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            CHAPTER ONE

         
 
         EVEN THE SEA which lapped the August beaches of Starmouth looked grey at that hour of the morning. There was something mournful about it – it seemed to be grieving for the thronged crowds of noonday. Northwards it was embraced by the sprawl of the Albion Pier, much destroyed, much reconstructed, south-wards by the elegant iron-work of the Wellesley with its Winter Gardens, while facing it, across the wide promenade, lay the hectic holiday face of the town, a Victorian foundation in evil, dark-red brick with overlays of modern Marine Baroque. And the prevailing note was sadness. The dawn refused to ratify what man called gay. At this solemn hour, when PC Lubbock was observing his regulation speed between pier and pier, the Seaside Of The Midlands looked like a sleeping drunk stretched by the disapproving main.
         
 
         He stopped, did PC Lubbock: he checked his well-regulated 2mph and conducted a survey of the morning scene. All was quiet, and most was still. On the pale-looking beach below him two or three figures were moving, slow, intent, each with a stick with which he occasionally stirred the marble-cold sand. Beyond them some sandpipers worked along the tide-line, further out some terns, and further still the gulls. Scavengers all were they, men and birds. PC Lubbock marked them with a permitting eye. He had seen them upon their lawful occasions for many a long year now and he gave them a favouring nod as he turned to pursue his jaunt.
         
 
         But before he could get under way a change took place in the peaceful scene. A movement occurred, quite other than those he had come to expect from the deliberate trade of beach-combing. Towards him came leaping and capering, more animal than human, a strange, chattering figure, a figure that flailed its arms, a figure from whose splaying heels the sand shot up in clouds. PC Lubbock hesitated in his stride. There was something mindless and rather horrible about this bounding creature. Although he recognized it as Nits, a local halfwit, he couldn’t help falling back a pace as it vaulted over the balustrade and dropped crouching at his feet.
         
 
         ‘Well … and what d’you want, m’lad?’ he demanded sternly, fixing his gaze on the halfwit’s protruding green eyes.
         
 
         They stared at him silently, seeming to strain towards him: the rest of the face sank backwards towards a toothy gape.
         
 
         ‘What is it?’ reiterated the Police Constable, raising his voice a degree.
         
 
         Nits sucked in his lips as though preparing them for articulation. ‘He … don’t wake up,’ he blurted in his slurring pipe.
         
 
          
         ‘Eh? Who doesn’t wake up?’ asked the constable.
 
         ‘The man … he don’t wake up.’
 
         Nits made an orang-outang-like gesture towards the direction from which he had come. ‘All wet!’ he whimpered, ‘no clothes on … don’t wake up.’
         
 
         There was a pause while the trained mind arranged this information.
         
 
         ‘You say it’s a man?’ PC Lubbock demanded suspiciously.
         
 
         ‘A man – a man – a man!’ Nits nodded his head with astonishing rapidity.
         
 
         ‘You mean one like me?’
 
         The head bobbed on as though worked by a piston.
 
         With a stately cock of his leg, PC Lubbock stormed the balustrade and descended to the beach below. Through sand and through shingle went his boots, through shells and through seaweed, till he stood at last where the low slack water played old Harry with his spit and polish. And there he saw him, the man who didn’t wake up, the man without clothes, the man who was all wet.
         
 
         He had stood about five feet ten. He had weighed about 185. His hair had been pale brown, his eyes blue, his eyebrows slanting, his heavy features decidedly un-English. And he had acquired, probably rather late in life, a feature of the keenest police interest: a collection of four stab-wounds in the thorax.
         
 
         PC Lubbock remarked a high percentage of these details. He glanced sharply at Nits, and sharply at the sea. Then, drawing his whistle with a flourish of professional adroitness, he blew a wailful blast to wake the morning air.
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
          
         ‘There seems,’ said Chief Inspector Gently, Central Office, CID, sagely, ‘to be some as-yet-undiscovered connection between coastal resorts and homicide, Dutt. Have you noticed it?’
         
 
         Detective Sergeant Dutt nodded dutifully, but without really listening to his senior. It had been hot in the train coming up. It was still hot in the train. Their third-class compartment was a little oven, and its atmosphere wasn’t improved by the haze contributed by Gently’s pipe.
         
 
         ‘You’ve only to go back to the ’twenties,’ continued Gently, with a damaging puff. ‘There were the Crumbles murders – Field and Gray in ’20, and Mahon in ’24. Both classics, Dutt. Especially Mahon.’
         
 
         ‘I was bashing me first beat in ’24,’ said Dutt reminiscently.
         
 
         ‘Then there was Smith and the Brides in the Baths – Blackpool and Herne Bay were two of his spots – and coming the other way there’s the Brighton Trunk Murders and Sidney Fox at Margate, and that other Starmouth business – slaughter in all shapes and sizes, and all of it going on by the sea. There’s a link there somewhere, Dutt, you mark my words. The sea has a bad influence on potential homicides, whether it’s recognized or not.’
         
 
         ‘Dare say you’re right, sir,’ replied Dutt, staring out of the window.
         
