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  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are
  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.
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  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for
  decades.


  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid
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  Chapter One


  It was a murder of a common sort, which would have been too common had there been only one in ten years: a twelve-year-old girl with fair hair, blue eyes and dimpled knees.
  There were many children of that type in Granchester.


  But even if chubby little blondes had been as rare in the city as quetzal birds, the police would have been uneasy about the possibility of a second crime. Child murder is habit-forming, and
  those minds which are fascinated by broken dolls are not usually concerned about their color. Moreover, such murders encourage imitators. Weve got to nail him quick, said
  Detective Chief Superintendent Clay to Detective Chief Inspector Martineau.


  Clay did not mean that the murderer must at once be crucified alive, but it was evident from the way he had been talking that he would gladly have ordered such a punishment had the law of the
  land allowed him. His small sharp eyes were black with angry concern. And even in his normal mood of brusque tolerance he did not believe in any measure for the mitigation of the punishment of
  criminals. This state of mind was not altogether his own fault. Criminals themselves had caused it. To use his own phrase, he had had them round his neck for thirty years.


  Quite clearly Martineau was not in disagreement with the C.I.D. chief. His eyes were clouded steel. He had had his bellyful of wrong uns too. As quick as we can, he said.
  But Im afraid its one of those jobs where therell be a lot to do.


  Well, Ive given you the men. And divisional boundaries are nonexistent as from now. Until the job is cleared, at any rate. So its all yours.


  Ah. Martineau was dry. Thanks a lot.


  Dont mention it. What do you propose to do? Apart from routine, I mean.


  At this point, is there anything but routine?


  I dont know. You were on it last night. I wasnt.


  All my men are out on the job. Ill send out the extra men youve given me. Im going out myself. Thats all, so far.


  Clay nodded, tacitly admitting that Martineau was right. It was one of those jobs that would take time. Youll get a line on somebody, no doubt, he predicted.


  There was no more to be said. Martineau went out to his car. He was on his way to see the parents of the murdered child. It was now ten oclock on Thursday morning. The murder had occurred
  sixteen hours earlier, in the darkness of a dry, foggy November evening. The location was Toad Wood, a section of the town which had scarcely a tree in the whole teeming square mile of it. The
  child, Lily Ellis, had apparently been on her way from her grandmothers house in Pitt Street to her own home in Percival Street. The journey, if completed, would have been not more than two
  hundred yards. This meant that in Toad Wood parlance the two houses were four streets apart, the streets being parallel rows of identical brick boxes with chimneys. Lily had walked a few yards to
  the end of Pitt Street, and along the byway called Cross Street, which had the ends of streets on one side and the five-foot wall of the Toad Wood Cricket Club on the other. Lily had not been tall
  enough to look over the wall, and it was assumed that the murderer had been. But it was not yet known whether he had approached or departed from the scene by crossing the cricket field. The ground
  was as dry as it ever was in late autumn and the turf was short; and there were no Australian police trackers on the strength of the Granchester force.


  The murderers bare hands had been his weapon, and his method a hard blow on the back of the neck followed by a stranglehold from behind. Medical opinion was unanimous in saying that he
  had short hands with stubby fingers; very strong hands, probably. There was no evidence of motive. Though the child had been nubile enough to show budding signs of womanhood, there had been no
  sexual interference, and clothes and underclothes were not disarranged. This was one of those nice, decent murderers.


  On the way to Percival Street Martineau had time to reflect that he would look nice at the end of a rope.


  In answer to his knock the door of Number 34 Percival Street was opened by Richard Ellis, Lilys father. Martineau entered the house with Detective Sergeant Devery at his heels. He had
  been there before, bcause this was his second meeting with the parents. In the course of more than two decades of police work he had been in homes of all kinds, and recently he had been impressed,
  as he was now, by the comfort of the modern working class home. The house was half a century old, but the home was up-to-date. The furniture was not perhaps the most expensive in the
  world but it was stylish and comfortable. Everything shone with cleanliness. The television set and radiogramophone in the living room and the electric cooker, washer and refrigerator in the
  kitchen all showed that times were never better. Nancy Ellis was a working wife. It was reasonable and desirable for her home to have all those amenities, and no doubt she took them for granted. To
  Martineaus generation such luxury had not always been possible.


  The chief inspector already knew that Mrs. Ellis was twenty-eight years of age, and therefore very young to be the mother of a twelve-year-old. But she was a dark, buxom lass of the sort to whom
  full puberty would come early, and no doubt this quality had been passed on to her blonde daughter. She had been married at the age of sixteen, and her bridegroom had been seventeen. Now at
  twenty-nine Dick Ellis still had the look of a boy, though a strong and sturdy one. He was still noticeably blond, with a fresh, guileless face and clear blue eyes. There was an air about him which
  suggested a rash and fiery disposition. It was fairly safe to assume that when he had been married at seventeen his mother had thought it a shame.


