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Chapter One



METROPOLITAN POLICE TELEGRAM


30-11-50


THE FOLLOWING TELEPHONE MESSAGE RECEIVED FROM POLICE, MERTHYR TYDFIL (TELE. 541). BEGINS:-


A MAN NAMED JOHN WILFRED DAVIES HAS COME TO THIS STATION THIS AFTERNOON AND STATED THAT ON 7-11-50 AT 10, PARADISE STREET, W.C., HIS WIFE HAD A MISCARRIAGE AT THAT ADDRESS, AFTER SHE DRANK SOME LIQUID WHICH HE OBTAINED FROM A LORRY DRIVER SOME TIME PREVIOUS AT A CAFE IN IPSWICH. DURING THE NIGHT OF 8-11-50 BETWEEN 1AM AND 2AM HE DISPOSED OF HIS WIFES BODY DOWN A DRAIN OUTSIDE THE FRONT OF THAT ADDRESS. HE HANDED HIS 14 MONTH OLD CHILD TO A MAN NAMED NORMAN BACKHOUSE AT THE SAME ADDRESS WHO STATED HE COULD HAVE THE CHILD TAKEN CARE OF. HE ALSO SOLD THE FURNITURE AND LEFT THE ADDRESS. WILL YOU PLEASE CAUSE ENQUIRIES TO BE MADE. A WRITTEN STATEMENT HAS BEEN TAKEN FROM DAVIES. ENDS.


FORWARDED FOR NECESSARY ACTIONS ON DIRECTIONS OF CH/SUPT


Detective Inspector Stratton closed the door of his superior’s office. He stood for a moment, staring at the piece of paper, and then he looked out of the window, where the end-of-November morning sun was struggling, feebly, to shine through a sooty yellow blanket of  smog that had turned the West End sky the colour of a dirty duster. Over four years after the war’s end, sunshine seemed to be rationed, in line with pretty well everything else apart from the grime and drizzle through which the weary citizens moved, herd-like and damp-macintoshed, or shuffled, grumbling, in perpetual queues.


Stratton felt every day of his forty-four years, and then some: he’d had a cold since the middle of October, his chilblains were itching like buggery, and the last thing he wanted was a walk. If only he could lay hands on a pair of shoes that kept out the wet … He scanned the telegram again, shaking his head, and went to find Sergeant Ballard.


The sergeant was at the front desk, attempting to calm down an obviously drunk woman, whose ravaged face, beneath the rouge, had an ominous greenish pallor, and who was missing the high heel of one shoe. Spit flew from her mouth as she berated motherly Policewoman Harris, who’d brought her in, the words spilling out loud but sloppy: ‘Take your hands off me, you lesbian!’


‘What’s the problem?’


‘It’s Iris, sir,’ said Ballard. ‘She’s been making a nuisance of herself again.’ Despite the fact that his face was scratched and his dark suit was smudged with chalky powder where the woman had stumbled into him, he still managed to look as smart as paint. That, thought Stratton, was also how you could describe most of the local tarts, who were certainly better dressed than the rest of the female population – except for the odd one like Iris Manning, who was clinging on, by ragged fingernails, to the Soho beat she’d had since before the war. Iris was one of their regulars: drunk, disorderly, soliciting and, once, wounding another girl in a fight over a punter. Hearing Stratton’s voice she turned unsteadily, supporting herself on the desk, and tottered in his direction. Stratton, detecting the odour of decay and stale perfume, stepped smartly backwards.


‘Inspector, you’ll help me, won’t you? I haven’t done nothing. It’s all a mistake. Won’t you help me? I’ll make it up to you.’


Shuddering inwardly at the idea of this ghoul – drunk at that – being let loose on his private parts, he said, ‘That’s very nice of you, Iris, and I appreciate it, but I’m afraid it’s out of the question. You’ll be much better off here.’


‘But it’s her,’ Iris wailed, pointing a grubby, trembling finger at the policewoman. ‘She’s always had it in for me.’


‘No, she hasn’t.’ Stratton exchanged glances with Miss Harris. ‘She’s got your best interests at heart. Now, you be a good girl and go quietly and I’m sure’ – he grinned encouragingly – ‘that she’ll make you a nice cup of tea.’


Behind her, Harris grimaced, and Stratton made an apologetic face at her. Iris Manning, still looking mutinous, allowed herself to be led away, limping.


‘Thank you, sir,’ said Ballard, as they left West End Central. ‘That was getting nasty.’


‘Poor old Iris.’ Stratton peered through the fog for the police car that was to take them to Paradise Street. ‘She’s not been the same since the Yanks left.’ It was too thick to see very far down the street, but they could hear the hiss and splash of tyres in the wet, a shouted curse, and a lot of coughing.


‘Paradise Street’s next to the goods yard off Euston Road,’ he told the driver as they climbed in.


‘On Mother Kelly’s doorstep …’ sang Ballard, sotto voce.


‘That’s Paradise Row,’ said Stratton. He handed over the paper for Ballard to peer at.


‘What’s he doing in Wales, sir?’


‘Dunno. Name’s Davies, so he’s Welsh, I suppose. Wife dies and he goes back home to Mum.’


‘A drain, though … three weeks …’ Ballard made a face.


‘Look on the bright side – it’s not the middle of summer. And it seems pretty straightforward – as long as we can find the baby, that is.’


‘Seems a bit odd just handing the kid over like that, sir.’


‘That’s what I was thinking, but as long as it hasn’t come to any harm, it should be plain sailing. We can fetch out the body, fetch Davies up from Wales and have it sorted out by the end of the week.’


A fleet of lorries loaded with building materials – destined for the Festival of Britain site on the South Bank, Stratton guessed – was blocking Regent Street, so they went through Piccadilly Circus instead. Peering out of the window through the smoggy air, Stratton just managed to make out the oversized Bovril advert and the dramatic ‘Export or Die’ sign beneath it. Men in the unvarying civilian uniform of drab demob macs and trilby hats hurried along the pavements beside the car before being swallowed up by the fog, but occasionally Stratton caught a glimpse of something more colourful as a man pushing a grocer’s barrow or a woman in a bright coat went past. The sootily looming Victorian buildings thinned out somewhat as they neared the Euston Road, broken up by bombsites untouched except, in the summer months, by swathes of purple rosebay willowherb.


They drove past shops selling second-hand clothes – a lot of grey stuff that looked suspiciously like demob suits, and war surplus in bundles of khaki and air-force blue; and rows of skinny, dilapidated three-storey houses with crumbling windowsills and walls that soaked up the damp like blotting paper. It was unusual enough to see a freshly repaired and painted building even in the fashionable parts of London; here, it would be a miracle, and Paradise Street seemed even more dingy than the rest. It was a cul-de-sac, ending in the back wall of the goods yard; a Victorian horror of blackened brick and rotting woodwork, one of the end houses shored up by a temporary plank buttress rising from a sea of mud that must once have been a garden. The terraced houses looked as if they had the plague, and the inhabitants, such as could be seen, didn’t seem much better. The doors opened straight onto the street, and a grubby little girl of about six with scabs around her mouth, clad in a worn coat and a pixie hood and sitting on a front step, looked up as they passed. ‘Sssh …’ she admonished, one finger to her lips, then pointed to an equally filthy doll lying in her lap.


‘Is your dolly asleep?’ asked Stratton, bending down to her.


‘No,’ replied the child in a matter-of-fact tone. ‘She’s dead.’





Chapter Two



Diana Calthrop stared out of her bedroom window and watched the hunched, elderly form of Reynolds the gardener making his slow progress down the weed-strewn gravel that surrounded the soggy, untended parterre. Looking past him to the woodlands and fields beyond, she thought, I shan’t miss any of it – not the vast, dank garden or the enormous draughty mausoleum of a house.


