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            CHAPTER ONE

         
 
         THERE WAS SOMETHING wrong at Sloley’s Yard. Everyone knew it, but nobody was sure what it was.
         
 
         To start with, it had begun like every other Saturday morning during the high season. The men had come in early to begin clearing out the hire-boats which had drifted in on Friday night. A little later the women had come, chaffing and giggling, and soon the pillar-box red of boat blankets was seen as they were hung out to air in the hot June sun. Lastly came Old Man Sloley, white-bearded, neat in his old-fashioned slop-coat, and with him his son and junior partner, Harry, better known around the yard as young Rushm’quick. As usual, Old Man Sloley unlocked the office. As usual, young Rushm’quick set out in the long, low, powerful yard-launch to round up straggling hire-boats and, if necessary, tow them in. And for two hours, the work of preparation for a fresh batch of hirers went on without let or hindrance.
         
 
         At the end of two hours, young Rushm’quick returned in the launch, an irritable expression on his face. He tossed the painter to a yard-hand, swore at him when he didn’t catch it and strode off to the office at a high rate of knots. From the office could be heard the sound of the two partners in conference. Rushm’quick sounded exasperated and defensive, Old Man Sloley was plainly in his tantrums. In a short while Sid Seymour, who was innocently varnishing a gaff under the office window, reported that they were busy phoning round the yards and quarter of an hour later the yard foreman was summoned to the conference. He came out frowning.
         
 
         ‘Fill up the launch – get the little tender out and fill her up, too.’
         
 
         ‘Someth’n’ wrong?’ enquired Sid Seymour, who had dropped his gaff to attend to these orders.
         
 
         ‘Never you mind. Just do what I tell you.’
 
         Sid shrugged and went about his business. But he was pretty certain in his own mind now.
         
 
         ‘They’ve lost a boat,’ he muttered to Fidown Young. ‘All this mystery about it!’
         
 
         ‘Someone drowned, maybe …?’ suggested Fidown hopefully.
         
 
         ‘Drowned my foot! They’d’ve had the drags if it was a drowning job.’
         
 
         But Fidown wasn’t altogether convinced.
 
         Rushm’quick and the foreman came out with a map, over which they pored as the launch and tender were being fuelled. Sid strained his ears to catch something of what was going on, but Rushm’quick and the foreman kept their voices low and huddled the map between them. In the end he had found out nothing fresh. The boats set off, one downstream, one up; the Old Man was still phoning all round the option, and once more the yard settled down to its busy Saturday.
         
 
         It was the middle of the afternoon when Rushm’quick got back. There was more than irritation in his look now. He slammed the door of the office behind him and a moment later the window, but Sid, throwing shame to the winds, nipped round the back of the office and clapped his ear to the wooden wall. He held this pose for quite five minutes – five rapt, enthralled minutes. Then he sneaked away down to the wet boat-house, where half a dozen others were awaiting his intelligence.
         
 
         ‘Drowned?’ demanded Fidown. ‘I lay my bottom dollar on a drowning.’
         
 
         ‘Drowning – naow! You’ve got it on the brain.’
 
         Sid paused for a delicious moment while the others hung on his words.
         
 
         ‘It’s the Harrier – burned out up by Ollby Deek.’
         
 
         ‘Burned out?’ echoed Fidown.
 
         ‘Yeh – burned down flat to the water. And they found the bloke on it … all that’s left of him. The Old Man’s ringing the police up now.’
         
 
         And he feasted his eyes on his mates’ incredulous faces.
 
         
             

         
 
         There was a light on in Superintendent Walker’s office. Inspector Hansom knocked and went through without waiting for a reply. Inside the super, lean and keen-looking despite the hour, sat at his desk studying an interim report: he knew the way Hansom came into a room and didn’t bother to look up.
         
 
          
         ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Let’s have the rest of it.’
 
         Hansom sank his burly frame on to the visitor’s chair. ‘There’s a helluva lot of it to tell …’
         
 
         ‘Complications?’ The super glanced up shrewdly.
 
         ‘You can say that again. I hardly know where to begin.’
 
         He sighed and made a pass at his cigar-pocket, but the super was a strict non-smoker, so it was only a pass. From down the corridor could be heard the clink of cups and there was an empty coffee cup at the super’s elbow. Hansom eyed it pensively.
         
 
         ‘Well, to start with, there’s no doubt about the corpse. That’s the one sure thing in the mess. There’s some cuff-links, a signet ring that didn’t quite melt and some bits of cloth that got protected in the crooks of the legs. The family have vouched for all of them. And here’s the bonus for a good detective.’
         
 
         Hansom fetched out a little package wrapped in a handkerchief and untied it on the super’s desk. It contained a set of dentures, charred and a bit twisted in front but undamaged behind. The super stared at them unmoved.
         
 
         ‘You’ve traced the dental mechanic?’
 
         ‘I got his dentist’s address from his wife. He identified them and double-checked with the mechanic. Lammas only had them made a few months back.’
         
 
         The super nodded and pushed the relics back to Hansom.
         
 
         ‘Tell me some more. Have you established the cause of death?’
         
 
         ‘The pathologist is working on it, but it could be accidental. The Harrier is a small auxiliary yacht with the engine in the well. The corpse was lying beside it and there’s indications that the cover was off the engine when the fire started. But’ – Hansom shrugged wearily – ‘that’s where the complications start.’
         
 
         ‘Go on,’ said the super.
 
         ‘Well, he seems to have had a woman with him – I got that out of them at the boatyard.’
         
 
         ‘Not his wife?’
 
         ‘Definitely not his wife. His wife didn’t know anything about the trip – he told her he was away on business.’
         
 
         ‘Do we know who she was?’
 
         ‘I’ve got a pretty sound idea. He had a secretary called Linda Brent. She hadn’t been in at the office since the Saturday previous and according to her mother she left with a suitcase, saying she was going to Gayton Holiday Camp. I’ve checked there, but they hadn’t heard of her. I got a photograph from her mother, but I haven’t had time to try it on any one.’
         
 
         He produced a print from his wallet. It showed a curvaceous beach-girl with straight black hair, a heart-shaped face and appealing, wide-set eyes.
         
