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To

One Who Knows Why


One

THE SIGNPOST WAS unhelpful. Some faint characters on one of its blistered arms informed the seeker after knowledge that Lumsden lay to the west, reached, presumably, at the end of a dubious-looking lane. The other arm indicated the direction of Pittingly, a place Mr Amberley had never heard of. However, if Lumsden lay to the west, Upper Nettlefold ought to be found somewhere in the direction of the obscure Pittingly. Mr Amberley switched off his spot-lamp, and swung the car round, reflecting savagely that he should have known better than to have trusted to his cousin Felicity’s enthusiastic but incomplete directions. If he had had the sense to follow the usual road he would have been at Greythorne by now. As it was, Felicity’s ‘short way’ had already made him late for dinner.

He drove on rather cautiously down a bumpy lane flanked by quickset hedges. Wreaths of autumn mist curled across the road and further exasperated him. He passed a road winding off to the left, but it looked unpromising, and he bore on towards Pittingly.

The lane twisted and turned its way through the Weald. There were apparently no houses on it, nor did Pittingly – a place towards which Mr Amberley was fast developing an acute dislike – materialise. He glanced at his watch and swore gently. It was already some minutes after eight. He pressed his foot down on the accelerator and the long powerful Bentley shot forward, bounding over the rough surface in a way that was very bad for Mr Amberley’s temper.

Pittingly seemed to be destined to remain a mystery; no sign of any village greeted Mr Amberley’s rather hard grey eyes, but round a sharp bend in the lane a red tail-light came into view.

As the Bentley drew closer its headlights, piercing the mist, picked out a motionless figure standing in the road beside the stationary car. The car, Mr Amberley observed, was a closed Austin Seven. It was drawn up to the side of the road, its engine switched off, and only its side and tail-lights burning. He slackened speed and saw that the still figure in the road was not that of a man, as he had at first supposed, but of a female, dressed in a belted raincoat with a felt hat pulled low over her forehead.

Mr Amberley brought his Bentley to a standstill alongside the little Austin and leaned across the vacant seat beside him. ‘Is anything wrong?’ he said, not without a touch of impatience. Really, if on the top of having lost his way he was going to have to change a wheel or peer into the bowels of the Austin’s engine, it would be the crowning annoyance.

The girl – he guessed rather than saw that she was quite young – did not move. She was standing by the off door of the Austin with her hands thrust into the pockets of her raincoat. ‘No, nothing,’ she said. Her voice was deep. He got the impression that something was wrong, but he had not the smallest desire to discover the cause of the underlying agitation in her curt words.

‘Then can you tell me if I’m on the right road for Greythorne?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know,’ she said ungraciously.

A somewhat sardonic gleam shot into Mr Amberley’s eyes. ‘A stranger to these parts yourself, no doubt?’

She moved her head and he saw her face for a moment, a pale oval with a mouth he thought sulky. ‘Yes, I am. Practically. Anyway, I’ve never heard of Greythorne. Good night.’

This was pointed enough, but Mr Amberley ignored it. His own manners were, his family informed him, abrupt to the point of rudeness, and the girl’s surliness rather pleased him. ‘Tax your brain a little further,’ he requested. ‘Do you know the way to Upper Nettlefold?’

The brim of her hat threw a shadow over her eyes, but he was sure that she glowered at him. ‘You ought to have taken a turning to the left about a mile back,’ she informed him.

‘Damn!’ said Mr Amberley. ‘Thanks.’ He sat back in his seat and took out the clutch.

To turn the car in this narrow lane was not easy. He drove on till he was clear of the Austin and began his manoeuvres. After considerable trouble he got the Bentley round, its head-lamps illuminating the girl and the Austin in two brilliant shafts of light. As the car swung round she flinched, as though the sudden blaze of light startled her. Mr Amberley saw her face, chalk-white, for a moment before she averted it.

Instead of straightening up the car he kept it stationary, his foot hard on the clutch, his hand mechanically grasping the gear-lever. The headlights were directed full into the smaller car and showed Mr Amberley something queer. There was a small hole in the windscreen, with splinters radiating out from it in a star shape. He leaned forward over the wheel, staring. ‘Who’s in that car?’ he said sharply.

The girl moved quickly, shutting the interior of the Austin from Mr Amberley’s keen scrutiny. ‘What has it got to do with you?’ she said breathlessly. ‘I’ve told you the way to Upper Nettlefold. Why don’t you go?’

Mr Amberley pushed the gear-lever into neutral and put on his brake. He got out of the car and strode towards the girl. Now that he was close to her he saw that she was good-looking, a fact that did not interest him, and exceedingly nervous, a fact that aroused all his suspicions.

‘Very silent, your companion?’ he said grimly. ‘Get away from that door.’

She stood her ground, but she was obviously frightened. ‘Will you please go? You have no business to molest me in this fashion!’

His hand shot out and grasped her wrist. He jerked her somewhat roughly away from the door and peered in. A man was sitting in the driver’s seat, curiously immobile. His head was sunk on his chest. He did not look up or speak.

The girl’s hand shook in Mr Amberley’s hold, which had slowly tightened on it. The figure at the wheel did not move.

‘Oh!’ said Mr Amberley. ‘I see.’

‘Let me go!’ she said fiercely. ‘I – it – I didn’t do it.’

He retained his grasp on her wrist, but he was looking at the dead man. The clothing, a dark lounge suit, was disarranged, as though someone had rifled the pockets; the striped shirt was stained with red, and a dark stain ran down the front of the waistcoat.

Mr Amberley put out his free hand to touch the slack one inside the car. He did not appear to feel any repulsion. ‘Not cold,’ he said. ‘Well?’

