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            CHAPTER ONE

         
 
         EVEN AT THIS hour in the morning, when the dew still clung heavily to the rough, wiry blades of the marram, one could tell that by early afternoon the temperature would be nearing ninety. The sky stretched arching from the sea horizon like pale porcelain. The fawn sand, moist on the surface, kicked up underfoot as though it were parched brown sugar. Inland, beyond the red-brick cluster of the village, a field of beet looked bluish between straw-coloured acres; the field oaks were stringy and slanted by the wind; they made dark, heavy patches of unrelieved colour. In Hiverton itself there were no trees. One saw them only on rising ground to the south. There the Bel-Air guest house peered blandly at the North Sea, its numerous windows a-sparkle in the sunlight.
         
 
         Another burning day was in prospect, turning the beach into a gridiron, the village into an oven! Already the sun was becoming spiteful and shortening its track on the steel-blue sea. Grasshoppers had begun to buzz too early, the larks were tired of their morning song. Soon one would see the visitors come straggling across the marrams, their brightly coloured towels slung over their shoulders. The tide which had brought in the longshore boats was ebbing away to make sport for the bathers.
         
 
         Just now there was only a single figure on the marram hills, a solitary man followed by a solitary dog. The man wore a shapeless brown jacket, sagged at the corners; the dog, a supple, yellowish beast, slunk along close to his heel. They both of them had a cautious air as though a sudden movement would send them scurrying. The man nursed something straight under the left side of his jacket, and the dog, occasionally, passed a pink tongue round its muzzle.
 
         ‘Come you on, blast you!’
 
         The dog had turned aside for a moment: it wanted to investigate one of the lizards which frequented the marrams.
 
         ‘Do you want to get me hung?’
 
         It jumped away, its mouth twitching. After a couple of reluctant frisks it was back again at heel.
 
         A short distance from the fishermen’s net store the man halted abruptly. In a small hilltop depression before him was pitched a khaki-coloured tent. A bicycle lay beside it, and, near the flaps, some aluminium utensils. A sea-scrubbed bough had been lugged up from the beach and pressed into service as draining board and general furniture.
 
         The man ran his eye over it, stock-still, listening. There was no movement in the tent, but that didn’t mean to say …
         
 
         ‘Cubbo, boy, cubbo!’
 
         With a muttered word, he slid down the hillside. His descent put up some sandpipers, but the dog made no attempt to spring at them.
 
         ‘Good little old boy – cubbo!’
 
         Together they plodded through the yielding sand. Ahead of them now lay the fishermen’s boats, seven or eight strung out in a line. Round about them was strewn wet seaweed from the nets and one could see the fresh tracks where the boats had been winched up the beach. Already, no doubt, at the fish market in Starmouth.
 
         ‘What’s the matter, boy? What d’you see?’
 
         The dog had stopped, its hackles rising. Crouching back in the sand it was trembling and snarling, its teeth revealed under a curling lip. Alerted, the man clutched his gun closer to his body, but he could hear no sound and detect no movement.
 
         ‘What’s the matter, you stupid so-and-so—?’
 
         The dog increased its snarls, its muzzle pointing towards the boats.
 
         ‘There’s nothing there, you fule!’
 
         He could swear they were alone on the beach. The fishermen were in bed and Mears, the constable, on his beat. That beat, he well knew, took the policeman to West Somerby crossroads. Not once in ten years at this time in the morning …
 
         He edged closer to the boats. The dog whined like a thing possessed. Snuffling and scolding, it dug in its feet and refused point blank to follow him. There was something uncanny about its behaviour: all the hair down its back had lifted. Its beady eyes were beseeching him in an ecstasy of dumb terror.
         
 
         With an oath he strode over to the boats, determined to know one way or the other. Lying at all angles just as they had been left, they presented almost at a glance their innocency of occupants. And yet that confounded dog … in a minute somebody would hear him!
         
 
         And then the man, too, started back in the sugary sand. A look of bemused incredulity crept over his coarse features. Between two of the boats … only part of it showing … He swallowed once or twice without even closing his mouth.
 
         ‘Cubbo, boy—!’
 
         He began to run heavily up the beach. The dog, flying ahead, was barking as though to wake the houses. Over the gap and down the track he pounded, cursing as he felt the bouncing gun. It had to be him who stumbled into it, his pockets filled from a successful morning!
 
         Fortunately, the village was to all appearances deserted. Only Mrs Neal was about, taking in the Beach Stores’ bundle of papers.
 
         ‘What’s up with that dog, Fred … can’t you keep it from barking?’
 
         Breathlessly he plunged into the shop with its mingled smell of apples and bacon.
 
         ‘First take these blessed things off me!’
 
         Out came the gun and half a dozen fat rabbits. Before the astonished woman could protest, they were loaded into her arms.
         
 
         ‘Now get on the telephone – ring up Ferrety Mears! There’s a dead woman down on the beach – it’s that fancy piece from the guest house. Dead as a nit, I tell you, and not wearing nothing to talk about!’
 
         He clawed for a moment at the sweat which was trickling down his face. Then, probably feeling that ceremony was pointless, he drew himself a glass of orange squash.
 
         
             

         
 
         The sun was a little higher when Constable Mears strode over the gap. Above the hills the air had started to tremble and the sea looked darker below them. Small blue butterflies played over the grass tufts, their colours bleached by the brilliant light; along the tideline terns were dipping, and further out a school of gulls.
 
         It was still quite early, but not early enough. The Hiverton grapevine had already been in action. About the handful of boats had gathered a mixed crowd of people – half dressed, some of them, the fishermen tousled and unwashed. They stood in silent groups in the presence of the dead. A shuffled foot or an uneasy mutter was all one heard above the wash of the sea.
 