 
         ‘Quite a dish, isn’t she … though mind you, his wife isn’t to be sneered at.’
         
 
         The super sniffed, but didn’t curtail his examination of the exhibit.
         
 
         ‘She wasn’t in the wreck?’
 
         ‘Nope. And she wasn’t at home, either.’
 
         ‘Nobody seen her?’
 
         ‘Nobody we’ve asked yet. And that isn’t all – Lammas’ chauffeur is missing too. According to the servants he said Lammas rang him last night with instructions to pick him up at Ollby. He took off in the car at 8.30 p.m. and that’s the last anyone’s seen of him. We found the car ditched in some trees at Panxford.’
         
 
         ‘And what time was the conflagration?’
 
         ‘We’ve got an old fellow at Ollby village who thought he saw smoke over that way at about 9.30 p.m. It’s so damned remote out there at Ollby.’
         
 
         ‘There’s a marsh-track through to the dyke, isn’t there?’
 
         ‘Yep. About half a mile.’
 
         ‘Did you see any tyre-marks?’
 
         ‘Two sets, going and coming, and the place at the end where the car turned round. They match the tyres on Lammas’ car.’
         
 
         The super picked irritably at the report sheet. ‘Put me in the picture,’ he said. ‘I can’t quite get it all. Give me the Lammas set-up to begin with.’
         
 
         Hansom shifted in his seat and made another abortive pass at his cigar-pocket.
         
 
         ‘All right!’ snapped the super. ‘Smoke, if you bloody well have to!’
         
 
         Hansom acknowledged the concession gratefully. A certain peaked look left his semi-handsome features as he sucked in the first mouthful of Havana.
         
 
         ‘James William Lammas, fifty-four, belongs to an old Norchester family … trades as a provision wholesaler in the city, Lammas Wholesalers Ltd., Count Street … wife and daughter the minor shareholders … wife about ten years younger … son, Paul, aged twenty, second year at Cambridge … daughter, Pauline, aged twenty-one, works at the business. In 1938 he had a big bungalow built at Wrackstead Broad. Before that he lived in the city. On Friday last he told his wife he was going to London for a week to attend a wholesalers’ conference – there was one on – and briefed his head clerk to carry on the week without him. In fact he had hired the Harrier for a week. He turned up at the yard late on the Saturday evening when most of them had gone home, referred to the woman he’d got with him as his daughter and set off downstream. On the Friday night the Harrier was up Ollby Dyke. At 8.30 p.m. the chauffeur, Joseph Hicks, alleges a call from Lammas and goes off in the car. At 9.30 p.m. Jabez Tooley of “The Cot”, Ollby—’
         
 
         ‘Yes, I know all about that!’ broke in the super tetchily. ‘It’s the family I want to hear about. What were they doing last night?’
         
 
         Hansom puffed expensively. ‘The daughter’s got an alibi. The other two were just out.’
         
 
         ‘How do you mean – just out?’
 
         ‘Mrs Lammas has got her own car. She says she drove to Sea Weston.’
         
 
         ‘Which is in the opposite direction to Ollby. And the son?’
         
 
         ‘He was out on his motorbike.’
 
         ‘And anywhere but near Ollby!’
 
         Hansom nodded. ‘Says he went as far as Cheapham.’
 
         The super drummed on the desk with his fingers. ‘I don’t like it,’ he said. ‘I don’t like it at all. And I suppose nobody knew about Lammas’ fancy woman?’
         
 
         ‘Not according to what they say.’
 
         ‘Just one big surprise.’
 
          
         ‘That’s the way it’s played.’
 
         The super drummed some more and threw dirty looks at Hansom’s cigar.
         
 
         ‘All right,’ he said at last. ‘Let’s take it in easy stages. Let’s pretend everyone is telling the truth. So the chauffeur gets his call from Lammas – where did Lammas make the call?’
         
 
         ‘There’s a phone-box near where the marsh-track joins the road.’
         
 
         ‘Right. We’ll assume he used it. Now, why did Lammas want the car? Answer, to send his tootsie home so that he didn’t have to sail in with her on a crowded Saturday morning.’
         
 
         ‘Meaning his chauffeur knows about his tootsie,’ put in Hansom brightly.
         
 
         ‘Precisely,’ returned the super cuttingly. ‘It’s something that chauffeurs usually do know about, Hansom. Now the chauffeur arrives – picks up the female – while he’s there, let’s say, Lammas asks him something about the yacht’s engine. He gets the cover off to show him – petrol leak – makes a spark somehow – woof – chauffeur jumps clear – Lammas perishes in the flames. It’s plausible, Hansom, completely plausible … up to that point. But now the chauffeur and the female, instead of going for help, decide to disappear. Why? What possible motive?’
         
 
         ‘They might have been in love?’ suggested Hansom.
 
         ‘That’s not a reason!’
 
         ‘She’s the sort of female a man would want to disappear with.’
         
 
         ‘But why disappear with her just then?’ snorted the super. ‘Surely there were other and better times? No – they must have had a stronger motive than that.’
         
 
         ‘Like having quarrelled with Lammas and bumped him off.’
         
 
         ‘No, man, no! If they’d done that and simply left a corpse, that would have been a reason. But if it was murder, it was made to look like an accident. And the only way it would keep looking like an accident would be for everyone to act naturally, which they haven’t done. So we’re back with the assumption that it was an accident.’
         
 
         A frown crept over the Hansom brow. ‘If they’d known he’d got money with him; that might have been it.’
         
 
         ‘Money?’ barked the super. ‘What money had he got with him?’
         
 
         Hansom stirred uneasily. ‘I said it was complicated … he seems to have cashed out on his business.’
         
 
         The super looked as though he would bite him. ‘Go on,’ he said dangerously. ‘Take your time. Tell me when you feel like it. I’m only the Joe around here.’
         
 
         ‘Well … his head clerk came across with it. Lammas had left him a cheque to draw the wages. He presented it yesterday morning and the bank told him the account was closed. And that isn’t the whole story either. He’d been reducing stock during the last few months till it was practically at zero, also the lease falls through at the end of the month, also he’d closed his personal account at the bank. I made the bank give and we reckoned he had collected between seven and eight thousand pounds in small denomination notes, besides anything else he might have had. Now if he’d had that lot on board with him …’
         
 
          
         ‘Yes, Hansom,’ prompted the super witheringly. ‘Don’t stop … if he’d had that lot on board with him?’
         