‘If you think I did it you’re wrong,’ she said. ‘I found him like it. I tell you I wasn’t even here!’

He ran his hand down over her coat, feeling for a possible weapon. She began to struggle, but found that she was quite powerless in his grip. His hand encountered something hard in the right pocket. Without ceremony he pulled out a small automatic.

She stood still. Hatred vibrated in her voice as she said: ‘If you take the trouble to inspect it you will find it’s fully loaded. The magazine holds seven. It isn’t cocked.’

‘Are you in the habit of carrying loaded guns?’ he inquired.

‘That’s my affair.’

‘Undoubtedly,’ he agreed, and lifting the gun sniffed gingerly at the end of the barrel. He let go her wrist and slipped out the magazine. As she had said, it held seven cartridges. Pulling back the breech, he satisfied himself that it was empty. Then he snapped the magazine home and handed the gun to the girl.

She took it in a somewhat unsteady clasp. ‘Thanks. Satisfied I didn’t do it?’

‘Quite satisfied that you didn’t do it with that gun,’ he replied. ‘Probably you didn’t do the actual shooting, but you know something about it.’

‘You’re wrong. I don’t know anything. He was like that when I found him.’

‘Dead?’

‘No – yes, I mean.’

‘Make up your mind which it is to be,’ he recommended.

‘Damn you, leave me alone!’ she flashed. ‘Can’t you see I’m upset and don’t know what I’m saying?’

His cool glance swept over her. ‘Since you put it like that; no, I can’t. You seem to me remarkably self-possessed. Come on, out with it! Was the man dead when you found him?’

She did not answer immediately, and it was plain that she was trying to think what was best to say. The fury went out of her face, leaving it cold and rather wary. ‘No,’ she said at last; ‘I thought he was.’

‘What made you think he wasn’t?’

‘He said something,’ she replied sullenly.

‘Yes? What did he say?’

‘I don’t know. I didn’t catch it.’

‘You’re a bad liar,’ he commented. ‘I suppose it didn’t occur to you to render a little first aid?’

‘I tried to stop the bleeding.’ She unclenched her right hand and disclosed a handkerchief saturated with blood. ‘I saw it was no use. He died almost as soon as I got here.’

‘And you didn’t think well of trying to stop my car to claim assistance?’

She bit her lip, shooting one of her sudden fiery glances at him. ‘What was the use? You’d only think I’d done it.’

‘A little cold-blooded, aren’t you?’ he suggested.

‘You can think what you like,’ she told him. ‘It makes no difference to me.’

‘You’re mistaken. What I think is likely to make a considerable difference to you. Come here a moment.’ He grasped her arm above the elbow and drew her towards the smaller car. ‘Don’t stand in the light,’ he said irritably and once more bent to inspect the quiet form inside. ‘Did you search his pockets?’

She shuddered. ‘No.’

‘Someone did.’ He reached his hand in at the window and carefully slid it between the dead man’s coat and body. ‘No notecase, no pocketbook.’ He withdrew his hand and again let the girl go. ‘Damn!’ he said unemotionally and wiped the blood off his fingers.

The girl said: ‘I – I feel rather sick.’

Mr Amberley raised one eyebrow. ‘I’m not surprised,’ he said politely.

She sat down on the running-board of the car and put her head down on her knees. Mr Amberley stood wiping his fingers on his handkerchief and frowning at her. Presently she sat up. ‘I’m all right now. What are you going to do?’

‘Inform the police.’

She looked up at him squarely. ‘About me?’

‘Probably.’

Her hands kneaded themselves together. She said bitterly: ‘If you think I did this why did you give me back my gun? I might easily shoot you too.’

‘I don’t think it. But I should very much like to know what you were doing here at this hour and why you carry a gun.’

She was silent. He said, after a moment’s pause: ‘Not exactly communicative, are you?’

‘Why should I be? You’re not a policeman.’

‘Just as well for you I’m not. You’d better burn that handkerchief.’ He turned away towards his own car.

She got up, surprised and uncertain. ‘Are you – are you letting me go?’ she asked, staring after him.

He opened the door of the Bentley. ‘I’m not a policeman,’ he reminded her over his shoulder.

‘But – but why?’ she persisted.

He got into his car and slammed the door. ‘If you did it,’ he informed her pleasantly, ‘you’re such a damned little fool the police will precious soon find you out for themselves. Good night.’

The car moved forward, was backed again a few feet, straightened, and driven away down the lane the way it had come.

The girl was left standing irresolutely beside the Austin. She watched the Bentley’s tail-lamp disappear round the bend in the road and blinked rather dazedly.

She felt in her pocket for her torch and drew it out. Switching it on she turned once more to the car. The blood had stopped oozing some time ago and had congealed in the chill evening air. The girl directed her torch at the body and cautiously put her hand in at the open window and felt in the dead man’s outer pockets. There was a cheap tobacco pouch in one, and a pipe; some matches in the other. She tried to insinuate her hand into his trousers pockets, but she could not do it without moving the body. She drew back with a shiver and glanced up and down the deserted lane.

The mist, though it was still patchy, was growing thicker. The girl gave her shoulders a shrug and turned away. Her torch, flashing over the ground at her feet, revealed her handkerchief lying where she had dropped it. She picked it up, all wet with blood as it was, and screwed it up in her hand.