  Ellis was a motor mechanic by trade, and his wife was a seamstress in a clothing factory. It had been her custom to see that the child Lily was dressed and away to her grandmother in Pitt Street
  by eight oclock in the morning, leaving herself enough time to get to the clothing factory by half past. Except for weekends, Lily always had breakfast at her grandmothers, lunch at
  school and after school she would again go to her grandmothers until half past five. At that time she would go to her own home to find that her mother had arrived and was preparing a meal.
  It was at half past five the day before that she had been waylaid and killed, and the day had been a Wednesday. At six oclock her father had gone to see why she was so late. On learning that
  she had set off for home at the usual time, he went to look for her and found her body on the other side of the cricket-ground wall. When he made the discovery he was accompanied by Lilys
  grandfather, who was his own father, William Ellis.


  At this second interview, it was Dick Ellis who asked the first question. Tell me one thing, he demanded. Had she been interfered with?


  Martineau supposed that to the father of a little girl the question could be important. He replied, According to the preliminary medical report, there was no sexual interference. You
  didnt see any signs when you found Lily?


  No, said Ellis. I never looked.


  Recollection of finding the body seemed to make him sick with grief. Perhaps it was that look on his face which made Nancy start crying again. Ellis did not go to comfort her. Perhaps he thought
  he had enough sorrow of his own.


  Did Lily ever mention being approached by a man, at any time? Martineau asked.


  No, said Ellis, and his weeping wife shook her head.


  Had she ever mentioned any of her friends or schoolmates being approached?


  Ellis looked at Nancy. She managed to say no, though she choked on the word.


  Was she a cautious child?


  She were cautious enough, Ellis asserted. Shed been told never to have naught to do wi strange men, and as far as I know she never did.


  Now Martineau looked directly at the man. Is there anybody in the neighborhood, anybody at all, who you feel might be likely to do something like this?


  Ive thought about that. I cant think of nobody.


  You, Mrs. Ellis?


  She was blowing her nose. She shook her head.


  Now I want you both to think carefully. I must be sure that nothing was taken from Lily. Was she wearing any sort of ornament or trinket? Anything at all?


  The parents thought. It was the mother who answered. No. She were wearing nothing fancy. No brooch or aught.


  Very well, said Martineau. His questions went on, about neighbors, about relatives, about friends and acquaintances, about people who had called at the Ellis home for any reason
  whatsoever. He asked about tradesmen and delivery men who served the street and, with particular emphasis, about youths who lived round about; bullies, rough boys, bad boys, Teddy boys, strange,
  shy or unusual boys, boys who went about in gangs. He was given a number of names, which he noted. They would make routine work for his subordinates. Every one of them would be the subject of an
  inquiry.


  After the parents, Martineau interviewed the grandparents Ellis. At their home the sorrow was, if anything, more poignant. The little girl now dead had been the only child of an only child, and
  the impression was tacitly given that the grandparents did not expect that there would be another. Lilys conception had been an accident, and the young Ellises were not the sort to have
  children on purpose. They had learned how to enjoy conjugal relations without fear of pregnancy, and now Nancy would have an unshakably valid reason for refusing any such ordealshe had lost
  her first child in the most distressing circumstances. Not that either Dick or Nancy had wanted to lose Lily. That was made clear. Their grief was genuine, and deep. The child had been loved and
  well cared for.


  Leaving the older Ellises, Martineau went to talk to the grandparents on the mothers side. Here were a man of forty-six and a woman of forty-four who had a big family and were, so to
  speak, still in production. There was a new model due to come off the assembly line in about three months, Martineau guessed. This family, Waters by name, lived in Walpole Street, six streets away
  from Percival Street. The Waters of Walpole Street had fourteen children, of whom Nancy Ellis was the eldest. The grief on this side of the family was extremely vocal but perhaps not so deeply
  felt. Mr. and Mrs. Waters had nine more grandchildren. They had lost grandchildren before, though not in this particular way.


  The Waters were anxious to help but they had no real information to give. They may have thought it strange when Martineau insisted on writing down the names and ages of all little Lilys
  young aunts and uncles. He did this on the assumption that some of those youngsters in their teens would be worth talking to. They might know more than their elders about certain Toad Wood
  characters.


  The chief inspector visited only the family, and that was but a small part of the work being done. Before the last bedroom light was extinguished in the neighborhood that day, every house would
  have been visited by a detective officer. Tomorrow, inquiries would be more definitely aimed, following the written or telephoned hints and suspicions of those members of the public who thought
  they could help. Martineau knew that this sort of thing might go on for weeks. He did not allow himself to be dismayed by the prospect. What had to be done would be done.


