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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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  decades.
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  Chapter One


  His friends were apt to describe Robert Purvis as looking like a schoolmaster: those less well-disposed towards him said simply that he was Himmlers twin.


  With cropped iron-grey hair, cold blue eyes which could, however, glint with dry amusement behind a pair of rimless spectacles, and a clipped moustache, the impression he gave was one of
  severity and forbidding rectitude.


  Looks like a something judge, a road-mender, who had known quite a number of the judiciary, had observed contemptuously on watching him come out of his front gate one day.


  This at least was nearer the mark, for Robert Purvis was, in fact, a solicitor and the second partner in the firm of Clifford Welling and Purvis of London, W.C.1.


  At this moment he was sitting in the study of his comfortable home playing patience with the faintly watchful appearance of one half waiting for something to happen. As he turned over the next
  card, a black queen, however, a look of cold, vengeful anger seeped from his eyes. It was the anger which he still felt at his wifes conduct in leaving him.


  Each time in the past three months when he had thought of itand there had been few hours of the day when he hadnt been reminded of her infidelityhis anger had smouldered
  anew.


  Not only had there been the wound to his vanity, which every man must experience when his wife deserts him for another, but there was the additional fact that shed done so for someone
  whom he regarded as a social inferior.


  He had managed to derive some satisfaction by turning an utterly deaf ear to her pleas for a divorce, and if tonight he was going to see her and play a small game of cat and mouse it was no more
  than she deserved.


  He finished the complicated patience he was playing and, draining his brandy glass, rose from his chair.


  Out in the hall sounds of music floated down from upstairs. He gazed up for a moment with an expression of indecision, then slowly mounting the stairs, he knocked on a door and without waiting
  for an answer entered. His daughter, Diana, sat curled on her bed with a rapt expression.


  Ive got to go out for a couple of hours, dear, he said.


  She nodded in time to the music which the gramophone was churning out. Where?


  He frowned. It would be asking too much, he supposed, to suggest she should turn the thing off while he was talking to her.


  To see a client. I shall be back by half past ten or eleven. She nodded again and he went on, Youre not going out again, are you?


  The music ceased abruptly and she slipped her legs off the bed and got up.


  No, daddy. She stretched and yawned. Im going to have an early night.


  Her father smiled at her with affection. What a sight you look in that sailors sweater!


  This? She pulled it out from her body and stared down at herself. Theres nothing wrong with it.


  Except that you have a nice figure but might as well be hiding a sack of potatoes beneath that thing.


  Oh, I can show off my figure when I want to, she said lightly, and sat down on the edge of the bed.


  Stepping across, he bent down and kissed her on top of the head. Your hair, too! It looks as though youve been snipping at it with a pair of blunt scissors.


  Ill probably wash it tonight. She smothered another yawn. Hows Charles getting on in the office? You never mention him.


  Her fathers expression hardened. All right. Why do you ask?


  She shrugged. Hes my half-brother, after all.


  Master Charles is also just a mite too pleased with himself, he said in a tone which made Diana wince, for its veiled menace. He turned to go. Well, I must be on my way.
  Good night, dear.


  Good night, daddy. As he moved towards the door, she asked idly, Whos the client youre going to see? Anyone I know?


  There was a slight pause. No; no one you know.


  He was relieved to note that her interest in the matter seemed purely casual: indeed, she had always been a completely uninquisitive child. Now, at the age of nineteen, she showed very little
  more concern about the adult world than she had as a little girl.


  Downstairs, he closed the front door behind him and turned his coat collar up against the raw October air. Then he walked round to the garage to fetch the car. A minute or two later he was
  driving away from the house.


  Streamers of mist hung low to the ground and he surmised conditions would probably get worse before he returned home. But he was a cautious driver and the greater part of his journey would be
  through well-lit suburban streets. It was only for this first mile or so, until he reached the main road, that he would have to proceed with particular care.


  Engaging a lower gear, he gently applied the foot-brake as the car descended into a dip. If there was mist anywhere, it was always worse here.