 
         ‘When I retire I shall write a monograph on it,’ added Gently. ‘There may be some implications which would help a good defence.’
         
 
         He sank back into his seat and puffed away in silence. The train clattered on, wearying, somnolent. They were nearing the end of the run, four sun-beating hours of it, and both of them felt jaded and grimy. Outside stretched the marshes of East Northshire, very wide, very flat, their distance broken by nothing except the brick towers of windmills and the white handkerchief sails of yachts. Inside there was Gently’s pipe and the sooty smell of third-class cushions …
         
 
         ‘Well, it won’t be so bad, sir,’ said Dutt, trying to cheer himself up, ‘it can’t be worse than Southend or Margate.’
         
 
         Gently smiled at a distant cow. ‘It isn’t,’ he said, ‘there’s parts of it one grows to like.’
         
 
         ‘You know the place, sir – you’ve been there before?’
 
         ‘When I was ten,’ admitted Gently, ‘and that’s further back than I like to remember.’
         
 
         He thought about it, nevertheless. He could see himself now as he was then, a thoughtful child with sunburn and freckles, and those damned knickerbockers. A solitary child he had been, a bad mixer. It may have been the knickerbockers that made him antisocial.
         
 
         ‘There isn’t much difference between criminals and policemen,’ he said, surprising Detective Sergeant Dutt.
         
 
         They pulled in at Starmouth Ranelagh, a gloomy terminus where the smell of fish blended into a neat olfactory cocktail with the smell of soot, steam and engine oil.
         
 
         ‘It hasn’t changed,’ mused Gently, ‘that’s just the smell it used to have.’
         
 
         He reached down a battered leather suitcase and deposited himself and it upon the platform. Sergeant Dutt followed, carrying a similar case, while in his other hand he clasped the ‘murder bag’ with which a careful Central Office had equipped the expedition. Outside in the station yard the afternoon sun burned down stunningly. There was a taxi rank, and co-passengers clad in summer dresses and open-necked shirts were streaming towards it. Sergeant Dutt looked longingly, but Gently shook his head.
         
 
         ‘It isn’t far,’ he said, ‘they’ve got their headquarters just off the quay.’
         
 
         ‘Don’t know what they’ve gone and packed in the bag,’ said Sergeant Dutt reprovingly, ‘it’s like a ton weight.’
         
 
         ‘Probably a ball and chain for when we make the pinch,’ replied his senior unfeelingly.
         
 
         They left the station and plodded over a lift-bridge which carried the main road into the town. Below them a cloudy muddy-banked stream flowed pacifically, bearing on its bosom tugs with barges and smaller traffic. Further down two torpedo boats were moored at the quays, opposite them a lightship undergoing a refit, and one or two stream-drifters. Above the bridge was the yacht station, its staithe packed three-deep with visiting holiday-craft.
         
 
         ‘It’s a ruddy port!’ exclaimed Sergeant Dutt, dropping his bags gratefully as Gently paused to admire the scene.
         
 
         ‘Of course it’s a port,’ said Gently, ‘where do you think your breakfast bloater hails from, Dutt?’
         
 
         ‘Yus, but I thought it was like Margate – not like flipping Pompey!’
         
 
          
         Gently grinned. ‘There’s a Margate side to it too,’ he said. ‘Look, Dutt – a ship-chandler’s. Have you ever seen a ship being chandled?’
         
 
         ‘Can’t say as how I have, sir, come to think of it.’
 
         ‘You should,’ said Gently, ‘your education is lacking. It’s the duty of every intelligent citizen to see a ship being chandled, at least once …’
         
 
         They proceeded across the bridge and down into the sun-baked street leading along the quays. Ahead of them now was the Town Hall, a handsome red-brick building in a style that was purely Dutch. In fact, the whole thing might have been Dutch, thought Gently, there was a strong Continental atmosphere. Coming in, now, through all those marshes with their cattle and windmills and sails … And then again it was full of overtones which kept him in a strange frame of mind. He couldn’t settle himself to the idea of being out on a case. It was having been here so long ago that upset him, perhaps, the having known the place as a child his mind was baulking and refusing to come to grips with what he was doing. It showed itself in his facetiousness, in the way he twitted Dutt.
         
 
         But it was no good: he was here on business only. Nostalgic memories didn’t mix successfully with homicide, and he just had to shake himself into an alert and receptive state of mind.
         
 
         ‘There’s a cafe over there,’ he said to Dutt, ‘let’s drop in for a cup of tea before we check in.’
         
 
         ‘I was just going to mention it, sir,’ panted the sweating Dutt, ‘only you seemed to be in such a hurry!’
         
 
         Gently clicked his tongue. ‘I’m not in any hurry,’ he said. ‘There’s nobody as patient as corpses, Dutt, especially when they’ve come out in a rash of stab-wounds …’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Superintendent Symms of the Starmouth Borough Police paced his office with military stride, a tall, spare man with close grey hair and a little clipped moustache. Inspector Copping, his man of parts, was being strong and silent in a corner.
         