 
         ‘Well, it might explain why the chauffeur and the tootsie lit out … whether they bumped him off or whether they didn’t.’
         
 
         The super breathed deeply. ‘Thank you, Hansom,’ he said. ‘Thank you very much. And are there any other minor details you would like to mention before we try to pick up the pieces?’
         
 
         Hansom indicated that there weren’t and the super snorted viciously.
         
 
         ‘Now … getting back to where we were. Let’s just say he had the money with him, shall we? He had the money, and during the course of the week his female finds out about it. She tips off the chauffeur – perhaps she tries to smuggle the money off the yacht in her bag. Then one of two things happens. Either there is a genuine accident, or else Lammas finds out what is going on and they have to silence him. Now if it was an accident they might conceivably cut and run, though there would be no need for it. If it was murder arranged to look like an accident then they wouldn’t run anyway, because it would defeat its own purpose. The only logical circumstance in which they would run would be if they had stolen the money and left without knowing about the accident – that’s to say, before it happened. Isn’t that so, Hansom? Doesn’t it make some sort of sense out of the facts?’
         
 
         Hansom wagged his cigar-stump dumbly. The super had a bad habit of making sense out of facts.
         
 
         ‘Very well,’ continued the super more agreeably. ‘Let’s not rush our fences. There’s enough homicide going about without people vamping up cases. We’ll keep an open mind, of course. The investigation will continue on its merits. But I feel pretty certain, from what you’ve discovered so far—’
         
 
         He broke off and snatched the receiver from a ringing phone.
         
 
         ‘Superintendent Walker … good … what did you find … you DID!!! Are you certain of that? … of course … send it right away.’
         
 
         He slammed down the receiver and glared at it for some moments in a black silence.
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ he said finally. ‘Yes! About this murder case, Hansom …’
         
 
         ‘Murder?’ gaped Hansom.
 
         ‘I said murder!’ rapped the super. ‘That’s the pathologist who was on the phone. He’s done his autopsy and there wasn’t a trace of carbon in the lungs – and you know what that means!’
         
 
         ‘He – he was dead before the fire?’
 
         ‘It does, Hansom. It means exactly that.’
 
         They stared at each other across the superintendental desk. A look which was almost sympathetic came into the super’s sharp blue eyes.
         
 
         ‘It’s up to you, Hansom,’ he said kindly. ‘I won’t take it away from you till I get the down.’
         
 
         Hansom shook his head. ‘I could see it coming all along … it isn’t news.’
         
 
         ‘You’ve got to admit it’s a sticky-looking prospect.’
 
         ‘I wouldn’t want to stand in his way … and we sort of owe him a case on account of the last one.’
         
 
         The super nodded. ‘I think it’s a wise decision. The CC would be crying out for it anyway when he gets the report …’
         
 
         He picked up the phone again and rattled on the rest.
 
         ‘Get me Central Office, CID,’ he said.
 
         Inspector Hansom laughed mirthlessly from the gloomy depths of his soul.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         
 
         TWO FIGURES EMERGED from the sanctified dimness of the Norchester City Police HQ and paused, blinking, in the sudden stab of June sunlight. One of them was a tall, bulky, middle-aged man in a baggy tweed jacket. He carried a raincoat over his arm and wore a battered trilby on his head. The other figure, not so tall though no less bulky, was carrying a pair of suitcases which he dropped gratefully on the top step.
         
 
         ‘And here we are again, sir,’ he observed aggrievedly. ‘Whisked away from the Sunday joint – and me going to take the nippers to the fair, too. I ask you, who’d be a flipping copper?’
         
 
         Chief Inspector Gently smiled distantly at the empty street.
         
 
         ‘The call of duty, Dutt. People never consider the police when they’re planning a homicide.’
         
 
         ‘I know, sir … but this lot here might’ve waited till Monday before running to the Yard. It wouldn’t’ve hurt them to do a bit more of the donkey work.’
         

          
         Gently shrugged and felt in his pocket for his pipe. He was feeling much the same himself. It was glamorous weather for a fishing expedition and he had sat up the previous evening greasing a new-pattern line he had just bought …
         
 
         ‘Anyway, Dutt, it’s a case that bristles with leads. We shan’t be groping around for them.’
         
 
         ‘That’s one blessing, sir.’
 
         ‘You might even say there’s too many, from one point of view …’
         
 
         A police Wolseley came shooting round the corner from the garage and pulled up with the merest squeal of tyres. Out of it jumped Hansom.
         
 
         ‘We’ve got you some digs, though they aren’t very grand … everything’s taken out there at this time of the year.’
         
 
         ‘They’ll do,’ said Gently philosophically. ‘Where are they?’
         
 
         ‘It’s a bungalow at Upper Wrackstead Dyke, about a mile and a half from the village.’
         
 
         ‘Same side as Lammas’ place?’
 
         ‘Good Lord no! Only the toffs live that side.’
 
         Dutt lugged the suitcases into the car and they set off through the Sunday-still streets. It was about eight miles to Wrackstead, eight miles of gently undulating, partly wooded country, where fields of tall wheat and barley shimmered in the sun and dog-roses prinked the hedges. Hansom indicated a beech avenue leading off to the right.
         
 
         ‘You go down there to the Lammas’ place.’
 
         ‘It’s a good way from the village?’
 
          
         ‘Hell, yes. Right at the end, with a frontage on the broad. There are several other places down there with river frontages, but Lammas’ is the only one on the broad. I reckon he had the most money.’
         
 
         ‘Who lives in the other places?’
 
         ‘All Norchester people who’ve made a pile.’
 
         ‘And Ollby Dyke – where would that be from here?’
 
         ‘Oh, that’s five or six miles downstream. The trading wherries used to use it before the road killed them. It’s been neglected for years and all grown up with alder carrs – you couldn’t pick a better spot for some homicide.’
         
