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The English Broads consist of but 150 miles of navigable waterways – not the 200 miles of the adman – and it is a forlorn hope that a favourite part of them can be used as the setting for a crime novel, and remain anonymous. So on this occasion I would like to remind you, with more emphasis than usual, that the characters and events in this book are fictitious; only the locale is sketched from life.

A.H.


CHAPTER ONE

THE BIG MAN left the office without noticing that he hadn’t locked it and went straight across the darkened yard to where his launch lay at the quay. There he hesitated, stood frowning, breathing the mild night air. The air had the sweet timber smell of boatyards mingled with petrol and the odour of the river. He was Harry French. He owned the yard. The yard let ninety-six craft. This was the Tuesday of August Bank Holiday week and all ninety-six craft were out. He didn’t know where they were, except two which were mooring at the quay. He had a son, John. He didn’t know where John was. Though he thought he could guess about that.

He stooped to untie the launch’s painter, changed his mind a second time: stood as before, breathing the air, looking out across the river. Nobody could have told Harry French how important were the impressions he was receiving. He was fifty-two. He had never thought very seriously about dying. He was highly successful with his business. He was not so successful with his family. His wife was dead. He had one son. His son didn’t take to the business. It was around ten p.m. on August 4th. Like every other season. Almost.

For example, all the evening Reuben’s fair had been pounding out music across the river, just as it had done every August Bank Holiday week since French had come to Haynor in nineteen twenty-four. Squeezed into the same pocket handkerchief between road, river and a mooring cut, the same ancient but virile Cakewalk rising above identical stalls. As a youth French had loved the Cakewalk and its challenging clatter of mechanical music; later, a parish councillor, he had tried to ban it; tonight, obscurely, it seemed a friend. Reuben, or Reuben’s successor, had not been seduced by recorded music. The Cakewalk played tunes of the twenties and thirties. At the moment it was playing ‘Donna Clara’.

Over the river, a little upstream, was this turgid violence of sound and light, beside the dark, heavy form of the hog-backed medieval bridge; and lining the quays, down both banks, the brooding whitenesses of moored craft, porthole lights reflecting from the water, a coal-blue sky empty above them. Traffic lights showed on the bridge, a double-decked bus rocked slowly over it. People moved along the bank, over the bridge, crowded under the fairground lights. ‘Donna Clara’, all the boats out. Like every other season, almost. Haynor or Harry French, either, it didn’t matter; for Thou art That.

And nobody could have told him how important it was on this night of August 4th. Or why his identity came to him sharply as he stood on the quay, testing a decision.

The music changed to ‘Harvest Moon’. At last he jerked the painter from its ring. He stepped aboard the mahogany launch, on the coamings of which dew had formed. She rocked, butted the tyre-sections nailed to the quay to serve as fenders; moved a little downstream on the ebb while he found his seat and reached for the starter. The engine snatched, took hold. He fingered the light-switch, didn’t press it. She remained a dark, low shadow, sliding softly from the quay. Pointing upstream, under the bridge, whose scarred stone arch bounced the murmur of her engine. By the shallow sheds of Spelton Bros., the empty tables on the Bridge Inn staithe. Towards the bungalows, huddled shack by shack on low plots between river and dyke. Towards the ghostly night of Haynor Sounds. Away from the big French house downriver.

But just above Spelton Bros. the launch drifted to her left, her engine idling at low throttle and barely stemming the weak ebb. French laid her close in, closer; found the ramshackle staithe for which he was searching. When she touched he cut the engine and stepped quickly ashore with the painter. He looked about him. The staithe fronted rough ground on which an old upturned boat lay decaying. Nothing moved there. Across the river lay a houseboat without lights. He hitched the painter to a post and moved silently across the rough ground. It was bounded by the cinder path which served the long string of bungalows. Down the path, towards the road, a light showed in one of the Speltons’ sheds, up the path, no light. French went up the path. He counted the gates in the wooden fence which separated the backs of the bungalows from the path. At the seventh gate he stopped, stood by it motionless for some seconds. The seventh gate glimmered faintly. He knew it was painted a whitey-green. If it had been daylight he could have read the name Marshways painted on it. Reuben’s Cakewalk was now playing ‘Valencia’ while French stood listening at the seventh gate.

He reached for the latch and pressed it softly. It was old, lifted sloppily. The gate itself had a creak which his gentle opening of it only prolonged. He went through. He stood in a cramped yard at the rear of the bungalow. It contained a square rainwater tank, an outside safe, a dustbin and a man’s bicycle. On the right the bungalow butted hard on the fence of its neighbour. On the left was a narrow mooring cut in which lay a ten-foot dinghy. A light in the front of the bungalow fell on the sternsheets of the dinghy. It showed a seagull clamped on the transom. It was a dinghy belonging to French’s yard. He moved to the back door of the bungalow, very close. A sing-song of voices came to him. One of the voices was a woman’s, but that was all he could tell certainly. He looked for a way round to the front, but the only way was through the building. He listened again. Laughter. Suddenly he was near to vomiting.

Instead, French closed his eyes and took several long full breaths, then he felt over the surface of the door until his hand found the knocker. It was a little souvenir knocker in the shape of a pixie. He took hold of as much of it as he could and beat with it sharply six times. The sounds it gave out were trifling, but immediately the voices in the bungalow fell silent. He thought he heard movement, a door open. He went on controlling his breathing. At last some steps, light knifing under the door, a hand fumbling with the bolt; then the door opening a foot to show the dark shape of a man. French crashed the door wide open. The man fell back from French’s weight. French went in. He said: ‘All right. I know he’s here. Where’ve you hidden him?’

The man was a head shorter than French and half a dozen years younger. He had a solid body and wide shoulders and short legs and he was humpty. He had a tanned porous face with a big squashed nose and a broad, round chin. His eyes were grey under heavy lids which were creased with habitual puckering. He wore an open-neck khaki shirt and navy bib-and-brace overalls and a pair of plimsolls with holes in them. He had thinned black hair, but no baldness.

He backed a few steps down the narrow hallway which ran through the bungalow, then stopped. He filled the hallway. French was forced to stop too. The man was on the balls of his feet, long arms hanging loose. His eyes puckered to small dots. His wide mouth stretched in a loose grin.

He said softly: ‘Now then, Harry, what sort of games are you playing at? You can’t do this sort of thing, you know, not busting into a bloke’s house.’

French said: ‘You’ve got my son here. Don’t try coming it with me, Sid.’

The man said: ‘Suppose he is here? He’s twenty-one, isn’t he? Does what he likes?’

French came on. ‘Just fetch him,’ he said.