Sighing, she turned to resume her packing. Despite several years of wartime practice making up parcels for the WVS, she was too sad and distracted to make a decent job of it – clothes were strewn across the double bed and hanging over the backs of chairs, and cosmetics and scent littered the dressing table. They hadn’t had a maid since Ellen left in 1944, and asking Mrs Birkett, the irritable, arthritic cook who was the last remaining member of the indoor staff, to help her, was out of the question. Besides, there wasn’t really a great deal to pack – not much to show for fifteen years of marriage, when you came down to it. Not even a child. Five miscarriages had seen to that – and what was worse, she hadn’t really minded. Emotionally, she’d felt only dull resignation, never the sharp grief of loss. The only thing I was bred to do, and I couldn’t even manage that, she sneered at herself. One of the miscarriages hadn’t even been her husband’s child, but the result of a wartime affair with a fellow agent while she was working at MI5. Guy had no idea of this, but her vengeful mother-in-law, Evie, who reigned supreme over both the house and her son, did, and had enjoyed making frequent, if mercifully oblique, references to it.


For the last few months, though, Evie – without bothering to hide the fact – had been grooming Diana’s successor, the daughter of a local worthy. Round-faced, sweet-natured and undoubtedly virginal, Genevieve Collier was younger, more malleable, and altogether less tarnished than herself. Guy seemed happy enough to go along with his mother’s plans for his future, but then, Diana thought sourly, he always had, hadn’t he?


A tentative knock produced the subject of her thoughts, standing uncomfortably in the open doorway and bearing a fistful of white hellebores. Diana stared at him, bewildered. She hadn’t seen him since the previous day’s stilted and painfully formal exchange when she’d finally announced the inevitable. In any case, it was a long time since they’d felt easy in each other’s presence, and an even longer time since they’d entered each other’s bedrooms without knocking. The war – Guy had spent almost three years as a prisoner in Malaya and returned rail-thin, plagued by nightmares and a silent, corrosive fury – and Evie, who somehow managed to be present even when she wasn’t actually in the room with them, had seen to that.


‘I thought’ – the oak floorboards creaked as Guy advanced a couple of hesitant paces towards her – ‘that you might like these.’


Diana gaped at him, unsure if she wanted to laugh or cry. ‘I haven’t got anywhere to put them,’ she said, gently. ‘They’ll die.’


‘I thought …’ Guy stared at the flowers in his hand as if he wasn’t sure how they’d got there, and continued, lamely, ‘I just wanted …’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’


‘I am leaving, Guy,’ said Diana. ‘It’s finished. We both know that.’


‘Yes …’


‘I was too young.’


‘Yes …’


‘The war …’


‘Yes …’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘I’m sorry, too.’


It’s hopeless, she thought. There’s too much to say, and, at the same time, there’s nothing at all. Guy crossed the room towards her, coming so close that, fearing he was about to embrace her, she flinched slightly. The movement was small and involuntary, but Guy was aware of it, his fingers fluttering against her upper arms for a second before he turned away to deposit the flowers in the wastepaper basket by her feet. For a moment, they both stared down at the pretty, discarded blooms, trying to pretend that it hadn’t happened, and then Guy said, abruptly, ‘I did love you, you know.’


‘I loved you, too.’ As she said it, Diana wondered if it had ever been true. When she looked back, she’d come to the conclusion that her marriage, at nineteen, six months an orphan and caught up, as she’d thought at the time, in a whirlwind of romance, had been entirely orchestrated by Evie.


‘What will you do?’ he asked.


‘Oh, you know,’ Diana tried to keep her tone light, ‘there’s lots of things I can do. I can type, and organise … I can even cook a little. I’m sure I can make myself useful to somebody.’


Guy nodded. ‘You’re different, now.’


Yes, thought Diana, I am: older, wiser, tougher and more practical. A small voice in the back of her mind warned her that the toughness and practicality remained to be tested – war-work was one thing, a peacetime job quite another.


‘You are different too,’ she said. ‘It isn’t surprising.’


‘I suppose not.’ Guy stared at her with a sort of miserable wonder. ‘You’re very beautiful, you know. I’ve always thought that.’ He’s trying to tell me I’ll find another husband, Diana thought. Right at the moment she wasn’t at all sure that she wanted one. ‘I’m sorry I can’t give you more money, but …’ Mentally, Diana completed the sentence – but Evie won’t allow it.


‘It’s all right, Guy,’ she said. ‘The first thing I’m going to do is go up to Gloucestershire and see what can be done with Hambeyn House, now that the army’s finally decided to relinquish it.’


‘These big places …’ said Guy doubtfully. He didn’t need to complete that sentence, either, as both of them knew that Diana’s childhood home was unlikely to fetch more than the small amount that a builder would pay for the raw materials. ‘Well …’ He glanced around the room. ‘I can see you’ve got things to do, so I’ll make myself scarce.’


‘It might be best,’ said Diana, glancing at her wristwatch. ‘The taxi’s due in half an hour.’


Guy acknowledged this with a nod, but made no move to leave. After a few moments, looking more awkward than ever, he cleared his throat, said, ‘Well…’ again and held out his hand. Mechanically, she held out hers, and they shook for what felt like an age. Then the sheer absurdity of the gesture, coupled with the desire to make it clear that she was well aware of her mother-in-law’s machinations, got the better of her, and looking Guy straight in the eye she said, ‘I’m sure that you and Genevieve and Evie will be very happy.’


Blushing, he jerked his hand free of hers. ‘Yes, well …’ He swallowed. ‘No hard feelings, I trust.’


‘Not at all.’


Conscious that in this exchange at least she was the victor, Diana watched him squeak his way back across the room. He paused in the doorway and turned back, an almost beseeching expression on his face. ‘You will say goodbye to Evie, won’t you?’ he asked.


Diana, who had asked herself several times in the past twenty-four hours if it were possible to slide away without saying anything to her mother-in-law, treated Guy to what she knew was her haughtiest expression. ‘Of course.’


When he’d gone, closing the door behind him as gently and quietly as if someone had died, she thought, with a rush of confidence, I shall say goodbye to Evie, but I shall do it with my head held high. Suddenly, she found herself looking forward to the encounter, and with swift, sure movements, set about finishing her packing.





Chapter Three



Number ten was at the end of Paradise Street, hard against the wall of the goods yard, with a manhole directly outside the downstairs bay window. At a nod from Stratton, Ballard squatted down and tried to lift the lid. After a few moments he looked up, shaking his head. ‘Sorry, sir. Can’t move it. It doesn’t look as if it’s been disturbed recently, does it?’


‘Not really, no.’ Stratton, kneeling beside him, put his fingers under the rim and heaved, but, try as they might, the two men couldn’t budge the iron slab. ‘It’s no good,’ said Stratton, finally, standing up and easing his back. ‘He’d have to be Charles Atlas to get that up on his own.’


‘Perhaps someone gave him a hand,’ said Ballard, mopping his face.


‘Mmm …’ Sensing that he was being watched, Stratton turned towards number ten. The curtains were closed but a face was peering round them, a bald-pated, feeble-looking middle-aged man in a cardigan, blinking through pebble glasses. ‘Him?’ said Stratton derisively, jerking his head at the window.


The man made a curious sideways sucking motion with his mouth and withdrew his head. ‘He does look a bit of a maiden aunt, doesn’t he?’ said Ballard.


‘We’d better have some help,’ said Stratton. ‘Take the car back to the station and get some reinforcements. Try and find someone with a bit of muscle, like Canning. And a crowbar.’





Ballard went off to telephone, leaving Stratton outside the house. A semicircle of neighbours, mainly putty-faced women and children, had gathered to stand at a discreet distance. The women, several of whom had their hair in curlers, wore cretonne overalls, and the children, snotty-nosed, concave-chested and wearing an assortment of ill-fitting clothing and gumboots, trailed skipping ropes, sticks, and a broken tennis racket. The constant rumble of trains travelling along the line to Euston was counterpointed by an assortment of hollow, tubercular coughs and the thin, high wail of a baby, but no-one spoke. Instead, they watched warily, ready to back away and scatter, reminding him of a herd of cows.


When Stratton turned back towards number ten he saw the man again, standing in front of the still-drawn curtains, this time with a cup and saucer held in a dainty manner, little finger slightly raised. Ballard’s description of a maiden aunt was spot on, he thought. The man blinked at him for a moment, then withdrew.