  As he reached the bottom, where the road bent slightly to the right, lights loomed suddenly in his direct path out of the opaqueness ahead. Cursing, he hooted and wrenched the steering-wheel
  over to the left. But almost at once there was a sound of tearing metal and an uncontrollable bumping. A fierce jolt sent his head hard against the windscreen.


  After that Robert Purvis knew very little more.


  * * *


  Three-quarters of an hour later, a chauffeur from one of the large houses in the vicinity was giving his employers poodle its last walk of the day when he came upon the
  scene of the accident.


  The mist had thickened and it was only through the dog tugging him in that direction that he saw the car at all.


  He thought at first that it must have gone off the road and into a tree, and been abandoned. But shining his torch through the drivers window, he suddenly caught his breath, for there was
  a man lying slumped across the front seat.


  A man who was clearly far beyond human aid.





  Chapter Two


  Detective Superintendent Simon Manton, who was in charge of the C.I.D. of I Division of the Metropolitan Police, initialled the last crime report of a thick pile in front of
  him and pushed back his chair.


  Too much paper work, not enough time out on the job! That was the resigned cry of overworked, under-staffed senior police officers all over the country.


  Stretching out a hand, he picked up an evening paper. The front page was taken up by a description of the final stages of a murder trial at the Old Bailey, which concerned the death of a young
  police constable who had been stabbed when trying to break up a brawl outside a dance hall in South London.


  Successive pages provided further evidence of the current crime wave, though it seemed that the days most spectacular one had come too late for the final editions.


  He turned to the stop press but there was nothing about it there either.


  There was a knock on the door and Detective Inspector Orde came in.


  Hello, Roger, I was just about to get you on the blower. Anything further come in about that bullion robbery?


  Only that they appear to have got clean away, sir.


  With 80,000 worth of gold? Manton said slightly incredulously, at the same time wondering how long a Detective Superintendent would have to live to earn such a sum.


  It seems so, sir.


  No suggestion that theyve headed our way with the stuff? Orde shook his head and Manton went on, Youve been in this division longer than I have. Know
  of anyone who might have had a hand in anything so enterprising?


  Detective Inspector Orde, a short, dark, trim man in his early thirties, with a neat moustache and watchful eyes, shook his head again. No, sir. It was obviously one of those raids
  carried out with military precision. The people taking part were just the combat troops: the brain that organized it would have been miles away at the time.


  How many were there in it?


  According to reports it was two or three. Nobody seems very sure. A short silence fell before Orde went on, It seems that the driver of the bullion van and his strong-arm
  companions were equipped to deal with every sort of assault except the one which was actually made.


  Tear gas, Manton said thoughtfully.


  Yes, a couple of canisters of it thrown into the van just as loading was finished. And then as soon as the driver and others were smoked out, two men wearing gas masks got in and drove
  off. It was as simple as that and it must have been all over in a matter of seconds.


  And the van?


  Found abandoned in a yard half a mile away about an hour laterempty.


  Anything useful on it?


  Orde smiled faintly. I gather, sir, that its being subjected to every test known to science to find that out. There were a couple of gas masks in the drivers cab.


  The door opened and uniformed Inspector Wolsey looked in.


  Seen Sergeant Strong, sir?Detective Sergeant Strong was the divisional photographer and finger-print officerTheres been a fatal accident down in the Dip
  and Im just off there now.


  Not much of an evening for photography, Manton observed. What was it, a head-on smash?


  I gather someones driven into a tree and killed himself, sir.


  In the Dip, did you say? Sure its our side of the boundary?


  Fraid so, sir.


  I Division of the Metropolitan Police was situated in the south-west corner of the District and shared a common frontier with a neighbouring county force, with the result that each showed an
  understandable wariness over investigating incidents on their border.


  When they were left to themselves again, Orde said, Know who the security officer with that bullion firm was, sir? Manton shook his head. Ex-Detective Inspector
  Bryer.