         ‘Get back there, some of you!’
 
         Mears’s angry order sounded out of place. Resentfully they turned to stare at him and his delegated authority. Wasn’t he just one of themselves, though masquerading in a uniform?
         
 
         ‘These kids about here … haven’t you got any sense?’
 
         Two of the men, visitors, were shamed into calling away their offspring.
         
 
         The sand was dry now and almost the colour of platinum. The shadows of the boats fell across it sharp and hard. Like sections of exotic fruit the boats lay shoulder to shoulder, their gay colours explosive under the white fire of the sun.
 
         ‘You was it who found it?’
 
         Nockolds, with Neal from the store, was on guard. To help preserve the decencies they had brought down some potato sacks. Nockolds was in his shirtsleeves: he had thought it prudent to shed his poacher’s jacket.
 
         ‘About half-an-hour ago.’
 
         ‘On your own were you?’
 
         ‘I ran all the way.’
 
         ‘Hold these sacks up, will you? We don’t want everyone …’
 
         Between them they made some sort of a screen, and Mears was enabled to view the body. It was of a woman in her late twenties, and she had been outstandingly beautiful. She had long, jet-black hair and a bold, heart-shaped face, but the former was now soiled with sand and the latter convulsed and bluish. She lay stiffly on her back and was wearing only crimson beach pyjamas. The jacket was undone revealing pale, shapely breasts. It also revealed two livid bruises, one on each side of her throat. The body was rigid and the pyjamas damp with dew.
 
         ‘Touch her, did you?’
 
         ‘Not blessed likely!’
 
         Mears stooped to feel her wrist but was repelled by its chilly stiffness. In between the boats it was still cold and shadowed. The seaweed lying there remained limp and fresh-smelling.
         
 
         ‘What time did the boats come in?’
 
         ‘’Bout four … thereabouts.’
 
         ‘She wasn’t there then?’
 
         ‘Blast no, do we’d have said something!’
 
         ‘Anyone recognize her?’
 
         That was an easy one. All the men in the village had kept an eye on this beauty.
 
         ‘She come from the guest house.’
 
         ‘Rachel – that’s what her name is!’
 
         ‘Been here above a week …’
 
         ‘She never wore more than …’
 
         Mears took out his notebook and began to scribble it down. A few of the bolder ones were trying to peep between the boats, but Nockolds and Neal held their sacks together jealously. All the time newcomers came hastening down from the gap.
 
         ‘What time did you finish here?’
 
         ‘Getting on for half past five.’
 
         ‘See anyone about then?’
 
         ‘Not a soul bar us lot.’
 
         ‘How many of you went out last night?’
 
         All of them, it appeared, who had a boat or a share in one. The moon was coming to its full and the longshore fishing was profitable. With a good catch they had returned in the brooding light of the dawn; the boats had been hauled up, the fish unloaded into baskets, and the nets carried up to dry at the store. Then they had tumbled into bed leaving the boats to throw long shadows …
 
         ‘Had Mason gone off with the fish?’
 
         ‘Blast yes, before we’d got the nets away.’
         
 
         ‘Who was the last to leave?’
 
         They were three of the elder men and they had left all together.
 
         Now the bystanders were more talkative, some of their tongues having been loosened. The visitors in particular were excitedly canvassing each other’s opinions. For them it wasn’t so serious, if anything rather an event. A couple of teenagers were staying at the Bel-Air, and they were assiduous in their efforts to peer round the sacks.
         
 
         ‘The doctor is on his way … can I trust you two?’
 
         Mears was putting away his notebook and frowning at the curious assembly. He would liked to have cleared the beach but was aware of his limited authority.
         
 
         ‘Nobody’s to touch anything … they’re to keep out of the boats.’
 
         He stumped away looking fierce and flustered. They would blame him, but what could one man do? Behind him, before he had got a dozen yards, he could hear the shuffle of encroaching feet. If by chance there had happened to be some clues about …
 
         He resisted temptation and didn’t turn his head.
 
         In effect his departure had a dampening influence on the sightseers. Their huddling forward was a herd-movement and not the pursuit of curiosity. Mears had acted as a catalyst. His presence had made them vocal. Now, the most bold among them had become the most silent.
         
 
         ‘He’s gone to ring up the C.I.D.’
 
         It was only by degrees that the affair crept into perspective. In a little while what was almost private would become the property of the public.
         
 
         ‘The press’ll be here soon, you see.’
 
         ‘The Sunday papers …’
 
         ‘Do you reckon they’ll call in?’
 
         For the tenth time Nockolds dashed the sweat from his face. Dimly he could begin to see that there was trouble building up for him. He’d kept telling himself a story about a walk to exercise his dog, but the more he turned it over the less likely did it seem. Mears might have accepted it, but after Mears were coming other people …
 
         ‘You’re sure it’s that black-haired mawther?’
 
         Bob Hawks, the mean-faced owner of the Boy Cyril, had arrived too late to get a glimpse of the exhibit.
         
 
         ‘Let’s have a look, Fred – just a quick ’un!’
 
         But Fred, with a guilty conscience, was permitting quick looks to no man.
 
         Now they could hear the doctor’s car puffing up with a skirmish of brakes. Doctor Banning was a young man who had only just begun to practise. His passing likeness to Jeff Chandler had spread epidemics among his female clients.
 
         ‘Good lord, have you no respect for the dead!’
 
         One had to admire his cool manner and the authority of his boyish voice. Without exerting himself he got the crowd to move off – further, indeed, than Mears had done.
 
         ‘Now, let’s see.’
 
         He was down on his knees without turning a hair.
 