‘Wait, now,’ the man said, raising his hands. ‘I didn’t say he was here, Harry, did I? But he’s got the right, you can’t deny that.’

‘Get out of my way,’ French said.

‘No,’ the man said. ‘Not in my own house. You may be the boss and all that caper, but you can’t bust into a bloke’s house.’

‘I want my son.’

‘Even so,’ the man said.

‘I’m going to have him,’ French said.

‘Not by busting in here you aren’t,’ the man said.

French looked at him. He felt the sickness again.

‘Now just be reasonable a moment, Harry,’ the man said. ‘You can’t push your boy around like this. He’s got a mind of his own too – wouldn’t be a French if he hadn’t got that. He’ll only hate you if you try to keep him down. And it won’t do no good. He’s twenty-one. And he’s got this money coming along from his mother. What’s the sense of trying to ride him?’

‘Sid, you’re sacked,’ French said.

‘It’ll be a union job,’ the man said.

‘Union or not,’ French said. ‘You’re sacked. Pick up your cards.’

The man shook his head. ‘They’ll be out. You won’t get rid of me that way, Harry.’

‘I’ll not only sack you, I’ll brand you,’ French said. ‘You’ll never get another job on the yards.’

‘It wouldn’t work,’ the man said.

‘I’ll have you out on the street,’ French said. ‘You’re a pimp and a rogue and a corrupt influence. And you’ve seduced my son. I’ll finish you, Sid.’

The man puckered his eyes. ‘That’ll do,’ he said.

‘Yes, I’ll finish you,’ French said. ‘You’re as rotten as they come, Sid. I knew it all along, you bloody lead-swinger you. But getting your hooks into John. You and that whore you call a wife.’

The man’s eyes were like needle-points. ‘Shut your trap and get out,’ he said.

‘I’m taking my son,’ French said.

‘You’re getting out,’ said the man.

He came at French, swinging. French grappled with him, glad of the combat. The man was strong, but he was much the lighter and French pitched him down on the hallway floor. The man squirmed up, swearing, murderous; rushed at French two-fisted. French poked a left into the man’s chest, threw a right to the face with all his weight in it. The man went backwards. He spat blood. He looked about him for a weapon. There was an iron doorstop by the further door and he caught it up, came again. French rushed at him and caught his wrist before the man could strike a blow. He bent the man’s arm back till he dropped the doorstop. The man screamed and went down after it.

‘You vicious bastard,’ French said. ‘I’ll break your bloody arm for you.’

‘I’ll do you in,’ the man swore. ‘I will. I will. I’ll bloody kill you.’

‘John!’ French shouted. ‘Come out. I know you’re in here somewhere.’

He began throwing open the doors, but the second door he tried was locked. He hammered on it, shouting. The man was getting up off the floor. French drove his shoulder into the door and the door sagged. Then the man was on him.

‘You bugger, you bugger!’ the man was gasping.

He had the stop in his hand again. French seized his wrist but couldn’t bend it back, took a numbing blow on the shoulder. He heaved at the man and shoved him away. The man stood swaying, panting, watching. The blow on French’s shoulder had hurt. He didn’t follow up to deal with the stop. The man threw it. It grazed French’s arm and bounded up the hallway with violent bumps. French went forward, got a plimsoll in his stomach, staggered back a pace, winded, remained sucking in breath.

‘You bloody great sod,’ the man swore.

But he didn’t attack French again. From three yards’ distance they eyed each other, resting, breathing, calculating chances. Reuben’s Cakewalk was blatting out ‘Dark Eyes’. Some blood was dripping down the man’s chin.

‘Are you opening that door?’ French gasped.

‘Bloody great sod,’ the man repeated.

‘I don’t go without him,’ French said.

The man said nothing, made no move.

A door behind the man opened, but the man didn’t turn his head. A blonde woman came out into the hallway. She stood still, looking at the two men.

‘Aren’t you bloody well ashamed?’ she said.

‘Shut your mouth, Rhoda,’ the man snarled.

‘I should shut my mouth,’ she said, ‘with you two behaving like wet kids. What’s it about? You know John isn’t here.’

‘That’s a damned lie!’ French shouted.

‘Clear out of here, Rhoda,’ the man said.

The woman shrugged, made a swing motion with her hips.

‘He hasn’t been here,’ she said to French. ‘We haven’t seen him this week.’

‘He’s in this room,’ French shouted. ‘Either you open it or I smash the door in.’

She felt in a pocket. ‘Catch,’ she said. She threw a small door-key to French. The man rounded on her, feinted a blow. She laughed in his face, didn’t flinch away.

The room was a small, cheaply furnished bedroom with plasterboard-lined walls. It contained nowhere for a man to hide and there was nobody in it. One of its lattice windows was pegged open. French went across and looked through the window. It gave into a dark, narrow cul-de-sac which communicated with the front of the plot. Nothing stirred out there. The room had a bleak, unoccupied smell.

The blonde woman came into the room after French and stood near the door, watching him look through the window. She was about forty years old and wore a blue worsted dressing gown and she had an oval face with full features and she had a full figure and it was firm. She had steady blue eyes, a round-tipped nose and a crumpled mouth. Her blonde hair was naturally blonde. It had been fashioned by a hairdresser but now straggled untidily. She was smiling at French’s back. When he turned she didn’t smile.

She said: ‘Satisfied?’

His brown eyes fastened on her. He came back from the window.

‘He wasn’t here,’ the blonde woman said. ‘Perhaps he’s giving the girls a treat in town.’

‘You lying whore,’ French said to her.

‘Thanks for nothing,’ the woman said.

‘You got him out of here,’ French said. ‘He must have taken a rowboat from the front.’

‘We don’t have a rowboat,’ the woman said. ‘Your bloody work-launch bust it up for us.’

‘Liar, liar,’ French said.

‘Aren’t you a sweet bastard,’ the woman said.

‘There’s one of our dinghies in the dyke,’ French said. ‘Do you think I can’t believe my eyes?’

The woman drew her head back to stare at him. ‘And that’s the bloody reason?’ she said. ‘You break in here and knock Sid about because of that dinghy in the dyke?’

‘He came in that dinghy,’ French said.

‘Don’t make me spit,’ the woman said. ‘Sid had that dinghy, his bike is buggered up. Mr Archer said he could borrow a dinghy.’

‘To go quarter of a mile?’

‘What’s that got to do with it? They never walk when there’s a boat.’

‘You filthy liar,’ French said.

‘A gent,’ the woman said. ‘A gent.’

French closed his eyes. The woman watched him. The man was moving in another room. French’s face showed pale, dragged. He was shifting his weight from side to side.