  I should think hell be an ex security officer as well by this time. I dont suppose his employers will feel too pleased at losing eighty thousand pounds, whether
  theyre insured or not.


  Hes the fellow Mr. Purviss wife has gone off with. You know, sir, Mr. Purvis, the solicitor, who lives at The Willows in Ridge Road.


  Yes, I know who you mean, though Ive never met him.


  Orde made a face which clearly showed his own feelings for the solicitor.


  The conversation became desultory and Manton, stifling a yawn, said, I suppose Id better stay around until Inspector Wolsey gets back. Lets go and have a beer. Ive
  swallowed enough office dust for one day. They left the room together.


  It was half past nine. Divisional headquarters were silent but unsleeping.


  * * *


  The next hour passed pleasantly. Orde liked his new chief and Manton, who had only recently been posted to a division after a longish spell at the Yard, was relishing the
  change. Although the hours were hopelessly irregular, he was enjoying being lord of his own manor after the somewhat cuckoo-like existence of a Detective Superintendent in the Yards Murder
  Squad, where one was liable to dispatch at a moments notice to outlying parts of the land as a sort of efficiency expert in crime solution.


  He put down his glass and with an air of considerable deliberation blew his nose. He feared he was starting a cold and knew that his wife, Marjorie, would berate him for not having taken the
  vitamin pills shed been buying for him. Poor Marjorie, she had not welcomed his transfer to a division. With his coming home at all hours or not coming home at all, she was apt to declare
  that she enjoyed neither the advantages of being a wife nor those of widowhood.


  Nevertheless, theirs was a happy home life and Robin, now twelve years old and their only child, had ensured that it would remain so.


  Manton passed a hand through his hair. It had thinned considerably in the past ten years, though nature had been kind in not concentrating her ravages in any one particular area. His face, which
  was thin without being lean always bore a healthy tan, and his eyes which everyone immediately noticed, were the clearest blue. Though now in his mid-forties, he weighed no more than he had twenty
  years earlier, and he could still play golf to a handicap of four. Indeed, in the summer months, when his hair became readily bleached and his complexion grew more tanned, he looked like someone
  who lived his days on a sea-side course.


  He rose and cast a relaxed eye across at the four officers who were playing an earnest game of snooker on the table at the far end of the canteen. He was about to stroll back to his office when
  Orde, who had left him a few minutes earlier, suddenly returned.


  Theyve just brought that car in, sir: the one in the accident Inspector Wolsey went out to investigate. I think you might like to have a look at it.


  Something in his tone caused Manton to look up inquiringly, but Orde said nothing further.


  O.K. Out in the yard, is it?


  Yes, sir.


  When they arrived in the yard which lay behind divisional headquarters, they found that the towing vehicle had unhooked itself and departed, leaving the car it had brought in standing forlornly
  in the circle of yellow light cast by a lamp on the wall. From the rear, there was no damage to be seen: from the front it looked as though a giant in hobnail boots had given it a vicious kick. The
  two men gazed at it in speculative silence.


  What smashed the windscreen? Manton asked at length.


  It looks as though a branch of a tree went through it, sir.


  Manton peered through the shattered glass. It must have made a nasty mess of him. The poor devil must have got a complete faceful of broken glass and tree.


  Inspector Wolsey says his face was unrecognizable, sir.


  Im not surprised. Have they found out who he was?


  Yes, sir, it was the chap we were talking about earlier, Mr. Purvis, the solicitor.


  Manton looked up sharply. Thats rather a coincidence, isnt it? Orde nodded and he went on, Have they identified him for certain?


  Its his car and there were documents in the dead mans wallet indicating he was Mr. Purvis.


  Hmmm. Has anyone been in touch with his home?


  Inspector Wolseys sent a patrol car there now, sir.


  Manton scratched beneath his chin and stared at the ugly weals which ran along the whole off-side of the car. He bent down to study them more closely and when he stood up found Inspector Orde
  watching him.