         Hawks, still hovering close, peered shamelessly over the doctor’s shoulder. His dark-brown eyes glittered and an odd expression showed on his long thin face.
         
 
         ‘Get you back, Bob!’
 
         Nockolds nudged him, but Hawks didn’t seem to notice. He watched fascinated while the doctor’s hands ran tentatively over the stiffened body. For no reason at all a child had begun to bawl its head off, while up on the marrams, not far from the net store, appeared the young man whose tent had diverted the poacher.
 
         ‘Bring plenty of screens,’ Mears was advising the County H.Q.
 
         Near his phone box a wall thermometer was already registering seventy-six.

         
             

         
 
         By ten that evening the temperature was still in the seventies. All along the road to Wendham, where the County Constabulary had its headquarters, Inspector Dyson had been passing pubs outside which shirt-sleeved men were standing with glasses. At Strawsett there had been some dancing. A youth in a singlet was bouncing a scarlet accordion. From the wide-open windows of stuffy bedrooms children, unable to sleep, had waved listlessly at the passing police car.
         
 
         At Wendham it was just the same, the narrow streets alive with people. In sleeveless shirts and dresses they sauntered aimlessly in the twilight. Around the market-cross some kids were screaming, their limbs and faces tanned as brown as nuts. High above, in the pale sky, swifts were circling on thin crescent wings.
         
 
         ‘Will you want the car again, sir?’
 
         Dyson made a face as he slammed the door. He had caught the sun badly on his face and arms and tomorrow, he knew from experience, his nose would peel like a burst tomato. But most of all he was wanting a pint of beer. The idea had tantalized him all the way from Hiverton. During the whole wearisome day, beginning at eight o’clock that morning, nothing had gratified his thirst except ice cream and cups of tea.
         
 
         ‘The super is waiting for you upstairs.’
 
         Neither, in fact, had he eaten much either.
 
         ‘This afternoon the C.C. was here.’
 
         ‘Tell them to send me up some coffee and sandwiches, will you?’
 
         Superintendent Stock had followed the current fashion of undress. He was sitting in his shirtsleeves and had removed both shoes and socks. An electric fan buzzed at the corner of his desk; he was nursing, with little enthusiasm, a glass of canteen lemonade.
 
         ‘My God, what a scorcher it’s been!’
 
         There were times when even homicide had to take second place.
 
         ‘You’d think, out there at the coast …’
 
         ‘It couldn’t have been hotter than it’s been in Wendham.’
 
         Dyson sat, spreading his legs. Perhaps it was a shower he needed most! He felt in his pocket for his cigarettes, then changed his mind in a wave of loathing. The super waited patiently, tipping his glass now and then.
 
         ‘I can’t see us making an early arrest.’
 
         ‘That’s what I was afraid of … I had to admit it to the C.C.’
 
         ‘Her boss, or whatever he is, he seems the best bet. But there’s nothing to tie him in, nor the young fellow either. Or six or seven others who had been making passes at her.’
         
 
         ‘Like that, was it?’
 
         ‘She was a pin-up all right.’
 
         ‘Let’s go over the ground carefully.’
 
         Dyson nodded, raking at his sodden shirt.
 
         ‘Rachel Campion, single, age twenty-eight, resident at West Hampstead for the past two years. According to this Mixer, she’d been his private secretary, but he doesn’t seem to know a lot about her antecedents. They arrived at the Bel-Air guest house last Saturday week. They had adjacent rooms and were staying a fortnight. Campion made a big splash with all the males in the place, and she was seen in the company of a young fellow called Simmonds. He calls himself a painter and is camping on the marrams.
 
         ‘Last night there was a filmshow at the next village, Hamby. Most of the guests went to it in transport provided by the guest house. They left at six-thirty and arrived back at about eleven-fifteen, but Mixer didn’t go with them and neither did Campion. Mixer says he went to Starmouth to see a show on the pier. He was driving his own car and left the guest house at six-twenty. They’d given him a door key so that he could let himself in, and the bartender vouches that he was back soon after midnight.
 
         ‘Campion, on the other hand, spent the evening at the guest house. She was there for dinner and had a drink at half past nine. After that nobody saw her again, but the impression is that she went to her room. During the evening she was wearing the beach-pyjamas in which she was found later.
         
 
         ‘At midnight the fishing boats put out, and returned at around four a.m. The men were busy unloading and getting their nets out until approximately five-thirty. At just after seven the local poacher found Campion’s body. It was lying partly hidden between two of the boats. Mears, the village constable, saw it at seven-thirty-five: he made a note of the fact that the pyjamas were damp, which suggests that the body had been exposed all night.
         
 
         ‘The medical report—’ Dyson paused. ‘I expect you’ve seen it. She probably wasn’t raped, though she’d been with a man not long before. Death was effected by strangulation. The strangulation was violent. She was killed around midnight, roughly between eleven p.m. and one a.m. Some of the nails are bent back but nothing useful has been recovered from them.
 
         ‘Those are the principal facts that have come to light today. As I said, an early arrest doesn’t seem very likely.’

         ‘Hmm.’
 
         The super twisted his empty glass between his fingers. In spite of the fan, there was a gleam of sweat on his forehead. A constable with his collar undone brought in a tray with Dyson’s sandwiches. Through the open window came the noise of traffic in the High Street.
 
         ‘There’s a number of interesting points there, Dyson.’
 
         Dyson ate without appetite, grunting when he tasted the coffee.
         
 
         ‘In the first place, where was the body all night? and why did someone get up early to put it where it was found?’
 
         ‘I’ve been thinking about that.’
 
         ‘Then this other point … about the man.’
 
