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  Chapter One


  Greta


  IN THE SUMMER of 1948 a young woman called Greta Mannheim, who was employed as a housekeeper by a Mrs. Derry, of London, S.W.7, went for a
  fortnights holiday, ostensibly to Torquay, and did not return. She was due back on the Saturday evening and when she did not arrive Mrs. Derry became disturbed.


  The Bannisters are coming to lunch to-morrow, she reminded her husband, and I dont know how we shall manage without Greta.


  Oh, she probably didnt understand you expected her before Monday, replied easy-going Tom Derry. Anyway, its a good excuse for putting the Bannisters
  off.


  But she must be back to-night, his wife insisted. She went with the Fillsons, a sort of holiday au pair. Gwen Fillson offered to pay her hotel expenses for the
  fortnight if she would lend a hand with the children, do a bit of baby-sitting and so on, and Gretas so close with her money she jumped at the idea.


  Rather a busmans holiday for her, objected kind-hearted Tom. But May Derry said, Oh well, she doesnt know anyone, and she doesnt seem to have any
  relations. As a matter of fact, I believe they were all wiped out by a bomb, one of ours, Im afraid, in 1944. And then she hates parting with money, never spends a penny if a halfpenny will
  do. I should think shes saved practically everything shes earned since shes been with us. She does knitting for one of the big shops, too, in her spare time. She must have
  quite a comfortable little nest-egg laid away.


  Perhaps, said Tom lightly, she has Someone to Keep. But his wife returned in serious tones that in that case she would hardly have gone to Torquay.


  And in point of fact, she hadnt.


  But that only leaked out later.


  I dare say the Fillsons have changed their plans at the eleventh hour, went on Tom sensibly. Decided not to come back till to-morrow. I wouldnt worry, old girl. We
  can take the Bannisters to a restaurant, if you must have them.


  There was no sign of Greta the next day, and the Derrys did have to take the Bannisters to a restaurant. It was during the meal that Mrs. Bannister happened to mention that she had seen Gwen
  Fillson at church that morning.


  So they are back? exclaimed Mrs. Derry.


  They came back last night. I thought you knew.


  Then what on earth has happened to Greta?


  As soon as they got back to the house May rang up Gwen Fillson.


  Greta? said Gwen. But she didnt come with us. You knew that.


  What do you meanI knew that? I thought


  My dear, Greta came to us a day or two before we were to leave, when all our plans were cut and dried, to say that youd asked her if she could postpone her holiday because your
  sister was coming to stay.


  My sisters in America, retorted Mrs. Derry grimly. What a little liar! All I can tell you is that she departed with a suitcase on the Saturday, as arranged, and I
  understood she was meeting you at Paddington. Well, where on earth can she be?


  Gwen Fillson giggled. Gone off with a boy-friend, I expect. Had she any?


  Mrs. Derry drew a deep breath. Now you come to speak of it, I remember that when Tom took me to dinner at the Palace on my birthday, the first person I saw in the dining-room was Greta
  with a man. She was wearing my dark-red dress that had got too small for me, and shed altered it very cleverly and added a very striking belt. I must say she looked very
  distinguished.


  Gwen was interested at once. What was he like?


  One of those dark slightly sinister-looking men who are irresistible to women. They were drinking wine, too, the sort that comes in a wicker cradle. Tom and I drank lager.


  Well, said Gwen, with conviction, theres your answer. Shes gone off with him. I always thought she was almost too good to be true.


  Shes very respectable, May began to protest feebly, but Gwen said boisterously, Oh, I know the Lady-Killer type. Sweep the nicest girls off their feet. And clearly
  shes not getting married to the creature, or shed have stayed on a bit longer to get a wedding-present. Listen, May, have you looked in her room?


  N-no. I never dreamed


  You go and see how many of her things shes left there. Of course, if she hasnt taken them she is coming back, unless, of course, shes been murdered. But my bet would
  be . . .