Stratton wondered if that were Norman Backhouse, the man who’d taken Davies’s baby into his care, and why he did not come out to see what was going on outside his home. Time enough for that later – the contents of the drain must come first. He squatted down once more to look at the manhole cover. Nobody was that strong, thought Stratton. Six foot three, broad-shouldered and a former boxer, he wasn’t exactly a weakling, and neither, despite his slimmer physique, was Ballard. It would take at least three men, maybe four, to lift the thing. He lit a cigarette and wondered how many people lived in Paradise Street. They were little more than doll’s houses, really – there couldn’t be more than two rooms per storey, with one out the back on the ground floor – but he’d have bet that each building was inhabited by at least two families, plus the usual assortment of jobless ex-servicemen, part-time prostitutes, and forlorn elderly widows who eked out their meagre pensions in tea and bread and marge.


Ballard returned after ten minutes, followed by the towering, barrel-chested form of PC Canning, who was holding a crowbar, with old Arliss, the station’s most incompetent policeman, grumbling along in the rear. Stratton issued instructions, but even with the four of them (not that Arliss did much more than complain about his back) it took a lot of grunting and heaving before they were able to move the cover aside sufficiently for Canning to shine his torch down the hole. When he looked up, he was shaking his head.


‘What’s up?’ asked Stratton.


‘See for yourself, sir.’ Canning handed him the torch.


Stratton leant over the opening and looked. The shaft was empty. ‘I don’t believe there’s ever been a body in there,’ he said.


‘There aren’t any other drains nearby,’ said Ballard.


Stratton turned to look down the road and found himself, instead, looking into a pair of round, pale blue eyes, blinking rapidly behind thick glasses. ‘Sorry, sir,’ he said, stepping back smartly. ‘Can I help you?’


The man, who Stratton now recognised as the chap who’d been watching them from inside the house, gave a soft cough. ‘I think, Inspector,’ he said in a voice so quiet that Stratton had to strain to hear it, ‘that it might be more a question of how I can help you.’


‘I see.’ Wondering why he hadn’t heard the man approach, Stratton looked down and saw that he was wearing plimsolls. Must have crept up behind us, he thought.


The man made the peculiar sideways movement with his mouth that he’d noticed before. Up close, it was accompanied by a small wet sucking noise. He looked, Stratton thought, like a bad ventriloquist. ‘My name’s Backhouse. I saw you through the window. Of course, I didn’t want to obstruct you in the course of your duties – I know all about that because I was a special. In the recent war. Volunteered in nineteen thirty-nine and served for several years at West End Central. In fact …’ he ducked his head, modestly, ‘I had the honour to be commended on two occasions.’ He stopped, clearly expecting a response. When none was forthcoming, he said, ‘I wondered … are you looking for something?’ During the course of this little speech, Backhouse’s voice had risen in volume, so that by the end it was almost normal. He had the vestiges of a northern accent – Yorkshire, Stratton thought – eroded, like his own Devonian one had been, by years of contact with Cockneys, and spoke with exaggerated precision, taking great care with his consonants.


Stratton introduced himself, and then, drawing Backhouse to one side, said, ‘Perhaps you can help us with some information about the Davieses.’


‘They’re not here now,’ said Backhouse. ‘They’ve left.’


‘When was that?’


Backhouse considered this for a moment. ‘The second week of November. I remember that because we had workmen here. The last time I saw them was the Tuesday of that week.’


‘And you haven’t seen them since?’


‘Not Muriel – Mrs Davies, that is – or the baby. They went off then, you see, to stay with some friends in … Bristol, I think it was. That’s what he told us.’


‘Mr Davies told you that?’


‘Yes, that’s right. He said they were going for a holiday, and he was joining them later in the week. He told me he was going to find a job up there. Has something happened to them, Inspector?’


‘That’s what we’re trying to find out.’


‘Well, you’ll not find them in the drain.’ Backhouse spoke as if it were a perfectly normal place to look for someone, such as their home or the local pub.


‘No,’ agreed Stratton. ‘Did Davies leave the baby with you at any time?’


Backhouse stared at him in surprise. When he spoke, it was barely more than a whisper. ‘No. My wife used to listen out for her from time to time if Muriel went out, but that was all.’


‘So you didn’t tell him you’d find someone to look after the baby?’


‘Tell him …? I’m sorry, Inspector, I don’t understand.’


‘Mr Davies made a statement to the police in Wales, saying you told him you’d find someone to look after the baby.’


‘Find someone? That’s nonsense.’ Backhouse cleared his throat and continued at normal pitch, ‘He left some of her things with me, but that was all … but I don’t understand. You said he’d made a statement?’


‘Yes. He said he’d put his wife’s body in the drain.’


‘Oh, dear …’ Backhouse shook his head. ‘Well, I don’t know anything about that. I’m sure we’d have noticed, if … There was nothing like that. He just gave me the things to look after. He’d sold the rest of his furniture, you see, before he left.’


‘All of it?’ asked Stratton, remembering the telegram.


‘Yes. A man came for it a few days later.’


‘Did Davies collect the baby’s things?’


Backhouse shook his head. ‘We’ve still got them. Would you like to see?’


‘Yes, please.’


Stratton told the others to put the drain cover back in place and followed Backhouse inside number ten.


‘Lucky I was here,’ he said. ‘I’d normally be at work, but I suffer with my back. It’s so bad now I’ve had to have a certificate from the doctor.’ Ignoring this, Stratton peered down the dim hallway. It was narrow, with a solitary gas bracket for lighting and a flight of stairs halfway back with a passage alongside which led to the back door and, adjacent to that, the door of what Stratton guessed must be Backhouse’s kitchen. Glancing through a half-open door on the right, he caught sight of the corner of a table with a dark bobble-edged cloth on it and the edges of a couple of framed photographs. Faded sepia, he imagined, dead Victorians in all their dour glory. He was proved right about the kitchen when a plump, large-bosomed woman stepped out of it, tea towel in hand. Clad in a flowered cretonne overall, she had a placid, almost bovine expression. ‘What is it, Norman?’ Her accent was Yorkshire, too, but more pronounced.





‘This is my wife,’ explained Backhouse. ‘It’s the police, Edna. The ones who were looking down the drain.’


‘Inspector Stratton,’ added Stratton, by way of introduction.


‘Is there something wrong with the drain?’ Mrs Backhouse looked worried. ‘Only we’ve not touched it.’


‘There’s nothing wrong with it, but I’d like to see the things that Mr Davies left with you, for the baby.’


‘Why? What’s happened?’


‘As I explained to Mr Backhouse,’ said Stratton, feeling foolish, ‘we aren’t really sure at the moment.’


‘Oh dear …’ Mrs Backhouse put a hand over her mouth. ‘They’re in the kitchen. But they’re not ours, so I don’t know if—’


‘Don’t keep the inspector waiting, Edna,’ said Backhouse. ‘He’s got to do his job.’


The Backhouses’ kitchen was a cramped, cluttered room, no more than ten feet square, containing a gas stove, a range, a stone sink, shelves, a table and two chairs and an odd-looking deckchair, its canvas replaced by a home-made sling of knotted ropes. Mrs Backhouse opened a wooden cupboard door in the back wall. ‘It’s all here,’ she said. ‘We haven’t interfered with it.’ Peering inside, Stratton saw an alcove stretching back about six feet, which, by the looks of it, had once been used to store coal. Now, it held a pram, a baby’s high chair, and two suitcases. Lifting the nearest case out, Stratton set it on the floor and, kneeling down, opened it. Inside was a grubby cot blanket, and underneath that, baby clothes.


‘Do you recognise these?’ he asked Mrs Backhouse, who was peering over his shoulder.


‘Yes. That’s one of Judy’s frocks.’


Stratton took out his notebook. ‘Judy’s the baby’s name, is it?’


‘Yes.’ Mrs Backhouse frowned. ‘But I thought you knew … I mean, if you’re looking for them.’


‘We don’t have much information,’ said Stratton. ‘We just want to make sure she’s safe.’


Mrs Backhouse shook her head. ‘Poor little thing …’


‘If there’s anything more we can do to help, Inspector,’ said Backhouse, ‘you’ve only to ask. As I said, I was with the police during the war, so I know—’


‘If I might have the other case,’ said Stratton, cutting him off. The way the man was toadying was downright creepy.


The second case contained a feeding bottle, napkins and yet more baby clothes – a surprising amount, Stratton thought, for just one infant. Perhaps Backhouse thought so too, because he said, ‘Davies’s mother bought most of Judy’s things. She’s always done a lot for them, hasn’t she, Edna?’


