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SUBJECT OF A REPORT

IT was Saturday afternoon, and in the warm May sunshine the village had a somnolent holiday air. The doors in the rows of cottages were wide open, and the polished, shady interiors were quiet. Dogs lay panting on doorsteps and cats on low garden walls watched them with black dislike. The street—the secondary road which ran through the village—was empty but for a boy turning circles on a bicycle and another boy who looked on enviously. The birds were silent and no breeze stirred the trees. There were only the cries of children sounding distantly from the brook, and the murmur of slow voices from the cool shades of the Eagle Inn.

But when Elsie Baker ran past Rose Cottages to the police-station, swift glimpses of her stricken face brought the women to their doors. Mrs. Short at the end house was even quick enough to ask a question. “Is it Jessie?” she called. The lips of the hurrying girl were too stiffly held for speech. As she passed on she half-turned her head and nodded. Mrs. Short came to the gate to stare after her.

P.C. Woodman’s door was noticeably closed. On that bright day it was probably the only one in the village which showed a blank, denying face to the sun. Woodman was one practitioner who did not welcome new clients. The door-bell whirred insistently as Elsie’s finger pressed hard on the contact, but she had to wait until the constable put on his tunic. He had once answered the door in his shirt-sleeves and found none other than His Majesty’s Inspector of Constabulary standing there.

At last the door opened and the policeman appeared, displaying the frown of a good-natured man who has been disturbed while resting. “Hello, Elsie. What is it?” he asked. But he really had no need to ask. It seemed to him that he had only to look at a woman’s face these days.

Elsie stood for a moment, a pert, pretty young woman, whose pertness was now dissolved in grievous anxiety. She gathered breath and resolution. “It’s my little girl. I can’t find her anywhere,” she blurted. Then she put a trembling hand to her mouth, as if she had made the trouble more real by speaking of it.

“Jessie? How long since you saw her?”

“Not ten minutes, Mr. Woodman,” she answered in frantic apology. “Not ten minutes by any clock in England.”

Woodman looked thoughtful. Ten minutes. It was too early to start a general alarm. He questioned her shrewdly. As he had expected, she had not looked very far for the child before panic seized her.

“All right,” he said. “Go back and look around. Look round Rosemary Farm. And don’t forget to let me know when you find her. I’ll look in the—I’ll look after this end.”

She stared at him in dumb appeal. He was Authority in the community. She had expected him to announce some adequate intention which was beyond the power of simple, ordinary people.

“Now don’t go upsetting yourself,” he admonished her gently. “Ten minutes isn’t so long.”

His kindness weakened her. Tears of unbearable worry flooded into her eyes.

“She might be at home by the time you get there,” he suggested.

That reasonable hope was enough to send her in haste back to her cottage. Woodman did not wait to see her go. He went back into the house, and sighed as he kicked off his slippers and reached for his boots. It was certainly no sinecure, he thought, being the Pennycross policeman nowadays. It was enough to drive a man daft. Ever since the so-called Cuckoo Wood murder it had been nerve-racking.

“Nerve-racking,” he muttered angrily, as he went through to the kitchen to tell his wife.

Mrs. Woodman was no alarmist. Her compassion was all for the missing child’s mother.

“Poor girl!” she said. “She’ll feel as if she’s going mad.”

“I’m going mad an’ all,” he grumbled. “Now you know what to do if it’s—serious? I might have to send a messenger.”

She nodded.

“Right,” he said, and went out by the kitchen door.

Though Woodman had not appeared to hurry, he had wasted no time. He looked at his watch as he walked down the short garden path. Two-eighteen. Information received at two-fifteen, then, if it should come to anything. He made a brief note in his pocket-book and opened the garden gate, and looked up and down the street as he closed the gate behind him. Beyond the church—and the vicarage opposite—the women of Rose Cottages were out. They were calling excitedly and peering into gardens with futile, anxious glances, and staring across the road to where Rosemary Farm stood a little way back among its fields. But in the other direction, past the four shops and the inn, there were still only the two boys and the bicycle. Apparently, as yet, no one had walked by to carry the news.

Woodman crossed the road and looked over the wall into the allotment gardens beside the church. Behind the allotments was the field which was used as a village green. He could see the white-clad figures of young men around the cricket-hut, for there was to be an important match between Pennycross and the Utterborough Colts. There were a few small boys around the pitch, but no girls.

“If this job is anything at all, I shan’t see much cricket to-day,” the policeman predicted gloomily.