The torchlight made the mist look like a blank wall ahead, but served to show where the ditch ran beside the lane. The girl began to walk back along the road in the direction of Pittingly. At the top of a slight rise the fog was no more than a wisp of white smoke, and a gap in the hedge, some few yards farther, was easily distinguishable. There was a stile and a footpath leading across the fields. She swung herself up and over and strode out briskly, eastward. The path led to another stile and on, cutting across a beechwood to more fields, and ahead, the twinkling lights of Upper Nettlefold.

Instead of turning north, through the village, the girl set off down the road to the south, following it for some five hundred yards till a rough lane, hardly better than a cart-track, was reached. A board nailed to a weather-beaten gatepost bore the legend ‘Ivy Cottage’ in somewhat crooked letters, and a little way down the lane a white gate gleamed.

The girl opened it and trod up the roughly flagged path to the door. It was not locked and she went in, shutting it behind her. Immediately before her stairs rose sharply between two walls to the upper floor. On either side was a door, one leading into the kitchen and the other, on the right, into the living room of the cottage.

It stood ajar. The girl pushed it wide and stood on the threshold, leaning against the wall. Her dark scornful eyes rested on the one occupant of the room, a young man sprawling in a chair by the table, blinking owlishly across at her.

She gave a hard little laugh. ‘Sobered up yet?’

The young man sat up and tried to push his chair back. ‘I’m all right,’ he said thickly. ‘Where – where’ve you been?’

She came right into the room and pushed the door to behind her. It shut with a bang that made the man start. ‘My God, you make me sick!’ she said bitterly. ‘Where have I been? You know very well where I’ve been! You’re rotten, Mark! A rotten, drunken swine!’

‘Oh, dry up!’ he said angrily. He staggered to his feet and brushed past her to the door. She heard him presently in the scullery and guessed that he was dowsing his fuddled head in the sink. Her lip curled. She pulled off her hat and threw it on to a chair and went over to turn down the oil-lamp, which was smoking.

The man came back into the room. He looked ashamed and would not meet her eyes. ‘I’m sorry, Shirley,’ he muttered. ‘Don’t know how it happened. I swear I didn’t have more than a couple of drinks – well, three at the outside. I didn’t even mean to go into the damned pub, but that farmer chap from what’s the name of the place – ?’

‘Oh, what does it matter?’ she said impatiently. ‘You couldn’t even keep off the drink for one night. You knew what you’d got to do, too.’

‘Oh, don’t rag me, Shirley!’ he said, a kind of weary exasperation in his voice. ‘All right, all right, I know I’m a swine. You needn’t rub it in. Had to meet that fellow, hadn’t I? I suppose you went instead.’

She took the gun out of her pocket and laid it down and began to unbuckle her coat. ‘Yes, I went,’ she said briefly.

‘Nothing in it, I suppose? I’ve always said it was a hoax. Only you would come down to this rotten hole and make me live in a filthy, draughty cottage all to go chasing red herrings …’ He broke off, his eyes riveted on her coat. ‘Gosh, Shirley – what’s that?’ he asked hoarsely.

She put the coat down. ‘Blood. I shall have to burn it.’

He turned a sickly colour and grasped at the edge of the table. ‘What – what happened?’ he said. ‘You didn’t – you didn’t use the gun, did you?’

‘I didn’t have to. He was dead.’

‘Dead?’ he repeated stupidly. ‘What do you mean – dead?’

‘Shot. So you see it wasn’t such a red herring after all.’

He sat down, still staring. ‘Gosh!’ he said again. He seemed to make an effort to pull himself together. ‘Who did it?’

‘I don’t know. It looks fairly obvious though. His pockets had been searched, so whoever shot him must have known about this meeting. Anyway they didn’t get it.’

‘How do you know?’

‘He hadn’t got it with him. He just managed to tell me that. Had cold feet, I suppose, and didn’t dare carry it on him.’

He stretched out his hand across the table and clumsily patted hers. ‘Sorry, Sis. Loathsome for you. Poor old girl!’

She said hardly: ‘That’s all right. Only it’s a nuisance.’

‘Nuisance! I should say it is. Why, we’re no better off than we were before! If the thing really does exist. And if this chap was shot it looks pretty certain that it does.’

She threw him an impatient look. ‘It exists all right. I know where it is too. He told me.’

‘He told you?’ Her brother leaned forward. ‘Where then?’ he said eagerly.

She got up. ‘Do you think I’d tell you?’ she said contemptuously. ‘And have you blurt it out the next time you’re drunk?’

He flushed. ‘Damn it, it’s my affair, isn’t it?’

She said fiercely: ‘Yes, it’s your affair, and you leave me to do the work. All right, I’ll do it, but you’ll keep out of it! See?’

He wilted, but said obstinately: ‘You’re a girl. You can’t do it. Gosh, I don’t like the sound of this murder.’

‘I don’t suppose you do,’ she said. ‘You’d better keep your mouth shut about it.’ Her face softened. ‘Oh, Mark, for God’s sake, leave the drink alone for a bit!’ she said. ‘We’re going to need all our nerve for this job, and what use are you, fuddled six hours out of the twelve?’

‘All right,’ he muttered, looking away from her. ‘Honestly, it wasn’t my fault today. I didn’t mean even to go into the pub, but …’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘You met a chap who wouldn’t let you off. I’ve heard it before.’


Two

QUITE A SHORT drive brought Frank Amberley into Upper Nettlefold, a small country town some ten miles from Carchester. His original annoyance received a spur from the knowledge that if he had not previously ignored the turning to the left off the Pittingly Road he would not only have arrived at Greythorne in time for a belated dinner, but he would also have escaped running into a nasty and probably troublesome murder case.

‘And why the devil did I let her go?’ he demanded aloud.

No answer was forthcoming. He scowled. ‘Dam’ fool!’ he said.