‘Oh yes. She’s very good to them.’


‘Could Mrs Davies be looking after Judy?’ asked Stratton.


‘I suppose so,’ said Mrs Backhouse. ‘I don’t know. Muriel didn’t say anything to me.’


‘She didn’t even tell you they were going, did she, Edna?’


‘No.’


‘Edna was quite upset about it, her not saying goodbye. We’ve always tried to be good neighbours, Inspector. Always looked out for them. They’re very young, you see.’


‘Yes,’ said Stratton, wondering why, if Mrs Davies was looking after Judy, she hadn’t collected her things. Surely the baby couldn’t have even more of them? And even if she had, Mrs Davies would certainly need the pram … He lifted up the baby’s stuff to see what was at the bottom of the case, and found what was clearly a woman’s blouse and a cotton dress.


‘Those are Muriel’s,’ said Mrs Backhouse. ‘Summer things.’


That, at least, made sense, thought Stratton. She’d hardly need them at this time of year. ‘Did Mr Davies say anything about picking these up or sending someone for them?’


‘No,’ said Backhouse. ‘I assumed he was waiting until they were settled.’


‘And he left when, exactly?’


‘About a week after Muriel and the baby, wasn’t it?’





Mrs Backhouse nodded.


‘So that would be about a fortnight ago.’


‘That’s right. That’s when he sold the furniture, and he’d given up his job. He came back about a week ago.’


‘And he didn’t say anything about taking these?’ Stratton indicated the contents of the alcove.


Backhouse shook his head. ‘The thing was, you see …’ He tailed off, blinking rapidly.


‘Yes?’


‘I didn’t think I ought to say anything …’ Backhouse’s voice had gone quiet again, ‘but he told Edna that Muriel had walked out on him. Didn’t he, dear?’


‘Yes.’ Mrs Backhouse looked awkward, and when she spoke, her voice, too, was hushed. ‘I asked him how she was, and he said she was all right, but she’d left him.’


‘In Bristol?’


‘Well … I suppose it was. I don’t know.’


Backhouse, who appeared to be staring at Muriel’s clothes, made the strange sucking sound with his mouth again, then cleared his throat and said, ‘To be honest, Inspector, I can’t say we were very surprised.’


‘Oh? Why’s that?’


‘Well, they argued a lot, didn’t they, dear?’


‘Oh, yes.’


‘A lot of shouting,’ said Backhouse. ‘Violence, sometimes. Muriel told my wife about it on several occasions. She told Edna she was afraid of him.’ Mrs Backhouse nodded in confirmation of this. ‘Not that we needed telling,’ Backhouse continued. ‘You could hear it quite clearly. So could the neighbours, I’m afraid. They were known around here for fighting.’


‘Do you know what they fought about?’


‘Debts, I think. It’s hard for a young couple these days, and she wasn’t very good with money, I’m afraid. And there was Davies’s behaviour. He went off with a woman once. A friend of his wife’s,


too – she was stopping with them, you see, upstairs. I told them the tenancy agreement didn’t allow it, but …’ He shook his head. ‘A dreadful business, shouting and screaming … Mrs Davies – his mother – came over to try and keep the peace, but the police were called in the end. Davies and the girl left, but he came back – the next day, I think it was. The girl had thrown him out, and he was in a terrible temper. Threatened to run her over in his van – he’s a driver, you see, deliveries. He worked in the goods yard, just the other side of the wall here. You don’t like to interfere, but …’ He shook his head again. ‘“I’ll smash her up.” That was what he said. “I’ll smash her up.” The whole thing was most regrettable.’


‘When did it happen?’


‘Sometime in August. There was a lot of rowing. I heard him threaten to throw Muriel out of the window on one occasion. And then there was the drinking. He was always in public houses. And I’m afraid he got a name as something of a liar. Telling stories. In fact, we’ve sometimes wondered if he isn’t a bit mental.’


‘I see.’ Stratton rose, dusting his trouser legs.


‘As I said,’ concluded Backhouse, ‘we weren’t surprised when he said she’d left him.’


‘Thank you,’ said Stratton. ‘You’ve been most helpful. Just one more thing – Mrs Davies’ address. Do you know it?’


‘It’s nearby – twenty-two, Garton Road.’


As Stratton was taking his leave, Mrs Backhouse laid a hand on his arm. ‘You will …’ she began timidly and then, seeing her husband’s frown, she stopped.


‘Yes?’ prompted Stratton.


‘Just … you will tell us, won’t you? About the baby, I mean. I – we – were very fond of her.’


The street was empty but for Ballard, who was waiting for him. ‘Arliss says he remembers Backhouse being a special,’ he said. ‘I think I do, too.’


‘Do you? I don’t.’





‘Well, you didn’t really have much to do with them, sir. If he is the chap I remember, and I’m pretty sure he is, he was good, but a bit officious. Overdid it.’


‘The power of the uniform, you mean?’


‘Something like that, sir,’ said Ballard wryly. ‘And he was commended. Did you get much in there?’


‘Well, there’s no indication that any crime’s been committed, but Davies did leave some baby things with the Backhouses, which tends to back up his story that Judy – that’s the kid’s name – was going to be looked after by somebody other than his wife. The Backhouses say they don’t know anything about it. They also said that Davies and his wife rowed a lot, and that he told them she’d upped and left him.’


‘Odd that she didn’t take the baby, sir, if that’s the case.’


‘That’s what I thought. But she might be with Davies’s mother, so we’d better go round there and see.’


‘Righty-ho, sir.’


‘I’ll fill you in about the rest on the way. Backhouse said that Davies had a bit of a reputation for telling stories, so I suppose it’s not impossible that this is one of them. Seems a bit drastic, though.’


Ballard raised his eyebrows and gave a silent whistle. ‘You can say that again, sir.’





Chapter Four



‘I don’t know what’s going on.’ Mrs Davies, neat and upright, with tight grey curls like steel wool, looked baffled. ‘Muriel and Judy were supposed to be stopping with her father in Brighton, that’s all I know about it.’ Her voice was a Welsh sing-song, and as she spoke she rubbed her hands down the sides of her overalled hips. ‘John told me, but I know that’s not right because I wrote to Mr Binney – that’s Muriel’s father – and he says she’s never been near the place. I’ve hardly slept since I had his telegram, I can tell you. I’ve no idea where Muriel is, or the baby – and she could write to me, even if John can’t.’


‘He can’t write?’


Mrs Davies shook her head. ‘Not much more than his signature. Missed a lot of school, you see – he was poorly when he was a boy, in and out of hospital. I can’t understand why Muriel’s not been in touch. I’ve always been good to her …’ Seeing that her eyes were wet, Stratton hastily averted his own, looking around her neat, comfortable front room – the perfectly squared antimacassars, the symmetry of ornaments and photographs on the mantelZpiece – while she collected herself. Her matronly dignity and obvious pride in her home reminded him of his mother-in-law Nellie – dead now, like Jenny his wife. He’d been deliberately circumspect about what he’d told Mrs Davies, with no mention of bodies put down drains, but it was obvious that she was already both desperately worried and very angry.





‘I’ve done my best to help them both, but I’m at the end of my tether. Why would John say that Mr Backhouse had taken Judy off somewhere? It doesn’t make any sense, and I don’t know anything about these people John says are looking after her. I had a letter from my sister saying he’s been stopping with them in Wales since the fourteenth. I wrote and told her she’s welcome to him. It’s like I told her, I’ve no idea where Muriel and Judy have gone to. If she’s left him and taken the baby, nobody’s told me about it. And I’ve had all sorts of people coming up here, saying John owes them money. I put my name down, guarantee for the furniture, and this is what I get … His name stinks round here, I can tell you, and I’m sick of his nonsense. I’m sorry, Inspector, but that’s the truth.’


‘When you say “nonsense”, Mrs Davies,’ said Stratton, ‘what do you mean?’


‘Making up stories – like this business about Mr Backhouse and the baby. He’s always doing it. Telling people his father was an Italian count and he’s going to have a Rolls-Royce and an aeroplane and heaven knows what else. All lies and boasting. You don’t want to believe a word of it. Never had the education, see? We’ve done our best for him. And as for saying that about Judy, even if Muriel has gone off and left him …’ Mrs Davies spread her hands in a gesture of hopelessness.


