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  Chapter One


  ON THE internal-line telephone, Detective Chief Superintendent Clays voice sounded testy. Youd better nip round to the morgue at
  the General Hospital, he growled. They find theyve got a body too many.


  Detective Chief Inspector Martineau was taken by surprise. A what?


  Body. Unaccounted for. Some damn silly mistake. Go clear it up.


  Martineau shrugged as he put down the receiver. He did not see how a mistake by a mortuary attendant could be a C.I.D. affair, but the order to see to it had been definite enough. He rose from
  his chair and reached for his hat. The reach was a long one, across the desk to the top of a bookcase where the hat had been thrown. It was achieved without strain. Martineau was a very big man,
  with powerful shoulders and large hands. At one time he had been the hardest hitter among the eleven hundred men of a city police force noted for the physique of its members. Now, a little over
  forty years of age, he was still formidable.


  He carelessly clapped the hat onto a head of fair hair with some gray in it. The face beneath the hat was rather handsome, in a weathered sort of way. Though he was a city man, some quality of
  his blood gave him the complexion of a huntsman.


  He strode from his own small sanctum into the long room of the main C.I.D. office. Detective Sergeant Devery and Detective Constable Cassidy were there, numbering and checking items of stolen
  property recently found in the home of a shoplifter who had committed suicide.


  Drop that, Martineau said as he passed the place where they were working at the long main desk.


  Cassidy said, Ladys crocodile handbag, brown, with gold-colored clasp. Devery said, Twenty-nine. He wrote the number, then two documents were hastily slipped
  into two adjacent drawers. By the time Martineau reached the police station yard, the sergeant and the constable were at his heels.


  Where are we going, sir? asked Devery, as the three of them climbed into the plain C.I.D. car which was set aside for Martineaus own use.


  Hospital. Theyve got too many bodies, was the answer. It was not given curtly, but Devery asked no further question. It was evident to him that Martineau had no more to
  tell.


  At the Granchester General Hospital they drove round to the mortuary. An attendant was waiting in the doorway of the grim brick building. The three tall men got out of the car. Though they were
  of different physical types, each carried the impalpable yet clearly perceptible aura of his profession. In a manner in which excitement was restrained by deference, the attendant turned his head
  and called through the doorway, Theyre here, sir.


  Martineau led the way into the mortuary. He was surprised to see that the chief pathologist was there, with two young doctors. He realized that the mistake, whatever it was, must
  be a matter of some importance.


  The pathologist was a great man in his own sphere. He had a manner. He indicated the uncovered and completely naked body of a man, which lay on a slab. No problem with this one, he
  said without preamble. Hes been medically and officially examined, found dead, inquested and cremated. And hes still with us. Dr. Provis here can identify him.


  Martineau began to perceive what had happened. He made up his mind to have the affair on a proper footing from the start. That wont do for me, he said. Dr. Provis
  could be mistaken. I want a second formal identification by a near relative.


  Ah, now medicine bows its head to the law, said the pathologist. But instead of bowing his head he raised it thoughtfully, looking at a high window. He was there in person because
  of a fantastically unusual occurrence, that was all. Only the legal side of the affair was left. There was no medical side. That had been charred to ashes and scattered in the wind.


  Having perceived that there was nothing more to say except good-by, he said it and departed. There was a general air of relief among those who remained.


  Now then, said Martineau. Which of you gentlemen is Dr. Provis?


  Provis was a handsome young medico with an attractive grin. It was my case, such as it was, he stated.


  Martineau nodded, and reflected that this was a lad who would create havoc among the nurses. He moved to the body and looked at it. My word, he said. He took a
  beating.


  Provis explained: It was an accident in a timber yard. He was driving a truck. He stopped his truck in the wrong place, and had just climbed out when a craneload of heavy planks came
  swinging round and hit the truck. Unfortunately his head was caught between the timber and the truck.


  Mmmm. Death instantaneous?


  I suppose so. He certainly was dead when he arrived here.


  And there was an inquest?


  Yes. Accidental death.


  And a report in the papers?


  Yes. There was one in the local evening paper, at any rate. I read it myself.


