ‘She had a young man, whom she thought she might marry one day. But they weren’t engaged and there was nothing definite. He was rather fonder of her than she was of him, I

  think.’




  ‘What’s his name?’




  She looked up at her husband with a slight frown.




  ‘Gibb? Gibbs? I can never remember.’




  ‘Gibb, Harry Gibb’, he said shortly. ‘Not a particularly good type’, he added with a small grimace. ‘Well, superintendent, if there’s nothing more you want us

  for tonight, we’ll be getting along to bed.’




  ‘There is perhaps one further question I should ask you, sir. Do any of the people you’ve mentioned wear spectacles? All the time, I mean, not just for reading.’




  Gilbert Sterling looked surprised and then pursed his lips.




  ‘Colin La Blanche does, but none of the others.’




  ‘I see. It was good of you to come back so promptly, sir, and I shall doubtless want to get in touch with you again.’ Manton stepped across to the door and opened it. ‘Good

  night, Mrs. Sterling. Good night, sir.’




  When they had left the room and closed the door behind them, Sergeant Norris said excitedly:




  ‘The woman P.C. who phoned from the hospital just now, sir, said that the only word the girl spoke before she died was “postman”. She apparently repeated it several times over.

  “Postman, postman.” ’




  To say that the police enquiries became bogged down almost before they had started would be very little exaggeration. Two days after the commission of the crime, Manton knew

  precious little more than he did within his first hour of arriving at the scene.




  Reports of it still covered the front pages of the newspapers and looked like doing so until the Christmas holiday was no more to most than a reminder of chronic insolvency. Manton privately

  cursed the world’s political bosses who for a few brief days seemed to fade away and take a rest from their normal clamour after the headlines.




  The holiday exodus had started and amongst those struggling to get aboard trains were Manton’s own disgruntled family. He had had considerable difficulty in persuading his wife, Marjorie,

  to adhere to their original Christmas plan of going to spend the holiday with her farming relatives in Suffolk. As for his twelve-year-old son, he was a complete home-bird and always put up stiff

  resistance to staying in other people’s houses; though regarding his father’s presence as a mitigating circumstance on such occasions.




  Yvette’s dying reference to ‘postman’ had caused Manton to visit the local district post office where all he discovered was that, as usual at the time of year, a large number

  of temporary staff had been engaged to deal with the extra rush of mail. He interviewed four postmen who had delivered letters or parcels at the flat during the previous few days, but none of them

  were able to give him a lead of any sort. A check on their backgrounds failed to reveal anything sinister.




  A search of Yvette’s bedroom was also virtually negative in result, though Manton had taken possession of a couple of envelopes he found on her dressing-table and also a sheet of brown

  paper which had been carefully folded and put away on top of the wardrobe. Her name and address were not very neatly printed on this sheet of paper, whose stamp bore a north-west London

  postmark.




  It was while he was casually staring at these finds on the second day after the murder that his phone rang and the sergeant on duty in the enquiry office announced in confidential tones:




  ‘Fellow just come in, sir, who says he’s Harry Gibb, fiancé of the dead girl. Shall I send him up straight away?’




  ‘Yes. And tell Sergeant Norris to come along to my room.’




  The two men arrived in Manton’s office at more or less the same moment. When the introductions had been made and they were all seated, Manton said:




  ‘We’ve been looking for you very hard the last two days, Mr. Gibb; where’ve you been?’




  Gibb’s eyes shifted rapidly from one to other of the two police officers. They were lustreless grey-green eyes set in a pallid face beneath a carefully up-swept crest of brown hair.




  ‘I’ve been at home’, he said, and there was a faintly common twang to his voice.




  ‘Which is where?’




  ‘Sixty-eight B Newfoundland Street. It’s off the Cut, not far from Waterloo Station. Near the Old Vic, if you’d like to have it sound grander.’




  Observing that Sergeant Norris had made a note of the address, Manton said:




  ‘Listen to the radio? Read the papers?’




  ‘Yeah. My name all over them, you mean?’ Manton nodded. ‘That’s why I’m here now, I knew you wanted to see me.’ He steadied his gaze and looked straight into

  Manton’s face. ‘I’ll do everything I can to help you get the bastard who killed my girl. We was going to get married one day. I loved her.’




  Manton chewed thoughtfully on the side of his mouth.




  ‘When did you last see her?’