‘When was the last time you saw Muriel, Mrs Davies?’


‘A Saturday, it was. The beginning of November. We went shopping with John. I bought a little chair for Judy and a pram for the new baby.’


‘Muriel is expecting, is she?’


‘Yes, she is, so I don’t know what she thinks she’s playing at, going off like that.’ Mouth pursed in condemnation, Mrs Davies shook her head.


‘And she didn’t say anything to you about getting rid of the baby?’


‘Oh, no.’ Mrs Davies looked shocked. ‘Nothing like that. I really don’t know what to say, Inspector. I’m ashamed of John, and that’s the truth. I’d have looked after Judy if he and Muriel were having difficulties, he knows I would. It’s been nothing but arguments between them for I don’t know how long. John’s got a temper on him all right, ever since he was a boy, but the fault’s not all on his side, mind – Muriel’s a nice girl, but she’s terrible with the housekeeping. Always asking John for more … I’m not saying she was spending the money on new things for herself, but she never seemed to have enough. She’s very young, of course, and not having had a mother so long I suppose she never had anyone to set an example. John should have been more patient with her. You don’t like to speak ill of your own, but …’


‘Poor woman,’ said Stratton as, having secured a photograph of Muriel – pretty and delicate, with brown hair and doe eyes – they clattered down the stairs and into the street. ‘Obviously at the end of her tether.’


‘I don’t blame her, sir. Sounds as if Davies isn’t quite right in the head.’


‘I don’t know about that, but he certainly seems to have trouble telling the truth … We need to find that baby. I’ll make another call to Merthyr Tydfil – perhaps they’ll be able to shed a bit more light on the situation.’


‘How’s your nipper?’ asked Stratton, as the car took them back to West End Central. ‘Still giving you sleepless nights?’ Ballard, married two years before to Policewoman – now former-Policewoman – Gaines, had a six-month-old daughter.


The sergeant’s face lit up. ‘You should see her, sir. She’s a smasher. And she’s sleeping a lot better now.’


‘Bet that’s a relief,’ said Stratton.


‘You can say that again … How are yours, sir? Your boy’ll be called up for National Service any day, won’t he?’


Always a good working partnership, their relationship had, since Jenny’s death at the hands of a madwoman, included regular enquiries about each other’s families. Stratton, who had never before shared any information about his home life with a colleague, rather liked it – or some of it, anyway. He thought that Ballard did too, or at least pretended he did. At any rate, he always seemed to remember what Stratton told him about Monica and Pete.


‘Went last week,’ said Stratton. ‘And Monica’s just got herself a new job. At a film studio, of all things. Make-up and so forth – they’re going to train her up a bit.’


‘You don’t sound very sure about it, sir.’


‘Well … All those arty types … Mind you, she says I think the worst of everyone.’


‘You’ve always said she was very sensible, sir.’


‘She is. Takes after her mother.’ That, he told himself, was no more than the truth. Every day, it seemed that something about Monica – her common sense, her kindness, even the way she laughed with her hand in front of her mouth – reminded him of Jenny. She looked like Jenny, too, the same curvaceous figure and creamy skin. The only thing that was different was her black hair, inherited from him. And, unlike Pete, he could talk about Monica, and think about her, without feeling guilty. The problem was his failure to engage with the boy – not that Pete ever seemed to want to be engaged with – or even, really, to ‘get on’ with him, in the six years since Jenny died.


Feeling that some of this might somehow have communicated itself to Ballard, he hastily changed the subject.


‘Nothing?’ echoed DC Williams, on the line from Merthyr Tydfil.


‘Not a thing. And what’s more,’ added Stratton, ‘it took four of us to lift the manhole cover.’


‘Well, this one couldn’t do much by himself. I’d say he’s no more than five feet five inches high, and puny with it.’


‘Obviously makes up in imagination for what he lacks in height, then.’


‘Arglwydd Mawr …’


Stratton, taking this to be the Welsh equivalent of ‘Good God’, sympathised entirely with the man’s heartfelt tone. There followed some further exasperated muttering, and then Williams said, ‘Well, I’d better see what he’s got to say for himself. The strange thing is, he was desperate to talk to me. Said he couldn’t sleep and wanted to get it off his chest. Tell you the truth, I’m not sure he’s all there … Seems a bit of a simpleton to me.’


Satisfied that there was nothing further he could do for the present, Stratton spent the next few hours writing up reports on, variously, a receiver who’d been found in possession of knocked-off goods ranging from whisky to tinned salmon; an inside job on a warehouse which had resulted in the theft of 20,000 pairs of nylons; and a disturbance at a Wardour Street club during which a Maltese pimp had been stabbed.


At five o’clock, Ballard put his head round the door of the office. ‘Williams is on the line,’ he said, ‘from Wales. Says Davies has changed his story.’





Chapter Five



Stratton hung up the telephone receiver. ‘Well,’ he said to Ballard, ‘Miss Harris will take down the full statement, but now the gist is that Davies is claiming he lied to protect Backhouse. He says Backhouse volunteered to abort Muriel but it went wrong, and when he got back from work Backhouse told him she’d died. He says she was bleeding from the mouth when he saw her, which makes bugger-all sense. And he says Backhouse showed him some sort of medical book beforehand and said he’d had some training as a doctor so he knew how to get rid of the pregnancy …’ Stratton paused to consult his notes. ‘Says he helped Backhouse carry the body downstairs to the first-floor flat, which was empty, and Backhouse told him he was going to put the body in the drain, and that he’d take the baby to some people in Euston who’d look after her … Claims that Backhouse told him to sell all his furniture, get rid of Muriel’s clothes to a rag dealer, and bugger off back home to the valleys, so that’s what he did. Williams is going to have a word with the relatives he’s been staying with – it’s his aunt and her husband, a Mr and Mrs Howells – to see if they can shed any light on things. Williams is of the opinion – and I can’t say I blame him – that Davies is off his head.’


‘Sounds very much like it, sir.’


‘Either that or he’s buggering us about for some reason. Williams said when he first spoke to Davies and told him the body wasn’t in the drain, Davies couldn’t believe it. Kept insisting it must be


because he’d put it there. Then he said he’d lied about the lorry driver in the café giving him the stuff for Muriel and he wanted to make another statement. Not that this one sounds any more plausible … Oh, and Williams says he seems to be illiterate, apart from signing his name. Had to have his statement read back to him because he couldn’t manage it himself.’


‘His mother said that too, sir.’


‘She did, didn’t she? Perhaps Muriel’s run off with another chap and it’s sent Davies round the bend. Stranger things have happened, after all.’


‘Then why not leave the baby with his mother, sir?’


‘She’d have asked questions, wouldn’t she? “Where’s Muriel? Why isn’t she here?” And if he didn’t want to admit that she’d left him … Mind you, Williams also said that Davies wanted us to ask Backhouse the name of the people who’d taken Judy, so that doesn’t really add up.’ Stratton sighed. ‘So, we still don’t actually know if any crime’s been committed, but we’ve got to find that child.’


‘That seems about the size of it, sir. Back to Paradise Street, is it?’


There were only two lamps in Paradise Street, but faint yellow gaslight could be seen through the thin curtains hanging in the windows. All the children had gone indoors. Apart from the trains, any noise now was coming from the goods yard on the other side of the wall at the end. Revving and bawled instructions – ‘Go on, right hand down, straighten ‘er up … Whoa!’ – as the twelve-ton lorries were parked, and heavy thumps as goods – Stratton imagined rows of unidentifiable lumps shrouded in canvas – were loaded up for the night’s run.


Backhouse poked his head round the door of number ten in the manner of a tortoise expecting attack. Seeing Stratton and Ballard he gave a weak cough and said, in a voice barely above a whisper, ‘Inspector?’


‘If we might come in for a moment, sir? This is my sergeant, Ballard.’





‘Of course. Always glad to help.’


‘We’d like to have a look at the Davies’s flat, if you don’t mind, and then we’ve got a few questions.’


Backhouse frowned. ‘Well, I don’t know … I don’t mean to be obstructive, but there’s the matter of—’


‘It is rather urgent, Mr Backhouse,’ said Stratton. ‘I’m sure that, having served in the police force yourself, you’ll understand that Judy’s safety is paramount.’