 
         They came to the river, a long reach flanked with wooden boat-sheds, irregular quays and backed by tall trees. The sun flashed off the water like liquid gold. There were crowds of limp-sailed yachts and lazy-moving motor cruisers. A humpback bridge of ancient brick and stone switchbacked them straight into the village and Gently called a halt while he investigated the possibilities of the local tobacconist.
         
 
         ‘He’s gunning for the chauffeur, is he?’ jerked Hansom jealously to Dutt, in the great man’s absence.
         
 
         ‘The Chief Inspector never jumps to conclusions,’ replied Dutt guardedly.
         
 
         ‘Well, if it isn’t the chauffeur, Lammas must have committed suicide … I can’t see how the family ties in, apart from being liars.’
         
 
         Gently returned with his haul of Navy Cut and they continued through the village. It was an unfortunate place, grown up round the boat-letting industry: it comprised the worst styles of the twenties and thirties in a surprising variety. But it was small – it had that to recommend it. At the railway station it was knifed off sharply and the road proceeded to Upper Wrackstead in rural purity.
         
 
         Arriving there, it was met by what seemed like a cart track and the Wolseley rocked violently as it nosed down between high hedges to the river-bank below.
         
 
         ‘Here we are,’ sneered Hansom. ‘The Grand Hotel of Upper Wrackstead … I told you you ought to stop in town.’
         
 
         Gently viewed the solitary brick-and-pantile cottage without concern.
         
 
         ‘I like to be at the centre of things if possible …’
 
         ‘You’ll be at the centre here – and how!’
 
         But Gently was already pushing up the path to the cottage.
         
 
         It was primitive, but there were compensations. One of them was the late lunch which Mrs Grey, their hostess, had been thoughtful enough to lay on. And she didn’t ask questions, Gently noticed; that was a point in any landlady’s favour. One might do worse than to come down here for a spot of fishing sometime.
         
 
         But if Mrs Grey wasn’t curious, the rest of Upper Wrackstead made up for her. There was a houseboat colony in the Dyke alongside and the arrival of a police car stirred it up like an ant-heap tickled with a stick.
         
 
         ‘Lot of loafers!’ grumbled Hansom, scowling at them through the window as he stood drinking a country-size cup of tea. ‘Look as though they’ve never seen a policeman before!’
         
 
         Gently surveyed them more mildly.
 
          
         ‘I suppose they all come off the boats?’
 
         ‘If they don’t they’re living in holes in the ground … there’s nothing else at Upper Wrackstead!’
         
 
         ‘Just at the moment, I’m rather interested in people who live here on boats.’
         
 
         Interested or not, they were due to run the gauntlet. An admiring audience of nondescripts were collected about the car and as the three policemen came out they were the cynosure of at least twenty pairs of eyes.
         
 
         ‘Coo – they’ve come to ’rest ole mother Grey!’ exclaimed a ragged urchin, half-jeering, half-serious.
         
 
         ‘No they ha’nt – they’ve come to take your mother away ’cause her old man’s a burglar!’ cried another.
         
 
         ‘Johnny, you keep your trap shut!’ shouted a tall slatternly woman, making a grab at him. But Johnny eluded the grab and dodged round the back of a plump, shiny-faced virago, whose face was turning an angry red.
         
 
         ‘Here she is, mister!’ he shouted to Gently. ‘She’s the one you’re looking for’ – and then, continuing in a sing-song – ‘My ole man’s a burglar – my ole man’s a burglar – my ole man –!’
         
 
         At which point a clout on the ear from the red-faced one sent him howling to his mother’s skirts.
         
 
         ‘Hold it!’ exclaimed Gently, seeing that the quarrel was about to continue at a higher level. ‘This isn’t the way to behave on Sunday!’
         
 
         ‘Vicious!’ screamed the slattern. ‘She nee’nt have give him one like that!’
         
 
         ‘I’ll give you one, much less him!’ riposted the fat woman, brandishing her fist.
         
 
         ‘And your ole man is a burglar!’
         
 
          
         ‘You ha’nt got an ole man – kids an all!’
         
 
         ‘Say that again!’
 
         ‘I’ll say it twice-times over!’
 
         ‘Go on – just you dare!’
 
         ‘Me dare! I dare say a few other things, too!’
 
         ‘WHOA!’ interposed Gently, coming suddenly between the intending combatants. ‘You’ve got company, ladies – you just aren’t supposed to carry on like this under the eyes of the law!’
         
 
         There was an undecided moment while the light of battle still blazed on both sides, then the crisis passed and the slattern edged away with a muttered: ‘Her ole man is a burglar, whatever anyone say!’
         
 
         ‘And so he is!’ cried the fat woman over Gently’s shoulder. ‘And s’pose he is, what’s it got to do with you?’
         
 
         ‘As long as he isn’t on our current wants list …’ murmured Gently.
         
 
         The fat woman gave him a wink. ‘He’s doing time, don’t you worry … they pulled him in eighteen months ago.’
         
 
         ‘Your name Packer?’ inquired Hansom from the rear.
 
         ‘That’s right,’ said the fat woman, turning to him. ‘You should know – it was you what give the evidence at the ’sizes.’
         
 
         ‘And were you living here then?’ queried Gently.
 
         ‘Me? Course I was! Spent me whole married life on the ole Muriel over there.’ She pointed with her thumb to a dilapidated wherry lying moored, or rather stranded, in the Dyke.
         
 
         ‘Then you know the other residents …?’
 
          
         ‘Every last one of them.’
 
         ‘You’d know, for instance, if there were any newcomers in the colony?’
         
 
         ‘You bet I would – Pedro here come last.’
 
         ‘Pedro?’
 
         Gently turned to inspect a shrinking figure which tried to hide itself behind the other bystanders.
         
 
         ‘Here – come on, Pedro!’ exclaimed the fat woman. ‘Nobody’s going to hurt you. He’s an Eyetie, mister, ex-prisoner of war he is. Sort of lives on the old Muriel with me while me old man’s in the country.’
         
 
         Pedro grinned sheepishly in acknowledgement. He was something over thirty, tall but rather slight, with curly dark hair and frank grey eyes.
         
 
         ‘Don’t speak a sight of English now,’ added the fat woman maternally, ‘but he’s a good boy, all the same.’
         
 
         ‘And when did he arrive?’
 