  ‘Evening before they left for Brighton.’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘I fetched her and we went to the pictures together. Afterwards we had supper at a café and I saw her home. I said good night to her in the lobby of the flats. They didn’t

  like me going up.’




  ‘Who? The Sterlings?’




  ‘That’s who: Mr. and Mrs. Stuck-up Sterling.’




  ‘Did you know Yvette was coming back to the flat the night she was killed?’




  ‘No, I did not.’ There was something fiercely defiant about his tone and both officers stared at him appraisingly.




  ‘Where were you the evening before last between eight and ten o’clock?’ Manton asked, after a reflective pause.




  ‘Just wandering about.’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘Up in the West End. Piccadilly. Leicester Square.’




  ‘With anyone?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘What did you do besides wander?’




  ‘Had a drink in a pub.’




  ‘Which one?’




  ‘One just off Coventry Street behind the Corner House.’




  ‘Speak to anyone there?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Pub you’ve been to before?’




  ‘Yes, but not all that often.’




  ‘Think anyone there would remember your having been in?’




  ‘Couldn’t say.’




  Suddenly looking up from his desk where he had been jotting down the occasional note, Manton gave Gibb an engaging smile and said:




  ‘Well, Mr. Gibb, I seem to have done nothing except fire questions at you since you arrived, but one I haven’t yet asked is what really brought you along here this

  afternoon?’




  ‘I told you. To help you get the feller who murdered my girl.’




  ‘O.K., but have you any suggestions as to who that might be or how I can find him?’




  ‘Not yet.’




  ‘Meaning?’




  ‘I might be able to find out something and if I do, I’ll let you know.’




  ‘What do you do for a living, Mr. Gibb?’ Manton asked with a note of genuine curiosity.




  ‘I help a feller who works the markets round Bermondsey and Southwark way.’




  ‘How long had you known Yvette and where did you first meet her?’




  ‘Since this time last year. She used to come down to one of the markets. You know what the French are for a bargain.’




  Manton acknowledged that he did.




  ‘I take it, Mr. Gibb, that we shall be able to get hold of you quite easily during the next few days? You’re not going away or anything?’




  Harry Gibb spread his hands in a gesture of surrender to Manton’s wishes, whatever they might be.




  As soon as he had signed a statement recording what he’d told them and had departed, Manton turned to Sergeant Norris and said:




  ‘Have a dig round, Jim, and find out all you can about him. Also have him kept under observation.’




  ‘Do you think it was O.K. to let him go, sir?’




  ‘Nothing else we could do. We’ve got nothing on him and, anyway, there was an odd sincerity about him, I thought. The more noticeable for coming from someone who, I suspect, is

  fairly shiftless.’ He flung out his arms and stretched luxuriously. Then springing from his chair, he said, ‘To work, boy. We’re still hardly any farther forward. Not a

  fingerprint and not a clue recognizable as such. Something through the grapevine seems about our only hope.’




  And this, in fact, was how it turned out to be, though not in the precise form Manton had in mind when he spoke.




  But before anything did happen, he had again interviewed the Sterlings, and also obtained short, unhelpful statements from the three persons who had been at the flat on the evening the Sterlings

  had departed for Brighton.




  Humphrey Bain, Eleanor Sterling’s brother, wore an R.A.F. moustache and a mocking glint in the eye, and talked with the flippant raciness of an arrested adolescent. To Manton’s

  surprise he gave his profession as accountant; though not in practice, he had added.




  Christine Annard, who was introduced as Gilbert Sterling’s secretary, was a large matronly blonde in her mid-thirties. Tweeds, shooting-sticks and a couple of cocker spaniels would have

  seemed to be her more natural equipment than a typewriter.




  Lastly there had been Colin La Blanche, who was small, dark and sallow and extremely young-looking despite the horn-rimmed spectacles and the neatly trimmed black moustache, both of which Manton

  judged were worn for effect. He was given to a constant working of his rather sensual, over-ripe lips. Despite his youthful appearance, Manton learnt, he was married and the father of four

  children.




  On the second occasion that Manton met them all, but again failed to take his enquiries any further, he left with the vague feeling of having been up against a united front. It was not a

  question of open hostility towards him. Indeed, the Sterlings’ distress at Yvette’s death went far beyond simulation, particularly as regards Gilbert Sterling, who had obviously been

  deeply upset by the event. No, it was something far less defined: as though they realized they were in an impregnable position and could afford to watch his efforts with complete unconcern. Ready,

  of course, to help him in any way they could if he would only tell them how.