As Stratton had hoped, this comradely appeal to Backhouse’s vanity did the trick, and he stood back to let them enter. ‘On this occasion, I don’t suppose … It’s the top floor. The flats aren’t separated – no front doors – so you’ll have no trouble.’


‘Who lives on the first floor?’ asked Stratton.


‘Mr Gardiner. An elderly gentleman. He’s in hospital at present – been there for the past two months.’


‘Has the flat been empty during that time?’


‘That’s right. I shan’t accompany you, Inspector.’ He rubbed his back. ‘I think I may have mentioned – I suffer with fibrositis.’


At least, thought Stratton, as they went up the stairs, what Davies had said about the first-floor flat being empty was true – the first thing, as far as he could see, that actually was. ‘It’s a bit bloody dark up here,’ he said, as they got to the top landing. Seeing the shape of a gas bracket protruding from the wall, he pulled his matches out of his pocket and felt for the tap. He turned it, but there was no hiss of escaping gas. ‘Looks like we’ll have to put a shilling in the meter.’


He opened the door to the room at the front of the house. The curtains were open, and, even by the faint glow that reached them from the street lamp, they could see that the room was entirely empty. The back room was the kitchen. Stratton located the meter and dropped a coin in the slot, and Ballard put a match to the gas mantle. They saw a sink, an Ascot water heater, a gas stove, and a few shelves, which were bare of everything except a couple of saucepans, a vase and a clock. On the other side of the room was a fireplace. Whatever else had been in the room – table, chairs – had been removed. Dusty, battered wooden boards covered the floor and a thin patterned paper, greyish, torn in places or sagging, lined the walls. It was darkened in the cooking area by spots of grease, but Stratton could see its original cream colour from a lighter rectangle over the mantelpiece, where a mirror or picture had been removed. The bottom half of the single sash window at the back was covered by a grimy net curtain. Raising it, Stratton made out the backs of the terrace beyond, and was staring down into the garden below when Ballard said, ‘There’s a briefcase here, sir, and there’s some newspaper cuttings on the mantelpiece.’


‘Oh?’ Stratton lowered the curtain.


Ballard opened the briefcase and rummaged inside. ‘Just a few bits of paper in here. Looks as if it belongs to a Mr G. Parker … there’s an address. Nicked, would you say?’


‘Possibly. I can’t imagine why a van driver would need a briefcase. We’ll find out if it’s been reported as stolen. What about the cuttings?’


‘Four of them, all about Setty. You know, the torso murder last year.’


‘Let’s just hope we don’t find bits of Mrs Davies all over the Essex marshes, then.’


‘It’s a bit odd, though, sir, when Williams said Davies is illiterate. Why would he keep cuttings if he couldn’t read them?’


‘Perhaps his wife was interested – or she read them to him. Any dates?’


‘Can’t see any, sir, but it happened in October, didn’t it, and if Mrs Davies left here three weeks ago, that would be about the ninth of November—’


‘So it’s possible,’ concluded Stratton. ‘Mind you, if he was working as a van driver he must have been able to read labels and road signs and things, mustn’t he?’


‘Perhaps he can do individual words but not a whole lot together.’


‘Perhaps.’ Stratton sighed. ‘Well, wherever his missus has got to, she’s not here now.’





‘And if she’s not here …’ Ballard continued his train of thought, ‘then presumably she’s not lying dead somewhere in this house, sir.’


‘I should think the Backhouses would have noticed a body on the premises, wouldn’t you? And he said they’d had builders here, too, remember? No, I think she’s gone off somewhere. Let’s just hope she’s taken the baby with her.’


Mr and Mrs Backhouse were in the kitchen. Backhouse was sitting in the deckchair – Stratton saw Ballard’s eyes widen slightly when he saw the knotted-rope sling – and beside him, curled up on a rag mat, was a black-and-white mongrel.


‘Is it yours?’ asked Stratton.


‘Yes,’ said Backhouse, looking fondly at the animal, which thumped its tail on the floor. ‘Dora, her name is.’


‘Friendly, is she?’


‘Oh, yes.’


Stratton crouched down to pat the animal, which responded, delighted, by rolling over so that he could rub her belly.


‘We were just about to have a little cup of tea. Would you like one?’


‘No, thanks.’ Stratton stood up and smiled at Mrs Backhouse, who was standing in front of the sink, twisting a tea towel in her hands and looking agitated. ‘Just a couple of questions, and we’ll leave you in peace. We found some newspaper cuttings about the torso murder. Do you know why they would be there?’


‘He was interested in that sort of thing,’ said Backhouse. ‘He couldn’t read much himself, but his wife used to read them to him, didn’t she, Edna?’ Before Mrs Backhouse could respond, he continued, ‘You’ll excuse me not getting up, but my back’s been playing me up again. We’re both very worried, Inspector. This whole thing is very regrettable—’


‘The baby,’ Mrs Backhouse interrupted, with a force that surprised Stratton. ‘Have you found her?’


‘Not yet,’ said Stratton. ‘But we’re doing everything we can.’


‘Edna’s very upset,’ said Backhouse. ‘We both are.’


‘Of course. Were you aware, Mrs Backhouse, that Muriel was pregnant?’


Again, Backhouse got in first. ‘There was something – I wondered if I should have mentioned it this morning. Muriel did tell my wife that she was pregnant, and she wasn’t happy about it. With only the two rooms, she couldn’t see how they were going to manage, and she was worried about money. She told Edna she’d been using pills and syringes trying to give herself a miscarriage, didn’t she, dear?’


Mrs Backhouse, looking more distressed than ever, made a noise that sounded as if a sob was locked in her throat, and nodded.


‘We both told her to stop acting so silly,’ said Backhouse. ‘She was making herself a physical wreck.’


‘When did she tell you this?’ Stratton asked Mrs Backhouse.


‘I think … a couple of days before she left …’ She stopped and looked at her husband for confirmation.


‘It’s all right, dear … You can see how upset it’s made her,’ Backhouse reiterated. ‘Muriel was in a bad way. She promised she wouldn’t do anything silly, but I don’t know—’ He broke off, wincing, and bent forward to rub the small of his back.


‘Did you suggest to Davies that you could help his wife to get rid of the baby, Mr Backhouse?’


Backhouse blinked several times before saying, ‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand what you mean.’


‘Davies alleges that you showed him a medical book, and said you could help his wife abort her pregnancy.’


‘That’s nonsense,’ said Backhouse, firmly. ‘He’s making it up.’ He pursed his lips, then took off his glasses and began to polish them, slowly, with his handkerchief.


‘Have you ever trained as a doctor?’


‘No.’


‘Did you tell Davies you’d trained as a doctor?’


‘Certainly not. It’s a lie.’


‘Did you show him a medical book?’


‘No, Inspector, I did not.’


‘Do you have any medical books?’ asked Stratton.


Backhouse thought for a moment, then said, ‘I have a manual from the St John’s Ambulance. I had it when I did first aid, during the war. I also,’ he added, with a touch of pride, ‘have two certificates. But I don’t see …’ Turning to Mrs Backhouse, he said, ‘Would you have shown the book to Davies for some reason?’


Edna Backhouse shook her head in bewilderment. She was, thought Stratton, on the verge of tears.


‘This is all made up,’ said Backhouse. ‘I don’t know why he’s saying these things.’


‘I understand,’ said Stratton soothingly. ‘I’m sorry we had to disturb you, but that’s everything – at least for the time being.’


‘It’s no trouble, Inspector.’ Backhouse began to struggle out of the deckchair, but Stratton put up a restraining hand.


‘Don’t worry, we can see ourselves out.’


‘Thank you, Inspector. If there’s anything else, we’re always glad to oblige.’


‘Nice dog,’ said Stratton, as they made their way back to the station. ‘Didn’t see her before. You certainly couldn’t hide a body in there for three weeks without her knowing about it. Even if you buried it in the garden she’d have it up in no time.’


‘Unless she’s lost her sense of smell,’ said Ballard. ‘If that’s possible.’


‘Never heard of it,’ said Stratton. ‘What do you think of the Backhouses?’


‘She seems a bit cowed by him, doesn’t she?’