  What was the mans name?


  Edgar Waite.


  And after the supposed cremation, where was he found?


  Provis looked at the mortuary attendant. Speak up, Briggs, he said.


  I found him down there in Number Twelve box, said Briggs. Its one we dont use until were full up.


  How did you come to find it?


  We was empty, sir. Not a single body in. It sometimes happens like that for an hour or two. But I happened to notice the meter tickin over, an I thought Id better
  investigate. I didnt expect to find a body, though.


  What did you expect to find?


  I dunno. Sometimes the young doctors an even the nurses get up to their tricks. It mighter been a dead cat, or summat like that.


  Was there any identification on the body?


  None at all.


  What identification should there be?


  A label tied to the wrist, one stuck on the leg, an one on the shroud. There was no label on the body, an no shroud.


  Did you recognize the body?


  Not for sure. I see so many. Dr. Provis recognized it.


  Provis interposed. I remembered it. And I checked my notes to the exact nature of the injuries. Its Waite, all right.


  Mmmm. How long has he been under refrigeration?


  Well, he came in last Wednesday, and he was identified and examined on Thursday. The inquest was on Friday. He was on ice then till Monday morning, when some undertaker came and put him
  in a coffin, and he was cremated Monday afternoon. Yesterday, that is.


  You mean somebody was cremated yesterday.


  Of course. Sometime between Thursday evening and Monday morning Waite was stripped of his labels and moved from Number Five to Number Twelve. We checked everything before we called the
  police. There has been no clerical error. The only thing we can suppose is that sometime between Thursday and Monday the body of an unknown person was put in Waites place, with Waites
  shroud and Waites labels, and was eventually cremated with due ceremony in Waites name.


  Friday, Saturday, Sunday, Martineau muttered. Then he asked, Is this place locked at night?


  Provis did not look at Briggs when he answered. Its supposed to be locked at any time when there is no one in attendance, but in practice I doubt if it is ever locked. Its a
  busy place, you know. New arrivals at all times of day and night. Quite often the attendant has to go into a ward and bring out a body, and he doesnt bother to lock up for the short time
  hes away.


  Wasnt it likely that the substitution would be discovered before the cremation? Some near relation might have wanted to take a last look at poor Edgar.


  Not in his condition. Once he was identified, no relation would want to take another look. And if the body which was substituted also had severe head injuries, it isnt likely that
  any of the mortuary staff would notice.


  The substitution wouldnt take long?


  Not if the people concerned knew whose body they were going to move. Just a few minutes, Id say.


  And they could have known if there had been a report in the paper.


  Yes. So you see how it could become a job for the police?


  I do indeed. Somebody wanting to get rid of a body with a battered head. Murder or manslaughter.


  Somebody might be missing from home.


  Somebody is, said Martineau dryly. Somebody certainly is. Weve been seeking him for the last two days.


  Back at Police Headquarters, Martineau initiated certain inquiries. Taking nothing for granted, he instructed Devery to go carefully over the case of Edgar Waites
  accidental death and instructed Cassidy to see the Waite family and arrange a second formal identification of the body. He also sent out other members of his staff on other inquiries. The supposed
  murder or manslaughter could have been a mob killing, and he wanted to know if any hooligan or criminal was missing from his usual haunts. He also wanted a check on local men recently let out of
  jail, to be sure that they were alive and well. He also ordered a closer scrutiny of the normal list of runaway sons, runaway husbands, military absentees, and absconding offenders.


  All that was routine, and when he had arranged it Martineau sat in his office and meditated upon the disappearance of (a) 29,000 and (b) a man called Verney Barton. Though
  they had not disappeared together, the two items were connected. Barton was, or had been, the head wages clerk of the enormous Northern Steel Corporation, and the 29,000 had been the payroll
  of one of Northern Steels mills. The cash had been lost sight of on Friday morning, and Barton had vanished on Saturday night. Now it was Tuesday morning, and there had been so few leads to
  either the money or Barton that Devery and Cassidy, Martineaus right and left hands, were still messing about with small items of Property Recovered.