         ‘’Bout Easter. I’d say.’
 
         ‘And there’s been nobody since?’
 
         ‘There’s Ted over there – Ted Thatcher, he come here about the same time.’
         
 
         ‘Nobody recently – yesterday, say, or late Friday night …?’
         
 
         The fat woman paused, a gleam of intelligence dawning in her small black eyes.
         
 
         ‘Now I’m with you, mister … it’s Joe Hicks the shoofer you’re after, i’nt it?’
         
 
         ‘You know Hicks?’ enquired Gently in surprise.
 
         ‘Know him? Course I know him! I’nt it his aunt there you just been calling on?’
         
 
         ‘You mean Mrs Grey?’
 
          
         ‘Who else’d I mean?’
 
         Gently cast an interrogative glance at Hansom, who simply shrugged and looked owlish.
         
 
         ‘And this Joe Hicks, when did you last see him?’
 
         She wrinkled her shiny brow. ‘Wednesday was his day … yes, that was it. He dropped in and brought his aunt some vegetables – don’t ask me where he got ’em – and afterwards we had a sing-song. Pedro here is a master-boy with a concertina.’
         
 
         ‘And that was the last time you saw him?’
 
         ‘W’ yes – you don’t think he’d come back here after what happened, do you?’
         
 
         ‘He has to be somewhere …’ Gently brooded. ‘Who else was at the sing-song?’
         
 
         ‘Just us lot and Joe.’
 
         ‘Anybody who wasn’t there?’
         
 
         ‘Don’t think so, mister … not apart from old Ted Thatcher, of course.’ She gave Gently another of her winks and dropped her voice confidentially. ‘He’s got a widder, has Ted … he’s away most of the time. Would you think it now, looking at him? What some women’ll fall for!’
         
 
         With an inclination of her head she indicated a paunchy, disreputable-looking figure who was hopefully daubing paint on an equally disreputable houseboat, a few yards away.
         
 
         ‘There you are … some of the old’ns have got more go than the youn’uns now!’
         
 
         ‘And he was the only one who wasn’t at the sing-song?’ persisted Gently.
         
 
         ‘As far as I know.’

          
         Gently made as though to stroll over to him, then paused.
         
 
         ‘When did he come back?’
 
         ‘What, Ted? Well there you’ve got me … he’s a sly ole bird. He just come creeping in in that ole dinghy of his, and go creeping out again … I reckon you’d better ask him, mister.’
         
 
         ‘Thanks,’ said Gently, ‘I will.’
 
         There was an impatient snort from Hansom, but it was disregarded. Gently went across to the decrepit houseboat and stood admiring it as though houseboats were a grand passion in his life …
         
 
         ‘Brightening it up a bit?’ he inquired unhurriedly.
 
         The painter dipped his brush and scrubbed some more paint into a weathered strake before replying.
         
 
         ‘Ah …’ he said indifferently.
 
         ‘She hasn’t had a lick lately, I’d say.’
 
         ‘No more she ha’nt, bor, no more she ha’nt.’
 
         ‘They tell me you were away on Wednesday,’ pursued Gently, propping himself up against the cabin.
         
 
         Ted Thatcher paused and turned about to look at his interrogater. He was a picturesque figure. A man in his sixties, plump, stooped a little, there was still a vitality in his bearing that promised many summers yet. He wore a shapeless brown jacket over a greasy waistcoat that wrinkled over his paunch and some sack-like trousers were stuffed into the tops of much-patched rubber boots. His face was ruddy and broad-featured. He had several days’ growth of grizzled beard, but very little grey seemed to have touched his untidy hair.
         
 
          
         ‘An’ who,’ he asked with heavy sarcasm, ‘are they, bor, if that i’nt too much of a secret?’
         
 
         ‘Oh … Mrs Packer could be the lady’s name.’
 
         ‘That blodda ole whure! I mighta guessed it.’
 
         He spat contemptuously into the Dyke.
 
         ‘Well … were you away?’
 
         Thatcher looked at him sharply.
 
         ‘Woss it got to dew wi’ yew?’
 
         ‘I don’t know yet … I was wondering if you could tell me.’
         
 
         There was a pause while Thatcher stirred about in a nearly-empty paint-can. Then his eyes jumped up suddenly under strangely bald brows.
         
 
         ‘Yew’r a blodda ole copper, aren’t yew, bor?’ he asked gruffly.
         
 
         Gently grinned. ‘I blodda am, tew …’
 
         ‘Blast!’ exclaimed Thatcher in amazement. ‘Yew aren’t agorn to tell me yew come from these parts?’
         
 
         ‘I don’t, but I’ve been around them quite a bit.’
 
         Thatcher’s broad features relaxed a little and then he grinned too.
         
 
         ‘Verra well, my man … dew yew think tha’s gorna help yew. I’ve been away above a week, an’ come back Frida. Woss the nex’ question?’
         
 
         ‘Have you been very far?’
 
         ‘Jus’ a little trip in my dingha.’
 
         ‘Would it be indiscrete to ask where?’
 
         ‘That would,’ retorted Thatcher stoutly. ‘So yew might as well not ask m’.’
         
 
         ‘Let’s put it another way. Was where you were coming from the other side of Ollby Dyke?’
         
 
          
         ‘W’in a general sorta way, yes, it was.’
 
         ‘And you passed Ollby Dyke on the Friday?’
 
         ‘I woon’t ha’ got here dew I ha’nt.’
 
         ‘About what time did you pass it?’
 
         ‘Oh, I dunno … six or seven o’clock time, woon’t s’prise me.’
         
 
         ‘You couldn’t make it about nine, could you?’ broke in Hansom sardonically from behind.
         
 
         ‘No, I blodda couldn’t – not for yew nor a dozen like yew!’
         
 
         ‘Were there,’ continued Gently patiently, ‘many boats about when you went by?’
         
 
         ‘W’ yes … tha’s pretta busy this time of year.’
 
         ‘Do you remember any of them?’
 
         ‘Can’t say I dew.’
 
         ‘Were there any in Ollby Dyke?’
 
         ‘Not enna yew could see – tha’s tew growed-up.’
 
         ‘You didn’t see Mr Lammas, for instance.’
 