  There isnt any doubt how those marks were caused. They came from another vehicle scraping his side.


  Theyre more than superficial scrapes, too, sir. The other vehicle must have sustained quite a bit of damage itself.


  But nevertheless didnt stop.


  But didnt stop, sir, Orde repeated meaningly.


  Of course the other driver may have been tight: that would account for his not wanting to stop. Moreover its possible that he didnt realize hed caused Purviss
  car to run off the road into a tree. However, I suggest we get one of the lab boys along in the morning to examine the car. Wed also better have an SOS put out for the driver of this other
  vehicle.


  Right, sir. Ill arrange for that.


  Whos doing the P.M.?


  One of the pathologists at St. Ronans Hospital. P.C. Young accompanied the body in the ambulance and is standing by there.


  As they turned to leave the yard, a uniform sergeant came towards them.


  Ive just had a message back from the car that went to The Willows in Ridge Road, sir. Apparently the whole house is in darkness and they cant get any answer.


  * * *


  Inspector Wolsey was waggling the telephone receiver with an air of patient resignation when Manton entered his office. Looking up he said:


  Im trying to get through to the deceaseds son, sir. I want him to come and identify the body.


  I dont think youll find that theres anyone at home.


  The son doesnt live with his father, sir. He has a flat in Earls Court. Im ringing the number now. He suddenly gripped the instrument more tightly and focused his
  gaze on the mouthpiece. Hello . . . Id like to speak to Mr. Charles Purvis . . . Oh, Mr. Purvis, this is Inspector Wolsey speaking from Heather Heath Police Station. Are you related
  to Mr. Robert Purvis the solicitor who lives in a house called The Willows in Ridge road? . . . Yes, well Im afraid hes been involved in a car accident . . . yes, very seriously . . .
  yes, Im afraid so. I was wondering, Mr. Purvis, if you could come along to St. Ronans Hospital . . . yes, thats the one . . . Wed like you to identify your
  fathers body and help us over one or two small formalities . . . May I take it that you will inform the rest of your family as you think necessary? . . . All right, Mr. Purvis, thank you.
  Either myself or another officer will be there. Ill let the hospital know that youre coming.


  He replaced the receiver on its cradle and looked up at Manton and Orde who had been the silent listeners to his conversation. He seemed to take it quite calmly.


  What is he?


  Hes a solicitor, too. I gather he was recently made a partner in his fathers firm.


  There was a pause, then Manton said, If the son has a flat in Earls Court and the wife has gone off with an ex-policeman, who does live at home?


  The daughter, sir, but presumably shes out.


  I think we ought to leave a message for her to phone here when she gets back, otherwise itll be a bit of a shock for her in the morning to find no father at home.


  Inspector Wolsey frowned thoughtfully. Im just trying to think, sir: I did hear something about the daughter recently . . . Yes, I remember now, one of the officers at Ridge Road
  Station was telling me about some arty-crafty chap who lives in the road and makes and sells chi-chi garden furniture. Apparently Purviss daughter works for the fellow. Gerard Frost,
  thats his name.


  Manton nodded without undue interest. He looked at his watch. It was a few minutes after eleven and he reckoned there was nothing further to keep him from his bed.


  I think Ill be pushing off. I cant see what else we can do tonight. Ill leave the message at the Purvis house as I have to go that way. He walked across to the
  window and shielding his eyes peered out. It looks clearer.


  It is, sir. A bit of wind sprang up while we were out and most of the mucks dispersed.


  O.K., well, good night all. Ill be in about nine tomorrow morning. Meanwhile, you know where you can find meunfortunately.


  The three men grinned at each other.


  Good night, sir, Inspector Wolsey and Detective Inspector Orde echoed together.