         ‘It struck me directly I saw the report.’
 
         ‘Perhaps you’d better give me your ideas.’
 
         Illogically, it seemed to Dyson that the fan was stealing his air. He got up and took his tray to the illusive relief of the thrown-up window. Outside it was nearly dark. A violet tint had deepened the sky. The super had switched on his desk lamp soon after Dyson had entered the office.
 
         ‘Doesn’t it look like a crime passionel? All the makings are there, I’d say! An attractive woman – her jealous boss – several interested males – and now this medical evidence. Mixer found her with a bloke when he came back from Starmouth … and there you are. That’s how I see it.’
         
 
         ‘He admits she was his mistress?’
 
         ‘Naturally not! But he’s lying his head off. A business man doesn’t take a poppet like that on vacation for nothing.’
 
         ‘What’s he like, this Mixer chap?’
 
         ‘A flashy type; a bit of a spiv.’
 
         ‘What’s his business?’
 
         ‘Company promoting – which could mean anything under the sun. He gives a business address in the City … possibly Records could tell us something.’
 
         The super nodded sagely.
 
         ‘He seems to fit the bill. What about the bloke she was with – any idea who he might have been?’
         
 
         ‘That’s the trouble. It might have been anyone.’
 
         ‘What about Simmonds?’
 
         ‘I gave him a grilling. He admitted he’d spoken to her on the beach once or twice, but I’d heard that up at the guest house already.’
 
         ‘Was he lying, do you think?’
 
         ‘He was nervous. I couldn’t tell.’
 
         ‘And you questioned some of the others?’
 
         ‘Four or five of them at the guest house. But it adds up the same way – none of them will admit anything. And you can’t narrow it down to Simmonds and the guest house.’
 
         Dyson gulped some of his vile coffee and reached for another sandwich. Only one thing mattered in this business, he knew. He had put it first: no arrest was imminent. Once you’d said that the rest was very largely …
 
         ‘Well, I suppose it’s not important, though it might have helped the case. What was your idea about the body being left outside all night?’
 
         ‘It’s to do with the tide, I think. He was going to dump it in the sea.’
 
         ‘How did the tide affect that?’
 
         ‘It was flooding when he got down there. As I see it he made his first attempt soon after he did the murder. He drove the body down to the beach but found the fishermen there launching their boats. So he parked it somewhere handy – that accounts for the damp pyjamas. Later on, when he tried again, the tide was flooding and he’d lost his chance.’
 
         ‘So he left it by the boats.’
         
 
         ‘You have to remember that it was daylight. He probably came on foot, and a body is heavy in any case.’
 
         The super massaged his chin with fingers that were moist.
 
         His beard, he noticed, felt scruffier in hot weather than at other times.
 
         ‘You checked his car, I suppose?’
 
         ‘It’s a Citroen. It was clean enough.’
 
         ‘Anyone see it or hear it at the relevant times?’
 
         ‘Nobody I’ve questioned yet.’
 
         ‘So in fact you’ve got nothing material against him?’
 
         Dyson shrugged feebly. Hadn’t he said as much?
 
         ‘He fits the pattern and that’s about all – apart from that it might have been anyone.’
 
         ‘Anyone at all who was jealous enough to murder.’
 
         The super sighed regretfully. ‘You see where it gets us. Unless we can show something quick I daren’t hang on to the case. I talked to the C.C. I asked him for a couple of days at least. Between you and me this heat makes him irritable.’
 
         ‘We aren’t homicide experts.’
 
         ‘That’s just what he’s been telling me. I’m afraid you’ve had this one, Dyson, unless you can suggest something else.’
 
         Dyson finished his coffee in silence. He had had a presentment of the outcome all day. At one point in the afternoon, when he had been questioning Mixer, he had realized with a bitter clarity that he was straying out of his depth. For homicide you needed a specialist: one couldn’t be two people.
         
 
         ‘On the whole it would be a relief.’
 
         The super nodded at the flickering fan-blades.
 
         ‘We don’t see much of homicide, not enough to signify.’
 
         ‘It’s the only way to look at it, Dyson. Murder’s an unreasonable responsibility.’
 
         ‘And in this weather too! Anyone can have it, for me.’
 
         Above the roofs now a moon was rising, a fisherman’s moon. It lay big and pale over the housetops of Wendham. At Hiverton it would be looking down on seven boats on an empty beach. And soon would come the fishermen with their nets over their shoulders.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         
 
         IT WAS THE eighth day of the heat wave, and hotter than it had ever been. The sun was like a baleful presence nailed to a merciless sky. With both windows down the train compartment had been sweltering, and here and there, beside the track, one had seen black patches of spark-ignited grass. Gently, who never stood on ceremony, had stripped to his braces before the train reached Chelmsford. At Norchester Thorpe he had dived through the barrier for a hasty glass of beer. It had tasted insipid and only made him sweat the more, while Dutt, sprawled in his seat, seemed to have remained the cooler of the two.
         
 
         ‘But when we get to the sea …’
 
         That was what he had kept telling himself. In his mind’s eye he had seen the pastelled marrams stir in the breeze. And the sea itself, the long falling combers; once get down to that and it would have to be cooler!
 
         Only at Hamby there was no sea to be seen, and certainly nothing suggestive of a breeze. The little station lay blistering in a heat still untempered, its asphalt platform soft to the foot. The porter, who picked up their bags, shed sweat. His face was the colour of a freshly boiled lobster.
         
 
         ‘But when we get to the sea …’
 
         It couldn’t be so far away. Beyond the line of dusty trees, perhaps, beyond the air dancing over the pantiles.
         
 
         ‘Morning Chronicle – can you give us a statement?’
         
