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      CHAPTER ONE


      To refer to Betty Shapley as the ‘belle of the village’ might suggest a touch of the 1890s—yet what else can one call an attractive young lady revelling in the fact that she has three susceptible young men all hovering to respond to her slightest wish? Neither ‘siren’ nor ‘vamp’ could be applied to Betty. She had not the background to justify either term. One does not expect to find a sultry seducer behind the prosaic counter of a general store, or handing out stamps, cigarettes, or matches with an air of perfunctory detachment. So ‘belle of the village’ it must be.


      Langhorn village had seen Betty Shapley mature from a very tiresome shrieking child with blonde pigtails into a robust schoolgirl receiving her education—thanks to her winning a scholarship—at Roseway College two and a half miles beyond the village. This process, under the omnipotent eye of Miss Maria Black, M.A., had eliminated the tendency to shriek.


      Imperceptibly, Betty had grown up. Her pigtails had gone, and her frocks were decorously lengthened. Schooldays were gone. She had assumed the position of sub-post-mistress in the general store-cum-post-office owned by her father. The title was purely arbitrary, since in it she included serving tobacco, together with confectionery and green groceries. She felt it was a comedown after her education.


      Betty did not like postal work, and she hated routine. But Joseph Shapley had his own ideas concerning his daughter’s future—Roseway education notwithstanding.… So, being but nineteen and fully realizing that Nature had been generous to her face and figure, Betty did the natural thing—she opened her blue eyes wide in innocent appeal to every young man who bought cigarettes or chocolates. She cultivated a fluttering charm, and would often have difficulty in replacing the big covers on the toffee jars. This line always worked, ending with strong masculine hands doing what hers apparently could not.


      She had the power to make a request for mint humbugs seem like an event of world importance: there was a seductive pleasure in even being able to touch her hand accidentally when she held forth change. Old man Shapley, indeed, was agreeably surprised at the astonishing increase in his business returns once his daughter had come to help him. Having got past the age when feminine charm means anything, he put it all down to his own window displays and the cleanness of his offerings, looking quite beyond the curvacious girl with the bushy blonde hair who had stirred up such heart-throbbing among the young men of Langhorn.


      Mrs. Shapley guessed the reason for prosperity, mainly because there had once been a time when she had adopted similar tactics…and had finished up with stolid Joseph and his store of many colours.


      Betty numbered three principal rivals for her favours, and played one against the other with sublime disregard for their feelings. There was Vincent Grey, the young solicitor’s clerk who worked in Lexham—the nearest town—and towards whom she felt more serious than anybody else. Then there was Tom Clayton. He owned the garage two doors away and had the opportunity of seeing Betty in all her moods—even in the back garden in her worst mood when she tried to repair a puncture in her bicycle tyre. She sort of liked Tom; she was not sure. He was strong and grim and businesslike, and talked as though he did not want to give anything away. He was a bit of a student, too, with a liking for astronomy.


      Then lastly there was Herbert Pollitt—straightforward, almost simple-minded, accepting everything, contradicting nothing. He lived in lodgings and hated them, and was doing his utmost to make a living peddling insurance.


      Betty was with Herbert at the moment. For her it was just another outing, for Herbert it was a foretaste of Heaven, and a rather noisy Heaven too if his car be included. It had chugged its way from Lexham to this present spot—a country lane with open fields on both sides, a couple of miles from Langhorn village.


      But now it had come to a halt and Herbert was trying with some uneasiness to decide whether it was because he had switched off the ignition, or whether it was because the confounded thing had lain down and died just before he had switched off.


      “What in the world are you doing?” Betty asked him in surprise as he doubled himself up and squinted under the dashboard.


      “Eh? Oh—nothing. Just wondering.…”


      “You don’t have to be a contortionist to do that, do you? I thought you stopped here so we could talk.… It’s so quiet—now,” Betty added, glancing significantly at the faded bonnet.


      “Yes, isn’t it? Except for those rumbles from the quarry-blasting, that is. I didn’t think they worked this late.”


      Betty listened to the remote concussions for a while. “Maybe it’s thunder,” she said.


      Herbert Pollitt was annoyed: he wanted to devote his attention to Betty, yet at the same time he was wondering if the car would ever start again. Between the two issues he only succeeded in looking vacant.


      It needed every volt of Betty’s charm to make the car seem worthwhile. It had had innumerable owners, and had once been proudly advertised as a tourer. Now only the doors retained correct working order in that they at least opened and shut. The bodywork was battered, dented, and scraped. A sinister worm of oily string secured the rear plate; the upholstery was discoloured; the folding hood had degenerated into a flattened trellis of wooden struts with rusty studs alone showing where canvas had been.


      In the midst of this Betty sat, half-sprawled, her shapely legs thrust well under the dashboard—until the icy cold of the brake lever against her bare calf made her withdraw hastily. The late evening air was warm, the sky dim and cloudless blue out of which stars peeped as though wondering what was going on below. The close of a perfect July day, nearing ten-fifteen. The narrow lane was empty in front and behind. The strong smell of newly mown hay drifted over hawthorn hedges greyed with dust from a rainless fortnight. It was the sort of evening to make an old man feel young, and a young man younger still. Except for this infernal car.


      Herbert took off his cap presently—he always wore it while driving—and mopped his good-looking face. Black curls tumbled in a permanent state of rebellion against brush and comb. His eyes were hazel, his nose long and thin; his mouth broad and straight. His jaw was always so intensely shaven, it created a vague wonder among his male friends as to his source of razor blades.


      Yes, Betty had not chosen an unworthy-looking specimen by any means. He did not mind spending what little money he had; when his car would function, it was hers for the asking. Though he never took advantage—much to Betty’s secret chagrin sometimes—he was definitely in earnest. It was sheer diffidence that held him back.


      “It’s sort of—hot,” he observed presently.


      “Is it?”


      This casual desire for confirmation made Herbert feel hotter still. Betty was so close to him that her plump shoulder in the thin short-sleeved frock pressed against his. Her arms were folded and her blue eyes stared into the darkling sky. Herbert, sideways to her, could see that mass of thick, bushy fair hair with the cornflower blue ribbon holding it in place, the high forehead, the retroussé nose with its air of assurance, and then the full lips and dimpled chin which betrayed the streak of self-love in her nature. Her neck was shapely, forming a finely moulded line from beneath her chin to the base of her throat—but it had the red hue of sunburn marring its unsullied beauty. The folded arms were pink, too, on the outsides. It had been a hot day, and a Wednesday. The shop had been closed since noon. Herbert had given himself a half-holiday, and Betty and he had been together since two o’clock.


      There were more distant rumblings from the quarries—the only sound in the quiet.


      “Been a lovely day,” Betty whispered at last, turning her head sideways, her large blue eyes fixed on him.


      “Yes, lovely,” Herbert agreed; then she pursed her lips at him provocatively. He wondered whether she meant he was to kiss her there and then or whether she felt annoyed.


      “I think the engine’s gone dead!” he said lamely.


      “Just the engine?” Betty asked archly, her mouth resuming its normal shape, “What of it? It’s only two miles or so home.”


      “But I can’t leave the car in the lane! The battery will only keep the lights going for about twenty minutes. I’d have the police on my track.”


      Betty shrugged and resumed her study of the sky. An engine and a flat battery meant nothing to her. Then suddenly she sat up with a jerk and gripped Herbert’s arm tightly. “Wish!” she ordered. “Wish—now! For the thing you want most!”


      “Why?” he asked, bewildered.


      “A shooting star. Didn’t you see it?”


      He looked upwards. The sky had taken on the deep purple of approaching night. Many more stars had ventured out. As they both gazed in hushed expectancy, another streak of light smeared soundlessly across the expanse and was gone.


      “Two!” Betty exclaimed. “Did you wish that time?”


      “Does one? I always thought it meant a baby was going to be born and—” He broke off in sudden embarrassment. “I didn’t mean that exactly. I—er—I think we’d better be going.”


      “Why?” Betty relaxed and smiled. “We’ve only just got here.… Don’t you sometimes want to just sit and think? Wonder what the future has in store for you? I do!” Her soft hand reached out gently and grasped his.


      “Quite a lot of shooting stars tonight,” he said presently, disdaining to use the correct term of “meteors.”


      “One does run into them at different parts of the year,” Betty said, snuggling down with a sigh of contentment. “Rather like life: they just come and go in an instant of time.… We’re like that. Herby. Life seems to last a long while when you’re young, but when you come to measure it by ages and ages, it doesn’t amount to much.”


      Such profound philosophy had been something of an effort for Betty; she had been building up to a crisis.


      “I’ve got to be sure!” Herbert said abruptly as she began to walk her fingers playfully across his chest. “Nothing wrong under the dashboard, so it must be the engine. I’m sure it died!”


      He jerked himself free and half fell out of the car into the dust of the lane. Betty straightened up in annoyance and blew a tickling wisp of hair out of her eye.


      “You and your car engine!” she called after him. “Haven’t you got a spark of romance in your soul?”


      “Of course, but—I’ve got to be sure we can get home!”


      Reaching the front of the car, he flung back the bonnet with desperate energy, anxious to get his hands on something tough and worldly—and unfeminine.


      Betty relaxed again and stretched languidly on the back of the seat. Her eyes rose from Herbert’s shoulders as he poked his head in the engine. She saw another transitory flash across the sky and she wished—wished that Herbert might become more of a man and less of a ninny.


      “Damn!” he muttered, straightening. “This is going to take a bit of fixing. Ignition wire has corroded through and I’ve no light to see to mend it in the dark. It’s broken away at the main cable from the battery. Means scraping, and it should be soldered on by rights. Bit of a job.”


      This talk of car parts somehow did not fit in with a romantic half-hour in the summer dusk. Betty abandoned her hopes, and got up. Climbing out of the car, she walked round to where Herbert was standing. She could not see anything inside the engine but she could smell stale oil. Herbert loomed dim and troubled beside her.


      “I’m sorry,” he said hesitantly, “but I shall have to ask you to walk home without me. I’ll have to stay and direct any traffic there might be in case of accident. My lights will hold out for a while.”


      “Why can’t you repair it if you’ve got lights?” Betty asked.


      “Because they’re fixed frontwards and I’d need them pointing backwards. ’Sides, it would mean messing about with bare wires with the juice on—even if I could do it. Which I couldn’t.”


      Betty was recalling the music-hall gag about cars stopping before the girlfriend can be taken home. This, though, was something different. It even sounded as if Herbert actually wanted to be rid of her.


      “You live next door but one to Tom Clayton’s garage, don’t you?” Herbert went on. “I wonder if you’d mind asking him to come and tow me to his place? If we can’t fix it here, it will mean having the car out of the way, anyhow.”


      “But Tom Clayton doesn’t like you!” Betty pointed out. “I can’t see him turning out at this hour to drag this old iron to his garage. He’d rather cut your throat if he could. Not for a moment do I think he’d tow you in.”


      “He only dislikes me because we both happen to lo—like you,” Herbert corrected himself quickly. “He’d come if you were to ask him. Anybody would do what you ask, Bet.”


      “Well.…” The appeal to her charms was a masterstroke. “Well, all right,” Betty sighed. “I’ll walk home, it only to get in at a reasonable time before Dad starts asking silly questions. I’ll see what I can do about Tom Clayton, but I don’t promise anything.”


      There was a silence. She hesitated a moment.


      “I’m afraid I can’t say good night as I should.” Herbert sounded apologetic. “I’m all dirty.… Oil, you know.”


      “I can’t see any oil on your face,” Betty said, standing so close to him in her scrutiny that he could smell perfume.


      “You can’t? Oh—good!”


      Betty stared at his murky figure incredulously, wondering whether he really had not seen the hint or whether he was being evasive. Whichever it was, he plunged back into the dark engine and began to tinker noisily.


      “Night!” Betty said, tight-lipped, and turned to begin the long tramp up the dusty lane.


      * * * *


      Betty walked slowly. She was feeling too piqued to lend aid willingly. That she would do so finally she well knew, but the delay would serve Herbert right! He should be like other men—be progressive, buy a decent car, pay more attention to her.


      She walked along slowly in the starry night, mist rising cool and clammy from the fields on either side of the lane. Out here in the quiet—for even the quarries had become silent now—there was time to think. Should she abandon Herbert and his noisy old banger for the stern-lipped Tommy Clayton, or thoroughly cultivate the boisterous, talkative Vincent Grey? Finding the right man with whom to spend the rest of her life was vitally important, for she was heartily sick of being sub-postmistress. One day, she knew, she would have to make a choice of one of the trio, all of whom she believed would jump at the chance of marrying her.


      Altogether it took her an hour to walk the two miles, but towards the end of the journey she put on a sudden spurt as she felt the chill of the night striking through her thin clothes. It was just chiming half past eleven by the Langhorn church clock as she knocked sharply on the house door of Clayton’s garage. She had to knock again, more emphatically, before there was an answer. Then it was Mrs. Clayton who opened the door and peered out into the night, a fan of brilliance from the passage behind her.


      “Betty!” she exclaimed. “It’s late! What’s wrong—?” She broke off as if expecting a dreadful answer.


      “Nothing serious, Mrs. Clayton. I just want a word with Tommy if he’s in.”


      “He’s having his supper. Come inside.”


      Betty followed through into the back regions where the brilliance of the electric light dazzled her for a moment. Clayton was seated before a plate of stew, dry bread piled up like a miniature Stonehenge on a plate beside him. Propped against a pickle jar was a textbook; the title, Betty noticed casually, was Ball’s Stars in Their Courses.


      There was an air of disorder about the kitchen. At sixty-five, and a widow, too, the grey-haired Mrs. Clayton did not pretend to be house-proud. She had simply ceased to care. Silently she walked back towards the empty fireplace and drew up a chair.


      “Sit you down, Betty.”


      Tom Clayton laid down his knife and fork. “A bit of a late call for you, Betty.… From the look of your shoes you’ve been doing some tramping, too.”


      “Two miles,” she answered, self-piteously, seating herself. “I’ve been out since just after lunch with Herby Pollitt, and his car has broken down. He wants you to go along and either patch things up or tow him in!”


      “Some hopes!” Clayton said, glancing at the clock. “I closed the garage at eight.”


      Betty looked at him and sighed. Whilst thirty minutes earlier she would not have minded leaving Herbert all night with his car, now she was suffering from conscience as she pictured him, with his coat collar turned up, maybe shivering in the dew.…


      “But he might get pneumonia waiting out there!”


      Typically, Tom Clayton said nothing whilst he weighed things up. He sat now in thought, his thick lips and square jaw all carved in one dogged pattern, his heavy-lidded brown eyes staring deeply into the empty fire-grate. He was not a good-looking man, even though his face had strength. Rather, he looked sullen and introspective—nor did his curved nose and low-growing hair tend to add any lighter tones to the portrait.


      “I don’t see why I should,” he said at last, and then he resumed his supper.


      “But—but, Tommy, we just can’t leave him there. He’s conscientious enough to stick with the damned car until daylight rather than risk the police or an accident. You could easily tow him home in a few minutes.”


      “Why should I help him?” Clayton’s dark eyes were morosely suspicious. “You’ve been out with him most of the day.… Never a thought for me, I notice; and then you ask me to help him!”


      Betty looked wide-eyed and innocent. This was her best line when things showed signs of getting out of hand. Mrs. Clayton moved over to the armchair and picked up a bundle of knitting.


      Her face was expressionless as she awaited the next move. She knew her son was well able to look after his own affairs at twenty-three—and she knew Betty, too. Whether she approved of Betty or not she had never said.


      “Can’t be done,” Clayton decided, after further reflection.


      “But Tommy, you’ll make me break my promise to Herby!” Betty looked at the floor and played with her fingers. “Of course he said you’d never do anything to help him, so this isn’t much of a surprise really.”


      Clayton threw down his cutlery. “He said that? By what right? I run a garage, don’t I? I suppose he was trying to make out that I don’t know my job, or something?”


      “He didn’t exactly say you didn’t know your job. He just sort of knows you don’t like him.”


      Clayton got to his feet and crossed to the empty fireplace, stood staring into the grate.


      “Are you going or not?” Betty asked abruptly.


      Clayton turned. “I’ll go, Betty, but understand that I am only doing it because I have a regard for you, and not for Herby’s sake! I’ll charge him double. I also want it understood that you will give me a chance to take you out next time.”


      Betty shrugged. “All right, why not?” She felt disinclined to point out that he never took a half-day off.


      “Very well. I’ll see you to your door and then I’ll get the truck out.… Mother, put that stew back until I return. He glanced up at the clock. “Quarter to twelve. I should be back by about midnight—or twelve-fifteen at the latest.”


      * * * *


      Curiously enough, Betty’s mental vision of Herbert Pollitt had been startlingly accurate. After she had departed he actually did turn up his coat collar and give a little shiver; then he started to try and make a repair by the feel of the broken ignition wire. It was perhaps twenty minutes after Betty’s sauntering exit that there came the sound of double-note whistling and a light appeared down the lane from the direction of Lexham.


      Immediately Herbert hurried to the back of his car and waved his hands in warning. The whistling stopped and a familiar voice came from behind the dazzlingly bright dynamo-driven cycle lamp.


      “Herby! All by yourself m the starlight! Your damned lights are nearly out.…”


      Vincent Grey pulled the brakes up sharp on his pedal cycle and the lamp died out. The dim starshine revealed him, blond-headed, in a thick white woollen sweater with roll collar and corduroy cycling trousers. Herbert could picture that round, good-humoured face—grinning and scornful.


      “Hello, Vince…,” Herbert growled as he turned away. “I should have recognized you by your damned whistling.”


      “Just cycling home from Lexham,” Vincent Grey explained. “I play chess now and again with an old pal of mine over there. But what happened to you? Breakdown?”


      “Ignition. I—I had Betty with me. She’s gone on ahead to ask Tom Clayton to come and tow me in.”


      “Betty? Oh, you had—had you?”


      Herbert climbed into the back seat of the car and sprawled in a corner. Vincent leaned his bicycle carefully against the wing—chiefly to avoid scratching his bicycle. Then he clambered in at the other door and plumped into the upholstery. For a moment or two he sat breathing hard.


      “Can’t think what Betty sees in you!” he said finally.


      “Been out with her since dinner,” Herbert said, glowing with an inner pride. “She’s a grand girl!”


      “I know; I’ve been out with her myself. But I don’t much like the way she walks out on me and takes up with you. It’s—flighty,” he decided.


      “There’s nothing flighty about Betty, Vince. She only goes with me because she knows whom she can trust. You expect too much of a girl. I believe in slowly advancing into favour.”


      “Then you’re crazy! Here—have a cigarette. It won’t make you drop dead…I’m afraid.”


      Herbert took one and their two faces shone like masks for a moment as Vincent’s lighter flared in the windless air. Then they were silent again, blowing smoke at the gnats flying near them


      “So,” Vincent resumed, “you take Betty out for the afternoon, your old tub won’t stand up to it, and then you send her to our worst rival for assistance! Ye gods! I’d have pushed the darned car to Langhorn myself before I’d have taken that chance!”


      “What chance?” Herbert followed the trail of another meteor in the south.


      “Well, if she’ll walk out on me to go with you, what’s to stop her walking out on both of us to play games with Tommy Clayton? I used to think Betty was a one-man girl, and that I was the one man. Now I know better— She’s no good for a rising citizen like me; I’ll cut her out from now on—”


      “Take it easy,” Herbert warned, straightening up.


      “I’ll say exactly what I like,” Vincent stated calmly. “You don’t approve of me and I’m not enamoured of you. We’ve never thought much of each other since we knew Betty liked both of us—or rather that she appeared to do. So I say she’s no good; and if you’ve any sense, you’ll agree with me.”


      Herbert relaxed with a morose frown. Men have quarrelled about women since Adam took forty winks, and they will probably go on doing it until atomic bombs settle the argument conclusively.


      “I can’t think that Betty would.…” Herbert’s voice trailed off into a weak emphasis. He really loved Betty, absolutely for herself. He knew that for all her seeming coquetry, there was a sterling worth somewhere in her, and he wanted the chance to find it in his own diffident way.


      “Look here,” he said, “if I could get this darned car to work, we could go on into Langhorn and just see what has happened. I’m willing to wager that Betty gets Tom to dig me out—you think she will do nothing of the sort but, instead, fix a date with him for tomorrow evening, maybe, after he’s closed. All right, turn your bike upside down, revolve your back wheel, and give me a light from your dynamo.”


      Reluctantly, Vincent heaved himself out of the car and moved round to his cycle. He tipped it up on its saddle and handlebars and then turned the crank-wheel and chain vigorously. The whir of the dynamo disturbed the stillness of the summer night. Herbert threw his cigarette away and stumbled into the lane, moving round to peer into the now fully illuminated engine.


      “Yes, I think I can do it,” he said. “Keep on turning.”


      From the toolbox under the battery he took out a set of spanners, a screwdriver, and jack-knife. Laboriously he set about the task he had commenced in the dark.


      “I think,” Vincent said presently, cranking steadily and projecting the lamp beam, “that girls like Betty are not far short of a public menace. They get fellows all tied up. She’s got me hating you and you hating me—and both of us hating Tom Clayton. Why? Because all of us love her.”


      “Thought you said you didn’t,” Herbert muttered as he half lay in the engine.


      “Confound me, I do.” Vincent sighed. “I was piqued at her going out with you. That’s my trouble. I talk too big. I’m a pot lion. So help me, Herby, I’d do just anything for her.… But I don’t see why I should play second fiddle either. Only one way to get Betty, you know, and that is to cut out the opposition.”


      Vincent stopped turning the crank suddenly and the gloom dropped. Herbert turned in surprise.


      “What’d you do that for? I can’t see what I’m doing.”


      “Only changing position,” Vincent said. “Shan’t be a minute.”


      Herbert waited and there was a dim vision of Vincent moving about in his white sweater. He was stooping, presumably to haul the machine round.


      Then far down the lane two brilliant headlamps shafted their beams into the dark sky from over a rise.


      “Tom Clayton, a million to one,” Herbert said, gazing. “Coming from the direction of Langhorn. That shows how much truth there was in your tomfool accusations about Betty. She’s okay, I tell you. She’s the best girl that ever—”


      The headlights swung full on him at that moment and there was the sound of a heavy truck engine. It was perhaps half a mile away down the lane. Herbert turned to Vincent with a grin of triumph. Vincent was still stooping, then he straightened up abruptly.


      But for Herbert the world suddenly seemed to explode. A blinding impact struck him and his senses smashed into a million darknesses. There was an intense quiet and the world was void and without form.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWO


      Betty Shapley returned home, Clayton seeing her to the front door. Her parents merely looked at her as she entered; they had long since disavowed the mind-crushing tactics of the Victorians. They knew that Betty could look after herself and had the redeeming virtue of being truthful. To her the testing of three eligible young men was no crime—and she was capable of intense loyalty when she chose. As ever, there was a bright fire in the Shapley kitchen.


      “I’m only late,” Betty said, moving to the table where supper awaited her, “because Herby’s car broke down. I had to walk two miles and then I stopped at Tom Clayton’s to ask him to pick Herby up. There! You can hear his breakdown truck starting off down the back now.”


      “In fact, a bad end to a perfect day?” her mother smiled as she got up. “Well, I know Herby. He’s a shy boy but a nice one.… What do you want for your supper, love? There’s some cold pork pie.”


      Betty nodded. “That will do fine.”


      Joseph Shapley, seated by the fire with his pipe, was a big, lumbering man. His eyes were pale green, his hair and eyebrows white. Not many would have guessed he was only fifty-eight. He had reached that stage in life when he no longer watched the development of his daughter with excited interest but subdued astonishment. He never could quite imagine where the years had gone between her going to school and walking out in turn with three of Langhorn’s young bachelors. But never in her life had he raised a word of unjust protest against Betty.


      Betty’s mother was different. If she felt there was something to question, she wou1d question it—with the forthrightness that Betty herself could reveal on occasions. She had more imagination, more refinement, than her husband. She was tall and grey-haired, graceful even yet, with the kind of understanding blue eyes that brought schoolchildren to the store to buy ice cream in the summer months. At fifty-two she had come to realize with extreme clearness that life is exactly what you make it.


      “Did Tom like being dug out to go to Herby’s rescue?” Betty’s father asked.


      “Of course not, Dad! But somebody’s got to do it, and Tom has got a garage.…”


      Joseph Shapley grinned. “One rival drags another rival home, and the cause of the rivalry has her supper in comfort. Only a woman would think of a scheme like that.”


      “Only a man would see fit to create rivalry anyway, Father,” Mrs. Shapley declared, as she made a cup of tea. “Nothing wrong with good, healthy competition. Here you are, love,” she added, setting the cup at the girl’s elbow.


      Betty said: “I shan’t take long over supper. I want to watch Tom towing Herby into his garage. Just to make sure he’s safe. I wouldn’t like to go to bed not knowing what had happened to him…he’s a bit of a dear.”


      “Then why don’t you put him out of his misery and tell him so?” her father demanded.


      Betty hesitated, then: “I don’t really love him, Dad! That’s what I have been trying to make sure of. He’s too shy; he even seems half afraid to be alone with me. Can’t imagine why he should.”


      Her mother smiled faintly. “I can.”


      “Well, anyway, I think I shall tell him that I don’t really mean it. Only decent thing to do.” Betty cut a piece of pie decisively. “And I must do the same with Tom. He’s all right, but he’s too moody and takes such a long time to think things out. Besides, he’s interested in astronomy and science and stuff, as a sideline, and that to me makes him awfully boring sometimes.”


      “Which means that you have only Vincent Grey left,” Betty’s mother said.


      “He’s the one, Mum,” Betty said simply. “He’s big and cheerful and not afraid to take chances. And he’s the only one who has found a nickname for me! It’s—it’s ‘Cuddles’. And he can whistle like a bird, too.”


      “Have to do more than that to keep a wife,” Joseph Shapley remarked dryly.


      “He does, Dad. He’s doing very well in that solicitor’s office. He may talk a lot, but he’s the one I really like.”


      Betty’s father wheezed to his feet. “Well, lass, I can’t be expected to see the world through the rosy spectacles of a girl of nineteen, but what’s wrong with you staying in this business of ours for a few more years? You’d perhaps get more settled ideas by then.”


      “We’ve gone into this before. Top and bottom of the matter is I don’t like the business.” Betty shrugged. “You know I dislike routine. I want to see and do things.”


      “All right, Bet, if that’s the way you want it. Vincent seems a bit overpowering to me, though, but maybe you know him better than I do.… Well. I’m going on to bed, and you see you’re not too late, young lady.”


      Betty held up her smooth forehead for it to be kissed, then her father heaved himself clumsily to the door. He glanced back at his wife and she nodded.


      “Might as well,” she said, stifling a yawn. “Good night, love.”


      Again Betty took a kiss, then after her parents had gone upstairs, she sat finishing her supper and thinking. She was satisfied at last. Her three-man test was at an end and it was time for decisive action.


      She got up and snatched down a coat from its hook, then she hurried through the darkened shop and opened the front door. There was no sight nor sound of Tom returning with Herbert’s car. The long stretch of Langhorn’s High Street outside was deserted save for a single bicycle lamp very bright and far away.


      Betty watched it with a kind of detached interest as it moved under the widely spaced and dimly glimmering street lamps. As the cyclist came nearer she caught a vision of a white sweater.


      It looked very much like Vincent Grey’s figure, though what on earth he was doing cycling through Langhorn at this hour of night—and in the opposite direction to where he lived—she could not imagine. He occupied rooms in Lexham, a town he had left ten miles away by now.


      He was cycling hard, and fast—streaking under the lamps.


      Betty hurried to the edge of the kerb and stood waiting.


      “Vince!” she cried, as he swept past on the other side. “Vince, where are you going? What—”


      She stopped. For the briefest instant he turned his face towards her and the expression on it gave her an inward shock. It was deathly white, gleaming in the momentary lamp light from exertion or emotion, and his eyes stared fixedly, unseeingly. He looked like a man who has seen some unimaginable horror and is fleeing from it as fast as he can go.


      Then he was on his way without a word of acknowledgment, his dynamo whirring. Dumbfounded, Betty stared after him until he turned abruptly round the next corner on the right. For some reason he had gone into Riverside Avenue.…


      Why had Vince ignored her? Why was he cycling like a madman through Langhorn at ten minutes after midnight? That he was pretty irresponsible by nature Betty, knew well, but he was not crazy.


      She hesitated over walking to the corner of the avenue into which he had turned—then pride prevented her. If he wanted to ignore her, all right! So instead she looked up the high street for some sign of Tom Clayton or Herbert. She waited quite ten minutes or more, then she turned to go back into the shop. Just as she did so, she saw something that had only just come into being. It was a red glow wavering in the dark, misty sky. Hayrick on fire probably, out in the country. They often ignited in dry weather like this. The puzzle of Vincent Grey was more perplexing.…


      But Betty stood looking at that waxing and waning glow and wondering. Funny thing, it might even be about the spot where she had left Herby. Surely Clayton and he had not somehow set the old car on fire?


      Betty was feeling tired after her day in the fresh air, and in no mood to solve such a vague a problem. It would demand all her ingenuity to explain Vincent satisfactorily to herself. From what had he been fleeing?


      She went back to the shop doorway and stood waiting—but there was no sign of Tom Clayton coming back with his truck. Maybe he had decided to make a repair on the spot instead. In that case.… Betty turned inside and bolted the shop door, returned to the kitchen and hung up her overcoat. After a final glance round, she switched off the light and went up to her bedroom.


      She undressed in the dark with the curtains drawn back so she could watch that red flicker across the fields. Even when she got into bed, she could still see it as she laid her head on the pillow.… Then gradually, as the clock down in the kitchen struck half-past twelve, the glow finally expired. For another ten minutes or so she lay in the dark room listening for the noise of Tom Clayton’s returning truck, but it did not come.… Tired out, she fell asleep.


      She was awakened again while it was still dark by remote concussions. They sounded exactly like somebody banging on the shop door. She stirred lazily—then the banging came again. It was the front door of the shop!


      She sat up as her father’s heavy tread lumbered past her door in the passage outside. Tensely, she sat listening. The air seemed charged with an inexplicable feeling of dread, as if ghosts were abroad in the shadows, hovering—


      Her ears caught the sound of mutterings from below. Then the mutterings ceased and her father’s steps came upstairs again. The boards creaked outside and then he rapped sharply on the door.


      “Betty you awake?” he asked sharply.


      “Yes, Dad.…” She swept her gown from the bed head and scrambled from between the sheets to slip it on. “What’s wrong?”


      “Come downstairs, will you? The police are here. Inspector Morgan wants a word with you.”


      Inspector Morgan? Police? Betty groped round blindly for her slippers, found them. Drawing the girdle of her gown tight, she pulled open the bedroom door. Her mother, similarly attired, was just approaching along the landing.


      “Can’t understand this, Bet,” she breathed. “You go first.”


      For some unexplained reason Betty was trembling as she half tumbled down the staircase and into the kitchen. The light dazzled her for a moment. Dazed, she looked at two vaguely familiar figures; she’d seen them both about Langhorn from time. One of them was tall and young in a constable’s uniform and helmet with three stripes and a crown on his sleeve. The other was shorter, immensely broad, having a shiny peaked cap instead of a helmet.


      Her father was standing by the fireplace. Her mother still hovered in the doorway. Betty crept forward, hugging her dressing gown modestly about her, her blonde hair streaming loose.


      “Sorry to disturb you at this hour, Miss Shapley, but it’s important. “I’m Inspector Morgan of the Langhorn Constabulary.”


      Betty nodded. Morgan was solid and power-packed, his face square. Densely thick eyebrows scowled down over hidden eyes.


      “This is Sergeant Claythorne,” Morgan added, nodding to the young man by his side.


      “But—but what’s wrong, Inspector?” Betty asked, struggling still with sleepiness.


      “No sense in wrapping things up, Miss Shapley. Herbert Pollitt has been murdered.…” An unfeeling, brutal statement at that hour in the morning.


      “Mur—murdered!” Betty was abruptly wide-awake.


      “But it’s impossible!” her mother declared, horrified.


      “Afraid not,” Morgan said. “He was found tonight by Mr. Clayton from the garage next door but one—found battered to death! He reported the matter to us and made a statement. It seems that you, Miss Shapley, asked Mr. Clayton to go and tow in Mr. Pollitt’s car. Is that right?”


      “Yes, yes, that’s right,” Betty agreed. “But—but how was Herby murdered? It just can’t be!”


      “I know it’s a nasty shock,” Morgan said, softening slightly as he always did before youth in distress. “But it’s true. His head was found terribly battered. And whoever committed the murder then tried to burn the body. The car was set on fire, and Pollitt’s body and clothes show distinct signs of burning.… However, these details are for the Police to worry over, not you.


      “I have photographers and fingerprint men from Lexham on the spot at this moment, and Dr. Roberts is on his way there. In the meantime, I’m checking on Clayton’s statement. You did ask him then to bring in Pollitt’s car?”


      Betty sat down before her trembling legs dropped her to the floor. Fire! A palpitating red glow across the fields.…


      “Yes, that’s right.” She made a mighty effort at control and watched Claythorne record her words in his notebook.


      “About what time, Miss Shapley?”


      “It was eleven-thirty when I arrived at his house door. I remember the church clock just striking.…”


      “I understand from Mr. Clayton you had been with Pollitt since dinnertime, and then left him finally to come and get Clayton’s assistance for the car. What time was this?”


      “Oh, I—I suppose it must have been about half past ten.”


      “Then it took you an hour to walk say two and a half miles?”


      “About that. I—I took my time.”


      “Hmm.… Mr. Clayton has stated that as he approached the spot where he expected to find Mr. Pollitt he saw the car on fire—and then a man came tearing past him on a bicycle. A man whom he identified in the headlights as…Vincent Grey.”


      Betty, her eyes pinched shut behind finger and thumb, saw in her inner vision that white-sweatered figure pedalling with insane energy under the streetlamps of the High Street.


      “I would add,” Morgan said, “that I have informed Scotland Yard of his description, name, and so forth. A dragnet will be out by now to catch him. He’s disappeared.”


      Disappeared! Of course he’d disappeared! Down Riverside Avenue!


      “Mr. Clayton,” Morgan resumed heavily, “was just in time to pull the dead man free of the blazing car, but having no extinguisher, he had to let it burn itself out—then he came straight to us.… I understand, Miss Shapley, that you are acquainted with Vincent Grey?”


      “Yes.” Betty was almost inaudible.


      “Do you know of any reason why he might have met Mr. Pollitt tonight?”


      Betty lowered her hand and opened her eyes again. “No, Inspector, I do not. When I left Herby, he was alone. I can’t imagine where Vincent came from, or why.”


      “I see.” Morgan’s eyes strayed to Claythorne’s notes. “Just what do you know of Mr. Grey? Was he on friendly terms with Herbert Pollitt? Or were they enemies?”


      “Well, they—they were rivals. Over me.”


      “Ah, I think I understand now.… When did you last see Vincent Grey?”


      Defiance rose up in Betty—defiance of the truth, defiance of everything. Suddenly she saw the one man she really loved in the most deadly danger. She herself had seen him racing away from the crime.


      “I last saw him on Saturday,” she stated quite calmly. “It was in the evening. He took me to the Langhorn cinema and left me here about eleven. Mother and father can verify that.”


      Morgan glanced round, and Mr. and Mrs. Shapley both nodded.


      “And,” Morgan turned to Betty with a direct look, “you have not seen Vincent Grey since that time?”


      Betty was silent, and evidently Morgan took it for acquiescence for he nodded to Claythorne. The lanky young sergeant closed his notebook and waited.


      “I’m sorry I had to ask you all these questions at this hour of night,” Morgan said, with a clumsy attempt at apology. “But we must learn all we can right away. I’ve already seen the landlady of the rooms where Pollitt lived, and Clayton has of course identified the body. Now I have seen you, I have got to discover where Vincent Grey has gone.”


      “He didn’t go to his rooms, then?” asked Mrs. Shapley in surprise.


      Morgan smiled coldly. “If he were at home, madam, it would not have been necessary for me to contact the Yard. Men do not as a rule dash straight home when they have committed a murder. I understand from his landlady that he went to Lexham to play chess with a friend, leaving his rooms at about half past six yesterday evening.…” Morgan drew himself up and fastened the top button of his uniform.


      “I’ll not need to bother you any further at the moment. Thank you—and good night.”


      He turned to the kitchen doorway with Claythorne behind him. Old man Shapley saw them through the shop and out into the street again—then he drew over the bolts noisily. Morgan led the way across the forecourt to his car.


      “Looks as though the girl’s telling the truth, sir,” Claythorne said, slipping down in front of the steering wheel.


      “Don’t let a pretty face run away with you, Sergeant,” Morgan advised him. “Don’t forget she had three beaux! Humph! Anyway, get going.”


      Claythorne nodded, reflecting grimly on the tangled crime they were investigating. Murder, arson, and brutal bludgeoning all flung together.


      “You know,” Morgan muttered, as the car streaked down the High Street, “I think it may prove to be the easiest murder we’ve ever had to handle. The murderer was actually seen cycling away from the scene of the crime. That’a rare stroke of luck. We know it couldn’t have been Clayton because he saw Grey cycling in the opposite direction, away from the crime. Not knowing then that murder had been done—and knowing the man as a rival instead of a friend—Clayton did not stop his truck to have words with him. When Clayton arrived, he found the car on fire and body afire, too. Nasty business Sergeant. But once we’ve toothcombed the district, we’ll find Grey. Then the job’s done.”


      “Yes, sir,” Claythorne muttered, switching on the headlights as the car entered the long lane that led to tragedy—the same lane up which Betty had idled her way. “As you say, sir—but aren’t we taking Clayton’s statement a lot for granted? We’ve only his word for it that Pollitt was murdered when he got there. Suppose he had something to do with it?”


      “Then why the hell should Grey pedal away at top speed? And why did Clayton come straight away and tell us? Murderers don’t do that. They do just what Vincent Grey did—run for it!”


      “Yes, sir,” Claythorne said obediently; but there was no law to stop him thinking. He had imagination, within limits. Morgan had none at all.


      Seven minutes more brought them to them to the area of the tragedy, illuminated now by the headlights of cars. There were three others besides Morgan’s. The fingerprint men from Lexham; the photographer and his assistant; and further back was Dr. Roberts’ two-seater. As Morgan and Claythorne climbed out into the glare they saw figures moving busily across the lights. Two policemen from the local force stood stolid and massive, looking on.


      “Anything, Doc?” Morgan went over to the tired-looking Dr. Roberts, who did the local policework in addition to his own practice. He was just packing his bag.


      “All I can tell you now, Inspector, is that he was hit with terrific force by something jagged and heavy. The blow seems to have hit him obliquely from above. The poor devil’s so badly smashed up and burned I hardly knew where to start probing. Even as it is, I can’t finish tonight. I’ll do a thorough p.m. on him in the morning if you’ll have him sent up to Lexham mortuary. Good deal of burning from the fire too, especially about the head. Anyway, I’ll find out tomorrow if there are any traces of the weapon left embedded.”


      “Okay,” Morgan agreed, low-voiced. “Thanks, Doc.”


      Roberts nodded and turned away to his car. Morgan moved forward and waited for a moment or two. The fingerprint men were busy on the ruined hulk of Pollitt’s car. They went back and forth to their own closed saloon carrying the implements of their calling.


      “Anything doing?” Morgan asked presently, stepping out of the way of the two photographers as they hurried to a new vantage point with their camera and tripod.


      “Afraid not,” answered the man carrying the small camera. “We’ve been all over the wreck—where it isn’t too hot to touch—but the fire’s done its work. It’s taken off what was left of the cellulose and blistered the wood. We’re unlucky this time, Inspector.”


      “Damn!” Morgan swore.


      “Sorry,” the other said briefly, and motioned to his companion as he collected together the equipment. They returned to their car, reversed it, then turned down the lane and headed off into the darkness towards Lexham.