  May didnt stay to listen to that. She dashed down the receiver and hurried up the stairs. The missing Gretas room was as empty as a cage with the door wide open. In the wardrobe
  dangled a few austerity coat-hangers; the chest of drawers held not so much as a pin. In the waste-paper basket was a crumpled buff envelope marring the complete anonymity of the room. Mrs. Derry
  automatically picked it up. It was addressed to Greta in the girls own hand-writing.


  My dear! exclaimed Mrs. Bannister, thrilled by this development. Hadnt you better take a look round and make sure nothing of yours has flitted with her?


  But there was nothing missing that hadnt belonged to the absent girl.


  I did think it queer there wasnt even a postcard from Torquay, May Derry acknowledged. Then I remembered how careful Greta was with her money, and, anyway,
  shed expect Gwen to be writing, and probably shed mention Greta.


  And didnt Gwen write?


  Not a line. Well, she thought Id played her a poor sort of trick. I quite understand now.


  She laid the crumpled envelope on the table. Paul Bannister, who practically lived on detective stories, leaned over and picked it up.


  The Solitary Clue, he gloated. Hallo, I say, do you know what this is?


  An envelope, said Tom, who didnt like the Bannisters, and on the whole, disliked Paul more than his wife.


  Ah, but what kind of an envelope? Ill tell you. This once held a Post Office Savings book. Therefore, Superintendent Bannister deduces that the missing girl drew her all before
  embarking on her mysterious journey.


  Not necessarily her all, objected Tom. More than three pounds.


  She certainly wouldnt have needed any extra money to go away with Gwen, said May decidedly. She had a months pay that was due to her, and I gave her her
  holiday money, too. She asked for it, now I come to think of it. I thought at the time it was a bit queer.


  Oh, shes gone for the duration, you can depend on that, trumpeted Paul. You wont see her smiling face again.


  And that was true.


  I never want to hear her name again, said Mrs. Derry violently.


  And she didnt, not for a long time, and then only as one of a list of credulous females whose hearts had proved considerably stronger than their heads.


  Paul wanted Mrs. Derry to go to the police, but Tom wouldnt hear of it.


  Whats the sense? You cant charge her with anything except breach of contract, and you know what the great mutton-headed British Publics like. Poor refugee, both her
  parents killed by our bombers, runs away from employer. I dont care if you treated her like a princess, before you know where you are, people will be nudging each other and saying
  theres no smoke without fire, and girls dont leave good homesoh, everybody will know you starved her and overworked her and probably put her to sleep in a dungeon. And you
  wouldnt get your money back, and you wouldnt get the girl. No, no. Cut your losses and go round to that fiddle-de-dee agency in the morning and see what they can offer you.


  We shall never get another Greta, mourned his wife. The house always looked like Buckingham Palace. She could make a kitchen spoon look as if it were made of sterling
  silver. One thing, she neednt think she can come creeping back to me with a hard-luck story.


  But there was no likelihood of Greta Mannheim doing any such thing.


  On the very day after this conversation the coroner of Parkmoor Bay held an inquest on the body of a young woman who had signed her landladys visitors book as
  Greta Jones and who had been drowned in a regrettable boating fatality on the previous Friday. The body had been carried down by the action of the tide and had not been recovered until Sunday
  afternoon, by which time it bore little resemblance to the smart girl who had been the envy of all Mrs. Derrys neighbours.


  The inquest was sparsely attendedthe dead girl appeared to have no relations, and there was no actual proofin the absence of documents, all of which had gone down with
  herthat her real name was Jones. She had handed the landlady an emergency card, and carried all her papers about with her, so the most curious could learn nothing of her past history. The
  chief witness was a man who gave his name as Henry Grant, a tall, dark personage with the slightly sinister good looks so few women can resist. He said that he had met the deceased on a coach the
  previous week; she told him she had come north for a holiday and had just arrived. He did not know her home address or anything about her past life.