He really did not know what had prompted him to leave the woman standing there in the road. He was not susceptible, and although her brusque self-possession had amused him he had not been attracted by her. A sulky-looking wench! The sort that would stick at nothing. But she hadn’t done that murder, all the same. He ought to have taken her into the police station of course. If she didn’t actually shoot the man she knew something about it. No disguising that fact from one who had abundant opportunity of observing crime every working day in the year. At the same time if he had given her up to the police what chance would she have had? The thing looked pretty black. Given a little more data (and he had no doubt there was plenty to be found) he could make a nice damning case for the Crown himself.

But that wasn’t his business; his duty had been quite clear. Not that that aspect of the case was likely to worry him. But if he wasn’t careful he would find himself in the unenviable position of accessory after the fact. And all because of what? He was damned if he knew.

He ran into Upper Nettlefold and drove to the police station, an old red-brick building in the Market Square. A young constable was there, the telephone receiver held to his ear, and an expression of weary boredom on his face. He glanced at Mr Amberley without interest and said into the mouthpiece that nothing had been heard yet, but he was doing all he could about it. After which he listened for a moment, repeated the gist of his former remarks and hung up the receiver.

‘Yes, sir?’ he said, entering something on the sheet before him.

Mr Amberley was busy filling a pipe. ‘Sergeant Gubbins about?’ he inquired.

The young constable admitted that Sergeant Gubbins was about.

‘I’ll see him,’ said Mr Amberley, striking a match.

The constable looked at him with disfavour. The hard eyes glanced up over the bowl of the pipe. ‘Rather quickly,’ said Mr Amberley.

‘I don’t know about that, sir,’ said the constable stiffly. ‘I’ll speak to the sergeant.’

He withdrew, and Mr Amberley strolled over to the wall to inspect a poster describing the delights in store for all those willing to purchase a ticket for the annual police concert.

The door at the end of the room which had the word PRIVATE painted forbiddingly on the frosted glass opened to admit the egress of a burly individual with very fierce moustache and a red face. ‘Well, sir, what can I do for you?’ said this personage in a voice calculated to strike awe into the hearts of malefactors.

Mr Amberley turned. ‘Evening, Sergeant,’ he said.

The sergeant abandoned his severity. ‘Well, Mr Amberley, sir!’ he said. ‘I haven’t seen you down in these parts, not for six months. I hope I see you well, sir? Anything I can do for you?’

‘Oh, no!’ said Mr Amberley. ‘But I thought you’d like to know there’s a dead man on the Pittingly Road.’

The constable, who had gone back to his place by the desk, gasped at this, but the sergeant took it in good part.

‘You will have your joke, sir,’ he said indulgently.

‘Yes,’ said Mr Amberley. ‘But this isn’t my joke. You’d better send someone along. I’m at Greythorne when you want me.’

The smile faded. ‘You’re not serious, sir?’ said the sergeant.

‘Perfectly. Sober, too. A man in an Austin Seven, shot through the chest. Very messy.’

‘Murder!’ said the sergeant. ‘Good Lord! Here, sir, just a moment! Where did you say you found him?’

Mr Amberley returned to the desk and demanded a sheet of paper. Supplied with this he drew a rough diagram. ‘Where that accursed place Pittingly is I don’t know, but the car is approximately at this point, about a mile from the turning into this town. I stopped to ask the way to Greythorne and found the fellow was dead. Probably murdered. I’d come with you, but I’m an hour late for dinner already.’

‘That’s all right, sir. You’ll be at Greythorne for a day or two, I take it? There’ll be an inquest – but I don’t have to tell you that. Get on to Carchester, Wilkins. You didn’t happen to notice anything particular, did you, sir? Didn’t pass anyone on the road?’

‘No. It’s pretty foggy, though. The man wasn’t cold when I touched him, if that’s any use to you. Good night.’

‘Good night, sir, and thank you.’

The constable held out the telephone receiver, and while the sergeant reported to headquarters he stood rubbing his chin and staring at the door which had swung to behind Mr Amberley. As the sergeant hung up the receiver he said blankly: ‘Well, he’s a cool customer and no mistake.’

‘That’s Mr Frank Amberley, Sir Humphrey’s nephew,’ said the sergeant. ‘He’s a very clever young man, that’s what he is.’

‘Walks in here as bold as brass talking about dead men on the road like as if they was as common as dandelions,’ said the disapproving constable.

‘So they are to him,’ replied the sergeant severely. ‘If you ever read the papers, my lad, you’d know all about him. He’s a barrister. Going a long way, he is, by all accounts.’

‘Well, he can’t go too far for me,’ said the constable. ‘I don’t like him, Sergeant, and that’s a fact.’

‘You send Harper in to me and stop mooning around the place,’ commanded the sergeant. ‘There’s plenty don’t like Mr Amberley, but that isn’t going to bother him.’

Meanwhile Frank Amberley’s car had shot off in the direction of the High Street. From Upper Nettlefold he had no doubt of his way and he reached Greythorne, a substantial stone house standing in grounds that ran down to the river Nettle, in little more than ten minutes.

He was met in the hall by his cousin, a mischievous damsel of eighteen, who demanded to know what had happened to him.

He pulled off his coat and cast Miss Matthews a withering glance. ‘Your short way,’ he said scathingly.

Felicity giggled. ‘You are an ass, Frank. Did you get lost?’

‘Very.’ He turned as his aunt came out into the hall. ‘Sorry, Aunt Marion. Not my fault. Am I too late for dinner?’