      “About finished here, Inspector,” said the photographer, coming up with his tripod over his shoulder. “Dirtiest business I’ve seen in this district for some time.… Bring you the prints in the morning?”


      Morgan nodded. “Okay—thanks.”


      The photographer’s car turned and left. Morgan stood thinking for a moment, the headlights of his own car the only remaining illumination. Claythorne stood beside him, and the two constables waited expectantly.


      Presently Morgan roused himself and went to Herby Pollitt’s ruined car. What had been a none too beautiful tourer was now twisted scrap iron, every trace of upholstery burned to ashes, the paint blistered and hanging in saggy skin.


      “The car tracks to this spot are plain enough, sir,” reported one of the constables. “I made a thorough check up. Imprint in the dust of this lane is clearly visible. And it apparently came from Lexham direction and didn’t move from this spot until it was set on fire.”


      Morgan looked back at the tracks and nodded. “And this trail belongs to Vincent Grey’s bicycle, eh?” he asked, pointing to a single, cross-pattern tread in the dust which ended in an abrupt skid where Grey had applied his brakes.


      “That’s right, sir. They start again just up the lane, about fifty yards away. That’s presumably where he jumped on his bike and cycled off in the direction of Langhorn. Trouble is, there are no signs of footprints anywhere. Everything’s scuffed up in all directions, just as though there’d been a struggle or something. Over there, about fifty yards away also, are the tracks of Clayton’s truck tyres. You can plainly see where he reversed and then went back to Langhorn to report.”


      “And still no footprints until you get to those tracks?” Morgan asked, musing.


      “No, sir. As I said—all scuffed up.”


      Morgan turned aside and moved to the silent figure under the tarpaulin sheeting a few yards away. He raised the top end of the cover and gazed down on the dead man. Morgan was not a sensitive person, but he had enough of human feeling to experience a definite revulsion. Herbert Pollitt had been cruelly, foully killed. Something had been used which had battered in the top and left side of his skull to pulp, an injury which had taken in nearly half the face. All the hair and eyebrows had been burned away, and down as far as his waist scorched clothes hung on seared and blistered skin.


      Morgan let the cover drop back over the awful sight and straightened up.


      “Filthy!” he muttered. “Makes you wonder what sort of minds some people have got. I’ve never seen an attack that showed such inhuman ferocity.… We’ve got to find Vincent Grey. He’ll not get far.… ’Bout time that damned ambulance was here, too,” he finished, scowling at the dark countryside.


      “We’ve found nothing yet that might have caused the blow,” the second constable said. “Either the murderer took it away with him or else it’s well hidden.”


      “Got to be somewhere,” Morgan growled. “From the look of the injury the weapon must have been pretty big—probably too heavy to carry. We’d better look again.”


      So, inch by inch, a second search was instituted, lanterns and the car headlamps providing the illumination. The dust was examined carefully, so was the spot underneath the burned car. Then the ditch; then the hedges. Presently Morgan had to break off as the Lexham Hospital ambulance arrived. Two men came hurrying in view with a stretcher. Morgan nodded briefly to the corpse under the tarpaulin.


      “Take it to the mortuary, boys. Leave it there for Dr. Roberts in the morning.”


      In five minutes the job was done, then the ambulance backed, turned, and roared away into the night. Morgan breathed easier at the thought of that shattered corpse being removed from his sphere of activity.


      “Inspector, I’ve found something!”


      He turned sharply and hurried over to a point near the burned car. One of the constables was on his knees, holding back the long grass from the side of the lane and pointing to an irregularly shaped chunk of stone, delicately veined with pink, and having extremely saw-like edges. It looked rather like a massive barnacle.


      “Looks like a chunk of rough granite,” Morgan said, scowling at it from under his bushy brows. “And—hello! What’s this?”


      He bent closer to it and pointed to a brownish red stain on the rough surface that was definitely not part of the rock itself.


      “Looks like blood,” Sergeant Claythorne said without hesitation. “We’ve found the weapon, sir.”


      “This isn’t the only piece of granite lying about, though,” the second constable pointed out. “I went up the bank into the field there and there are a lot of chunks about this size, as well as a lot of smaller ones. No footprints show in the grass, unfortunately.”


      “Nothing unusual about chunks of rough granite lying about when the quarries are only a couple of miles off,” Morgan said. “It’s kids who carry the pieces off. Fact remains this is the only piece near to the crime and the only one with bloodstains. How the devil did you come to miss seeing it before?”


      “Hadn’t got this far, sir.”


      Morgan grunted. “All right, we’ll take it back with us. Should have it photographed where it is by rights, but I’ll risk moving it. Not likely to be any interesting prints on this sort of surface, but take care how you handle it all the same.”


      Sergeant Claythorne stooped and lifted the rock gently with his handkerchief underneath the rough parts. The chunk was pretty heavy for its size. He took it across to the police car and set it down carefully on the floor at the back. Morgan looked about him.


      “May be other things we can’t see in this light,” he said finally. “We’ll take another look by day. You two men stay here for tonight and I’ll have you relieved first thing tomorrow. No more we can do at the moment.”

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THREE


      There was little sleep for Mr. and Mrs. Shapley after Morgan had left the shop, and even less for Betty. While her mother and father discussed in hushed voices the horror of the thing that had suddenly descended upon them, Betty lay wide-eyed in bed, straining in her inner vision to see some glimmer in the dark tangle of sudden death. That Vincent and Herbert had been rivals she well knew—and that Tom Clayton was the third point in the triangle—but that Vincent would brutally murder Herbert was, to her, an utter impossibility. Impetuous, reckless, fond of his own voice—yes; but a ruthless killer? Betty solidly refused to believe it.


      Just the same, the law was still determined to find him, and she knew perfectly well that it would—sooner or later. Then what? How could Vincent ever explain his strange headlong flight on a bicycle into the night? And if he did not explain, he would be convicted for murder.


      “No!” Betty whispered, squeezing her eyes shut and feeling tears leak between the lashes. “He can’t suffer for something he hasn’t done. That isn’t justice! I could believe it more of Tommy Clayton than of Vince, though God forgive me for saying it.… But he’s sullen, heavy, unpredictable. He might kill a man in sudden passion, but not Vince.”


      She tried to convince herself that she was viewing this whole thing dispassionately—but deep in her heart something kept telling her that she was viewing it through the eyes of a girl deeply in love with the man who had cycled past her like a madman. Ironic it had had to happen this way, too; just after she had openly declared that she cared neither for Herby nor Tom Clayton in any deeply sentimental way, she found herself with one of them dead, the other a witness to Vincent’s flight, and Vincent himself—who had now aroused in her all the instincts of protection—gone God knew where.


      “And they’ll find him!” Betty whispered to herself, conscious that her pillow was damp from tears. “Vince can’t get away! Oh, why couldn’t he have stopped and spoken—said a few words…?”


      She hugged her knees under the bedclothes. She was in a desperate extremity. Two facts were clear. She had got to conceal what she knew of Vincent’s flight on the one hand—breathe not a word to the police—and on the other she had got to know where he had gone. But how?


      She could not start a private hunt for Vincent Grey without the police asking her what she was doing. Even if by some fluke she discovered where he had gone, she realized that the police would watch her every move. They probably knew she had a regard for him—that she might possibly lead them to the very spot where he was hiding.…


      She could not think clearly. She needed somebody older and far wiser than herself; somebody who would understand. But whom? She fell into a weary sleep trying to think of the answer and awoke again to a sunny summer dawn that seemed a deliberate mockery of the tragedy weighing upon her so heavily.


      She came downstairs to breakfast looking utterly unlike the usual coquette with the well-brushed hair, neat frock, and entrancing blue eyes. Instead, she looked pale and washed out. She had even forgotten to rouge her lips and her hair had lost something of its usual golden lustre.


      “Don’t take things to heart so much, Bet,” her father said, studying her over the top of the morning paper. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”


      “I’m not so sure,” she answered leadenly. “If it was rivalry which caused Herby’s death, then I’m the root cause. It’s an awful thought.”


      “You’re taking too serious a view of it, Bet. You didn’t really love Herby, after all.”


      “I’m thinking about Vince. The police think he did it; that’s obvious. Vince is the boy I want to marry—finally; and at this moment I feel instinctively that he needs me.”


      “Maybe he does, love, but you can’t do anything about it.” Her mother was entirely practical as she finished setting out the breakfast. “The law has no time for moonstruck girls.”


      “I’m not moonstruck!” Betty’s eyes flamed sudden defiance. “Great heavens, can’t I say I love a man and want to help him, without you jumping on me?”


      Her mother smiled. “You have a drink of tea, love, and steady your nerves. Dad, get the bacon.”


      He nodded and turned to the task. “You’re right about the police wanting Vince, Bet,” he said presently. “I see this morning’s paper has got the news already. Even you are mentioned as a friend of the dead man. Scotland Yard has been informed of what’s going on, and it says the police are anxious to question a man answering Vince’s description.… His name is given too, of course.”


      “Which means they’ll find him.” Betty looked fixedly at her breakfast.


      Her father lowered the paper suddenly. “To my mind the whole thing is plain enough. Vincent Grey went off the deep end suddenly and murdered Herby. Men do that sometimes.… Jealous rage!”


      Betty shook her fair head. “Vince wouldn’t do that!” Abruptly she pushed her breakfast aside and got to her feet. “I can’t eat this; I’m too upset. If only I could find somebody who thinks as I do. Neither of you seems to understand him.”


      Her parents glanced at each other, but remained silent out of deference to her feelings. They had not, of course, the intimate knowledge of Vincent Grey which Betty had, but they were quite capable of assessing ordinary facts. The papers had told them everything; Morgan had left no doubt as to his views. So—


      “I know!” Betty exclaimed abruptly. “Why didn’t I think of it before? Miss Black!”


      “Miss Black? Your former Headmistress at Roseway, you mean?” her father asked. “But what on earth can she do?”


      “Pretty well everything, I should think.” Betty’s voice became eager. “Don’t you remember how she helped Inspector Morgan on the Langhorn cinema murder case last winter? She’s a criminologist as well as a Headmistress, don’t forget.”


      “That’s true enough,” Mrs. Shapley admitted, raising an eyebrow. “But what can she do? She can’t take the case over from Inspector Morgan. Besides, the facts are quite clear as they are—”


      “I’m going to see her. This minute!” Betty gave her father an imploring look. “Dad, try and manage in the shop without me for an hour, will you? This can’t wait.”


      She dashed to the door hook for her blazer, and then went out into the narrow back yard for her bicycle. In a couple of minutes she had wheeled it out to the front of the shop down the side path and mounted into the saddle. She noticed a solitary policeman approaching from the vista of the main street as she swung away from the kerb in the opposite direction. Coming to the shop? Probably. It might even become quite a rendezvous for police until the missing Vincent Grey was located.


      To Roseway College from Langhorn’s High Street was a distance of two and a half miles. But for the worry on her mind Betty would have enjoyed the run. It was a perfect summer morning with the hot sunshine pouring in diagonal columns between the trees at the side of the lane as she pedalled along.


      She reached Roseway breathless and vaguely excited, eager for the chance to tell her side of the story to somebody who might at least understand her viewpoint.


      Mason, the college porter, came out of his lodge at her ring and contemplated her between the wrought iron bars of the gates. Betty knew him well enough from her schooldays, but he was obviously having difficulty in placing her.


      “I’m Betty Shapley, Mason—don’t you remember me?” Betty managed to force one of her most attractive smiles to her lips. “I want to see Miss Black if I can. It’s very urgent.”


      “Bit of an early hour for ’er, young lady—but I’ll see what I can do. Ain’t as though it’s normal school, you know. The summer vacation has just started. I’ll see, leastways.”


      He shambled back into his lodge, was away about three minutes, then came back and opened the gates. “All right, she’ll see you,” he said. “You can leave your bike ’ere with me. You know Miss Black’s study?”


      “Only too well,” Betty assured him, and she set off across the quadrangle briskly. In fact, it gave her an oddly nostalgic feeling as she crossed the concrete expanse towards the towering pile of the college, its wide, arched front doorway with the four broad steps lying straight ahead of her. How often she had made this trip during her schooldays, surrounded then by the happy friends now scattered far and wide. And now she was back again.


      The front door, just as she had always known it, was open. The hall beyond it was wide and smelt of that elusive odour of furniture polish. Quiet calmness and an air of ponderous dignity was propagated by the panelled walls of dark oak. The parquet floor was brilliantly polished; the great central staircase loomed into noiseless upper regions; the innumerable brass plaques and cases of trophies against the hall panels still retained their air of chaste cleanness.


      Betty half smiled to herself as memories walked with her across the hall and down the corridor which led to the Principal’s study. She had made this walk many a time before—and there had been trouble on her mind at those times, too. She reached the third door down the corridor and knocked.


      “Come in,” bade a familiar contralto voice


      Betty entered, closed the door quietly, then looked quickly round the well-remembered study. There was the same well-filled bookcase, the high-backed Jacobean chair, the broad desk, the Japanese screen in one corner, which had always excited her curiosity, the pile carpet, the skin rug. Everything was just the same. Even “Black Maria” was the same.


      “Well, well, Betty, I am glad to see you again! How are you? That is—considering.” The contralto voice paused reflectively.


      “I mean,” Maria Black explained, shaking hands with Betty, “the dreadful news in the morning paper concerning young Herbert Pollitt. You are mentioned as a close friend of his.… But take a seat, my dear.”


      Maria motioned to a chair beside the desk and Betty sat down slowly looking up at her former Principal in something of the awe she always inspired. Maria Black was massive in build and becoming more so with advancing time, though she did her utmost to conceal this by gowning herself in receding dead black.


      Viewed impartially, she had claims to being handsome—a long acquisitive nose, a wide, strong mouth, and determined chin. Her hair was needlessly severe—black and showing no signs yet of her fifty-eighth year. Swept back flat and straight from her high forehead, it terminated in a bun at the nape of her neck. And those eyes.… No, they had not altered, Betty decided. Cold, arctic blue—and possessed, if the girls of the college were to be credited, of the power to quell man or beast.


      But Maria could smile at times—and she was smiling now as she stood against the desk, resorting to her unconscious habit of pulling at the slender gold watch-chain that depended down her ample bosom.


      “Somehow, Betty,” she said presently, her scrutiny of the girl complete, “I half expected I would be seeing you before very long. And I am glad of it! I do not like to think of myself as some kind of ogress whom many of my former pupils are scared to approach.… So, what is troubling you? Or shall I save time and tell you that it is the late Herbert Pollitt?”


      “Well, it isn’t exactly that, Miss Black.… It’s Vince I’m worried about. Vincent Grey.”


      Maria returned to the high-back Jacobean chair at the opposite side of the desk and sat down. Her cold eyes aimed enquiry.


      “You see,” Betty went on, “I’m in love with Vince Grey and the police are pretty sure that he—he murdered Herby. I’m—I’m going half crazy trying to decide what I ought to do, Miss Black! I’ve the horrible feeling that I caused all this to happen and—and.… Well, I just had to find somebody who might be able to help me. So I thought of you.”


      “I’m flattered,” Maria murmured.


      “Chiefly because you helped to solve that cinema murder round about last Christmas, Miss Black. You remember?”


      Maria Black sat back and smiled to herself. She had found it quite enjoyable exercising her textbook-derived knowledge of criminology for the common good of society.


      “I am afraid,” she said, “that the facts in this case are too obvious for me to be of much assistance, Betty. However, suppose you tell me your side of the story? And remember—no evasions and every fact. Now!”


      Eyes half-closed, Maria listened while Betty went over the details. Quite truthfully she told everything from the moment she and Herbert Pollitt had sat watching shooting stars to when she had seen Vincent Grey making his dash down the High Street on his bicycle.


      “Hmm…,” Maria said at last, contemplating her desk absently. “So you sat and watched shooting stars and wished—as two young people will. Then death came—uninvited. Looked at your way—or through the eyes of the newspaper—the answer still seems to be the same. Namely, that Vincent Grey murdered Herbert Pollitt.”


      “But, Miss Black, I know Vince didn’t!” Betty insisted.


      “Have you some proof of that?”


      “No, I haven’t any proof. If I had, I’d have given it to Inspector Morgan right away. It’s just that I know Vince, and I’m sure there is some other explanation for him dashing off as he did.”


      “Perhaps,” Maria admitted, pursing her lips. “Of course, I can understand your own inner worries: you feel that if you had not made Vincent and Herbert turn into rivals, this might never have happened?”


      Betty sighed miserably. “I didn’t see that I was doing anything wrong. I just wanted to try out each one of them and make up my mind. In fact, I have made up my mind. I love Vince, and if he were to ask me to marry him, I’d do it. Herby was a bit too shy for my liking. As for Tommy Clayton, he’s a bit of a bore. He’s always reading scientific books in his spare time—astronomy and physics and things like that. Nothing wrong in that, of course, but they don’t seem to appeal to me very much.”


      “I see,” Maria said. “I need hardly suggest that you refrain from diffusing your affections in future. So, you think in your heart that Vincent is innocent, though you cannot see why. Well, I have known similar instances of faith in an innocent victim of circumstances.”


      “You see,” Betty said, “Inspector Morgan only looks at facts, and I want to try and get at the truth before this dragnet Scotland Yard has put out finds Vince and nails him down. I want to find him first. I think he would tell me what really happened, whereas he’d be too scared to tell the police.”


      “Is he a nervous type of man?”


      “Well, not on the surface,” Betty answered, frowning. “To talk to him you’d think he’s one of the most courageous men on earth. But that’s just a pose, you see. He does it to hide an inner self-consciousness.”


      “I think I know the type. Such a man then might be frightened quite easily by something unexpectedly diabolical happening without warning.…” Maria motioned vaguely with her hand. “I am endeavouring, Betty, to try and find some other reason for Vincent dashing off as he did. Now I know his temperament I agree that he may have done it for some reason other than because he murdered Herbert Pollitt.”


      “To think,” Betty whispered, “I saw that car fire begin and never guessed what it meant.”


      “How could you, my dear? Needless reproach.”


      Betty hesitated for a moment, wondering if she dared express the question in the forefront of her mind.


      “Miss Black, look how much you have seen already!” A little flattery between women is never lost. “About Vince, I mean. Wouldn’t you help me, please? Not only to find him but also to prove that he didn’t murder Herbert? There is a vacation in force, and that means that you are perhaps not so tied to college duty as usual.”


      Maria smiled wistfully. “Do you imagine, young lady, that I can walk into Inspector Morgan’s headquarters and tell him that I have decided to look into the matter? That I can interfere with the plans of the police and go to work in my own way? I’m afraid not. I might even finish up in custody myself for butting in where I am not wanted.”


      “But you did it when that man was murdered m the Langthorn cinema! You did it when that pupil of yours was found hanged in Bollin Wood. Frances Hasleigh, wasn’t it? So why not now? Don’t you see, Miss Black? An innocent man may be condemned if this goes on.”


      A serious expression crept gradually to Maria’s face. Her restless fingers returned to the fondling of her watch-chain.


      “You really do believe in him, don’t you?” she sympathized. “It satisfies me that my own analysis of your character is correct. And such faith as that outweighs the inhuman logic of the law.… Hmm.” She pressed finger and thumb to her eyes. “You spent the day from noon with Herbert Pollitt. In the twilight his car broke down. You sat talking, watching shooting stars, and making wishes. Herbert asked you to get Clayton. While you were gone, Vincent presumably came along on his pedal cycle and saw Herbert. We don’t know what happened between them. Later Clayton says he saw Vincent cycling away from the spot, which is borne out by you seeing him cycling through Langhorn High Street.… You say he went into Riverside Avenue? Why didn’t you have a look in that avenue?”


      “I did think of it, Miss Black—but my pride was hurt that he’d ignored me.”


      “Yes, I suppose that is logical. Tell me—the paper says Vincent is five foot ten and very broad. Would you call him an immensely powerful man?”


      “Well no—not really powerful. He’s on the flabby side. You know how blond men develop that way sometimes.”


      It struck Maria as passing odd that Betty tactfully ignored her own sex and colouring. “He is not, shall we say, a strong and muscular man?”


      “No—he’s not muscular.”


      “Then I wonder whence came his power to batter a man’s skull to pulp, as the paper so unfeelingly puts it? A very debatable point. I do question too why Morgan has taken the word of Clayton as if he were an unimpeachable authority.… You see, Betty, it is not easy to batter a man’s skull so completely. Smith and Glaister have commented in their excellent Recent Advances in Forensic Medicine that ‘the skullbone is so hard that it can—and often does—deflect a fast flying bullet.’ In fact, any anatomist will tell you that the skull is normally very hard indeed.… Yet here we have a man who is flabby, which suggests he is also out of condition, battering another man ruthlessly to death! After that he cycles with the speed of a racetrack competitor, whereas his efforts at murder ought at least to have left him somewhat exhausted.… Hmm, decidedly interesting.”


      Maria’s icy eyes sharpened as she looked across the desk again.


      “Flaws, my dear, flaws,” she said, raising a finger. “The good Inspector Morgan, painstaking and plodding though I know him to be, is, I am afraid, a man without much imagination.… I am just wondering if I might not call upon him in a friendly way and point out these little discrepancies. I hardly see that he can take exception.”


      Betty got to her feet hurriedly, fear and joy struggling together on her face.


      “You—you mean you will really see what you can do?”


      “Before I can approach the Inspector, I have to find a legitimate cause,” Maria explained. “I imagine I have found it.… Yes, I will do what I can for you—not only because I believe in your faith in Vincent, but because it is essential that a man who may be innocent of all blame be proved to be so.…” Maria rose from her chair and clasped Betty’s two hands firmly and studied her as a mother might an erring daughter. “Betty, what you have to do is go back home and try to forget this horrible business for a while. Just allow things to go as they are, and I’ll let you know the moment I discover anything.”


      The girl had momentary tears in her blue eyes. “I—I sort of felt you’d see it my way, Miss Black. I’ll do just as you say and try not to worry.”


      “Good!” Maria patted the hands gently. “Now be off with you, and if anything important happens, you know my telephone number. Being in the post office, you will be well placed to get at me, day or night.”


      Betty nodded and hurried out. Maria strolled over to the window and watched her young, graceful figure go hurrying across the quadrangle, her blonde hair blowing in the breeze.


      “Faith can move mountains, so maybe it can move Inspector Morgan as well.”


      She turned and pressed a button on her desk. The call was answered by Eunice Tanby, the Housemistress. Years in the tentacled grip of algebra, arithmetic, and Euclid had left her as dry and very nearly as acid as a squeezed lemon.


      “I am going out, Miss Tanby,” Maria stated, reaching behind the Japanese screen and bringing forth a beret and light dustcoat.


      Tanby knew what that beret meant and gave a little sigh. “Am I to understand, Miss Black, that some—er—‘business’ has come up?” she asked.


      Maria settled her beret comfortably on her dark hair before the mirror. “Exactly so, Miss Tanby, if by ‘business’ you mean a little matter of crime. The—er—‘Langhorn Bludgeoning,’ as the paper so delicately puts it.”


      “Why, yes…! I have read about it in this morning’s paper. Young Langhorn man, was it not—Herbert Pollitt?”


      “Exactly. One of three—hmm—boy friends of that blonde girl in our local post office.” Maria cleared her throat. “Betty Shapley, once one of our day pupils. Quite a clever girl; won a scholarship, if you remember. Now she is possessed of—er—hmmm—more than her share of good looks and figure.”


      “Betty Shapley? I noticed her name in the paper, but I had quite forgotten that she used to be here. Yes, she was a very bright and bouncing girl.”


      “She has just left me,” Maria reached for her sunshade on the hook behind the screen. “I have noticed one or two points in this business which strike me as being at variance with fact, so I intend to place them before the worthy Inspector Morgan. I am sure you will not mind handling matters until I return. There is little to be done during the holiday, fortunately.”


      “Certainly,” Miss Tanby agreed. “I—I can’t help in any way, can I? You said that if you could ever find use for me—“


      “At the moment I am afraid I cannot see any useful role you can fill, beyond deputizing for me here.… Now, if you will pardon me.…”


      With a final nod Maria turned and left her study with dignified tread, the sunshade hanging by its strap on her arm. She swept down the corridor to the quadrangle and then went as majestically as an empress to the garages at the rear of the college.


      In a few minutes she reappeared inside an Austin saloon. She was immensely proud of her little car, and of her driving. It helped her rheumatism by cutting out those long tramps that had been forced upon her from time to time when criminology had taken her far afield.


      Sitting bolt upright before the steering wheel, she drove to the college gates. Mason saluted her as he opened them, then he stood watching and scratching his head as she sailed off down the lane with a faint haze of blue exhaust fumes.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOUR


      Ten minutes later, Maria drew up her car with a faint squeak of brakes outside Langhorn police station. She waved an arm imperiously through the open window to the constable visible in the entranceway as he fixed a notice to the baize of the bulletin board.


      “My man! A moment, if you please.”


      The constable turned and came outside to her with the notice still in his hand. The moment he saw the beret, he knew to whom he was speaking.


      “Morning, Miss Black. Anything wrong?”


      “That depends,” Maria answered ambiguously. “Is Inspector Morgan in his office?”


      “No, mum. He’s out on official business.”


      Maria smiled faintly at the tendency to make a dark secret out of Morgan’s peregrinations. “You mean he is at what the crime novelists call ‘the scene of the crime’?”


      The constable shifted uncomfortably and Maria’s eyes lowered to the notice he was holding. It was headed WANTED and carried a photograph of Vincent Grey with his description underneath it.


      “I will find the Inspector for myself,” Maria said, raising her eyes again. “I know you are not supposed to betray his movements to—hmm—strangers.… Thank you.”


      She began to speed down the High Street in what she judged was the right direction. In fact, it had to be. The paper had said the tragedy had occurred between Langhorn and Lexham.…


      “Morgan does not waste time,” Maria mused. “A photograph and description of Grey out already!”


      Maria left Langhorn behind and entered the long country lane between the wide wind-swept fields and hawthorn hedges. Five minutes more and she went over the slight rise that brought her within sight of a group of men and two cars. Ten yards from the area, she drew to a halt as a constable came forward from beside a telegraph pole.


      “Sorry, madam, you’ll have to detour,” he said, peering into the car. “The road is closed for the moment.”


      “I am here especially for the purpose of speaking to Inspector Morgan—and I regret that your memory is not a good deal better.”


      “Why, it’s Miss Black!” The constable gave a start of surprise as she clambered out into the sunshine. “I’m sorry, ma’am; I didn’t notice.”


      Maria acknowledged the apology with a cold smile and started to walk forward, sunshade clenched in her right hand unopened. In front of her was the burned-out wreck of Pollitt’s car with two men studying its engine earnestly and making notes. Beside the hedge and in the ditch two constables were probing and prodding.


      Finally there was the redoubtable Inspector Morgan, standing thinking and holding his chin…well, at least he was holding his chin. Beside him, notebook open, was the lanky Sergeant Claythorne.


      Morgan affected not to notice Maria. But he could not ignore her calm greeting. His blue eyes emerged from beneath his eyebrows.


      “Good morning, Miss Black,” he acknowledged. “I somehow had an idea that it wouldn’t be long before I’d find you mixed up in this business.”


      “You must be clairvoyant, Inspector.”


      “I’m afraid,” he said deliberately, “that I cannot permit any interference from outsiders. This is a serious business.”


      “Serious indeed,” Maria agreed, watching the men inspecting the car engine. “Tell me, what are those two men doing?”


      “They’re police experts from London. They’re checking over the car to see what caused it to catch fire before we have it moved. When that has been done, we can open the road again.”


      “I take it then that you have finished your investigation here except for this car engine?”


      “Yes we—” Morgan stopped himself and cleared his throat. “Everything,” he said flatly, “is in hand.”


      “Yes, I noticed you have had a photograph and description of Vincent Grey circulated. Might I ask why you have done that?”


      “Surely, madam, it is obvious? Vincent Grey murdered Herbert Pollitt, and then tried to burn the body up, or at least destroy the features, by pushing Pollitt’s head in the engine, smashing the petrol tank, and then starting a fire. To make sure of destroying fingerprints, the whole car was set ablaze.”


      “Very interesting. And have you found Grey yet?”


      “A lookout is being kept everywhere—at railway stations, airports, and so on. We’ll find him—” Morgan broke off with a muttered apology and went across to the car engine as one of the men motioned him. He asked questions inaudible to Maria and received the answers. Finally he shrugged his thick shoulders and the two men clambered into their big black car and drove away down the lane.


      “All right,” Morgan said briefly to the constable who was guarding the Langhorn approach up the lane. “You can phone for this wreck to be moved away. We’ve done with it.”


      “Right, sir.”


      Thoughtfully Morgan returned to where Maria was standing. Since he did not comment, she allowed her gaze to travel further—across the stretch of churned-up dust to the hedges, from the hedges to the ditch, from the ditch to the destroyed car, then finally to the prints of the tyres still visible.


      She was just turning her eyes away when she saw something else. The dust of the lane, just near the car bonnet, was of a slightly darker colour for an area of perhaps six inches. An irregular patch was there, as though water had just dropped—or oil.…


      “Miss Black, I think we should get things clear between us.” Morgan’s voice intruded on Maria’s thoughts.


      “With pleasure, Inspector. What do you suggest?”


      “That you return to Roseway College and allow the law to take its normal course.”


      Maria beamed. “My dear Inspector, I have not the least intention of diverting the current of justice, believe me. But I must point out that according to Stokes’ Legal Procedure, the law has no power to prevent a citizen co-operating in a murder case, if by that co-operation facts relevant to the apprehending of the criminal are brought to light.”


      “Really, Miss Black, you and your textbooks—!”


      “Proof, my dear Inspector. In this case the police are asking for information that can lead to the arrest of Vincent Grey—so how do you reconcile that with asking me to return to my college? No, we have worked together before—trading opinions and viewpoints. And because there are flaws in the present evidence against Vincent Grey, I think we should do so again. If you see every scrap of evidence which I see, you cannot do a thing to stop me working on the matter.”


      The thought of flaws in the evidence made Morgan uneasy. “I don’t want help! It cramps my style.”


      Maria raised an eyebrow at him. “Your style, Inspector? Come off it—let’s get this matter in its proper perspective. Firstly, as a guarantee of my good faith, I think you should know that Miss Shapley has been to see me and asked if I would help her. I did not say I would, but I promised to see what I could do.”


      “I understand,” Morgan said dully.


      “Good! Now, why did you take the word of this Clayton person as true?”


      “It’s not that I take it as true exactly.…” Morgan seemed to have decided to bow to Fate, “it’s just that one can’t disbelieve him with so much obvious evidence. Clayton saw Grey cycling from the scene of the crime here—just down the lane ahead there—and Grey has never been home since. If that doesn’t prove he is the guilty party, what does?”


      “Let us take the approaches separately, Inspector,” Maria said. “When a man dashes from a horrifying scene like this one was, it does not necessarily imply that he dashed from it because he committed the crime. If you were to read Freud’s little essay on Fear, you would find some thirty-six reasons why people try to escape from an alarming situation. Vincent Grey might have dashed away just the same if he had seen the crime being committed. I have it on Betty Shapley’s authority, which I respect, that Vincent Grey is actually a man of nervous temperament but inclined to adopt a vociferous external pose.”


      “That’s another way of looking at it,” Morgan admitted finally, “but it isn’t backed up in any way. There are no signs of anybody else except Grey being here. No signs whatever.”


      “How can you be sure? If the dust has been like this since you started investigating, how could you know?”


      Morgan shifted uneasily. “The facts fit in!” he declared. “Why should I go chasing up another street?”


      “That’s not the case. It is simply a matter of being sure that we are in the right street to begin with.” Maria spread her hands. “Could a flabby man like Vincent Grey batter a man’s skull to pulp, then drag the body to the car and set fire to it, then cycle from here and right through Langhorn village at top speed? I greatly doubt it. It would take reserves of strength far beyond the average.”


      “Just a minute! How do you know he went right through Langhorn village? The only clue I have about him is that he was last seen by Clayton a bit further down the lane there, near the rise.”


      “Betty Shapley saw him just after midnight passing her shop. He was, to use her own term, cycling ‘like a madman.’ He turned a scared face to her, ignored her calling to him, and finally turned off into Riverdale Avenue.”


      “The devil he did!” Morgan looked blank, then vicious. “She never told me that she last saw him on Saturday! That’s withholding vital evidence.”


      “You have the information now, Inspector, because I believe you should know every fact. Betty did not withhold the evidence with any idea of blocking the law, but because she is in love with Vincent and quite naturally does not want him to be found.”


      “I don’t care what ideas she had! The fact remains that she withheld evidence, and when I see her.…”


      Maria waved a hand. “Let it be as it is, Inspector. You have the fact now—only an hour after I had it. And you will observe that it lends weight to my theory—that Grey could not have gone through all that without being a superman.”


      Morgan glanced towards his car. “Suppose we go and sit down? I admit I’m—interested.”


      “Splendid!” Maria agreed, and followed him to the car. Sergeant Claythorne, who had been listening to the conversation, turned away and began to prowl intently.


      “Now,” Morgan said, stretching his legs comfortably under the dashboard, “you say that Grey would not have the strength to do all that. Well, I’m not entirely convinced.… Anyway, that apart, we’ve found the weapon which did the deed!”


      Maria looked at him sharply. “I have not seen any mention of that in the paper.”


      “No, we found it in the small hours. It’s a chunk of granite about a foot long and half a foot thick—that rough stuff with pink veins in it that some people use for garden decoration. I had Claythorne take it personally to Ballistics in Lexham for an examination, and I got the report through just before I set off from headquarters this morning.”


      Morgan thumped his hand on the steering wheel for emphasis.


      “Miss Black, there is any amount of bloodstain on that rock, together with shreds of hair and bone substance and tissue. The report has been sent through to Dr. Roberts, who’s making a post-mortem examination of Pollitt’s body this morning up at the mortuary. Now, if those traces on the rock correspond identically with Roberts’ findings, we know then that that rock killed Pollitt.”


      Maria compressed her lips and gazed through the windscreen on to the lane. “Hmm, most intriguing. Tell me, was this rock heavy?”


      “Well, not terribly.…” Morgan shrugged, “…just comfortably weighty. Its sharp edges could make a nasty mess of a man’s skull if it were used savagely.”


      “Savagely,” Maria repeated slowly. “You know, it is the incredible brutality of this business which puzzles me—the almost inhuman desire to make certain of death. Even in the most violent passion, a man is usually satisfied with the fact that his victim is dead. He does not strike a terrific blow and then add blow on top of blow until the skull is battered to pulp. I can hardly imagine the most brutish criminal doing it, let alone Vincent Grey.”


      “Maybe not. I don’t even say that I can myself—but facts are facts. As soon as we discovered that rock, I realized that the ‘jagged and heavy’ weapon referred to by Dr. Roberts had been found, and I knew, too, that Grey had got to be dug out of his hiding place. After getting back to headquarters, I went to his rooms again and had his landlady search his luggage for a photograph. We were lucky and got a snapshot. I learned from her his general colouring and description, and the ‘Wanted’ notices were rushed through for this morning. He’s got to be questioned.”


      “Quite commendable, Inspector,” Maria agreed. “Er—granite, you said?”


      “Yes. Obviously, it came originally from the granite quarries across the fields there. Listen for a moment.…”


      Morgan held up one hand and presently there came quite distinctly the dull reverberation of an explosion.


      “Blasting underground,” he explained. “They’ve been at it for some time now.”


      Maria considered her sunshade handle. “The motive, I take it, you assume to be jealousy?”


      “Certainly. In this case the bone of contention was Betty Shapley. I believe that Pollitt and Grey got talking, that it flared up into a violent quarrel, that Grey then snatched up a chunk of granite lying nearby and battered Pollitt to death. Fearful of the consequences, he tried to destroy the evidence by smashing the car’s petrol tank and setting fire to it, afterwards pushing the head and shoulders in the flames under the bonnet. Clayton arrived just in time to drag the corpse free.”


      Maria sat back, her eyes narrowed. “Did you say ‘smashed the petrol tank?’”


      “According to those two experts who went over the car, yes. The tank has been pierced underneath, but it did not explode. On this old model the tank is over the engine. The petrol had flowed out on to the engine and was then set on fire. Presumably, petrol was also showered over the upholstery. Naturally the whole car caught alight, and because of that all fingerprints were destroyed.”


      “Is there any possibility of the engine having exploded while Pollitt was looking at it under the bonnet?”


      “With that bloodstained granite?” Morgan smiled incredulously. “As for the engine itself, it is intact. The experts told me that.”


      Maria pondered, then: “It’s odd that the murderer left the weapon to be found. Why? Why leave that for everybody to see when it could have been carried away?”


      “That’s an easy one. He was too panic-stricken to care.”


      “There is another point, Inspector. Something must have been used with which to sprinkle petrol over the rest of the car. A receptacle of some sort to convey the spirit from the smashed tank to more distant parts. Have you found anything which might have been used?”


      “No, we haven’t.”


      “Hmm.… So, tank smashed, car set on fire, granite with bloodstains and traces of hair and bone.… What was used to smash the petrol tank, by the way?”


      “Well, a set of spanners, including a screwdriver, was found set out on the offside mudguard of the car,” Morgan answered. “I think the screwdriver was probably used to jab holes in the tank. They’re only about quarter of an inch wide.”


      “I’d rather like to see them,” Maria said.


      Morgan nodded and climbed out into the lane. He held the door open for her to alight, then they went across to the wreck a few yards away.


      “There,” Morgan said, and pointed to several punctures in the base of the blackened circular tank.


      Maria studied it, then her eyes travelled to the neat array of tools on the offside mudguard. They were just as Herbert had set them out—spanners, jackknife, and screwdriver—except that the handle of the screwdriver had been burned away.


      “Doesn’t it strike you as unconvincing, Inspector,” Maria said, turning, “that Grey—if we assume he did arrange this—would put the screwdriver back carefully where he had found it after smashing the tank? If you were to drive a screwdriver several times into a petrol tank, knowing that any moment Clayton might appear—for we can be pretty sure that Pollitt would mention the fact—would you replace the screwdriver carefully from where you had taken it and then set fire to the petrol streaming away at top speed? Remember that petrol flows very rapidly.”


      “I might do so,” Morgan said, “if I wanted to leave everything exactly as I had found it. I would say it is a possible point, though perhaps not a probable one.”


      “For my part,” Maria said, considering, “I would jam the screwdriver quickly into my pocket the moment I had done the dirty work. Lastly, what was used to fling petrol over the remainder of the car…? Hmm, I suppose Grey might have a screwdriver in the toolbag of his cycle, and he might have something like the cup of a vacuum flask to spread the petrol.… Might—might! We’re not getting anywhere, Inspector.”


      Morgan nodded, then watched as Maria looked at her feet. Her attention had returned once more to that dark patch about six inches in area. For quite a while she stood looking at it.


      “I believe,” she said presently, “that Pollitt was standing propped against the car, his head in the bonnet—near this patch?”


      “I think that patch is blood,” Morgan answered, stooping to look at it. “It can’t be water, because either the heat from the blazing car would have dried it or else this morning’s sunshine would. Might even be oil, though I don’t see how.… Bloodstains, I’d say.”


      Maria bent down somewhat rheumatically and scooped some of the soil up into her palm. Frowning, she raised it close to her eyes and allowed the full sunlight to fall on it.


      “It is not blood, Inspector.…” Her voice had a queer faraway note. “There is no trace at all of any red element. Nor is it water or oil. The soil is absolutely dry. It—it is burned soil,” she finished, aiming a puzzled glance. “Ash and bits of fused stone are mixed up in it.”


      “Heat from the conflagration?” Morgan suggested.


      “Hardly. It would not be confined to one patch in that case, but would be all around the car.”


      “Mmm—that’s so.” Morgan scowled down at the patch, which was still further destroying his dream of a perfect case. While he did this Maria seemed to make up her mind suddenly and dug her fingers into the darkened area. She drove them two or three inches down. More of the same brittle dark earth came up and streamed out of her palm.