  You know how it is, said the witness with a kind of confident distress. Youre on holiday, you meet an attractive girl, shes ready to come half-way and you
  decide to go about together just while the holiday lasts. Theres nothing permanent on either side; for all I knew she was a married woman though she didnt wear a ring. When we got
  back from the ride I suggested she might like to meet me that evening, so we had a drink together and then we took a bus into the town and went to the pictures. After that we were together most of
  the time.


  And she told you nothing about herself?


  It wasnt that sort of relationship. The past and the future didnt enter into it. It was one of thousands of similar relationships that start up on boats or trains every
  year; each of you is alone, you like the look of the other, you thinkWell, why not do things in pairs instead of just on our own? All Greta told me about herself was that she had a job
  somewhere, mothers help or something I think it was, but she didnt want to talk about it. I didnt talk about myself either; we just went about together for a few
  days.


  At the end of the first week Grant suggested that they might take a boat and go for a sail one afternoon, and Greta welcomed the idea. When the day they had fixed came there was a heavy swell
  on, and he had suggested postponing the excursion until it subsided. But Greta would not listen. I warned her I couldnt swim, said Henry Grant, but she simply laughed.
  She said if there was an accident she was quite capable of life-saving me. She laughed as she said it. We were all joking, you must understand. There were various people standing by and some of
  them joined in. Well, we went to the caf for a cup of coffee, and then I went down to see about the boat. The boatman warned me about the swell, but he didnt refuse to let his boat
  go outI wish to heaven now he hadand we set forth. Everything went perfectly well for a time till we were struck by a particularly heavy wave. The boat tilted, Greta screamed, and I
  shouted to her to keep her head. If there hadnt been another heavy wave almost at once everything would have been all right, but before the girl could pull herself together the second wave
  struck us and she went over the side. I leaned over and pushed an oar in her direction, shouting to her to catch hold. But she seemed stupefied. I think she must have hit her head on the side of
  the boat as she went over, because she went down like a stone. I leaned over the side and tried to grab her, and that did itthe boat went over and we were both in the water. I caught at the
  upturned keel and managed to keep afloat till someone rescued me. We were lucky to be seen from the shore.


  There was inevitable criticism of the mans behaviour, the romantics, female for the most part, considering that he should have made greater efforts to save his companion.


  There was nothing more I could do, insisted Henry in a steady voice. If I had let go the boat I couldnt have saved her, and I should have been drowned
  myself.


  Some of the critics thought this would have been a more suitable development, and certainly it would have saved a lot of subsequent trouble, but the men said it was the girls own fault,
  she had insisted on going, and it wasnt fair to blame the fellow. And some of the other women insinuated that any girl who picked up an acquaintance in this casual manner deserved whatever
  came to her.


  The police made the routine inquiries, which got them precisely nowhere. The girl had taken her room on the day of her arrival, and the address in the visitors book simply said London.
  She had had no letters and made no confidences.


  The landlady said one thing that struck the suspicious men like Arthur Crook, for instanceas a little odd. She said that once she saw the girls bag open and it seemed
  stuffed with notes.


  She carried them everywhere, added Mrs. Mercer, tossing her stiffly-permed head. Didnt trust me, I suppose. And whats more, I dont believe her name
  was Jones. She didnt talk English not like you and me.


  Medical evidence was to the effect that death was due to drowning, following a blow on the skull, consonant with having struck her head against the side of the boat when it overturned.
  VerdictDeath by Accidental Drowning.


  On the following day Henry Grant left Parkmoor Bay.


  And quite right, too, observed one Mrs. Mopp to another, over their morning cup of char. I wouldnt let a kitten drown the way he let her. And saying he cant
  swim! Believe it or not, dear, I saw him on the beach one morning early, swimming away like a seal.


  You never! Grace, you ought to tell them that.


  And a nice fool Id look, said Grace scornfully, when he said it wasnt him at all. All the same, he done it, you mark my words.