  And the damnable part was, he could not.




  Christmas Day came and went with Manton and his officers probing away in the dark, bitterly aware that weeks of laborious routine enquiry was likely to be their lot, with no great prospect of

  success at the end of it all.




  One of the troubles was that so many people were legitimately on the move at this season of the year that the usual picked-up scraps of information about this and that person not seen in their

  normal haunts had no significance.




  It was on the day after Christmas when the postman’s bag is light that Manton received a letter addressed to him personally and marked ‘VERY IMPORTANT’ on the top left-hand

  corner of the envelope.




  Inside was a piece of cheap blue notepaper on which was a short message printed in capitals. It read:




  

    

      ‘REGARDING THAT ROBBERY AND MURDER YOU’RE INTERESTED IN LOOK FOR A MAN CALLED GEORGE WALL. TRY 24 CALLINGTON STREET OFF EDGWARE ROAD.’


    


  




  Manton read it through quickly a second time and switched his attention back to the envelope. The postmark was W.1; a popular district for the mailing of anonymous letters,

  comprising as it does the very heart of London.




  Within three minutes he and Detective-Sergeant Norris were in a car and heading across the park towards Marble Arch. The streets were empty and a cold east wind picked out the skyline in stark

  relief.




  Callington Street was lined by two smoky terraces of houses which faced each other across its narrow width. Number twenty-four was two-thirds the way down on the left side and no different from

  its neighbours except for the lace curtains which shrouded its windows.




  Manton marched up to the front door and, after surveying a bell-push which was out of order according to a faded notice above it, seized the black knocker and rapped loudly.




  This was a part of London where front-doors were liable to be opened by blowzy (and often truculent) females. He was accordingly surprised when a gentle, motherly-looking creature stood before

  him and said:




  ‘Noo, ye wouldn’t be from the Gas Board, would ye?’




  ‘No, madam. We’re police officers, enquiring after a Mr. George Wall.’




  ‘Mr. Wall?’ she echoed. ‘Why, he’s left noo. But I’m sure he can’t be in any trouble. Not Mr. Wall.’




  ‘When did he leave?’ Manton asked, ignoring her implied invitation to expatiate on police interest in the mysterious George Wall.




  ‘Why, it was Christmas Eve itself. He went back north to spend the festive season with his family.’ She sighed in pleasant recollection of her late lodger.




  ‘Do you know his address?’




  ‘No, but it was somewhere up in County Durham. I remember his saying it was a difficult place to get to.’




  ‘How long had he been living here.’




  ‘Not more than two weeks; though he’s such a nice young man, it already seems much longer.’




  ‘Pity you don’t know where he’s gone!’




  ‘There was no reason for him to tell me and it was certainly none of my business to ask him,’ she said with asperity. ‘Besides, he’ll be back tomorrow or the next day, if

  you have to see him all that urgently.’ Her tone implied that a lot of fuss was being made about nothing.




  ‘Coming back, you say?’ Manton asked eagerly.




  ‘Certainly, he’s coming back. Said he’d return a few days after Christmas.’




  ‘I wonder if we might have a look round his room in the meantime, Mrs.—er?’




  ‘Miss Campbell.’ Though she continued to stand firmly blocking the entrance, she appeared to be torn by indecision at the suggestion.




  ‘It’s pleasanter all round that way, than our going to the court and asking for a search warrant’, Manton threw in quickly.




  ‘Well, I suppose there wouldn’t be any harm really, seeing that you are the police’, she said doubtfully.




  ‘No; and if you accompany us to see we don’t do anything improper, there couldn’t be any cause for complaint could there?’




  ‘If you just wait inside a moment I’ll go and fetch my duplicate keys.’




  George Wall’s room was a back one on the top floor. At first glance it appeared quite bare apart from furniture and Manton observed a fleeting look of surprise cross Miss Campbell’s

  brow. He walked over to the wardrobe and opened it. It was empty, as were the drawers of the mahogany dressing-table.




  ‘Took all his things with him, apparently’, he remarked, watching Miss Campbell’s face.




  Her expression told him all he wanted to know. This was not something she had expected to find. Meanwhile Sergeant Norris was poking round the small iron grate and feeling up the chimney. With a

  grunt of satisfaction he withdrew his hand, holding between his fingers a soiled handkerchief.




