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To George and Florence




Well, believe me, I am speaking broadmindedly


 I am glad to know my mother country


 I’ve been travelling to countries years ago


 But this’ the place I wanted to know


 London, that’s the place for me.


To live in London you really comfortable


Because the English people are very much sociable


They take you here and they take you there


And they make you feel like a millionaire


So London, that’s the place for me.


From ‘London is the Place For Me’.


Calypso by Lord Kitchener (Aldwyn Roberts, 1922–2000)





Author’s Note



In the 1950s, a legal loophole existed whereby anyone could set him or herself up as the chairman of a building society and – provided that he or she could persuade the public to invest by offering a slightly higher rate than normal – make use of the money to fund their own property empire. Comparatively little capital was needed (enough to open an office and pay for some advertising), but the potential rewards were great and it is surprising that more entrepreneurs did not take advantage of the situation to make themselves a fortune.








CHAPTER ONE



August 1958, Notting Hill Gate: Puncture wound to chest, entered right-hand side in 4th intercostal space, 4 in deep, penetrated to the heart …


DI Stratton shifted irritably in his office chair – it was half-past midday and sweltering, and his shirt seemed to be plastered on to his back – and pushed the pathologist’s report aside. In the black and white photographs Herbert Hampton looked more annoyed than dead, and the stains on his clothing might easily have been the result of carelessness with ketchup or HP Sauce. Seated on the floor in his underwear, with a bald head and a petulant expression, he made Stratton think of a giant baby who’d been pushed over by an older sibling and was preparing to start howling about it. At least, Hampton’s top half made him think this. His lower half – a map of varicose veins and a partially visible scrotum so low and loose that it looked like pebbles at the bottom of a pigskin bag – just made Stratton think of the sad indignities of getting old and being murdered in your vest and underpants.


He’d been found by a girl: Shirley Maples, aged seventeen, typist, on her way home from the ABC Royalty, Ladbroke Grove, where she’d attended the six o’clock performance of a film with her friend Sandra Mills. Glancing at the map of his new manor, he saw that Shirley Maples lived in Colville Terrace and Sandra Mills – also a typist – lived in Talbot Road, which was just around the corner. Stratton thought he could picture the streets: rusted railings, crumbling front walls, and rows of tatty five-storey Victorian houses, each one occupied by a dozen – or perhaps even two dozen – people.


Both girls lived with their parents. They had watched Raintree County, which apparently, with the rest of the programme, lasted three whole hours, and Shirley arrived back home at half past nine. When she’d climbed the stairs to the family’s top floor flat, her father had sent her back down again and across the road to give the week’s rent to Mr Hampton and, while she was at it, to fetch him a bottle of Mackeson from the pub down the road. He never got his beer. Stratton imagined her pushing open the door of Hampton’s flat and standing hypnotised, before she began to scream. He shuffled the papers until he found her statement. Scanning to the end, he read: My dad says it’s the coloureds that do these things.


The office door swung open and a large man he recognised as PC Jellicoe – two days into his new post, he hadn’t got all the names down yet – appeared with a cup of tea and a rock bun on a plate. ‘’Ot, ain’t it? ’Ere you go.’


The voice was an exaggerated Cockney – the London equivalent of the country dweller’s exaggerated yokel act, put on for strangers – and there was a sort of menacing joviality about it, as if daring him to pull rank. Stratton wondered if he’d been put up to it. As the first appointment of a Superintendent who’d only been there a year himself, he was bound to be an object of suspicion, especially as his first task was to investigate a crime that the natives had failed to solve.


PC Jellicoe, who’d put the tea and bun on the table, nodded encouragingly. ‘Thought you might like a cuppa after your lunch.’


‘Thanks,’ said Stratton. He took a sip of the tea, and picked up the rock bun.


‘Just like Muvver useta make.’


Stratton took an experimental bite and encountered a concrete-like substance. ‘Yes, if Muvver was a bricklayer. Still, it’s the thought that counts.’