‘It’s got to stop,’ he said, his eyes still closed. ‘You won’t get the money. I’ll see to that. I’ll get an injunction. You’ll never see a penny. Did you think I’d let my son be robbed?’

‘Who’s talking of robbing him?’ the woman said.

‘His mother’s money,’ French said. ‘I don’t have to watch while you pinch it off him, while he’s debauched by a bitch like you. Now I’m telling you. It’s got to stop. Sid can pick up his money in the morning. And if ever I find John here again, I’ll see you both out in the gutter.’ He opened his eyes. ‘You heard that?’

‘You’re up the pole,’ the woman said. ‘What do we care about your brat’s money? You’re a bloody joke, with your big talk.’

‘I can fix you,’ French said.

‘Try scaring your son,’ the woman said.

‘And I can talk to the union,’ French said. ‘They won’t wear the sort of game you’re up to.’

‘What game?’ the woman said. ‘Let’s see your proof, if you’ve got any.’

French closed his eyes again, swallowed, tried to breathe regularly.

The woman said: ‘Look, you’re all mixed up. Nobody’s trying to rob your precious son. And you’ve knocked yourself up, if you ask me, you’d better sit down and have a drop of something.’

‘You’ve had your warning,’ French said.

‘Let’s go and sit down,’ the woman said. ‘Christ knows, there’s no harm in talking about it. Perhaps it’ll make you feel better.’

She turned away from him, went down the hallway, into the room on the left. The man was sitting in it. He was dabbing his mouth. His lips were cut and puffing up. She winked at the man.

‘You frig off, Sid. I’ll do better on my own.’

‘If ever I get a chance at that bastard,’ he said.

‘Just frig off, I can handle him.’

The man muttered, got to his feet, went padding off down the hallway. As he passed French he spat on the floor. He slammed the door of the bungalow, and after it, the gate. The woman came out in the hallway, beckoned to French.

‘Got a stinking temper, Sid has,’ she said. ‘But he’ll get over it, it doesn’t last. We can talk now he’s gone.’

‘You heard what I said,’ French said.

‘You’re worked up too,’ the woman said. ‘I don’t care what you’ve been saying. It’s a lot of pills. Come and sit down. I’ll tell you something about your son. You’ve worked yourself up about nothing.’

‘You’re a liar,’ French said.

‘I know I’m a liar,’ she said. ‘Come and sit down.’

French looked at her a long time. Then he went slowly along the hallway. The room on the left was furnished as a lounge and looked over a veranda which faced the river. The furniture was cheap and pre-war but there was a modern TV and a transistor radio. The room smelled of cigarette-smoke and of a cheap cosmetic. It was small and the furniture was huddled together. The woman went to a stained-wood cabinet and poured whisky into glasses from a Dewars’ bottle. She added nothing to it. She handed one glass to French.

She said: ‘Cheers,’ and swallowed half her drink.

French didn’t drink or say anything. She closed the door he had left open, sat on the settee, crossed her legs.

‘So John’s a nice boy,’ she said.

‘I don’t want to hear about it,’ French said.

‘Don’t be so bloody touchy,’ she said. ‘And sit down so I don’t have to crick my neck. I want to talk to you.’

French looked behind him, found a fireside chair, sat.

‘He’s a nice boy,’ she said. ‘You’re quite right, I made a man of him. What’s wrong with doing that, anyway? Some fast little bitch might have got hold of him.’

‘You’re only twice his age,’ French said.

‘Don’t give me that,’ the woman said. ‘That’s what they want when they’re that age – a woman who knows all about it. I’ve been bloody good for that boy – the way he is, shy. You ought to thank me instead of shouting at me. I’ve been an education to him.’

‘And Sid holds the door?’ French said.

‘Sid,’ the woman said. She made a gesture. ‘Sid doesn’t give a crap, he never did, about that. Maybe his accident did something to him.’

‘It was his own fault,’ French said.

‘I know it was,’ the woman said. ‘For chrissake climb down a bit.’

‘His own fault,’ French said. ‘He tried to walk a yacht up the slipway. Showing off to the apprentices. That’s how he hurt his back. And I paid him compensation, though I wasn’t damn well liable, and he’s been swinging the lead ever since, and making trouble. That’s Sid.’

‘Am I saying it isn’t?’ the woman said. ‘I should know what the bleeder’s like.’

‘And you’re just the mate for him,’ French said.

‘Oh, bloody stick it,’ the woman said.

She swallowed the second half of her drink and set the glass on the linoleum. Then she uncrossed her legs, hoisted them on the settee, lay back. Reuben’s Cakewalk had closed down. Some distant pub turnouts were yelling. After that it was quiet. The river flowed without sound.

‘Listen,’ she said. ‘You’re making a hell of a lot of fuss about nothing. Some time your son was going after it, and he might have done a damn sight worse than me. And you don’t like Sid. So bloody what? He doesn’t slay me either. But you’ve got him wrong about pinching the kid’s money, he isn’t a rogue. It’s a bit of business.’

‘Business,’ French said.

‘What’s the use of being so bloody sour?’ she said. ‘The kid gets on with Sid if you don’t, and it’s all fair and above board.’

French looked at her.

‘All right,’ she said, ‘you want to know what it is? You don’t trust Sid and me, do you, but I’ll show you we can trust you. It’s Jimpson’s dance hall, that’s what, over the other side of the bridge.’

‘What about the dance hall?’

‘That’s the idea,’ she said. ‘Running the dance hall again.’

‘That wreck?’

‘It wants doing up,’ she said. ‘But it’ll pay, don’t you worry.’

After a pause, French said: ‘I’ll buy it. I’ll tear it down and make a car park.’

‘Oh, no you don’t,’ the woman said. ‘Sid’s got an option. Molly Jimpson’s his cousin.’

‘I’ll buy the option,’ French said. ‘Is that what you’re after? How much?’

‘We’re not bloody selling,’ the woman said. ‘So you can stick that idea. This is business, like I said. And your son’s coming in on it. Why the hell shouldn’t he branch out if he wants to? He doesn’t give a frig for the boats.’

French closed his eyes, said: ‘I’ll find a way to fix that. Option or not, I’ll fix it. I’ll get my son clear of you.’

‘Be your age,’ the woman said. ‘Didn’t I trust you, telling you about it?’

‘Your mistake,’ French said. ‘You whore. I’m glad I let you talk.’

‘Now look here,’ the woman said. She sat up. ‘I’ve been straight with you, Harry. I told you that in bloody confidence. Sid would knock me about if he knew. So why not play ball?’

French came to his feet.