  But why should e? You ave to ave some reason.


  Not if youre a man, you dont, said Grace darkly. You neednt tell me. Ive ad two usbands and both of em as unreasonable as
  you could wish. Besides, what about all that money she carried about?


  It went down with er, in er bag.


  Thats what e says, dear, thats what e says. But oos to know if My Lords telling the truth?


  Crook said much the same thing. He saw the report of the inquest, if Mrs. Derry didnt. She didnt as it happened, for that was the week when someone tried to
  assassinate a Cabinet Minister in the name of patriotism, and very nearly succeeded, so that the death by drowning of a foreign national was too small beer to make the London press. Crook loved
  murder. He paid a press agency a handsome annual fee to send him cuttings of all the so-called accidents, no matter how obscure, and when he didnt agree with the coroner, which occurred
  quite often, he stuck the report into an enormous book called Tombstone Serenade, observing, like another character in a similar lady-killing case, We shall hear of him
  again.






  Chapter Two


  Beryl


  IN OCTOBER of the same year the small market town of Marchester was pleasantly stirred by the arrival of a tall dark man of
  unquestioned charm, calling himself Henry Gardiner. He first attracted the attention of a number of ladies who were in the habit of stopping at Alicias Tea-Rooms for elevenses five mornings
  out of six. Alicia was run very capably and profitably by a Miss Beryl Benyon, a spinster in early middle-age, who had bought the derelict tea-rooms known as The Haunt of the Leprechaun immediately
  after the war, and named them for the aunt whose death at the hands of a Jerry bomber had provided her with the wherewithal to enter the field of private enterprise. Everything comes to him who
  waits, and sometimes more than he bargains for.


  Henry Gardiner was certainly more than Beryl had ever dared to anticipate. Years of patient employment had at last brought her to the haven where she would beand the trouble about dames,
  said Arthur Crook, is that they never know where to stop. If Beryl had stopped in Alicias Tea-Rooms her subsequent history would have been less romantic but a good deal longer. Rumour said
  she made a packet out of the place, and Mrs. Carstairs, the vicars wife, thrilled everyone by quoting the case of a woman who made four thousand a year out of a similar establishment.
  Not in Marchester, said the Rev. John Carstairs. Anyone with an income of four thousand pounds here would be as conspicuous as an angel. All the same, she did well.
  She was a good organiser, the place was clean and pleasant, there were flowers on the tables, the cakes were new and there was no charge for use of cloakroom. This last had more to do with the
  popularity of Alicia than any man would have believed. Anyway, at eleven in the morning you could always count on the place being full; quite often two or three ladies could be seen sitting on the
  chairs thoughtfully provided beside the counter watching with lynx eyes for the sign of someone preparing to don gloves and pick up her shopping-bag and depart.


  People are so selfish, they would confide to one another in perfectly audible tones. This is a teashop, not a club. Look at that woman over there, just lighting a fresh
  cigarette. She finished her coffee quite five minutes ago. Miss Benyons too good-natured and thats a fact.


  For the most part it was ladies who patronised the caf. Of course out of term-time mothers brought their sons and aunts brought nephews, but you didnt often see men there. And so
  the appearance of a tall dark gentleman with an air of distinctionPossibly a foreigner, said Mrs. Tite to Miss Jenkinssitting alone at a table with the morning paper,
  aroused a thrill of interest. So courageous of him, they thought, venturing into this female kingdom.


  A lion among ladies, tittered Miss Bennett, who was the secretary of the local Shakespearian association.