  Ridge Road was about three miles from divisional headquarters which were situated at Heather Heath Police Station. Manton found The Willows without difficulty and parked his car at the roadside.
  As he walked up the short drive to the house he could see that it was still in darkness. Instead of approaching the front door, he took the path that led to the garage at the side. Its doors were
  wide open and it was empty. Since it had room for only one car, the deduction was obvious. Passing through a side gate, he found himself on the lawn which ran at the back of the house. There was no
  more sign of life here than at the front and he retraced his steps, pushed a brief note through the letter box asking Miss Purvis to phone Heather Heath Police Station on her return, and went back
  to his car.


  Ridge Road was deserted and most of its houses were similarly in darkness. Only an occasional upstairs light shone demurely through the inky night. It was a long tree-lined road with wide grass
  verges and houses with pretentious names. Manton drove slowly past them and pictured their bowler-hatted occupants emerging in the morning, brief cases, rolled umbrellas and The Times in
  hand.


  He had almost reached the end where the road cut through a coppice and joined a major one, when his attention was attracted by a blaze of light from a house on his left. It was newer and smaller
  than most of the others and the lights from its downstairs windows lit up the front garden, which appeared to be heavily populated by gnomes, dwarfs and a whole race of coyly mischievous little men
  in a variety of idiotic postures.


  This, he reflected, must be where the arty-crafty Mr. Gerard Frost lived, and what was more it seemed certain he was at home. On an impulse, Manton stopped the car and got out. Just inside the
  front gate, a twinkling-eyed gnome pointed obsequiously to a wooden sign which bore, in Gothic letters, the inscription, GNOMELAND, the homeland of rustic
  crafts. Manton shuddered and walked up the path to the front door, averting his eyes to avoid looking at the small creatures who ogled him from a rockery and the banks of a lily pond.


  He pressed the bell and a sharp, metallic ring echoed through the stillness.


  The man who answered was about Mantons own age, but with a pale face and rather wild sandy hair. Manton got the impression that he was expecting someone else and that the arrival of an
  utter stranger was particularly unwelcome.


  Mr. Gerard Frost? he asked politely.


  Yes, the man replied nervously.


  Mr. Frost, Im Detective Superintendent Manton . . . The mans eyes opened wide in alarm, and a hand flew up and fiddled with his spectacles. . . . Am I right in
  thinking Miss Purvis works for you? Frost nodded and swallowed hard. You dont happen to know where she is at the moment, do you?


  Once more Frost appeared to be thrown into a state of near consternation. No, no, why should I?


  No reason at all, Manton replied with a disarming smile. But Im afraid weve rather bad news for her; her fathers been killed in a car smash this evening
  and we cant locate her.


  Killed in a car smash, but how terrible!


  Yes, he must have run off the road into a tree in the fog. He appears to have been killed instantaneously.


  Frost shook his head with a bewildered air. No, I havent seen her since she left to go home around six oclock, he said apologetically.


  And youve no idea where she was going this evening?


  No, no, none. Manton became aware that Frost was watching him as though mesmerized by his presence on the doorstep. Well, Im sorry I cant help you, if
  youll excuse me . . . I have some invoices to make out.


  Yes, of course, Mr. Frost. Im sorry to have bothered you. Good night.


  It was as he turned to go that a station wagon suddenly turned in off the road and a second later pulled up outside the front door.


  A young man got out and then paused in the act of closing the drivers door as he observed Manton standing in the shadow of the porch.


  This is Mr. Angel, one of my assistants, Frost said nervously.


  Good evening, Manton said pleasantly as Frost, now addressing the young man, went on, this gentleman is from the police. Hes looking for Diana: her fathers
  been involved in a bad car smash.


  Angel, who had been cocking his head attentively, received the news with a grimace which seemed to say that life was full of such twists and came round the back of the car towards them.


  Manton reckoned he was somewhere in his mid-twenties: short, dark and lithe and with the easy movements of an athlete. His eyes were alert, his lower lip full and firm, and when he smiled his
  right cheek dimpled. He had short springy hair and was wearing an Italian-style green suit.


  Assistant or boy friend, Manton wondered to himself. Later, much later, he was to learn that such suspicions were without foundation and that Ron Angel was healthily normal in this respect.