 
         They had warned him that the press was taking a keen interest in the affair. A reporter in a printed play shirt was shoving a notebook under Gently’s nose, while in the background a photographer manoeuvred for a shot.
 
         ‘As you see, we’ve just arrived.’
 
         ‘Have the police got a theory?’
 
         ‘It was probably a man who did it.’
 
         ‘Hasn’t Mixer been inside?’
 
         ‘If you check the records …’
 
         ‘Isn’t it a fact that she was his mistress?’
 
         A thin-faced man with prominent teeth hurried up just as the photographer was immortalizing Gently’s déshabille.
         
 
         ‘Sorry I’m late … the car broke down! It’s all right now, I’ve got it outside.’
 
         ‘Are we fixed up at the Bel-Air?’
 
         ‘Yes, but it wasn’t easy. They’ve had to turn two of the staff out of their rooms.’
 
         He had met Dyson before, about six months previously. The county man wasn’t really surprised to see Gently in braces and trailing his jacket. The photographer, however, couldn’t get enough of it. He ran ahead into the station yard and took two more candid shots.
         
 
         ‘Was it like this in town?’
 
         Above the bonnet of the police Wolseley the air simmered as though the engine was boiling. When you opened a door the heat spilled out, carrying along with it a smell of warm leather.
 
         ‘Yesterday it was ninety-one. Today, so they tell me …’
 
         Steeling himself, Gently plunged into the oven-like interior.
 
         Once they were moving things became more tolerable. The air that rushed in wasn’t cool but it was moving. They were driving through flat country along a narrow coastal road. To the right, although the sea was invisible, one could see the pale marram hills which marked the boundary of the land.
 
         ‘We sent you the file by despatch.’
 
         ‘I looked it over coming up.’
 
         ‘Naturally, with only one day …’
 
         ‘I thought you’d done a pretty sound job.’
 
         Dyson looked relieved rather than pleased. He was driving, Gently noticed, with text-book care and attention.
 
         ‘What about the photographs?’
 
         ‘You’ll find some in that briefcase.’
 
         ‘I want to know what this Campion looked like before she was killed.’
 
         ‘There’s a couple there I got from Mixer. He was carrying them about in his pocket.’
 
         Gently delved in the briefcase, pausing only briefly over the official post-mortem photographs. The two which had belonged to Mixer were post-card enlargements a little soiled at the edges. One was a full-length and the other a three-quarter profile. The full-length print showed the victim in a bikini.
         
 
         ‘Some dish, wasn’t she?’
 
         Dyson threw Gently a curious side glance.
 
         ‘From what I’ve been hearing she was everything she looks. She made a stir in Hiverton during the short time she was there.’
 
         ‘Went round with several men, did she?’
 
         ‘No, but not because they didn’t try!’
 
         ‘Because her boss kept an eye on her?’
 
         ‘You’ll never get him to say so.’
 
         Gently held the two photographs side by side, staring from one to the other. A ‘brunette bombshell’ was how one of the morning papers had described her. Slender, rather tall, she had the feline type of gracefulness. Her bust and hips were large and there was a misting of down on her calves. Her features were strong and the nose a little prominent. Her black hair, perfectly straight, flowed down her back like the mane of a horse. But it was the eyes that held the secret, the pulsating key to the woman. They were large and very dark and set a long way apart. They didn’t have a smile, and neither did the ripe-lipped mouth. Instead they suggested a smile, a smile compact of sensual intelligence: in a moment one seemed to have penetrated all the promise of the passionate body.
         
 
         ‘Do you think he’d introduce her to his wife?’
 
         Gently grunted and dropped the photographs back into the briefcase. They had come to a string of houses reaching out down the dusty road; just beyond them, at a crossing, was the flint tower of an enormous church.
         
 
         ‘Is this the village?’
 
         ‘Yes … this is Hiverton.’
 
         Dyson turned off right by the church. The village street down which they cruised was short and disappointingly commonplace, and was flanked by flint cobble cottages and featureless houses of local brick. The church had promised something better, but one looked in vain for a compensating factor.
         
 
         ‘The Bel-Air is to the right – over there, amongst those trees.’
 
         Dyson paused at a lop-sided crossways for Gently to take it in.
 
         ‘To the left you might call it residential – some rows of old terrace houses! Straight ahead is the track across the marrams. The boats are pulled up on the far side of the gap.’
 
         ‘What’s that hut place by the gap?’
 
         ‘It belongs to the fishermen, I believe.’
 
         ‘And that other thing, on stilts?’
 
         ‘A coastguard lookout, but it’s disused these days.’
 
         Really, there was nothing to see in Hiverton! Dyson pressed the accelerator with gentle impatience. But Gently was still gazing about at the sun-struck scene, unconscious, apparently, of the rising temperature in the car.
 
         ‘Let’s stop at that shop with the grass hats hung outside.’
         
 
         Dyson let in his clutch with a suspicion of a jerk.
 
         ‘I’ve questioned the fellow there, but I’m pretty sure he doesn’t know.’
 
         ‘I’m too hot to talk shop! What I want are some of those play shirts.’
 
         Leaving Dyson with Dutt in the car he went up the steps of the establishment. It was a modern shop with two long counters and seemed to sell everything from slabcake to paperbacks. A bright-faced woman in overalls was making ice cream cornets for two children. She gave Gently a smile and blew expressively through rounded lips.
 
         ‘Anyway, it’s good for trade – that’s what I say!’ 

         He bought three of the shirts of the sort he had seen the reporter wearing. They were manufactured in Hong Kong and not very expensive. One of them was printed with rich fruit-like designs in green, orange, purple, and black, another featured rock-and-roll singers, the third film actresses. If that photographer really wanted something to enliven the silly season!
 