‘You might as well as not,’ the woman said. ‘The kid’ll hate you if you bugger it up, and he’ll perhaps do worse, just to spite you. Can’t you be a bit bloody human? Let other people live too? I should think a woman would do you good, living alone in that damn great house.’

‘You?’ French said.

‘What’s wrong with me?’

French put down his glass on the table.

‘I’d sooner take a bath in a cesspit,’ he said.

‘You’d smell about the same if you did,’ the woman said.

They looked at each other.

‘Sid’s sacked,’ French said. ‘He needn’t come in. I don’t want to see him. I’ll send his money and cards round.’

‘Get stuffed,’ the woman said. ‘I hope a bus runs over you.’

He turned, went straight through the door, down the hallway, out of the bungalow. When the gate slammed behind him he took a few steps down the cinder path, came to a stand. He was trembling. A faint night breeze pressed over the marshes from the direction of the Sounds, very soft, not enough to stir the leaves of a bush willow. Reuben’s blaze had been dipped. The traffic lights were switched off. Only Spelton Bros.’ shed showed a dim panel of light. French took several steady breaths, feeling the pulses beat in his temples. The trembling didn’t decrease. His bruised arm and stomach ached. The little breeze carried a fragrance of reeds, water, marsh-litter, forcing an image of the Sounds through the obsession in his mind. He let it lay there as he breathed. Then the pulsing, trembling, receded. He walked on down the path and across the rough ground to the staithe. The launch lay downstream, streamed on the ebb. He loosed the painter, reached for the coaming. The Sounds were still in his mind. When everything vanished.

Everything: the Sounds, the obsession underlying them, French’s body, the launch, the river, the night; the ninety-six craft, all let, the quays, the bridge, Reuben’s Cakewalk, the yard, the memory of his wife, his house, his son, the big sky. Out, out, out, out. Not even distant memories left. Not the wide country nor the ocean nor the world’s rim nor the stars. Thou art That was so no longer, the stubborn deception resolved: the one appearing two now the one appearing one. And the appearance of the two vanished, vanished, vanished, vanished.

The launch went down on the ebb and found its way through the bridge, touched gently at dark quays, at the boats moored to them. It moved slantways and sideways, but never directly ahead; strayed small and soundless among the tall-sided cruisers. By the slack, which was near dawn, it was down below the bungalows, the downstream bungalows which stretched for a mile. A white mist was on the river. The launch was wet, dark, still. It had its stem to the reeds as though come to a mooring. Then the sun rose, at first redly, spilling into the wide marshes, thinning the swirling smoke vapour, warming the tones of the reeds; touched the launch’s deep mahogany and its smart red plastic-covered cushions and its terylene painter hanging down in the water. The reed birds began to sing. A heron heaved up with broad slow wings. The heron wheeled to inspect the launch, carried its legs across the river. The mist collapsed, lower, lower, rolled along the surface, flattened, dissolved; the launch lay sharp and hard on the film of pale water. At half past five an angler rowed by. He stared at the launch, sat letting his blades drip. Then he pulled over, came alongside, saw the launch was empty, tied on to it.

Thus: the launch was returned to the yard and the angler left a note on it and resumed his angling. Later the note was seen by a yard-hand called Nunn who took it to the office and gave it to the manager. The manager’s name was William Archer. He gave the French house a ring. He talked to the son, John French, who told him that French had apparently not returned to the house. Then the manager frowned, sat thinking, got up, made some inquiries around the yard, discovered that French had been at the office the previous evening, that the office had been found unlocked in the morning. He took the yard foreman with him and searched the yard. It was staring hot midday by then. The two men sweated as they climbed ladders, peered into lofts smelling of tar, timber, canvas. They found a suit of sails which had been missing since Whitsun, but they found no body turning on a rope. The manager returned to the office to telephone, found John French waiting there. John French was nervous.

Thus: the Haynor police constable was called from his lunch, and the River Police were informed and sent a patrol boat to Haynor. The two authorities conferred. From the known facts they evolved a theory. It was that Harry French fell in and was drowned when embarking in his launch to drive home from the yard. The River Police approximated the area of search, impressed two rowboats, sank their grapnels. People watched from the bank, from the bridge. Yard-hands came to the quay, watching. Mr Archer was kept busy in the office. John French was not in the office, nor watching. The dragging went on from three till six p.m. in the reach from the bridge to the first bend downstream. At six p.m. a message came from Speltons. The body had been found submerged in their downstream slipway. Downstream for Speltons, upstream from the bridge: but the movements of a body under water have not been reduced to an exact science.

Thus: the police took charge of the body and laid it in Speltons’ rigger’s shop. They telephoned, stood by. A police Wolseley arrived from Starmouth. One of the men who got out of it carried a black leather bag. This was at ten minutes to seven. At seven p.m. there was more telephoning, and two of the men out of the car went across to French’s office. They saw the manager, asked for John French, asked questions, did further telephoning. Until very late they were in the office, so that tea and sandwiches were sent over from the restaurant. Afterwards two of them went to the French house. Meanwhile, the launch lay where the angler had tied it.

Thus: on Thursday August 6th a conference was held at Police Headquarters, Starmouth, at which it was decided to request the assistance of an expert from the Central Office.

Thus: the Central Office instructed Superintendent George Herbert Gently to proceed to Starmouth and to provide such assistance.

The weather continued fine, with heavy dews at night.


CHAPTER TWO

SUPERINTENDENT GENTLY LEFT London on the A12 and drove through Ipswich and along the coast to Starmouth. He drove alone. He stopped at a café in Saxmundham for an iced drink. He arrived at Starmouth at four-thirty p.m. and drove directly to the County Police Headquarters in Trafalgar Road. He parked in a slot in front of Headquarters, put on his jacket, went in. The desk sent an usher with him to the first floor, to the office of Superintendent Glaskell. He met Glaskell. Glaskell sent for his C.I.D. Inspector Parfitt. Neither of these men were wearing jackets. Gently took off his jacket again. They sat. Glaskell said:

‘Parfitt has been on the case since yesterday. He’s pretty sure who the chummie is, but we haven’t found a way to make it stick. The trouble is getting hard facts. On circumstantial evidence we might nail him. No weapon, nothing like that. We need a breakthrough badly.’

‘Yes,’ Gently said. He looked at Glaskell. Glaskell was a heavy-featured, balding man. He had a thickly boyish face and green-grey eyes that protruded slightly. Parfitt was big-boned, level-shouldered, had a large face with a pointed jaw. He had light-blue eyes. They stared intently. Neither man had smiled when shaking hands.

Glaskell said: ‘They’d have given you the facts, would they? An outline, something like that?’