Lady Matthews embraced him and said vaguely: ‘Dear Frank! Dreadfully late, and a cheese souffle! Darling, tell somebody about Frank. Oh, here is Jenkins! Jenkins, Mr Amberley has arrived.’

She smiled charmingly upon her nephew and drifted away again towards the drawing room. Amberley grinned and called after her: ‘Aunt Marion, need I change?’

‘Change, dear boy? No, of course not. You haven’t lost your luggage, have you?’

‘No, but it’s past nine.’

‘Dreadful, my dear. We were afraid of an accident.’

Felicity tugged at her cousin’s sleeve. ‘Frank, you couldn’t have got lost for a whole hour! Own up! You started late!’

‘You’re a little beast, Felicity. Let me go, I must have a wash.’

He came downstairs again five minutes later and was escorted by Felicity to the dining room. While he ate she sat with her elbows on the table, propping her chin in her hands.

‘The ball,’ she announced, ‘is on Wednesday.’ Frank groaned. ‘Did you bring a fancy dress?’ Felicity said anxiously.

‘I did.’

‘What is it?’ demanded Felicity, agog with female interest.

‘Mephistopheles. Suits my style of beauty.’

She was doubtful. ‘I don’t really mind about that,’ she informed him. ‘You see, I’m going as a Powder-Puff, and you won’t suit my style at all.’

‘God forbid. A Powder-Puff! Look here, what is this ball about, and why, and where?’

Her brown eyes opened to their widest extent. ‘Good Lord, didn’t Mummy tell you in her letter?’

He laughed. ‘Aunt Marion’s letters are exactly like her conversation – the important bits left out.’

‘Well, it’s at Norton Manor. Joan’s engaged.’

‘Joan?’

‘You know! Joan Fountain. You must have met her here.’

‘Fair girl with eyes? Who’s the man?’

‘Oh, rather an angel. His name’s Corkran. He’s got pots of money, I believe. Anyway they’re engaged, and the ball is sort of in honour of it.’

‘Half a minute. What’s this chap’s Christian name?’

‘Corkran? Tony. Why?’

Frank raised his brows. ‘Old Corks! I thought it must be. He was at school with me.’

‘How delightful for him!’ said Miss Matthews politely.

At that moment the door opened and a tall, thin man with white hair came in. Frank got up. ‘Evening, Uncle.’

Sir Humphrey shook hands. ‘Well, Frank? I’ve only just heard that you’d arrived. What kept you?’

‘Felicity, sir. She told me a short way from town. It wasn’t.’

‘So the great Mr Amberley got lost! The mighty are fallen, Frank.’

‘’Fraid so, sir.’

‘The whole truth is, he didn’t start in time,’ said Felicity indignantly. ‘And it’s no use saying you were busy, Frank, because I know quite well you’re – what is it barristers get into in the summer, Daddy? Recess, or something. I say, Daddy, he says he knows Joan’s young man.’

Sir Humphrey, observing that his nephew had come to the end of his repast, pushed the port decanter towards him. ‘Indeed? A singularly brainless young man, one would be led to infer, but I believe of excellent family. These fancy-dress festivities, I understood, are to celebrate the engagement. Felicity is very friendly with Miss Fountain.’

It was apparent to Mr Amberley that the friendship did not meet with Sir Humphrey’s whole-hearted approval. He searched his brain for data concerning the Fountains and found it void.

Felicity was called away to the telephone. Frank cracked and peeled a nut. ‘That wasn’t entirely true.’

‘What was not entirely true?’ inquired Sir Humphrey, refilling his glass.

‘Oh – my losing my way. I did, but not for an hour. I stumbled on a murder.’

‘God bless my soul!’ ejaculated Sir Humphrey, feeling for his pince-nez. He fixed them on his bony nose and regarded his nephew in great astonishment. ‘Who’s been murdered?’

‘I’ve no idea. Middle-aged man respectably dressed. Couldn’t place him. Might have been a tradesman. Something like that. He was in an Austin Seven on the Pittingly Road.’

‘Tut, tut, tut!’ said Sir Humphrey, much perturbed. ‘Shocking! Shocking! No doubt a case of these road bandits.’

‘It might have been,’ replied his nephew noncommittally.

‘Better say nothing to your aunt and cousin,’ recommended Sir Humphrey. ‘Dear me, how very unpleasant! Murders at our very gates! I do not know what the world is coming to.’

He was still tut-tutting when they presently joined Lady Matthews in the drawing room, and when his wife inquired mildly what had happened to disturb him his disclaimers were so earnest that she at once turned to Frank and told him that he had better make a clean breast of it.

Having a more correct opinion of his aunt’s nerves than Sir Humphrey had, Frank made no bones about it. ‘Horrid happenings, Aunt. I’ve been finding dead bodies. One, to be precise.’

Lady Matthews displayed no particular alarm. ‘Good gracious, Frank; not here, I trust?’

‘No, on the Pittingly Road. Someone’s been murdered. Uncle thinks probably by bandits.’

‘Dear me!’ said his aunt. ‘So mediaeval. On the Pittingly Road too. Such an improbable place to choose. My dear, did they give you anything to eat?’

‘Yes, thanks; excellent dinner.’

Sir Humphrey, always a Perfect Husband, patted his wife’s hand soothingly. ‘You must not allow this to worry you, Marion.’

‘No, my dear, why should I? Very disagreeable for poor Frank though. I hope we haven’t got a gang of desperate criminals near us. Terrible if one’s own chauffeur turned out to be the leader of a sinister organisation.’

‘Ludlow?’ said Sir Humphrey, taken aback. ‘My love, we have had Ludlow in our employment for over ten years! What in the world makes you suppose that he can have anything to do with this shocking affair?’