He turned away and walked to the four shops, to glance unobtrusively into each one. There was the post-office with a tremendous range of commodities for sale, then the cobbler’s, the butcher’s and the Co-operative Stores. In all the shops there was only one customer, the schoolmaster’s wife in the post-office. Woodman asked his question and received No for an answer, followed by a glance of sudden interest.

He looked across at the Eagle Inn, and along the footpath to Buckle which began there. Then he became aware that the boy who had no bicycle was watching him.

“Hello, Benny,” he said in passing.

Benny was about eleven years old. He was carrying a grey-and-white cat which rested on his arm and blinked with solemn contentment.

“Are you looking for somebody, Mr. Woodman?” he asked.

Woodman paused. He looked carefully at Benny. The boy was abnormally curious and almost too intelligent.

“Why, have you seen somebody?” he asked.

Even as he spoke he saw awareness leap into Benny’s eyes.

“Jessie Baker! She were here a minute since. No, ten minute since! She went that way, Mr. Woodman!” He pointed, his eyes now wild with excitement.

“Happen she’s gone down to the brook,” said Woodman quickly. “She’ll be playing under the bridge. Run down there and see if you can find her.”

“Right-o, Mr. Woodman,” was Benny’s eager reply. He put the cat down and ran off, and the cat ran behind him like a dog. The other boy went also, pedalling ahead on his cycle to be the first to find little Jessie.

“Eigh, young Cross, I’ll give thee a clout,” Benny threatened as he ran.

Woodman was on the move too, with the knowledge that excuses for delay might not sound very convincing to a superior officer who was wise after the event. How much time had he wasted in looking around? Not thirty seconds. But those thirty seconds might make the difference between a murder and an attempt. They might. He was not excited yet. He had had so many false alarms in the last eight months. But he had to be sure. A man must be sure when a child’s life may be at stake.

After the shops and the inn, two short rows of cottages stared at each other across the street. A child of five might possibly walk between these rows without being noticed, but not the village policeman. There was a hail from a doorway, and old Lijah Fawcett appeared, holding up a kettle suggestively. The discovery that beer could be poured out like tea was his one contribution to the world’s accumulation of knowledge.

“Come on in an’ I’ll fill thee a pot,” he bawled. “Ther’s plenty.”

Woodman did not pause. “Can’t stop, I’m late,” he shouted to explain his haste. He looked to see the effect of his excuse, and saw that the old man was watching him attentively.

“There’ll be the mother and dad of a panic here if I’m not careful,” he thought.

Next to the cottages there was a mill on the left, then a cottage called the Mill House and the mill garages standing at right angles to the road, thus making a very short street which led to the yard behind the mill. On the right there were more cottages and the Church Hall—which everyone except the vicar called the Sunday School—then more cottages and the village school and the schoolmaster’s house near the bridge. That was the lot, the whole of Pennycross. From Rose Cottages to the schoolmaster’s house it sheltered some 240 souls: or perhaps 239, if that child were not quickly found.

Above the mill, between it and the cottages where Lijah Fawcett lived, there was a narrow passage which was known locally as “the snicket”. It was a short cut to the footpath which began down by the bridge and led to the village of Brackendale, about a mile to the north. Woodman went along the snicket in his search for Jessie Baker.

On the right side of the snicket were the boiler-house and the engine-house of the mill. Then there was the high wall of the mill-yard with a small door in it. Woodman tried the door and found it unlocked. He took a quick look into the mill-yard and saw that the engine-house door stood open. As he approached the door there was a loud noise inside the engine-house as if somebody had dropped a spanner on a metal surface. He stepped inside the doorway and shouted up the steps.

“Hello! Who’s there?” came the reply of Frank Short, the engine-tender.

“All right, Frank. It’s only the policeman, looking round. Have you seen anybody stirring?”

“Not a soul, Mr. Woodman. Are you coming in for a minute?”

“No, not now. See you later.”

“Sure. Cheerio!”

Woodman went out of the yard and closed the door. Frank loved that engine. He was always making excuses to work overtime. He liked overtime pay as well, Woodman supposed, but the engine came first in his life. Its shining condition was evidence of that.

The policeman moved quickly along the snicket. On his left there was now a low drystone wall, and without checking his stride he could see the backs of the shops and cottages. On his right, however, the high wall of the mill-yard was continued for more than a furlong, because it was also the perimeter of the old Pennycross Hall grounds. But about half-way along part of the wall had leaned, and, helped by the children of the neighbourhood, had tumbled down into the weeds which grew behind it. The wall had never been repaired. The mill manager had affirmed, reasonably enough, that there was no point in making expensive repairs. The grounds were waste land, retained by the mill company simply as an area into which they might need to extend their premises some day.