      “Heat is the answer here, Inspector,” she said, straightening up carefully. “Extreme heat caused this patch here, and from the looseness of the soil compared to the rest of the ground about this patch I would guess that something was dug out of this spot—after which the soil was hastily replaced and flattened down. The burning must have been so intense as to leave this part of the ground darker than the rest. The hole, too, is not vertical—it slants obliquely. The base of it, as near as I could tell, is nearly two inches out of line with the top.”


      “Damned odd,” Morgan said, puzzling. “We’d better have it cleaned out.”


      He motioned to Sergeant Claythorne and the constable examining the ditch nearby. They came up immediately.


      “Dig this soil out of here,” Morgan ordered. “See how deep it goes. There’s an old tin in the toolbox of my car. Flatten it out and use it as a shovel.”


      The two men nodded, found the tin, and hammered it out with a tyre lever—then the constable shovelled while Claythorne dug in with his hands. They kept on working for five minutes before they came to soil that was damp and normal. The hole went down five inches on a gentle slant, according to Morgan’s pocket rule.


      “I don’t see what could have been pushed in here that was hot enough to burn soil,” he said, closing the spring rule carefully. “And I don’t see why anybody should want to dig out whatever was in. Best thing I can do is have some of this soil sent for analysis and see what happens.”


      “Excellent,” Maria agreed. She watched as Morgan filled an envelope with the dark, ashy deposit and put it away in his pocket—then Claythorne and the constable filled the hole in again and stamped on it.


      “Perhaps some petrol soaked in there and burned its way down,” Claythorne suggested.


      “No,” Morgan said. “Petrol smothers in soil. It won’t ignite without free air for combustion. That is not the answer. The answer is that something here was hot enough, and valuable enough, to need removing—and that means that Vincent Grey removed it, or else Clayton did.…”


      There was a silence. The sound of a lark high above its nest sounded incongruous after the horror that had struck here in the dark hours of the night.


      “This,” Morgan resumed, “raises other points. Something must have been used to dig out whatever was in this hole, and something must have been used to hold it when it was dug out. He glanced at the tangled wreck beside him. “I’ll swear nothing was used from this. The tools show no sign of soil deposit on them, as they would since they are greasy. Anyway, you can’t dig much with a few spanners and a screwdriver. Which means,” he finished, his eyes slowly disappearing, “that Vincent Grey probably has the necessary equipment in the saddlebag of his bicycle.”


      “Or else,” Maria said, “that Tom Clayton has what we are looking for in his breakdown equipment. I consider that far more likely. I think we should call on Mr. Clayton and take a look at his truck. Suppose—ignoring this patch for the moment—that Pollitt sustained his injuries by being run into by Clayton? We can’t ignore that possibility.”


      “I don’t see how that could be,” Morgan argued. “The tracks of his truck don’t come far enough.”


      “Apparently not. The deliberate scuffing-up of the dust seems to show quick efforts at obliterating tracks, perhaps not only footprints but tyre marks as well.… I certainly think we should see Clayton right away.”


      Morgan glanced up at a distant throbbing. The breakdown car was approaching. The constable by the telephone pole moved out into the centre of the lane to issue directions.


      “If you’ll excuse me, Miss Black, I’ll just attend to this job,” Morgan said, “then we’ll go and see Clayton.”

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIVE


      Betty Shapley returned home with a much lighter heart. She had dumped her worst problems in the lap of an older person in Miss Black, and been told to forget about them. With the serene conviction of youth, Betty was convinced that Vincent Grey was as good as a free man already.… She was even humming softly to herself as she trundled her bicycle into the backyard.


      Taking off her blazer, she tripped lightly into the kitchen where her mother was busy cooking. “Hello Mum!” Betty came over and kissed her mother emphatically on the cheek. “Everything’s fine now!”


      “Yes, you’re brighter,” Mrs. Shapley agreed, tasting the quality of the concoction in the pan from a cooking-spoon. “Miss Black promised to help you, then?”


      “Yes. It was a bit of a job, but she told me she would—and she said I wasn’t to worry.”


      “Listen, Betty love, there’s something I had better tell you before you go in to help your dad in the shop.… There’s a policeman hidden behind the counter.”


      Betty’s first girlish impulse was to laugh, but an inner sense of the unusual stopped her. “A—a policeman! Is he a big tall chap with thin shoulders?”


      “That’s right, P.C. Rogers. Quite a nice young man as far as it goes, but he’s the law, Bet, and that’s what I’m warning you about.”


      “I saw him coming this way just as I left for Roseway,” Betty said. “We’re not under suspicion, are we?”


      “No, it’s just that we have the misfortune to be the post office for Langhorn. All the letters for this district are franked and sorted by you and your father, and Rogers says he has the authority to see the letters when they come in from the pillar boxes. He showed us written verification from Inspector Morgan. He seems to think that Vincent might try and write to you—or any of us here—and they mean to know what is in any letter that comes in for you, your dad, or me.”


      “But it’s all wrong!” Betty exclaimed. “Nobody can open the Royal mail without permission of the addressee—unless it is a case of obvious damage. Then the post office does it.”


      “But Rogers can tell you to open a letter in his presence and read it aloud,” Mrs. Shapley pointed out. “I ran the post office when you had pigtails, young lady, so don’t try and tell me.… Anyway, be on your guard in case Vince tries anything. Being in the post office, you are in just the right place.”


      “All right, Mum, I’ll take care.”


      “And what about your breakfast?”


      “I’ll wait for dinner—and judging from the smell of that pan, I’m going to work up a rip-roaring appetite.… Now I must go and help Dad.”


      She opened the shop door and hurried in behind the counter to the grille where her father was busy handing out stamps. He looked up in relief as she appeared, finished with his particular customer, and then nodded to a young man minus helmet who was seated to one side of the counter, hidden from customers by the array of tins and toffee-jars.


      “This is Constable Rogers, Bet…,” her father said. “Constable, my daughter Betty.”


      “Glad to know you, miss—though of course I have seen you many a time.…” Rogers got up awkwardly from an upturned biscuit-tin and Betty looked up at him in wonder as he bobbed far over her head. Rogers was six-feet-five and twenty-two, so thin that the difference in width between his head and his shoulders was scarcely noticeable. He held out a bony hand.


      Betty shook it in friendly fashion. All of a sudden she had forgotten that Rogers was an official of the law—he had become instead a young man with dark curly hair and the most serious brown eyes.


      “I—I have to keep out of sight down here, Miss Shapley,” he explained, squatting down on the biscuit-tin again. “I’m not here to frighten customers or scare away trade. My job is simply to see the mails when they come in, in case a letter has been sent to you by Grey. I believe they come in twice a day?”


      Betty edged herself to the stool she invariably used while sitting behind the grille. Folding her plump, rounded arms, she nodded. “They’ll be here in a few minutes for the eleven o’clock delivery—and again at three-thirty.” She gave him a warm smile. “That all right for you?”


      Betty was taking ruthless advantage of her sex. It made P.C. Rogers wish to remove his thick tunic coat. Since he could not do so, a faint moisture appeared on his bony forehead. Betty sat looking at him in polite interest, inwardly marvelling how he balanced so neatly on a biscuit-tin. Then she worked herself more comfortably on to the stool.


      “Not just the mails, of course,” Rogers proceeded, trying to keep his eyes from straying from her face. “It’s possible that Grey might appear in person, or something like that. Or there might be chance gossip I’ll pick up that will constitute a clue. We have to think of everything like that.… Of course, the Chief thinks Grey will write to you.”


      “Oh…I see.”


      “Service, please!” demanded an irate voice.


      Betty turned with a start, wriggled round on her stool, and served the old gentleman who looked through the bars at her with a face of vinegar.… P.C. Rogers sat back and admired the curvilinear view of Betty in her light summer frock. He did not like his job much, but it had its compensations. This was much better than being cooped up with the elephantine Joseph Shapley.


      Not that Betty was posturing for nothing; she was too smart a girl to waste her assets. Behind her attitudes and wide innocent eyes she hoped to get P.C. Rogers sufficiently mesmerized to ignore any important letter that might come. If he would be mesmerized. Betty was haunted by the thought that Vincent Grey might do the very thing Morgan had anticipated. If he was in real trouble, she was the one he would try and reach. And, youthful and. susceptible though P.C. Rogers might be, Betty felt that he would not miss a letter addressed nakedly to “Miss Betty Shapley, c/o Langhorn Post Office.”


      At the clanging of the shop doorbell Betty looked up with a start, realizing even before she looked that it was the mail. The deliveryman always arrived in this fashion, full of bursting energy, with a doubtful joke or two for old Shapley—to be uttered in hoarse undertone audible a mile away—and a wink for Betty.


      “Here y’are, my little sweetheart—the whole caboodle!” The postman raised the bag over the grille and dumped it in front of Betty amidst a smell of canvas and leather. “Just sign like you always does and give me sweet dreams.… There! Leave your sweet come-and-kiss-me on that form and I’m your lad.”


      Betty picked up the indelible pencil and scribbled her signature.


      “Wasting your time here,” the post office official said. “Your sort go on the stage and kick their legs, or go on the films and make faces. Or sometimes they just get married.”


      Presumably, from the noise he made in his throat, there was a coarse undercurrent in this latter observation. He winked at Shapley, whistled, then banged and clanged his way out of the shop again to the waiting van by the pavement.


      “Nice quiet fellow, that,” P.C. Rogers murmured from the depths of the corner. “I told him off once for ignoring a traffic signal.”


      “Did—did you really?” Betty glanced over her shoulder and gave a weak smile. With a sudden effort she began unfastening the bag neck and was surprised to find that her hands were shaking.


      “I’ll help you,” Rogers murmured, rising up endlessly beside her. “If I may.”


      “You’re the law.” Betty’s voice was unaccustomedly hoarse.


      He motioned and they dumped the bag on the floor so he could not be seen by incoming customers. Holding the bottom of the bag, Betty jerked her arms up over her head and emptied out the letters in a disordered pyramid. Then she folded the bag up and put it on one side.


      “What happens now?” P.C. Rogers asked, as though he expected they were going to play games.


      Betty reached to the counter and took down the date-die and inkpad. Then she settled on the floor and tucked her knees beneath her.


      “I frank them,” she explained. “As they are franked, they go into those cubby-holes.” She nodded to the wall where stood a wooden framework with alphabetical square openings. “Those letters which are addressed to houses are collected by Donald, the regular postman, later on. If there are any addressed to here we leave them to be called for.”


      “These letters, then, are from the Langhorn pillar-boxes?”


      “That’s right. Including our own pillar box outside on the pavement.”


      Rogers frowned. “Would anybody post a letter in Langhorn and send it here to be called for? Sounds a bit like taking coals to Newcastle.”


      “Oh, it does happen,” Betty assured him.


      Despite the proximity of the girl so close to him, Rogers scrutinized each letter with keen eyes before handing it on for the bang of the die-stamp and subsequent departure into the appropriate cubby-hole.


      Betty worked in deep anxiety, watching Rogers so fixedly that she wondered he did not glance up under the impact of it. Ten letters—twenty—thirty—forty. Still they came, and her arm was commencing to ache from stamping the die and reaching to the rack beside her. Then the forty-fourth letter came into her hand, Rogers grinning as he gave it to her.


      “I know some people have queer names,” he said, musing, “but this one about beats them all. Bet she’s a spinster of seventy with a Pekinese and a whole stock of unanswered prayers!”


      Betty smiled—then the smile was dashed from her face. She felt suddenly warm, half-frightened and half-relieved at the same time. The letter she stared at was addressed to “Miss Cuddles c/o Langhorn Post Office, Langhorn,” and was marked in the left corner—“To Be Called For”. The envelope was smudged and dirty, but the superscription was in ink. The letter inside felt very small and thin. The handwriting was familiar to her.


      “Cuddles” was her own nickname—the one Vincent used for her when he became extra affectionate. What gesture of Providence had led him to use this means of concealing her real name?


      “Anything wrong?”


      Betty franked the letter’s stamp, turned on her rarest smile, then pushed the letter in the “C” section. “No, constable. I was just thinking—Cuddles is a funny name now you mention it. It does belong to a spinster, but I don’t think she’s got to seventy yet. Nor has she got a Pekinese. But I wouldn’t be surprised if she hasn’t got a lot of unanswered prayers.”


      Rogers gave a rather odd look, blinked towards ‘C’ cubbyhole, then went on with his examination. Betty no longer watched him anxiously. It did not matter now what he found. The only worry on her mind was how long it might be before she could read the message Vince had sent to her.


      “What happens,” she asked casually, “when we close for dinner from one to two?”


      “I go for my dinner and come back this afternoon.” Rogers looked at her very steadily, deep into her eyes. “I’ll have to stick here during the time your shop’s open in case of anything I may pick up—and because of the afternoon letters, of course. While I’m at dinner somebody else will be on the watch outside, just in case.”


      He came to the end of the letters, got up stiffly and reached down a hand. Tingling with cramp Betty jerked to her feet and put the date-die and pad back on the desk behind the grille.


      “For all that’s likely to happen now,” she said, “you don’t have to stay any longer.”


      “Sorry—orders,” he answered, settling back on the biscuit-tin.


      So he remained—stolid but good-humoured, until at last old man Shapley announced that it was time to close. Betty watched Rogers pick up his helmet and put it carefully on his head. He seemed to take an eternity to go out through the doorway—but the instant he had gone and the bolts were in position Betty turned and snatched the letter out of cubbyhole ‘C.’


      “What’s that?” her father asked in surprise, gazing through the grille.


      “Letter from Vince—addressed to me—sent to Miss Cuddles. That’s my nickname, you know.”


      “Wait!” old man Shapley cried. “Don’t tear it open! You can bet your life Rogers will look over the mail when he comes back. Nothing must be different. Come into the kitchen and we’ll steam the flap.”


      Betty dived for the kitchen door and her father lumbered in after her. With a brief explanation to her mother, Betty held the envelope over the steam puffing from the kettle spout. At last she had the flap curling up wetly, until it came unstuck altogether.


      Betty snatched out a grubby-looking oblong of paper torn from a notebook and read it quickly, her mother and father looking over each of her shoulders.


      Cuddles Dearest,


      Am in an awful mess. I must have some food and drink quickly. Otherwise I can manage. I am taking the risk of this reaching you. Come to Bollin Wood when it gets dark and snap a twig as a signal. I am hiding in a big hollow tree on the side of the wood facing the river. When I hear you I’ll whistle like a nightingale.


      Don’t fail me, for God’s sake!


      Always yours,


      Vince


      “Well, anyway, he’s safe at the moment.… Silly young idiot!” Joseph Shapley commented.


      “What are you going to do, Bet?” her mother asked.


      “Do as he asks, of course, and take him some food and drink. The poor dear must be nearly fading away.”


      “Not Vince.” Mrs. Shapley shook her head. “He’s plenty of blubber to feed on. And it may not be so easy as you think to take him food and drink, Bet. Do you imagine for one moment that the police will have left Bollin Wood—of all places—unguarded? It’s just the place for a fugitive to hide. Seems funny to me that they haven’t found him already.… Anyway, if you go to Vince the police will follow you and then…well, the game will be up.”


      “And,” her father said, “I should write a very ordinary sort of note to put back in that envelope, just in case it gets opened by Rogers. Try and imitate Vince’s handwriting—and burn that note you’ve got there.”


      “That’s an idea,” Betty agreed. “Thanks, Dad! I’ll conjure up something.… I’m going to do as Vince asks, police or no police! I’ll find a way to dodge them. Vince is in an awful fix.… Besides, I’ve got to know what really did happen to Herby.”


      “I don’t like it.” Her father shook his head.


      “This letter got through,” Betty pointed out. “Right under the nose of Rogers. I think the same good luck will keep on holding.”


      Mrs. Shapley smiled faintly. “Then good luck it is, love,” she murmured. “I think I’d have done just the same thing at your age.…”


      * * * *


      Inspector Morgan’s official car and Maria’s Austin pulled up one behind the other outside the Langhorn police station. Morgan waited for Maria to alight and then followed her through the dreary area of the main office to his own quarters at the back of the building. The constable in charge followed him in.


      “Scotland Yard telephoned, sir,” he said briefly. “Divisional Inspector Davidson wants you to attend a conference concerning this bludgeoning business.”


      “Might have known it,” Morgan growled, cocking an eye on Maria. “They’ve had time by now to sort out the facts and I suppose they want to know what I’m doing.… Anything else, Burgess?”


      “Yes, sir.” The constable nodded to a sealed envelope on the desk. “That’s the official report on Pollitt from Dr. Roberts. He had it sent over by special messenger as he thought you’d need it in a hurry.”


      “Right.” Morgan jerked his head and the constable went out. Scowling, Morgan sat down at his desk and pulled off his peaked cap to reveal the grey plush beneath. Maria settled in a chair opposite him and waited.


      “Am I to understand, Inspector, that Scotland Yard is going to take this case over?” she asked presently.


      “If I can satisfy them that I am making progress, they won’t. I don’t want the Yard in on this if I can help it: I prefer to solve my own problems. But this confounded conference is going to take up time. I shan’t be able to go and see Clayton as I’d planned.… Mmm, this is interesting.”


      Morgan had been opening the envelope containing Dr. Roberts’ report whilst talking.


      “‘Death caused by exceptionally violent blow from a heavy and jagged instrument.… Died instantaneously.…’ Mmm. ‘Evidences of severe burning on head and body and around the edges of the wound, and a good deal of crushed and blackened bone in the brain tissue.…’ Uh-huh. ‘Traces of a metallic element in the wound, probably from where it rested against the central top rail inside car bonnet when the metal was heated.…’ In other words, a mighty powerful series of blows.”


      “Or one tremendous one.” Maria wondered what else there was in the memorandum, but it was not within her province to ask. “This business of severe burning puzzles me.”


      “Why? We know Pollitt was dragged from the blazing car.”


      “We were told he was, forgive me. But if destruction of the corpse was intended, why was the entire body not placed in the car? Why just stand it up beside the car with the head pushed in the bonnet? Somehow it is—unconvincing.”


      “I see what you mean.…” Morgan waited for an inspiration. None came.


      “Metallic element in the wound,” Maria went on. “Where on Earth did that come from? I thought we were dealing with granite.”


      “According to the doctor, it came from the car,” Morgan said. “Anyway, suppose we check up on what we do know.… And also I had better get this analyzed,” he added, pulling the envelope of black soil from his pocket. “I’ll take it up to London with me and save time. Now, let me see.…”


      He pulled his scratchpad towards him and began to figure. “This is a check-up on times, which may help us,” he explained. “Let’s see what we can agree.”


      “We know that Betty left Pollitt at about half past ten,” Maria stated firmly.


      Morgan noted it down and added: “And she saw Tom Clayton at eleven-thirty. She’s sure on that by the Langhorn church clock. In other words, she took an hour. We can allow, say, ten minutes for her to tell Clayton why she had called. That brings us to eleven-forty. Then he saw her to her front door and had to get out his breakdown truck—say another ten. Eleven-fifty he started off. Then he drove to the scene of what had become the crime. He landed there, let us say, at midnight.…”


      Morgan sat back and tapped the end of his pencil on the desk. “So, between ten-thirty and midnight Herbert Pollitt was murdered. That’s obvious.”


      “Yes, but an hour and a half is a considerable stretch of time in which to pin down any particular act. What exactly are you trying to prove, Inspector?”


      “I am trying to find out how long Pollitt had been murdered when Clayton found him.… But wait a minute! Grey was seen cycling as fast as he could go past the Shapley shop at about twelve-ten. Ah! Now we are getting somewhere!”


      “And since he was riding a light machine—aluminium, remember—I would suggest he was going about twenty-five miles an hour,” Maria said thoughtfully. “Three-speed gear would help him along.”


      Morgan resumed his figuring.


      “Agreed. The scene of the murder is just about two miles from here; I’ve checked that with my own car. Which means”—he shut his eyes completely and chased figures in his brain—“that he covered the distance of two miles in four and four-fifths minutes. Call it five for convenience. He left the crime then at about twelve-five, and passed Clayton on the way, about seventy yards from the murder spot, according to Clayton. If we assume that he committed the murder and set fire to the car in about ten minutes, we can assume that the murder was committed at approximately eleven-fifty-five.”


      Maria gave a shrug. “You can assume it as a working basis if you like, but for myself I am inclined to question if Grey could do so much in ten minutes. However, so be it for the moment. Don’t forget that Grey might have met Pollitt at any time during that hour and a half. He might have murdered Pollitt at his leisure and then arranged the details.”


      “I don’t agree,” Morgan interrupted. “Had he had ample time in which to do his dirty work, he could have cycled away leisurely when he had done it. Instead he flew for his life. That points to a definite urgency.”


      “Hmm—quite. That point had escaped me. Yes, there is an unmistakable note of hurry about the whole thing. But there is yet another point.… We will surmise that Pollitt told Grey that Betty had gone to fetch Clayton: Grey would surely question what Pollitt was waiting for beside a broken-down car. So, knowing Clayton would be coming from Langhorn, why did Grey take the same route along which to escape? He must have known that he would pass him. Does that sound to you like the reasoning of a ruthless murderer? You know, I feel that a man who can batter another man to death and then try and burn his body would surely also have worked out his means of escape. I contend that he would not depart by the very route that would reveal him leaving the crime. Nor would he leave his murder weapon behind.”


      “No, I don’t suppose he would. But in opposition to your idea, I suggest that he left the crime by the way he did because he was too panic-stricken to do anything else. For the same reason he left the granite behind. Blind fear. He didn’t care where he went.”


      “I agree with the panic-stricken notion: he was scared. But I do not think it was because he had committed murder.”


      “Then what the devil else?” Morgan demanded. “There is no other reason we can accept. It was murder, and only Vincent Grey could have done it. Why do you keep on trying to twist everything?”


      “Because I am not satisfied.” Maria gave a cold stare. “And another thing: at what time did Clayton arrive here and report the murder?”


      “Er—” Morgan looked irritably for the record book, flipped it open and ran a finger down the page. “It was twelve-thirty.”


      “Hmm! And we are satisfied that he arrived at the murder about midnight? In that truck of his he could be here in two minutes—three at the outside. The news he had to impart would not allow him to dawdle. That means that about twenty-seven minutes went somewhere!”


      “Well, as to that.…” Morgan rubbed his chin, “we must remember that he had to climb out of his truck, walk a short distance, drag the body from the fire, probably try first aid, walk back to his truck, get it reversed—”


      Maria raised a hand and Morgan glowered. “If a body is on a fire, Inspector, you whip it off in thirty seconds if you have any sense. If you see the head is smashed to pulp, you do not try first aid. And a garage expert, used to handling cars, only takes the briefest time in which to reverse a truck. The whole thing could be done in one minute. Allow another minute for the walking to and fro, and we still have twenty-five minutes missing.”


      Morgan sighed: there was no gainsaying the facts that he had brought upon himself.


      “All right, twenty-five minutes to fill in,” he growled. “We will try and sort that out when I’ve seen Clayton again. Is there anything else?”


      “Yes, indeed. We do not know at what time Vincent Grey met Herbert Pollitt, but we do know it was after Betty had gone to fetch Clayton. Now, by her own admission, the girl did not hurry herself. Had she done so, nearly twenty minutes might have been knocked off the time. Grey, if he committed the murder—and also if he knew Betty had gone to fetch Clayton—could not have known that Betty would dawdle. He could not have known but what Clayton might appear at any time. Why then did he wait so long before he committed the crime?”


      “Because it was an impetuous act and not premeditated,” Morgan said. “That makes my violent quarrel theory hold good.”


      “Not premeditated! He battered a man to death, he punctured a petrol tank, he set fire to the car, he tried to get rid of the body in the flames to hide the crime.… No, Inspector, it does not click. There is something else somewhere which will demand a good deal of thought.”


      “I’m going to stick to facts,” Morgan decided, trying not to yawn. “At least until something vitally new comes along.…” His glance fell on the envelope containing the burned soil. “It may even be that we shall learn something fresh from that.… And I’m tired,” he broke off impatiently, lowering his hands. “I had no sleep last night. Still, there it is; and I’d better be getting off to London.”


      Maria rose to her feet, gripping her sunshade firmly. Morgan knew the attitude and waited, hoping inwardly that new twists were not going to present themselves. Before Maria had arrived, he’d been sure of a perfectly straightforward case.


      “Inspector, I shall take it as a favour if you will advise me when you intend to interview Clayton. I would rather like to be present.”


      “Very well,” he said grudgingly.


      Maria smiled at him blandly and left the office. For some reason he felt at that moment very much like a little boy who has been caught stealing the jam.…

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SIX


      It was a deeply thoughtful Maria who returned to Roseway College. In her study she took off her coat and beret, hung them up with the sunshade behind the Japanese screen, then she filled the electric kettle and switched it on to boil.


      “Metallic fragments,” she muttered. “Has a piece of granite any metallic fragments?”


      To check her own belief that it has not, she took down Cassell’s Encyclopedia from the bookcase, Volume V, and leafed over the pages quickly. It said that granite is a “granular igneous rock consisting of feldspar, quartz, and mica, confusedly crystallized.” She closed the book slowly and put it on the desk.


      “In other words, Maria, granite does not possess what may be reasonably called a ‘metallic element’.” She began to snake her watch-chain in and out of her fingers; “Hmm—not even in the quartz, which is either silicon or silicon dioxide. Yet there is that reference in Dr. Roberts’ report to ‘traces of a metallic element, probably from where the wound rested against the metal bar in the top of the car bonnet when it was heated.’ An agreeable suggestion if one is in a hurry, but otherwise—”


      Maria broke off to make a pot of tea, and had just set it down on her desk, together with crockery, milk, and saccharine tablets, when there was a knock on the door and Eunice Tanby peeped in.


      “Oh, I thought I saw you return, Miss Black. I felt I had better advise you that nothing untoward happened during your absence.”


      Maria motioned to the chair at the other side of the desk. “Sit down, Miss Tanby, and join me in a cup of tea. Your information could have waited until later. You are here merely to find out how the Pollitt business is progressing.”


      Tanby could not flush with embarrassment: Nature had denied her the privilege. She sat and smiled bleakly as her superior came from behind the Japanese screen with a second cup and saucer.


      “The case is a baffling one,” Maria frowned as she poured out the tea. “The Inspector believes it to be more or less plain sailing, but I do not. Er—two saccharine tablets, is it not? Yes—decidedly complex.”


      Tanby took the tea and stirred it slowly. “In what way—complex, Miss Black?”


      “I am worried by a singular point. Evidence of a piece of granite shows that it contains blood, hairs, and bone tissue—that it was presumably wielded by the murderer. This piece of granite has been examined by Ballistics, and the evidence upon it determined in medical terms. The report has since gone to Dr. Roberts, who, I understand, has been asked to check it with the facts about Pollitt’s blood, bones, and so forth. I don’t know the answer to that because Inspector Morgan kept it to himself. However, the point is that metallic elements were found in the ghastly wound Pollitt sustained. Now, how does that tie up with granite?”


      “The answer is, it doesn’t,” Tanby said.


      “So I think. Therefore we have the curious problem that although the granite contains all the evidences of having been the murder weapon, it may not really have been connected with it.…”


      For a space the two women drank their tea, then Tanby said pensively:


      “Do you suppose, Miss Black, that Pollitt was hit with something metallic and heavy—offhand, say something like a car jack or a very heavy spanner, and that to throw the police off the scent the killer somehow doctored a piece of granite?”


      “An excellent theory, Miss Tanby, and it seems to show that neither Pollitt’s tools nor Vincent Grey’s could have done that—but Tom Clayton’s might have. His breakdown truck would have a good selection of equipment. Yes, indeed. I am inclined to think that Dr. Roberts has been a trifle lax in his report. He explained away the metallic element as having been caused by the wound lying on the hot metal of the car.”


      “He ought to know, surely?”


      “Not altogether. His task is simply to state the cause of death; the rest is for the police to work out, though they place a good deal of store on his opinion. I am struck by the fact that he did not refer to granite traces in the wound—unless Morgan did not read that part aloud. I think I must have more details. Pardon me a moment.”


      Maria turned aside to the telephone and dialled Dr. Roberts’ number. She knew it well enough since he often worked in consultation with Dr. Wood of the college sanatorium. Presently Roberts himself came on the wire—clipped and impatient in manner as usual:


      “Hello, Miss Black,” he greeted. “Something wrong?”


      “Not at the college, no. I want a word with you about the Pollitt affair. You are aware that I am working beside Inspector Morgan in the Pollitt case?”


      Roberts gave a grudging assent. But he knew he could not afford to be uncivil to the empress of Roseway.


      “The Inspector read me part of your report this morning, Doctor,” Maria proceeded. “I did not notice any mention of granite traces in Pollitt’s injury.”


      “Frankly, I didn’t find any. But it should be remembered that the flow of blood perhaps washed them away. It was a terrible injury, remember.”


      “Quite so. What conclusion did you reach upon the report concerning the granite? I understand there were signs of blood and tissue upon it. Did they match Pollitt?”


      “Without doubt,” Roberts answered promptly.


      Maria frowned. “I am sorry to keep bothering you, Doctor, but there is something else yet. Do you think the blow which killed Pollitt came from the side, behind, or above?”


      “I’d say it came from above—obliquely. The right side of his head from the ear downward is terribly burned but not battered, but the left side to the jaw is smashed utterly. I put that in my report.”


      Oblique! Oblique! A hole of black soil that was also oblique!


      “How do you account,” Maria resumed, “for metallic elements remaining in the wound if blood washed out the granite particles?”


      “I believe that the first rush of blood had slowed down somewhat when the head and shoulders were pushed in the blazing engine. I believe, though I’m open to correction, that the wound happened to lie against the metal bar running along the top of the bonnet on the underside, and that surface fragments of metal were released when the heat expanded it. They adhered to the wound. That also I reported.”


      “Yes, Doctor—of course. Inspector Morgan was not very co-operative, I regret to say.… Would you say there are enough metallic deposits to permit of an analysis?”


      “If you mean by spectrograph, yes. Why?”


      “I shall ask Inspector Morgan, and if he is agreeable he may ask you to remove a few of those metal fragments from the head. That can still be done?”


      “If necessary. The body is still at the mortuary pending police instructions. And there’s an inquest yet, of course.”


      “Thank you, Doctor,” Maria said gratefully. “You have been most helpful.”


      She put the telephone back on its cradle. Miss Tanby was sitting looking at her in expectation, so she summarized the conversation briefly.


      “The spectrograph will help us exceedingly,” she explained. “By means of vaporizing the elements concerned it is possible, if necessary, to detect the presence of a one hundred and eighty millionth part of a grain of sodium—or whatever it may be. Smith and Glaister in their Recent Advances in Forensic Medicine make the pertinent observation that ‘identification of metallic elements is simple and certain these days working especially with the Hilger Quartz Spectrograph’.”


      “According to the newspaper,” Tanby said, “everything seems to show that Vincent Grey committed the murder. Do you think that he did?”


      “Frankly, no. I base my assumption of his innocence on his peculiar mistakes—for instance, hurrying from the crime in the very direction that he must have known would give him away; trying to burn the body when he must have realized the time would be too short to permit of it; leaving behind the weapon of murder.… Of course these theories fall to bits if he did not know that Clayton was due to arrive. Or rather the first two theories fall to bits. Leaving the murder weapon behind is a mystery in itself.”


      “What makes you think he did know that Clayton was coming?” Tanby enquired. “Isn’t it rather an assumption?”


      “Perhaps—but a logical one. Picture it. Along comes Vincent Grey, a rival of Pollitt’s certainly, but not so much as not to be on speaking terms. We know he stopped, and presumably talked, because there are the tracks of where he applied the brakes to his cycle. Now, would not Grey ask Pollitt what he was doing with a broken-down car at that hour of night? Would not Pollitt say, in pride maybe, that he had been out with Betty Shapley and that she had now gone to fetch Clayton? Lastly, if we do assume that Grey murdered Pollitt, we must also assume that Betty’s name came into it, otherwise there would not—as far as we can see—have been any basis for argument.…”


      “Yes,” Tanby agreed, thinking. “Then it is now simply a matter of waiting for the finding of Grey?”


      “By no means! Clayton has yet to be interviewed by Morgan when he returns from consultation at Scotland Yard. In the meantime I am left to sit and think things out—and another big puzzle to me is what was buried in the lane that was so hot it burned the soil around it. It entered the ground obliquely—not vertically, as one would expect. Something,” Maria finished slowly, “which must have been quite near Pollitt when he died.”


      “It would take a tremendous amount of heat to burn soil,” Tanby observed.


      “That is what puzzles me.…” Maria sat thinking for a while, then checked her watch. “Hmm—only ten minutes to dinnertime, Miss Tanby. I wonder if you would mind leaving me while I make a few notes whilst the details are fresh in my mind?”


      The Housemistress nodded, quite accustomed to being told to get out. She departed in silence and Maria opened her desk drawer and brought forth the black-bound book in which she recorded her criminological impressions. She headed the page The Herbert Pollitt Case and then began to write swiftly:


      Summing this case up to date, I feel inclined to dispose of two suspects—1, Vincent Grey; and 2, Betty Shapley. I may have cause later to amend my opinion upon the former person—but though Betty may be—and is—a flirt, who is being taught a costly lesson, I cannot picture her as a murderess. Nor does there seem to be sufficient motivation,


      I do, however, feel that Thomas Clayton (garage owner and mechanic) has some close connection with all this. There is something so completely glib about his statements—something so unexpectedly honest about him informing the police immediately. I am wondering if he wanted to get Vincent Grey into trouble, which is quite possible since the two men are rivals. I have yet to see this Clayton person, and shall then be better able to judge.


      Significant points for consideration: burned patch in the ground near where Pollítt must have been standing; the odd fact that the hole in the ground is oblique instead of vertical, and goes down for five inches; the puzzle of metallic traces in the wound Pollitt sustained.


      A further point: With what was the patch in the soil examined? None of the tools Pollitt possessed was apparently used, and I doubt if Grey would have such an article. Inevitably, I am drawn back to suspecting Thomas Clayton.


      Shall ask Inspector Morgan to consent to a spectrograph analysis of the metallic deposits in Pollitt’s head (what is left of it).


      I consider that jealousy is not a strong enough motive for such a brutal attack. Further, Pollitt, though diffident, would surely have put up some sort of a fight in his own defence? Unless being struck from above—according to Dr. Roberts—prevented this. If he did put up a struggle, would Grey have been able to cycle so energetically? And from Betty Shapley’s account, I judge he was not marked in any way.


      The time is 12:57 p.m.


      It was nearly half past three when Maria received a phone call from Morgan advising her of his return from London. The affair at the Yard had merely been a routine check-up on progress to date, and a conference on the disposition of men necessary to try to locate Vincent Grey.


      “You are still conducting the investigation yourself then, Inspector?” Maria questioned.


      “Yes—unless I get into waters too deep for me.… Anyway, I am going over to see Clayton in a few minutes, and if you wish to come—”


      “I do—definitely! But first I would suggest that you ask Dr. Roberts to extract certain metallic elements from the body of Pollitt and have them analyzed.”


      “Are you referring to Roberts’ report?”


      “I am—both the parts you read and the parts you did not! However, if we could get hold of those metallic elements—”


      “We will,” Morgan interrupted. “As a matter of fact I was on to Roberts just before I rang you, with that very object m mind. He is removing the metal traces and lodging them with the Ballistics branch in Lexham. I too realize that they might be significant.… I suppose I should have had more sense than keep facts from you.”


      “Little doubt of it,” Maria agreed calmly. “Incidentally, is there anything to stop us witnessing the spectrum test? Speed is the essence of an investigation, Inspector.”


      At the other end of the wire there was the sound of Morgan clearing his throat.


      “All right, we can see the test made while we wait. Roberts said he would send the stuff there for about half past four. If you would care to meet me at the Lexham police branch at that time.…”


      “Delighted, Inspector.”


      It was exactly four-thirty when Mana drew up her Austin outside the grey façade of the Lexham police department. In fact it was the department that would have taken over the Pollitt case had not the tragedy occurred just within the Langhorn boundary. Not that it would have mattered either way, for Morgan was a good friend of Inspector Dent of the Lexham police. Lexham, however, had the advantage of modern equipment, and a branch of ballistics and chemistry all its own.


      At length Morgan arrived in his official car. He tendered a clumsy apology for his lateness and then followed her into the building. The sergeant on duty saluted as Morgan appeared.


      “Dr. Roberts been in with that stuff for Ballistics?” Morgan asked.


      “Ten minutes ago, sir. The Chief’s in the department now. If you’ll go straight in.…”


      “Miss Black is with me,” Morgan added, as the sergeant glanced at her—then he led the way into the rear quarters of the building.


      In a moment or two they entered a room filled with various delicate, and in some cases massive, instruments of science. At a long bench two men stood, one in police uniform and the other in a white smock. Before them was the anvil-shaped mass of a highly polished Hilger Quartz Spectrograph, with its delicate electrodes, prism, and photographic attachments.


      “Hello, Inspector.” Inspector Dent turned and held out his hand. He was a big, fair, good-humoured man with a high colour and bright grey eyes. “Come to take a look at the buried treasure, eh? Well, it’s all here.… Oh, Miss Black!” Dent’s eyes settled on her. “I haven’t had the pleasure, though I have heard a good deal.”


      “All good, I hope,” she answered, shaking hands and smiling. “You have a most admirable laboratory here.”


      “Yes, indeed. We’re pretty proud of it—”


      “I think we’re ready, sir,” the man in white announced, glancing up with a glint of spectacles. He had been busy with the delicate task of filling the cup of the lower arc electrode with the metallic grains Roberts had extracted from Pollitt. Now he stood waiting.


      “All very simple,” Dent remarked, motioning to chairs. “The electrodes are Acheson graphite, free from iron and impurity. When the arc is struck, the current slowly volatizes the grains in the crater of the lower electrode.”


      “Quite so,” Maria agreed dryly. “I—hmm—understand that the greater thermal conductivity of the graphite prevents a white hot crater being formed and slows down volatilization. It is quite normal procedure in the case of minute grains like this.”


      “Er—yes,” Dent said, astonished, and sat down. He had not expected his enjoyable little flight into scientific knowledge to be so accurately completed.


      The expert closed the steel window shutters and switched on a small safety light. Then he depressed a switch and closed the hand-feed holder of the electrodes. The prismatic slit became visible in the camera-like attachment at the end of the instrument, and upon it there gradually merged the required colour-band.


      “I understand,” Dent said from the gloom, “that Roberts is of the opinion that the metal fragments came from the car in which Pollitt died. In that case we should get a steel or iron spectrum.”


      “But I am afraid,” Maria murmured, gazing at the colours intently, “that we are not getting either.”


      There was silence. On the prismatic slit the predominant colour was intense and brilliant yellow—a double line of it.


      “Sodium,” Dent whispered, utterly perplexed. “How does that get into the metalwork of a car?”


      There were other colours that Maria classified for herself with deepening wonder. There was the light blue of arsenic; the blue-green of binoxide of tin; the pure green of copper; the intense crimson of lithium.…


      “That’s the funniest make-up I ever saw for a car body,” Dent exclaimed. “The predominance lies in the sodium band —but there seems to be pretty well of nickel too. Be hanged if I can make it out!”


      The light returned as the technician switched off and drew back the window shutters. He scribbled busily for a moment or two and then handed a card across to Morgan.


      “That’s it, sir,” he said briefly. “If you want a more detailed analysis, I can make it for you. That’s the general set-up though.”


      Morgan looked at the card dully. Its list of elements simply failed to make sense. The fragments dug out of the head of Herbert Pollitt had apparently nothing whatever to do with the car that had been burned.


      “I’ll have to think this lot out,” Morgan muttered, putting the card in his wallet. “Always seems to be my luck to have the ground cut from under my feet. Anyway, much obliged.”