  The same thought animated all their minds. Was he a new resident or merely passing through, in which case they couldnt be expected to take any great interest in him. If he was a
  residenthad he any encumberances? Bachelors in Marchester as elsewhere, were few and much run after, not only by those seeking a wedding-ring, but because an extra man or two was invaluable
  at bridge and cocktail parties. And then there were local activities. Could he, for instance, be roped into the Amateur Dramatic Club? reflected Miss Jenkins, its indefatigable secretary. How
  about the church choir? wondered sternly practical Mrs. Carstairs. Would he be good for a lecture to the Writers of To-morrow Association? Mrs. Tite would like to know. It wasnt easy to
  get established writers to come to Marchester, and the amateurs could hear each other talk any day of the week. A stranger, even if he didnt prove to be an author, would be a draw. And then
  he was such a fine figure of a man, so male, if you knew what they meant, as, of course, they all did. The men of the community all wore labelsso-and-sos
  husbandbrotherfather. Very few of them were allowed to exist in their own right. And then how debonair, how unconcerned the stranger seemed, so unlike the average unattended male who
  looked as though he would sooner plunge into a hive of bees than Alicia at eleven oclock in the morning.


  And so most of them would, said Lady Turner grimly. Ronalds the greatest coward I know, if he did win the V.C. in 1916.


  It was noted that Miss Benyon herself brought the stranger his coffee, and paused for a moment to talk to him before disappearing again into the kitchen premises. The ladies were waited on by
  the girls, all of whom had a good stare at the gentleman as they passed. The gentleman apparently unaware of any of them finished his coffee, folded his paper, paid his bill and
  marched out.


  Mrs. Tite and Miss Jenkins made a combined rush for his table. They told one another he might be an authorthat fine intellectual forehead, the brown lively eyes, the air of concentration.
  And then what a fine figure, tall and handsome. They wondered if he were married. Mrs. Tite said no. A husband wouldnt have come to Alicia alone.


  The next morning rather more residents than usual came to take their morning coffee at the teashop, but if they had hoped to catch another glimpse of the stranger they were disappointed. Then
  Mrs. Carstairs saw him coming out of the Lamb, and made one of the excuses that come so readily to a vicars wife to see the wife of the landlord.


  I do hope we can count on you for our jumble sale, she said, and from the jumble sale, though to the uninitiated this may sound improbable, she made an easy passage to the
  newcomer.


  Late in the year for visitors? she offered.


  Dr. Gardiners come over from South Africa. Hes been in England nearly a year, mostly in London, though hes travelled round a lot.


  I wonder what brought him to Marchester. Is he a medical man?


  Well, hes a doctor. Came over here to do some research and hes writing a book about it. Yes, he was telling us about life in South Africa. Makes you wish you could go there
  yourself.


  Is he staying long?


  Hes due back home next month, I understand. Would you believe it, he says hell be sorry to go.


  Dont bother about that man I was telling you about, Mrs. Carstairs told her husband at lunch.


  What man, dear? asked her husband.


  His names Gardiner and hes a doctor, and hes going back to South Africa.


  Lucky chap, said Mr. Carstairs.


  Why, John, you dont mean


  I suppose you couldnt persuade him to take Miss Jenkins with him? One of these days Marchester will be in the news. A clerical error.


  What nonsense you talk, John. Anyone can see youre not a murderer.


  Dont you be too sure. When I was chaplain at B Prison I used to be amazed at the sort of fellows who committed murder. You have an idea theyll carry the brand
  of Cain in their foreheads, be somehow different from other men, but if you saw a dozen fellows in this room and were told one was a murderer you wouldnt know which was which.


  Why are you telling me this? asked Mrs. Carstairs in perplexed tones.


  Because Im beginning to understand what drives perfectly normal decent men to murder. Good heavens, Georgie, I didnt take orders to fuss about the choir-boys surplices or embroidered hassocks.


  The next day the vicar was driving past the Lamb when Dr. Gardiner came out. Mr. Carstairs stood looking after him. The visitor crossed the street and walked along to Alicia, but he didnt
  go in by the shop door. Miss Benyon lived on her own premises, with a private entrance round the corner, and it was to this that Dr. Gardiner went. He seemed to have been expected for the door
  flashed open almost before the bell had stopped ringing. Mr. Carstairs glanced at his watch. It was six-thirty. Alicia did morning coffee, luncheons and teas, but not dinner. There would have been
  no custom for that meal at Marchester.