         ‘I’d better have a hat – one of those Italian straws with the green bands. And a pair of sunglasses. Have you sandals in a broad nine fitting?’
 
         He finished up with a bottle of sun lotion and a threepenny ice cream cornet. Nibbling at the latter he began to feel happier, in spite of the intolerable heat. He had been given the run of the shop. The proprietress was treating him almost like an acquaintance. As he had pondered the various items she had left him for other customers, returning each time with a fresh smile and a remark.
         
 
         ‘You’re popular here, I see.’
 
         ‘We do our best to keep people happy.’
 
         ‘Where’s your husband today?’
 
         ‘Do you want him? He’s having his lunch with the girl.’
 
         For some reason he was wanting to linger there: it was as though, quite by accident, he had got his foot in at Hiverton. The Beach Stores, it was obvious, played a big part in the village scene. People came there to exchange a word as well as to make their purchases.
 
         ‘Did you get what you wanted?’
 
         Dyson couldn’t help the sarcasm. He squirmed as he turned the Wolseley in front of the shop. His long nose was peeling and the colour of rhubarb, and he shrank every time Gently came near his arm.
 
         They took the turning to the guest house, which passed a public house on its left. To the right were ugly bungalows of a bad pre-war vintage and, a little further on, an estate of forbidding council houses. There were no two ways about it – Hiverton was no beauty spot. It had a breathtaking church, but it had very little else.
 
         ‘I expect you’ll want to have a talk with Mixer.’
 
         ‘To begin with I want a shower.’
 
         ‘He struck me as being … I suppose you checked with Records?’ 

         ‘And then something to eat. I scamped breakfast to catch the train.’
 
         He caught a puzzled expression on the county man’s face: Dyson wasn’t quite used to Gently yet. He was apparently expecting him to dive straight in, armed with his particular brand of Central Office magic.
         
 
         ‘In my report, as you’ve seen …’
 
         ‘It was adequate, I thought.’
 
         ‘Then you agree with me that Mixer?’
 
         ‘What’s the food like at the Bel-Air?’
 
         Dyson sliced the car through an open pair of white gates, puffing up fiercely and with a scuttling of gravel. The Bel-Air loomed above them in Edwardian grandeur; it was marzipan and brick of the most exuberant vintage. A stopped door revealed a vista of black-and-white tiles. The sash windows were fitted with pale yellow Venetian blinds. In a room not far away someone was playing a jazz record, and one could also hear the sound of a tennis ball being struck.
 
         
             

         
 
         If Gently had been down there on holiday he could hardly have behaved more eccentrically. That was Dyson’s fixed impression by the time they had finished lunch.
 
         Gently, resplendent in his fruity shirt, was well aware of his colleague’s opinion, but he gave no sign of it as he dallied over his coffee.
 
         They had taken the meal alone, the three of them. It was half past two and most people had retired, some of them to the beach, some to deckchairs in the garden. Six times during the past quarter of an hour Dyson had tried to get to business, and six times Gently had merely grunted and continued to stare at the pretty waitress.
 
         Now he was just sitting there, spinning out time over the coffee. He had had his shower, he had eaten his lunch, and that seemed to be everything at present on his mind.
         
 
         ‘How about some more coffee?’
 
         Injuredly, Dyson poured it for him. From the way it was received he knew that Gently was stalling him. Nobody in this heat could want two cups of coffee. 

         As a matter of fact, Gently’s state of mind was curious. Ever since he had seen the photographs his ideas had been saturated by Rachel Campion. A woman … but what sort of woman? That was what he couldn’t decide on. Again and again he had summoned the pictures before his eyes, trying to fit a character to the enigma of the flat statement.
 
         Those eyes – was it perhaps just a trick of the camera? Were they really such windows to a world of reckless passion? And her body, too, with the perfection of imperfection: was it honestly so calculated to whet the keen edge of desire?
         
 
         He would never know, he could only imagine. The reality he was left with was the garbled witness of chance observers. But he wanted to know and he kept trying to surprise the knowledge. A woman … but what sort of a woman? Everything seemed to hang on it!
 
         ‘Waitress, come here a moment.’
 
         Her name was Rosie and she was a synthetic blonde. Her fairly obvious attractions did not go unappreciated. Gently had noticed a suggestive passage between her and Maurice, the slim young bartender.
 
         ‘Was it you who waited at Miss Campion’s table?’
 
         ‘Oh yes – she sat at that one by the window.’
 
         ‘Was she easy to get on with?’
 
         ‘She wasn’t a lot of trouble.’
         
 
         ‘Tip you, did she?’
 
         ‘It was her boss who did the tipping.’
 
         ‘What did you think of her?’
 
         Rosie giggled.
 
         ‘She’d got what it took, but she had her head screwed on too. All the men had a spot for her, even old Colonel Morris. If you ask me, some of the wives here aren’t so sorry about what’s happened.’
 
         ‘What do you mean by saying that she had her head screwed on?’
 
         ‘She kept her eye on the main chance, that’s what I mean. Her boss was jealous and she wouldn’t play the fool. Mind you, I wasn’t kidded. I know an act when I see one. There were times when he wasn’t about and then she wasn’t quite so starchy – only she never let it get anywhere, if you see what I mean. She’d got a wonderful talent for knowing where to draw a line.’
 
         ‘She was what you’d call a tease?’
 
         Rosie giggled again, but the question didn’t embarrass her. At twenty-four or -five she had the assurance of a much older woman.
         
 
         ‘I wouldn’t know that, would I? But I wouldn’t put it past her. Some women get a kick out of that, and she was the right type. But she liked the rest too, don’t you forget it. One woman can’t keep that from another.’
 