         ‘Woon’t know him if I did.’
 
         ‘He was on the yacht Harrier as you probably know.’
         
 
         ‘Nor I di’nt see that neether, so there yew are, ole partna.’
         
 
         Gently sighed, and felt in his pocket for a peppermint cream. He was obviously pushing his luck too hard at Upper Wrackstead.
         
 
         ‘And what did it buy you?’ jeered Hansom, as they got back into the Wolseley.
         
 
         ‘Tingere barbam non potes,’ murmured Gently oracularly.
         
 
         ‘Eh?’ gaped Hansom.
 
         ‘Never mind – it’s a classical tag I picked up somewhere. We’ll leave Mr Thatcher with one of his secrets, shall we?’
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         
 
         SLOLEY’S BOATYARD LAY at the end of a long, low cinder-track, a track which was crowded at each side with yards and bungalows. It consisted of several dry and wet boat-sheds clustered round a cut-in from the river and, on a Sunday afternoon, was deserted by both boats and men. The office was open, however, and Old Man Sloley sat at his desk, a silent figure in frock-coat and peaked cap, his white beard straggling down on the blotter in front of him. He rose stiffly as the three policemen entered.
         
 
         ‘Good afternoon, gentlemen … I was expecting a call from you. Have you made any progress in this shocking business yet?’
         
 
         He indicated one of the more lurid Sunday papers, which was lying on his desk. ‘BODY IN BROADS BURN-OUT’ was the punch-line on page one.
         
 
         Hansom introduced Gently and the old man shook hands. There was an unexpected fragility about him, as though a gust of wind would have blown him away.
         
 
         ‘Mr Sloley is ninety-two …’ murmured Hansom in an aside.
         
 
          
         Old Man Sloley nodded, as though to warn them of his perfect hearing.
         
 
         ‘This has been a grave shock to me, gentlemen, a very grave shock. This firm has never had a breath of scandal attached to its name before.’
         
 
         Gently assured him that no blame could be placed to the account of Sloley & Son, but Old Man Sloley would not be convinced.
         
 
         ‘It’s kind of you, Mr Inspector, but you haven’t read the papers; there are cruel insinuations being made. And I assure you, that except for my son I would have refused this let. I was not imposed upon by the gentleman describing the young lady as his daughter.’
         
 
         ‘You knew it was not Miss Lammas, sir?’
 
         ‘No, Mr Inspector, I have not the pleasure of Miss Lammas’ acquaintance. Neither did I know Lammas personally … the people over the river come mostly from Norchester, you know, they are very rarely seen in the village. But it seemed most peculiar to me that these two people should hire what was veritably a single-cabined yacht, and when I saw them I had the strongest misgivings.’
         
 
         ‘When did the actual hiring take place, sir?’ asked Gently.
         
 
         ‘On the twenty-third of March,’ replied Old Man Sloley, with unpausing precision.
         
 
         ‘In March! Is it usual to book so early?’
 
         ‘That is not early, Mr Inspector, it is late. We are usually fully booked by that date.’
         
 
         ‘Was it a personal application?’
 
         ‘No sir, it was not. Mr Lammas rang this office and inquired what we could offer him for the week in question. As it happened I had a cancellation for the Harrier and he agreed to take it. When I understood that his daughter would accompany him I pointed out that complete privacy could not be had on such a small boat, but he brushed the objection aside. The booking was confirmed by a letter from his business address and a cheque for the deposit.’
         
 
         ‘You will have that letter, sir …?’
 
         The old man opened a drawer and took out a manilla envelope.
         
 
         ‘I had it ready, Mr Inspector … I felt it might be helpful to you. Here is also our copy of the booking form, together with a plan of the Harrier and some photographs of her. Please tell me if you need anything else.’
         
 
         ‘Thank you, sir. It isn’t often we get such thoughtful co-operation.’ Gently tucked the envelope away in his breast pocket. ‘I’d like to know the approximate time at which the yacht was taken over.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, sir. It was at 9 p.m.’
 
         ‘You were in the office?’
 
         ‘No, it was my son who received Mr Lammas. But I saw them shortly afterwards, when they came down to the yacht.’
         
 
         ‘And you suspected there was no relationship between Mr Lammas and his companion?’
         
 
         ‘I did, Mr Inspector. There was not a scrap of resemblance between them.’
         
 
         ‘Could you describe the lady?’
 
         ‘I could, sir. She was above the middle height, a little obvious in her figure and had black, straight hair, worn somewhat longer than is usual in these days. Her complexion was pale and she had a delicate chin. She spoke quickly in what I may call a rather high-pitched voice.’
         
 
         Gently nodded to Hansom, who produced his photograph. ‘Would this be her, sir …?’
         
 
         The old man took it in his knotty hand and examined it attentively.
         
 
         ‘Yes, sir, I think it would. But you must understand she was dressed with greater propriety when I saw her.’
         
 
         ‘Well, that’s settled the identity problem,’ observed Hansom as they went down to the quay, where Rushm’quick awaited them in the yard-launch.
         
 
         ‘Rattled it off like a portrait-parley, he did,’ put in Dutt admiringly. ‘Who’d’ve thought the old gent had a memory like that?’
         
 
         ‘But why did she go off with the chauffeur?’ mused Gently from the back of beyond.
         
 
         ‘Why did she go off with him?’ echoed Hansom.
 
         ‘Yes – she didn’t have to, did she? Lammas himself was obviously planning to skip with her.’
         
 
         ‘They might have quarrelled, or she might have preferred a younger man …’
         
 
         Gently shook his head in the irritating way he had.
 
         Rushm’quick cast off and turned the launch downstream. The river was flocking with pleasure-craft of every kind, drifting yachts, busy motor-cruisers, skiffs, launches and majestic trip-boats. On the south bank were the bungalows. Timber-and-plaster surmounted by deep reed thatch, they nestled under downy willows and behind great velvet lawns. No Moorings, said the little white noticeboards at their quay-heads, No Moorings, No Moorings. There were no moorings anywhere on that bank.
         
 
         A mile further down the last bungalow hedged off its lawns from the wilderness, and a tangle of impenetrable alder and willow carr succeeded.
         