No snorts of laughter from outside, so it obviously wasn’t a setup, just Jellicoe having a sniff round the newcomer and, presumably, reporting back. Jellicoe studied him in a manner that made him think of a man trying to decide whether a piano would fit through a doorway. After a moment, his face broke into a grin. ‘They are a bit of a facer.’ Pointing at Stratton’s map, he added, ‘That’s where that bloke Hampton was done a couple of Saturdays ago, isn’t it?’


Stratton, well aware that Jellicoe knew exactly what he was looking into, took this to be an olive branch of sorts and said, ‘That’s right – Colville Terrace.’


‘What that little lot –’ Jellicoe nodded at the papers on the desk – ‘won’t tell you is that all round there, Colville Terrace, Colville Road, Powis Terrace, Powis Square … most of them houses belong to Danny Perlmann. He’s got quite a lot in St Stephen’s Gardens too,’ indicating the street with a stubby finger, ‘and Chepstow Road, Westbourne Gardens, Pembridge Square. Got a bloody great mansion in Hampstead, I heard, and he drives about in a Roller full of blondes. Hampton was one of the rent collectors. But …’ Jellicoe heaved a big, puffy sigh. ‘It’s a disgrace, really. Not saying it hasn’t always been a problem round there – gyppos and all sorts, more your criminal class than your working class, if you see what I mean – but now with the darkies everywhere, it’s got to be the worst slum in London. Some of them club together and buy a house and then they want the tenants out so they can bring in their own sort. We had a Nigerian bloke a couple of weeks ago trying to evict a bunch of Irish – brawling in the street, they were, furniture thrown about all over the place, and what with that business in Nottingham over the weekend, coloured stabbing whites and all sorts …’


‘The Chief Constable said that wasn’t a racial riot,’ said Stratton, who’d spent quite a lot of the previous Sunday morning reading about the ‘milling mob’ of fifteen hundred people who’d rampaged through the streets of St Ann’s.


Jellicoe sniffed. ‘Not a racial riot my arse – wouldn’t have happened if the darkies hadn’t been there. Anyway, bit different from your old patch in the West End, isn’t it?’ In other words, thought Stratton: let’s see what you can do in a really tough manor, glamour-boy.


Jellicoe did have a point, though. Stratton’s old division, C – St James’s, Soho and the surrounding area – certainly had its problems, and a fair amount of poverty as well, but there wasn’t anything that approached the unrestrained squalor he’d seen on his brief tour of the Colville and Powis area.


‘Perlmann’s got a club up West too,’ said Jellicoe, ‘but you’d know about that.’


‘I don’t, actually.’


Jellicoe looked surprised. ‘It’s called Maxine’s.’


Stratton had only once glimpsed Maxine’s plush interior, but he knew it, and its smart clientele, by repute. ‘I know Maxine’s. It’s in Wardour Street. I didn’t know it was his, though.’


Jellicoe nodded. ‘Him and another bloke. He’s got another club in Earl’s Court. Rumours of unlicensed gambling, though he’s never been had up for it.’


‘Sounds as if he’s doing all right for himself.’


‘Not short of a bob or two, that’s for sure.’


*

At least, Stratton thought when Jellicoe had taken himself off, I’ve got one potential ally. There was no record of money being found in the man’s room, which made robbery a likely motive and the money stolen would, presumably, have belonged to Perlmann, from whom he could find no statement. Putting the map and Shirley Maples’s statement to one side, he turned back to the photographs. There were five or six, and the police photographer had done a better-than-average job: different angles and everything in sharp focus. The accompanying plan of the third floor flat showed a living room – where Hampton had met his death – with a tiny kitchen partitioned off on one side.