         ‘Who did she encourage?’
 
         ‘She wasn’t too particular.’
 
         ‘Was there anyone especial?’
 
         ‘If there was she was clever about it. She let old Colonel Morris kiss her. Then she put some of the kids into a trance. And one or two married men who ought to have known better, though it’s a fact that their wives are mostly old bitches.’
         
 
         ‘But your impression is that none of them got very far?’
 
         ‘They didn’t get a chance, what with her boss always hanging around.’
 
         ‘What about Tuesday? He wasn’t around then.’
 
         ‘They’d had a row, I think, and she wasn’t in the mood. In any case most of them had gone to Hamby. There were only two of the old couples playing bridge in the lounge.’
 
         ‘So she spent the evening alone?’
 
         ‘She was alone at dinner.’
 
         ‘What about after that?’
 
         ‘I went off duty. It was the last time I saw her.’
 
         In the doorway Maurice had appeared carrying a tray of dirty glasses. He set it down on the mahogany sideboard and began to pile on one or two more. His languorous eyes rested an instant on Rosie’s trim back.
 
         ‘Tell me – was she really so outstanding, or was it just her manner?’
 
         ‘It was a bit of both if you ask me, but she’d got the goods in the first place.’
 
         ‘Did she talk a lot, and laugh?’
 
         ‘Not her. She was always serious.’
 
         ‘Was she off hand to other women?’
 
         ‘She could afford to be nice to them. She’d got them all whacked.’
 
         ‘And how about you – weren’t you jealous?’ 

         Her giggle was accompanied by a slight gesture of the hips.
         
 
         ‘I get along. I wasn’t worried. Some gentlemen prefer blondes.’
 
         In the glass at the back of the sideboard Maurice was now studying her profile. He had abandoned his stacked tray and was apparently counting the serviettes.
 
         Gently stirred at last, to Dyson’s great relief. He wandered out on to the verandah and stood gazing down at the afternoon sea. Below the lawn there were two hard courts for the use of the guests, and in spite of the temperature they were occupied by sweating youngsters in shorts and singlets. In the shade of the oak trees sat their elders, sleeping or knitting. From the other side of the marram hills could be heard the faint cries of children.
 
         ‘I’ve used the reading room for interrogation.’
 
         Gently shrugged his multi-coloured shoulders.
 
         ‘I daresay that the manager …’
 
         ‘Let’s take a stroll along the beach, shall we?’
 
         It was no use, Gently would have his way. He kept bulldozing aside all Dyson’s hints and veiled suggestions. He had dressed like a holidaymaker and now it seemed he was going to behave like one. With Dutt trailing behind they crossed the lawn at a leisurely saunter.
         
 
         ‘How does one get down to the beach?’
 
         A few of the lotus-eaters in the deckchairs looked up as they passed. They knew Dyson, of course, but they knew nothing of Gently. Superintendent Stock had carefully delayed the news that the Yard was being called in.
 
         ‘Down there, past the tennis courts.’
         
 
         The way led through a dusty shrubbery. At the bottom there was a gate with a spring giving access to the back of the marrams. Everything one touched was burning to the hand, and the ground struck hot through the soles of shoes. The marram grass, pale and rustling, looked as though it had been dried in a botanical press.
 
         ‘You can see what it’s like for footprints.’
 
         Gently nodded, plodding through the scalding sand. Still that silent face was haunting him, charging every step with its presence. Hadn’t she come this way, perhaps, not much more than thirty-six hours ago? When the sand, now hot, was already cold, and the dew falling chill on the sere of the marram?
 
         He had propped the photograph against his mirror and kept his eyes on it while he was dressing. After reading Dyson’s report he had been certain that the face would tell him something. Several things might have happened. It depended upon the type of woman. Once you had settled that, then you could begin to see your way.
 
         Only the face had told him nothing of those things he wanted to know. The obvious thing was unimportant. Even Dyson could hardly have missed it.
         
 
         ‘There’s Mixer over there now.’
 
         They had got to the top of the hills. Below them, a steep slide, lay the silvery-fawn beach, the tiniest of combers sending white washes along its margin. The sea looked heavy and drunken with sun. Its dark acres were mottled with purple and green patches. At the tideline the children paddled and screamed, their dumpy bodies showing through their sagging swimsuits. Higher up sat the parents, some of them beneath sunshades.
         
 
         ‘He’s watching us, you bet.’
 
         Could it even have been that passion …?
 
         ‘You see? He’s getting up.’
 
         Or the body, would that tell him?
 
         He turned impatiently in the direction which Dyson was indicating. One hadn’t had to ask the county man where his suspicions lay. Alfred Joseph Mixer – he was the candidate! The ‘company promoter’ with his cash and cockney accent: who, in all probability, had outsmarted Dyson.
 
         ‘He’s expecting us to tackle him.’
 
         Gently was only confirming impressions. In his twenty years with the Central Office he had met a lot of Mixers, and this one seemed to follow the general pattern. A biggish man of about forty with something of a stomach. Thinned hair, a large nose, and small, hard eyes. He had been sitting under a sunshade and was wearing shiny black bathing trunks. Now he was standing up apprehensively, twisting his sunglasses as he watched the three policemen.
 
         ‘Don’t you think perhaps?’
 
         ‘What makes you so sure he did it?’
 
         ‘The evidence … well … one forms an impression.’
         
 
         ‘He’s done time for embezzlement.’
 
         ‘There – I was certain!’
 
         ‘At the same time, there’s nothing about violence on his record.’
         