‘Merely an outline,’ Gently said. ‘I’ve seen the press accounts, of course.’

‘Yes, those,’ Glaskell said. ‘French was a V.I.P. of sorts. His yard is one of the biggest in the Broads. Did a lot of Admiralty work during the war. Plenty of money. Wife died last year. Now his son collects everything.’ He cleared his throat. ‘That’s it,’ he said. ‘They didn’t get on, and now the son collects.’

‘I see,’ Gently said. ‘What’s his alibi?’

Glaskell grunted, Parfitt moved his shoulders.

‘About as weak as it can be,’ Glaskell said. ‘Only, let’s face it, we can’t break him. Parfitt had an all-night session with him. Parfitt’s good at interrogation. The chummie was lying like an idiot, but he stuck to the tale. And no witnesses.’

‘Still, what’s the alibi?’ Gently said.

Parfitt said: ‘He was out sailing.’

Gently thought, said: ‘Sailing in the dark?’

‘That’s right,’ Parfitt said. ‘It’s what he says. He took out a half-decker after tea, went up to Hickstead and back. He’d be breaking the by-laws, sailing without lights, but that doesn’t concern us. He’d have got back to Haynor at about eleven-thirty p.m., then he walked back to the house and got there at midnight. He knocked on the door of the housekeeper’s bedroom, asked her where he could find some cold sausage. But he knew darned well where to find the cold sausage. He was just making sure she knew when he came in.’

‘Yes,’ Gently said, ‘but how does that cover him? The E.T.D. was between nine p.m. and midnight.’

‘It covers him this way,’ Parfitt said. ‘We’ve got a witness to when Harry French left his office. One of the French boats was moored there and the hirer was using the phone-box. He’d met French when he took over the boat and he saw him come out of the office at around ten p.m. French had switched off the office light and he went straight across the yard to the quay. The hirer was using the phone-box till ten-thirty p.m., then he went back to his yacht. French’s launch had been moored near the yacht when the hirer went to phone but it was gone when he returned. So French must have been killed at about ten p.m., when the son says he was still upriver.’

Gently nodded. He said: ‘You’re accepting the theory that French was killed as he embarked.’

‘I can’t see anything else for it,’ Parfitt said, ‘unless it was arranged to look like an accident. But it could hardly have been that, with that sort of head injury. Nobody was going to think that French did it when he fell in.’

‘How about the bruising?’ Gently said.

‘I don’t know,’ Parfitt said. ‘If there’d been a fight it would have attracted attention. I can’t see there having been a fight. But someone could have bashed him and he slipped in, and nobody noticed the splash. Nobody did notice a splash. Unless they’d gone before we talked to them.’

‘Was there any sign of a struggle in the launch?’ Gently asked.

‘None,’ Parfitt said. ‘Nor on the quay.’

‘In the office?’ Gently said.

‘Nor there either,’ Parfitt said. ‘Dr Thomas had a look at the son, and there was no evidence that he’d been fighting. He couldn’t have stood up to French anyway. We reckon the bruising doesn’t come into it. Perhaps French took a knock off something, it’s easy enough in a boat-yard. Anyway, he was bashed from behind. We reckon chummie crept up on him.’

‘Can I see the photographs?’ Gently said.

Parfitt opened a box-file he’d brought with him. He handed Gently a sheaf of glossy full-plate prints. They showed Harry French and his injuries. Harry French’s skull had a depressed fracture about an inch above the nape of the neck. It was a circular depression, almost regular, not more than two inches in diameter at its widest.

‘Blunt instrument,’ Glaskell said, looking at the prints over Gently’s shoulder.

‘What sort of blunt instrument?’ Gently asked.

‘Something heavy with a knob on it,’ Glaskell said. ‘Probably a hammer, that’s the most likely. There’s plenty of hammers about a boat-yard, and chummie would know where to lay hands on one. Too many hammers, that’s the trouble. He only had to wipe it and put it back.’

‘Is there a hammer missing at the yard?’ Gently asked.

‘Not that we’ve heard of,’ Parfitt said. ‘We took away a hammer from the French house, but it was a snob’s hammer, didn’t fit. We looked at some at the yard. Perhaps chummie slung it in the river.’

‘What do you make of the position of the injury?’ Gently said.

Parfitt looked at him, said nothing.

‘Wouldn’t you expect it higher up the skull,’ Gently said, ‘a blow with a hammer, descending.’

‘I don’t know,’ Parfitt said, ‘if he was stooping to get in the launch. Then the back of his head would be uppermost, he’d get the injury there.’

‘But if he wasn’t stooping,’ Gently said.

Parfitt shrugged, said: ‘That’s the way we see it.’

‘How tall is the son?’ Gently asked.

‘About five ten,’ Parfitt said.

‘Let’s send for a hammer,’ Gently said. ‘I’d like to get this point clear.’

Parfitt went out to fetch a hammer. Gently looked at the photographs again. Glaskell watched Gently looking at the photographs. He didn’t say anything while Parfitt was out. Parfitt came back with an old, rusty hammer, and Gently rose, laid down the photographs. He said to Parfitt:

‘I’m six feet tall, you’d be about five eleven. How tall was French?’

‘Six one,’ Parfitt said.

‘I’ll need to raise myself a couple of inches,’ Gently said. He took a telephone directory from Glaskell’s desk, laid it on the floor, stood on it.

‘Now come behind and hit me,’ he said to Parfitt. ‘Don’t hit me hard. It’s too hot.’

Parfitt grinned very slightly. He went behind Gently, swung the hammer. He let it come to rest delicately on Gently’s skull. It lay on a spot at the top of the skull.

‘Now,’ Gently said, ‘suppose you’re a woman. It doesn’t take a superman to kill with a hammer. Bend your knees till you’re six inches lower, then you’ll be relatively five six. Then try it again.’

Parfitt tried it again. The hammer came to rest just above Gently’s nape. Gently stood off the directory, put it back on the desk. Glaskell was frowning at the hammer. He moved the directory slightly.

‘So you think we’re wrong about the son,’ he said to Gently. ‘But there’s nobody else in the picture, and he’s lying. You talk to him.’

‘I don’t think you’re wrong,’ Gently said. He smiled. ‘I’m only fact-finding,’ he said. ‘It probably happened the way you think, but it’s useful to know about the alternatives. Let’s talk around it a bit. Give me some background stuff.’

‘Parfitt can give it to you,’ Glaskell said. ‘He comes from that direction anyway.’

Parfitt set the hammer on the floor so that it balanced, handle up, then he sat. He glanced at Gently, let his glance slant sideways.