 
         ‘And that’s it, gentlemen,’ said the super, in tones as clipped as his moustache, ‘we know nothing – we can find out nothing. We’ve got a corpse, and absolutely nothing else. There were no clothes and hence no laundry marks. You’ve had the prints and they’re not on record. We’ve checked the Missing Persons’ list for months without getting a lead and we’ve shown a slide at all the cinemas in town with no better result. In fact, gentlemen, it’s a sticky sort of business, and I feel I ought to apologize for calling you in at all. But you understand how I’m placed. There are people above me who pretend to believe in miracles.’
         
 
         Gently nodded gravely. ‘It’s our principal business to carry the can.’
         
 
         ‘And you were specifically asked for, Gently – after that Norchester case of yours Central Office means only one person around here.’
         
 
         ‘It was one of my luckier cases,’ agreed Gently modestly.
         
 
         ‘So you see, it was out of my hands.’ The super paused, both in stride and speech. He was genuinely grieved at having to pass on such a stinker.
         
 
          
         ‘It’s a job for the file,’ put in Inspector Copping from his corner, ‘there’s just no angle to it. He might have been jettisoned from a ship, or dumped there, or dumped somewhere else and washed up there. He might even have been shoved out of an aircraft and finished up there. There’s no end to the ways he might’ve come – I’ve put in hours thinking up new ones.’
         
 
         Gently nodded a mandarin nod and stuffed a clumsy hand into his pocket. They had some peppermint creams in that cafe, and he had bought a whole pound.
         
 
         ‘The body was even discovered by a halfwit … so far as we can make out he chivvied it around trying to wake it up.’
         
 
         Gently made sympathetic noises over a peppermint cream.
         
 
         ‘And then this blasted Lubbock got the seconds on him and tried three methods of artificial respiration.’
         
 
         ‘He’s been reprimanded,’ said the super grimly, ‘there’ll be no more of that sort of thing from Lubbock.’
         
 
         ‘And all the beachcombers for miles jamming around … it was like Bertram Mills’.’
         
 
         There was a silence, during which the only sound was a sugary chewing from Gently.
         
 
         ‘So you see that calling you in is simply a face-saver,’ went on the super, recommencing to stalk. ‘The lads higher up know there’s no chance, but the thing got too much publicity. They daren’t just sit tight and let it fade away.’
         
 
         Gently shuffled a foot. ‘Well, as long as you aren’t expecting too much …’
         
 
          
         ‘We aren’t.’ Inspector Copping laughed with a little conscious bitterness.
         
 
         Gently laid a peppermint cream on the super’s desk and appeared to study it, as though seeking inspiration. ‘This halfwit who found him …’ he began vaguely.
         
 
         ‘They call him Nits,’ supplied Copping. ‘He’s cracked all right – ought to be in a home. Real name’s Gibson. Lives with his mother in one of the Grids.’
         
 
         ‘And you checked up on him?’
 
         ‘Naturally.’
 
         ‘He wouldn’t have been carrying a knife of any sort?’
 
         Inspector Copping hesitated a moment and then plucked something from his pocket and threw it down on the desk in front of Gently. It was a cheap one-bladed penknife, and its one blade was broken. Gently poked it with a stubby finger.
         
 
         ‘Of course there’s no connection …?’
 
         ‘None,’ rapped Inspector Copping.
 
         Gently picked it up. ‘I’d like to keep it for the moment, all the same …’ He opened and closed the little blade with a naïve curiosity. ‘Did you find out anything else about him?’ he asked. ‘Has he got any friends – does anybody employ him?’
         
 
         Inspector Copping grunted. ‘He isn’t employable. He hangs around the beach and people give him money, that’s all. He spends it in the cinemas and amusement arcades. Everybody knows him, but nobody wants anything to do with him.’
         
 
         ‘Has he ever given any trouble?’
 
         ‘A visitor made a fuss about him once and we pinched him for begging. It took three men to bring him in. He’s stronger than he looks.’
         
 
         Gently revolved the peppermint cream with care. ‘About the deceased,’ he said, ‘when did he die?’
         
 
         ‘The report says between eleven and twelve p.m. on Tuesday.’
         
 
         ‘When did you find him?’
 
         ‘Lubbock saw him at five-ten a.m. on Wednesday.’
 
         ‘So he’d only taken five hours to get where he was … it isn’t very long. What was the state of the tide?’
         
 
         ‘Low slack water. If he came in on the tide he must have grounded at about four.’
         
 
         ‘That cuts it down another hour …’ Gently stared at his white sugar tablet with elevated brows. ‘The local currents … the ones just off-shore … what’s their direction?’
         
 
         Copping glanced at his superior.
 
         ‘There’s nothing just off-shore,’ supplied the super, ‘it’s a perfectly safe beach at all states of the tide. There’s a north-south current further out, about half a mile. It accounts for a few damn fools every season.’
         
 
         ‘Do you know the speed of it?’
 
         ‘Not precisely. Maybe six or seven knots.’
 
         ‘So you give him an hour to get into the current and another hour to come back ashore he might have been put in eighteen miles north.’
         
 
         ‘No.’ The super shook his head. ‘If he was put in from the shore it couldn’t be more than five or six. The shore starts in westward just north of the town, and six miles up the coast is Summerness, beyond which it recedes very sharply. At Summerness the current would be two miles off-shore.’
         