 
         ‘Lammas’ place is the other side of that lot,’ remarked Hansom, by way of commentary. ‘Do you want to see them today?’
         
 
         ‘Not today … we’ll let them have Sunday in peace.’
 
         Hansom snorted at such an unpoliceman-like sentiment.
         
 
         They saw the bungalow, however, when they turned into the broad. It stood far back at the top end, looking tiny and lost in the surrounding carrs and reed-islands. Like most of the outlying bungalows it was high-built on black-painted timber piles, the space beneath being utilized as a wet boat-house.
         
 
         ‘Are there any boats in there?’ asked Gently.
 
         ‘There’s a launch and a half-decker – maybe a couple of dinghies.’
         
 
         ‘Lammas do much sailing?’
 
         Hansom extended his two hands. ‘I didn’t get round to his hobbies.’
         
 
         They throbbed away down the broad and out into the river again.
         
 
         Now it was continuous, the wilderness, breaking only to disclose reed-choked waterways. Once they passed a headland of firm ground falling down to a little sand beach, but the rest was all carr or shaking reedways. But there was nothing lonely about it. Not on a fine Sunday at the end of June. Rushm’quick, with three policemen on board, had a tense time of it sticking strictly to the rules in the handbook.
         
 
         ‘Here we are,’ he jerked at last with relief. ‘That’s the entrance to Ollby Dyke … down there at the end of the reach.’
         
 
         It was necessary to point it out. The inexpert eye would have seen nothing just there except tangled carr and ferocious brambles. But an inlet there was, using a bit of force-work, and on the far side one caught a glimpse of a narrow dyke disappearing into the fastness of the carrs.
         
 
         ‘He must have known the country pretty well …’ brooded Gently. ‘How did he get a yacht up there?’
         
 
         ‘It’d go in all right if he had the mast down.’
 
         ‘There’s a keel on a yacht.’
 
         ‘Ah, but there’s a spring up Ollby Dyke … that keeps plenty of water in it. Shall I take her in?’
         
 
         ‘No – wait just a moment.’
 
         A couple of hundred yards further down on the other bank the carrs fell away and there, just visible among the bushes, was an old houseboat pulled out. And there was a ribbon of grey smoke rising above it.
         
 
         ‘Someone live there?’
 
         ‘Only old Noggins, the eel-catcher.’
 
         ‘Let’s go and see him first … we should have something in common.’
         
 
         Obediently Rushm’quick spun his wheel and sent the launch weaving downstream again.
         
 
         The eel-catcher sat on an eel-chest in front of his make-shift lodging. He was a little man of indeterminable age, dressed in a drab jacket and trousers out of which the rest of him seemed to grow, as though it were all part of him. He eyed the launch unfavourably as it pulled in alongside.
         
 
         ‘Yew be careful where yew’re comin – I got a pair of eel-trunks down there!’
         
 
         ‘Think I didn’t know that?’ growled Rushm’quick.
 
         ‘Well I’m tellin on yew – jus to make sure!’
 
         He got up reluctantly and came over to them. Gently introduced himself briefly.
         
 
         ‘You didn’t happen to be here Friday evening, I suppose?’
         
 
         ‘Frida evening – w’yes! I had m’nets up Frida.’
 
         ‘You were here all the evening?’
 
         ‘Ah, most of the day asides.’
 
         ‘And do you remember seeing Sloley’s Harrier go by?’
         
 
         ‘Thatta dew, and saw the bloke what was on it tew.’
 
         ‘Tell me,’ said Gently simply.
 
         The little man’s face puckered up. ‘W’ … that was about eight o’clock time, I reckon. There’d been all sorts goin past – I shoonta noticed in the ordinara way. But this bloke fetches up on the bank here to pull his mast down … naturalla, I keep an eye on him.’
         
 
         ‘And then?’
 
         ‘W’ then he start his ingin and slide off again, an the last I see of him was goin up the Deek.’
         
 
         Gently hesitated. ‘Did you know who he was?’
 
         ‘Blast no! Woont know him from Adam.’
 
         ‘Or the woman with him?’
 
         ‘He ha’nt got no woman.’
 
         ‘What was that?’
 
          
         ‘I say he ha’nt got no woman. That was jus him on his lonesome.’
         
 
         There was a moment broken only by the throb of the idling motor and then Hansom exploded angrily:
         
 
         ‘Of course he had a bloody woman – we know all about it!’
         
 
         ‘I tell yew he ha’nt,’ retorted the little man obstinately.
         
 
         ‘You mean you didn’t see her – she was in the cabin.’
 
         ‘No she wa’nt. He was moored starn-on, an I could see down into the cabin. Sides, why di’nt she help him get the mast down? That wa’nt easa for him, on his own.’
         
 
         ‘She could have been in the WC!’ snarled Hansom.
 
         ‘Then she musta been wholla bound up, tha’s all I can say …’
         
 
         He wasn’t to be shaken – there was only Lammas on the Harrier that evening. Neither Hansom’s bullying nor Gently’s more subtle methods would make him modify his statement.
         
 
         ‘What was he wearing?’ queried Gently at the end of it.
         
 
         ‘W’one of them sports shuts an some white trousers.’
 
         ‘You’re sure it was a sports shirt?’
 
         ‘I aren’t blind, ama? That was a red one.’
 
         ‘A tall, heavily built man, was he?’
 
         ‘No, that he wa’nt, jus midlin’ an a bit on the lean side.’
         
 
         Gently nodded absently and signed to Rushm’quick to push off.
         
 
         ‘We may be back for another chat later on, Mr Noggins.’
         
 
          
         ‘The old fool’s got his lines mixed!’ grunted Hansom as they chugged back towards the Dyke. ‘The woman was out of sight and he’ll swear blind she wasn’t there.’
         
 
         ‘What about his description of Lammas?’
 
         ‘That tallies all right … the bits of trouser we recovered were white flannel.’
         
 
         ‘And his build?’
 
         ‘Like he said – medium height and spare.’
 
         ‘Which leaves the sports shirt, doesn’t it …?’
 
         ‘Sports shirt?’ Hansom stared.
 
         ‘Yes … didn’t you find the cuff-links with the body? It looks as though Lammas changed his shirt.’
         