‘I’m sure he hasn’t,’ replied his wife. ‘I find that nothing of that nature ever really happens to one. But in this book’ – she dived her hand among the sofa-cushions and produced a novel in a lurid jacket – ‘it was the chauffeur. So unnerving.’

Sir Humphrey put on his pince-nez again and took the book. ‘The Stalking Death,’ he read. ‘My dear, surely this doesn’t entertain you?’

‘Not very much,’ she admitted. ‘The nice man turned out to be a villain after all. I think that’s so unfair when one had become quite fond of him. Frank, did I tell you to bring a fancy dress?’

‘You did, Aunt. Who are these Fountains? New?’

‘Oh no, not new. Surely you remember old Mr Fountain? Though why you should I can’t imagine, for he went nowhere. He’s dead.’

‘Is that why he went nowhere?’ inquired Frank.

‘Not at all, dear. How should I know his movements now? How long has Jasper Fountain been dead, Humphrey?’

‘Two years, or rather longer if my memory serves me.’

‘I expect it does. I never liked the man but at least one never saw very much of him, and Felicity did not insist on becoming intimate with that girl – not that I have anything against her. Far from it; I am sure she is charming, but I always disliked Basil and I daresay I always shall. How is your mother, dear boy?’

‘All right, and sent her love. Don’t side-track, Aunt. Who is Basil and why don’t you like him?’

Lady Matthews looked up at him with her gentle smile. ‘Don’t you find, Frank, that one never knows why one dislikes a person?’

Mr Amberley considered this gravely. ‘I think I usually do know,’ he pronounced at length.

‘Ah, so masculine,’ murmured his aunt helplessly. ‘I can’t explain.’

Sir Humphrey, who had retired into the evening paper, emerged to say: ‘My dear Marion, don’t make a mystery out of Fountain. There’s nothing wrong with the fellow at all. I can’t say I care very much for him, but I am possibly old-fashioned – dear me, Felicity, pray shut that door! There’s a direct draught.’

Felicity obeyed. ‘Sorry. That was Joan. She’s had a ghoulish day. Whatever do you think, Mummy? Her fancy dress had come, and there was a bill with it, and Basil saw it and kicked up a frightful row, and said he wouldn’t pay. Anyone’d think he was going bankrupt. Joan says he’s always groaning about money, which is too absurd when he must be rolling.’

Sir Humphrey looked over the top of his glasses. ‘You should not encourage your friend to talk disloyally about her brother, Felicity,’ he said.

‘He’s only a “step”,’ Felicity said impenitently. ‘And pretty moth-eaten at that. However, Joan’s managed to smooth him down over the frock. I expect he’s comforting himself with the thought that he won’t have to support her at all much longer.’

‘Do you mean to tell me that you’ve been all this time telephoning to one person?’ interrupted Frank. ‘Yes, of course. Why not? I say, by the way, Joan says she tried to make Basil be Mephistopheles, because of her and Tony being Marguerite and Faust, only he wouldn’t. Rather fortunate. I told her I was bringing one who really looks the part. She was thrilled.’

‘Do you mind elucidating this mystery?’ said Frank. ‘It’s beginning to get on my nerves. Who is Basil?’

‘Joan’s step-brother, idiot.’

‘I had gathered that. Is he the present owner of the manor?’

‘Yes, of course. He inherited everything when old Mr Fountain popped off.’

Sir Humphrey again looked up, mildly pained. ‘Died, my dear.’

‘All right, Daddy. Died. He was Mr Fountain’s nephew, and as Mr Fountain hadn’t got any children of his own, he was the heir. Quite simple.’

‘Oh yes, Jasper Fountain had children of his own,’ interposed her mother. ‘That is to say, one. He died about three years ago. I remember seeing the notice in The Times.’

Felicity was faintly surprised. ‘I never heard of any son. Are you sure, Mummy?’

‘Perfectly, darling. He was an extremely unsatisfactory young man and went to South America.’

‘Africa, my dear,’ corrected Sir Humphrey from behind the paper.

‘Was it, Humphrey? Very much the same thing, I feel. There was a very unpleasant scandal. Something to do with cards. But the young man drank, which probably accounted for his erratic habits. His father would never have anything more to do with him. I don’t know what became of him, except that he died.’

‘That finishes him off, then,’ said Frank. ‘Does the objectionable Basil have – er – erratic habits?’

‘Not that I am aware of, my dear.’

Sir Humphrey laid down the paper. ‘Nowadays the papers contain nothing but sensational descriptions of most unpleasant crimes,’ he said severely. ‘Do you young people feel like bridge?’

Upon the following day Felicity, having shopping to do for her mother in Upper Nettlefold, decreed that Frank should accompany her. His suggestion that the expedition might be conducted by car was sternly contradicted. Wolf, said Felicity, must be taken for a walk.

Wolf was Felicity’s Alsatian. When fetched from the stables he evinced his satisfaction by bounding round his mistress and barking madly for the first hundred yards of their walk. Exercising him was not, as Frank knew from experience, all joy, as he was not in the least amenable to discipline, had to be caught and held at the approach of any motor vehicle, and had a habit of plunging unadvisedly into quarrels with others of the canine race.

The narrow main street of the town was, as usual upon a weekday, crowded with cars whose owners had parked them there while they shopped. Wolf exchanged objurgations with an Airedale seated in a large touring-car and Felicity, her attention attracted towards the car, announced that it belonged to Tony Corkran. At that moment a slim, fair-haired girl in tweeds came out of the confectioner’s with a young man at her heels.