Woodman climbed over the broken wall and waded through the weeds. He gazed around as he went, oppressed by the knowledge that one man could be a long time in searching ten acres of derelict garden. He needed a score of helpers, but he could not bring a bus-load of policemen from Utterborough, or call the men of the village out of the Eagle Inn, every time a mother lost sight of her child for a few minutes. There had been too many false alarms. This was probably another one. Very likely the child was in her mother’s hands at that moment, being soundly smacked.

This was the place which the villagers called Cuckoo Wood. Since care and cultivation had ceased, a generation of native timber had seeded and grown among the exotic trees and shrubs of the richly manured garden, and the result was a lush confusion. The many shades of spring colour were beautiful. Away to the left, where the orchard had been, there were still pale clouds of blossom among the green. Nearer, there was a prickly brown-and-green brake of raspberry canes which grew to man’s height. On the right, near the wall which divided the grounds from the mill-yard, all that remained of the big house was a roughness of the ground; foundations and filled-up cellars overgrown with thistle and willow herb. On that side too, over in the far corner, were the great rusty iron gates which had been locked and chained for many years. Where Woodman strode there had been a long lawn or a paddock, but somehow the fine grasses had succumbed to rank stuff which made progress difficult. And in front of him was the main part of the old garden; his destination, Cuckoo Wood itself, a dense thicket showing many shades of green, a haunt of foxes and dark flapping birds. In high summer it was a purgatory of insects.

He went in amongst the trees, stooping and peering where ancient rhododendrons spread broad and low, making dark caverns beneath their branches. Brambles lay about like trip wires, bindweed hampered him, sappy twigs whipped his face. Cypresses stood in dark majesty among the brittle clutter of branches fallen, and shrubs choked to death. A poplar reared skyward, all its limbs supplicating the sun. A solitary magnolia bloomed in heavy white splendour. Here a clump of forgotten foxtail lilies made a froth of colour, there an azalea blazed against a background of evergreen. Nature had taken over the work of man, and she had proved her green fingers with a vengeance.

Woodman admired none of this. Like most Englishmen of his generation he had served abroad as a soldier, and he had seen some of the hot countries. He thought that Cuckoo Wood had the unhealthy air of a tropical forest: it stank with growth and decay. And it had always been a nuisance to him. For many years it had been a nominally forbidden playground for the Pennycross children, and occasionally it had been his duty to chase them out of it. But since last October there had been no cause to complain of trespass. Since last October no girl, tall or small, had been known to venture into Cuckoo Wood; and only one boy, Benny Anderson, had dared to scuttle through it and feed his lively imagination with fear.

The policeman beat backwards and forwards in the tangle. He had made a dozen searches like this since that crisp, breezy day when six-year-old Daphne Beaumont set off to Sunday school and never arrived. Her body was found in Cuckoo Wood, in a condition which forbade public description. The necessary reticence of the authorities gave impetus to many ugly rumours, but for once the rumours were not uglier than the truth. It was a very dreadful murder.

Everything had been done which could be done. The resources of Utterborough, in which police district Pennycross lay, had been used freely. The police of the surrounding county had given every possible help. The assistance of Scotland Yard had been requested, and given. The shocked and angry public, and the newspapers, had co-operated eagerly. But the murder had not been cleared. After weeks and weeks of patient work the local detectives had returned their attention to small, everyday crime, and the Scotland Yard men had returned to London. And P.C. Woodman had been left alone in a demoralized village.

It was a bad time for him. The mothers of the village were as nervous as vixens, the fathers as suspicious as cockerels. They could scarcely bear their own children out of their own sight. They organized convoys to school, and home again. Relays of parents stood sentry duty while the children were at play. Alarms were frequent and Woodman never knew when he would get a meal in peace, for some children seemed to have the ability to elude the most careful watcher. But little girls who strayed away for only a few minutes were slapped and beaten with a frightened fury which was out of all proportion to the disobedience. “Bedlam,” sighed Woodman as he remembered. “Absolute bedlam.”

Lately, for the last few weeks, the village had been more settled. The policeman had begun to entertain a cautious hope that the crime would be forgotten, and not repeated. And now he was in the wood again, looking for another straying child. “This job’ll never end,” he thought bitterly.

“Jessie!” he shouted. “Jessie, love, where are you?”

A man’s voice answered him. It was Frank Short, with some news, perhaps. He stood still, listening to Frank’s heavy, crackling progress in his direction. The engine-tender was a short-legged, thick-set young fellow, probably the strongest in the village.