  Beryls got a beau, he told his wife on his return, but though he was smiling there was a puzzled look on his face.


  Where the heck, he was wondering, have I seen that chap before?


  That was October.


  In November Marchester was staggered to see an advertisement both in the local paper and in the London Post to the effect that a thriving teashop in a popular market town was being
  offered for sale, lock, stock, barrel and goodwill. The annual turnover was put at two thousand pounds. And when inquiries started it was found that the business in question was Alicia. Miss Benyon
  was bombarded with questions. You cant be giving up the shop, her customers (many of whom were her friends in the sense that they met at the pictures and other peoples
  modest dinner-tables, and of course in church on Sunday) protested. Why, its so successful.


  Im leaving Marchester, said Beryl. She was smartly dressed, well coiffured, very well turned out generally. She owned to forty-six but didnt look it; people
  sometimes wondered why she hadnt married, and then it appeared that that was just what she was going to do.


  But who? wondered the neighbourhood. All the bachelors were known by heart, and there wasnt one who seemed to fit the bill. But it seemed that Miss Benyon was going to marry Dr.
  Gardiner, and go back to South Africa with him. Thats why she was selling the business at a great sacrifice, she said frankly. She wanted ready cash. Mortgages were no use if you were going
  to be the other side of the world and it might be years before Henry could take another long holiday. She thought she had a good prospective buyer and she begged all her clients to give the
  newcomer a square deal. She flashed a beautiful engagement ring, an emerald set in a rose of diamonds.


  Two very nice spinsters were taking Alicia over, such an amusing couple, one tall and fair and very attractive well, not quite young but very decorative and a definite asset to
  Marchesterand the other short and dark and very business-like. They were simply devoted to each other, Miss Benyon reported, and the dark one had such a sense of humour.


  We call ourselves Beauty and the Beast, she told Miss Benyon. We had an arts and crafts shop once called that, but we had to give it up when the slump came. Foods
  much the most sensible thing to go in for, really, because people never get tired of that.


  Will you be married in the parish church? asked Mrs. Tite, disposing of the two spinsters in a breath. Time enough to worry about them when they came. Miss Benyon surprised them
  all by saying No. It appeared that Dr. Gardiner had got a small cottage in the country, the West Country, and they were going to spend their honeymoon there. He had about a month of his leave left,
  and then they would go back to South Africa together.


  Hes been doing research, but he has the cottage for his writing, Miss Benyon told them. He comes back to it every week-end. It sounds absolutely ideal for a
  honeymoon, like a cottage out of Hans Andersen.


  With fairies at the bottom of the garden, suggested someone flippantly. They were very glad about Miss Benyon finding her romance even if she had left it a bit late, but they did
  think she neednt look quite so delighted to be leaving them. And why not the parish church? asked Mrs. Carstairs.


  Then the truth had to be revealed. Dear Henry was a free-thinker. He didnt believe in church marriages and was insisting on a registrars office. I dont feel I ought
  to try to make him go against his conscience, said Miss Benyon seriously.


  At the end of November, Beauty and the Beast (really very aptly named, Marchester agreed) took over Alicia, and Beryl departed to love in a cottage, she declared.


  Have you heard from Mrs. Gardiner as I suppose we ought to call her now? Miss Jenkins asked Mrs. Lott about a fortnight later.


  Not a line.


  I call it rather ungrateful. After all, we did give her a clock for a wedding-present.


  Oh, being marrieds a full-time job, smiled Mrs. Lott. You wouldnt know.


  Did she give anyone the address? asked Mrs. Carstairs.


  It seemed as though she hadnt. Then came January, the month in which she was due to go to her new country. Perhaps shell find time to write on board ship, said her
  erstwhile friends. But not a card came, not a message, not a hint.