  With care he opened it out to reveal bloodstaining across the centre.




  Both men turned and looked afresh at the hapless Miss Campbell.




  ‘I don’t know what to say’, she twittered. ‘I’m sure he means to return . . .’




  ‘Does he owe you any money?’ Sergeant Norris asked.




  She shook her head. ‘No, he paid me up to date and for a week in advance before he left on Christmas Eve.’




  Manton said, ‘Did Mr. Wall wear spectacles?’




  ‘Aye. I gather he had done since he was a boy.’




  ‘I see. Well, I think we’ll now go downstairs, Miss Campbell, and get a statement from you telling us everything you can about George Wall.’




  The search for Wall became really intensive when the police laboratory reported that the blood on the handkerchief was of the same group as Yvette’s: group AB, the least

  common of the four main groups and found in only three per cent of the population. This was the next day, when Manton also learnt that the anonymous letter he had received and the address on the

  piece of brown paper found in Yvette’s bedroom appeared to have been written by the same hand.




  With this new information, however, the enquiry seemed to run into another brick wall.




  Day succeeded day, week followed week and nothing further came to light. Least of all was there any clue as to the whereabouts of a likely George Wall.




  Early in January the Sterlings, accompanied by Bain, La Blanche and Miss Annard, left for Trinidad.




  ‘I go out on business every year at this time’, Gilbert Sterling had told Manton, as they gazed out of a window at scudding rain. ‘You can always cable me if necessary and I

  shall be back about the middle of April, anyway. ‘Though, as things are, it doesn’t look as though you’ll be much farther forward by then, does it?’




  Manton had grunted a reply which expressed his feelings for those who cavorted off to the Caribbean, leaving him to unspeakable weather and a thankless case to grapple with. Particularly those,

  like Sterling, who made apparently easy money from astute business deals.




  Moreover, his humour at this time was not improved by the almost daily telephone calls or visits he received from Harry Gibb.




  It was one afternoon shortly after the departure of the Sterlings that Gibb arrived at the station and, on being shown up to Manton’s office, said bluntly:




  ‘What would you do supposing you learnt that the chap who killed Yvette was abroad?’




  Manton stared at him for a full minute before making any reply. Then he said:




  ‘It would depend on how much evidence we had against him.’ He paused. ‘Why?’




  Gibb ignored the question and went on, ‘Supposing you had all the evidence you could want that this chap abroad was the murderer, what then?’




  ‘We’d presumably start extradition proceedings. Mind you, that wouldn’t be my decision and it would depend on all sorts of things; but if we had evidence to support a charge

  against someone and we knew definitely where that someone was, we’d certainly try and haul him back.’




  Gibb nodded in comprehension.




  ‘I’m glad of that,’ he said, with surprising viciousness.




  Manton had no intention of telling him how far short they were of gathering sufficient evidence to prefer a charge in respect of Yvette’s death.




  ‘Why do you want to know all this?’ he repeated.




  ‘Because I think it’s highly probable that the murdering bastard has done a complete bunk—right out of ole England, I mean.’




  ‘Is that guesswork—or do you know something?’




  ‘Look, super, I’ve sworn to help you get the man who killed my girl—remember? Well, when I know something, you’ll know it too.’




  Manton looked grim. ‘O.K., but meantime, I’ve had enough of your questions. Anyone’d think you paid us a private retainer the way you’re always wanting progress

  reports.’




  ‘All I want is the murderer on the end of a rope—the hangman’s rope.’




  Gibb appeared reluctant to leave, but Manton got up and ostentatiously opened the door for him.




  ‘Now run away and stop bothering me, and don’t come back until you really have got something important to tell us.’




  Harry Gibb made no reply and Manton gazed after his retreating back as he sloped off down the corridor.




  When, a week later, Manton had had no further word from him, he was sufficiently intrigued to find out the reason for the unwonted silence.




  All he did discover, however, was that Harry Gibb had disappeared—as completely as someone despatched to Siberia.




  Without his cathartic presence, progress in the investigation moved into a still lower gear and became almost indiscernible during the remainder of January.




  





  Chapter One




  THE MAN CALLING himself George Wall strolled down the sunny side of Frederick Street, Port of Spain. It was another perfect day in the pattern he had

  come to know since his arrival in Trinidad. The sky was blue, the sun hot, and yet the mid-eighties temperature was in no way oppressive, owing to a pleasant breeze.
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