‘There is – Joan!’ Felicity said and darted across the street.

Frank followed, basely deserting Wolf, who had obvious designs on a butcher’s shop.

Felicity turned as he came up. ‘Oh, Frank, whatever do you think? Joan says their butler’s been murdered! By the way, this is my cousin, Frank Amberley, Joan. He says he knows you, Mr Corkran. I say, how thrilling about Dawson, though! How did it happen? Frightfully ghastly, of course,’ she added, as an afterthought.

‘Your butler?’ Frank said, released from Mr Corkran’s hearty handshake. ‘Oh!’

‘Beastly, isn’t it?’ said Anthony, a young man of engaging ingenuousness. ‘What I mean to say is – one moment the fellow’s murmuring, “Will you take hock, sir?” and the next he’s been bumped off. Bad business, what?’ He regarded his erstwhile school-friend with the respect due to Higher Beings. ‘Of course, I know these little contretemps are everyday matters to you brainy johnnies at the Bar. Still – not nice, you know. Definitely a bad show.’

‘Definitely,’ Frank agreed. He was frowning slightly. His cousin accused him of lack of proper interest. ‘No. By no means,’ he said. ‘I’m quite unusually interested. How did it happen, Miss Fountain?’

The fair girl said shyly: ‘Well, we don’t know very much yet. It was Dawson’s half-day and he seems to have gone off in the Baby Austin. Basil keeps it for the servants because the manor’s such a way from the town and there aren’t any buses near us. We didn’t know a thing about it till a policeman turned up late last night and told Basil they’d found a man dead on the Pittingly Road, and he’d been identified as Dawson. He’d been shot. It’s rather awful. Because he’d been at the manor for simply ages, and I can’t imagine anyone wanting to shoot him. Basil’s dreadfully upset about it.’

‘An old retainer, in fact?’

‘Oh, rather!’ said Anthony. ‘Stately old fossil. Frightfully keen on the done thing. Pretty grim.’

Joan gave a little shiver. ‘It’s horrid. I – I hate it having happened. I mean – Dawson wasn’t our retainer, really, because we took him on with Collins when Uncle Jasper died, but all the same it’s a beastly thing to happen, and it makes it seem pretty heartless to go on with the dance on Wednesday.’

‘Yes, but my dear old soul, we can’t sit and gloom about the place forever,’ objected her betrothed. ‘I don’t mind telling you that Brother Basil’s getting on my nerves already. After all – a poor show, and all that sort of thing, but it’s not as though it was his best friend, or what not.’

‘Darling, it’s not that,’ said Joan patiently. ‘I keep on trying to explain to you what Basil feels about dead things. He can’t bear them. You will insist on thinking he’s a callous sort of he-man just because he looks the part, and he isn’t. It’s one of the things I like about him.’

‘But dash it all,’ expostulated Anthony, ‘he shoots and hunts, doesn’t he?’

‘Yes, but he doesn’t like being in at the death, and I bet you’ve never seen him pick up the birds that have been shot. Don’t say anything about it, because he’d hate anyone to know. He wouldn’t even bury Jenny’s puppies for me. Wouldn’t touch them.’

‘Well, anyway, I think all this mourning’s a bit overdone,’ said Corkran.

Joan was silent, she looked troubled. Felicity had begun to say: ‘It isn’t particularly enlivening to have one’s butler shot …’ when she was interrupted by a disturbance in the middle of the road. ‘Oh, good Lord! Wolf!’ she cried.

Wolf, emerging from the butcher’s shop, had encountered a bull-terrier. Mutual dislike had straight-way sprung up between them, and after the briefest preliminaries battle was joined. As Felicity spoke a girl ran forward and tried to catch the bull-terrier. Mr Amberley joined the fray and grabbed Wolf by the scruff of his neck. The girl’s hands grasped the bull-terrier round the throat. ‘Hold your dog!’ she panted. ‘I’ll have to choke Bill. It’s the only way.’

Mr Amberley glanced quickly up at her, but her face was bent over the dogs.

The bull-terrier had acquired a satisfactory grip on Wolf’s throat, but his mistress ruthlessly squeezed his windpipe and he had to let go. Mr Amberley swung Wolf back and held him.

The girl clipped a leash on the bull-terrier’s collar and at last looked up. ‘It was your dog’s fault,’ she began and broke off, staring in a startled way at Mr Amberley and growing rather pale.

‘It usually is,’ said Frank coolly. ‘But I don’t think your dog’s hurt.’

Her eyes fell. ‘No,’ she said and would have moved away had not Felicity come up.

‘I say, I’m most awfully sorry!’ Felicity said. ‘I ought to have had him on the lead. I do hope he hasn’t hurt your dog?’

The other girl smiled rather scornfully. ‘Rather the other way round, I should say.’

Felicity was surveying her with friendly interest. ‘Aren’t you the girl that’s living at Ivy Cottage?’ she inquired.

‘My brother and I have taken it furnished.’

‘Are you going to stay long? You are Shirley Brown, aren’t you? I’m Felicity Matthews. This is my cousin, Frank Amberley.’

Miss Brown bowed slightly, but she did not look at Mr Amberley.

‘I rather wanted to get to know you,’ persevered Felicity. ‘I’m awfully glad we got ourselves introduced. There are practically no young people in this benighted place. Do you know Miss Fountain?’

The girl shook her head. ‘No, I’m afraid I don’t go out much. My – my brother is rather an invalid.’

‘Oh, bad luck!’ sympathised Felicity. ‘Joan, this is Miss Brown, who is living at Ivy Cottage.’