‘I don’t come from Haynor,’ he said. ‘I don’t know everything that goes on there. But I was brought up in a Broads village and they’re all about the same. This boat-letting trade is pretty recent, most of it’s grown up within living memory. So you get men who went to school together in a boss and employee relationship. So there’s jealousy and friction. The boss has to put up with a lot of familiarity. Also there’s a shortage of skilled boatbuilders, and the men can afford to be independent. Maybe it keeps the industry healthy, I wouldn’t know about that. It seems to work pretty well. While the boss keeps in line.’

‘It’s an expanding industry,’ Glaskell said. ‘That’s why the skilled men are having it good. When the National Parks Commission scuttled from the Broads it was a signal for exploitation. Go to Blackpool. It’s quieter. Better policed. More dustbins.’

‘And probably fewer drownings,’ Parfitt said. ‘A drowning was rare when I was a kid.’

Gently nodded. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘And what sort of a boss was French?’

Parfitt moved his shoulders. ‘A bit uppity,’ he said. ‘That’s what Reeve says. He’s the constable at Haynor.’

‘How?’ Gently said.

‘Well,’ Parfitt said. He slid a look at Gently, and away. ‘French threw his weight about,’ he said. ‘He didn’t like his men being familiar. He was a foreigner, of course. But he’d lived in Haynor since he was a kid. His old man moved there from Beccles way and worked a while for Speltons. Then he started the yard over the road. Speltons were the big people at that time. Old man French was a fine designer and he went ahead between the wars. Harry French was more of a businessman, and he took over in thirty-eight. Harry French got the Admiralty contracts, expanded right, left and centre. Now it’s Speltons who are the small yard. Harry French was a big man.’

‘A big man,’ Gently said.

‘Yes,’ Parfitt said. ‘A big man. Don’t get me wrong, he was pretty all right, but he was a big man. That’s how he was.’

Gently said: ‘Who did he marry?’

‘One of the Spenlows,’ Parfitt said.

‘They’re county people,’ Glaskell said. ‘They do a lot of sailing. She had money.’

‘So you’d say he married above him,’ Gently said. ‘That wouldn’t make him popular either.’

‘Don’t suppose it did,’ Glaskell said. ‘They’re a bloody independent lot round here.’

‘The son takes after his mother,’ Parfitt said.

‘Yes,’ Gently said, ‘tell me about the son.’

‘He’s a bit of a, you know,’ Parfitt said. ‘He’s a bit wet. And he lies like a bastard.’

‘Is he in the business?’ Gently said.

‘Not from what I could make out,’ Parfitt said. ‘He’s at Cambridge for another year, for whatever good it’s going to do him. That’s what half the rows were about, him being too good to go into the business. He was to have picked up some money his mother left him. Now he gets it all, of course.’

‘So he wasn’t at the yard much?’ Gently said.

‘Oh yes he was,’ Parfitt said. ‘Reeve says his old man kept a short rein on him, had him holding tools for the yard men. Don’t worry, there’s plenty of motive there. If we could get something to back it.’

‘What else do you know about him?’ Gently said.

‘Runs after the women, doesn’t he?’ Glaskell said.

Parfitt shifted. ‘Not exactly,’ he said. ‘He doesn’t have enough guts to run after them. But he’s been hanging round the village whore, whether he’s got anywhere or not. She’s the wife of one of the yard-hands. Lidney. A red-hot momma, I’ve seen her. Nobody knows whether his father knew about it, but there’d have been hell to pay if he did.’

‘What about French,’ Gently said. ‘Any gossip there?’

Parfitt’s head shook. ‘None,’ he said. ‘French was a one-woman man. I’ve talked to his housekeeper, Playford, you’ll see her statement here. French was wrapped up in his wife. She was a fine-looking woman. She led him a dance, by all accounts, but he thought none the less of her for that. She died of anaemia last year. Her death hit French hard. He got broody, evil-tempered, tougher on his son. The son was a bit of a lost sheep, his mother didn’t care for him either, but she found money for him to throw about. He’s been having it thin since she died. He didn’t go to her funeral, by the way, and there was a row about that.’

‘What a hell of a family,’ Glaskell said. ‘You’ll get me feeling sorry for chummie in a minute.’

‘You’d be wasting it, sir,’ Parfitt said. ‘There’s nothing sweet about chummie.’

‘Has chummie any record of violence?’ Gently asked.

No,’ Parfitt said, ‘not that we know of. But he gives you the impression he could slip you a quick one if you turned your back on him. I try to be fair, sir, where I can. But this one I just do not like. I know he did it. I’m bloody certain. And it makes me mad I can’t nail him.’

‘Yes,’ Gently said. He stared out of the window a few moments. ‘Getting back to the launch and the body,’ he said. ‘What can you tell me about that?’

‘Well,’ Parfitt said. ‘The launch,’ he said. ‘That was picked up below the bungalows. The ebb was running till three-thirty a.m. and there wasn’t any wind. That’d probably be right, so the River Police tell us. If it went adrift from French’s quay at about ten p.m., it would fmish up a mile or so downstream. It might have backed a little on the first of the flood. It wasn’t picked up till near five a.m.’

‘And the body?’ Gently said.

Parfitt’s shoulders moved. ‘That’s not so easy. It was on the bottom, you can only guess what happens down there. But they reckon it didn’t shift much until the boats began to move, then it was sucked up through the bridge by the afternoon flood. It’s a narrow bridge, there’s a strong current through it and it’s scoured and deep under the arch. Then the water fans out after it gets through and pushes flotsam towards the bank. So the body got trapped in the slipway. That’s how the River Police see it.’

‘I see,’ Gently said, looking out of the window again. Then he said: ‘So the launch might have drifted a greater or a lesser distance.’

‘Well, yes,’ Parfitt said. ‘You can’t be precise with that sort of thing.’

‘It would touch here and there, might get stuck for a while.’

‘Yes,’ Parfitt said. ‘It wouldn’t go straight down.’

‘And the body,’ Gently said. ‘You were dragging for it below the bridge, weren’t you?’

‘The River Police did it,’ Parfitt said. ‘They know pretty well where to drop the hooks.’

‘But this theory of theirs of how it was sucked through the bridge, that was something that came afterwards?’

‘Well, of course,’ Parfitt said. ‘They wanted to figure out how it got there.’

‘From below the bridge.’

‘Yes,’ Parfitt said. He looked at Gently. Gently looked out of the window.

Glaskell said to Parfitt: ‘I suppose it’s just possible that French wasn’t knocked off at the quay, drove somewhere else in the launch, ran into trouble there?’