      “If any angles occur to me,” Dent said as he accompanied the Inspector and Maria through the passage to the main entrance, “I’ll give you a ring. Right now though, I’m as stumped as you are.”


      Morgan gave a grunt and followed Maria down the steps.


      “What now, Inspector?” she enquired.


      “All I can do is make that planned visit to Clayton, and check to see if there is anything in his garage which might be made up of elements like this. I frankly admit I’m getting out of my depth.”


      “It certainly is a surprise,” Maria admitted, musing. “I’d thought that Dr. Roberts’ explanation was probably the right one—but under analysis it’s collapsed.… Oh, incidentally, did you have an analysis made of that burned soil?”


      “Oh, yes…while I was in London. Nothing very exciting. The stuff is purely and simply soil—the usual agglomeration of grit, pulverized rock, fragments of minerals, and metallic elements—some of the elements corresponding to those of the spectrum we have just viewed. All the stuff was proved to have been burned with considerable heat, of course.”


      “Hmm…,” Maria reflected, and opened the door of her car. “I think we had better move on and see Clayton,” she decided. “As you remarked, we shall have to ‘think this lot out’.”


      She waited for Morgan to drive his car ahead of her, then she followed him out of the town and along the lane that led past the tragedy spot—now open to traffic again—and so on to Langhorn. They drew up finally outside Clayton’s garage.


      It was quite a pretentious-looking establishment next door to Miss Thackery’s Baby Clothes shop, and next door but one to Shapley’s. Two pillars supported a concrete verandah and a notice invited motorists to PULL UP UNDER COVER. Behind the pillars and in front of the building proper was a runway for cars to stop beside the three petrol pumps. The garage itself had two large open doors and above them loomed a stockist sign. Inside the garage there was plenty of daylight from high, wide skylights, and one or two cars were visible in varying degrees of dismantlement.


      Morgan led the way into the area, which reeked of petrol fumes, and looked about him. Tom Clayton was half lying inside a stripped car, busy with the gearbox.


      “Mr. Clayton, I’d like a word with you,” Morgan said.


      Clayton struggled upright, tossed his screwdriver down, and then felt in his overalls for a waste rag. “Oh, it’s you, Inspector.… ’Afternoon.”


      Morgan gave a formal nod. Maria stood just behind him, massive and impersonal, gripping her sunshade. Her cold blue eyes moved round the big garage’s area and up to the skylights, then returned to Clayton. She decided that Betty had not exaggerated her description of him. He was definitely the surly type with his heavy lips and square jaw.


      “I’m just making a routine check-up,” Morgan explained. “I’m sure you won’t mind helping me.”


      “Not at all.… Just a moment.” Clayton turned and stepped aside into the little office leading off the garage. In a second or two he had brought an ancient bentwood chair into view and set it down, motioning to Maria.


      “Thank you,” she said briefly, and seated herself, and glancing at Morgan. “I trust this young man knows my purpose in being here, Inspector?”


      “No need for introductions,” Clayton interrupted, unsmiling. “I know you are Miss Black of Roseway College, and that you try to help the police now and again.”


      Something like a sniff escaped Maria at Clayton’s ill-advised use of the word “try.”


      “Mr. Clayton,” Morgan resumed, “about what time would you say you saw Mr. Grey dashing past you?”


      “About midnight, near as I can remember.”


      “And you arrived at the crime scene at about what time?”


      “Five past twelve, or thereabouts.”


      “And,” Morgan went on, lowering his brows until his eyes vanished, “what did you do then?”


      “But I told you everything last night, Inspector.”


      “Sorry, Mr. Clayton, but I must ask the question again.”


      Clayton sighed, held up four oily fingers and thumb and then began to bend down each one at the knuckle as he enumerated.


      “One—I jumped out of my truck, saw Herby propped against the mudguard with his head and shoulders in the blazing engine—in fact, the whole car was on fire; two, I dashed forward and dragged him free of the blaze; three, I laid him down and saw that there was nothing I could do; four, I raced back to my truck; and five—I came to you immediately.”


      There was a silence, then: “And you came to see me at twelve-thirty,” Morgan said. “Or rather, you reported the murder at that time. I was not at the station myself at that hour.”


      “Yes, it would be about that time,” Clayton agreed.


      Again the quietness. Maria appeared lost in thought. Morgan stirred himself.


      “About checks up,” he said, shrugging. “Granting, that is, that you reached the tragedy at twelve-five. Twenty minutes to perform the rescue and so on, and five minutes to reach me.”


      “A question,” Maria remarked, looking up at last. “You say that when you arrived the fire was blazing? The car was enveloped?”


      “It was, yes.” There was faint truculence in Clayton’s tone, but if he expected that Maria was going to pursue the point to some conclusion he was disappointed. She remained silent.


      “Where’s your breakdown truck?” Morgan asked, glancing round.


      “It’s kept out in the back yard, so I can get out quickly through the gates. Do you want to see it?”


      “I’ll take a look at it, yes.”


      Clayton led the way to a rear door and so out into the wide yard at the back, where stood his breakdown truck, drawn up against the wall. A small crane stood up from the rear, riveted to the truck by a steel flooring. The flooring in turn filled the entire back of the truck, and was secured to the bodywork by massive bolts.


      Morgan and Maria contemplated the truck thoughtfully. There was no sign of it having been used for any sinister purpose. The bodywork, and particularly the radiator, had no signs of unexplained stains or dents, nor had there been any hasty doctoring with paint. Being an old truck, any such tricks would have stood self-revealed.


      “All right,” Morgan said, shrugging. “I think that’s all I need for the moment. Thanks.”


      As Clayton led the way back into the garage, Morgan said: “By the way—a question. You’re not compelled to answer it but maybe you’d prefer to. Were you and Pollitt friends rivals, or out-and-out enemies?”


      “We were rivals,” Clayton said calmly. “All three of us—Pollitt, Grey, and myself. Betty Shapley next door but one is the cause of it.… But if you are trying to make out that I had anything to do with Pollitt’s death, you’d better think again. I hadn’t!”


      “No offence.” Morgan gave a grim smile. “I said you didn’t need to answer.… Okay, and thanks very much.”


      He led the way outside and back to his car at the kerb. He paused and looked towards the Shapley store. Within it were dim signs of movement.


      “How much did you gain from that, Inspector?” Maria asked him, coming to his side.


      “Well, the times seem to fit in all right. That twenty-five minutes he couldn’t account for seems to have been cleared up now. We didn’t allow enough time for Clayton to drag the body free, and so on.”


      “I’m still doubtful about the timing,” Maria commented. “Incidentally, your inspection of that breakdown truck was decidedly casual.”


      “Only because I’ve no authority yet to make a detailed search of either that truck or Clayton’s property. I’ll take out a search warrant the moment I think it is justified.”


      “Is not the removal of something from the soil near the crime scene sufficient justification?”


      Morgan shook his head. “Of itself, no. Grey might have been mixed up in that. If we can find him and prove he wasn’t, then that only leaves Clayton here for it. I’ll act then.… At least we are reasonably sure that his truck has not been involved in any dirty work.”


      Maria gave a thoughtful smile. “Since you’ve overlooked a most significant point, perhaps I’d better help you. To be fair, you should have the facts first-hand. Excuse me a moment.”


      She turned and walked with majestic tread to Shapley’s store. Opening the door, she motioned within and presently Betty came out.


      “Hello, Miss Black. Something happened?”


      “Nothing definite, my dear—but I think you can help Inspector Morgan with a few answers to my questions.”


      Morgan nodded to the girl rather curtly. Her withholding of information still rankled with him.


      “I’ve asked Betty out here, Inspector, for the express purpose of putting some questions to her, and carefully noting the answers. Now. Betty—at what time did you see Vincent Grey cycle past here?”


      “Oh, Miss Black!” Reproach leapt into Betty’s blue eyes. “You’ve given me away! Now the Inspector knows—”


      “He has known for some time, my dear, because he had to. But I think I have smoothed over that little difficulty. Come now—what time was it?”


      “It would be just after ten past twelve, as I told you. I looked at the kitchen clock when I came out here, and I saw Vince almost immediately afterwards. His cycle lamp was in view for quite a time. He turned off down Riverside Drive there.” She pointed.


      “And you are quite sure, Betty, that the clock was right?”


      “Oh, yes. Dad checks it every evening for the right time—because of the post office.”


      “Splendid!” Maria approved. “Now—after you had seen Vincent go by, you waited about the front here for a little while, and then saw a red glow in the sky in the distance. Correct?”


      “Yes,” Miss Black. “I saw that fire begin and had no idea then what it meant.”


      Maria smiled. “I think that’s all for now, Betty.”


      Betty hesitated. She wondered if she ought to tell Maria—in an aside—about the note she had received from Vincent Grey. Better not, she decided. Morgan was likely to be suspicious of her whispering. She smiled awkwardly, then turned and hurried back to the shop.


      “Well, Inspector, do you see the point now?” Maria asked.


      “She saw him at twelve-ten or thereabouts; and some little time after she saw the red glow which had just sprung into being—” Morgan stopped and stared at Maria fixedly.


      “I observe that you have seen the point,” Maria murmured. “Betty saw the fire spring into being some time after twelve-ten—when Grey had gone past her. Yet Clayton has sworn that when he arrived at the scene of the crime at five past twelve, or thereabouts, he found the fire in full blaze. Remember that I asked him to amplify his statement and he again asserted that the car was enveloped.… So, Inspector, somebody is lying.”

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SEVEN


      For several moments Inspector Morgan did not make any comment. It was a shock to him to find that there was a real tangible flaw m the case he had built up against Vincent Grey.


      “Yes, there’s something wrong somewhere,” he admitted. It was his redeeming virtue that he would at least admit a mistake once he found it—the drawback lay in the time he took to find it. “Either Clayton or Betty is a liar,” he added, setting his jaw.


      “I think,” Maria said, “you can definitely discount Betty. She was in my college as a pupil for many years, and during that time I found her extremely truthful.”


      “But she did withhold information, remember. We can’t prove that her statement is genuine. If she is as much in love with Grey as she seems to be, she might do anything to deflect suspicion. On the other hand.…” Morgan stopped and mused, “…maybe neither of them are liars. Suppose the fire had been blazing away and had died down—and then it flared up again at about twelve-twenty when Betty happened to see it? Fires do that sometimes. That would make it that Clayton told us the truth, and Betty as well thinks she told us the truth.”


      Maria turned decisively to her car. “I would point out that petrol fires rarely die down and spurt up again. That usually occurs in the case of a timber fire.… However, what are you going to do now?”


      “I’ve been wondering why Grey turned into Riverside Avenue, as Betty said he did? Why did he head right away from his rooms in Lexham?”


      “I seem to recall that you suggested ‘blind panic’ as his reason for dashing, Inspector. As for Riverside Avenue, it leads out towards the River Bollin towpath. Surely you were aware of that?”


      “I am. And I’m wondering if we might not take a look up there and see if anything suggests itself to us. My men have been over the area, of course, but they may have missed something.”


      Maria shrugged and settled in her car. As usual, she waited for Morgan to drive on ahead of her. They went up the High Street to Riverside Avenue on the right, and turned into it. It was a typical suburban street. Then at the far end it came to a sudden stop in humped, clayey fields, intended as a building site.


      In the distance were the high banks of the Bollin River, which ran right through Lexham and Langhorn and finished up as a tributary of the Thames. Further beyond it still on the opposite bank was the looming dark mass of the expansive Bollin Wood. In fact Bollin Wood covered an area of many square miles. Privately owned, it had served many a strange purpose. Maria in particular, had cause to remember how one of her own pupils had been hanged in it.


      Maria sat surveying the expanse in the hot evening sunshine. Half a mile distant was the red pillar of a postbox.… Then Morgan cleared his throat.


      “Any tracks Grey might have made with his cycle would be bound to show in this sun-baked dust,” he said. “It hasn’t rained for over a fortnight, remember.”


      “Don’t you trust your own men to find tracks if there are any, Inspector?” Maria asked dryly.


      “I suppose so,” he growled. “But I’m wondering if we ought not to open an enquiry in this avenue. Perhaps stopped with some friend or other.…” He shaded his eyes and peered towards the riverbank and the wood beyond. “Say, there are some of my boys now!”


      Maria faintly discerned the outline of three tall figures busy on the distant rise. They came into full view by degrees, then went down again beyond the ridge of the bank.


      “Dragging, I expect,” Morgan said. “They had orders. I’ll just see how they’re getting on.”


      Maria caught up with him in a few moments as they continued across the baked ground, neither of them seeing any revealing cycle tracks or footprints as they went. Finally they topped the rise and came upon an area of nets, long rods with hooks on them, and a winch with a steel cable round its drum.


      Two men were down at the edge of the fast-flowing river—two were in a similar position on the river’s opposite bank. Yet another two, further away, were sorting out a net ready for casting.


      Morgan’s eyes travelled in the rough grass with its confusion of wild flowers—then he gave a start at the sight of something glittering brightly in the sunlight.


      “Say, isn’t that Grey’s bicycle—?”


      The men glanced round at his exclamation. The two nearest straightened up and saluted briefly. One of them came forward with grass swishing round his knees.


      “’Evening, sir…Miss Black. Didn’t hear you arrive. Yes, we got Grey’s cycle. Fished it out half an hour ago.”


      Morgan nodded eagerly and followed the constable to where the bicycle lay. Sand had settled in the hubs and chain, but otherwise it was unspoiled. It had an aluminium frame and rims, chrome handlebars, calliper brakes, and a three-speed gear. Underneath the saddle was a very small leather toolbag. Morgan bent down and unstrapped it quickly; then he frowned at finding only a ruined puncture repair set and two spanners.


      “Not much in it now we have got it,” he muttered


      “Did you expect to find some kind of weapon?” Maria smiled faintly.


      “At least I hoped.…” Morgan turned aside in disgust. “Well, even if it does not prove anything, it gets us a bit nearer our man perhaps. But why didn’t he leave any tracks to get here?”


      “Oh, he did, sir,” the constable said, surprisingly. “He didn’t leave them direct from Riverside Avenue to the bank, he detoured in a half-mile circuit. We picked up his footprints leaving the end of Riverside Avenue—he must have carried his bike—and we followed them as far as that pillar box at the end of the second avenue in the distance there. From that pillar-box his prints go quite distinctly to the riverbank. Then they are lost in the grass, of course.”


      “Rather amateurish way to disguise his tracks,” Morgan mused. “And I don’t suppose he went to post a letter exactly. Anything on the other side of the river?”


      “Can’t tell, sir. There’s rank grass everywhere, leading right up to the wood.”


      “Ten to one,” Morgan said, staring across the water, “he’s in that wood.”


      “We’ve been going over it since morning, sir. Some Yard men are helping on that. Nothing so far.”


      For a moment or two there was only the sound of gurgling water and a soft breeze.


      “I hope,” Morgan resumed, glancing at the dragging equipment, “that he did not do away with himself in the river. Not because it would mean losing him as a potential guilty party, but because I want his account of what did happen to Pollitt.… Okay, carry on.”


      The man saluted and went back to his job. Morgan stood with Maria beside him as she contemplated the bicycle.


      “At least we know one thing, Inspector. Whatever was dug out of the ground near Pollitt was not carried away by Grey. If it was hot enough to burn soil, it would also be hot enough to blister the plating on this cycle wherever it was placed, secured, or fastened. I do not pretend to know if such a thing could be fastened, or with what, but it certainly was not near this cycle. And obviously, Grey could not carry it on his person. Nor do I recall Betty saying that he carried anything.”


      “Right enough,” Morgan agreed, disappointed. “It looks as though he might have recovered from his panic and planned his actions with a touch of strategy. I mean the circuitous footprints. Perhaps he’d been sobered by realizing that Betty had seen him and so decided to try and make things difficult for any pursuers.”


      “Maybe,” Maria mused. “All this amateurish subterfuge is not the work of a deadly killer, Inspector. It’s more the frantic effort of an entirely innocent man to postpone the day when he knows he must tell the truth. Naturally he will be found in the end—and he knows it right at this moment.”


      “Unless he’s in the river.”


      “A man who intends to drown himself does not make a detour as a rule, Inspector.… And I also think it is time we adjourned for tea,” Maria added, looking at her watch. “I make it ten minutes to six.”


      * * * *


      To Betty Shapley it seemed that the long summer evening would never end. The afternoon, with P.C. Rogers brooding like an eagle, had seemed bad enough. There had been a brief relief at Maria’s advent and questions, but now in the evening with the shop closed the monotony had dropped back. P.C. Rogers had departed from the shop. That he was keeping it under observation from a distance was something Betty did not know.


      Until at last towards ten o’clock the light began to fade. From this moment onwards she sat by the window watching the blue of the sky pale to grey, to purple shot with crimson in the west, and so finally—darkness.


      She got to her feet and stretched her arms stiffly.


      “Going to risk it, lass?” her father asked, looking at her over his newspaper.


      She nodded and took down her beige-coloured overcoat from behind the door. Then she went over to the dresser and picked up the parcel of food and large bottle of water she had prepared just after tea.


      “Well, love,” her mother said, “I’m not saying anything because it’s entirely your own risk. That’s why neither your dad nor me is going to help you. But do take care!”


      She came over and kissed her gently, then she did the same to her father. They watched her leave the kitchen silently by the back door.


      Once out in the yard she did not go out by the usual side entrance. Instead she climbed over the wall and dropped into the concrete entry beyond. Straining her eyes in the gloom she looked for some signs of a watcher, but apparently there was nobody about. The starlight was not sufficiently strong for her to see P.C. Rogers’ lanky figure in the dark blue uniform at the far end of the entry.


      He had been engaged on a monotonous prowl along a right-angled entry, which at one end gave him a view of the High Street, and at the other a view of the backs of the shops and houses fronting the High Street. It was a miserable, lonely task, but it had to be done. He had heard the clap of her shoes as she had dropped to the concrete, and now as he strained his ears he could hear the sound of her feet as she moved swiftly away from him.


      She wondered herself as she tried to silence her footsteps why she had not had the sense to put on her tennis shoes—and to go back for them would take time and mean more noise. So she went on. Leaving the entry behind, she scrambled under the wire which hung haphazardly from lopsided posts around the field at the backs of the houses in Riverside Avenue. Actually, she was making the same trip along Riverside Avenue that Vincent Grey had made—but taking the back route. Keeping well within the shadow of the walls of the gardens of Riverside Avenue, she came finally to the open expanse leading to the river, near to the spot where Maria and Morgan had stopped during the afternoon.


      Here she paused and looked about her. Everything was quiet in the starlight. There was no wind and the air was warm. Some distance behind her a six-foot-five sleuth lay flat on the ground, and strained to see her figure in its beige-coloured summer coat. Betty would never have worn that coat had she stopped to think how it reflected her presence.


      Satisfied that nothing had gone wrong so far, she started on the trip across the sun-baked field to the River Bollin, reaching the bank a few minutes later. Outside the rustle of the grass there was only the sound of gurgling water. The police who had been engaged on the dragging operations had removed their equipment—and the cycle—and departed.


      Betty considered. The Bollin was a fairly wide river but not very deep at this time of year. The nearest bridge was two miles distant between Langhorn and Lexham, and it was a foregone conclusion that it would be under guard. So the only thing for Betty to do was to adopt the plan she had made at home. She took off her coat and wrapped the water bottle and parcel of food in it, then she crept down through the grass to the water’s edge. It swirled and bubbled excitedly.


      Carefully she reached out with her unstockinged right foot. Then her left followed it. She began to lower herself, the cold shock giving her a thrill through every nerve. As she had judged, the water’s depth was by no means great at this point, since the bank shelved only gradually.


      She held up her bundled coat in one hand and the hem of her frock in the other, then began to wade forward. It took nerve, and plenty of it, but for the sake of Vincent Betty considered it was worthwhile. Soon she was a yard from the bank she had left, with water surging round her knees noisily. Then she ceased to trouble about her frock as the water rose swiftly to her waist The opposite bank seemed much further away now than it had at the start, presumably because she saw it now from a lower level. But she had made up her mind and meant to carry the thing through. If all else failed she could swim, but that would mean the ruination of the food she had brought. She had got to stay upright somehow.


      In the middle of the river she jolted downwards suddenly and the water surged up to her chin. She held the coat and package far over her head, searching for sound footing in the slime dragging at her shoes.… Then to her relief the opposite bank with its shelving base came to her rescue and the water level dropped swiftly down to her shoulders, her waist, her knees. Thankfully she scrambled out into the grass and struggled to the towpath above.


      The air was warm, but there was a chill in the wet clothes sticking to her. Hastily she scrambled into her coat again and belted it. Then she headed across the thick, stubbly grass towards the looming distances of Bollin Wood. She moved rapidly now, with less regard for caution, anxious to keep up enough warmth to save her from catching cold.


      When she reached the first outcroppings of the wood, she stood and listened. To see much was impossible. The starlight was obliterated here by the density of the foliage overhead. But there were sounds—the myriad sounds of a wood on a summer night; throaty chirpings, the grunt of frogs in the damp areas, the soft rustling of dry undergrowth as wind touched it and passed on.


      Betty went gently forward, then stooped and felt round for a dry bough or twig.… Finding a suitable stick at length she snapped it sharply under her foot and waited. Almost immediately and from not very far away either, there came a soft warbling whistle. It might have been a bird of the night, but Betty, forewarned, knew better. That split note was the kind Vincent could produce so well.


      She moved hugging the parcel under her arm and the bottle in her hand. It seemed to her that she was making an appalling noise amidst the dried twigs and grass. The whistling came nearer after a while, centring finally upon a huge blasted oak. It stood about ten feet high and had a jagged top like a crater. Betty edged towards it carefully, stood at its base and called softly.


      “Vince! Vince, are you there?”


      There was a sound of movement within the tree, the sudden thwack of hands striking bark, then Vincent Grey’s dimly visible head appeared over the rim.


      “Bet!” he breathed thankfully. “Thank God! Say—can you get up here?”


      “I can try. Here—take this food and this bottle.”


      She reached to the limit and gave both to him, then she grasped the big knots in the tree and with some difficulty began to haul herself up. After a moment or two of struggle she reached the rough edge and drew her legs carefully over it.


      “Jump,” Vince breathed, from the gloom below. “About eight feet of a drop.…”


      She hesitated a moment, then let herself go. Vincent’s arms cushioned her fall.


      “Bet, sweetheart, I knew you’d have the courage to do it!” He still held his arms round her tightly. “Say, you’re wet!” he broke off in astonishment. “I can feel it through your coat. What on earth—”


      “Never mind about that, Vince. I had to wade the river.…” Betty drew free of his grip gently. “I’ve brought you some food, and a bottle of water, just as you asked.”


      “Then you got my letter?”


      “Yes. But look, Vince, you can’t hide in this tree indefinitely. The police are out looking for you, and they’ll get you. It surprises me that they haven’t done it already.”


      He gave a grim laugh. “They did get near enough this afternoon to look in here, but I heard them coming and covered myself up with dry leaves. Just lay doggo. I knew my footprints couldn’t show outside in all that dry undergrowth.… Are you sure nobody saw you coming here?”


      “Pretty sure, yes.” Betty felt for his hand and seized it. “Vince, what happened? Why on earth did you ignore me last night when you cycled past?”


      “I—I shouldn’t have done that, Cuddles,” he admitted. “I realized it afterwards, but I didn’t dare turn back then. As for my bike, I threw it in the river.”


      “That lovely bike!”


      “I had to when I decided to hide. I didn’t even cycle on the field in case I left tracks. I decided beforehand to hide in this tree—I remembered having seen it once. Once my mind was made up I wrote you that note. Fortunately, I carry round my wallet, and that meant I had a few leaves of a notebook, an old plain envelope or two, and some stamps. I scribbled that note after I had cycled out of Riverside Avenue. There’s a pillar-box at the top end of one of the avenues a bit further on. I knew you’d get the letter at the post-office, but I used your nickname just in case the police happened to be watching out.”


      “The letter arrived under the nose of P.C. Rogers,” Betty murmured. She briefly described events, finishing: “And things are not looking good for you. The police are convinced that you murdered Herby Pollitt!”


      He gripped her shoulders. “Cuddles, do you think I murdered him?”


      “No, I never did think so. And I never shall.”


      “Thanks.” Vincent hugged her tightly and the fluff on his big sweater tickled her cheek. “I knew I could count on you.… I’m one of those blokes who has a lot to say, and then I sort of lose my head when something happens. But I don’t blame myself. I think anybody would have panicked under such circumstances.”


      “What circumstances?” Betty insisted. “Just what happened?”


      “Somebody threw something at Herby. Or else fired something at him. I was just trying to alter the position of my bike— I was using the lamp, you see, to help Herby see inside his car engine. We were in darkness at that moment, then the lights of Tom Clayton’s truck appeared over the rise in the distance. Herby said something to me about Tom Clayton coming at last.… Then—”


      Vincent stopped. The sounds in the wood were the only sounds in the universe. Betty waited, hugging her arms round herself as cold trickles went through her.


      “Something horrible happened,” Vincent resumed. “Near as I could tell in that uncertain light something hit Herby on the head with terrific force. He crashed to the ground, stone dead, half of his—his head smashed in! Bet, I felt sick, believe me. I still do when I think of it. I went plain crazy with fright—but, y’know, self-preservation was working, too. I sort of realized how it would look with me alone with Herby at that moment. Police would trace my cycle tracks. So I pedalled off pronto, dodging round Clayton’s truck. I realized afterwards I was crazy to let him see me—and so I hid. I knew it was his truck because of the crane standing up in the back. I thought I was safe once I’d got past him—then imagine the shock I got when I saw you standing on the pavement.”


      “I was waiting to see Tom bring in Herby’s car,” Betty said quietly.


      “So that was it. Well, I’d made up my mind as I cycled that I’d hide in Bollin Wood here. I realize that all this makes me look the devil of a coward. I should have gone to the police, but somehow.… Well, I went crazy. I’m not a coward, really, Cuddles. It just looks that way.”


      “Of course,” Betty murmured, gripping his big arm reassuringly. “You just behaved like a perfectly normal human being, but I do think that you made a terrible mistake in not going to the police right away.… So something was thrown at Herby!” Betty’s voice trailed off into thought. “But how could it be?”


      “I don’t know. I’ve simply told you how it looked to me.”


      “It may interest you to know that somebody tried to burn Herby’s body afterwards. In fact, the car was burned—to bits!”


      Betty could feel Vince recoil in horror. “Tried to burn his body! Great God!”


      They were silent. After a moment or two Betty spoke again.


      “Look, Vince, this sort of life in a tree can’t go on. Even if you have food and drink for the moment, there’s no guarantee that I can keep on supplying you. Besides, you need proper shelter.”


      “I’ve got a warm sweater and corduroy pants. I’m protected enough.”


      “But what happens if the weather breaks? Honestly, Vince, you ought to come out and give yourself up.”


      “You just said everybody’s against me, and the police think I murdered Herby—”


      “Not everybody is against you, Vince. I’ve got Miss Black helping on our side. You know her, don’t you? The Principal of Roseway. She’s a criminologist.”


      “I’ve heard of her, yes,” Vincent muttered. “Calls herself Black Maria when she starts investigating, doesn’t she? Oh, she’s only a nosy blue-stocking. Certainly not enough to warrant me coming out into the open.”


      Betty sighed. “All right, have it your own way—but I’m sure it’s the wrong move.… Anyway, I’ve got to be going. I’m beginning to feel cold in these soaking clothes and I’ve a return trip over the river to make. I’ll come again as soon as I can.”


      He kissed her gently. “That’s with my thanks, Cuddles,” he murmured. “You’re too good to be mixed up in this horrible business. If it ever gets sorted out the right way, I’ll want to show you how grateful I am.”


      Betty, womanlike, sidetracked the implication.


      “If I’m mixed up in this business it’s my own choice,” she said. “I’ll try and get here again tomorrow night.”


      He released her and lent his assistance for her to climb up to the edge of the hollow tree. Carefully she drew herself over it and slid down to the undergrowth outside. All was quiet. Putting her feet down carefully, she left the area of the wood and headed back in the direction of the river. At the water’s edge she hesitated, but the job had to be done. Pulling off her damp coat she plunged through the water for the second time and emerged on the opposite bank, putting her coat on again as she scrambled up to the towpath.


      She kept on moving, straight across the field towards the back of Riverside Avenue—then, quite unexpectedly, a voice spoke.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER EIGHT


      “Evening, miss.…” A tall, thin figure in uniform loomed out of the starlight, topped by the faint gleam of a helmet. “Why, Miss Shapley! This is a bit of a surprise.”


      “Is it?” Betty’s heart was thudding hard. She hoped the water dripping from her clothes would not show on the dry ground. Had she but known it, Constable Rogers was wearing a soaked uniform too.


      “Taking a walk?”


      “Yes, I am. I always do in the evening before going to bed. It helps me to sleep more soundly.”


      “A girl of your age shouldn’t need any rocking, miss. I’m surprised that anybody as attractive as you risks coming out into lonely fields at this time of night, just for a walk, that is.”


      “I can look after myself,” Betty said flatly, trying to disguise the deadening sense of shock she felt.


      “Yes, I suppose you can. But maybe I’d better escort you home? Never know what sort of characters there are about.”


      “Listen, Constable,” Betty made a great effort to appear firm and yet respectful to the law at the same time. “I’m perfectly capable of handling my own affairs.… Now, if you’ll excuse me? Time’s getting on and I promised I wouldn’t be long.”


      She turned away and P.C. Rogers did not attempt to follow her. But when she glanced back she could see him faintly in the starlight. Frowning, she continued on her way and reached home in another five minutes.


      Her parents both looked up expectantly—and in relief—as she came into the kitchen, blinking in the bright light.


      “Well what happened?” her father asked eagerly from his chair by the fire. “Did you see him?”


      “Yes, Dad, I saw him, but.…” Betty hesitated. She had just been about to mention P.C. Rogers, then she thought better of it. If he had only been in the field by chance there was no need to refer to him; it would only start needless worry.


      “But what?” her mother asked anxiously.


      “He—he won’t leave his hiding place. He didn’t murder Herby—I’m sure of that from what he said.”


      Betty tugged off her coat and her father and mother stared blankly at the soaking lining as she threw the garment over a chair back.


      “I waded the river both ways,” she said briefly. “I’m going to get changed right away.”


      “I’ll bring you some supper up if you like to skip into bed,” her mother said.


      “Bed?” Betty paused in the doorway. “I’m not going to bed yet, Mum. I’ve got to see Miss Black right away and tell her what Vince told me. It’s the sort of news that can’t wait.”


      She hurried off upstairs, changed completely and rubbed down, returned to the kitchen in slacks and blouse with a heavy overcoat over her arm.


      “You’re sure you don’t feel chilled, love?” her mother asked anxiously.


      Betty got into her overcoat and began to tie a silk bandeau round her hair.


      “Quite sure, Mum. It’s a warm night.”


      “Look here, Bet,” her father said, suddenly. “What did happen to Herby?”


      “Vince told me that somebody threw something at Herby—and that’s what I want Miss Black to know about.”


      “At this hour?” Her father looked at the clock. “It’s half past eleven!”


      “I know, but I can cycle over there in no time. Don’t wait up for me.”


      Betty finished tying her bandeau and hurried out of the back door. In a few minutes she was in the deserted street, pushing her bicycle, the lamps glowing. Mounting it, she pedalled her hardest to Roseway, and to her satisfaction there was no further police presence. She had started by now to convince herself that P.C. Rogers’ advent had been fortuitous after all.


      Andrews, the night porter at Roseway, was by no means cordial at such a late hour, but his call through to Maria ordered him to allow Betty to be shown in to her immediately. He opened the gates and let her into the college by the side door, the front entrance having been closed at ten-thirty.


      Betty found Maria anything but preparing for retirement. She was seated at her desk with a powerful reading-lamp casting a bright flood of light on to a disorder of books. Most of them, as far as Betty could tell by a quick glance, were textbooks on minerals, ores, and spectra analyses.


      “You are abroad late, young lady,” Maria commented, looking up and smiling. “Has something happened?”


      “I’ve had a talk with Vincent!”


      Maria’s eyebrows rose. “Do take a seat, my dear, and pardon me if I seem brusque, won’t you? I am endeavouring to trace a few items relevant to this case.… Now, what happened?”


      Betty settled herself and explained in detail. Maria sat back and contemplated the books in front of her, her eyes half closed and one hand playing with her watch-chain.


      “So somebody threw something at Herbert and he dropped dead.… At least Vincent is to the point.”


      “What I cannot see,” Betty said, “is how anybody could throw something hard enough to hit Herby and—and cause such frightful injury. I know what the papers said about his head and…I hope Vincent’s telling the truth,” she broke off in dismay. “Suppose—he isn’t?”


      “Do you think he is telling the truth?” Maria asked.


      “Yes, Miss Black, I do.”


      “Then, Betty, that is good enough for me. In a way his statement does tally with fact in so far as a piece of granite was found which could have caused the injury. You have not known about that, of course, but…but,” Maria emphasized, as she saw sudden hope leap into Betty’s serious blue eyes, “that is only half the story. The granite does not tally with the injury. Hence all these books. I’m endeavouring to trace the exact object which hit and killed Herbert Pollitt.”


      “A piece of granite?” Betty frowned. “Would it be from the quarries near here?”


      “Very possibly. The granite, though, does not interest me, in spite of its apparent relation to the problem. I believe it was not granite that killed Pollitt, but something else—something that was probably very hot. Inspector Morgan too would like to think the same thing if he were not so hampered with officialdom.”


      “Do you suppose,” she asked slowly, “that P.C. Rogers knows what I did tonight? It’s worrying me.”


      “How can I say? I cannot think the police would be so stupid as not to keep their eye on every move you and Tom Clayton make, since you are both prime movers in the puzzle.”


      “I did dodge Rogers with that note from Vince, though.”


      “Yes; from what you have told me you apparently did. Just the same, young lady I should watch my step. Even if you have been lucky enough to get away with your visit to Vincent this time, you may not manage it again.”


      Betty nodded gloomily and got to her feet


      “Well, I must be getting home, Miss Black. I simply thought you ought to know what had happened.… You won’t give me away, will you, as you did this afterooon?


      Maria smiled faintly. “There is a deal of difference between giving you away and stating a necessary fact which is holding up the investigation. I cannot guarantee to keep your secret. I can only say that I will do so as long as I think it wise.”


      “Well, all right. I feel safe enough in your hands, so I’m prepared to risk it.” She felt with a slim hand at the bandeau round her hair. “I’ll be going now.”


      “Good night, Betty—and don’t worry.”


      Maria watched the door close, then frowned. “Something thrown at him! Hmm. And that girl has the right idea, too. How could anybody throw anything with sufficient force to smash a man’s skull? By hand it could not be done.”


      She looked at her collection of books and then at the notes she had made.


      “Arsenic, nickel, binoxide of tin, sodium.… Something made up of those elements. I wonder.…”


      She reached out a hand for Fowler’s Metallurgical Science, then glanced at the telephone as it rang stridently. When she lifted the receiver, it was the voice of Inspector Morgan, subduedly triumphant.


      “Oh, hello, Miss Black—I wondered if I’d catch you at this hour. I’ve some interesting news for you. We’ve got Vincent Grey!”


      Maria relaxed in her chair, the telephone to her ear. So Betty had been followed after all.…


      “I said we’ve got Vincent Grey,” Morgan repeated, irritated.


      “Forgive me, Inspector. I heard you. I was just—hmm—recovering from the surprise. How did you manage to find him?”


      “That girl Betty Shapley led us straight to him—or rather we owe our success to the alertness of P.C. Rogers.… Going to be a good man is Rogers, Miss Black. He noticed during this afternoon in the post-office that the girl seemed to be very excited about something, and he reasoned—correctly as it turned out—that she had somehow or other received news about Vincent Grey. He also felt she talked suspiciously this morning when the mail arrived—something she said about a lot of unanswered prayers, or something like it—”


      “I beg your pardon?”


      “It doesn’t matter. Anyway, Rogers kept watch and followed Betty to Bollin Wood tonight. Grey was hiding in a hollow tree and had managed to elude our earlier search. Rogers telephoned me right away and the men guarding the wood, all of them some distance away from the spot where Betty entered it, as it happened, made an immediate search.… Anyway, we’ve got him. Rogers questioned Betty on her return home to give her a chance to admit what she had been doing, but she chose to keep quiet.”


      “Do you blame her?” Maria asked briefly.


      “As the father of a girl nearing Betty’s age, I don’t, no—but as a police officer I certainly do. She’s made herself an accessory whether she realizes it or not.”


      Maria sighed. “I’m afraid she has. What do you intend to do with her?”


      “At the moment, nothing.” An unaccustomed note of cunning had crept into Morgan’s voice. “Frankly, I’m beginning to cultivate an interest in that young lady. First she suppresses information about Grey cycling past her; then she manages to get information about his whereabouts and takes him food and drink—Grey told us that.”


      “Did he say how the information was sent?”


      “He sent a note under the girl’s idiotic pet name—‘Cuddles’. Anyway, it seems to me that if Betty is left to run about a little while longer, she may lead us to something else, possibly in connection with Tom Clayton.”


      “Yes, it’s possible,” Maria agreed, thankful for the unexpected reprieve for the girl. “I do think though that she acted purely out of affection for Grey. However, I think your angle on the business is best. She may, as you say, pull more tricks out of the bag. What are you doing with Grey?”


      “Detaining him, of course. We don’t know yet if he murdered Pollitt, but he’s definitely under suspicion. I’ll say one thing for him: he has answered all our questions willingly enough. He even seems half glad he was found.…” Morgan paused and Maria could picture his vast eyebrows being drawn down. “He seems to think that somebody threw something at Pollitt from a distance. He doesn’t know what, and we, of course, are very undecided about that piece of granite.”


      Maria smiled. The story tallied exactly with what Betty Shapley had said. “Have you formed any new ideas on what did strike Pollitt down, Inspector?”


      “Not yet—but I do think there might be a lead in Grey’s statement that something was fired from a distance. I think it’s significant that at the moment of Pollitt’s death the headlights of Clayton’s approaching truck were trained on the scene of what later became the tragedy.”


      “You mean,” Maria said slowly, “that Clayton might have been able to see Pollitt and Grey, whereas they would be unable to see what lay behind the headlights?”


      “Yes. And suppose—just suppose—Clayton somehow fired something from his truck?”


      “How? Clayton was quite some distance from the scene.”


      “I don’t know,” Morgan confessed. “But another study of Clayton’s truck might suggest something. I’m going to take out a search warrant and have his truck, his garage, and his home examined in detail tomorrow. If you wish to join me be at my headquarters here at half past ten.”


      “I’d be delighted, Inspector—and I certainly think you’re making a very wise move. Now, another question.… Was there any question of an argument between Pollitt and Grey? Did Grey make any statement about that?”


      “He admitted that both he and Pollitt had high words—over Betty. Grey convinced Pollitt into thinking that Betty might throw the pair of them over for Clayton. So they tried to get the car repaired with the intention of pursuing Betty into Langhorn. Then the tragedy intervened.”


      Maria gave a little sigh. “I think, Inspector, that we might do worse than try to sleep on this information. I’ll be with you tomorrow morning at ten-thirty—and thank you for advising me. Good-bye.”


      “’Bye, Miss Black.”


      She put the telephone back on its rest and sat thinking.


      “Something or other fired from Clayton’s truck while the headlights dazzled the victim and his companion? Morgan’s theory is unlikely, but not impossible. Did Clayton see ahead of him—knowing the facts beforehand from Betty—a supreme chance of killing one of his rivals? That Vincent turned up was good luck allied to subtle planning.… Hmm. Considering Clayton’s character, the idea is worth considering; though what he could have used which contained these odd ingredients I cannot imagine.”


      She took from the drawer her record book, and studied her previous notes.


      “Hmm. Pollitt was struck from above,” she pointed out to herself. “How does that fit in with something fired by Clayton, unless he directed it into the air and it fell on Pollitt? Most unlikely. The whole thing would be sheer chance. No—something else somewhere.…”


      Frowning hard, she took up her pen as another thought struck her.