 
          
         ‘Two miles …’ mused Gently. ‘He wouldn’t drift out that far in the time. It’d have to be lower down. What’s up there in that direction?’
         
 
         The super shrugged. ‘It’s a wide sand beach all the way, backed with marram hills and freshwater marshes. There are three villages and a lot of bungalows. A little way out of town there’s the racecourse.’
         
 
         ‘Has there been racing lately?’
 
         ‘No. It’s not due till next Tuesday.’
 
         ‘I suppose you didn’t do any checking up there?’
 
         ‘What’s the use?’ interrupted Inspector Copping. ‘It’s a hundred to one against him having been put in there, and even if he was, what would we be looking for?’
         
 
         ‘Someone might have seen something,’ suggested Gently mildly, ‘there’s never any harm in asking questions.’
         
 
         Inspector Copping’s heavyish features flushed. ‘The case has had publicity,’ he said, ‘we’ve asked for information both in the cinemas and the press. If anyone knew anything we should have heard by now – we’ve looked into everything that’s come our way.’
         
 
         ‘Please don’t get the impression that we’ve been asleep,’ said the super snappily, ‘we may not be homicide experts, but at least we carry out our police duties with strict care and attention. You have made the suggestion that the body of the deceased was put into the sea somewhere between here and Summerness, but the suggestion rests merely on the fact that there is a north-south current. And the current may have brought it from some point at sea, and then again it may never have been in the current at all. It could even have drifted up from a southerly direction inside the current.’
         
 
          
         Gently hunched his shoulders chastenedly and made a chessmove with the peppermint cream. ‘It could even have been dropped off the pier,’ he murmured.
         
 
         ‘My guess is it came off a ship,’ said Copping. ‘There’s no doubt about the fellow being a foreigner. Anyone could see that at a glance. The ethnologist who saw him reckoned he was a Slav of some sort, Central European. He could have gone overboard in the Wash somewhere and hooked on to that current.’
         
 
         ‘And that would mean trying to pinpoint a ship of some or any nationality which was in the Wash about midnight on Tuesday,’ said the super, ‘and just suppose we found it, what good would it do us?’
         
 
         ‘It’d be outside our jurisdiction,’ said Copping brightly.
         
 
         ‘Unless it was a British ship,’ hazarded Gently.
 
         ‘In which case we would have heard something before now,’ said the super with a note of finality. ‘No, Gently. I appreciate your attitude. It’s your business to see that no stone is unturned and I can see that you propose to carry it out. But I think you’ll have to agree in the long run that everything that can be done has been done. Where there’s no identity, no apparent motive and no hopeful line of inquiry, then to proceed with a case is simply a formality. You must do it – that’s your business: but I’m afraid that in this instance it will be a very thankless task.’
         
 
         ‘And yet this man was murdered,’ said Gently slowly. ‘Somewhere there’s someone who will kill more readily another time if we don’t put a finger on him …’
         
 
         ‘I know, I know!’ snapped the super, ‘but idealism is no use if there’s no prospect of implementing it.’
         
 
          
         Gently sighed and heaved himself out of the rather bleak chair which was maintained for visitors. ‘There’s nothing else you want to tell me?’ he inquired.
         
 
         ‘I’ve told you everything that we know.’ The super paused, frowning. Then he looked at Gently a little more kindly. ‘Don’t think we’re against you … I assure you it isn’t that. If you can do anything with this affair I shall be the first to congratulate you, and Copping here will be the second.’
         
 
         ‘Hear, hear,’ responded Copping, though perhaps more from duty than conviction.
         
 
         ‘I’ve arranged lodgings for you and the Sergeant in Nelson Street. There’s a private office here you can use for interrogations. If you need a car you have only to ask for it, and any other assistance we can give.’ The super stalked round his desk and held out his hand. ‘The best of luck, Gently,’ he said warmly, ‘I only wish it had been someone with no reputation to lose.’
         
 
         Gently shook the extended hand woodenly. ‘I’d like to see the body,’ he said.
         
 
         ‘I’ve a full set of photographs and a copy of the pathologist’s report for you,’ replied the super. ‘Copping will give them to you along with his own report.’
         
 
         ‘I still want to see the body,’ said Gently.
 
         The super shrugged. ‘Very well, then. Copping will take you round.’
         
 
         They filed out in strict order of rank, Gently, Copping and Dutt, the latter having been a silent and respectful auditor of the conference in the office.
         
 
         ‘We’ll take a car,’ said Copping, ‘it isn’t far to the mortuary, but you can put your bags in and I’ll drop you at your lodgings.’ He dodged into his office and came out with a file. ‘These are the reports and the photographs – for what they’re worth.’
         
 
         Gently took them with a solemn nod.
 
         The mortuary was a neat modern building of pastel-tone brick and had double doors of a reddish wood with lavish chromium-plated fitments. But it smelled exactly like all other mortuaries. Copping explained their errand to the sad-faced attendant. They were ushered into the dim and odoriferous interior.
         
 
         ‘He’s had company,’ observed the attendant, indicating a second draped form, ‘they pulled her out of the river up by the yacht-station.’
         