‘I don’t see how,’ Parfitt said. ‘Nobody saw the launch going anywhere. It’s got nav lights and a big searchlight and there were lots of people around to see it. There were boats all down the quays and Reuben’s fair at the bridge. We talked to a score of people who were there. Nobody saw the launch take off.’

‘Perhaps he didn’t use his lights,’ Glaskell said.

‘He always used them,’ Parfitt said. ‘He used the launch as a sort of car to drive between his home and the yard. It’s a very swish launch. Everyone knew it. He used to annoy people with using the searchlight. I talked to the manager, Archer, about it. French never drove it at night without the lights.’

‘Say just this once,’ Glaskell said.

‘I think it very unlikely, sir,’ Parfitt said. ‘But even if he did, someone must have seen him. And they’d have heard the engine if they didn’t see him.’

‘You mentioned somebody’s fair,’ Gently said.

‘Yes, Reuben’s fair,’ Parfitt said.

‘What sort of a fair is it?’ Gently said.

‘Oh, just a small one,’ Parfitt said.

‘Any music?’ Gently said.

‘Yes, plenty of that,’ Parfitt said.

‘Pretty loud, is it?’ Gently said.

Parfitt nodded, didn’t say anything.

‘I’d call it bloody loud,’ Glaskell said, ‘if it’s the one I know. And it is. What’s upstream of Haynor Bridge, Parfitt?’

Parfitt hesitated before saying: ‘There’s a shed of French’s. Speltons’ yard. The Bridge Inn opposite. The bungalows.’

‘A shed of French’s?’ Glaskell said.

‘Where they keep their half-deckers,’ Parfitt said.

‘Where they keep their half-deckers,’ Glaskell said. ‘That’s a bloody alternative for you, isn’t it? Suppose he’d gone there to meet his son coming back from this moonlight sail of his, and there was a row, and the son bonked him. That’d cover the facts, wouldn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ Parfitt said.

‘With the son admitting being out in a half-decker,’ Glaskell said. ‘You don’t have to break his story. You have to build it up, Parfitt.’

Parfitt didn’t say anything.

‘Is that the idea?’ Glaskell said to Gently.

Gently grinned at one and the other of them. ‘I wouldn’t know that,’ he said. ‘Your inspector’s the man who’s been on the job. He’ll know the feel of things best. He’s got a very good grasp on the situation plus the local knowledge that counts.’

Glaskell stared at Gently, chuckled. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Stop buttering him up. He’s a good man. I’d back him anywhere. Just don’t give him a swelled head.’

‘I’m not saying I’m right, sir,’ Parfitt said.

‘Shut up, Parfitt,’ Glaskell said.

‘Yes, sir. Certainly, sir,’ Parfitt said.

‘You son of a bitch,’ Glaskell said.

They laughed.

Gently said: ‘That’s about all till I’ve had a look round. I’ll take your statements to read over and drive out after tea.’

‘Come home with me,’ Glaskell said. ‘I’ve got orders from Marion to invite you. The town stinks. We’re up the coast. Give you a look at the sea. What are you doing, Parfitt?’

‘I’ll have a meal here,’ Parfitt said.

‘Oh, to hell with that,’ Glaskell said. He put his hand on the phone.

Thus: Superintendent Gently went to tea with Superintendent Glaskell and Inspector Parfitt, and tea was provided by Marion, Mrs Glaskell, on a paved terrace, under a sun-awning. So that when Superintendent Gently had washed and begun to feel comfortable, he was invited to sit at a table which looked across a lawn and over some sand dunes to the North Sea. The sand dunes were fawny yellow and stippled with marram grass, which was chalky green, and the North Sea was a high wall of emerald, purple, straw and heliotrope. On the edge of this wall, very bluish, tiny ships moved north and south, and from it blew a soft breeze which smelled of seaweed and the marrams. They ate lobster salad. The lobsters had been caught and boiled locally that morning. When they had eaten Superintendent Gently read the statements which Parfitt had taken. They were very dry reading, but Superintendent Gently was an expert reader. As he read he asked Parfitt questions about the people who had made the statements. Marion, Mrs Glaskell, didn’t make the mistake of serving coffee. At six-thirty p.m. Superintendent Gently and Inspector Parfitt left the terrace. When Superintendent Glaskell returned from seeing them off he said something to his wife, who looked pleased.

They took the Moorford road from Hamby, driving almost straight inland. It was a narrow country road between stunted hedges of hawthorn. Beyond the hedges lay fields of stubble and fields of wheat and fields of barley, and in two of the fields lurched orange-painted combines, pushing out rectangular bales of straw. Amongst the wheat and the barley poppies grew and the air smelled of straw and poppies and dust. The sun was in front of them, low but brilliant. Air lay melted in dips of the road.

Parfitt said: ‘Will you see anyone tonight?’

‘No,’ Gently said. ‘Tomorrow.’

‘Don’t pay too much attention to what I say,’ Parfitt said. ‘It’s new to me, all this.’

Gently said nothing.

‘When you come to think of it,’ Parfitt said, ‘I’ve only been on the case twenty-four hours. Just rushed in and got a lot of impressions. I reckon I could have been too hasty.’

‘We all feel like that,’ Gently said.

‘You fetched me up short,’ Parfitt said. ‘I can see now I wasn’t certain at all, just rushing in there and picking out a chummie.’

Gently kept driving.

‘I think I panicked,’ Parfitt said.

Gently kept driving. Parfitt was silent.

They passed through Moorford, struck the Stallbridge Road. The marshes lay flat ahead across the fields. The marshes were pale green and pale fawn and pale brown and very level and very wide and found their own horizon. Peaked rectangles of sails stood small across the marshes. The sails were white sails but cowslip-coloured in the evening sun. The sails moved very little. Sometimes a patch of willow or alder hid one. Two windpump towers without sails rose, bluish-ochre, far south. Coming to the marshes, the road dipped and ran flat between dykes and pollard willows. It approached a group of buildings of painted timber which stood squarely, flat-topped. From each side of this group stretched close-packed lines of low hutments with painted roofs and in the centre the road lifted over a narrow stone bridge. To the left of the bridge striped awnings clustered. Above them a wooden-valanced canopy sparkled with light bulbs. Also to the left rose a handful of masts at the trucks of which small triangular flags hung drooped.

‘This is it,’ Parfitt said. ‘That’s Reuben’s, that is.’

A pulse of rhythm, overlaid with sprightly brass, grew towards them.

‘Is the fair a regular event?’ Gently said.

‘Ever since I can remember,’ Parfitt said. ‘Every August Bank Holiday week it’s here. It tours the other villages too.’