In the first photograph, Stratton could see, next to Hampton’s body, a television set encased in a wooden cabinet with doors that hinged out on either side like an altarpiece. From what he’d seen of Colville Terrace so far he doubted if many of the residents could have afforded such a luxury, but perhaps Hampton, as the rent collector, had been in an unusually privileged position. On top of the cabinet was a lace-edged runner, on which stood a china donkey and a framed photograph of a young woman. Stratton wondered if this was Mrs Hampton, who, according to the notes, had died the previous year. The television, according to Shirley, had still been on when she’d entered the room.


The second photograph showed a collection of empty and unwashed milk bottles, together with a clutter of opened tins, two overflowing ashtrays and several plates of congealing leftovers, one of which was furred with mould. Clearly, Hampton hadn’t kept up with the housework after his wife’s death. The lino, Stratton could see from all the pictures, was haphazardly strewn with newspaper. As Hampton was sitting on some of it, he felt it was unlikely to have been put there by the man’s assailant – more likely it was a feeble attempt to keep the floor clean. The pages weren’t crumpled or dirty: Stratton could clearly see advertisements for Radio Rentals, Double Diamond and, by Hampton’s left foot, Kellogg’s Cornflakes – the sunshine breakfast with the wide-awake taste. Turning the photograph through ninety degrees, he made out another advert – Chilprufe vests, a must for the school outfit – and a headline: ‘Little Rock says shut schools to bar Negroes’. The paper was the Daily Express. Obviously recent, but he couldn’t make out the date underneath the masthead – he supposed it would be somewhere in the notes.


Stratton read through the statements from the neighbours, who struck him as an exceptionally cagey lot. There seemed to be fourteen different people living in the same building as Hampton – not counting any children – and none of them had noticed anything unusual. What was interesting was that all of them, whether white or black, appeared to have liked Hampton: words like ‘kind’, ‘helpful’ and ‘nice’ kept recurring. Several of Hampton’s immediate neighbours, plus quite a few from surrounding houses, agreed with Shirley Maples’s dad’s assertion that ‘it was coloureds’, but without elaborating further. None of the coloured neighbours had an opinion as to what might have happened – or anyway not one they were willing to voice – and, thinking about it, Stratton couldn’t blame them.


He lit a cigarette and had another look at the pathologist’s report: Caused by a single-edged knife … Wound edges protruding, probably owing to rapid withdrawal of instrument … No other marks of violence about the deceased … No evidence of rigor …


Hampton’s last meal – consumed, according to the report, at least three hours prior to his death – consisted of minced lamb, peas and potatoes. This, Stratton knew from the statements, had been taken in a nearby cafe, along with a cup of tea, between 5.30 and 6 p.m. The pathologist estimated that Hampton had been dead for between two and four hours before he was discovered by Shirley Maples at approximately 9.45 p.m. That would mean that he’d been killed sometime between, say, 6.05 and 7.45 p.m. At that time, thought Stratton, the older children would be coming in for their tea and the adults either home from work or off out for the evening, it being Saturday. Anyone in the house who had a television would have been watching it, as Hampton had been: the Six-Five Special for the kids and later, The Black and White Minstrel Show for the whole family.


Perhaps, though, the neighbours weren’t being as cagey as all that. With fourteen adults and Christ knows how many children clumping up and down the stairs, the place wouldn’t have been exactly quiet. Any stranger would have been assumed to be an acquaintance of another of the inhabitants, one of whom, Stratton could see from a handwritten note helpfully pinned to her statement, was thought to be on the game.


At the bottom of the pathologist’s report was another hand-written note: It is possible that this wound was caused by the deceased rushing at his assailant while he (the assailant) was holding the knife in his hand. In the absence of other evidence to the contrary, I am unable to suggest any satisfactory theory by which the wound could have been self-inflicted.


Stratton was just about to go through the paperwork again to check he’d not missed anything significant when the door opened, revealing the immaculately suited and ramrod-straight form of his new boss, Detective Superintendent Matheson. Stratton started to rise from his chair, suddenly very conscious of the sweaty and crumpled appearance he must present.