 
         ‘You’d better watch they don’t get into mischief,’ said Copping callously.
         
 
         The attendant laughed a ghoulish laugh and twitched the sheet from corpse number one.
         
 
         ‘Voilà,’ said Copping, ‘the cause of all the trouble.’
         
 
         Gently stepped forward and conducted a stolid examination of the wax-like body. It had no humanity now. There was nothing about it to suggest the warmth of life, the kindling of a soul. And the attentions of the pathologist had done little to help matters, though he had tidied up afterwards with needle and gut.
         
 
         Sergeant Dutt made a hissing sound. ‘No doubt about him being a foreigner, sir,’ he said, ‘there’s a bit of the old Eyetye about him, if you ask me.’
         
 
         ‘Age?’ demanded Gently through his teeth.
 
         ‘Early forties is their guess,’ returned Copping.
 
         ‘Much force?’
 
         ‘One stab busted a rib. There’s three in the lung and one in the heart. Penetration about four inches. Double-edged blade about three-quarters of an inch wide. And his wrists had been tied.’
         
 
         ‘Poor beggar!’ exclaimed the warm-hearted Dutt, ‘they never give him a chance.’
         
 
         ‘And those?’ jerked Gently, indicating a group of brownish marks just above the pathologist’s neat stitches.
         
 
         ‘Burns,’ said Copping, ‘that’s what the report says.’
 
         Sergeant Dutt caught his breath. ‘I’ve seen burns like that before, sir … during the war when I was in France …’
         
 
         ‘I know,’ said Gently, ‘I’ve seen them too.’
 
         He turned away from the slab and stood looking at the narrow window with its bar and pebble-glass pane.
         
 
         ‘They didn’t just want his life, they wanted something else too. I wonder what it was … I wonder why it was so important?’
         
 
         Copping laughed harshly. ‘When you know that you’ll have solved the case,’ he said. ‘Let’s get out of here. The smell gets on my stomach. You’ve done me out of my tea, bringing me to this place just before I knock off.’
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         
 
         BODY ON THE BEACH: YARD CALLED IN, ran the headline of the evening paper, Chief Inspector Gently To Take Charge, New Move In Riddle Of The Sands. It continued: ‘There were fresh developments today in the murder mystery which has come to be known as “The Body On The Beach Murder”. The Starmouth Borough Police acknowledged the gravity with which they view the case by calling upon the services of Scotland Yard. Chief Inspector Gently, well known in Northshire for his handling of the Sawmill Murders, has been assigned the task and this afternoon he arrived in Starmouth to take over the investigation. Superintendent Symms told our reporter in an interview today that sensational developments in the near future are not expected and that the arrival of Chief Inspector Gently was purely a routine step.’ 
         
 
         There was also a photograph of Gently which the Norchester Evening News had kept in cold storage from his last visit, but fortunately it wasn’t recognizable …
         
 
         All along the Front they were talking about it, from the bowling greens in the north to the funfair in the south. It was really making the week for them, holidaymakers and residents alike. Publicity it was, Publicity with a capital P – it dragged in excursionists to be plucked and made the holidaymakers feel that their stay would be truly memorable. For how often does a first-class murder turn up on one’s doorstep during a holiday? A classic murder with stabbing, mystery, the Yard, and all that? They even had the spot marked X for them, thought Gently, as he turned away from the crowd which still milled excitedly on the beach: the Starmouth Borough Police, nothing if not thorough, had set up a ponderous post to mark the site of the discovery. Nobody took it seriously, that was the trouble … the police had already written it off as unsolvable, and everybody else looked on it as a bigger and better side-show. Even Gently himself was being infected by the feeling. He had been practically tipped off that he didn’t have to exert himself.
         
 
         And yet it was still there, up in the mortuary. That shrunken husk of what had once been a man. A foreigner, they all said, as though it were something subhuman – a foreigner whom they couldn’t really care about, though he had been tortured, killed in cold blood and thrown into the sea, to be washed up, troublesome and unwanted, on their holiday shore … just a foreigner: one didn’t bother too much about him.
         
 
         But suppose one did bother, thought Gently, where did one begin on such an impossible business? He had taken the only step that suggested itself. He had got Dutt to phone headquarters to have the prints transmitted to Paris. Where did one go from there – what was one to try that the so-efficient Starmouth BP hadn’t tried already? He sighed, and sat down heavily in a deckchair which still remained on the evening sand. He was still baulking, and he knew it. He still couldn’t get his shoulder under the thing. There was something about just being in Starmouth, quite apart from anything else, that sapped his power of concentration. Those tight-fitting knickerbockers, for instance … And where were the donkeys …?
         
 
         Behind him the lights blazed and jewelled as far as the eye could see, outlining buildings, flashing on signs, revolving on the sails of the windmill which reared further down. The two piers presented a strong contrast. The virile Albion seemed to burn and throb with illumination, to assert itself by sheer candlepower; the Wellesley contented itself with graceful and glittering outlines, making it appear, with its Winter Gardens, like an iced-cake shored-up above the sea. And there was the great evening medley of the Front, the undertone of the traffic, the beat of ten thousand feet, the shrieks and cries of ragamuffin children, the tinkle and soughing roar of mechanical music and the intermittent spang and crash of a shooting saloon not far away.
         