  


  Chapter Two


  Detective Constables Brabant and Robieson spent the whole day in Cross Street, more or less on the scene of the murder. On the other side of the wall by which they stood men
  were traversing the cricket field foot by foot, looking for anything that might be a clue. It was a rather hopeless search carried out meticulously. There was not the incentive which comes from a
  chance of finding a weapon. In this case the murder weapon was a pair of hands which now, no doubt, were busily employed on some workaday task.


  Other detective officers passed and repassed, following their inquiries from house to house and street to street. Robieson and Brabant were inclined to envy them. A bitter wind had chased away
  the fog, and it blew unceasingly. Cross Street seemed to be a natural channel for it, but the two men turned up their collars and endured it. Their duty was to accost every passer-by regardless of
  age or sex and enquire about his or her errand, direction of journey, from whence to where, name, address, occupation and recent movements. People came and stared at them from a safe distance,
  until driven away by the cold. Reporters came to look at the spot which they thought might be X and in some cases they took photographs. But not more than a dozen people passed with the air of
  having somewhere to go, and none of these had any information for the police.


  By five oclock it was quite dark but the two policemen realized that if there was to be a reward for their patience it would be in the next hour or so. Men and women would be passing on
  their way home from work. Some of them might have passed along Cross Street at the same time yesterday.


  People came, were questioned, and allowed to go. And then at twenty-six minutes past five came Ramus Wood. He startled Brabant by looming above him on the cricket-ground wall, then dropping
  lightly to the ground.


  Ramus was small, sturdy, muscular, with a thin, weather-beaten, ugly face and steel-rimmed spectacles. He seemed to be in his early forties. His clothes and cap were drab and shapeless, his
  turned-down gumboots were stained with clay-colored earth, and the muffler round his neck was no describable color at all. He wore no overcoat. A one-pint beer bottle protruded from a sagging
  pocket of his jacket, and a folded newspaper could be seen in the other. He halted and looked up at Robieson when that quite large young man accosted him, and even by street-light his face showed
  clearly that he cared not who Robieson was, and did not fear him.


  Whats up? What yer want? he demanded. His voice was harsh and strong, entirely masculine.


  Do you pass this way regular at this time? the detective wanted to know.


  Whats it got to do wi you?


  Im a police officer.


  Well, Im a member of Toad Wood Cricket Club. Ive a right to come across that field.


  Im not worried about that. Dont you read the papers?


  I do when I get home. Ive never no time in a mornin.


  You havent seen a paper today?


  No.


  A little girl was murdered just here at half past five last night.


  Ah, I heard summat about it at work. I didnt know it were here.


  I see. Did you pass this way at this time last night?


  Aye, but happen a few minutes sooner. Bus were late tonight. Eigh! I didnt do it, yer know. And I didnt see no little girl.


  Did you see anybody?


  Yers. I saw a feller.


  Where? About here? What was he doing?


  He were at that corner there, hangin about. Like as if he were waitin for somebody. When I come over twall he slipped round corner out of sight. When I come up to
  tcorner I couldnt see him nowhere. I never heard him, either. He mustve run on his tiptoes an disappeared in tfog. I thought happen it were some feller
  waitin for a woman, an he didnt want me to see him.


  What was he like? It was Brabant who spoke now, and his voice was eager.


  Ramus turned and looked at Brabant before he answered. Are you a bobby an all? he queried. Yer dont look big enough.


  Hes a bobby all right, Robieson answered. What was this man like?


  Well, it were foggy, yer know. I didnt get to see his face, Hed be about my height, five foot eight.


  Robieson had his notebook out. Youre sure he was about your height?


  Yers. Near enough.


  Five foot eight, the policeman repeated solemnly, as he wrote down 55".


  He were thickset, a bit fat, happen. He looked as if hed have a round face, but I couldnt be sure.


  He wasnt thin, at any rate.


  No. You can be sure about that.


  Any idea of his age?


  Youngish, Id say.


  What makes you think that?


  The way he moved.


  Not a teen-ager?


  No. Not so likely, at any rate. Id say he were a man.


  What was he wearing?


  Like I told yer, it were foggy. I think he had a dark topcoat. Dark clothes altogether, I think.


  A hat?


  No. He were bareheaded. Dark hair.


  Robieson nodded, not forgetting that he might at that moment be talking to the murderer, come back to the scene of his crime to see what the police were doing. Can you tell us anything
  more about him?


  No, I dont know as I can.


  Did you ever see him around here before?


  I never saw him at all before.


  Would you mind giving me your name and address?


  Ramus complied. He lived not far away, in Sheridan Street.


  Whats this? Brabant asked, touching the neck of the beer bottle.


  Its a bottle, said Ramus with contempt. Seemingly he had decided that he did not like Brabant.


  Its empty, said Brabant.