‘No, no. Stay where you are, man. How’s it going? I see they’ve given you all the gen.’


‘I’m catching up as fast as I can, sir. Just about to go to Colville Terrace.’


‘I told the station sergeant to make sure there’s a car at your disposal.’


‘I thought I’d walk this time, sir. Get the lie of the land, so to speak.’ As he said this, Stratton was aware that, as in their previous exchanges, he didn’t sound like himself but like something out of a war film: decent, doughty, doing his damnedest in a gruff, self-effacing sort of way. It was the effect the man had on him: the clipped, upper-class tones, distinguished countenance and military bearing, not to mention the background and reputation, plus the fact that, at forty-two, Matheson was a whole eleven years younger than him. He had, as anybody who read the papers knew, joined the Met in the thirties, under Commissioner Trenchard’s ill-fated scheme for recruiting an officer class. At the time Stratton had, like most serving policemen, viewed the Hendon ‘boy wonders’ as a bunch of ineffective public-school washouts, which a lot of them were, but not Matheson. His successes had been celebrated, the newspapers had fawned on him, and five years ago he’d become the youngest officer ever to be appointed Detective Superintendent by Scotland Yard. And – as if this weren’t enough – he’d had a good war too. He’d been a captain in the Desert Rats and taken part in the Normandy invasion.


‘Jolly good,’ said Matheson. ‘I’ll leave you to it. Take whatever time you need to talk to people – learn a bit about them. Come to my office whenever you’ve finished. I’ve a fair bit to do myself, so I shall be here until at least eight o’clock this evening. You can give me your ideas over a drink.’


‘Yes, sir. Thank you.’


Blimey, thought Stratton, there’s a turn-up for the books. In all the years working under Lamb at West End Central he could only remember being offered a drink once, and that was because the man was retiring. Dragging his jacket over his uncomfortably clammy shirt, he headed for the lobby to inform the desk sergeant of his whereabouts for the next few hours.





CHAPTER TWO



The desk sergeant had his hands full dealing with a man so drunk that his speech was as slurred and slow as a gramophone record played at the wrong speed. Stratton was content to wait. For one thing, the desk sergeant had managed to lay hands on an elderly fan – its incessant clacking being more than compensated for by the movement of air, even if it was warm – and for another, it gave him a chance to take stock of the place. Not that there was anything new to him: an elderly woman with violently dyed ginger hair was telling one of the young coppers that she’d lost her dog, and a couple of teenage Teddy boys were waiting to be booked in by another, who looked barely older than they were. Stratton eyed the pair. He’d seen it all before – the sharp clothes, the jittery insolence, the way they jingled the change in their pockets as if they couldn’t wait to unleash the next sixpenny-worth of strident music from an imaginary jukebox. Whether it was their frank air of villainy or simply their youth and appearance Stratton didn’t know, but he felt uneasiness creep over him like an infestation of lice and suddenly found he couldn’t wait to get out of the place. It’s because I’m getting old, he told himself. The world’s moving on, away from me, and things don’t make sense like they used to.


*

The sensation of discomfort was intensified when Stratton walked down Colville Terrace. There were about two dozen people there, either sitting on the steps of the houses or just standing about chatting, but every single one of them, apart from a couple of housewives carrying shopping, was black. It wasn’t, Stratton told himself, as if he’d never seen a coloured person before. He must have seen hundreds over the years in the West End – and there were several coloured clubs – but just not all at once, and not milling about in the street like this. They seemed friendly enough, cheerful and animated, and anyway, they were only people, the same – when you came down to it – as any others. Nevertheless the scene was still disconcertingly alien, especially against the background noise of bawling Cockney stallholders from Portobello market, which could be glimpsed at the end of the road.