 
         And then, of course, there was the sea, the sea that knew the secret, the heavy-looking evening sea that hissed and chuckled near that solitary post.
         
 
         Gently took out his pipe and lit it. There had to be something, he told himself obstinately. After all, that man must necessarily have been murdered not very far away and murder under the best conditions is apt to leave traces. He blew out the match in a gust of smoke and held it poised in the air beside him. Except if it were done at sea, of course … but one mustn’t begin by assuming that.
         
 
         Suddenly, the match disappeared from his fingers. It went so quickly and so silently that for a moment Gently simply sat still in surprise. Then he jerked his head round to see by what agency the match had taken flight. But there was nothing to be seen. There was nobody within yards of the back of his chair. The nearest people to him were two uniformed Americans with their inamoratas and they were patently occupied with quite other things. Puzzled, he returned to his meditations. He puffed at his pipe, his empty fingers taking up the same position as before. And then, just as suddenly, with the lightest of twitches, the match reappeared in its former situation.
         
 
         This time Gently got up. He got up with an alacrity unexpected in a bulky man of fifty summers. But his haste was quite needless, because the worker of these miracles was merely crouching behind the chair and it made no attempt at flight when Gently pulled away the chair and exposed it.
         
 
         ‘And who may you be?’ demanded Gently, realizing then whom it could be no other.
         
 
         ‘I’m Nits – I’m Nits!’ piped the halfwit, staring up painfully with his bulbous eyes. ‘I know who you are, they told me who you are! I know – I know!’
         
 
         Gently released the chair slowly and reseated himself, this time with his back to the sea. ‘So you do, do you?’ he said, ‘and who did they tell you I am?’
         
 
         ‘You’re a policeman!’ chattered Nits, ‘you’re a policeman, though you haven’t got a hat. I know! They told me! You want to know about my man who wouldn’t wake up.’
         
 
         Gently nodded profoundly, keeping his eyes fixed on the halfwit’s. ‘And what else did they tell you about me?’ he queried.
         
 
         ‘They said I mustn’t talk to you – ha, ha! – they said you might take me away and lock me up. But’ – Nits assumed an expression of exaggerated cunning – ‘I know you won’t do that.’
         
 
         ‘And how do you know I won’t do that, Nits?’
 
         ‘Because I haven’t asked for any money. That’s why they locked me up!’
         
 
         Gently puffed at his pipe, still keeping the staring green eyes engaged. This was it, the solitary link – an idiot who ought to be in a home. Not even a rational creature, however stupid. Just an idiot, someone who couldn’t testify anyway. As he sat there, smoking and brooding and watching the ragged Caliban crouched in the sand, he seemed to hear a mockery in the tinkled outburst of music and a laughter in the shuffling of feet on the promenade. What was the use of it? And who cared two hoots, really?
         
 
         ‘So you found the man who wouldn’t wake up …’ he murmured.
         
 
         Nits nodded in energetic glee.
 
         ‘Just there, where they’ve put the post.’
 
         Nits’s head bobbed ceaselessly.
 
         ‘And you tried to wake him up … then you went and told a policeman … and the policeman tried waking him up too.’
         
 
          
         The head never wavered.
 
         ‘You’ve no idea how he got there?’
 
         The head changed direction agreeably.
 
         ‘You didn’t see anybody around before you found him?’
         
 
         ‘My part,’ said Nits, his features twisting into an absurd mask of aggression, ‘nobody come on my part of the beach.’
         
 
         It was just what was in Copping’s report. The efficient Inspector had covered the ground admirably. Nits had told what he knew, and he didn’t know anything: it just so happened that the corpse had been washed up on ‘his’ part of the beach.
         
 
         ‘You were told not to talk to me,’ said Gently wearily, ‘who was it told you that?’
         
 
         Nits grinned and chattered but made no intelligible reply.
         
 
         ‘And why did you talk to me, after being warned not to?’
         
 
         The halfwit frowned ferociously and turned his trouser-pockets inside-out. ‘The other man – he took it away!’
         
 
         ‘Took what away?’
         
 
         ‘My knife – he took it!’
 
         Gently smiled and felt for the little broken-bladed penknife. Nits gabbled with joy and snatched for it with the speed of a striking snake. But Gently had already experienced a sample of the halfwit’s snatching and he held the knife carefully out of range.
         
 
         ‘Who was it told you not to talk to me?’ he demanded.
         
 
          
         Nits chattered and tried another sudden grab.
 
         ‘You get it when you tell me, not until.’
 
         Nits made all sorts of fierce faces, but Gently merely made as if to return the knife to his own pocket.
         
 
         ‘Jeff!’ piped the halfwit suddenly, ‘it was Jeff and Bonce – they told me.’
         
 
         ‘And who are they?’
 
         ‘I don’t know – I don’t know!’
 
         ‘You know their names – you must know something else about them.’
         
 
         ‘I just see them, that’s all.’
 