  The chief inspector marveled that even now, when British crooks had realized how easy it was to seize money in transit, and when big payroll snatches were occurring daily, men carrying large
  sums of money were caught napping, and unarmed. In spite of the holdups so frequently reported in the daily papers, the possibility of attack and financial bereavement still seemed to be remote;
  something that happened in the paper, to other people. The four men carrying the Northern Steel money had been a burly but elderly driver, two husky young members of the firms
  office staff, and small, spare, forty-five-year-old Verney, the man in charge. Their vehicle had been an ordinary saloon car, and they had gone to the bank for the wages at eleven oclock on
  Friday morning as they had always done. To confuse the enemy Verney had two routes. If he went to the bank by No. 1 route he always returned by No. 2 route, or the other way round. So, thieves who
  had been studying the situation had only to watch him go to know which way he was coming back.


  Martineau calculated that the Northern Steel holdup had been perpetrated by six men, or at the most seven. They had been masked. There had been four club men armed with lengths of heavy lead
  piping, and two or possibly three wheel men. There had been nothing original in the method of attack. A large fast vanstolenhad been skillfully maneuvered so that it
  accidentally blocked the way of the payroll car on the quietest part of the return journey. From the flank a three-tonneralso illegally borrowedhad rammed the car so
  violently that one of the drivers legs had been broken. The club men had poured out of the van and attacked the crew of the car. Having no time to waste, they had pulled Verney out into the
  road, tapped him on the head, and forgotten him. They had shattered every window of the car in a successful effort to get their clubs to the heads of the two men on the back seat. The youngsters
  had fought well with their fists, and as a reward for their resistance each had suffered a fractured skull. The driver also had been hit on the head, because he had tried to obstruct the thieves in
  spite of his broken leg. Only Verney had been comparatively uninjured.


  Though noisy, the encounter had been remarkably brief. Well trained in their parts, the thieves had got the whole of the Northern Steel payroll into their van and had piled in after it. Later
  the van had been found abandoned and, with regard to fingerprints, as clean as a whistle.


  Because of his slight injuries, of the four guardians of the payroll Verney was the one most closely interrogated.


  Were you knocked out of time? Martineau asked him.


  No, Verney replied without hesitation, but after I was hit I lay where I fell, acting dead.


  Why?


  Sos theyd leave me alone, and I could give the alarm straight away when theyd gone.


  Didnt it occur to you to get up and help your friends?


  Against those fellows? They were all three times as big as me. I wouldnt have lasted half a minute.


  Did you recognize any of them?


  No. Not yet.


  What do you mean by not yet?


  I kept my eyes open when they werent looking my way. I keep trying to remember things about them.


  Do keep trying, Martineau said.


  That was the substance of the interview. Naturally, the police did not overlook the possibility that Verney was in league with the thieves. Inquiries were made with regard to the sort of life he
  led when he was not studying time sheets. It was found that he was a gay dog, in a harmless sort of way. On the evenings when he could escape from his own fireside he spent his time in places where
  adventurous girls could be found. There was some likelihood, but no proof, that he had been spending more money than a man in his position could afford.


  So, when Verneys worried wife reported that he was missing, Martineau got out of bed and went to take charge of the search of his house. Only one item of interest was found: a curious
  item, hidden in an amateurish way. Martineau carefully replaced it in its hiding place and made no comment about it to members of Verneys family.


  Verneys wife reported him missing at three oclock in the morning of the Sunday following the robbery, because, she said, he had never stayed out so late before. Since that time he
  had not been heard of, or seen.


  And now, on Tuesday morning, when it could be assumed that Martineau was up to his neck in the investigation of the Northern Steel job, Clay had instructed the chief inspector to go personally
  to the General Hospital with regard to a body. Actually, that instruction should have been given to the coroners officer. But Clay had not put into words any thought that a body at the
  hospital might have some connection with the Northern Steel job.


  Nevertheless, the thought must have been in his mind. Had it not been, he would not have sent a busy senior officer to the hospital.


  Happen hes guessing right, Martineau mused. Its the first thing I thought of, too. It could be that Mr. Verney Barton is now a cinder.
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