What was I expecting? he asked himself. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t been warned at the station – there’d been plenty of comments: dirty habits, can’t be trusted around women, lazy and work-shy, playing music at all hours, touchy … Stratton decided he’d prefer to make up his own mind, although he wondered about the ‘work-shy’ bit as it didn’t look as if any of these blokes had jobs – unless, of course, they’d come home for lunch. Colville Terrace was, as he’d expected, a street of large crumbling and unpainted terraced houses, whose front porticoes were blocked by overflowing dustbins and empty milk bottles. Music was blaring out from at least three different locations, and the gutters were filled with dry rivers of old newspapers, rags, broken-up wooden fruit boxes, used French letters and the like. Already he knew what they’d be like inside: rigged meters, vermin and no hot water.


Then again, Notting Hill Gate had never, as far as he knew, been an area that anyone would live in if they could have lived anywhere else. He looked at the groups of people again, but surreptitiously, to avoid giving the appearance of staring. He’d seen coloured people arriving in Britain on the television news. It had been back in January, and they’d been filmed bewildered and apprehensive in their thin, unsuitable clothes – straw hats, even – amid piles of luggage at Waterloo station. They must have seen newsreels, too, in their cinemas in Kingston or Port of Spain or wherever they came from, showing the best of Britain. Now it occurred to Stratton to wonder what the hell they must have been thinking as, standing on the station platform, they’d turned to the camera with those wide, brave smiles.


There weren’t any people sitting on the front steps of number 19, where Hampton had lived, but the front door was ajar. Stratton skirted the evil-smelling dustbin and entered. The hall was dingy: cracked lino ingrained with dirt and peeling wallpaper. The place smelt of a combination of paraffin, dirt and cooking, and there were a number of unclaimed letters, circulars and pools coupons – many of which, judging by the footprints on the envelopes, had been there for some time – lying on the mangy doormat. On the first landing was a blackened saucepan on a solitary gas ring and on the second, a filthy lavatory with no bolt or handle on the door. From above, he could hear music punctuated by crackles of static. Rounding the bend of the stairs, he was able to identify it as ‘All I Have to Do is Dream’. Looking up, he saw a pair of shapely legs rising from slingbacks and topped by a tight, shiny skirt, a low-cut blouse and a come-hither smile.


‘Looking for someone, darling?’


‘Yes,’ said Stratton. ‘I’m investigating the death of Herbert Hampton. Do you live here?’


The girl – Stratton supposed she couldn’t be more than twenty, although the air of professional carnality made her seem much older – looked disappointed. ‘Is that all? I live upstairs, as it happens, but I’ve already told the coppers I don’t know nothing about it.’


‘What’s your name?’


‘Vicky.’


‘Vicky what?’


‘Allardice.’


Stratton pulled his notebook out of his jacket and looked through the list of names he’d compiled from the witness statements. Vicky Allardice seemed to be the only woman in the place who lived alone – assuming that she actually did live there and didn’t just use the room for business purposes. ‘How much rent do you pay, Vicky?’


‘What’s that got to do with you?’


‘Mr Hampton collected the rent, didn’t he? It’s possible that he was killed during a robbery.’


‘I suppose.’ Vicky shrugged. ‘But the rent weren’t due till the next day, so he wouldn’t have had it, would he?’


At least, thought Stratton, that explained the lack of money in Hampton’s room. ‘How much?’ he persisted.


‘Two pound a week.’


‘Really?’ This wasn’t the West End, where a working girl might pay as much as £15 or even £20 for a flat, but Stratton was surprised by the disparity. He’d be willing to bet that she was paying a fair bit more than she’d said – but of course to admit that was tantamount to confessing how she earned a living. Deciding not to press the matter, he settled for raising a single eyebrow in a clear show of disbelief.


Vicky folded her arms. ‘I don’t know why you’re asking me about any of it,’ she said defensively. ‘I wasn’t even here.’


‘But you do live here?’


‘Mm-hm. Ask anyone.’


‘So where were you?’


‘Out.’


‘Out where?’


‘I went shopping.’