         ‘See them where?’ persisted Gently, ‘see them here – on the beach?’
         
 
         But the halfwit relapsed into a mewing and gabbling, and refused to make himself any further intelligible. Gently sighed and tossed him the knife. It was plucked out of the air as though by the lash of a whip and Nits capered off, clutching it to his bosom, his two trouser-pockets still turned inside-out.
         
 
         ‘Whoa – wait a minute!’ called Gently, rising to his feet.
         
 
         He produced a florin and held it out between thumb and finger. The halfwit paused in his flight, hesitated, and then came sidling back, spaniel-like, his chin tucked in until there seemed nothing of his face below the two bulging eyes. He didn’t snatch at it, as Gently expected: he reached up and took the coin quietly from Gently’s hand. Then he crept closer still, crouching, cringing almost, and stared up with his faceless eyes.
         
 
         ‘The man who wouldn’t wake up!’ he piped, but in a sort of whisper.
         
 
          
         Gently nodded silently.
 
         ‘Different … different!’
 
         ‘Different from … what?’ murmured Gently.
 
         ‘From when he was awake.’
 
         ‘From when he was awake!’
         
 
         Nits went into one of his fits of nodding.
 
         ‘Hold it!’ exclaimed Gently, feeling his universe beginning to rock, ‘did you know him, Nits – did you know him when he was awake?’
         
 
         ‘I knew him – I knew him!’
 
         ‘But when did you know him – and where?’
 
         Nits screwed his face up into an expression of rage and shook his head. Then he pointed to the tip of his almost non-existent chin.
         
 
         ‘Hair!’ he chattered, ‘hair – when he was awake!’
 
         The next moment he was capering over the beach again, leaving Gently with his eyebrows hoisted in almost comical surprise.
         
 
         
              

         
 
         Twilight had become dusk and the lights which had sparkled like fugitive jewellery were now glowing and full. The blazing Front had a strange glamour about it, as though it belonged to a different world, and the holidaymakers too seemed to partake of the strangeness. Perhaps it was simply the multiplicity of lights destroying the shadows, perhaps only the sense of anonymity and freedom … they felt changed and in some way abnormal.
         
 
         Gently picked his way through the promenade crowds and paused at the edge of the carriage-way. He felt changed also, though his changedness was due to something quite different. He’d got a lead, that was it. He’d found something to hang on to in this slippery orphan of a case.
         
 
         Almost jauntily he crossed the carriage-way and directed his steps to a phone-box on the other side.
         
 
         ‘Chief Inspector Gently … is Inspector Copping in, by any chance?’
         
 
         The switchboard girl thought he might be if Gently would kindly hang on. Gently grunted and wedged himself into a supportable position in the corner of the box. Outside he could see the front of the amusement arcade from which blared much of the canned music which disturbed that part of the promenade – a striking blaze of light in the shape of three feathers, with a lurid red arrow snapping backwards and forwards as though working up to burst in through the door. And there was some jutting neonry which said LICENSED BAR … a ritzy sort of touch for an amusement arcade, thought Gently.
         
 
         ‘Inspector Copping,’ said the switchboard girl.
 
         Gently jammed the door yet tighter-shut on the racket without. ‘Gently here … I want something done,’ he said. ‘Look, Copping, can you get on to the pathologist who did the post-mortem? I want him to have another check.’
         
 
         ‘Can’t see what that’s going to buy,’ came Copping’s voice plaintively, ‘he didn’t die of asthma.’
         
 
         ‘I’m not interested in the way he died. I want a thorough examination of the skin of the face for spirit gum.’
         
 
         ‘Spirit gum!’
 
          
         ‘Or any other mucilage that may be present,’ added Gently generously.
         
 
         There was a pause at the other end, and then Copping came back: ‘But what’s he supposed to be now – a member of a touring company?’
         
 
         Gently smiled at the leaping red arrow. ‘Your guess is as good as mine …’
         
 
         ‘And where did you dig up the idea, anyway?’
 
         ‘Oh … it was a present for a good Central Office man. And by the way, Copping, you wouldn’t know anything of two characters called Jeff and Bonce, would you?’
         
 
         ‘Not to my knowledge. Are they hooked up to this business?’
         
 
         ‘Could be,’ admitted Gently, ‘it’s an even chance …’
 
         There was a noise like a snort at the other end. ‘But how do you do it? I’ve been three days on this case!’
         
 
         ‘Just luck, you know … you need it in homicide.’
 
         ‘It looks like all the breaks were being saved up till you came. Are there any other small ways I can help?’
         
 
         Gently brooded a moment. ‘There’s an amusement arcade down here … it’s called “The Feathers” and it sports a licensed bar. What do you know about that?’
         
 
         ‘Is that in the case too, or are you just being curious?’
 
         ‘I’ve been tailing Nits … when he’s finished collecting he makes for “The Feathers” like a homing pigeon.’
         
 
         ‘Well, it’s got a clean record. The proprietor is a man called Hooker – Louey Hooker. He lives in a flat at the back of the building, and he runs a bookie’s business too. The office is under the flat and fronts on Botolph Street, which runs parallel with the Front.’
         