  Sorry to hear about Dis father, Angel said conversationally. Whend this happen?


  This evening, Manton replied. In the Dip. He ran into a tree and killed himself.


  Tch! The exclamation was no more than he might have made on being given a piece of rather tiresome news. Poor old Di. Hows she taken it? Oh, of course, thats
  why youre here, isnt it, youre looking for her.


  You havent seen her this evening, Mr. Angel?


  Me? No. A small smile played about his mouth when he spoke. He seemed amused at the thought that anyone should suppose he might have. He took off one of his gloves and rubbed his
  hand across his forehead, then studied it with a faint frown. Manton could see nothing wrong apart from a small smear of dirt just below his hair line.


  There seemed to be nothing more he could usefully do, and repeating his farewells, he turned on his heel. Almost immediately he heard the front door close behind him, and looking back over his
  shoulder he was able to confirm that Gerard Frost and his assistant had indeed lost further interest in him. His eye was caught by a motor scooter propped against the side of the house. An
  L plate hung loosely from the back of the saddle. Almost subconsciously he made a mental note of its registration number.


  When he reached his car he wrote it down in his notebook together with that of the station wagon in which Angel had driven up. As a police officer one never knew when such tiny scraps of
  information might not prove to be useful.


  After that, he drove straight home. Marjorie was reading in bed when he came in and looked up at him reprovingly.


  You said youd be back by ten this evening.


  I know I did, darling, but you didnt believe me, did you? He walked round to her side of the bed and kissed her affectionately. Have there been any calls for me in
  the last hour?


  She shook her head and, with an expression of dismay, asked, Youre not expecting to have to go out again tonight are you, Simon?


  No, he replied, slipping off his clothes in what was almost one continuous movement.


  Two minutes later, he had cleaned his teeth and was in bed himself.


  * * *


  On his way to Heather Heath Police Station the next morning, he decided to call in at St. Ronans Hospital and find out whether the post-mortem examination had been
  completed.


  It was normal practice to leave the P.M.s in cases where there was no suggestion of foul play to a hospital pathologist rather than call in one of the Home Office pathologists who were experts
  in forensic medicine and spent much of their time shuttling between courts, mortuaries and scenes of crime.


  St. Ronans Hospital was a huge sprawling building with a large number of prefabricated huts adjoining the main block.


  The mortuary was in the old part and tucked away at the back. Manton made his way there and entered.


  The room was deserted apart from a naked male body which lay on a cold slab in the middle of the floor. He walked over and gazed at it with dispassionate interest. The sight never worried him,
  it was only the smell that was liable to stick in ones nostrils for days afterwards.


  The mans scalp had been peeled back to reveal the skull and this, Manton noticed, was severely shattered in the frontal region. The branch of the tree must have come through the
  windscreen like a battering ram and caught him right in the middle of the forehead.


  He moved round behind the corpse and then noticed that the top of the skull had been cut away to give access to the brain. It had always struck him that brain looked particularly useless matter,
  just so much shapeless, uncooked waste.


  He cast an eye down the mans torso which had been opened and sewn up again. There didnt appear to be any external injuries apart from some grazes on the legs.


  He was about to leave the mortuary in search of someone when a white-overalled doctor came in followed by a police constable.


  Both men appeared to be considerably excited and as Manton introduced himself, the doctor said, Weve just been through to your headquarters on the phone. He put a hand into
  his overall pocket and pulled out a small bundle of cotton-wool which he carefully unrolled. There! he said excitedly, thrusting it towards Manton.


  For a few seconds Manton stared at it in silence, then looking up he asked, A bullet?


  A bullet, the doctor agreed, and in a quivering voice added, A bullet extracted from the deceaseds brain.


  Manton let his eyes drop again to the small rough-edged piece of metal which the doctor still held out in his hand.


  In that moment the death of Robert Purvis, solicitor, had turned into a case of murder.
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