 
         ‘Christ yes – he must have done!’ The divine light of ratiocination appeared in Hansom’s eye. ‘Yeh – there might be something in Noggins’s story at that. Suppose he put the female off somewhere down-river – he brings the yacht up here to hide it and kill the trail for a day or two – changes into his city clothes and rings his chauffeur, the chauffeur being paid to keep his mouth shut—’
         
 
         ‘You’re forgetting one thing, though …’
 
         ‘What’s that?’
 
         ‘He’d got his trail covered for the whole week. He might just as well have lit out on the previous Saturday, saying nothing to nobody.’
         
 
         Hansom sniffed in a deprived sort of way. ‘We’ve got to make sense of the facts, haven’t we?’
         
 
         They ducked as Rushm’quick sent the launch slicing through the drooping boughs and bushes that concealed the mouth of the Dyke. On the other side they seemed to be in a different world. Overhead the tangled twigs of blunt-leaved alder closed out the sky, on either hand the stretching rubbish reached out to brush the launch as it slid past. A green-lit tunnel it was, thrusting remotely into a forgotten land.
         
 
         Hansom snatched a dead alder burr out of his hair.
 
         ‘Thirty years ago there were wherries up and down here every day of the year.’
         
 
         It was only half a mile long, but there seemed no end to it. One hemmed-in reach followed another with bewildering monotony. And then, just as Gently’s sense of direction was irretrievably lost, the alders parted overhead and they swung out into blazing afternoon sunlight.
         
 
         They were in a little pool, grown up and almost choked with reeds, water-lilies and a myriad-flowered water-plant. On the far side, against the rotted remnants of a quay, lay the fire-blasted yacht. And by the yacht sat a Police Constable smoking a cigarette, his tunic and helmet hung on a willow-snag.
         
 
         ‘Jackson!’ bawled Hansom, in a voice to wake the dead.
         
 
         The Constable jumped as though he had been stung.
 
         ‘What the blue blazes do you think you’re supposed to be doing – having the day off?’
         
 
         ‘I – I wasn’t really expecting anyone …!’ blurted the Constable, struggling into his tunic.
         
 
         ‘Oh, you weren’t, eh?’ commented Hansom nastily. ‘Thought we’d come by car and you’d hear us in time, didn’t you …?’
         
 
         Rushm’quick eased the bows of the launch against the rotten quay and they jumped down gingerly on to shaky green turf. The yacht lay well in under the trees, which bore silent witness to the fierceness of the blaze. It was completely gutted. From end to end the interior showed a blackened mass of ash, nothing remaining of cabin, deck or fitments. Only the engine jutted up near the stern and the charred ribs preserved a pathetic symmetry.
         
 
         Gently sniffed at the acrid smell of burned varnish.
 
         ‘Was the body this side of the engine or the other?’
 
         ‘The other.’
 
         ‘Was the petrol-tank that side?’
 
         ‘Yes – you can see where it blew out.’
 
         ‘There must have been a lot of petrol used to do a job like this … is it safe to go aboard?’
         
 
         He stepped cautiously on to the hulk and was directly up to his ankles in ashes, which still seemed warm. He kicked them away from the engine and stooped to examine it.
         
 
         ‘Did you find the carburettor?’
 
         ‘No, it was too bloody hot to look for carburettors the last time I was here!’
         
 
         Gently poked about in the ash with his foot and was eventually rewarded.
         
 
         ‘Looks as though it was unscrewed. The cap’s off it, too.’
         
 
         ‘Reckon he took the cap off first,’ put in Rushm’quick knowingly, ‘then it wasn’t coming through fast enough, so he took the carb right off.’
         
 
         Gently nodded and continued to probe with his foot. Towards the fore part of the hulk his shoe caught something which sounded hollow and metallic. The twisted remains of a jerrican came to light.
         
 
          
         ‘Is this part of the yacht’s equipment?’
 
         Rushm’quick shook his head.
 
         Gently handed it out and clambered back on to the bank.
         
 
         ‘Well … there’s a nasty job for someone, going through those ashes. We’d better have it towed back to the yard and gone over there. How do you get a car into an outpost like this?’
         
 
         Hansom led the way along a doubtful track which plunged through the thick of the surrounding wilderness. But a few yards saw them on higher, drier ground and the track widened into a lane.
         
 
         ‘Here you are – you can still see the tracks where he turned the car.’
         
 
         ‘Where does the lane go?’
 
         ‘It joins the Lockford–Wrackstead road about a mile from Ollby. The phone-box is at the junction.’
         
 
         ‘No houses about there?’
 
         ‘There’s a bloke called Marsh lives in a house a quarter of a mile towards Panxford, but the house stands back amongst trees. He didn’t see anything … no bastard’s seen anything! All we’ve got is the village idiot.’
         
 
         Gently tutted. ‘You can’t manufacture witnesses. Have you searched the area round here?’
         
 
         ‘We didn’t get time to be really clever.’
 
         ‘Then you mightn’t have noticed … that … for instance?’
         
 
         He pointed to the bole of an alder a few yards off the track. A white flake was showing up against the dark, gnarled bark.
         
 
          
         Hansom glared at it as though it were a personal insult. ‘And what’s that supposed to be – the answer to a detective’s prayer?’
         
 
         But Dutt had already grasped the significance of the white flake and was making his way carefully through the rough grass. Gently waited patiently, Hansom impatiently, while the sergeant performed his operation. Eventually there was a little cluck of triumph from Dutt and he returned to drop something small in his superior’s hand. Gently examined it expressionlessly.
         
 
         ‘Spot any blood, Dutt?’
 
         ‘Yessir.’
 
         ‘Much or little?’
 
         ‘Not much, sir.’
 
         ‘Head, I expect. They’d have noticed it lower down.’
 
         ‘What I was thinking, sir … about the angle, too.’
 
         ‘Would it be too much,’ enquired Hansom with biting sarcasm, ‘would it be too much to ask what all this is about?’
         
 
         Gently extended his hand gravely and revealed the shapeless chunk of metal Dutt had dug from the tree.
         
 
         ‘It’s about the way Lammas was killed … you can let your pathologist off duty. He was shot through the head with a bullet from a .22 gun.’
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