 
          
         ‘A bookie’s business.’
 
         ‘That’s right. They’re still legal in this year of grace.’
 
         Gently nodded at the undiscourageable arrow. ‘Well … send me Dutt along, will you? And drag that pathologist away from whatever he’s doing and put him to work.’
         
 
         ‘You mean tonight?’ inquired Copping in surprise.
 
         ‘We’re working, aren’t we?’ retorted Gently heartlessly.
         
 
         He hung up and levered open the door of the phone-box. The year’s hit-tune, mildly interruptive till then, leaped to meet him with a vengeful roar. Gently frowned and felt in his pocket for a peppermint cream. Mr Edison, he felt, hadn’t been an unmixed blessing to mankind.
         
 
         The interior of the amusement arcade was as aggressive as the exterior had promised. It was lit with a farrago of fluorescent tubes and popping bulbs, and the walls were panelled in a gooey pink plastic relieved by insets of ‘teinte de boiled cabbage’. And there was a vigorous use of chromium plate in all departments. The décor man had obviously had a flair for it. Left and right of a central aisle the machines were deployed – all the latest attractions, space-flights, atom-bombing and the rest, with a few tried favourites still making a stand against the march of science. There was the crane that picked up a prize and dropped it down a shoot, Gently noticed … at least, it picked up a prize when Nits was operating it. The halfwit had apparently got the low-down.
         
 
         Stationed behind a punchball machine, Gently watched the crouched, ragged figure insert coin after coin. Each time the descending grab would seize on one of the more substantial pieces of trash in the glass case. Sometimes it failed to grasp securely and nothing would rattle down the shoot except a few gaudy-coloured sweets, but always the grab dropped plumb on a prize in the first instance.
         
 
         Gently lit his pipe and continued to watch. All round him machines were ringing and clattering. Any two of that crowd could be the two in question … at any moment they might spot Nits, or Nits them. And what then? he asked himself. Suppose he was lucky and stumbled on them? What they had said to Nits might have been no more than a joke, the sort of silly thing to be said to a halfwit. Of course it was odd that they had known him, Gently, on sight … but then, the picture in the evening paper might have jogged their memories. There had been bigger and better pictures of him in the same paper the year before.
         
 
         No, he told himself, it wasn’t much better than a hunch, after all …
         
 
         The music changed to something plaintive and caressing, and as though it were a signal Nits crammed his collection of ballpoints and flash jewellery into his pockets and darted to the door. Gently moved forward also, but the halfwit came to a standstill short of the entrance, so he slid back again into the cover of the punch-ball machine. Was Nits expecting someone? It rather seemed like it. He stood by the door, apparently trembling, and strained his protruding eyes in the direction of the Wellesley Pier. Several people came in, but these were ignored. Nits didn’t even glance at them as they pushed past. Then he gave a little whimper and a skip, like a dog sighting its master, and a moment later the object of his vigil appeared.
         
 
         She was a blonde, a tall, big-bodied blonde. She didn’t have to broadcast her vocation, either to Gently or the world. She wore a sleeveless green silk blouse, high-heels and a black hobble skirt, and walked with a flaunt that looked vaguely expensive.
         
 
         ‘Geddart,’ she said to Nits in the husky voice of sin, ‘keep away from me, you dirty liddle so-and-so – how many more times must I tell you?’
         
 
         ‘I’ve been a good boy!’ piped Nits, frisking and cringing beside her as she hipped down the arcade.
         
 
         ‘I don’d care – jusd keep away from me.’
 
         ‘I got something – I got something! Look for you!’ Nits pulled out his hoard of swag and tried to thrust it into the blonde’s hands, but she snatched them away and the stuff tinkled on to the floor.
         
 
         ‘I don’t wand it!’ she yelped, ‘keep your dirdy muck to yourself! Don’d ever come near me again!’ And she bustled away through the grinning crowd, leaving Nits to scrabble amongst the feet for his scattered treasure.
         
 
         ‘That’s my gal, Frenchy!’ shouted someone, ‘don’t you have him if you don’t fancy him!’
         
 
         The blonde turned back and said something so filthy that even Gently was taken aback, then she swaggered through the swing-doors of the bar.
         
 
         ‘Whoo-whoo!’ was the cry, ‘Frenchy’s got the answer, don’t you forget it!’
         
 
         On the floor Nits chattered and sobbed with rage. ‘I’ll kill you – I’ll kill you!’ he babbled, ‘I’ve been a good boy – I have – I have!’
         
 
         Gently stooped and rescued a plastic ballpoint from under the heel of a bystander. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘one you missed.’
         
 
         Nits seized it and stuffed it into his pocket after the others. ‘I’ll kill you!’ he whispered in an ecstasy of passion.
         
 
         ‘Did she know him?’ asked Gently, ‘did she know the man who wouldn’t wake up?’
         
 
         Nits’s green eyes burned at him like two malignant lamps and Gently, moving swiftly, moved only just in time. As it was the leaping halfwit sent his trilby flying. Then, recovering himself, Nits dived for the door and his turn of speed was something that Gently could only have sighed for in his palmiest days …
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