      As I delve deeper into this case, I sense that there was something in Betty’s original statement to me that was of some importance, though I cannot now recall what it was. I remember it made me interested for a moment, then I discarded it. I should have taken notes.


      Clearly, the matter now devolves into one factor: what killed Herbert Pollitt? It was something composed of sodium, binoxide of tin, copper, and so forth. Find the exact match to this spectrum somewhere in or near Clayton’s garage, and a big stride forward will have been taken. Until then we are beating at a door of which the key is being withheld.


      We must also find what was so hot that it burned soil, and with what it was removed.


      Vincent Grey has been apprehended and held in custody, though not yet charged with murder. His account to Morgan of his last words with Pollitt do not, to me, suggest sufficient reason for murder Why help Pollitt with his car if he intended to kill him?


      Little more can be done without a good night’s rest. The time is exactly midnight.


      * * * *


      In the Clayton kitchen there was silence, except for the clock ticking noisily over the mantelpiece and the coal fire hissing gassily as it burned up the day’s refuse from the kitchen sink. It was just midnight.…


      By the fire Mrs. Clayton sat with a face of stone reading the evening paper. Tom Clayton was crouched before his finished supper. Against the pickle-jar he had propped Dickson’s The Amateur Astronomer and was pondering the book deeply.


      “Seen the report on the Pollitt business?” his mother asked him at length.


      “Of course I have.” Her son did not look up. “Seems to me they’re as far off as ever in trying to find who did it.”


      “Perhaps. I don’t think that Inspector Morgan is such a fool as some people think. Don’t forget he has Scotland Yard men helping him now.”


      “I wish you’d stop talking,” Tom glanced malevolently from his book. “Why don’t you go to bed and leave me to read for a bit in peace?”


      Mrs. Clayton turned a surprised face. “What do you want to be reading at this hour for? You don’t usually.”


      “Maybe not, but this happens to be interesting. I don’t get so much time to myself, remember.”


      His mother poked the hissing piece of coal dead in the centre and then turned to look at her son again. “Tommy boy, there’s something you haven’t told me,” she said levelly.


      Tom Clayton looked up from his book slowly, laying it on one side. Suddenly his lean, swarthy face had become taut. “What on earth are you talking about?”


      “I’ve been thinking, son. There are three people mixed up in this murder business—Vincent Grey, Betty Shapley, and you. Betty has had a lot to say to the police—the newspaper says so; and Vincent has run away, maybe because he took fright. But all they say of you is that you found the crime.”


      There was a long hush and the coal still spurted and puffed.


      “Tommy boy, is that true?”


      “Of course it’s damned well true! Why in hell shouldn’t it be?”


      “I dunno, only…only I think you didn’t just find the murder! I think you’re hiding something, and have been ever since you came home from seeing the police last night. I can tell, you know. A mother gets to know her own son.”


      Tom got slowly to his feet and glared down at his mother as she sat on calmly, her face impassive. “Are you daring to sit there and tell me I murdered Herby Pollitt?” he breathed. “By God, Mother, if I thought that for one moment I’d.…”


      “You’d murder me, too?” Mrs. Clayton shook her grey head slowly. “I suppose you would.… You’re just like your father was when you’re crossed. He died in a fit of temper, remember.… And, son, I’m not saying about you murdering Herby. I’m saying that you’re hiding something. It’s in your mind—a secret of some sort. Your eyes show it’s there, and the little startled looks you give now and again, just like you’re expecting somebody to—”


      “Oh, for pity’s sake shut up!”


      Clayton wheeled away and stared into the fire, the muscles twitching at the sides of his dogged mouth. His mother got to her feet and began to clear the supper table placidly. She was absent in the back kitchen after a while, the tap water hissing and the crocks clattering. Then she came back, wiping her hands on her apron before she hung it methodically on the back of the scullery door.


      “’Night, son,” she said briefly, and left the kitchen.


      For a few seconds Clayton stood glowering at the closed door, then he sank down in the worn armchair by the fire and scowled into the hissing flames. Above his head he heard the movements of his mother in her bedroom.


      “Wondered how long she’d be before she started sticking her nose in,” he muttered. “Of course, she would!”


      Picking up the poker, he jabbed viciously at that noisy piece of coal. It fell apart into a puff of smoke and the clock seemed to tick the louder in the return of silence.


      “Have to be careful,” he told himself. “Not a word out of place. When old women like her get inquisitive, anything can happen.… Wonder how the hell much longer she’s going to be getting to bed?”


      He scowled up at the ceiling, waiting. Finally there came the sound he wanted—the crunch of mattress springs followed by silence. He looked back into the fire and held his patience until the clock showed half past twelve. Then he got up and crept cautiously from the kitchen, stole up the staircase and listened outside his mother’s bedroom door.


      Mrs. Clayton was breathing deeply, on the edge of snores.


      Clayton returned down the stairs swiftly, then switching off the light as he went he hurried out into the back yard.


      Silently he crossed to one of the three dustbins against the outer wall and delved to the bottom of the centremost one. From the midst of garage refuse he dragged out an object that he could feel but not see. It was not unlike a piece of very heavy cinder with little pitted areas all over it, rather like the indentations the end of a thumb might leave in wet clay.


      Carefully he drew it up under his coat and then left the yard by way of the back gates. He had worked out his plan during the evening—ever since Morgan had suddenly descended upon him. Morgan, he realized, was on the prowl—and he might come back again yet to make another search. On top of this, the dustbin men would be arriving any day to take away the refuse. So the object under his coat had to be disposed of—effectively.


      He went across the field at the rear of Riverside Avenue, taking, had he but known it, almost the same track Betty had taken not very long before. As he went he kept himself alert for police, quite unaware that since the finding of Vincent Grey they had been temporarily withdrawn while Morgan made fresh dispositions. So Clayton had the area to himself, but the significant point was that he was unaware of this development.


      Presently he reached the towpath of the River Bollin and stood gazing at its dimly shining width under the stars. Suddenly the plan he had formulated did not seem so very good. He had intended to throw this object in the river and leave it there. Now he realized that if he were to drop it in the centre—as he certainly must—the splash would make plenty of noise that concealed police might hear.


      On the other hand, if he waded out, the sound of the water surging round his legs might attract attention. He had a far more analytical mind than Betty Shapley. She had risked everything; he was not prepared to risk anything. Then again, if he did put it in the river, what about dragging operations? The evening paper had said the police were dragging for Grey’s body.


      “Damn!” Clayton muttered. “Why didn’t I think of all this at first?”


      He prowled slowly along the towpath, thinking out his next move. He considered throwing the thing away in the grass and risking it remaining hidden. There were no sounds, no light save the stars.


      “No,” he muttered finally. “The grass might be searched yet too, and then it would come to light. But maybe there’s one way. I’ve read somewhere that it is the obvious thing that is always missed. It’s worth a try, especially since Mother’s a heavy sleeper.”


      He returned home, and on regaining the back yard he opened the door of the coal shed in which he kept coke for the garage. The house coal was in a separate bin under the kitchen window.


      Carefully he removed the rough, heavy thing he had been carrying and tossed it into the coke. Then he reached for the shovel and began to throw more heaps of coke on top of the object until in the dark he twice misjudged with the shovel and rasped it viciously on the concrete. Finished, he set it back carefully on the nail in the wall.


      Hardly had he closed and locked the coalhouse door before a window banged up and a woman’s harsh voice split the night.


      “If that’s you, Tom Clayton, it’s time you had sense enough to realize that decent people want to sleep! Shovelling coke at this hour! What with your garage noises in the day, things are bad enough, but when you start at one o’clock in the morning it’s time to say something. I say—”


      “Aw, shut up!” Clayton retorted. He knew it was Mrs. Thackery, the next-door neighbour with the Baby Clothes shop, whose irate temper was vented quite often on either the Shapleys or he. She was a staunch churchgoer, so she said, and could not abide noise.


      “I’ll make a complaint! That’s what I’ll do!”


      The window banged down. In the bedroom next to Miss Thackery, Betty Shapley stirred in uneasy slumber at the disturbance, but she did not awaken.


      In her unmoved glory immediately above the yard Mrs. Clayton snored, oblivious.


      Grim-faced at the exchange, Clayton gave a final look at the door he had secured, then he returned to the house.


      “The pity is,” he mused, “that the damned stuff won’t burn.”

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER NINE


      When Maria Black arrived at police headquarters next morning, she found Inspector Morgan at his desk. Before him were the photographs that had been taken of the scene of the crime, together with the chunk of granite, the spectrum report from Lexham, the envelope containing burned soil, and Dr. Roberts’ report. On the scratchpad were innumerable notes.


      “’Morning, Miss Black,” he greeted, as Claythorne showed her in. “And you notice that I omit the ‘good’.”


      Maria settled herself in the chair opposite him. “I gather, Inspector, that you are in the throes of brain-flogging?”


      “The granite does not fit the metal scraps found in Pollitt’s head; the granite bloodstains and so on tally exactly with Pollitt’s blood-grouping and bone substance—yet no piece of granite could have burned up soil, and Pollitt was hit from above, diagonally, and not from behind, in front, or sideways. I tell you, I’m getting nowhere.”


      “I believe,” Maria said, “that Clayton holds the missing link somewhere. What about searching his place?”


      Morgan nodded and got up. “We’ll go now. I’ve taken out the necessary authority. Incidentally, I’ve worked out a possible way of firing the death missile, whatever it was. Suppose Clayton improvised some sort of catapult? Like one of those old-fashioned ballistae, or whatever they called them?”


      Maria rose from her chair, looking half amused and half interested. “You are nothing if not original, Inspector,” she commented finally.


      He gave a modest smile. “Just a little theory, though it might be wrong. But as I said over the phone last night, I think we should certainly bear in mind that Clayton’s headlamps were trained on the scene ahead of him. And there is a big crane on the back of Clayton’s truck which might have formed one arm of a catapult, anyway.”


      “And what,” Maria asked, “was fired? Something so hot that it had to be dug out afterwards?”


      “Obviously not.” Morgan frowned and shifted irritably. “We’ll see,” he said. “Come along.”


      He led the way outside to his official car, and to his surprise Maria followed him into the neighbouring seat and slammed the door.


      “I may as well save petrol,” she explained. “My car will be quite safe where it is.”


      Morgan shrugged, swung his car round, then set off down the High Street to the opposite end where Clayton’s garage stood. When they arrived, they found him filling a customer’s petrol tank. The job done, he turned and nodded.


      “Morning. Back again, Inspector?” Clayton’s face was set and unsmiling, his low-growing hair untidy.


      “Sorry,” Morgan said, “but this has to be done. I’m going to make a search of these premises. Here’s my authority.”


      Clayton glanced at the search warrant and shrugged. “Search all you like—though I can’t imagine what you hope to find. Do you want me to come with you? I can until a customer calls me off.”


      “Later,” Morgan answered. “I’ll take a look round this garage first.”


      He began to prowl, starting with the long work bench by the wall. Maria and Clayton both watched him as he pottered among the tools, looked at the low shelf below the bench, then at the racks above it. Satisfied, he moved on again and stood for a time with his feet apart gazing up at a giant slotted rack containing tyres and spare wheels for various makes of cars. Finding nothing here, he crossed over to inspect the extinguished coke heater, the compressed air equipment for raising and lowering the big hydraulic jack, the carboys of sulphuric acid, and lastly the battery charging equipment.


      He came to a stop and rubbed his chin. Bethinking himself suddenly, he went into the little office; then he came out again looking somewhat annoyed.


      “I think I’ll take another look at that truck of yours,” he decided.


      Clayton nodded and walked across the garage to the back yard. Morgan followed, glancing about him. Maria did not trouble to glance anywhere; she had taken in all the garage had to offer on the previous afternoon.


      “You’re taking a decided interest in this truck of mine,” Clayton said. “Can I ask why?”


      “Only because it is the one that went to tow in Pollitt,” Morgan replied. “This was the truck, wasn’t it?”


      “Of course. It’s the only one I’ve got.”


      Morgan nodded and drew from his wallet an enlargement photograph of the car tyre treads at the scene of the tragedy.


      “Yes, the tyre treads check all right,” Morgan admitted, after a look at each wheel. “Now, let’s see.…”


      He heaved himself up into the cab and switched on the headlamps. Climbing down again, he came round to look at them.


      “Good pair of lamps you’ve got, Mr. Clayton. Quite bright, even in daylight.”


      “For breakdown work they’ve got to be.”


      “What range would you say they have? About how far away would they illuminate an object?”


      “I’d say they have about one hundred yards’ range—depending on the degree of darkness, that is.”


      “I see. Thanks.” Morgan got back into the cab and switched the lights off again, and sat pondering. He glanced up presently as the lean-faced, unsmiling Mrs. Clayton came out into the yard, her apron tied about her worn dress. Tom Clayton swung to her, his mouth hard and taut.


      “What do you want out here, Mother?”


      “Can’t I come out into the yard if I want? I’ve the right to wonder what’s going on, haven’t I?”


      “You may have the right, but you’d be better occupied tidying the place up a bit. The Inspector’s going to look through the house yet.”


      Mrs. Clayton’s steely eyes travelled from the Inspector in the truck to Maria. Then with a shrug she turned and went back inside.


      Morgan scrambled down to the ground again. “Well, nothing there,” he said.


      “What did you expect?” Clayton asked him cynically. “A secret weapon or something?”


      “Maybe I did,” Morgan answered. “And maybe you’d better take care how you talk, Mr. Clayton. I enjoy a joke with anybody—but when it goes beyond a joke I get awkward.”


      Clayton sighed and leaned indolently against the wall with his arms folded. Maria moved to Morgan’s side as he studied the back of the truck with its steel flooring.


      “You see what I mean, Miss Black?” he murmured. “At the back of the cab is this high wooden structure with the projecting pieces standing up—presumably for forming a support for a wrecked car. Then we have this crane. Now, if something were stretched between the crane and the wooden structure it would make a catapult.”


      “True,” Maria agreed absently.


      Morgan looked a little nettled by her lack of interest in his theory. Then he turned and stared at the steel flooring in which the crane was embedded. The plate was like the base of any other breakdown truck—greasy, with chains and repair gadgets lying about in disorder. And.… Morgan frowned suddenly, staring at one particular spot in the plating.


      “Very interesting,” Maria said in a hushed voice, gazing with him. “And Clayton is approaching us, so don’t talk.”


      The object of their intense interest was a small patch about a foot square on the dirty steel floor. In that area the steel was curiously bubbled and uneven. All traces of oil had melted away from it and left behind a purplish blue mottling such as one sees in some forms of tempered steel.


      “Heat,” Morgan whispered. “Heat caused that!”


      He turned aside, apparently disinterested as Clayton strolled over. Morgan turned to the big toolbox at the end of the truck and flung back the lid. Inside were tools by the dozen—spanners, files, hacksaws, screwdrivers of various sizes, a big monkey-wrench, pliers, and several tins of grease with tightly closed lids. Though each tin had a proprietor’s label, Morgan was not satisfied. He opened them all to make sure. Three were full and one was empty.


      Morgan’s interest was not particularly great. His mind was centring on that patch on the steel floor. Maria, though, was definitely intrigued—first by the empty grease tin—so empty that not a spot of grease was visible in the brief glimpse she had had—and second by a pair of big extension pliers with three-foot long grips among the tools. The jaws were ratched-edged and nickel-plated. The odd thing was that part of the jaws was curiously mashed and the plating had peeled away to reveal purple-blue steel.


      Lastly, there was something else Maria noticed as Morgan shifted the tools—a pair of very broad tyre-levers, and to the greasy surfaces there was clinging a fine film of grit.


      Morgan closed the toolbox lid with a bang and sighed.


      “Well, nothing here that’s very interesting,” he said, glancing at Clayton. “In fact, we’ve seen all we need on this truck. We’d better have a look through the house.”


      Clayton nodded and led the way in through the back kitchen door. Morgan followed him until he reached the coalhouse, then he paused and looked at the locked door thoughtfully.


      “What’s in here?” he asked.


      Clayton returned to him slowly. “Coke, for the garage heater. I keep the house coal in that bin under the window there.”


      “Coke, eh?” Morgan brooded for a moment, then he made a gesture with his hand. “Better open it up, anyway. I don’t want to leave anything undone.”


      Clayton felt in his overalls for his keys and presently swung the door wide.


      Morgan looked at the coke for a moment. It lay piled up towards the back of the narrow space in a slope of grey cinders. He reached out with his heavy foot and kicked, watching the stuff as it swirled and clinked forwards in fine grey dust. Clayton stood watching with a mask-like face, but his right hand was gripping the bunch of keys so fiercely that they hurt his palm.


      “Well,” Morgan said, with a glance at the shovel hanging on its nail, “there’s nothing like stocking up for the winter. All right, let’s get in the house.”


      Clayton relocked the door and thrust the keys back in his pocket, then he led the way through into the kitchen. In the back kitchen, however, Morgan stopped and began looking about him—into tins, under the discoloured sink, on the shelves where lay a coating of dust—but he found nothing of interest. Maria satisfied herself with a glance round and then followed Morgan into the kitchen where Mrs. Clayton sat at the table peeling potatoes.


      Maria’s eyes travelled from her to the set, sulky face of her son. He was watching the Inspector looking into the fixture cupboard beside the fireplace. Maria turned slowly, taking in the details of the uninteresting domestic details, including a dresser against the wall facing the fireplace.


      She looked at it again, at the half-dozen or so books upon it set very neatly with supports at either end. Thoughtfully she moved over to them. For most people there is an attraction in knowing what other people read: Maria definitely believed in character-derivation from a person’s taste in literature. Here though, as she ran her eye along the books’ titles, she received something of a surprise. There were Sullivan’s New Outline of Science, Washburne’s Common Science, Dickson’s The Amateur Astronomer, Ball’s Stars in Their Courses, and several others.


      “You seem very interested in science, Mr. Clayton,” Maria remarked.


      “Yes, I am—very. Particularly astronomy.”


      Of course. Betty Shapley had said he was a bit of a bore because of his liking for deep subjects, astronomy in particular. Maria struggled to recall the exact words the girl had used. Yes. Hadn’t it been: “As for Tommy Clayton, he’s a bit of a bore. He’s always reading scientific books in his spare time—astronomy and physics and things like that. Nothing wrong in that, of course, but they don’t seem to appeal to me very much.”


      Maria half smiled to herself, then she turned as Morgan spoke at the end of his search of the kitchen.


      “Nothing here, anyway. I’ll move on to the front room and then go upstairs.” Morgan paused in the doorway. “Coming, Miss Black?”


      “I think not, Inspector. After all, I am not a police official. I will wait here for you.”


      He shrugged and went out with Clayton behind him. Maria stood looking at the stone-faced Mrs. Clayton as she peeled potato skins on to a newspaper on the table.


      Maria drew up a chair and sat beside her. “This is probably none of my business, Mrs. Clayton, but I get the impression that you and your son are not particularly happy.”


      Mrs. Clayton did not look up. She went on peeling. “Suppose we’re not?” she asked. “And it isn’t any of your business, especially when you walk in my house like this.”


      “I appreciate your feelings,” Maria sympathized, “but a man has been brutally murdered and the person who did it has got to be found. You can help us if you will. That’s why I asked you if you and your son are happy together.”


      “What’s that got to do with it?”


      “Did you ever meet Herbert Pollitt?” Maria asked presently


      “No.”


      “Then you don’t know how your son felt towards him?”


      “Yes, I know,” Mrs. Clayton answered. “He wouldn’t be friendly with the very boy who had taken his girl, would he? Not that he’s ever told me how he felt about Herby Pollitt—or Vince Grey either for that matter—but it seems to me a matter of ordinary common sense that neither of those two young fellers could like each other, any more than Tommy liked either of them.”


      “To your son, then,” Maria urged, “Betty Shapley was a really serious proposition?”


      “Aye. He never thought she looked anywhere beyond him. I think it was a shock to him when Betty walked in and said she’d been out with Herby Pollitt since after dinner-time. I know Tommy, you see; I could tell by his looks that he didn’t like what Betty had told him.”


      Mrs. Clayton, the potatoes peeled, got up from the table and went through to the back kitchen.


      Heavy footsteps sounded on the stairs, then Morgan reappeared with Clayton behind him. Mrs CIayton came back, wiping her hands on her apron.


      “You finished prowling yet, Inspector?” she asked coldly.


      “Yes, madam. Sorry I had to upset you this way.… If you’re ready, Miss Black?”


      Maria got to her feet. Tom Clayton lounged slowly from the doorway to the fireplace. His expression was puzzled.


      “Look here, Inspector, I don’t know what you’re looking for—and I don’t deny that I resent you poking your nose in, but if there is anything I can tell you which will help you with your problem.…”


      Morgan gave him a sharp look. “I do not think there is anything you can tell me, Mr. Clayton, thanks all the same. When we want to know things, we find them out in our own way. Good morning to you—and you, Mrs. Clayton.”


      Morgan led the way outside into the yard with heavy tread and, Maria beside him, he went through the expanse of garage to his car parked at the front kerb. He drove halfway to the police-station, then put on the brakes.


      “Look here, Miss Black, what do you make of Clayton?”


      “As I see it, Clayton is a young man doing his level best to find out how much the police know—and not being a person of refinement, he does it very badly. When he offered to help you, he was hoping you would break down and let some information slip.”


      “That’s how I saw things too. Which makes him look damned suspicious to me. That is why I didn’t gratify him. The search I made included everything, but I couldn’t find any trace of the object that killed Pollitt.… On the other hand, we did perhaps get something out of that mark on the steel floor of his truck. I believe that the object was laid down there, and that it was the same object that burned the soil in the lane. That, to me, suggests that Clayton did fire something—and that it was hot.”


      “Did you notice the toolbox?” Maria asked, musing.


      “Yes, but there was nothing resembling the object we’re looking for.”


      “But there was a pair of extension pliers with three-foot-long grips and burned jaws, and a pair of tyre-levers with grit sticking to their greasy surfaces, and an empty tin which once contained grease and is now bone dry.”


      “Oh, those things,” Morgan nodded. “I saw them. Maybe Clayton did use the tyre-levers to dig the object out of the soil; maybe he used the long pliers to hold it with. But it isn’t evidence. What we want is the object itself.”


      Maria smiled faintly to herself.


      “I think I shall have to get the boys on a thorough search of every likely place within the immediate neighbourhood,” Morgan went on. “You see, if only we can find the missing object, we can begin to piece things together. As things stand, it constitutes the missing factor.”


      “Quite,” Maria agreed. “Do you still cling to your—hmm—somewhat unorthodox conception of a catapult contrivance on the truck?”


      “Yes.” Morgan set his jaw. “That fellow Clayton must be a pretty good engineer to be running a garage, and I don’t see that a catapult contrivance should cause him much difficulty.… I look at it this way: his headlights would throw quite enough illumination on the scene of the tragedy because he stopped his truck at a distance of fifty yards from it. By his own admission his headlights can give a throw of a hundred yards. I’m thinking that maybe he saw his chance and hastily fixed up a contrivance with his breakdown equipment, firing an as yet unclassified metallic object at Pollitt.”


      “You assume then that Clayton fired his missile into the air and it landed quite by chance on Pollitt? And obliquely, do not forget. You are asking too much of the blind law of chance, Inspector.… And by the way, if you believe this, what has happened to your earlier view that Vincent Grey committed the murder?”


      Morgan sighed. “I am simply testing all ways to make sure I finally get the right one.… Just what views have you got on the matter?”


      “Oh, I have many.…” Maria smiled blandly. “For one thing, I think Clayton is a most unpleasant personality. He is sullen, overbearing, uncouth. You saw how he ordered his mother about. She, obviously, has grown cold and unresponsive through endless association with unpleasantness.… I tried to talk to her, but it was difficult to extract any answers. One thing I did find out—Betty Shapley was supposed to be Tom Clayton’s—er—girl before the tragedy happened. He looked on her as his future wife. In view of this, I think we might do worse than consider the exact state of mind of Clayton when he knew that Betty had been out since dinner-time with Herbert Pollitt, a fact which Betty—not yet at an age to judge character—admitted herself in all innocence.”


      “Clayton would not be very pleased,” Morgan commented.


      “He would be just in the mood to commit murder! He had never suspected Betty had interests outside of him.”


      “Then that bears out my theory. He devised something, maybe on the way to the scene of what later became the tragedy, and he used something metallic and somehow made it look as if granite did it. We’ve got to have that something found.” Morgan restarted the car engine.


      “I think,” Maria said, as Morgan let in the clutch, “that there is yet another point to bear in mind, Inspector. In his spare time Clayton reads books on science. There is quite a collection of textbooks on the kitchen dresser.”


      “I saw them.” Morgan turned a surprised face. “But I don’t see what they have to do with it.”


      “You don’t? Ah, well. In the words of the classics, ‘there are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy’.…”

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TEN


      When Maria left Morgan at the police station, she did not drive immediately to Roseway; instead, she broke her journey in the High Street and entered the Shapley store. Betty, behind the postal grille, looked up eagerly at her entrance. She could not say anything then, for there was a customer to be attended to, but the instant the job was done she came hurrying round the counter while her father looked on in silent interest from the other side of the shop.


      “Miss Black, I’ve been reading this morning’s paper and—and it says they’ve got Vince!”


      “Yes, Betty; it’s correct,” Maria sighed. “I’m afraid you caused it. You were followed.”


      “You mean the police followed Bet?” Shapley asked, coming forward ponderously.


      Maria nodded. “I do, Mr. Shapley—yes. I expect you’re a trifle disturbed by the recent happenings. Anyway, I would like a word with you, Betty,” Maria glanced back to the girl. “One or two things I want to be sure of.”


      “Yes, of course. Shall we go into the kitchen?””


      “No necessity. I have nothing to say that your father cannot hear as well. We can stop when a customer comes in. Now.…” Maria frowned. “You are in an unpleasant position, my dear. The police know that you helped out Vincent, but nothing has been said yet because the Inspector has the idea of using you as a cat’s-paw, to see if you will lead him anywhere else.”


      Betty just stared. Old Shapley moved heavily from one foot to the other. “Look here, Miss Black,” he said grimly, “what can the police do to my Bet? Vincent may be under detention, or whatever it is, but he isn’t a proven murderer yet, is he? So—”


      “I believe that has something to do with the police letting Betty alone,” Maria interrupted. “But you will be watched henceforth, Betty, and you should be warned of that fact.”


      “They don’t think I had anything to do with Herby’s death, do they?” the girl asked.


      “No—but the Inspector does think that you know a good deal about both Vincent and Tom Clayton which might be useful to him.”


      “Oh.… You mean that if, say, I went out with Tommy Clayton they would watch everything I did?”


      “Quite possibly, yes. So watch your step, young lady. Now, let me consider for a moment.…”


      Shapley dragged forth a bentwood chair and Maria nodded her thanks to him and sat down. While she reflected, two customers came in, were served, and went out again.


      “Just what,” Maria asked, “is your position in regard to Clayton, Betty?”


      “Why, I just go about with him sometimes, that’s all. Just as I do—or rather did—with Vince and Herby Pollitt.”


      “Have you at any time given Clayton reason to think that you are exclusively his—er—hmm—girl?”


      “Certainly not!” Betty’s face was indignant. “Why should I? It’s Vince I really love. You see, Miss Black, it began with Tom Clayton—when I first thought I’d go out with a boy. He was the nearest to me and he helped me sometimes with my bike. I thought he was just the right fellow for me—a little older, and so stern and silent about everything. Then when I got to know other fellows, like Vince and Herby, I didn’t find Tom half as attractive.”


      Maria coughed slightly. “Which does not seem to bear out Clayton’s mother’s statement that he regarded you as his future wife before the tragedy happened.”


      “His mother said that!” Betty cried, as Maria sat looking at her gravely. “I never gave him any reason to think any such thing. And Herby was too shy for anything like that to develop. As for Vince, well, we were—are—close.”


      “Hmm—so we know that Clayton had no right to regard you as his exclusive property. Good. Now, when you were out with Herbert Polhtt in that car, was there anything unusual about the note of the engine?”


      Betty smiled. “It only had one note, Miss Black—and that was gosh awful. Couldn’t have been anything unusual about it though, because Herby didn’t notice anything when he looked in the bonnet.”


      “But it was almost dark, was it not?”


      “So it was. I don’t suppose he could see inside the engine properly, because he couldn’t see to repair the ignition, or whatever it was.”


      Maria compressed her lips. “When you first came to see me, Betty, you gave me a detailed description of the events leading up to your departure from Herbert—but I did not take many notes. I wonder if you would sketch again, briefly, exactly what you did?”


      Betty averted her eyes and traced a finger on the top of the counter. “I sat with Herby in the car. I wanted to make him romantic but he didn’t seem to be in the mood. When we saw some shooting stars I tried to get him to wish, but even that didn’t seem to have much effect. Finally, when I tried to make him kiss me, he jumped out of the car as though he had been stung and went round to the engine, saying there was something wrong. The next thing I knew I was on my way to find Tom Clayton.”


      Maria’s eyes narrowed; then very gradually she smiled. “Ah! I do believe I see a glimmer of light at last.…”


      Betty and her father waited anxiously, but she did not follow up the idea that had been born in her mind. Instead she got to her feet.


      “You have been very helpful, my dear,” she said, patting the girl’s hand. “Now I must be going. I’ll let you know the moment I have some more news—and until that time take care what you are doing. And take a tip from an elderly lady who knows: you’re too nice a girl to waste yourself on Tom Clayton. Well, good-bye—and to you, Mr. Shapley.”


      Maria drove herself back to Roseway, went straight to her study and divested herself of hat and coat. Then she settled at her desk and brought forth her record book and began writing:


      Progress at last in this queer business of Herbert Pollitt! I have discovered:


      1: That Tom Clayton is a selfish man who until recently regarded Betty Shapley as his especial prize. The shattering of this blissful state does at last supply a convincing motive, for Tom Clayton is the moody, crafty type who might quite easily stoop to murder if he felt he had justification. That justification has, I think, been supplied, but in regard to the matter of murder I am still not too sure.


      2: Of more significance than was at first apparent were the initial actions of Pollitt and Betty when they were together in the car. From her recounting of the events I have conceived an unusual but not impossible answer to this problem. There remains much to be done however if I am to prove my theory. I think it significant, too, that Clayton reads scientific books, though Inspector Morgan does not.


      Neither does Inspector Morgan consider it interesting that there are two dirt-covered tyre-levers in the toolbox of Clayton s truck. There are also a pair of burned pliers and a tin that once had grease. I have decided to examine these articles more closely, which means it is time for me to obtain assistance.


      There remains the final possibility that some device or other was fixed in the engine of Pollitt’s car that was later removed by Clayton when he arrived at the scene of the tragedy. I am inclined to discard this hypothesis, however, for two reasons—(a) that Pollitt must have seen clearly inside the engine when Grey illuminated it with his cycle lamp; and (b) the experts who went over the car would surely have found some traces of any device, even if that object had then been removed. Further, the fixing of such a contrivance could only have been made if Clayton had known beforehand exactly how Pollitt intended spending his time—and he did not.


      No, the answer is the one I have in mind—and it most certainly is unusual.


      The time is l2:30 p.m.


      Maria put the record book away, then from her handbag on the desk she took out a small notebook and passed her finger down a list of inns and hostels.


      “Blue Pig, Brewers’ Arms, Golden Saddle…the Grey Fox Hotel.… Hmm, Mr. Martin certainly gets around, as he would call it. The Grey Fox? Quite.”


      She picked up the telephone, dialled the number she had in her book.


      Would Horace “Pulp” Martin be surprised to receive a call from her? Probably not, since he must surely be aware from the papers of what was going on. Pulp Martin had a habit of drifting in and out of dives in the lower quarters of London, pursuing in England the kind of society to which he had been accustomed in his native Bowery. He had made things too hot for himself in the States, and now existed in England by some mystic gamble of wits and self-assurance known only to himself. But for all his faults, his flamboyance, and his loudness, Pulp Martin was to Maria a very essential unit in a crime problem. She had met him first in the investigation of her brother’s mysterious death in New York, and twice since—in England—he had helped her with that odd, noisy loyalty he seemed to have. And now.…


      “Grey Fox!” said the telephone receiver.


      Maria gave a start. “Oh.… Would it be possible for me to speak to a Mr. Martin? A Mr.—er—Pulp Martin?”


      “Might be. Who’s calling?”


      “You may tell him it is…Black Maria.”


      A minute passed—then the powerful voice of Pulp Martin made her jerk the telephone two inches from her ear.


      “Hiya, Maria! How’s tricks? Say, this is one treat I was sorta countin’ on getting’ ever since I saw about that bumping-off stunt between Langhorn and Lexham. I sorta reckoned it’d be near enough to you for you to get your mitts on it. Well, what’s cookin’? Anythin’ for me?”


      “Yes, Mr. Martin, I have—hmm—got my mitts on this case, as you put it, but I am in need of help. I have a little excursion to make tonight which will need your assistance. Can you be here, at Roseway, by this evening so I can make things clear to you?”


      “Can I? You can put your shirt on it, Maria.”


      “Er—quite. Now let me add that you will have no need to seek an hotel in the village. There is plenty of room in the college at the moment with the vacation being on. I will see that a room is prepared for you. Naturally, all expenses will be refunded in the usual way.… I am much obliged to you, Mr. Martin.”


      “Think nothin’ of it. I’ll be there.”


      * * * *


      When your best boyfriend is in the hands of the police, your second best has been murdered, and you have been warned that the police will watch you if you venture out with the third, there is not much left for a girl to do. Betty realised this with a certain sense of bleak disappointment when at six o’clock, her father closed the store and they all settled down to tea.


      By six-forty-five it was over. Betty’s father turned to his evening newspaper; for her mother there was the washing of the crocks and some mending to do. And for Betty herself? She moved restlessly about the kitchen, looking through the window on to the sunny summer evening outside, then up at the mantel clock.


      “I think I’ll go for a walk,” she said finally.


      “After what the police said?” her father asked doubtfully.


      “I shall be all by myself and there’s nothing wrong in that. I just can’t stay in on a lovely evening like this.”


      She felt at her still damp coat hanging by the fireplace, then shook her head and hurried upstairs for her blazer. Five minutes later she was out in the High Street wandering moodily along, entirely regardless of whether her movements were under observation or not. As a matter of fact the redoubtable P.C. Rogers, on evening duty some distance away, was watching her.


      She walked along slowly, turning right into Riverside Avenue. It led to open ground and fresher air.… But she was not enjoying herself a bit. Being a very sociable girl by nature, she was not fond of her own company.


      How to help Vince? That was the problem. Maria Black had as good as said that she herself was far more suspicious of Clayton than Vincent when it came to deciding which of the two had brought about Herby Pollitt’s death. And what of her own role? But for her, she thought, there would have been no reason for jealousy, no reason for murder, no reason for any of it.


      She was secretly ashamed by now of her triple love affair. That Pollitt had died she did not consider so much her fault as the outcome of sheer masculine hatred. Anyway, it was a comfortable get-out—but she had a conscience all the same.…


      She came to the River Bollin towpath, and stopped for a while, looking at the water. In the distance invisible to her, P.C. Rogers lay flat and took off his helmet. He was young enough to wish that he were not on duty and able to pursue his own inclinations. The vision of that lissom girl, all alone on the bank against the evening sky, made his vocation of a policeman seem repugnant


      Then Betty moved on again, aimlessly. She had the idea that if she walked far enough and concentrated hard enough, some idea would descend on her from heaven and provide a means of proving Vincent Grey not guilty. But she had walked another mile along the towpath without even the glimmer of an inspiration.


      It was a curious glinting in the thick grass of the field leading to the towpath that started Betty moving in a new direction. The glinting changed suddenly to the knob on top of a policeman’s helmet. She hesitated for a moment, then went on striding through the grass.


      Four policemen were at work in the field, prodding and searching with long sticks, stooping to examine the ground at times, then advancing again. One of the men she recognized as Sergeant Claythorne.


      “’Evening Sergeant,” Betty greeted him, with a bright smile. “What in the world are you doing?”


      Since Claythorne was only young, and had once delivered groceries for Betty’s father, he smiled genially, the colour heightening in his pink cheeks.


      “We’re searching,” he said, nodding to his three companions.


      “Searching? But I thought Vincent had been taken into custody?”


      “Yes, Miss Shapley, that’s right. But we—”


      “Miss Shapley?” Betty smiled roguishly. “You used to call me Betty when you were at the shop.”


      “I’ve sort pf grown up, and I do represent the law. You’ve grown up, too—into a real smashing girl if I might say so. And.…” He paused, and embarrassed. “E,xcuse me, but I’ve work to do.”


      He nodded to his three companions and the thrashing of the grass was resumed. As the young policemen of Langhorn worked, they couldn’t help a glance now and again at the girl who was keeping pace with them, her blue eyes watching them in puzzled astonishment. Afar off, behind a mound, P C. Rogers wiped the perspiration from his face and muttered things about some fellows having all the luck.


      “Look here,” Betty said at last, “just what are you looking for?”


      Claythorne straightened up. “I suppose it’s not a secret. We’ve had orders to hunt all over the district—working to a plan, of course—for a heavy chunk of metal. We’ll even have to examine the riverbed. Have to do these things when it’s a murder weapon. First-class evidence, you know.”


      “You mean that this metal thing you’re looking for perhaps killed Herby Pollitt?”


      “That’s it,” Claythorne confirmed.


      “Then that’s what Miss Black must have meant when she said she didn’t think a chunk of granite had killed Herby, but that it had been something else.”


      Claythorne looked at her in polite enquiry. If he had been more experienced he would probably have wondered how much more Betty had learned from Maria Black, but not being involved in the deeper issues he dismissed the subject and went on searching. Betty stood where she was, thinking, as the four policemen moved away from her.


      “A piece of metal, heavy enough to cause that awful wound which killed Herby? Why, if I could find that I would help to prove Vince innocent!”


      She contemplated the expanse of the countryside about her. Suddenly the old adage about needles and haystacks seemed to have come true. Nevertheless she started looking at the grass at her feet as she walked along—away from the area where the four police were working. So, keeping her eyes down, she received quite a shock at a sudden dull concussive explosion perhaps half a mile ahead of her. She had forgotten that she was quite near to the stone quarries, working late—so the papers had said recently—on Government contracts.


      Granite? Quarries? The idea of a metal faded momentarily in Betty’s mind and granite came up to first place. Increasing her pace, she began to walk swiftly in the direction of the quarry workings, gradually leaving the grass of the field and coming to hard, stony ground littered with countless thousands of granite chippings. It was a gaunt, grim-looking area here, small hills of stone standing at various points, large notices proclaiming danger as blasting was in progress.


      Betty still went on, nearing the great crater in the earth where the actual work was going on; little cranes hissed and steamed fussily. Men were visible well down on the rock face, some of them using shovels, others operating pneumatic drills. Betty crossed a narrow plank over quite a sizable chasm and then stopped when she reached the other side. A man, his shirtsleeves rolled up, was barring her path.


      “Want something, miss?” he enquired briefly.


      Betty hesitated. He had a round, good-humoured, and weather-beaten face, and looked tractable. “Are you—the foreman?” she asked.


      “I am, miss. Didn’t you see the warning notice as you came up?”


      “Yes, but I ignored it because I want to know something. Do you think that a piece of rock—granite, I mean—could be accidentally exploded from here and travel for two miles?”


      “It could,” the foreman said, “if we exploded granite on the surface. But we never do. We explode it from underneath and do the rest with shovelling and mechanical navvies.”


      “You were doing some blasting here on Wednesday night, weren’t you?”


      “We’ve been working until dark this last few weeks,” the foreman said; then as Betty nodded, his expression changed. “Look here, a girl like you wouldn’t come and ask such odd questions. I’ll make a guess that it’s that business about the Langhorn Bludgeoning. The police said that chap Pollitt had been hit by granite. I read about it.”