  She might be dead and buried, said Lady Turner sourly.


  Well, so she might.


  The New Year had come and gone, and now it was February, and still there was no news of the erstwhile Miss Benyon.


  Youd think shed send us a line, grumbled her friends. Or a photograph of her house.


  Perhaps shes ill.


  Why should she be?


  Marriage takes some women that way.


  Perhaps hes Bluebeard in disguise. That was romantic Miss Jenkins.


  Mrs. Carstairs repeated it to her husband. No, no, nothing of the kind, said he sharply. As a matter of fact, I dont mind admitting now I did have qualms. You know
  I said his face seemed familiar, but I couldnt place it, and then I suddenly remembered a chap called Miller at B Prison. Of course it was several years ago, and ones
  memory of faces grows thin, but the likeness was there.


  Even common-sense Mrs. Carstairs held her breath. What was he in for, John?


  Assaulting a woman with intent to robbery.


  John! But this is terrible. Do you think theres any possibility this is the same man?


  My dear, I beg of you to keep calm. No, I can assure you it is not. I was sufficiently troubled to get in touch with the governor, explaining my doubts, of course, and he was good enough
  to look up the records, and he assures me that Miller died early in the war. Bad company, Im afraid. The Rector sighed. Found dead at the foot of a quarry with a broken neck.
  Fell over when he was intoxicated, one fears. Only identifiable by his documents. Of course, during the war no one had much time to speculate about one rascal the less, for Im afraid there
  was no doubt about it, he was a thoroughly bad hat.


  You mean he fell over?


  Presumably.


  He might have been pushed.


  There was no evidence to that effect.


  If he wasnt found for ages how could there be any evidence?


  And no motive so far as we know.


  We dont know. Still, so long as hes dead he cant be the man who married Beryl. I suppose its a case of out of sight out of mind, but somehow one
  wouldnt have expected it of her. Well, its a relief you made sure.


  Yes. Oh, yes. Im perfectly easy in my mind that Miller has been dead for several years.


  He might have been less easy if he had chanced upon a paragraph in a local paper to the effect that a Mrs. Beryl Gardiner had had a fatal accident on a hill in a remote West Country district,
  when her car overturned. She was the sole occupant at the time, her husband, whom she had only recently married, having gone to town on business for the day. He had warned his wife to be careful
  driving, for he thought her inclined to take risks. The hill on which the accident took place was plainly marked Dangerous to Motorists, but she had, never-the less, attempted to
  take a pre-war car down the steep incline and at a critical moment the brake had refused work. A mechanic said that an essential nut had somehow worked itself loose. The coroner remarked, If people would realise the duty they owe the community as well as to themselves they would never take these old cars out without thoroughly overhauling them. If she had discovered the nut was
  loose this tragic accident need never have happened. The mechanic said it was very unusual for this particular part to work itself loose; it rendered the brake perfectly useless. The
  husband, a tall dark man, seemed quite dazed. He agreed that they had not been married long, they had been going to return to London as soon as he could find suitable quarters. He had originally
  hoped to take his bride to South Africa but certain difficulties had presented themselves, and he now proposed to remain in England.


  The coroner tendered him the sympathy of the Court and confirmed a verdict of death by misadventure.


  Again Henrys luck held.


  The news did not make the London papers, for it synchronised with a really terrible rail disaster in the North of England in which fifteen people lost their lives and twice that number sustained
  serious injury. The widower packed his possessions (and presumably those of the deceased) and left the cottage he had rented for a month some days before the expiry of the lease. During their stay
  the Gardiners had had little contact with their neighbours, though a few shopkeepers said they had appeared to be a devoted couple.