 
         Gently dug in his heels and went skidding down through the loose sand. At the moment he hadn’t got time for Mixer. A little higher up the beach he could see the boats and the fishermen, and above them, on the hill, somebody painting at an easel. Two days ago hadn’t she looked on this same scene?
 
         At this point the shore was very slightly convex, but one could see at least a mile of beach in either direction. At quarter-mile intervals pillboxes had been built, a few of which remained poised drunkenly above the beach. On the nearest one of these some youths were performing acrobatics.
 
         ‘What sort of fish do they catch?’
 
         In the shallows a child with tucked-up skirt was pushing a shrimp net and looking the picture of earnestness. ‘Soles … plaice … I don’t know.’
 
         Another, a little boy, was trying his best to fly a kite.
 
         They came up with the boats, still a centre of interest. The reporter and his colleague were in conversation with the fishermen. One of the latter was showing the photographer where the body had lain; another, a freckled-faced youngster, was sweating over an engine.
 
         ‘Any statement for us yet?’
 
         ‘It was probably a man who did it.’
 
         ‘You told us that before.’
 
         ‘It could have been a woman.’
 
         The reporter touched his photographer’s shoulder. It wasn’t often that one got a present like this! Gently, apparently unconscious of his picturesque qualities, continued his unhurried survey of the group of boats.
         
 
         Of the seven, six were gaily painted and one alone was white. This was the boat in which the freckled youth was working at the engine. They were bluff-bowed, deep-bodied, powerfully built little craft, not more than seventeen feet long but big and burly for their size. Each had an ‘S.H.’ registration board bolted to its gunwale and its name, with suitable flourishes, carved in its transom. There was the Girl Betty, the Boy Cyril, the We’re Here, and the Willing Boys. The white boat had a varnished name board and was called the Keep Going.
         
 
         Gently paused beside the latter, so utterly different was it from the others. Quite apart from the paint and the name board, it stood out as a separate species. It had a finish like a yacht. All the fittings were chromium plated. The paintwork had been built up until the surface resembled velvet, while the gunwale and the transom were of varnished teak that shone like glass.
 
         ‘Is this one a pleasure boat?’
 
         The youngster wiped his brow with a hand which left a greasy mark.
 
         ‘There isn’t a lot of pleasure in her!’
 
         ‘No … but does she go fishing?’
 
         ‘W’yes, that’s what she’s for.’
 
         ‘Then what was the idea of getting her up like this?’
 
         ‘You’d better ask Mr Dawes – it just happen he take a pride in his boat.’
 
         A wave of a spanner indicated the net store on the hill. Beside it was standing a tall fisherman with a white beard. He was leaning against one of the tarred posts from which the drying nets were slung; his eyes, staring out to sea, had the peculiar vacancy of seafaring men ashore.
         
 
         ‘He like to show off his money!’
 
         One of the fishermen spat contemptuously – the same man who had been showing the site of the tragedy to the photographer. He was a lean but powerfully built fellow of sixty or so. His face had a vindictive cast and his dark eyes looked angry.
 
         ‘Boats like mine aren’t good enough for Esau Dawes – did you ever see such truck on a longshore fishing boat? Next thing you know it’ll be gold-plated ringbolts!’
 
         ‘Shut you up, Bob!’ came from several of his mates.
 
         ‘Why should I shut up? I don’t owe nobody no money!’
 
         Gently hunched his shoulders and wandered over towards the gap. The Keep Going’s owner paid him no attention as he passed by. Fifty yards further on sat the young artist with his easel; he held a brush between his teeth while he stroked vigorously with another. An old umbrella tied to a broom handle was keeping the glare of the sun from his work.
         
 
         ‘That’s Simmonds … you remember?’
 
         If he did, Gently made no reply. Like any other curious stroller he went up to see what was happening to the canvas. Simmonds, a taut-faced young man with reddish-gold hair, charged his brush nervously as he felt himself being overlooked. He was painting a beach-scape in rather sombre colours; he had perhaps noticed it and was now darkening his sky.
         
 
         ‘Do you sell any of your pictures?’
         
 
         Simmonds looked round quickly, flushing. He possessed wide hazel eyes which had an oddly vulnerable appearance. His lips made a perfect Cupid’s bow and the lower one trembled.
         
 
         ‘As a matter of fact I do!’
 
         He was forcing a hardness into his voice.
 
         ‘I’ve sold several pictures – I’m not entirely an amateur! Now, if you don’t mind, I prefer not to talk while I’m working.’
 
         ‘I thought I might buy one.’
 
         Simmonds seemed more upset than ever. He attacked his sky with an awkwardness that threatened to ruin everything. In the background his tent looked snug with its flaps neatly rolled and tied. One of the tracks which intersected the marrams passed close beside it on the way from the village.
 
         ‘What do you know about him?’
 
         Dyson was eager to supply information. It was the first time since they had left the guest house that Gently had shown the slightest curiosity.
 
         ‘His age is twenty-two. He comes from Cheapham but he’s living in Norchester. His mother is dead and he had a row with his father, who keeps a butcher’s shop in Cheapham. He works for an insurance firm in Norchester, but his head is full of this artistic nonsense.’
 
         ‘Who saw him with Rachel Campion?’
 
         ‘A girl from the guest house, name of Longman.’
 
         ‘What did she say they were doing?’
 
         ‘Just walking on the beach. Simmonds was carrying his painting gear.’
 
         ‘He’s got good looks, of course.’
         
 
         ‘Do you think – shall we pull him in?’
 
         Gently smiled through his sweat.
 
         ‘Let him finish his picture! We’ll go back to the Bel-Air and have a long iced shandy.’
 
         As Dyson said later, Gently had a genius for getting backs up.
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