      “Yes, I’m Betty Shapley, the girl in the case.”


      “Now,” the foreman said, “your questions make a little more sense! You want to find out about that granite, eh? Afraid you’re on the wrong horse, Miss Shapley, if you are trying to prove that our blasting operations fired a chunk of granite to the spot where that fellow Pollitt was killed. It just couldn’t be done, because there are no external explosions.”


      Betty sighed. “That’s too bad. I had hopes of proving some kind of accident.”


      “I imagine that the granite chunk mentioned by the police must have been one of the pieces that kids pick up around here at weekends when we’re not working. The colour veins appeal to them, you know—especially for garden decoration. That’s the only explanation, I’m afraid.”


      Betty gave a disappointed smile. “Well, thanks anyway—” She stopped and drew a quick little breath. The foreman noticed that she was looking beyond him to where one of the cranes was tipping out a mass of steaming slag from its boiler fire. The smoking lumps dropped down on a hill of previous residue.


      “I say—is that stuff coal?” she asked.


      “Coal and coke deposit chiefly—clinkers from the boiler fire. Why?”


      “Would you mind if I had a look at some of it?” Betty’s eyes were bright.


      “You can if you like, though I can’t imagine why you should want to.… Watch how you go.”


      Taking her arm gently, he led her across the rocky ground to the area where the evil-smelling slag had been dropped. It lay smouldering now, some of it still red hot and sending a stream of smoke into the still air.


      “Something that was probably very hot,” Betty muttered to herself. “That’s what she said.”


      She stirred the nearer mass of cold, clinkery slabs with her foot. “This is the same stuff gone cold?” she asked.


      The foreman picked up a fairly large piece and held it for her. She took it and weighed it speculatively.


      “Pretty heavy. It could do plenty of damage, too. But is there any metal in it?”


      “Metal? Not a scrap. Coal is compressed vegetable matter.”


      “I suppose it is,” Betty reflected. “Still, I’d like to take this piece if you don’t mind.”


      The foreman nodded bewilderedly, but raised no objection. Taking Betty’s arm again he helped her back over the uneven ground, then he saw her across the plank, which led from the quarry to the fields. Then he watched her stride off purposefully into the distance.


      Betty Shapley had an idea—and there was only one person who could say whether she was right or wrong—Maria Black. At least she felt she was doing something even if she were proved wrong in the finish. Just what she was doing P.C. Rogers would have given a good deal to know at that moment. He had seen her enter the quarry and emerge carrying a shapeless mass of blackish-brown substance under her arm.


      He had to move rapidly now, too, as the girl hurried back across the field to the rear of Riverside Avenue. Then to P.C. Rogers’ annoyance she went in her home by the side entrance and emerged again shortly, still holding her prize and wheeling her bicycle.


      She wobbled out into the High Street, then began to pedal with ever-increasing speed. P.C. Rogers relaxed. It was now up to the other men watching the main street lower down to observe what happened next.… All the same he had to make his report over the police phone.


      “Carrying what?” Inspector Morgan demanded over the wire.


      “I don’t know exactly, sir,” Rogers said, “bur it looked like a piece of metal or something.”


      “A piece of metal, eh?” Morgan tried not to sound excited. “So that’s what that young lady’s been up to. We’re looking everywhere for something metallic and she goes and gets it out of the quarry while our backs are turned.”


      “Not my back, sir,” Rogers pointed out respectfully.


      “No, thank goodness. Where is the girl now?”


      “She went off on her bicycle up the High Street—in the opposite direction to Lexham.”


      Morgan gave a complacent smile. “Heading, I’ll bet, for Roseway College and Miss Black. All right, Rogers, I’ll take care of it.”


      “Just shows that my policy of never trusting anybody is right,” Morgan thought to himself, as he put his cap back on his grey plush head. “All right, I’ll soon put a stop to this.”

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER ELEVEN


      It was just about the time that Betty had arrived home for her bicycle that Maria was receiving Pulp Martin into her study. Mason had duly announced him, and now he stood just inside the doorway, setting down his travelling case. Then he straightened up, took off his bright green trilby hat, and extended a red hand in greeting.


      “Well, chop off me arms and call me Venus,” he exclaimed. “If it ain’t Black Maria still on the up and up.… Hiya, Maria!”


      Maria shook hands with him gravely and tried not to wince under his unconsciously merciless grip. He was proud of his physical strength, for it had earned him his nickname when he had dealt with men’s jaws back in the Bowery—but he had a soft spot for all women, and Maria in particular. It was the one saving grace in an otherwise aggressive character.


      He stood six feet tall, and had hair so red it was hard to tell where his skin ended and his hair began. His eyes were very bright blue, which combined with a turned-up nose and powerful chin gave a twin impression of both bright intelligence and hard hitting power. Then the forehead—high-templed—was an unusual feature; it was the one thing which made Maria sure of her assistant.


      Her eyes passed over his mustard-coloured suit and tan shoes as he stood waiting for her to speak, his hat in his hand.


      “I think I am what you would call—er—hunky-dory, Mr. Martin,” Maria said, with a prim little smile. “And I’m enjoying my vacation so far. I had expected quite a drab interval until the return of my young ladies and their inevitable—er, tricks.” She regained her seat behind the desk and motioned him to be seated.


      “Pray smoke if you wish, Mr. Martin.”


      Pulp took a cigarette from a flat cough-lozenge tin and lighted it. “These are sorta mild,” he said critically. “I’d better not use me lung-jammers while you’re about.… Now, Maria, what’s the setup?”


      “You have read the newspapers, Mr. Martin. Tell me what you have gleaned from them, and I will endeavour to fill in the blanks.”


      “Well, as I figure it, this Pollitt guy is fiddling around with his jollopy when something comes and smacks him on the thinkpiece from above. Now, the dicks kinda think it’s a chunk of granite and they start lookin’ for the guy who mighta thrown, or used it. Vincent Grey, wasn’t it? Yeah—well they find him. But they don’t know no more than that.… Then there’s a dame mixed up in it some place—a piece of curves by the name of Betty Shapley. Then there’s another guy, who tipped the police off to the murder—Tom Clayton. One last bit—the jollopy were on fire when Clayton got to it.”


      “An excellent rough sketch of the situation to date,” Maria declared, “as far as the newspapers can carry it. Now I will supply the blanks.…”


      Pulp sat and listened attentively while Maria talked. He had come to the end of his vile cigarette by the time she had finished.


      “A sticky setup,” he commented, frowning. “It looks like that guy Clayton that wants givin’ the old one-two. The floor of his truck were burned, you say? And a burn in the lane near the jollopy? Them two things seem to sorta tie up. An’ soil on two tyre-levers, along with a grease tin that ain’t got grease in it any more? Yeah. Far as I can see them tyre-levers might tie up with that dirt-diggin’ you mentioned. But I don’t get the angle on the empty tin.”


      “Something or other must have been used to convey petrol from the punctured tank over the rest of the car,” Maria said. “That tin had grease in it at one time, yet now there is no trace. Have you ever tried to remove grease completely from a tin? You cannot do it—but successive fillings of petrol would do it. Hence one perfectly empty tin. Further, it has a tight lid. That means that if petrol has been inside the tin, a faint odour of it should remain. I want to be sure.…”


      Pulp nodded slowly. “Yeah, I get it.”


      “I believe the tyre-levers are important—unlike Inspector Morgan. I want a sample of the grit that is on them, and I want it analyzed. If analysis shows that it matches with the soil Morgan has in his envelope, we can prove one thing conclusively—that Clayton dug something out of the soil in the lane. That will immediately switch suspicion from Vincent Grey to Clayton. So far we have no proof of anything unusual on the part of Clayton. Now you can see why I need your help—to get at that truck and the tool box. It may mean climbing the wall of Clayton’s yard, since the gates will undoubtedly be locked.”


      “I get it. Nothin’ easier.… But look, what were this stuff that were hot enough to leave a mark on steel? Any ideas? Couldn’t be granite.”


      “No, it couldn’t, Mr. Martin. I think that the piece of granite was doctored to act as a kind of decoy. I now believe, as does Morgan, that it was a piece of metal that comprised the murder weapon. Morgan has his men out looking for such an object now, since obviously it must be hidden somewhere, and it does not seem to be anywhere on Clayton’s premises.”


      “Do you figure it was hot when it hit Pollitt, or did it get hot afterwards?”


      “I don’t know—but I think that it was hot when it hit him. I have a theory I am testing, but it is held up until we find the object in question.”


      “Hot when it hit him, huh? Well, how about them burned pliers having been used to hold it—the object I mean—while it hit Pollitt?”


      “Hmm—yes, but it would be difficult, if not impossible, to hit anybody hard enough with a heavy object while holding it with a pair of pliers. I think they were used afterwards.”


      “Then I don’t see how you could hold something that were hot and use it to batter a guy to death with.”


      “That, Mr. Martin, is a point which bears vitally upon the problem, and one the Inspector has not considered as carefully as he should. I—” Maria broke off as the house phone as it buzzed.


      “Yes, Mason, what is it?”


      “That Betty Shapley girl is here to see you again, Miss Black. She says to tell you she has something interestin’.”


      “Oh? Then ask her to come to my study.” Maria switched off and nodded towards the window. “There is the girl in the case, Mr. Martin, approaching across the quadrangle. She has some news for me.…”


      Pulp casually glanced outside—then bethinking himself stared hard and grinned.


      “Say, Maria, she’s the best tin of peaches I’ve seen in this half-pint country for some time.… Sweet semolina, will ya look at them hips!”


      Maria cleared her throat. “I would remind you, Mr. Martin, that you are here strictly for business.… You will kindly confine your partiality for blondes to your spare time.”


      “Sorry, Maria.” Pulp returned to his chair.


      Betty came into the study eagerly, clutching the chunk of slag under her arm, but the sight of Pulp Martin slowed her down a little. She stood glancing from him to Maria.


      “Good evening, Betty.”


      “I’ve got something I want you to see, Miss Black.…” Betty came forward to the desk. “And I’ve worked out a sort of theory I’d like you to hear.”


      “By all means,” Maria assented. “Mr. Martin, this is Betty Shapley, of whom I told you. Betty, meet Mr. Martin, my assistant—”


      “Oh yes—the American!” Betty turned her big blue eyes full upon him and gave a smile. “You had something to do with that murder case at the Langhorn cinema, hadn’t you?”


      “You said it,” Pulp agreed, shaking the girl’s hand earnestly. “Y’know, I think you an’ me ought to get together and ring doorbells sometime.”


      “Do you still do that?” Betty asked innocently.


      “Huh?”


      “Let’s keep to the matter in hand.” Maria intervened. “Kindly resume your seat, Mr. Martin. Betty, draw up that chair there. Now, you may speak quite freely before Mr. Martin.”


      The girl laid the lump of slag carefully on her knees and held her hands over it as though casting a spell.


      “This is a piece of conglomerated coal and coke from the ash-pit of a crane,” she explained. “I got it from the quarries, and according to the foreman to whom I talked this stuff isn’t metallic, but when it is tipped out of the crane’s ash-pit it is red-hot—even white-hot sometimes. I remembered you saying something about it being a hot object that killed Herby. This stuff is heavy, too, so I wondered—”


      Maria reached across and took the substance. It had fused and flowed into one mass of rough-edged clinker.


      “After all, the quarry is only two miles from the lane,” Betty added. “That’s why I made a point of finding out what is going on there. I think that perhaps Tommy Clayton did not go directly to the scene of the tragedy—before it was a tragedy, I mean. I am wondering if he detoured on the way. There is a rough grass road leading right up to the quarry from the Langhorn-Lexham lane. I think perhaps Tommy knew what he intended to do, and it being nearly dark he’d be able to see the red-hot stuff glowing quite easily. I think he may have picked up a chunk like this, put it on his truck, and then dashed on to the scene of Herby’s breakdown. I don’t pretend to know what happened then—but maybe he hit Herby with the stuff somehow. Vincent saw it and—er—sort of took fright.…”


      Maria sat back in her chair and raised an eyebrow at Martin.


      “The kid’s not got a bad idea there,” he muttered. “Them burned pliers might have been used to lift this stuff, and the hole in the ground where the soil burned might have been where this thing dropped. Yeah—what about that burn mark on the floor of the truck…?”


      Betty listened with rising eagerness to these points that were only just being revealed to her. “Why, maybe I guessed right,” she exclaimed.


      “Maybe,” Maria admitted. “However, we must leave nothing undone. Though this slag is presumably hardened vegetable matter, we will have an analysis made of it on the off chance of metallic deposits being present. There remains, of course, the question of how much the stuff would cool off during the transition from the quarry. I cannot think that it would remain hot enough to burn soil after it had been used, nor see how it could have been held effectually in order to batter Pollitt.…”


      Betty gave a little sigh. “Well, anyway, I’ve done something. I just couldn’t sit around and—” She waited as there was a sharp knock on the door.


      Maria frowned. “Yes? Come in.…”


      It was Inspector Morgan who entered dramatically.


      “Evening, Miss Black,” he greeted briefly, closing the door. “I didn’t let Mason announce me because I wanted”—he loomed over the astonished Betty—“to catch this young lady red-handed.”


      “Red-handed?” Betty looked at him blankly


      “What’s she done, copper?” Martin asked bluntly.


      Morgan swung to him. “You, eh? I wondered if you’d be in this before we’d finished.… Ah! That’s what I want.” Morgan pointed an accusing finger at the slag on the desk, then turning back to Betty he went on: “You were followed tonight, miss. Now you’ve led me right to the thing I want. You found this piece of metal at the quarry, didn’t you? You knew it was there all the time, whilst you let my men hunt all over the district for it! And now you give it to Miss Black!” He looked at Maria accusingly. “I don’t like it. I thought we were going to co-operate.”


      “I have not had the time yet,” Maria retorted. “And besides, this substance is not metal, Inspector. It is coke and coal slag.”


      “But Rogers said—”


      “To convince you that there is no subterfuge about this, Inspector, I will ask Betty to repeat what she has just told me,” Maria said—and gave the girl a nod.


      So Betty repeated her story. Morgan’s first truculence began to subside.


      “Then—then it was just off-chance?” he said finally.


      “Of course,” Betty declared. “I’m just trying to help, that’s all.”


      “Well, miss, I’m sorry. But you can see how it looked. Still, although your theory is pretty much like one I have formed myself, I don’t think it’s any use. This stuff is not metal—”


      “We only think it isn’t metal,” Betty pointed out. “There might be some traces of metal deposit. Miss Black suggested that you have an analysis made of it.”


      Morgan reflected. “Well, we can do that, of course. Mind you, it may have got some metal in it through lying in the rest of the slag. Never can tell what deposits a piece of hot slag can pick up. Okay, we’ll test it and see. And Miss Shapley,” Morgan went on, “I’d take it as a favour if you would come to me with your ideas and discoveries in future. After all, Miss Black is not the official police, you know.”


      “I know,” Betty admitted, getting to her feet. “It was just that I thought she usually gets results.”


      Pulp Martin grinned widely, and Maria and Morgan’s colour deepened a little in his neck.


      “I think you’d better get off home, young lady,” he said stiffly, opening the door for her.


      Betty directed a smile at Pulp and Maria, then went out.


      “Sauce!” Morgan declared. “The younger generation’s no respect for anything—not even the police.” He came to the desk and weighed the lump of slag in his hand. “Come to think of it, though, her idea isn’t perhaps such a bad one.”


      “It is certainly worth a trial,” Maria agreed. “If the analysis shows any similarity to the spectrum we obtained, we’ll be saved a lot of trouble.… But I would suggest you have your men go on searching. As you will be aware, this is not the original missile which killed Pollitt.”


      “Yes, I see that.…” Morgan contemplated the slag. “All right, I’ll look into it and let you know results. See you again.” He strode to the door and then turned with a frown. “Look here, Martin, just what are you doing here, anyway?”


      Pulp shrugged. “It’s a free country—almost.”


      “Yes, but.… Miss Black, have you some ideas of your own?”


      “I am full of ideas, Inspector. Life would be most dull without them.”


      “Just take care you don’t overstep the boundary of the law, that’s all. Well—good night.” He went out in doubting silence and closed the door.


      “Well, where are we now?” Pulp asked.


      “In the same position as before Betty and Morgan arrived,” Maria replied. “I could not tell the girl to her face that her theory is hopeless; that would have been too unkind since she thinks she is doing something. As I see the business, a piece of slag has nothing whatever to do with it. Still, it’s useful for elimination purposes, and I’ve no doubt it will give the Inspector something to think about, pending fresh developments.… Our task, Mr. Martin, is to make our plans in readiness for examining Clayton’s truck. If you will draw your chair a little closer…?”


      * * * *


      The deathly hush of one in the morning was upon Langhorn when Maria and Pulp arrived outside the double doors that marked the back entrance to Clayton’s garage.


      “It is essential, Mr. Martin,” Maria murmured, her face dimly visible under the beret, “that we do not make a sound.”


      “We shouldn’t, in these plimsolls,” he muttered, “What happens now?”


      “I want you to see if Clayton’s truck is in the yard beyond. It should be.”


      Pulp gave a little jump and grasped the top of the rough wall, began to muscle himself up gently. Poised half on the wall top, he gazed about him. Beyond was the yard, the truck still where it had been earlier in the day. Beyond it was the coalhouse, and then the dim shadowy bulk of the house itself—and to the right the gleaming expanses of the garage skylights. To the left was Mrs. Thackery’s house, and beyond it again the Shapleys’. Pulp took it all in and then glanced down.


      “If it’s the one with a crane on it, Maria, it’s here.”


      “Good. Jump down and open the gates.”


      Pulp drew his legs over the wall silently and went down with infinite care, only narrowly missing the three dustbins, which he had not noticed immediately below.


      Without a sound he glided to the gates and drew back the heavy double bolts. Maria, waiting for him, glided in beside him.


      “Better leave them ajar,” he murmured. “Just in case we need to take a powder in a hurry.”


      “Quite. Hmm. Now the toolbox.”


      Maria crept towards the back of the truck in her rubber-soled shoes and raised the lid with a faint squeak.


      Maria pulled out her fountain-pen torch from her pocket and pressed the switch. The beam was hidden from the house by the toolbox lid; she cast a tiny circle of light on to the tools and equipment.


      “First, this,” she murmured, pulling out the empty grease-tin. “Here, Mr. Martin—hold the torch—well down.”


      He obeyed and she twisted the lid from the grease-tin and sniffed at the bare inside. Then she held it for Pulp to do likewise.


      “Gasoline, all right,” he agreed.


      “Exactly. And not a trace of grease. We can safely say that this was used to carry petrol from the tank to the rest of Pollitt’s car.”


      She put the lid back on the tin and returned it to its place, then she peered at the two tyre-levers with their soily deposit. Snapping open her penknife, she scraped some of the dirt into the envelope she had brought with her, and then put it carefully into her pocket.


      “Now, let us see the extension-pliers.”


      Moving the tools aside, she lifted them out and both Martm and she studied the unmistakable bluish marks on the nickel-plating.


      “No ordinary heat that did that, Maria,” Pulp murmured. “I’d say it was something hellish hot.”


      “Yes, indeed. Hot enough to remove the plating on these jaw teeth for nearly quarter of an inch all the way round. Even the steel itself is chewed from heat. But these three-foot-long grips would save anybody being burned by the object being held. Hmm—very interesting. Steel being intermediate between malleable and cast iron, and nickel having about the same melting-point as iron, I’d say…,” Maria considered, “that something in the neighbourhood of two hundred and twenty degrees Centigrade was held in this handy instrument.”


      “Plenty hot!” Pulp whistled. “Doesn’t sound like slag.”


      “Excellent. Hot enough to burn soil itself. My own private theory is holding up very nicely.… Now, let us see the steel floor of this truck again.”


      She returned the pliers and closed the box lid. Then she and Pulp walked round to the side of the truck nearest to the wall. Here the beam of the torch was hidden by the bulk and height of the driver’s cab.


      “Same thing again,” Pulp said. “The steel here is dappled with purple spots and little blisters too.”


      “Good. I’m satisfied. So far things are holding up very well. The annoying part is the absence of the weapon, but we dare not stay and search now.…” Maria broke off and looked up at the house. Two windows faced down on to the yard, very probably the bedrooms of Clayton and his mother.


      “Yes, too risky and too noisy,” she decided. “We’ve done all we can here. Come along.”


      Pulp switched the torch off and handed it back to her. Quietly she tiptoed over to the gateway and out into the entry. Pulp drew the bolts into place again, then moved to the wall and jumped.… But in the gloom he miscalculated the distance and slid back again, cannoning straight into the dustbins immediately below him. With an unearthly shattering of din the lids of two of them went flying to the unyielding concrete and the centre bin rolled perilously and then righted itself.


      Pulp found himself suddenly sweating—then without stopping to think he lunged upwards, wriggled and scrambled, fell into the entry beyond. Maria was already moving swiftly away from him. A window banged up abruptly as they neared the end of the entry.


      “If that’s you shovelling coke again, Tom Clayton, I tell you I’ve had enough!” shrieked a woman’s voice. “Haven’t you got any respect for people about here? Last night you were doing the same thing with a shovel—and I’m not standing any more of it! I’ll report it, that’s what I’ll do!” The window slammed down again.


      “Nice neighbour Clayton’s got,” Pulp murmured. “I didn’t figure them ash-cans was so near. Sorry I gummed things up, Maria.”


      “You couldn’t help it, Mr. Martin. You.… Back!” Maria broke off abruptly, as there was a sound of bolts being slammed aside on the gates in Clayton’s yard. She and Pulp pressed themselves flat against the entry wall and waited. A dimly visible figure stood in the gateway and then moved to the centre of the vista.


      Again the window of Mrs. Thackery’s bedroom slammed up.


      “That you, Tom Clayton?” she demanded.


      “What about it?” Tom snapped.


      “You heard what I told you about shovelling coke again? I’m going to report it. And did you have to make that much noise with those gate bolts?”


      “I’m not shovelling coke tonight—and I wish you’d shut up,” Tom retorted. “It’s the dustbin lids that have been knocked off. Damned cats, I suppose— And I don’t like being dug out of bed in the middle of the night any more than you do.”


      He went back into the yard again and slammed the bolts home. Something like a grunt floated from Mrs. Thackery’s bedroom window, then she too retired and banged down the frame.


      Pulp released a long, wavering sigh. “I think we’d better get outa here while we’re safe, Maria.”


      She nodded in the darkness, and they left the entry silently and made their way to Riverside Avenue where Maria had parked her car, well away from watching eyes. She settled herself at the wheel and Pulp slumped in beside her and slammed the door.


      “Any more tonight?” he asked.


      “I think not, Mr. Martin. After all, we have to sleep sometime.”


      Maria reversed the car carefully and then drove back to her college. It was not long before she was back in her study with Martin waiting beside her.


      “I shall not need to detain you any more tonight, Mr. Martin. I’ve just one or two notes to make then I shall retire myself. You know your room, of course?”


      “Right on the button,” he assented. “Well, ’night, Maria. See you in the morning.…”


      He left her taking the envelope of grit out of her pocket. She looked at it thoughtfully as she took off her coat and beret. She was just wondering whether to make tea or not when a tap at the door was followed by Miss Tanby’s appearance.


      “Why, Miss Tanby!” Maria exclaimed, surprised. “Do come in. I thought you had retired long ago.”


      “When you asked me to see about a room for Mr. Martin I guessed that something was afoot,” the Housemistress explained. “I heard your car leave about one o’clock and so I decided to wait until you returned.… I’m wondering how far you have progressed in this case.”


      The issue decided for her, Maria switched on the electric kettle. Then she came over to her desk and sat down, motioning Tanby to do likewise.


      “I dare to think, Miss Tanby, that the solution is within my grasp. The answer to the problem is not half so puzzling really as it at first appeared. But I still need proof. Until then all the theorizing in the world carries no weight. However, I seem to recall that you enjoy my throwing ideas at you, so that I may catch them on the rebound.”


      “After the fashion of Sherlock Holmes, yes,” Tanby agreed in a quiet, pleased voice. “Please do, Miss Black.”


      “Then tell me, if you had an object so hot that it melts steel and nickel, and yet you intended to batter somebody to death with it, how would you handle it?”


      Tanby mused—deeply. Maria gave a gentle chuckle and got to her feet to make the tea. A cup of it was in front of Miss Tanby before she answered


      “I do not think I could handle it,” she said. “At least not for the purpose of battering anybody. I am afraid I am very dense,” she confessed. “Naturally, there must be a way.”


      “On the contrary,” Maria murmured, “there is not. You have given just the right answer. It was the answer I had formulated for myself, but I like another opinion in order to be sure.”


      Tanby drank a few mouthfuls of tea while she pondered.


      “I—er—am a little at sea, Miss Black. I have been under the impression that granite killed Pollitt. The newspapers—”


      “—Happen to be a little behind with developments. It was metal that killed Pollitt, and one man knows where that metal is—Thomas Clayton. The police are looking for the metal object now, and I, too, have been racking my brains to imagine where it might have been hidden.”


      “Probably right under your nose,” Tanby sighed. “One never sees the things which are right in front of you.”


      “Right under my.…” Maria straightened suddenly. “I just wonder…!”


      “Did I say something helpful, Miss Black?”


      “Yes, indeed! The Claytons’ neighbour. Why should she accuse Tom Clayton of awakening her by shovelling coke in the dead of night?”


      “Why indeed?” Tanby asked, mystified.


      “There had to be a reason for that,” Maria said, addressing herself more than the Housemistress. “I begin to think that Mr. Martin’s unfortunate accident with a dustbin gave us a valuable clue. Hmm. Most intriguing. I must give the matter serious thought.”


      Tanby finished her tea. She could tell from her superior’s expression that little more information was likely to be forthcoming.


      “Well, Miss Black, if there is nothing further to discuss.…”


      “No, not at this hour,” Maria answered, looking up. “But I am much obliged to you for corroborating my beliefs.… Good night, Miss Tanby.”


      “Good night, Miss Black.”


      The Housemistress left, closing the door quietly. Maria finished her cup of tea without being conscious of it.


      “After all,” she murmured, “chance does play a vast part in our daily lives. Of that there can be no question. Was it not Eddington in his New Pathways in Science who wrote that neat piece of doggerel—‘There was once a brainy baboon, who always breathed down a bassoon, for he said it appears, that in billions of years, I shall certainly hit on a tune!’ Chance! Chance! Delightfully expressed. And yet how much it has in common with the singular case of Herbert Pollitt.”

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWELVE


      Pulp Martin found himself summoned to Maria’s study immediately after he had had breakfast the following morning. To his surprise, he beheld her dressed in readiness for an excursion.


      “Ah, good morning, Mr. Martin. I trust you passed a comfortable night?”


      “Never better.… Well, what’s cookin’ for this mornin’?”


      “Mr. Martin, I want you to pose as a commercial traveller, and pay a visit to Mrs. Thackery in the Baby Wear shop between Clayton’s garage and Shapley’s store. You will recall her—ah—somewhat acrimonious voice shouting at Clayton last night?”


      Pulp looked uneasy. “I heard her shoot her face off sure—but what’s this racket about Baby Wear? I don’t go for that kind of stuff, Maria.”


      “I am afraid you will have to do so. You must find out by very careful pumping just what Mrs. Thackery meant by her statement that Clayton was shovelling coke in the dead of night. I want to be sure that she meant what she said—that it was not just words. But don’t arouse her suspicions. You understand?”


      “I—I guess so,” Pulp said awkwardly. “If she says Clayton were shovellin’ coke, that cinches it, huh? He musta been, though, otherwise she wouldn’t say it.”


      “I agree, but I can’t trust to luck that she was speaking the truth—I need to be sure that she was not just shouting words occasioned by temper.… So I must leave it to you.” Maria took up her sunshade decisively. “You see, I am known to her, whereas you are not. Besides, I have to go and see Inspector Morgan, so I’ll give you a lift in the car. Come.”


      She swept out of the study majestically and Pulp followed her as far as the hall. Then he dashed upstairs for his hat and hurried back to get into the car beside her.


      “I don’t mind tacklin’ anythin’ tough,” he muttered. “But baby stuff is a bit too much for me, Maria.”


      “Coke is the answer, Mr. Martin, not baby clothes,” Maria assured him calmly. “And work carefully. Mrs. Thackery is of a somewhat shrewish temperament.”


      “Just my luck she isn’t a young blonde piece like Betty Shapley,” Pulp growled.


      Maria dropped him at a convenient point in the High Street, busy with Saturday morning shoppers, and continued on her way to Morgan’s headquarters.


      As she entered his office, he greeted her with a kind of indifference, and he left her to draw up her own chair. “Liver, Inspector?” she asked.


      Clenching his right fist he thumped it on the desk.


      “Why did you have to go to Clayton’s last night, after I’d already searched it yesterday morning?” he demanded. “Why do you keep doing things behind my back?”


      “Only because you do not seem to see what is before your face,” Maria answered, unruffled.


      “Look here, I have a report that you were seen, with that Martin fellow, entering and leaving the back yard at Clayton’s in the early hours. I want to know why. Don’t you know there are laws about trespassers?”


      Maria opened her handbag and tossed over a sealed envelope.


      “That may mollify you a little, Inspector,” she said. “I came here specially to give it to you. You do not have to be so aggressive with me, you know. I shall not obstruct your work in any way, but rather will give help where I think it necessary. Now, look in that envelope.”


      Morgan took the oral trouncing meekly, and picking the envelope up, he slit the flap and peered inside at the soily deposit. “What is it?”


      “Grit from the tyre-levers you saw fit to ignore. You would do well to have it analysed.”


      Morgan scowled into the envelope again. “You seem to have a great deal of faith in analyses during this case, Miss Black.”


      “At least they bring results,” she responded acidly. “I became a trespasser to get that—but should that deposit prove to be from the same spot as that other burned soil, we have a strong pointer towards Clayton.”


      Morgan glanced at the other envelope on the desk containing the material from the lane, already analyzed.


      “I suppose you’re right,” he admitted. “We can at least see, anyway. And it had better be more interesting than that chunk of rubbish young Betty Shapley brought for us last night,” he added sourly. “I was at Lexham with it first thing this morning. I never felt such a damned fool in my life. Just plain slag! Compressed and burned vegetable matter!”


      “At least,” Maria said, “it means we can rule the quarry and the granite out of our calculations—and that brings us back to the metal your men are still trying to locate.… And incidentally, I would suggest that you also forget about that catapult idea of yours. You see, I am satisfied now that the object which hit Pollitt had a temperature of about two hundred and twenty Centigrade degrees—both before it hit Pollitt and after it fell to the ground.”


      “Impossible! How on earth could it have that temperature? Where’s the proof?”


      “The proof is that nickel and steel have melted where it was lying, and that soil was burned black.”


      “Then I just don’t understand it.” Morgan shook his head. “It would be quite impossible to fire a thing like that.”


      “Precisely,” Maria agreed. “That is just the point.”


      Morgan got to his feet and stood by the desk, scowling down at her. “Sorry, I can’t swallow that.”


      “Very well.” Maria shrugged. “Let me tell you something else, then. That empty grease tin in Clayton’s toolbox has had petrol in it.”


      “Maybe it has,” Morgan said soothingly, “but I can’t do anything about it without proof that it was used to carry petrol from the tank to the car—if that’s what you mean? I need absolute, cast-iron proof.”


      Maria sighed. “Now, Inspector, suppose we change the subject? I would like, if possible to have a word with Vincent Grey. Where is he?”


      “Here—in one of the cells. But technically, I can’t—”


      “Oh, come, come.” Maria stumped her sunshade on the floor. “This is much to your advantage as it is mine. Have him brought in, please!”


      Morgan shrugged and opened the door, said a few words to Claythorne in the outer office.


      Grey was shown into the office. He was dressed in his white sweater and fawn corduroy trousers. He had shaved too, but his blond hair was untidy, which gave him a bewildered look. “Good morning, Miss Black,” he said awkwardly. “I suppose you are Miss Black, from what Betty told me?”


      “Yes, this is Miss Black,” Morgan said curtly. “And understand that I’m only permitting this interview in the hope that we may learn something that will help us—and you. Fire away, Miss Black—I’ll take notes.”


      Morgan returned to his desk and opened his scratchpad.


      “There are one or two points which only you can clear up, young man,” Maria explained. “Now first, tell me about this unknown missile which struck Pollitt. Include every point, no matter how trivial. For instance, how far were you from Pollitt when he was struck down?”


      “Oh, a couple of yards maybe. I was dragging my bicycle into a position whereby I could direct my dynamo lamp more accurately into the engine of Herby’s car. I had to turn the wheel and crank to make the lamp light up.”


      “Then at the moment you were moving your cycle, you and Pollitt were in darkness?” Maria interrupted.


      “Er—yes; but only for a moment, because Clayton’s headlights came over that distant rise in the lane. They’re pretty powerful headlights. He must have been some way off. I’d say about a mile.””


      “Were you looking at Pollitt?” Maria asked deliberately.


      “No, but I suppose Herby was looking at me, because he said something about Clayton coming. Then he stopped talking and I glanced up quickly. It was at that moment he dropped dead. He was so horribly mutilated in the light of the approaching headlamps I nearly fainted on the spot.”


      “Why didn’t you come to me right away?” Morgan demanded irritably.


      “I was too panicky.” Grey looked contrite.


      “I think,” Maria said, reflecting, “we have now established that Herbert Pollitt was not killed by a succession of blows but by one only, of crushing force. Do you agree, Mr. Grey?”


      “Yes, I do.”


      “Now let us take an important point. Did you hear anything before this—this object struck Pollitt? Like a whistle in the air, say, or the report of some kind of weapon which might possibly have fired it?”


      “Well, come to think of it, I did hear something. It was rather like a prolonged hiss. But that was after Herby had dropped so it couldn’t have had anything to do with the missile. Probably it was from Clayton’s truck engine, or something.”


      Maria smiled faintly, slanted a cold eye at Morgan as he brooded over the notes he had made.


      Maria turned back to Grey. “Did you feel anything waft round you? Was there a sense of heat or anything of that nature?”


      “Yes, I did feel something warm about my face for a moment, but I put it down to my being frightened.”


      “I disagree,” Maria stated. “Sudden fright produces a cold sensation. Usually it is a pleasurable emotion that produces warmth. I think we may say that you did feel a breath of heat—even two yards away from Pollitt—but you were too upset to notice particularly. Now, lastly, did you hear a bump, or a thud, of some kind after Pollitt had dropped, or maybe a second or two before he dropped?”


      “I can’t say that I did. Everything happened so swiftly.…”


      “Hmmm, yes indeed. So—you did not see the missile actually hit Pollitt?”


      “No. I didn’t look up until Herby had stopped talking, and by then he was already shattered and dead.” There was a brief silence, then:


      “Do you know if Pollitt had any real enemies, as opposed to rivals like yourself and Clayton?”


      Grey smiled faintly. “I’m pretty sure he had not, Miss Black. He was a quiet, inoffensive sort of chap.”


      “Then if there are no real enemies, whom do you think murdered Herbert Pollitt?”


      “I don’t think Herby was murdered at all,” Grey said quietly.


      “You’re not suggesting suicide?” Maria queried.


      “Lord, no! Nobody would ever be that messy about committing suicide.… I think that he died as the result of an accident.”


      “Accident.…” Morgan had become visibly dazed.


      “Mysterious, violent death—with no apparent explanation. I once read a book in Lexham library, called Death Without Clue. It tells of many men and women who have been found battered to death in very much the same way as Herby was. No clue—no trace—no anything. I think Herby died like that.… But I do not believe that he was murdered,” Grey finished.


      “But we have evidence,” Morgan pointed out. “That granite—”


      “Just where were you when you passed Clayton?” Maria questioned.


      “Not very far from the end of the lane running into Langhorn High Street. Clayton slowed as I passed him.”


      “He states it was seventy yards from the tragedy,” Morgan said grimly.


      Grey shrugged. “I think he’s wrong. I’d say we weren’t more than half a mile from Langhorn High Street.”


      Maria gave a grave smile. “I don’t think I need to ask you anything more, Mr. Grey. Inspector?”


      Morgan made a motion and Grey went out of the office with Claythorne escorting him.


      “Tell me, Inspector, did you gather anything from Grey’s statement, apart from his ‘accident’ conception?”


      “Only the bit about one blow doing the trick—which you pointed out. The rest is simply a résumé of what he said before. Except for the hiss, and that—as Grey said—must have been from Clayton’s truck, or else it was a leaking tyre valve on Pollitt’s car.”


      Maria made no comment. Instead she asked a question. “I take it that you intend to carry on as you have been doing, then?”


      “Definitely. I have a murder to prove. Scotland Yard expects it—they even reminded me of it on the phone this morning. I just can’t afford bright theories.… Yes, I’ll carry on. And I’ll have this grit analysed too. I’ll be in Lexham this morning in any case. The inquest is being held on Pollitt.”


      Maria nodded and took up her sunshade. “Then I will leave you to it, Inspector. And I certainly think we shall be a good deal nearer once that grit has been analysed.…”


      * * * *


      If there was one thing which made Pulp Martin feel like deserting his task as occasional assistant to Maria, it was the inside vision of Mrs. Thackery’s Baby Wear shop. He had no difficulty in entering the shop, of course—he had quite decided on his line of attack—but somehow the sight of the thin-nosed little widow with the sharp grey eyes rather put him off his stroke. Formerly, she had only been an acid voice in the night to him.


      “Er—mornin’, lady,” Pulp muttered, looking at her under his eyes and pushing his hat up on his forehead. “Not a bad sort of day, is it?” He was wishing for perhaps the first time in his life that he had some sort of passable education.


      “Quite nice,” Mrs. Thackery agreed sourly. “Is there something I can show you?”


      From an attractive girl this would have been a dangerous thing to ask Pulp Martin; but from the faded Mrs. Thackery it registered dead cold.


      Pulp came straight to the point. “Look here, lady, I can do you a good turn, see? I’ve got a good selling line in disposable diapers and I’m out to find the right people to stock it.”


      “Diapers? Oh—you mean nappies? Huh! A commercial.” Mrs. Thackery folded her skinny arms and stood back haughtily. “Thank you all the same, Mr. Whatever-Your-Name-Is, but I am well stocked already. Good morning.”


      “I don’t scare that easy, sister,” Pulp said, grinning. “Martin’s the name, lady, if you wants me monicker. Now, let’s get chummy.”


      “I beg your pardon,” Mrs. Thackery gasped. “I really must ask you to leave, or I’ll call the police—”


      “Sorta like the police, don’t you?” Pulp broke in gently, leering over the glass-topped counter. “You’ve been goin’ to call ’em for two recent nights as well, I guess. But you ain’t done it yet.… And if you’ll take a tip, sister, you won’t neither.”


      Pulp realised he had misfired badly on his commercial traveller angle and that something else was called for. Briefly—so briefly that Mrs. Thackery could only blink—he flicked back the coat lapel from his waistcoat as though to give a glimpse of a badge which was purely imaginary.


      “I am the police, lady,” Pulp said hoarsely, looking at her out of the corners of his eyes. “Not these lousy sidewalk sloggers who run Langhorn, I don’t mean, but—Pinkerton’s! Heard of ’em?”


      “Er—er…vaguely.” Miss Thackery felt her throat gently.


      “Well, I belong to the Pinkerton Agency, see? We do a lot of work over in the States an’ I’m over here on a case. I want information from you—see?”


      “But what have I got to do with your—case, Mr. Martin?”


      “I’ve been around at night when you’ve been shoutin’ your puss off at the bedroom window,” he said airily. “’Specially last night. What do you know about Clayton?” he demanded, leaning over the counter. “Is the guy clean, or not?”


      “Clean? Hardly ever. He runs a garage.…”


      “I mean, lady, is he on the level? I wanta know what you think about him. Surely you’ve seen the newspapers? You must know that a guy named Pollitt has been bumped off, that a Vincent Grey and a Tom Clayton is mixed up in it. I’m engaged on the American end of the case. See?”