‘Well, he certainly did the talking for both of them, but that’s not unusual – not where we’re concerned, anyway – and she’s obviously pretty bothered about the whole thing, which is understandable. What a mess … I don’t know about you, but last time I looked at a St John’s Ambulance handbook, it didn’t say anything about how to perform an abortion.’


‘Another fairy story, sir.’


‘Seems like it. Anyway, we need to know what the hell is going on, and I think it’s high time we brought Davies to London. We can have him for that briefcase, if nothing else – I’d be willing to bet a hefty sum that it’s been pinched. I’ll speak to DCI Lamb when we get back.’


Ballard grimaced. ‘Best of luck with that, sir.’


‘Thanks,’ said Stratton. ‘I’ve a feeling I’m going to need it.’





Chapter Six



DCI Lamb let out a gusty sigh. Stratton was familiar with the man’s repertoire of noises indicative of exasperation and forbearance, and recognised this one as meaning that the person in front of him – in this case, himself – was arsing about, wasting time, and generally testing his superior’s patience to the limit. Lamb, whose resemblance to George Formby seemed actually to be increasing as he grew older, took any deviation from by-the-book policing as a personal insult, and had long regarded him, Stratton, as the chief culprit. In his lighter moments, Stratton had often wondered if what his superior would really like would be for him to arrest himself, lock himself in a cell and beat himself up while he was at it.


‘Let me get this clear,’ said Lamb. ‘You’ve no idea where this woman’s body is – assuming that she is actually dead – and, more importantly, the baby’s disappeared and you have no clue as to where she is, and everyone you’ve spoken to, including his own mother, thinks that Davies is off his head. Besides which, the chances of Backhouse and his wife failing to notice that they are sharing a house with a corpse are – to say the least – slender.’


‘That’s about the size of it, sir.’


‘And Backhouse was a special constable, for God’s sake! If he says Davies is off his rocker … Incidentally, Stratton, I hope you’re treating him with a bit of respect.’


‘Of course, sir.’


Lamb sighed again, looking more put-upon than ever. ‘Nothing’s ever straightforward with you, is it, Stratton?’


‘With respect, sir—’


‘Yes, yes, yes.’ Lamb waved a hand in irritable dismissal. ‘Let’s just get this sorted out as soon as possible, shall we? You say that the briefcase has been reported as stolen, so get Davies up here for that.’


‘Right away, sir.’


‘Wait. On second thoughts, I’ll send someone else to Merthyr Tydfil for Davies. You’re to search the house, and for God’s sake make sure you do it thoroughly.’


‘Now, sir?’


‘Yes, now!’


‘It’s going to be difficult in the garden, sir. In the dark.’


‘Take a bloody torch, man. I want a full report on my desk before Davies is brought in.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Stratton tried to compose his features into a semblance of eager obedience.


‘Don’t stand there making faces – get over to Marlborough Street for the warrant.’


Going down the corridor to collect Ballard, Stratton relieved his feelings by singing ‘When I’m Cleaning Windows’ in a voice that he judged to be almost – but not quite – audible in his superior’s office.


Having secured an emergency warrant from the magistrate’s court, Stratton and Ballard made their way back to Paradise Street. By the time they reached number ten, it was after nine o’clock. ‘Let’s hope the poor sods aren’t having an early night,’ said Stratton grimly as they waited, stamping their feet in the cold, for the door to be answered.


When Backhouse answered the door he was dressed, as before, in a collarless shirt, and trousers held up in the old-fashioned way with braces and a belt. He did the bad ventriloquist thing with his mouth, then took off his pebble glasses and polished them on a handkerchief, blinking myopically. Behind him, in the gloom of the hallway, stood Mrs Backhouse, who had taken off her overall to reveal a dark-green frock.


‘Sorry to call back at this late hour, Mr Backhouse. We have a warrant to search the premises.’


Backhouse jammed his glasses back on his nose and stared at the two of them. ‘Now?’


‘I’m afraid so, sir.’ Stratton produced the paper. ‘May we come in? We’re anxious to get this matter cleared up – as I’m sure you are.’


‘It’s all very unpleasant.’ Backhouse grimaced and rubbed the small of his back with both hands. ‘My wife’s nerves … she was just about to take a sleeping pill and go off to bed.’


Behind him, Edna Backhouse nodded in tearful confirmation of this.


‘We’ll be as quick as we can, I assure you,’ said Stratton soothingly.


They started at the top of the house, in the two rooms which had been the Davies’s flat, then moved downstairs to Mr Gardiner’s flat on the first floor. Sparsely furnished, it yielded nothing apart from the fact that its tenant had once worked on the railways and was a staunch supporter of the Conservative Party.


They returned down the narrow staircase and, watched in silence by Backhouse and Edna, they inspected first the ground-floor living room, which faced the street – utility furniture, a radiogram, a few books and a dejected-looking plant, as well as the framed first aid certificates Backhouse had mentioned and a photograph of him, smiling proudly, in his police uniform – then the bedroom at the back, and finally, the kitchen. There was, as Stratton had predicted, nothing at all to suggest that Muriel Davies had ever been there, alive or otherwise. ‘Now, if you don’t mind,’ said Stratton, turning to Backhouse, ‘we’ll need to see the garden. Is the back door unlocked?’


Backhouse looked puzzled. ‘Yes, it’s always unlocked, but there’s only the lavatory and the washhouse out there, and there’s no light. I can assure you—’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Stratton firmly, ‘but we do have to look.’ He pulled his torch from his overcoat pocket. ‘If you’ll keep the dog inside for the time being …’


The ‘garden’, which consisted of a yard and a muddy patch of lawn strewn with broken bricks and the corrugated iron remains of an Anderson shelter, was no more than thirty feet by twelve. By the light of the torch, Stratton made out a lopsided washing-line post, the rusty shell of a dustbin, old newspapers, some gnawed bones that looked like chops, a lot of weeds, some dusty-looking bushes and the sooty wall of the goods yard. On the top of it a cat, disturbed by the noise and light, fled with dainty tightropewalker’s steps into the darkness beyond.


Stratton checked the lavatory and, finding it empty, turned his attention to the fractionally larger washhouse beside it. ‘These are used by all the tenants, are they?’ he asked Backhouse, who was walking up and down the yard, rubbing his back and biting his lip as if in pain.


‘That’s right.’


‘Bit stiff.’ Stratton tried, and failed, to open the washhouse door.


‘It gets jammed,’ said Backhouse. Turning to his wife, who was standing on the threshold of the back door, shoulders hunched and arms crossed against the cold, he said, ‘Fetch a knife, Edna.’


Edna Backhouse disappeared and returned a moment later with a kitchen knife which she inserted into the lock, and, after wiggling it for a few moments, managed to open the door. Shining his torch in, Stratton saw a room of about five feet square with an old copper covered by a plank of wood on which stood several tins of paint and varnish, presumably left behind by the builders Backhouse had mentioned. Next to it was a square stone sink with a single tap. A row of battered-looking planks of wood was propped up vertically in front of it.





‘Those are from the hall,’ said Backhouse. ‘The builders gave them to me for firewood.’


Stratton nudged the plank a few inches and peered into the copper, but saw nothing except dust. ‘We don’t use the washhouse any more,’ Backhouse explained. ‘Only for storing things and emptying slops … there’s nothing more to see.’


Stratton pulled back one of the planks standing before the sink and shone his torch into the space behind. The beam illuminated what appeared to be a green-and-white-checked tablecloth, tied round with sash cord. He pulled a couple more of the planks away and saw that it was wrapped round a large parcel. Standing back, he motioned to Mrs Backhouse. ‘Do you know what this is?’ he asked. ‘Is it your tablecloth?’


Edna Backhouse bent forward and peered at the bundle for a moment. Straightening up, she said, ‘It’s not one of mine. I’ve no idea what’s in it.’


‘Well, let’s have it out.’ Aided by Ballard, Stratton pulled the bundle – which was heavy – into the yard. ‘You don’t mind if we cut the cord?’ he asked Mrs Backhouse.


Frowning, shaking her head, she said, ‘No. I told you, it’s not mine.’


Stratton took out his pocket knife and, his torch held steady between his teeth, cut the sash cord. As soon as it was loosened, one end of the green cloth raised itself up and, with jerky acceleration as of some ghastly mechanical toy, a pair of female feet and legs slid out onto the cement of the yard.