They came to the bridge, were halted by lights. The music bumped and clashed at their elbow. Through the stalls could be seen two elevated gangways which oscillated alternately in time with the music. At each side of the bridge the river appeared, narrow, across it gable-ended boat-sheds. Motor-cruisers and yachts were close-moored along the quays. A motor-cruiser and a launch were passing upstream, below the bridge.

The lights changed. Gently drove over.

‘There,’ Parfitt said, nodding to the right.

Gently drove on to a gravelled park on which a number of other cars were standing. Behind it a large single-storeyed timber building presented double glass doors and a range of windows. Over the doors were gilded wooden letters: HAYNOR COUNTRY CLUB (Residential). Gently fetched an attaché case from the boot. They went into the club. Gently checked in. Parfitt smoked in the lounge. Gently rejoined him there.

‘Where to?’ Parfitt said.

‘I’d like to stand on the bridge,’ Gently said.

‘We’ll probably get knocked down,’ Parfitt said. ‘The bridge doesn’t cater for being stood on.’

They went on to the bridge, stood facing downstream, pressing close to the grey parapet. The reach downstream was a short one and was fenced at the bend by shanty bungalows. On the left was a stretch of bare rond with a capped timber quay-heading, on the right the quays, sheds and cuttings of Harry French’s yard. On the tallest flat-topped building, in blue letters, stood: HARRY FRENCH & SON, YACHTS.

‘So,’ Gently said.

‘Down there,’ Parfitt said, ‘where the cut goes into the yacht basin. Where Caress 2 is moored. He was tied up on that corner.’

‘Where’s the office?’ Gently said.

‘In the tall building with the name on it,’ Parfitt said. ‘You come across by the toilets and a couple of store-sheds and over two bridges over slipways and along the quay.’

‘There are no buildings on the quay,’ Gently said.

‘No,’ Parfitt said. ‘It’d be dark.’

‘There’d be a certain amount of light from the fair,’ Gently said. ‘You’d see anybody on the quay with you.’

‘It dazzles a bit,’ Parfitt said. ‘French was going towards it. It was in his eyes. I think it’s possible for chummie to have nipped up behind him. If he was wearing yacht shoes, too.’

‘Hmn,’ Gently said. ‘Who lives in that bungalow?’

‘It’s let,’ Parfitt said. ‘They’re mostly let. I talked to the people, they didn’t hear anything. They were watching television. They come from Bradford.’

Gently looked along the quays, down into the water. The evening flood rippled softly under the arch. The water was yellowish-brown when separated from its reflections, carried small flotsam below its surface. Two cars went by a few inches behind them. Gently said:

‘You wouldn’t linger here after dark. Not to notice a launch without lights going below. With all this noise and light beside you.’

‘But people going along the bank,’ Parfitt said. ‘They’d have the light behind them, they might have noticed.’

‘They might have noticed him being killed too,’ Gently said. ‘Only they didn’t, or there’d surely have been a disturbance. Look, even with this row going you’d hear the splash of a body going in, perhaps even up here. When someone falls in there’s a thumping splash, people stick their heads out to see if help’s needed. And there was this yacht moored next door to the launch, but the statements say they didn’t hear a splash. So there wasn’t a splash. He must have fallen in without one. And he was a very large man to do that.’

‘Chummie might have eased him in,’ Parfitt said.

‘Try it some day,’ Gently said. ‘Let’s have a look over the other side.’

They crossed to the other parapet. The upstream reach was longer than the downstream. Adjacent to the bridge, on the left, was a wet boathouse, in which were moored five half-deckers with their masts lowered on crutches. Next came a run of shallow boat-sheds with five gables facing the river, beneath each gable sliding doors and slipways slanted into the water. Red lettering across the gables said: SPELTON BROS. YACHTS – HALF-DECKERS – ROWBOATS. Beyond these, rough rond, some small sheds, then the bungalows to infinity. On the right bank stood the Bridge Inn. It was an Edwardian brick-and-timber building. It had a quay-headed lawn to which hire launches were moored and on which stood metal tables and chairs where yachters sat with glasses and tankards before them. Next, small boat-sheds, cuttings. Next, quay-headed rond moored to capacity. Next, some store-sheds, a bit of rond with a houseboat; and the bungalows to infinity. The infinity of the bungalows curved to the right where it could be seen again, receding into the marshes.

‘French’s,’ Parfitt said, pointing to the wet boathouse.

‘Yes,’ Gently said. ‘Straight across from the inn.’

‘I couldn’t get anything there,’ Parfitt said. ‘Nobody was on the lawn after half past nine. The staff rooms are at the back. They’ve got some fishermen upstairs. One of them was about till after eleven, but he didn’t notice anything going on over here.’

‘Perhaps there was nothing to notice,’ Gently said.

Parfitt moved his shoulders. ‘That’s my theory,’ he said. ‘I don’t believe young French’s alibi. And I don’t believe French was knocked off here. It might look good in the Super’s office, but not when you run a rule over the layout.’

‘Then what are we left with?’ Gently said. ‘I don’t think he was knocked off at the quay. I think he came upstream in the launch. Without lights. Where was he going?’

Parfitt moved his shoulders again. ‘Speltons. It’s the only obvious answer. And the body turned up in their slipway. It couldn’t have happened far away.’

‘Unless,’ Gently said, ‘it was brought there and jettisoned.’

‘That’s making it very hard,’ Parfitt said. ‘Unless chummie was carrying a hammer on board the half-decker, and went for his old man on Haynor Sounds.’

Gently smiled very slowly. ‘We’re getting ahead of the facts,’ he said. ‘Did French have any quarrel with the Speltons?’

‘No quarrel we know of,’ Parfitt said.

‘Where else might he have been going?’ Gently said.

Parfitt shook his head. ‘Search me,’ he said. ‘Past the bungalows is Moorford Staithe, where there’s two yards and a few more bungalows. Then you branch left for Haynor Sounds and Hickstead Broad and Marsey. Keep straight on for Sotherton. That’s what’s upstream from here.’

‘Nearer than that,’ Gently said.

‘Well,’ Parfitt said, ‘what you can see. Just the bungalows, which are mostly let. We could get a list of residents from the post office.’

Gently took out his pipe, filled it, lit it. He leaned elbows on the parapet and stared. Reuben’s Cakewalk was thundering ‘Valencia’, a tall gaff sail was inching downstream.

‘Get on to the River Police,’ Gently said. ‘Try to find some of the other craft that moored here on Tuesday. In fact, we know nothing except that French left his office at ten, and that you think the son is lying.’

‘And that he collects,’ Parfitt said.

‘Yes,’ Gently said. ‘That too.’
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