      A smile of understanding struggled unaccustomedly to Mrs. Thackery’s face. Though what America had to do with Langhorn was not at all clear in her mind.


      “Why didn’t you say so at first? I’m only too glad to help the police, especially regarding young Clayton. He’s a pest. And as for that Betty Shapley next door to me, she’s a forward hussy. You should see the way she dresses. Flaunting her figure for all the young men to see.…”


      “Yeah,” Pulp agreed, reflecting. “She’s got a swell pair of— So Clayton’s a pest,” he broke off sharply. “Why?”


      “Noise!” Mrs. Thackery said firmly. “Always making a noise of some sort. If he isn’t doing it in his garage in the daytime, he’s doing it in his yard at night.” The needle chin set viciously. “I’ve been awakened two nights on the run by him. Night before last he was shovelling coke—and at one in the morning! I soon told him!”


      “Coke, eh? How’d you know it was coke? Could’ve been just plain coal, or even a spot of gardenin’, couldn’t it?”


      “It was coke. He was playing about in that outhouse that I can see from my bedroom window. He was messing about there for nearly twenty minutes because I heard him in the yard and got up to see if it was burglars. Then when he started banging his shovel on the concrete at that hour of night, it was too much for me. I opened my window and told him what I thought about him.”


      “Lady,” Pulp murmured, “you’ll never know just how much help you’ve been. I don’t need to know any more. And remember, no word to the local flatfoots. We of Pinkerton’s work independently. If you breathe as much as a word, you might gum up the works. Just you keep your trap shut.… Thanks a lot. ’Mornin’.…”


      Pulp went out and the doorbell clanged. Miss Thackery stared blankly then she sighed and scratched her emaciated cheek. Just what had he been talking about, anyway?


      Pulp hardly knew himself, but he had managed to gain the information he wanted and that was the main thing. He found Maria’s car parked further down the street, climbed into it to find her seated at the wheel.


      “Well, Mr. Martin?” she enquired.


      “The whole works,” he answered; and told her exactly what he had done.


      “You have done excellently, Mr. Martin—and I trust the scare you gave Mrs. Thackery concerning the Pinkerton Agency will make her refrain from talking to the police.… So, Clayton was busy with his coke for twenty minutes in the dead of night? Well, I can only see one explanation.”


      “Yeah. That metal thing the dicks are out gunning for is stuck right there in that coalhouse! Okay—all we need to do is to go tonight and grab it.”


      Maria shook her head. “You’re forgetting the noise involved.… In fact, it is extremely difficult to know what to do. I do not see why I should tell Morgan and have him steal my thunder; he has had the same opportunities as I have had. He could make an official search, whereas I cannot. Now, let me think.…”


      “Wait a minute,” Pulp breathed, staring out of the side window. “The old think tank has got some bubbles in it at last. Take a gander at that poster over there—”


      Maria peered over his broad shoulder at a placard on the hoarding across the road. It was headed SPECIAL LATE DANCE—11 to 2:30. LATE TRANSPORT. “Well?” she asked, shrugging.


      “It’s a natural!” Pulp exclaimed, snapping his fingers. “That dance is for tonight—Saturday—at the Lexham Dance Palace. Know it?”


      “Yes, indeed,” Maria assented. “I even had occasion to visit it during the cinema murder case—”


      “We can skip that for now. Look here, the only way we can mess about with coke when it’s dark is to get Clayton out of the way. So we get the Betty Shapley dame to take Clayton to this dance!”


      “Well, upon my word. One of those flashes of sagacity for which you are remarkable, Mr. Martin. Hmm. Eleven to two-thirty. We shall have pitch darkness after midnight with the moon only just past new There will still be Mrs. Clayton to consider, and the irate Mrs. Thackery.”


      “If she as much as pokes her kisser out of that window while we’re workin’, I’ll put the fear of Pinkerton in her. You’ll see.”


      “I believe you would too,” Maria chuckled. “As for Mrs. Clayton, maybe we can discover from Betty if she is a heavy or light sleeper. Yes.… I wonder if you would mind stepping back to Shapley’s store, Mr. Martin, and asking Betty to come here a moment. I do not want to be seen more than necessary in case Clayton is about.…”


      “Would I mind!” Pulp was out of the car again at top speed. Maria sat thinking while she waited, then within five minutes Pulp was back again, pulling open the car’s rear door and helping Betty carefully inside.


      “You want me, Miss Black?” she asked excitedly, leaning fonvard.


      “Yes, Betty, I do. Oh, Mr. Martin, maybe you had better sit at the front here, with me.”


      “Eh?” Pulp hesitated over following Betty into the back seat, then compressing his lips he closed the door and obeyed orders. When he settled into the front seat he was at least near enough to the girl for her fluffy blonde hair to tickle his ear as she reached over towards Maria.


      “Betty.…” Maria angled herself round. “Mrs. Clayton is your neighbour. Do you happen to know what kind of a sleeper she is?”


      “Sleeps like a log,” the girl answered promptly. “Tom told me that once, when he tried to invite me back into his house one night for a nightcap.… But what does it matter?”


      “Well, Mr. Martin and I have a little plan for tonight—and it involves the necessity of sound sleep by Mrs. Clayton. The rest of the plan includes you…and I don’t quite know how you are going to react after my telling you to cold-shoulder Clayton.”


      “I can listen,” Betty offered.


      “Then here it is. Get Clayton to take you to the late dance at Lexham Dance Palace tonight, and keep him away from home until after two o’clock in the morning. I don’t care what you do to make him go, or what you do to keep him away— but he must be kept away. Understand?”


      “We need a clear field so we can case his joint,” Pulp explained, admiring the roundness of the girl’s arms as she sat and pondered.


      “I— I don’t see why not,” Betty said at length. “We both dance.… Been to the Palace many a time.… I’ll do it, if only to help you and incidentally Vince. It does help Vince?” she asked quickly.


      “But definitely,” Pulp assured her.


      “All right then, I’ll do it, Miss Black. I won’t enjoy it because I don’t like Tommy Clayton anymore, but—oh!” Betty’s hand went to her mouth in sudden dismay. “I can’t go. I’ll be watched by the police.”


      Maria reflected, then she patted the girl’s arm reassuringly.


      “You go right ahead, my dear, and leave me to handle the rest. I’ll see Morgan in between and have him call off his bloodhounds somehow. You’ll be all right—and remember, Clayton must not come back before two. We should be finished before then, but in case we’re not.… Well, you understand.”


      “I know just the right medicine,” Betty said, smiling wickedly, then she clambered out of the car to the pavement again. “And I’ll be looking forward to seeing what happens afterwards.”

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THIRTEEN


      It was towards mid-afternoon when Clayton became aware of two very shapely ankles standing near to him as he lay underneath the car he was dismantling. He frowned at them, wondered, then squirmed his way out and gazed up into the demure face of Betty Shapley.


      “Oh, it’s you,” Clayton said, getting to his feet and tossing down a spanner to the bench. “What’s the matter? Shop closed?”


      “I’ve got a few minutes off while things are quiet,” Betty explained, keeping her voice uncommonly low. “I thought I’d have a word with you to—to explain.”


      “Oh?” Clayton looked at her in some suspicion, tight-lipped.


      “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking since Herby died, Tommy.…” Betty moved the toe of her shoe gently on the concrete floor. “I realize that I have been—or rather was—pretty flighty. I’m old enough to know better.”


      “I wish you’d say what you’ve got to say and let me get on with my work,” Tom Clayton said roughly. “The chap’s coming in for this car on Monday. Just what do you want?”


      Betty looked straight at him with frank blue eyes


      “I want to tell you that I’m sorry I went out with Herby Pollitt, and that there’s only ever been one boy—really. And that’s you. Ever since we first met. I—I know it now.”


      Clayton rubbed his greasy palms slowly down his overalls. “I thought you loved Vincent Grey?”


      “I thought so too once.… But I’ve been thinking. This tragedy has made me get a sense of proportion. You’re the one, Tommy—steady, hard-working. Not all talk and gas like Vince.”


      “Kiss and make up, eh?” A hard grin came to Tom’s face. “All right, if you want it that way. Now can I get on with my job?”


      “Then let’s celebrate it later on. I’ve got to hop back into the post office anyway.… Tell you what, there’s a late dance on tonight at the Lexham Dance Hall. Suppose we go there and have a bit of fun? Like we used to before I went—silly.”


      Tom Clayton considered, studying the dismantled car. Then he glanced across at a smart looking maroon-coloured saloon standing in a further corner of the garage.


      “What time does the dance finish?”


      “It’s on until two-thirty.” Betty’s eyes were bright. “We’d have a grand time. Late transport and everything.…”


      “No late transport for us, Bet. There’s a car over there we can borrow.… Mmm, might be an idea,” Tom Clayton admitted. “All right, you be ready about nine this evening and we’ll go along. Now, will you let me carry on?”


      Betty smiled, and deliberately brushed past him on her way to the outside.


      After she had vanished round the angle of the doorway, Tom Clayton stood thinking for a moment or two, then he moved over to the smart saloon and looked at the wheels. Pondering something, he walked across to the rack where he kept the stock of wheels and spare parts for that model.


      Slowly his mouth settled into a brutal line.…


      * * * *


      At six o’clock Maria received a phone call from Betty Shapley telling her of the arrangement she had made with Clayton


      “Splendid!” Maria exclaimed. “And I’ll call the police off somehow, don’t worry.”


      Betty hung up and Maria put her own telephone back on its rest. She got to her feet and donned overcoat and beret. Twelve minutes later she drew up her car outside Inspector Morgan’s headquarters. He was in his office, busy with correspondence.


      “Evening, Miss Black,” he said, getting up and drawing forth a chair. “I rather thought you’d be coming round; that’s why I didn’t phone.… Had a boring time at the inquest this morning,” he added.


      “And the coroner’s verdict?” Maria asked.


      “That Herbert Pollitt met his death at the hands of person or persons unknown.…”


      Morgan returned to his desk and raised the envelope of grit that Maria had left with him in the morning.


      “I had this analyzed, and it tallies exactly with the soil dug up from that patch.”


      “I thought it would—an agglomeration of grit, pulverized rock, fragments of minerals and metallic elements, some of the elements corresponding to those in the spectrum we saw. I am—hmm—using your own words when you had the ‘patch’ soil analysed, Inspector.… Well how do you feel about things now?”


      “This brings Clayton more into the picture. It proves that he used his tyre-levers to dig in the patch—presumably to remove the metal we are still seeking. Therefore.… Well, Grey is not under such suspicion as he was.”


      “Do you intend to arrest Clayton, bring him in for further questioning, or what?” Maria asked.


      “Not yet. We’re getting on very nicely in building up a case against him. Once we’ve found the metal, then we act.”


      “Good.…” Maria smiled slightly. “Well, having got this far we are entitled to assume that Vincent Grey and Betty Shapley are both innocent of the crime. While I agree with you that you are within your rights in watching Grey for a while longer, I cannot see any earthly reason for keeping a watch on Betty.”


      “Sorry, but I don’t agree with you. I cannot rid myself of the suspicion that she may know what killed Herbert Pollitt, and where it is. The metal, I mean.… In fact, my men are very useful,” Morgan added. “I have the information, for instance, that you talked to Betty Shapley in your car this morning; I know that Martin went after her in the store; I know that she went and had a chat with Clayton this afternoon.”


      “I do believe you’d gloat if you discovered how many times a day I brush my teeth,” Maria bristled. “Piffling little issues, Inspector.”


      “Just what did you want with Betty, anyway?”


      “Only a few words. Nothing important.… Look here, Inspector, why do you waste the energy of your policemen on this pointless issue? Betty just cannot know the facts about Pollitt’s death. We have it on incontestable evidence that Betty was at home when Pollitt died.”


      “Yes, I suppose that’s true,” Morgan admitted.


      “I believe you could find out more about Betty if you called off the dogs entirely. I saw her this morning because I wanted to—er—‘pump’ her, but I learned nothing. She’s wary now, Inspector. Remember that she knows she is being watched; you revealed that last night when you burst into my study and accused her. If she has got some secret, do you think she will betray it when she knows every move she makes is watched? No. She will only act as she thinks she ought to act if she feels she’s no longer under suspicion.”


      “I never quite thought of it that way…,” Morgan said slowly. “But if we don’t watch her, how can we find out what she does?”


      Maria coughed primly. “I was going to suggest that I might take on that duty with Mr. Martín. As you know, I have my own ways of finding things out. And you need have no doubt of my wish to co-operate with you.”


      “Mmm.”


      “If you withdraw your constables, I will tell Betty—in imagined strictest confidence—that I have learned of your orders, and will leave it at that. She will believe it if I say so. Then.… Well, as you know from past experience, Mr. Martin is no fool when it comes to keeping track of somebody.”


      “All right,” Morgan made up his mind. “The watched pot never boils eh? I’ll call off my boys and trust to you and Martin for a while. God knows, we can’t be any worse off.”


      “I appreciate the compliment, Inspector,” Maria murmured, getting to her feet. “The moment I have any information, I will acquaint you—and I trust you will do the same for me.”


      * * * *


      At nine o’clock Betty Shapley knocked on the private door of Tom Clayton’s home. She was dressed attractively—wearing a cornflower blue summer frock and blue halo hat to match, a light grey flannel coat over her arm. Her blonde tresses were brushed and gleaming; slight make-up enhanced the line of her rather full lips and deepened the colour in her cheeks.


      The door opened and Tom Clayton appeared. The dirt of the garage had gone from him. He was attired in a grey pin-stripe suit, his thick dark hair glossy with brilliantine. In a morose, swarthy kind of way he looked handsome.


      “Going now,” he shouted back into the passage behind him; then he came out and slammed the door. Taking Betty’s arm he led her to the closed doors of the garage.


      “You look pretty good tonight, Bet,” he said briefly. “In fact, almost too good for a chap who runs a garage.”


      He caught a hint of subtle perfume as she passed him through the now open doorway. He watched her walk gracefully into the garage as he dragged back the big doors to their fullest extent, then with an odd smile to himself he walked across and joined her.


      “The maroon car,” he said, nodding to it. “In you get.”


      Betty’s eye brightened. The saloon was now gleaming and polished. As she looked at it she dared to wonder for a moment if she were wrong in her ideas about Tom after all. A fellow who could produce a car like this whenever they wanted to go anywhere might be very useful.


      She slid luxuriously into the bucket seat and draped her coat over her knees. Tom Clayton came up and slammed the door. The car was nearly new and smelt of leather and furniture cream. In a moment the car swept out to the front.


      Clayton stopped only to close and lock the garage doors behind him, then with a roar of the powerful engine he began the journey up the quiet High Street.


      Betty’s eyes strayed to Clayton’s face. It was unusually set about the mouth and his jaw was dogged.


      “Tommy…is there something worrying you?”


      Clayton took his eyes from the road for a moment or two and looked at her sideways. Her face was serious and unsmiling—and in a face like hers this looked wrong. Betty Shapley was not nearly so attractive in her sober moments.


      “Sorry,” Clayton said briefly, and Betty glanced round at him. “I know I never talk much—and on the road I don’t believe in talking at all. It distracts your attention.”


      “Oh, I see.” Betty still had the uneasy feeling that something deep was at the back of Tom Clayton’s mind.


      Then presently they came into the lane that led directly past the spot where Pollitt had died.


      “What do you think killed Herby, Bet?” Clayton asked.


      “I—I don’t really know,” Betty hesitated. “The police say it was a piece of granite, and I don’t know anything different to that.”


      “Quite sure you don’t?”


      “Of course I am.” As they swept past the spot where Herbert Pollitt had died, Betty pressed her fingers to her forehead gently and closed her eyes.


      “What’s the matter with you?” Clayton asked.


      “A touch of headache, that’s all. It’s a bit of a strain going over the same ground and thinking—of the other night.”


      “That depends really on what you did the other night,” Clayton commented. “I know you were out with Herby—but that’s all I know.”


      Betty lowered her hand and opened her eyes. “Look here, Tom, are you implying that something went on between Herby and me? Well, you’re wrong.”


      Clayton shrugged. “All right, all right, don’t get excited. If we’re to enjoy our evening, we don’t want to start quarrelling.”


      The memory of Maria’s order was in Betty’s mind—and she had to obey it. So she relaxed and smiled rather bitterly to herself. Perhaps, in a way, it was poetic justice. Before the tragedy she had chased about with boys for the fun of it; now from the sheer necessity of duty she had to stay with one whom she no longer liked or trusted.


      Clayton said no more until they reached Lexham, then he drew the car up on the Palace Dance Hall parking ground, bought two tickets and led the way into the building.


      Betty deposited her coat in the cloakroom and then joined him at one of the tables overlooking the dance floor.… As yet the place was half-empty. An hour and a half had to elapse before the late dance was due to commence, but since the dance palace was ultra-modern and supplied with all manner of side entertainments and refreshments, the time would probably present no hardship


      A waiter came up, took their order for mineral drinks, then Tom Clayton settled back in his chair. Here in the bright light Betty looked at him covertly, her fingers playing with the gleaming clasp of the white handbag in her lap. She knew she looked her best, that she was dressed to perfection, and yet—there was a barrier. Tom Clayton was dead cold. He studied her as though she were a specimen instead of a pretty girl of nineteen. He seemed to be looking into her instead of at her, as though he were struggling to divine something.


      “Not many people here yet,” Betty commented, realizing some words were needed to break the tension.


      “No, not many,” Clayton agreed, with a glance round.


      It was a positive relief when her drink was placed before her. She started to sip it with an air of quiet meekness.


      “Bet,” Clayton said slowly at last, “was this idea of yours to kiss and make up entirely spontaneous? Did you think of it all by yourself or—or was it suggested to you?”


      “Of course not! I can look after my own affairs.”


      “No doubt of it—but I think that if you were left to yourself you wouldn’t touch me with a barge-pole.”


      Betty did not raise her eyes. “If you want to think that, Tommy, I can’t stop you—but I really do want to make things up between us—and you’re certainly making it awfully tough going. You’ve done nothing but look at me suspiciously all evening. And then those things you said to me on the way here—about Herby and me the other night.…”


      “I am suspicious,” Clayton retorted. “I know you pretty well, Bet, don’t forget—have done for a long time, and I haven’t forgotten that it didn’t take you long to throw me over when you found Herby Pollitt and Vince Grey more attractive. I can’t quite believe that you want to pick things up with me again. And because of that, I want to know what your game is.”


      “Game?” Betty sat back and opened her eyes wide.


      “I’m not a fool. I agreed to us coming here tonight in order to find out what you really want with me. I’ve a good idea what it is, too.”


      Betty could feel her heart beating fiercely and it was an effort not to betray her disquiet.


      “Well? What?”


      “You’re in pretty thick with that Miss Black of Roseway College; I know that much. I’ve seen her going into your shop—and I saw you dash along and talk to her this morning when that big fellow in the green hat came and fetched you. I watch what goes on, you know—to protect my own interests.… You had no sooner seen Miss Black in that Austin of hers than you came in to me during this afternoon with the idea of a late dance.… You did it at Miss Black’s instigation, didn’t you?”


      Betty was silent. On the one hand she did not want to tell a direct lie; on the other she had a duty. So she gestured a little with her hands.


      “She told you to pump me about the death of Herby Pollitt. Am I right? Because I haven’t said much, she probably thinks, like that old fool Inspector Morgan, that I really know a lot about Herby’s death. Well, I don’t. And even if I did, do you think I’d tell you?”


      Betty sensed that he had at least side-slipped on part of his assumption anyway. She forced a smile and placed her hand on his across the table.


      “Tommy, you’re working yourself up all over nothing.” She looked him straight in the eyes. “Of course you feel uncomfortable over your connection with the tragedy—but so do I. Do you think I don’t know that the police have been watching me night and day ever since Herby died? We’re both in the same boat, don’t you see? I don’t want to know anything from you—not anything you are not prepared to volunteer, anyway. What do I care about the police or Miss Black? We’re simply two victims beneath the same shadow. And whether you believe it or not, I suggested this dance tonight to take our minds off things.”


      “I wish I could believe that, Bet…but I can’t.” His eyes glowered at her. “I’ve never trusted you since you went out with Herby and left me flat. I can’t forget things like that. You know something, Bet, and before we get back home tonight you are going to tell me just what it is.”


      * * * *


      Shortly after midnight Maria drew up her Austin in Riverside Avenue. Pulp climbed out opened the car door for her. The dead quietness of Suburbia was around them, a light mist making distant lamps indistinct.


      Moving silently, they reached the entry at the back of the High Street. Carefully avoiding the dustbins this time, Pulp climbed the back wall, then moved to the gate and drew back the bolts noiselessly.


      “Okay,” he whispered. “I’ll get the coalhouse door open.”


      He moved over to it on rubber-soled feet, feeling in his pocket for the weird-looking instrument, which had opened more locks than he could remember. At these times his former occupation as a petty thief held him in good stead. Maria waited as he fiddled with the lock. There was a gentle click as it slid back.


      Maria’s fountain-pen torch flashed its beam into the area, and she made a wry face. The coke was certainly plentiful; it went up to the very roof at the back of the shed. Pulp shrugged and stepped forward.


      “I’d better not use the shovel in case of noise. I’ll put the coke out here in the yard—it’s the only way.”


      He began picking it up in his hands and putting it against the yard wall. Maria helped him as well as she could but it was exasperatingly slow progress. In fifteen minutes there was hardly any apparent difference in the grey slope before them


      “Aw, what the heck!” Pulp snorted. “I’m riskin’ the shovel.”


      He lifted it from the wall and began to dig deep into the hill, loading the coke outside gradually. He was at it for quite another ten minutes, making surprisingly little noise considering. Then suddenly the shovel edge clinked sharply on something solid.


      “That sounds like it!” Maria breathed. “Take a look!”


      Pulp propped the shovel up beside him and then dug deep with his hands. He encountered something hard and far bigger than any piece of coke. Slowly it came free and he stood looking in the torchlight upon something just like a chunk of brickbat. For its size—it was perhaps four inches across in the centre—it was remarkably heavy. Its surface was pitted and dented with curious marks—those queer thumb-like impressions. At no point was it smooth, and some of the rougher edges were razor-sharp.


      “The weapon, Mr. Martin!” Maria’s voice was subdued but exultant. “We’ve got it. Solid metal right through. Quickly. Get the coke back. I’m all nerves now in case Clayton should return.”


      Pulp made light of the task and before ten minutes were up had the coalhouse door relocked. Maria, holding the heavy piece of metal against her, glided out into the entry and Pulp bolted the gates behind her. He climbed the wall and dropped into the entry beyond.


      Together they walked quietly out of the entry and to the parked Austin in Riverside Avenue. Maria laid the chunk of metal on the floor at the back of the car and then clambered in front and latched the door.


      “I suppose we turn that stuff over to Morgan?” Pulp asked.


      “About eighty per cent of it, yes—in the morning. The remaining portion I require for myself. I do not know what Morgan’s conclusions will be; therefore, I must make sure of my own first.”


      “I never saw anythin’ quite like that metal before,” Pulp mused.


      “You may never see anything quite like it again, Mr. Martin,” Maria answered ambiguously. “However.…” She switched on the car engine and sat thinking. “I am just wondering whether we ought not to go to Betty’s rescue. You at least could enter the dance hall, appropriate her from Clayton, and bring her out if possible. I cannot see it matters much now what Clayton thinks or does. Yes, I think we’ll take a trip into Lexham.”


      “Okay by me,” Pulp agreed, as she drove forward and then began to reverse.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOURTEEN


      It was about midnight when Betty Shapley realized that she was tackling a hopeless proposition with Tom Clayton as they either danced perfunctorily or else sat out the intervals in virtual silence.


      Clayton too knew that things were simply too hostile to extract any pleasure out of the evening—yet both of them carried on, Betty purely to drag the time out and Clayton from sheer curiosity in the hope that something would sooner or later explain the girl’s desire to stay with him.


      But finally Clayton terminated the farce at midnight as they sat at one of the tables before minerals they neither of them wanted. “Bet, it’s time to quit,” he said briefly. “I’ve had enough of this nonsense. Get your coat and I’ll drive you home.”


      “But—but Tommy, I don’t want to go home yet. I’m only just starting to enjoy myself.”


      “Enjoy yourself! You haven’t smiled since we came into the damned place.”


      “Only because you keep saying such horrible things to me.”


      “Look here, Bet.…” Clayton leaned across the table. “You don’t want to be with me and you’re only doing it for a reason. Let’s get out.”


      Betty got to her feet reluctantly and went to the cloakroom. The only way to delay Tom now was to think of something on the way home—and that did not promise to be so easy. Preoccupied, Betty slipped into her coat and then followed Clayton outside.


      Without speaking they walked through the cool night air to the car park at the side of the building, and regained the car. A few moments later Clayton drove out into the road.


      He went swiftly, Betty noticed, as though he wanted to get away from the confines of the town. She began to realize that at his present rate they would be back in Langhorn in twelve minutes or so. She struggled to think of some artifice that might hold his attention or at least delay him. Her natural physical charms were no use, she realised that. Tom Clayton was in no mood for such things. In fact, nothing short of deliberate violence was liable to distract his attention from driving on.


      To her surprise Clayton turned off the lane and down a half obliterated grass track, which led by an indirect route to the stone quarries. After travelling bumpily for perhaps half a mile, he switched off the car lights and the engine, then sat back with a deep sigh.


      “What’s the idea?” Betty demanded, trying to sound casual.


      “I want a serious talk with you, Betty—the kind of talk I’ve been itching to have ever since we landed in that infernal dance hall. I only stopped in it at all to see what your game was. It satisfied me that you were keeping me there for some reason. Now, what was it?”


      “I’m not going over all that again,” Betty retorted, feeling instinctively for the latch of the door.


      “You needn’t try the door,” Clayton murmured, his eyes fixed on the white blur of her hand. “I locked it from the outside when you got in.”


      Betty was silent, trying to subdue a cold sense of dread.


      “Now,” Clayton resumed, “as to why I came down here, I want to know the meaning of tonight’s fiasco. Now tell me!” he broke off harshly, and at the same moment Betty felt the fingers of her right hand seized in a bone-cracking grip.


      “Tell me, you little bitch, or I’ll break your hand!” Clayton was breathing heavily with fury. “You had me on a string once but you’ll never do it again! Out with it!”


      The grip tightened until Betty cried sharply. Clayton had murderous hands, taut as steel springs from the constant handling of tools. At the same time as he crushed, he bent the girl’s palm slightly inward from the edges—an excruciating grip that jerked words out of her.


      “Tom—for God’s sake—my hand!”


      “It’s up to you,” he answered stonily. “I want the truth.”


      “All right!” Betty was commencing to feel sick from the pain. “It—it was Miss Black’s idea—”


      “I thought as much.” The venom in Clayton’s voice was a revelation even to Betty’s anguished senses. He tightened his grip. “What else? What did she want me out of the way for?”


      “I—I don’t know. Honest, Tom, I don’t. Let go of my hand! Oh—my God!”


      “Don’t know, eh?” He twitched her crushed palm and fingers so that she was compelled to lurch towards him. “That’s a pity. More likely you won’t damned well tell.… Let’s try something else.… How much does that nosy old headmistress know?”


      Betty shook her head dully, tears in her eyes.


      “Sit up, blast you!” Clayton blazed, and the slap he dealt her across her lowered face jolted her upright with flaming cheek. “Does she know who killed Herby Pollitt? Answer me truthfully, Betty.”


      “No—no! She hasn’t any idea! Hon—honest—”


      “Then does she know what killed him?”


      “Yes.” Betty squirmed as it felt as though her hand were being slowly pulped. “Yes—she knows. It was a piece of metal—hot metal.”


      “The filthy, sneaking piece of old baggage!”


      Betty found her hand released abruptly as Clayton sat muttering to himself in the dark. Faint, her heart thumping, Betty fell back in the seat and nursed her hand.


      “Sorry,” Clayton said brusquely. “I had to find out.”


      All sense of feeling had gone from Betty’s hand. She held it as though it were dead.


      “You never really liked me, did you?” Clayton went on.


      “No!” Betty hurled the word at him, forcing herself upright. “I’ve always hated the sight of you ever since I found out what decent men are like. You’re—jealous—suspicious—a cruel beast!”


      “Then Herby’s death and Vince Grey’s arrest for killing him wouldn’t have made you turn to me?”


      “Good God, no!”


      Tom Clayton laughed shortly. “All that infernal trouble for nothing! I could have sworn that it would have sent you in my direction. Blasted women!”


      Gradually, as slowly as ink soaking across blotting paper, the meaning of the words sank into Betty’s troubled mind. Words at once revealing and terrifying.


      “‘All that infernal trouble’…,” she whispered; then louder: “Tom, you murdered Herby! You murdered him and tried to involve Vince, thinking I’d come to you because nobody else was left.”


      “I never murdered anybody in my life…yet!”


      There was silence—and darkness. Then Betty pulled savagely at the door with her left hand.


      “Let me out of here,” she ordered, her voice brittle.


      “And you’ll run straight along to the good Inspector Morgan, eh?”


      To Betty’s surprise and immense relief, however, Clayton tumbled out of his side of the car and unlocked the door for her. In two seconds she had slithered out into the lane.


      “Believe me, Tom, you’re going to pay for this night’s work. And this is on account.”


      She lifted her left hand and brought the palm across his face with stinging impact. He jolted a little but did not hit back. Betty swung on her heel, her numb right hand deep in her coat pocket, and strode off down the rough track towards the main lane. Clayton rubbed his cheek slowly as he watched her go, then he climbed back into the car.


      For several minutes he sat pondering, then began to reverse into the Langhorn-Lexham lane. Once he had straightened the car up he drove forward with ever mounting speed, his headlights blazing far ahead of him. There was a hard smile on his face—the smile of a man lost to all sense of rational action and motivated only by a ruthless plan.


      After a while the glaring headlights picked out a solitary figure m a grey coat tramping along some distance ahead. Betty paused and looked round, crooked her left arm up before her eyes as the blaze fell full upon her. She began moving to the side of the lane.… Clayton depressed the accelerator pedal and hurtled forward, swung the steering wheel violently as he neared the girl, then felt the thud and shock of her body as the car struck it. He saw her go spinning out of his line of vision.


      On he went, up the lane, his eyes fixed on the vista ahead. He stepped up to fifty miles an hour, then twin headlights facing him caused him to slow down a little as he swept past an Austin saloon. There was such a counter dazzle of light he had no chance to recognize it as Maria Black’s.


      Thereafter he had no trouble as he finally came into Langhorn’s High Street. He had the car in the garage in five minutes and paused only long enough to strip off his coat and then draw the shutters over the windows and doors.


      With painstaking care, he examined the nearside wing of the car. It was somewhat scratched. There were shreds of grey fibre embedded in its edge—and across the door on the near side front were three spots a shade lighter than the maroon cellulose.


      Immediately he set to work to clean them off and left red smears on the damp rag. The woollen fibres he removed with great care, and then smoothed over the scratches on the wing. This done, he pushed the car over the hydraulic jack and raised it entire. In five minutes he had changed every wheel and tyre—including the spare. Taking the five wheels he had removed, he laid them flat in the stone recess under the hydraulic jack platform—grouped them round the thick central pillar which raised the jack—and then lowered it back to floor level. There was nothing to show that five wheels were hidden beneath it.


      After pushing the car away to a corner, he went over to the compressed air plant controlling the jack and swiftly unscrewed one of the brass unions connecting the pipe joint. With the aid of stepladders he put the union high up out of sight on the ledge created by the top of the wall.


      Returning to the floor, he moved away the stepladders. The running down of Betty Shapley had not been a hasty plan. He went over to the cold-water tap, washed his hands with grease-solvent, then switched off the lights and let himself outside quietly.


      As he locked the doors he paused. A dim, bulky figure was standing in the starlight. “That you, Tom?”


      “Oh, hello, Mr. Shapley. Up late tonight.”


      “Betty not with you?” old Shapley asked in surprise. “I’ve been watching for your car. I saw you both set off in it, and I saw you come back just now.… Thought I’d see Bet in safely.… Where is she?”


      “On her way home,” Tom sighed. “We stopped in the car for a while and—well, I tried to kiss her. Believe it or not, she slapped me in the face and got out of the car, insisting that she’d walk home.”


      “Just like Bet,” Shapley chuckled, his anxiety lifting. “I’m not saying that I haven’t tried to kiss a girl against her will in my youth. Think I’ll walk along and meet her. ’Night, Tom.”


      “Good night, Mr. Shapley. She shouldn’t be far away by now.”


      * * * *


      “No consideration,” Pulp Martin remarked, “…that guy’s headlights nearly chucked us in the ditch!”


      “Definitely a road hog,” Maria agreed, hunched over the wheel as she drove on down the lane towards Lexham.


      They travelled onwards, the headlights illuminating the lane brilliantly ahead. Then Pulp suddenly sat erect and looked sharply through the windscreen.


      “Slow down a bit, Maria.… What’s that in the road?”


      At first Maria took it for a large-sized stone. But it was too flat and square for that, and it glittered along one edge too.


      “It’s a handbag!” Maria exclaimed. putting on the brakes.


      Pulp scrambled out and hurried into the glare of the headlights, picked the bag up and glanced inside it. He started to return, then paused, looked towards the side of the lane. Maria saw him dive suddenly for the ditch.… Puzzled, she switched off the car engine and climbed out.


      “Maria!” Pulp’s voice was hoarse with urgency. “Take a look!”


      She hurried forward to find him stooping over a sprawled figure face down in the ditch—in a grey coat with a blue dress showing beneath it. Her arms were outflung and her legs bent under her. Her head, at a sharp angle, had blood smeared wetly down one side of it.


      “Betty!” Maria’s mouth was so dry she could hardly get the name out. “Wait! Don’t touch her, Mr. Martin! She may have internal injuries.… Just a moment.…”


      Scrambling down the bank, she drew out her fountain-pen torch. The beam showed that the girl was completely knocked out and that she had received a pretty bad blow on the head. Her left leg too, what little of it showed, was lacerated, the stocking torn to shreds. Gently Maria took hold of the outflung wrist. There was a pulse, reedy and faint.


      “Alive—just,” she muttered; then pulling out her handkerchief she laid it on the girl’s bleeding head.


      “Just tell mc who did this!” Pulp breathed, fury dragging the corners of his mouth down. “I’ll beat the stinkin’ daylights outa him. I’ll—”


      “We don’t know how it happened—yet,” Maria interrupted. “Look, you can drive my car, can’t you?”


      “Nothin’ easier.”


      “Good. Go straight to Langhorn and get Dr. Roberts—number sixteen in the High Street—and tell him to get here right away. Then tell Inspector Morgan or whoever is in charge at the station, and from there call for an ambulance.…”


      “Leave it to me.” Pulp scrambled up the bank and dived for the car. Within seconds it was roaring up the lane, gears grinding.


      “How much did she find out that it was necessary to silence her so brutally?” Maria muttered, studying the motionless girl. “And if she dies.…”


      With a grim face she clambered back to the road and flashed her torch on to the dust. Tracks were plainly visible, swerving suddenly towards the grass verge at the side of the lane and then curving back towards the centre.


      Maria returned to the girl and squatted in the grass beside her. Blood was still seeping through the handkerchief as Maria pressed it down—and waited.


      Then at last lights came over the rise in the lane—three sets of headlamps that swirled brilliantly to a stop beside the ditch.


      Dr. Roberts came hurrying forward, and beside him—to Maria’s surprise—was the girl’s father.


      “What’s happened to my Betty?” he demanded fiercely.


      “Run down,” Pulp growled, looming up. “I passed Mr. Shapley coming this way, Maria, so I picked him up.”


      “Run down?” Shapley repeated slowly, watching Roberts at work on the girl. “Tom Clayton’s to blame for this! He said he’d left Betty to walk home.”


      “He did, did he?” Inspector Morgan came forward from making a survey of the road. “About what time did he say that, sir?”


      “Be a half hour ago,” Shapley muttered. “Say—half past twelve “


      Morgan struggled with a yawn. He had been on the verge of going home after catching up on belated work when Pulp had arrived with his bombshell. Sergeant Claythorne, as usual, stood in the background with his notebook.


      “She can be moved,” Dr. Roberts glanced up. “Martin, give me a hand to lay her flat on the bank.… Carefully—that’s it, take her ankles.…”


      By the time the girl had been raised the ambulance had arrived in a cloud of dust.


      “Doctor, how badly is she hurt?” Shapley demanded.


      “Externally she’s got a lacerated leg and a two-inch cut across the scalp. Her right hand has three small bones broken, though I can’t quite imagine how that happened from the way she fell. She also has concussion. I shan’t know about anything wrong internally until we get her to hospital.… You coming, Mr. Shapley?” Roberts asked, as the ambulance doors opened.


      “Am I! I want to hear what she says when she can speak, and.…”


      Shapley broke off as the two ambulance men came forward with a stretcher.


      The girl was raised gently on to it and borne to the back of the ambulance and thrust in the rack. Shapley followed, then he paused and glanced back at Maria.


      “Tell my wife what’s happened, Miss Black, will you?”


      Maria nodded, watched Roberts get into his car, then in a few moments the ambulance was on its way with Roberts following it.


      “Well, Inspector?” Maria turned to him.


      “Apparently she was out with Clayton and he left her to walk home. You heard what Shapley said.”


      “Look here, Inspector, there is only one answer to this—Clayton tried deliberately to murder that girl by hit-and-run tactics. He was out with her because I asked her to go out with him—”


      “You what?” Morgan gave a start.


      “I wanted Clayton out of the way and I adopted the only possible idea,” Maria put her cards on the table. “I had Betty accompany him to a late dance in Lexham. Something must have happened between them, and this ‘accident’ is the answer.”


      Morgan looked at Claythorne, who was examining the tyre prints and making notes. “And why did you want Clayton out of the way?”


      “I’ll explain that in the morning; this isn’t the time nor place. The point is, what are you going to do about this business here?”


      “I’m going back to question Clayton,” Morgan retorted. “If he did this, I’ve a definite reason for arresting him—”


      “He must have done it! Martin and I passed a car as we came along here. We were on our way to fetch Betty home, as a matter of fact. I had an uneasy premonition—”


      “And how right it was!” Morgan snapped. “If that girl dies, Miss Black, I’m not sure but what plenty won’t be said to you. And but for you telling me to call off my men, she could have been guarded.”


      “All right, I miscalculated,” Maria said irritably. “As I was saying—we only passed one car, going at high speed. Shapley has said that he saw Tom Clayton drive in at half past twelve. The whole thing is too obvious to miss.”


      Morgan nodded and glanced at Claythorne. “Got an impression of those car tracks, Sergeant?”


      “Yes, sir. A quick drawing of them. Easy enough.”


      “All right—come on.” Morgan returned to his car with Claythorne. It backed and started off up the lane. Maria watched it go, her face grim in the lights of her own car.


      “Just let me find out who did this!” Pulp muttered, picking up the girl’s handbag from where he had laid it in the grass. “I’ll kill the guy, Maria, and I ain’t kiddin’.”


      “I can’t begin to reproach myself enough for this happening, Mr. Martin,” Maria said, passing a hand over her eyes. “Still, there are compensations. Come into the car while I explain. I am feeling a little shaken.”


      “Yeah—sure.” Pulp put a hand to her elbow and helped her along the road and into the car. She settled heavily before the wheel, then took the girl’s bag from Pulp and placed it in the cubby-hole under the windscreen.


      “You see,” she said, “we have proved that Clayton is the snake in the grass. The fact that the metal that caused Pollitt’s death was on his property is proof enough of that…though I don’t think he actually murdered Pollitt. I have the final proof of this theory yet to work out. As circumstances stood, it might have been hard to pin any charge on Clayton. Now, however—if we can prove it—he can be charged with attempted murder, or if that poor girl should die, with out-and-out murder.…”


      “I get it, Maria. Makes it sorta legal to nab him.”