There was a sharp indrawn breath from Edna Backhouse, then silence, thick as a fog. After a long moment during which no-one moved, spoke or even seemed to breathe, Ballard’s voice came from inside the washhouse. ‘That’s not all, sir. There’s a baby.’





Chapter Seven



Diana’s high heels echoed on the stone floor as she walked into the hall of Hambeyn House, startling a pair of wood pigeons so that they flapped upwards and away through the broken window at the top of the main staircase. The lower windows – those that had retained their glass – were opaque with dirt, and their decorative plasterwork surrounds were yellowing and crumbly like stale cake icing.


Shivering, she pulled the collar of her fur coat close around her neck and skirted the evidence of the birds’ occupancy – by the look of things, there had been more than just two pigeons – to stand at the bottom of the staircase. The curved iron banister looked like the ribs of a dinosaur and, halfway up, a thin ray of winter sunlight illuminated an obscenity scrawled across the khakipainted wall – left there, presumably, by a departing soldier. The words, Diana thought, were indicative of the fact that her childhood home, and what it symbolised, were obsolete in the new, post-war world.


Sitting in the train on the way up to Gloucestershire, the burst of confidence she’d felt on leaving Guy had ebbed away, and, in an attempt to lift her spirits, she’d convinced herself that somebody – a school, a nursing home, even an asylum – would want to buy the place. This hope had been all but demolished when the driver of the station taxi, hearing her destination, had looked aghast and said, ‘You sure, miss?’ Even so, she hadn’t expected it to look quite so derelict. The house was a wreck, and she’d heard enough tales of woe from the owners of other properties requisitioned by the forces to know that whatever compensation she might be awarded would be too little to do much about it. Besides, it seemed to her that it was already too late.


It was hard to believe she’d ever lived here. The place was like an abandoned stage set for a play so long out of fashion that it was impossible to imagine how anyone could have enjoyed it. Not daring to go up the stairs, she recrossed the hall and walked down the corridor to the dining room, where she found more khaki and grey paint, loose – and in some places, missing – floorboards and heaps of rubbish in the once magnificent fireplaces. Gingerly, she made her way over to the windows and stood looking out over the terrace. Weeds had sprung up between the flagstones, and piles of cigarette ends in the bowls of the long-disused ornamental fountains had combined with rainwater to create a few inches of brownish nicotine soup. The lawn beyond was rutted with tyre tracks and the flowerbeds claimed by banks of nettles.


Hambeyn House was dead. Nothing – not repairs or fresh paint, even supposing these could be got, nor the joyful barking of dogs or even the laughter of children – could bring it back to life. At least, thought Diana, I don’t feel sentimental about it. Being a lonely only child – her sole sibling, a boy, had not survived babyhood – with a distant father, an aloof mother and a series of nannies with cold, perfunctory hands had seen to that. She dredged her memory for anything that would kindle a spark of feeling, but nothing came. At least, she thought, turning away from the window, there are no death duties, because there’s certainly no money to pay them. Her spendthrift father, who’d sold off parcel after parcel of land in his lifetime, had left her only a few thousand pounds, and as for what she’d get from Guy …


But I don’t want to depend on anybody, she thought. For the first time in my life, I want to stand on my own two feet.


She would go to London. When she was dreaming of escape from Guy and Evie, that had always been her plan, but now, for the first time, she began to give it a practical form – impossible before, as Evie had a nasty habit of opening other people’s letters ‘by accident’ and Diana knew, from bitter experience, just how vengeful her mother-in-law could be.


At least she’d had the good sense to ask the taxi to wait. She’d return to the station, collect her bags, and telephone to her friend Lally before she boarded the train. Lally, who’d been a fellow MI5 agent during the war, and was now married to another old colleague, Jock Anderson, would surely let her stay while she found herself a job. Jock, who still worked for the Secret Service, might be able to help her with that. There was their former boss, too, Colonel Forbes-James – he might know of something. She’d find herself a small flat like the one she’d had in Tite Street during the war, and she’d make a brand new start.





Chapter Eight



‘A well-nourished adult woman, five feet two inches in height, estimated weight seven and a half stone. The body has been tied up in a tablecloth. It is dressed in a blue woollen jacket, a spotted cotton blouse and a black skirt. The skirt has been disarranged so that the lower parts are exposed. Knickers and stockings are absent …’


Dr McNally, the pathologist, looked like a clergyman – spare and ascetic in his white gown and rubber apron, with spectacles perched on his nose – and as he solemnly intoned the words, dictating to his secretary, Miss Lynn, he sounded like one, too. The Middlesex Hospital mortuary, to which both bodies had been removed, was a cold, low-ceilinged abattoir, its tiles and metal and porcelain surfaces gleaming in the harsh overhead light. It smelt of a mixture of decomposition and disinfectant. A tap dripped, and bronchitic coughing could be heard, intermittently, from somewhere in the basement corridor outside.


The pathologist turned to his assistant, a wizened little man called Higgs, who had been there for as long as Stratton could remember, working for McNally’s predecessor, Dr Byrne, who had been murdered in 1944. ‘You may begin removing the clothes.’ To Stratton, he said, ‘You’ll be making a list, I trust.’


‘That’s correct.’


Ballard produced his notebook and pencil, and wrote down each piece of clothing as it was removed. Finally naked, lying flat on the slab, neck resting on a wooden block and head tilted back on a white towel, the woman – confirmed as Muriel Davies by the Backhouses, but not yet formally identified – looked as though she were snarling like a dog. The woman in the older Mrs Davies’s photograph had been quite a looker, but now her upper lip was puffy and slightly drawn back from the teeth and there was a dark area – bruising and dried blood – around her nose and mouth. That, thought Stratton, explained the ‘bleeding from the mouth’ comment in Davies’s second statement – the bastard had thumped her first. Her eyes were closed, and one was blackened. Stratton could see that her neck was bruised, and that the body contours were beginning to disappear. There were maggots clustered on the mound of her left breast, as if suckling. Averting his eyes from this, Stratton noticed that her left hand was unadorned. ‘You didn’t remove her wedding ring, did you?’ he asked Higgs.


The assistant shook his head. ‘Never touch nothing till I’m told.’


‘She was married, was she?’ asked McNally.


‘So we understand,’ said Stratton. ‘Perhaps she’d taken it off for some reason. Sorry to interrupt. Please …’ He gestured at the pathologist to continue his work.


McNally had been dictating for some time, medical terminology, most of which Stratton didn’t understand, letting it wash over him and deliberately keeping his eyes off the baby, who, lying on the slab next door to the mother, made a pathetically small shape under the white sheet. Ballard, he could see, was doing the same. Worse for him, thought Stratton, with a baby daughter himself. Something McNally said caught his attention. ‘…There are a series of abrasions three and a half inches long on the right side of the throat, varying from one and a quarter inches in width to three-eighths of an inch. On the left side of the back of the neck is another group of abrasions …’


‘So she was strangled?’ asked Stratton.


‘It would appear so,’ said McNally, ‘but I can’t be certain until I’ve finished. Would you like me to move to the child now, and do the internal examinations later?’


‘Please. If you don’t mind.’


McNally finished his dictation, then motioned to Higgs to cover up the body. When the baby was unveiled, Stratton saw that its face was swollen and bluish. It was wearing a fancy knitted cardigan and a dress, and had a large white handkerchief wrapped around its neck, but its legs and feet were bare. The sight of the tiny, wrinkled soles was almost more than Stratton could stand, and he turned away, blowing his nose.


‘The body is of a well-nourished baby girl. Height is thirty-three and a half inches …’ McNally held up his hand to indicate that Miss Lynn should stop writing. ‘Start removing the clothes, please, Higgs.’


The procedure was repeated, with Ballard noting down the items. After taking off the top clothes, Higgs fumbled at something stuck inside the vest. ‘Something in here, sir. Aha … here it is. One toy duck.’ He held it up for Ballard and Stratton to see. It was a small, cheap thing, but, judging by its worn appearance, much loved. Stratton felt a lump rise in his throat.


‘One … toy … duck,’ repeated Ballard in a choked voice, writing in his notebook. Then he looked up, and Stratton saw that there were tears in his eyes. Clearing his throat, he said, ‘If you could excuse me for a moment, sir …’
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