  It does make you wonder what Providence is up to, remarked one woman to another. Arthur Crook, who read the report of the inquest, put it rather differently. It made him wonder
  what the bereaved husband was up to. It was perhaps the merest coincidence, but this was the second inquest in which the chief witness had been a tall dark man with the initials H. G. In the first
  case a handbag containing a large sum of money (vide the landlady, Mrs. Mercer) had disappeared, gone to the bottom, said Mr. Grant. Bottom my foot, said the vulgar Mr.
  Crook. In the second a very little inquiry established the fact that the husband was the sole legatee and that the lady had not been precisely penniless. Mr. Crooks morbid temperament
  revelled in coincidences of this kind; he was always on the look out for them, saying you never knew when that sort of information might come in useful. This collection of details about such
  fatalities might be called Arthur Crooks hobby. Every accident, he held, may conceal a murder, though admittedly the majority do not. Still, like the unfortunate Beryl, he was a natural
  gambler. Me, I back a nice little mare name of Murder, he would announce in expansive moments. His was a suspicious nature, and when rich old women or tiresome husbands or
  obstructive wives passed on at moments exceedingly convenient to their heirs or married partners he always pasted the cutting into Tombstone Serenade.


  When he read Mr. Gardiners admission that he couldnt drive he remembered another man, answering to much the same description, who stated at an inquest that he
  couldnt swim. In each case the man had been seen in the company of the subject of the inquest; in one case he had been involved but had not lost his life; in the other he had most
  fortunately chanced to be out of the car on the sole occasion that something went wrong.


  The Not So Holy Innocent, remarked Crook to his A.D.C., Bill Parsons. Funny the brakes should go just that one day when he was in London. And how come that nut worked
  itself loose? In my opinion nuts have their own Trade Union, never do a stroke more than they need. Ive been driving a car for thirty years and Ive never known that particular nut to
  work loose of itself. Next thing we shall hear is that the widow left a nice little prize packet, and Hubby inherits every penny of it. In fact, I wouldnt put it past him to have taken out a
  life assurance on the lady.


  One of these days, remarked Bill in his colourless way, youll find yourself in the dock on a slander charge.


  But Crook said, All things come to him who waits, and that cutting goes into Tombstone Serenade. Might be worth a packet one of these days, he said.


  It was surprising how often his cuttings book had come in handy.


  When new clients came, for instance, and started laboriously to tell their story they were apt to find that Crook knew all the salient details already, knew what the police thought, knew, too,
  that even the police can be wrong.


  Chaps a marvel, they had said when they had left his office. Had it all pat, goodness knows how. Enough to make you think hes discovered how to travel faster
  than light and did the job himself though all the time you know he was right here in Bloomsbury Street.


  Well, there it was. Mrs. Beryl Gardiner was dead and buried unobtrusively in a West Country cemetery, without even a stone to mark where she lay. Have to wait three months, said
  the stone masons. Let the ground settle. Ill be back, said the widower. No, he said, he wouldnt decide anything at the moment, wanted to plan it out just
  the way she would have liked it. And that, whether the stone mason recognised it or not, was sweet Fanny Adams for him.


  Crook, who had his own means of obtaining information and could probably have run M.I.5 with one hand tied behind his back, observed in his cheerful fashion that the widower could buy himself
  mourning made of cloth of gold out of the pickings. It turned out that the deceased had no living relatives; such a lot of women who died suddenly, many of them soon after marriage, had no one to
  notice if they were living or dead. That was what you would expect, of course. The Smiths, the Landrus, the Gardeners whose names figure so prominently on the roll of dishonour like it best that
  way. It saves trouble if theres no one to question the deceaseds will. And thats another thing worth noticingtheres always a will. Even if theyve only been
  married a short time and havent got their own roof over their head, theres always been the spare half-hour it takes to write out and sign a will. And, naturally, its always the
  husband who benefits. If it wasnt, where would be the sense of them dying at all?


  That brought the record up to the early spring. Crook kept his eyes on sticks and his ears stretched, but several months were to elapse before he was actually pitchforked into
  the story, just before the end of Chapter Three.
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