  Its me tea bottle, was the irritable retort. Im a quarry-man.


  Brabant did not know of the quarry workers habit of drinking cold tea, without milk or sugar, which they carried to their work in a bottle for convenience. But Robieson knew and explained
  briefly.


  Brabant perceived that he was not liked, so he adopted the role of hard man. If it became necessary to put any pressure on Ramus, he would do it.


  There arent any quarries around here, he said.


  Theres Hillside Sand an Gravel Company at Boyton, Ramus snarled. That isnt a thousand mile away.


  Dont badger the man, Robieson snapped at Brabant, thus falling into the role of soft man. Is that where you work, Mr. Wood?


  Aye, it is. Ive worked there twenty year.


  All right, we wont detain you any longer. A police officer may be coming to see you, to get a written statement.


  That seems like a waste of time. Ive told yer all I know.


  A lot of police routine seems wasteful, Robieson agreed.


  He was quite satisfied that the business of taking a statement should appear to be futile. Ramus would have to tell his story twice and the two versions would be compared. Moreover, the officer
  who visited him would see his home and would be able to form a clearer opinion of his character.


  The two detectives watched the sturdy figure recede along the ill-lit byway. For a short man, Ramus had a long stride. In spite of the active way he had negotiated the wall, it was rather a
  heavy stride.


  It must be hard work, quarrying, Brabant commented.


  Theyve tried to make it easy, but they cant, said Robieson, who had been bred in the hill country north of Boyton.


  Brabant was a man who never missed a discrepancy. He said sand and gravel. Surely they dont quarry sand?


  They quarry soft sandstone and crush it. It makes the very best building sand.


  For concrete?


  Give the gentleman a coconut, said Robieson. It made a nice change. In general knowledge Brabant was usually a hop, skip and jump ahead of him.


  Brabant ignored the sarcasm. He was still thinking about Ramus. When a man has worked hard all day and hes coming home cold and hungry, you wouldnt think hed be
  interested in little girls, would you?


  No. Nor big ones either. All hell want is to get home to his meal and then sit in front of a fire with his feet up.


  Brabant shivered as a gust of icy wind swept along the street. Thats me, too, when I get home, he said.


  Ill have a fire halfway up the chimney, Robieson rejoined. Then he went on thoughtfully, I never asked that fellow if he had a wife and family. A bachelor of his age
  could be a comic.


  Ramus Woods description of a loiterer was the only interesting item in the first days enquiries. Ramus was visited at his home that same evening by Detective
  Sergeant Devery. The substance of his statement differed little from Robiesons notes, but the sergeant learned that Ramus was indeed a bachelor, and that he lived alone. But his living room
  was as neat and clean as if a woman kept it and a glimpse of his kitchen as he hospitably brewed tea also indicated a good housekeeper. He admitted that he did everything himself, including washing
  and ironing. Its easy when theres only one, he said.


  His method, he explained, was to start his evening meal on the cooker as soon as he entered the house. While meat was grilling and potatoes were boiling he lit the fire and did as many odd jobs
  as he had time for. That way, he said, he could do a lot of his household work without much sacrifice of leisure. In cold weather, by the time he had eaten his meal there was a good fire. He could
  sit at ease and read the paper, then watch television. Often, he admitted, in cold weather too he would fall asleep in front of the fire, eventually having to rouse himself to go to bed. He
  declared without self-pity that his lonely life was not much more than work and sleep from Monday to Friday. Only on Friday nights and during the weekends did he dress himself up and go out.


  Dont you ever go out during the week? Devery asked.


  Aye, once in a while. When I feel like it. Once in a fortnight or three weeks, happen.


  He did not answer the sergeants seemingly idle questions about his weekend activities. His attitude tacitly indicated that his weekends were his own affair, as indeed they were. It
  certainly was difficult to see what connection they could have with a murder in Cross Street on a Wednesday evening.


  Just one thing I didnt ask, Devery said. This man you saw, would you know him again?


  Now youre askin me. I dont know. If I saw him again I might know him or I might not. It were dark an it were foggy.


  Would you be prepared to try to identify him?


  Yer mean swear to him? Swear his life away, happen? I dont think I could be sure enough for that.


  Ah well, thanks all the same, Devery said, and he departed. And when he had gone Ramus stared at the fire and thought about murder. He enjoyed a small but satisfying sense of
  importance in being, so to speak, mixed up in such a crime. Another sort of wily pleasure arose from the fact that he had not told everything about that loiterer. His reason for failing to do so
  was not quite clear even to himself. He summed it up: If I tell em everything, theyll be as wise as me.


  He was quite sure that he would know that fellow again when he saw him. He had seen the round face quite clearly. An he were up to some sort of mischief, he told
  himself. I could tell as soon as I set eyes on him.
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