‘May I suggest,’ interposed Frank, ‘that you are obstructing the traffic?’

Felicity became aware of an indignant motorist who was violently sounding his hooter. She drew the rather unwilling Miss Brown on to the pavement. ‘Have you heard the news?’ she asked. ‘The Fountains’ butler has been murdered! Isn’t it awful?’

‘No, I hadn’t heard. Are you sure he was murdered?’

‘He was shot through the chest, you see,’ said Mr Amberley gently. ‘Seated at the wheel of an Austin Seven.’

‘I see,’ Shirley said.

Mr Corkran was puzzled. ‘Yes, he was. But how the devil did you know all that?’

‘I found him,’ said Mr Amberley.

He created a sensation; only the dark girl at his side betrayed neither surprise nor incredulity. There was something rather tense in the way she held herself, but her eyes, travelling from Joan’s shocked face to Felicity’s eager one, were indifferent to the point of boredom.

‘I thought,’ said Mr Amberley, interrupting the fire of questions, ‘that you might as well know now as later.’

‘Oh, did you?’ said Felicity witheringly. ‘Go on, tell us how it happened!’

He threw her a mocking glance. ‘I’m reserving my evidence for the inquest, loved one.’

Shirley Brown stiffened slightly. She said, as though jesting: ‘The whole truth and nothing but the truth, in fact.’

‘I see you know all about the procedure,’ said Mr Amberley.

She gave him back look for look, but said nothing. The two dogs, who had been snarling softly all the time, created a diversion by attempting to lunge suddenly at each other’s throats. Shirley twisted the bull-terrier’s leash round her hand and stepped back. ‘I mustn’t wait any longer,’ she said. ‘I have some shopping to do. Goodbye.’

Joan watched her walk away down the street. ‘What a queer sort of a girl!’ she remarked.

‘Oh, I don’t know! Rather nice, I thought,’ said Felicity. ‘Look here, we can’t stand here for ever. I’ve got to go to Thompson’s and Crewett’s. Come with me? Frank, for God’s sake hold on to Wolf. I shan’t be more than five minutes.’

Left to their own devices the two men began to stroll down the street together.

‘I say, Amberley, there’s something damned odd about this murder,’ Anthony said.

‘Well, don’t tell it to the whole of the town,’ recommended the rudest man in London.

‘Yes, but joking apart, you know, why should anyone want to take a pot-shot at a butler? Respectable old blighter, been at the manor umpteen years. The thing just isn’t done. I mean, I could think of a lot of people who might get shot – gangsters, and cabinet ministers, and all. that push – but not butlers. After all, why shoot a butler? Where’s the point?’

‘I’ve no idea,’ said Frank discouragingly.

‘There isn’t one,’ Anthony declared. ‘That’s what makes the thing look so fishy. I’ll tell you what, Amberley; it’s all very fine to read about mysteries, but in real life – no. Cut ’em right out.’

‘I will.’

‘Yes,’ said Anthony, suddenly gloomy. ‘But if you were staying at the manor you wouldn’t be able to. The whole place is stiff with mystery.’

‘Oh?’ said Frank. ‘Why?’

‘Damned if I know. There isn’t anything you could put your finger on, so to speak, but it’s there all right. For one thing there’s Brother Basil.’ He lowered his voice confidentially. ‘Between ourselves, he’s a bit of a dud. I’ve got no time for him at all. Bit awkward as things are. If it weren’t for Joan I don’t mind telling you you wouldn’t catch me staying at Norton Manor.’

‘Because of its mystery or because of its host?’

‘Bit of both. Mind you, I don’t say there’s anything wrong with the house. It’s the people in it. Like a lot of cats snooping round in the dark. Look here, don’t repeat this, but it’s an absolute fact that you can’t do a darned thing but what you get the feeling that you are being watched. It’s getting a bit on my nerves.’

‘Are you being watched?’

‘I don’t know. Shouldn’t be surprised. Brother Basil’s got a valet who’s always popping up out of nowhere. Another one of the leftovers from the old regime. Now if he’d been murdered I shouldn’t complain. Nasty piece of work, I think, and so does Joan, but Brother Basil likes the fellow.’

‘What, by the way, is wrong with Brother Basil?’ asked Frank.

‘Wrong with him? Oh, I see what you mean. I don’t know: sort of fellow who drinks his bath water. Damned bad-tempered – I don’t mind telling you Joan has a pretty thin time of it with him. Full of spurious joie de vivre, don’t you know? One of these hearty blokes. Calls you old boy and slaps you on the back.’

Frank jerked his thumb downwards in a certain Roman gesture.

‘Quite,’ agreed Mr Corkran. ‘I knew you’d feel the same about it. There’s another thing too …’

What this might be was not divulged, for at that moment the two girls joined them. Joan Fountain, who had finished her shopping, was ready to go home. As she shook hands with Amberley she said: ‘Felicity has promised to come over after dinner. I do hope you’ll come too.’

‘Thanks, I should like to,’ Amberley said, somewhat to his cousin’s surprise.

When Joan and Corkran had driven off, Felicity said that she hoped her cousin didn’t mind having to go to the manor. ‘I practically had to accept,’ she explained. ‘Apparently things are pretty dire since the murder. Basil’s got nerves or something, but Joan says he’s always better when there are visitors. Do you mind awfully?’

‘Not awfully,’ Frank replied.

Felicity glanced shrewdly up at his profile. ‘I believe you wanted to go.’

‘I did,’ said Mr Amberley.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/title.jpg
GEORGETTE
HEYER

ZJ/@%«& Buclor?





OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

Why Shoot a Butler?

Georgette Heyer