      “Exactly—legal. A lot will depend, I fancy, on whether this accident tonight was the outcome of sudden impulse or whether it was coldly premeditated. And on whether Betty survives and tells us what happened.…”


      “So what do we do now?”


      “Before we go any further I want part of that metal in the back of the car here for my own use. Just take a look at it and see what you think you can do, will you?”


      Pulp got out and opened the rear door, peered at the metal earnestly under the roof light. “Afraid there’s nothing I can do with it, Maria. It’s solid metal.… Take an oxyacetylene welder to break it up.”


      “Most annoying.” Maria frowned. “Then there is only one solution. I must call on Mr. Lever tonight—now.”


      “Lever? I seem to have heard that name some place.…”


      “Mr. Robert Lever is our very capable science-master at Roseway,” Maria explained. “You will recall that he was falsely imprisoned during the Frances Hasleigh murder case.… That is by the way, however. I want him to see this piece of metal and give a professional opinion. Fortunately, he is staying with friends in Lexham during the vacation. I must see him and get an opinion before I turn this metal over to Morgan. Then I think we’ll call in at the hospital and see how things are progressing with Betty.”

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIFTEEN


      The incessant banging on the front door of his home finally brought Tom Clayton downstairs to open it. Though he feigned surprise, it was no shock to him to behold the square figure of Inspector Morgan and the taller one of Sergeant Claythorne.


      “Sorry to bother you at this hour, Mr. Clayton,” Morgan said gruffly. “There’s been an accident and I’d like a few particulars.”


      “All right—come in a minute.”


      Clayton led the way into the kitchen and switched on the light. Then he stood waiting and fastening his dressing gown.


      “I understand,” Morgan said, “that you went to Lexham this evening with Miss Shapley?”


      “Correct. We went dancing.”


      “I also understand that you left her to walk home. She got out of your car. Is that right?”


      “Who told you that? Betty?”


      “No—her father. Miss Shapley has been hit by a car and injured. At the moment she is in Lexham hospital.”


      Clayton stared blankly. “Good God! How—how badly is she hurt?”


      “I’m not a doctor, Mr. Clayton. She was just about alive when I last saw her. I think she may pull through, being young.”


      Pull through! Clayton tightened his lips. He had not been as thorough as he had thought.


      “What time did she leave you?” Morgan asked.


      Clayton started a little. “Be about quarter past twelve. We had a little tiff.”


      “I see. And I understand from Mr. Shapley you got back here about twelve-thirty.”


      “I did, yes.”


      Morgan nodded and glanced at Claythorne as he finished taking shorthand notes, then he looked at Clayton again. “I’d like a look at the car you used tonight, sir.”


      “All right,” Clayton shrugged. “Come this way.”


      He turned and picked up his garage keys from the table, then preceded Morgan and the Sergeant back into the street. Reaching the garage doors he opened them, went in, and switched on the lights. He nodded across to the maroon car in the corner.


      “That’s it, Inspector. All yours.”


      Morgan approached it deliberately with Claythorne at his side, drawing out his notebook. A slight start shook Morgan as he looked at the tyre design the sergeant had made and compared it with the tyres on the car. He said nothing, however, but prowled round and surveyed the front wings and radiator.


      “Didn’t pick up much dust, did you,” he asked, looking at the wheels.


      “Dust?” Clayton repeated, as though he had never heard of it.


      Morgan motioned. “Plenty of caked dirt on these wheels, but no dust. None on the car on this side, either, but there is on the other side. Lexham Lane is pretty dusty at present, you know.…”


      “I dusted the car over when I came in, Inspector. I always do that. It isn’t my car, you see; belongs to a customer.… I must have missed cleaning the off side.”


      “Mmm.…” Morgan looked about the garage pensively. Finally he strolled over to the hydraulic jack and contemplated it.


      “Do you mind jacking the car up for a moment, Mr. Clayton?”


      “Sorry—but the jack’s gone out of action.” Clayton pointed to the severed connecting pipe from the compressed air equipment. “I had to send away the brass union this evening. Don’t know how long it will be coming back.”


      Morgan’s gaze wandered to the car, then back to Clayton. “Well, I may drop in and see you again in the morning, Mr. Clayton. Good night.”


      He led the way out and Claythorne followed him across the forecourt to their car.


      “Clayton’s not so damned bright,” Morgan observed, starting up the engine and driving slowly towards headquarters. “Obviously he has changed wheels and hidden the others somewhere. Whatever marks there were where he hit Betty he has cleaned off—but in his hurry he forgot to clean the opposite side. Finally, only one set of tracks led to the scene where Betty was hit. If another car had hit her there would have been the tracks of that car and Clayton’s. That dusty road surface is very helpful, Sergeant—and our friend back in the garage there has been very slipshod. As for his jack breaking down—brass unions don’t collapse that easily.”


      “You think he attempted to murder Betty Shapley?” Claythorne asked.


      “I’m ruddy well sure of it! And he made another slip in saying that the car was not his own. We’ve got its number—I’ll get the name of the real owner from that and ask him what sort of tyres he’s got on his car. I’ll bet my pension that they’re the tread we’re looking for and that these others are spares Clayton had in stock.”


      Morgan drew to a halt outside police headquarters.


      “I’ll get the facts about the tyres first thing in the morning, and at the same time I’ll find out what Miss Black has to say about tonight. Between us we should have enough evidence to take out a warrant for Clayton’s arrest. He’s not so clever, Sergeant—he’s a brutal, vindictive swine!”


      * * * *


      Tom Clayton was seated at his kitchen table, scowling in thought.


      “Alive!” he whispered. “I didn’t finish her then—or else it was that she was discovered so quickly she’ll have a fighting chance to recover.… Hell, I should have made sure!” His plan—that Betty would have died from loss of blood and exposure before being found—had gone completely on the rocks.


      He clutched at one straw of hope—that even if Betty recovered, she might have been so dazzled by his headlights she could never swear who was driving.


      “She can’t say it was me,” he insisted to himself, beating the table-top gently. “She can say that I murdered Herby Pollitt.… But nobody can prove that, either. The car? Morgan isn’t such a damned fool as I’d thought. The dust.… I should have been more careful. Be much safer if I could get rid of those five wheels. Morgan’s going to think about that jack, and he’ll probably get a union from somewhere and start the thing working. Then what?”


      Suddenly he remembered that on Monday afternoon—tomorrow—the owner would be coming for the saloon, and would drive off in it to London. If he could stall Morgan until then—leave the wheels under the jack—the owner would go away on them and that would be that.


      He stood up. “Have to risk it. Probably come off if I work carefully.…”


      Briefly the thought of flight hovered in the back of his mind—but that would be self-condemnatory. If he stayed where he was, he had a sporting chance of lying his way out of the predicament.


      At the kitchen doorway he paused and as he remembered something. “That woman Black.… Just why did she want to get rid of me, I wonder?” A chilling thought struck him.


      “She’d never dare!” he whispered incredulously—but all the same he went out into the yard, fumbling with the keys in his dressing gown pocket. Opening the coalhouse door he peered inside. The pile of coke seemed to have slipped a little, nothing more.


      “If I shovel this,” he muttered, “that old bitch Thackery will be after me again, and this time—the third night—she might really report it to the police. Then things would blow up. Anyway, how the hell could that Black woman know what I’ve got in here?”


      He was smiling again as he went back into the house.


      * * * *


      Pulp Martin was half asleep at the end of twenty minutes’ wait for Maria outside the darkened house in Lexham where Robert Lever was staying, when she suddenly reappeared out of the gloom, carrying with her the chunk of metal with which she had departed. Immediately Pulp clambered out and helped her, then she settled in her accustomed seat before the wheel.


      “Any luck?” Pulp enquired.


      “All the luck in the world, Mr. Martin. Mr. Lever has verified the point upon which I had theorized…the mystery of Herbert Pollitt’s death is at last solved. At least I think so. Morgan has yet to sum up, of course.… Well, now, let us see how poor Betty is progressing.”


      She drove steadily, finally reached a grey building with the Red Cross globe outside it. Again leaving Pulp, she hurried into the entrance hall.


      Immediately she caught sight of old Shapley himself, bemused and still hatless, in slippers and old jacket, coming slowly down the immaculate corridor.


      “Mr. Shapley—how is she?”


      Shapley rubbed a big hand over his face. “She’s—still unconscious. But the doctor says she’ll pull through all right, thank God. No internal injuries—only those cuts and concussion.…” Shapley paused and looked at Maria fixedly. “I’m going to kill Clayton for this, Miss Black. He’s not going to get away with it. You hear?”


      “No, of course he isn’t. But you cannot take the law into your own hands, Mr. Shapley.… Let me drive you home. My car’s outside.”


      He gave a weary smile. “Thanks, I am a—a bit tired.”


      They returned outside, and Pulp got out and helped him into the back seat and the springs creaked.


      “Have you home in no time,” Maria said. “How about your wife? I did telephone her, as you asked.”


      “Nothing she could do. She rang up the hospital and got all the particulars.… She can rely on me.”


      Maria had been driving down the High Street for several minutes before she asked another question.


      “How can you be so sure Clayton caused your daughter’s injuries?”


      Shapley wheezed forward in the upholstery and talked over Maria and Pulp’s shoulders. “I waited up tonight for Betty coming home. Like to see her in safe and sound, you know. I was seated looking through the shop window out into the street. Only one car came past between eleven-thirty and twelve-thirty and that one was Clayton’s. I can see the whole of the High Street from that shop window of mine, remember.”


      “Most valuable evidence, Mr. Shapley,” Maria said thoughtfully. “Even without it, though, I have no doubt but what Clayton is to blame. But of course the law must have proof—and I think we have it.”


      Shapley settled back again. “I suppose I’d be a fool to take the law into my own hands over Clayton. But when I looked at my Betty lying there all bandaged up.…”


      Maria stopped the car outside the shop.


      “No father with any human emotions at all could feel otherwise,” Maria said sympathetically. “But don’t do it. I think forthcoming events will amply compensate you. Clayton has put his head in a noose with this night’s work. It only remains for the law to draw the noose tight.”


      * * * *


      After a few hours’ sleep Maria was astir early in the quiet of the Sunday morning. She went first to her study, prepared an early cup of tea—for it was still only 7:15—and then settled herself at her desk. Gradually she began to accumulate files of clipped cuttings from the drawers at either side of her, or else made notes from the reference books in the case.


      At ten o’clock she was in her car with Pulp beside her, driving to Langhorn and Morgan’s police headquarters.


      “What do you figure on doing about that guy Clayton, Maria?” Pulp asked as they sped past the garage.


      “Of myself I cannot do anything—but I think that when Inspector Morgan has completed his evidence—most of which I can supply—Clayton will find himself under arrest.”


      “Arrest, huh?” Pulp did not sound impressed. “Y’know, Maria, in my country we do things differently.”


      “I am aware that in the case of difference of opinion you—hmm—beat each other up,” Maria conceded dryly. “But this is England, Mr. Martin, and we have our own legal methods.”


      Maria drew up outside the police station. At her nod Pulp lifted the metal from the back of the car and then followed her into the station—through it into Morgan’s office. He looked up quickly from his desk.


      He nodded towards chairs and Pulp pulled them forward; then he looked down at the metal as Pulp laid it on the desk. The great eyebrows lowered.


      “This is—it?” Morgan asked, his voice ominous


      “It is,” Maria assented. “I think if you have it analyzed—or rather a few fragments of it—in the spectrograph you will discover it has a spectrum identical to the metal traces found in Pollitt’s head.”


      “Where did you get it?”


      “From Clayton’s coalhouse. For reasons of searching it, I asked Betty to take him out last night, otherwise it would not have been possible to move the coke without Clayton overhearing. He’s not un-alert by any means.”


      “Clayton,” Morgan said deliberately, “is one of the lowest types I’ve met in some time.… I’m going to arrest and charge him with the attempted murder of Betty Shapley. I’ve contacted the hospital and it appears that the girl recovered consciousness two hours ago—sufficiently to make a statement. She swears it was Clayton who ran her down.”


      “How does she know?”


      “It seems that the headlights dazzled her—but she also says that she and Clayton had a violent scene in the car along one of the side lanes. She says she saw the car that ran her down come from out of that very side lane. It was Clayton!”


      “The side lane issue might not be sufficient to convince a jury,” Maria said.


      “Of itself perhaps not,” Morgan agreed, “but I’ve got other evidence. I’ve had the records checked for the owner of the car Clayton used last night. He was fool enough to tell me it was a customer’s car. The owner is one Ralph Lippincot, living in Upper Mereham—the next town beyond Lexham. He developed engine trouble passing through Langhorn and left the car with Clayton. That’s irrelevant, but what counts is that he recently put five new Michelin tyres on his car, of the same design as the one we found in the lane last night. In other words”—Morgan sat back in his chair complacently—“Clayton switched wheels. If I can find some way of discovering the missing wheels, my evidence is complete, though I’ve enough to nail him even as it is. By tomorrow I’ll have everything ready to take out a warrant.”


      “Unless he’s flown by then,” Maria remarked. “Why delay?”


      “I want every detail,” Morgan said stolidly. “No chance of a mistake. I want this metal analyzed too, then I can probably get him for the murder of Herbert Pollitt as well.”


      “I don’t think,” Maria said, shaking her head, “that you can make that charge stick, though I admit there is no question of Clayton trying to kill Betty. Tell me, what did she reveal in her statement?”


      “That Clayton crushed her hand so hard that he broke several small bones in it. It seems he did it to make her tell what you were up to, and all about you. He hurt her so much she had to admit that you had put her up to the idea of the late dance, but did not tell him why. Probably she didn’t know.…”


      “No,” Maria said, her mouth harsh. “She did not.”


      “Well, during this upset Clayton as good as admitted that he killed Pollitt. He said—” Morgan rummaged for his scratchpad. “He said, ‘To think I went to all that trouble for nothing’. Betty says he tried to cover himself afterwards by saying he never murdered Pollitt, but to me—as to her—it appears obvious. His idea, it seems, was to drive her into his arms by getting rid of the only two rivals. That is, murdering Pollitt and getting Vincent Grey accused of the murder.”


      “Hmm.…” Maria had relapsed into thought. “Then what?”


      “It seems Clayton slapped her in the face and then let her go. As I see it, he was afraid of how much she really did know and so let her escape with only one purpose behind it—to run her down and kill her.”


      Pulp Martin shifted uncomfortably. “Look, Maria, I don’t like to sit around and hear all this stuff about the Shapley kid having her face slapped an’ her knuckles cracked. Mind if I go for a walk around until you come out?”


      “If you wish,” Maria agreed, surprised. Morgan looked at the closing door as Pulp left, then he pointed to the metal on the desk.


      “If this checks, it still doesn’t explain what it is,” he said.


      Maria smiled. “If this evening you will have Clayton brought here to answer questions, I think I can guarantee a full explanation. If I have judged him aright, he may even confess once he knows he is cornered. And if I may, I’d like to bring an expert witness regarding the metal.”


      “All right,” Morgan assented. “I don’t mind what we do just as long as we prove Clayton murdered Pollitt.…”


      “It was not murder, Inspector. It was what is legally termed ‘Act of God’.”


      * * * *


      After leaving the police station, Pulp Martin headed straight for Clayton’s garage. As yet there were few people about. Reaching it, he strode across the concrete forecourt past the petrol pumps and entered the garage itself. Clayton, busy with a vice at the workbench, looked up in surprise.


      “Be with you in a second.”


      Pulp turned back towards the garage doors. Going over to them he seized them and dragged one towards the other. Then he threw the bolt across.


      Clayton started in alarm. “I’ve seen you before! “You’re a friend of Miss Black’s, aren’t you?”


      Pulp did not respond. He took off his coat very carefully, folded it, then laid it on the bonnet of a nearby car. Unfastening his cuffs, he rolled up his sleeves. With exaggerated calm he removed his hat and laid it on the coat.


      Clayton stood motionless, regarding the banded layers of muscle on those forearms. “Have you gone crazy?” he asked harshly.


      “Mebbe,” Pulp admitted. “Y’see, feller, I’m from the Bowery, and I have my own ways of settling things—an’ I sorta got to thinkin’. I thought of that swell kid Betty Shapley lying all smashed up in that ditch. There was blood all down her face, feller.”


      “What’s that to do with me?”


      “Quite a lot. If the law finally catches up on you for tryin’ to murder Betty, I shan’t squawk—but they won’t make you smart like you made her smart, see? So I sorta figgered that you oughta have somethin’ back for breakin’ Betty’s hand, see? She can’t hit you back, an’ there ain’t no guys around to stand up for her. But I like that kid, and it’s time me muscles had a work out anyway.”


      Clayton realized sickly that Betty must have recovered consciousness, otherwise Martin could not possibly possess all this information.


      “If you do complain to the law about what I’m goin’ to do to you, I’ll get fined mebbe, or chucked in the cooler—mebbe; but I ain’t worried.”


      Clayton dived away from the bench abruptly, conscious of his danger, but Pulp shot out his right hand and seized him by the back of his overalls collar. In one jerk he spun Clayton clean round, delivering a left hook at the same moment. Clayton toppled backwards on his heels, caught at the bench, and steadied himself.


      There was plain murder in Pulp’s bright blue eyes; his red hair actually seemed to be bristling. In his own language he was “plenty mad.”


      Clayton lunged out desperately, then fell sideways from a stinging blow on the ear. A fist landed in his chest, then right on top of it came one in the midriff. With a gasp of pain he doubled up.


      “Somewhere around here,” Pulp said, “there’s five wheels to complete the evidence against you. You’re goin’ to tell me where they is, see? Start talkin’, feller!”


      “Go to hell!”


      Pulp shrugged, drew back his right arm. The stinging impact of that fist under his chin straightened Clayton up again, then another pile driver to the right of his jaw knocked him clean off his feet. His mouth salty with blood, he dropped on his back to the concrete.


      Pulp reached down, seized him by the front of his overalls and lugged him up.


      “Goin’ to spill it?” he asked calmly.


      Clayton mouthed an expletive.


      Pulp’s eyes narrowed. He came forward, whirled the gasping Clayton to his feet and then hit him with the flat of his hand across the face. Once—twice—three times, back and forth. Back and forth—harder with each impact—until at last Clayton screamed out a protest.


      “Stop it, for God’s sake…I’ll tell you! The wheels are…under the hydraulic jack.”


      Pulp whirled Clayton away from him. “Get ’em!” he ordered briefly, “Or I’ll lay you on the floor and kick your teeth out.”


      Clayton reeled in anguish towards the wall, rubbing his hand over his blood-smeared face. He got the ladders and took down the brass union; then he returned to the floor and made the reconnection with shaking hands, Pulp stood watching with his fists clenched as the jack rose into the air and revealed the five wheels beneath.


      “Now will you get out?” Clayton whispered hoarsely.


      Pulp drew down his shirtsleeves, and regained his clothing—then lunging suddenly he forced Clayton’s right arm sharply up his back.


      “Sure I will,” he agreed. “An’ you’ll come with me.… Move! You an’ me have a date with Inspector Morgan.”


      Struggling helplessly, Clayton found himself propelled through the doorway as Pulp opened it; then he began to stagger and trip across the forecourt.


      “Hey, folks, look at this skunk I got!” Pulp bellowed into the Sunday morning quiet. “He tries to murder a dame becos she’s got sense enough not to like him. He slaps her in the puss and breaks her hand ’cos he knows she can’t hit back.… Come on out an’ take a gander at a no-class eighteen-carat heel!”


      Doors swung; windows opened.… There were breathless gasps at the sight of the loud-voiced American and the half-doubled man in mechanic’s overalls. Pulp continued his town-crier act until he reached the police station—then he bundled Clayton up the steps, right past the astounded Sergeant Claythorne, and straight into Morgan’s office.


      Clayton, impelled from a violent shove, cannoned into the desk and stood gripping it, his head bent and hair dishevelled.


      “Couldn’t stop him, sir,” the Sergeant said, coming in and looking at Pulp uncertainly.


      Pulp looked at Maria with a lopsided grin. “You wanted him; you got him. I could tell from the way you and the flatfoot here were goin’ about it that Clayton here would not get hurt much, even if he was arrested. So I just squared Betty Shapley’s account with him.… Okay, you can put me in the cooler.… Won’t be the first time I’ve been in one.”


      Maria struggled to suppress a delighted smile, forcing the stern look back to her face. “This, Mr. Martin, is assault—”


      “Yeah, sure—but will you and the dick here go take a look at this guy’s garage? I found them five wheels; I beat it out of him. You’ll find ’em under the hydraulic jack.”


      Morgan’s eyes widened; then he motioned sharply to Claythorne. “Step right along there, Sergeant, and make sure. As for you, Clayton, if this evidence is right.…”


      “Of course it’s right!” Clayton straightened up rubbing his damaged face. “I ran Betty down last night.” He glared round defiantly. “And I’d run the little bitch down again if I felt like it—same as I would any girl who walked out on me like she did!”


      “After that confession, I’m formally charging you with the attempted murder of Betty Shapley,” Morgan said, “and I’m going to put you in custody. There may be other things yet, too.”


      Morgan’s overhung eyes wandered to Maria. “Do you think we could clear this thing up now and have done with it?” he asked.


      Maria nodded and got to her feet. “Just give me half an hour, Inspector. I must go and pick up my expert witness, and my briefcase from Roseway. Mr. Martin, you had better accompany me. I must keep an eye on you until we see what the Inspector decides to do with you.… Come.”


      Pulp followed her out of the station to the car. “It was worth it,” Pulp said, grinning. “I never enjoyed myself so much since I pulped the jaw of Musclebound Mick.”


      “Frankly, I congratulate you,” Maria murmured. “You have brought things to a head without the irritating delay planned by Inspector Morgan. In that time we might have lost Clayton. Good work, Mr. Martin! Good work!”

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SIXTEEN


      In half an hour, after picking up Robert Lever, and her briefcase from Roseway, Maria returned to Morgan’s headquarters. She found him seated solidly behind his desk, his eyes on the silent Clayton in the chair by the window. By the door stood the Sergeant, grim and lofty.


      Morgan looked questioningly at the man Maria had brought with her. He came in behind Pulp—a black-haired, youngish man with a small moustache. His horn-rimmed glasses gave him an austere and learned expression.


      “Inspector, this is Mr. Lever, our science master at the college,” Maria explained.


      Morgan came round the desk and shook hands. “I remember you now. Have a chair.… I understand you have some information for me?”


      “Yes—er—I have,” Lever assented in his hesitating voice. “I’m a bit bewildered, really.…”


      “Then I will explain.” Maria seated herself as Pulp took up a stand behind her chair. “Inspector, first to that piece of metal on the desk here. You have yet to have a spectrograph analysis made of it, but you can take it for granted that it will tally with the metal in Pollitt’s head. Mr. Lever, would you be good enough to state what it is.”


      “It’s a siderite.”


      “A—a what?”


      “A siderite—as distinct from an aerolite. A siderite is a piece of iron meteorite as opposed to an aerolite, which is mainly stone.”


      “You mean”—Morgan tapped the object on the desk—“this is a meteorite?”


      “Exactly. I recognized what it was the moment Miss Black brought it to me. It’s a particularly handsome specimen. I’ve made a study of such things, you see. Miss Black told me about the spectrum she had seen—composed of lithium, arsenic, binoxide of tin, nickel, copper, and so forth. Well, that explained right away that the spectrum was identical with that of meteoric iron. In other words, the metal fragments she had seen in the spectrograph came from this. Note, Inspector.…” Lever leaned fonvard and pointed a thin finger. “Observe the thumb-like depressions on the iron’s thin outer crust. Those are caused by the action of the air blowing off small pieces as the thing travels down to earth.”


      “Are you trying to tell me that Herbert Pollitt was hit—by a meteorite?”


      “He was.” Maria stated. “Beyond a shadow of doubt.”


      “Damned piffle!” Morgan exploded, banging his fist on the desk. “Whoever heard of anybody ever being hit by a meteorite?”


      Maria smiled blandly. “Oh, there have been cases, Inspector—though not of a direct hit. However.…”


      She opened her briefcase and drew forth the clipped file of cuttings.


      “Listen to this, Inspector. I quote from H. W. Twyman’s article on ‘The World’s Non-Stop Bombardment’. He says: ‘A man was injured by the bursting of a meteorite at Mhow, India, in 1827. In 1847, two meteorites crashed on the roof of a house in Bohemia and went clean through the room in which children were asleep. In 1917 a 150-ton mass of rock dropped in one of the streets in Colby, Wisconsin. In 1924 a meteorite dropped on a road in Colorado just after a funeral procession had passed the spot. There is a further record of a motorist in Indiana, who was startled by a terrific bang and saw a huge hole gape in the bonnet of his car. He suspected a bullet and found instead a three-inch meteorite’.…”


      There was silence. Morgan sat scowling at the floor.


      “There are hundreds of such instances, all authentíc,” Lever added mildly. “Many people have experienced injury from meteorites. You can prove that by reference to the meteorological records of any country. Ships and planes that have vanished at sea without trace are presumed to have been hit by heavy meteorites. People who have been found dead or mysteriously smashed up have doubtless been unlucky enough to encounter one of these wandering visitors. That Pollitt was hit by one was just his misfortune.… I would not call his experience unique because at this time of year, July, we run into the Perseids meteor shower, which is prevalent from July 11th to August 20th.…”


      Lever considered the meteorite on the desk, then added:


      “You see, Inspector, missiles big and small are raining down on the earth the whole twenty-four hours. Most of them are burned up by the atmosphere; others of varying sizes get through. The largest meteorite, I imagine, is the one that made the mile-wide crater in Arizona and, composed entirely of meteoric iron—like this one on the desk here—weighed at least fourteen million tons.”


      “All right, all right, so Pollitt was hit by this chunk of iron out of space. Why should he be?”


      “The same reason people are struck by lightning,” Maria said. “It is sheer mischance. I realized the possibilities of a fallen meteorite when Betty mentioned that she and Pollitt had sat watching any number of what she called shooting stars—or meteors. She referred to quite half a dozen. I recalled that it is the time of year for the Perseids shower—then I felt more certain than ever of a meteorite when I saw that that hole in the lane was oblique! It is an acknowledged fact, Inspector, that a meteorite never hits the earth in a vertical direction—or very, very rarely, anyhow. Its own forward movement and the earth’s rotation make oblique landings predominant.”


      Morgan sat down heavily. “Go on.”


      “The spectrum analysis we made convinced me we were tracking a meteorite because that spectrum tallies in every way with the known spectrum of iron meteors. Then you mentioned that when the soil from that patch had been analyzed, it had contained metallic fragments; those obviously came from the meteorite also.… You see, we tried every other theory—even the quarry that Betty investigated for us—and there was no explanation to fit.”


      “Then nobody murdered Pollitt,” Morgan breathed


      “I told you, it was ‘Act of God’,” Maria said. “Nobody murdered him, no—but Clayton made it look that way.…”


      Clayton stirred and looked up, his hands dangling limply between his knees.


      “The thing must have happened with terrifying suddenness,” Maria went on. “To me, when Grey said he heard a hiss after the tragedy, I knew I had the right answer. The meteorite was moving faster than sound, you see—as V2s did during the war. Then there was the momentary heat Grey felt as the thing whizzed down.


      “It was so hot it burned Pollitt’s head and body as far as the waist as it crashed through him to earth and then buried itself. It probably glowed faintly as it fell because of atmospheric friction—not brightly as when at the greater heights. Grey could not have seen this glow because he was looking down at his cycle. But Clayton saw it, I believe—in fact must have done—dead ahead of him as he drove down the lane.”


      “Yes,” Morgan agreed, his eyes wandering to Clayton as he remained attentive.


      “I think he did not realize the truth until he found Pollitt dead. He had passed Grey on his cycle leaving the disaster.… I had to try and decide then how Clayton here was so sure that Grey was not on his way to call the police. I had also to be sure that Clayton would be smart enough to realise what had happened to Pollitt. Knowing him at that time as purely a garage mechanic, I did not think he would know much about meteorites. But later I remembered Betty saying that he was interested in science, and astronomy in particular. Then I realized he probably would know what had happened. It has since been proven that he did.”


      “Then?” Morgan asked, glancing across to see if the Sergeant was taking notes, which dutifully he was.


      Maria was quiet for a moment as though waiting for Clayton to speak. But he only bit his underlip and waited. Robert Lever picked up the clippings concerning meteorite showers and studied them.


      “We have here, Inspector, a young man who considered himself jilted,” Maria resumed. “At the very moment the meteorite fell he was—against his will, except for business—on his way to tow in a rival. He hated Pollitt bitterly because he had usurped Betty. To understand this depth of feeling we have to recall how Clayton here deliberately tried to kill or maim Betty just because she did not throw herself unreservedly upon him.… Also—though less keenly perhaps—he hated Vincent Grey, the other rival. Imagine these thoughts in his mind as he drove in sullen fury to the breakdown. He had only just learned, remember, that Betty was no longer his own especial prize.…”


      Still silent, Clayton fingered his aching face.


      “Then suddenly”—Maria raised her hand—“there came an answer to Clayton’s problem, out of a clear sky. Pollitt had been killed by a meteorite. Nobody would be aware that it had dropped on Pollitt even if its fall had been noticed. Grey did not know the real facts and imagined murder had somehow been done by a long-distance weapon. He lost his head, and instead of informing the police he bolted from the scene, his one thought being, I imagine, that he would be held responsible. In his panic he overlooked that there were no witnesses present, and once he hid himself he didn’t dare to come out. He admits now, on reflection, that he should have told the police—and all along I have been wondering how you, Clayton, knew that Grey was not going to fetch or telephone the police there and then. On that point your whole plot relied.”


      “I didn’t know,” Clayton said, shrugging, “but I saw his face long enough in the headlights to guess he was mighty scared—too scared to think straight. When he passed me we were only half a mile from Langhorn High Street—not seventy yards from the tragedy, as I told you, Inspector—and as you know from the lane end you can see the whole length of the street. I didn’t know then what was wrong. I got out of my truck and ran the half-mile necessary to give me a view of the whole High Street. I saw Grey was halfway up the street—he was quite distinguishable by his cycle rear light and white sweater under the street lamps. He was then far past the police station here. That made it obvious he wasn’t going for the police. The only telephone-box Langhorn possesses is outside Shapley’s shop, and he didn’t stop there either. I saw him bear right and then vanish. I knew that led to the River Bollin. Seemed logical to me that he’d taken flight, but I didn’t know then for why. I was curious. I rushed back to my truck and in a matter of minutes reached Pollitt. Altogether I had wasted seven minutes—no more; and I knew those seven minutes could never be accounted for. Things started to fit in when I saw the body.”


      “And why did you try to burn it?” Morgan snapped.


      “Therein lay subtlety,” Maria commented as Clayton remained silent. “Knowing a thing or two about meteorites, Clayton realised that burning must have been made on Pollitt’s head and body when the meteorite struck him. He had to have an effect to match the burning—down to the waist—if he was to prove a murder set-up, so he set fire to the car eight minutes or so after he arrived at the tragedy, which fire Betty saw. An old grease-tin was used to convey the petrol. Pollitt’s head and shoulders were thrust in the flames for a moment or two to provide burns other than those caused by the meteorite. Then Clayton dragged the body free again. The fire also obliterated whatever fingerprints or marks he might have made in his urgency.”


      Clayton sat listening to the indictment with his brows lowered.


      “I think,” Maria said, considering, “that he rather overdid his act by getting a piece of granite from the nearby field as the ‘weapon’. As for the marks on it, they were obviously made by placing the stone in the wound itself—remember its size—which caused it to become bloodstained at the same time as it gouged forth fragments of tissue and bone substance. You feel revolted? No doubt; but in that we have the measure of the mind behind all this. Then the piece of granite was put on one side, as though thrown. But one thing was overlooked.…”


      Maria looked again at Clayton.


      “When that meteorite struck Pollitt it was superheated. Bits of liquid metal flew off the surface at the impact and lodged in Pollitt, especially in the head, which took the first impact. The fragments were later analysed, and there arose the paradox of metal shreds in a wound supposedly caused by granite.”


      Clayton tightened his lips but he said nothing.


      “Then of course he dug out the meteorite?” Morgan questioned.


      “He had to, if granite was to be the ‘weapon’. Yes, Clayton, you dug out the hot metal—already beginning to cool—from the burned soil with a pair of tyre-levers. You raised it in those long-handled pliers, which prevented you from getting burned, then you carried it to the steel floor of your truck. You did your level best to fill the hole in again, but you could not disguise—or else did not notice in your hurry—that the soil itself had burned and left a black patch. You scuffed up footprints and tyre-prints where you did not want them seen and left only Vincent Grey’s cycle tracks clear. The thing was done, relying entirely on Grey not telling anybody right away of what had happened. Here you relied on chance and what you had seen of Grey’s movements—and the thing came off. You called the police, knowing things would look just as they did look—that Grey killed Pollitt with a piece of granite and then went and hid himself.”


      “Chewed pliers, blistered steel on the floor of the truck, ashy soil.…” Morgan stared in front of him, then at the metal on the desk. “Yes, it all fits in. I thought of most things, but this angle never occurred to me.”


      “The plan of a bitter, jealous man, Inspector, aided by a lucky accident—but still not murder. It was ‘Act of God’, which legally expressed means ‘an event not brought about by human means or which human means could not have avoided’. That worried me when I realized the truth. I had the uneasy feeling that Clayton here might get clean away. Then he overstepped himself by trying to run down Betty.”


      “Which is attempted murder,” Morgan said heavily. “Anything more to say, Clayton?”


      He shook his head defiantly. “Only that I meant to finish Betty from the very moment she tried to make up to me. I knew she was up to something. I planned to run her down—and I’d do it again in similar circumstances. As for the meteorite, the facts are right. A chance like that only happens once in a lifetime, and I made full use of it.”


      Maria rose to her feet. “Well, Inspector, there it is. I leave the rest to you. Here is my dossier on the case, with the relevant details anent meteorites. You will find thirty-seven instances of near misses by meteorites: Pollitt—and maybe others of whom no true evidence is available—received a direct hit.…”
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      Fearn became a leading contributor to all three magazines, but had discovered that in order to continue to sell to constantly changing markets, he needed to be able to change his style, and to be versatile. With the encouragement of his American agent, Julius Schwartz, Fearn created several pseudonyms, which greatly facilitated his experimenting with different styles, and increased his sales chances.


      Then in July 1937, Fearn wrote to his friend Walter Gillings (editor of Britain’s first sf magazine Tales of Wonder, to which Fearn was also a contributor) to reveal that he was planning to switch from science fiction to the wider detective story market:


      “I’m turning my scientific angles to account in the production of a scientific detective for England. A book, by the way. Be two years in the making, I expect. Chief guy is a scientist, and solves all kinds of things that puzzle Scotland Yard. I’m trying to get out of the rut of Frenchman, Chinamen and what-have-you with this yarn. Guy will be something like Nero Wolfe, only he drinks tea, not beer.”


      In 1938, Fearn successfully introduced detective and mystery elements into science fiction, writing under the pseudonym of ‘Thornton Ayre’. The new technique (which Fearn called ‘webwork’) involved connecting seemingly unrelated elements together to unravel a complex mystery. The method was already known in the detective field, the leading exponent being U.S. writer Harry Stephen Keeler.


      By 1939, Fearn was expressing to friends his liking for crime mysteries, in preference to sf writing, but commercial exigencies dictated that, as a full-time writer, he had to continue to concentrate on science fiction during the early years of the war.


      However, the American sf magazine market continued to expand, and so Fearn—as a full-time professional writer with a widowed mother to support—was obliged to continue writing mainly science fiction, with only occasional forays into detective and crime short stories for the American pulp magazine Thrilling Mystery Stories (the best of which are to be found in another Wildside title, LIQUID DEATH AND OTHER STORIES). Fearn’s proposed book for English publishers, featuring his tea-drinking scientist detective, remained unwritten.


      In November 1939, Fearn sent a letter to one of his regular correspondents, tyro-author (and cinema buff) William F. Temple, in which he referred to Amazing Stories editor Ray Palmer’s acceptance of his story, “The Man Who Saw Two Worlds.” Fearn wrote:


      “In this I introduce Brutus Lloyd, the first genuine criminologist who dabbles in scientific riddles, who is conceited, masterful and breezy. Palmer seems to like him immensely and requires more. I called him Alka Lloyd, but Palmer refused to be sold on it! The story is actually Wells’ “The Plattner Story” brought bang up to date, and Lloyd is based on Ernest Truex in the film Ambush (starring Lloyd Nolan).”


      Brutus Lloyd was popular with Amazing Stories readers, and so two further novelettes were published over the next couple of years. But by the mid 1940s, Fearn was beginning to raise his sights from the US pulp magazines, and he began to move into new book-length markets in England.


      Since Fearn was well-known as a science fiction author, he was obliged to adopt pseudonyms for his detective fiction, writing hardcover novels as ‘John Slate’ and ‘Hugo Blayn.’


      As John Slate, he created the brilliant female detective “Black Maria,” who debuted in BLACK MARIA. M.A. (1944) and as Hugo Blayn he created “Dr. Carruthers” whose first adventure, FLASHPOINT appeared in 1950. All of their books have been reprinted in the UK in recent years, and a few of them were also issued by Wildside Press, most notably FLASHPOINT.


      This was one of Fearn’s best-written, and most carefully plotted novels, and the character of Dr. Carruthers is brilliantly realized. This is not so surprising when one realizes that the book is one he had been working on for several years: Carruthers is, in fact, the very same character that Fearn had first conceived back in 1937, and who had been first developed as Brutus Lloyd.


      Writing an introduction to OTHER EYES WATCHING, a science fiction novel published in England by Pendulum Publications in 1946 (reprinted from the U.S. pulp Startling Stories) Fearn revealed that his favorite mystery and detective writer was John Dickson Carr, famous as the master the ‘locked room’ mystery.


      Fearn’s own detective novels are classics of the ‘locked room’ and ‘impossible crime’ genres, but because they were written under pseudonyms, he did not achieve in England the recognition in the detective field that he deserved.


      Fearn decided to try writing mysteries for the Toronto Star Weekly under his own name. He knew he faced terrific competition in this genre: regular contributors included Margery Allingham, John Dickson Carr, Erle Stanley Gardner, Philip MacDonald, Ellery Queen, and Roy Vickers.


      During the war, Fearn had worked for three years as a cinema projectionist in his home town of Blackpool, and he continued to be an avid filmgoer. He had seen the many great ‘film noir’ crime thrillers that Hollywood produced in the 1940s, with their atmosphere of menace and mystery. So he felt equal to the task.


      His first ‘impossible crime’ novel for the Star Weekly was WITHIN THAT ROOM! (1946) published under his own name. However, so great was the success of his science fiction character “The Golden Amazon” in the same magazine, that Fearn again switched to pseudonyms for his next detective novels there, writing as ‘Thornton Ayre’ and ‘Frank Russell’.


      Over the next ten years, Fearn’s Star Weekly detective novels included WITHIN THAT ROOM! (1946), THE CRIMSON RAMBLER (1947; as Thornton Ayre), SHATTERING GLASS (1947), and THE FOURTH DOOR (1948) both as by Frank Russell, and under his own name ROBBERY WITHOUT VIOLENCE (1957) this latter novel having a distinctly science fictional flavour.


      Up until 1955, Fearn’s Toronto Star Weekly novels were also reprinted in various American newspapers near to the Canadian border, in the New York and Maine areas, including The Bangor News (later as Bangor Sunday Commercial), Newark Sunday Star Ledger, and Long Island Sunday Press. In recent years, all of Fearn’s Star Weekly mysteries have been reprinted in England and elsewhere, but no American book editions have ever been published. Until now!


      Borgo Press will be reprinting all of Fearn’s Star Weekly mysteries, along with several of his best detective novels, including some posthumous works. This ambitious program was commenced with THE CRIMSON RAMBLER, written in the vein of John Dickson Carr.


      No discerning collector of locked room and ‘impossible crime’ stories can afford to miss them!
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