“I thought I’d come an’ give you a hand,” he said, as he approached. “Me mother came down to t’mill an’ telled me about little Jessie.”

“They haven’t found her yet, then.”

It was not a question, but Frank answered. “Not as I know of,” he said. “We aren’t goin’ to have another do, are we?”

Woodman evaded the unanswerable query. “I expect she’ll be all right,” he replied. “She’ll be playing about in the fields somewhere.”

“Elsie Baker’s in a rare state, I believe. It makes it worse with Jessie bein’ a chance-child, in a way.”

The policeman reflected that Frank had accurately predicted the trend of village thought. Naturally, since he thought that way himself. Jessie was illegitimate, and her mother had no husband to support her. If anything happened to the child there would be people who were uncharitable enough to hint, ever so delicately, that the mother had not been as sorry as she might be to lose her unwanted daughter.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said impatiently. “Two of us can’t do much good in this jungle. If the kid doesn’t turn up we’ll have a proper search-party.”

On their way out of the wood they struck a track which had been made by firewood seekers, children, dogs, foxes and every other earth-bound creature who passed through. And near the track they found Jessie. She lay where she had been thrown, among tall sparse grass at the foot of a brilliant, gangling bush of yellow broom. She had been a small child for her years, and in that flung attitude she was dreadfully like a discarded doll. Frank, in front, walked past without seeing her, but the policeman did not miss her. The sight of her was a great shock. It was like seeing Daphne Beaumont again.

Frank, too, turned pale when he saw the child. He watched anxiously as Woodman stooped carefully beside her, and he was wise enough to remain silent and still.

Woodman stood up, sickened and angry. “Just the same,” he muttered. “Poor little beggar.”

The other man stared at the body, fascinated by the horror of it.

The policeman sighed, a shuddering sigh of rage. “I dunno,” he said. “You’d think you could see it in his eyes.”

“Whoever he is,” Frank challenged suddenly, “if I could get my hands on him”

“I know,” was the weary interruption. “You’d tear his throat out. I’ve heard a hundred fellows say that since the last do. I’ve said it myself. I should think the guilty man has said it at some time or other, just to be one of the crowd.”

“Happen he has. But all the same”

“Now listen, Frank. I’d better stay here, and you’d better go and tell my wife. Don’t tell anybody else, because we don’t want a mob milling around here. But don’t run. Walk, as if nothing were. Then you’ll have to wait for the C.I.D. and bring ’em here.”

“I’ll do all that.”

“Tell the wife to do as well as she can with Elsie.”

“Sure,” answered Frank.

He plunged away through the bushes with all the delicate woodcraft of a rhinoceros. The frown of public anger was still upon his face, but he was secretly excited in anticipation of the dismay and activity which his message would arouse. He felt important, and the feeling was pleasant. He was not ashamed of his pleasure, but he would have been ashamed to reveal it. So long as nobody knew about it there was nothing of which to be ashamed. Frank was a respectable man, but his respectability was of that sort.

Mrs. Woodman was a capable person, and she took in her stride the occasional unpaid duties of a village constable’s wife. But when Frank Short came solemn-faced with his news she put her hands to her face, forgetting for a moment her husband’s instructions.

“Oh, the poor child!” she murmured. “And poor Elsie. Whatever will she do?”

Frank shook his head sadly, well satisfied with the effect he had produced.

But for all her woman’s compassion, Mrs. Woodman was mainly concerned about her husband. When a strong, lusty fellow spends his working days in the open air, but cannot eat when he returns, and cannot sleep when he goes to bed, then his wife may well become anxious. He had been quite proud to be a policeman. “Weight for weight, we’re the finest service in the country,” he used to assert. But not recently. Not during the last eight months. Though he was not at fault, the failure to clear a child-murder on his beat had worried him unduly. He had been unnaturally silent about it. He had grumbled for the first time to-day: that little touch of self-pity, she remembered, before he went out to look for Jessie Baker. When George Woodman began to feel sorry for himself she had good reason to be anxious. For, after all, he was her man. He was all she had, and she could not help but think about him despite other people’s troubles. The responsibility of this new murder would lie heavily upon him. There would be the same business all over again. The village would be thronged with detectives, reporters, photographers, and those numb, insensitive people who went to such great trouble to be able to stare at “people in the public eye”. Was that the public eye, then? Mrs. Woodman sighed as she picked up the telephone.

Frank Short went back along the snicket to the place where the wall was broken down. He lit a cigarette and lounged there in the sunshine, waiting for the detectives so that he could lead them to the scene of the crime.
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