‘By the time Hampton was killed the shops would have been closed.’


‘We stopped out for tea.’


‘We?’


‘Me and my friend.’


‘Her name?’


‘Marion.’


‘Marion who?’


‘Marion Lockwood.’


Stratton glanced at the notes he’d made summarising her statement – so far, everything tallied. ‘Where did you have your tea?’


‘The Larchwood Cafe on Queensway.’


‘That’s off the Bayswater Road, isn’t it?’ Stratton had seen the scores of tarts who lined the railings – one every few yards – right down Bayswater Road and along Park Lane.


Vicky stared at him as if he’d just dropped out of a spaceship. ‘Last time I looked.’


‘What time did you finish eating?’


‘Dunno – half past six.’


‘What did you do after that?’


‘Went for a walk.’ Her eyes were defiant.


‘Along the Bayswater Road?’


‘No law against it, is there?’


‘Depends on the purpose of the walk – as I’m sure you know. What time did you get home?’


‘About half past eight.’


‘Slow night, was it? Still, it was early, so presumably you went out again afterwards.’


Vicky sighed. ‘Yes. About ten to nine.’


‘And you came back again when?’


‘I suppose … Quarter past nine, something like that.’


‘Kerb-crawler, was he? Gave you a lift back afterwards?’


‘I did get a lift, yes.’ This time the admission came sullenly, and she didn’t look him in the eye.


‘I’m not here to give you any trouble,’ said Stratton. ‘I just want some information. All right, you brought a punter back here – and you went out again when?’


‘Half past nine, twenty to ten, something like that.’


‘Did you see Shirley Maples when you went out?’


‘Who?’


‘The girl who found Mr Hampton.’


Vicky shook her head. ‘The only person I saw was one of the coloured blokes who live downstairs. At least, I think it was him – the bulb’s gone on the landing, so I couldn’t really see. He was coming out of the lav.’


Stratton consulted his notebook. ‘You identified him as Horace Conroy when you made your statement.’


‘It could have been. I mean, he lives here and he’s tall, and so was this bloke. Frankie – that’s the other one who lives here – is small and skinny, so it couldn’t have been him, but I never saw the face, so I can’t be certain.’


‘Fair enough.’ Stratton made a note to this effect and said, ‘Frankie would be Francis Crockett, would he?’


‘I suppose so – I don’t know. Frankie and Horace share a room. They’ve got another bloke living with them now. I think he’s called Jackson or something like it but he won’t be no use to you because he only come here last week.’


‘What about one of the others …’ Stratton consulted his notebook, ‘Ernest MacDonald or Jeffrey Royce?’


‘They live on the ground floor so they use the lav in the basement.’


‘You mean they share it with the …’ Stratton had another look at his notebook, ‘the Tyndall family?’ He could see from the notes that not only did the Tyndalls have four children, there were two other adults and a baby living on the ground floor, as well as Mac-Donald and Royce.


‘Well, they’ve got to go somewhere, haven’t they? And up here we’ve got one lav for ten people – and that’s not including Winnie and Eddie’s kid.’


‘Winnie and Eddie?’


‘They’re the new people in Mr Hampton’s rooms. Coloured couple – moved in a few days ago. Not very nice when the poor old boy’d been murdered like that, but beggars can’t be choosers, can they?’


‘Might MacDonald or Royce have been coming up to use the bathroom?’


‘What bathroom?’


‘Haven’t you got one?’


‘Nope.’ Vicky shook her head, her mouth a thin, emphatic line. ‘Some of the rooms got basins, though,’ she added. ‘Wish mine did.’


‘Get on with your neighbours all right, do you?’


Vicky shrugged. ‘Don’t see that much of them, really.’


‘What about Mr Hampton?’


‘What about him?’


‘Did you get on with him?’


‘He was all right.’ Vicky uncrossed her arms. ‘Can I go?’


‘In a hurry, are you?’


‘Not particularly.’


‘Good. Did your client see the man on the landing?’


‘Dunno. He never said. And he was coming down the stairs behind me – and, like I said, the bulb’s gone – so I doubt it.’


‘What was his name?’


‘His name?’ Vicky gave him a scornful look. ‘Well, he said it was John, but it wasn’t his real name so it doesn’t matter, does it?’


‘What did he look like?’


Vicky shrugged. ‘Like a punter. Bit fat, horn-rimmed glasses … Oh, yeah – he was a kink. Wanted me to give him the cane. That should narrow it down for you,’ she added sarcastically.


‘Not one of your regulars, then?’


‘Never seen him before in my life.’


‘Who lives upstairs with you?’


‘Nobody lives with me, but there’s a couple of students next door. They’re English. Posh, arty types.’ Vicky rolled her eyes. ‘Bruce and Jimmy.’


A glance at his notebook told Stratton that Bruce Massingberd and James Hartree were visiting their families in, respectively, Sunningdale and Bexhill-on-Sea – presumably to give themselves a break from playing at starving artistically in a garret – at the time of Hampton’s death.


‘What about this floor?’


‘Winnie and Eddie and the baby in there.’ Vicky jerked her head towards the door behind her. ‘And –’ she indicated the door adjacent to it – ‘Bill has that room.’


Stratton looked at his notebook again. William Harkness was a fifty-year-old railway worker who hadn’t – according to him, his mates and the barman – returned from the Walmer Castle on Ledbury Road until gone eleven. ‘OK. And underneath them, on the first floor, there’s Horace Conroy and Francis Crockett, and who else?’


‘Two old girls who run a sweet stall down the market. They’re twins. Should be about because they usually come back for lunch. Lived here for donkey’s years – probably since the place was built.’


‘Margery and Mary Lewis?’


‘That’s right. And on the ground floor you’ve got Ernie and Jeffrey, and Mr Russell – he’s an old bloke, lives by himself. Then there’s Jean – she’s the Tyndalls’ eldest – and her baby. He’s half-caste – father’s Jamaican. He comes to see her sometimes, but he doesn’t live here. The Tyndalls are down in the basement, with their other four kids, and that’s your lot. Now can I go?’


When she’d clattered off upstairs Stratton addressed himself to his notebook once more and discovered that, at the time Hampton was killed, Horace and Frankie were at home and so were the Lewis sisters and old Mr Russell. Ernest MacDonald and Jeffrey Royce had gone straight from work for a meal in a cafe, then for a drink in a pub, and then on to a basement club called the Calypso – this was confirmed by three separate sources – and Jean Tyndall had been downstairs with her mum. Her dad had been at the pub – the same one as Harkness, which wasn’t the one patronised by MacDonald and Royce – and had returned home at around half past ten. Jean, Stratton could see from the notes he’d made, was seventeen, and the other Tyndall kids were fifteen, thirteen, ten and five. They’d all been home all evening except for the fifteen-year-old, Tom, who’d been out until around 9 p.m.


*

The two rooms occupied by the Lewis twins were, by contrast with the rest of the house, immaculately kept with fresh wallpaper, spotless linoleum and a gleaming collection of china cats. Elderly and identically prune-faced, sitting poker-straight on either side of the gas fire in matching cardigans and slippers, the two women confirmed that they’d been in all evening and had heard Horace and Frank’s record player through the wall. They’d heard people coming and going too, on the stairs, but as Margery – or possibly Mary – pointed out, ‘It’s always noisy, so you don’t pay any attention.’


‘And you didn’t speak to anyone else or leave your room at any time?’ asked Stratton.


‘Only to make our supper. We prefer our own company. In any case, there’s some here that no decent person would mix with. The Tyndall girl’s got a baby by a coloured man and there’s no sign of him marrying her, and the girl upstairs brings men back every night.’ Margery-or-Mary’s mouth pursed in disapproval.


‘I’ve just been talking to her.’


‘Then you’ll know exactly what she is.’


*

The two rooms shared by Horace Conroy and Frank Crockett were, in reality, one large one divided by a plywood partition, and they weren’t half as well maintained as those of the Lewis sisters. A huge chunk of plaster was missing from one corner of the ceiling, and there was a map of cracks spreading across one wall. It certainly didn’t look big enough for three. A glimpse through the door into the bedroom told Stratton that it contained only two beds with barely a gap in between them. Where did the new arrival – Jackson or whatever his name was – manage to sleep, Stratton wondered. Perhaps the three of them occupied the beds in shifts.


The few bits of furniture in the main room were shabby: a scarred wooden table and two chairs and an armchair pitted with cigarette burns. Next to this, an orange box with some fabric tacked round it served as a coffee table.


Conroy himself was tall – about the same as his own six foot three – and slim. He was, Stratton guessed, in his late twenties and had a strong West Indian accent. When Stratton introduced himself he was instantly apprehensive, as if he feared he might be accused of something.


‘I just need to ask a few questions, that’s all. Is Mr Crockett here? I don’t need to bother your other friend.’


Conroy shook his head. ‘Crockett working. I get the day off and Jackson not here anyway. This about Mr Hampton?’


‘That’s right. The girl who lives upstairs, Vicky Allardice. You know who I mean?’


Panic flashed in Conroy’s eyes. ‘I know she, but I ain’t do anything against the law.’


‘It’s OK,’ said Stratton, ‘no one’s suggesting that you have. As I said, I’d just like you to help me out with a bit of information. You see,’ he added, ‘I’m new here myself.’


Conroy looked baffled. ‘I mean,’ Stratton continued, ‘this is a new patch for me – a new part of London – so I’m just finding my way round the place.’


Seeing from the confusion on Conroy’s face that his attempt at finding some common ground had failed entirely, Stratton continued, ‘Vicky said she saw you upstairs that evening. About twenty to ten.’


Conroy looked alarmed. ‘I never saw she.’


‘But you were here? She said you were coming out of the lavatory.’


‘I’m here all the time, and Frankie, in this room. We go out to the shops, come back, stay home. Save money – my wife makin’ child and I send she money so she come here when the baby born. We ain’t see anybody. Maybe I go upstairs sometime – for that – but I don’t remember.’ Clearly fearful that he wasn’t being believed, Conroy said, ‘That Mr Hampton a good man – make us welcome right from the start. When we arrive—’


‘When was that?’ asked Stratton.


‘April. Me and Frankie. We meet this fellow, he from Africa, face all scratch up,’ Conroy drew several lines on his cheeks with his fingers, ‘he say, “Go see Perlmann, man.” So we come here and Mr Perlmann rent us this place. Mr Hampton, he collecting money from the tenants every week. He tell us maybe it have a cheaper rent if we speak to the council, the tribunal … I don’t know. He going to come and talk to us about this thing, but we thought if Mr Perlmann willing to rent to coloured people, well …’


‘You thought it best not to complain,’ finished Stratton.


‘That’s right. Mr Hampton tell this to the Jamaican boys too, downstairs.’


‘You’re not from Jamaica?’


An almost imperceptible flicker of irritation crossed Conroy’s face. ‘Trinidad, man.’


‘How much rent do you pay here?’


‘Eight pound. Me and Frankie pay half, every week – it have less each now Jackson staying with us.’


Stratton blinked. High rents to prostitutes were one thing, but Conroy was, according to his notes, a labourer. ‘Eight pounds? For this?’


Conroy nodded.


‘How much do you get paid?’


‘Seven pound ten a week. So does Frankie. I can’t get a better work here. I’m a carpenter – cabinet maker. Trained. Frankie’s a trolley bus driver but he can’t get a work like that – he get a factory work.’


Stratton thought that Conroy was probably telling the truth – a coloured man might well get less than his British workmates. He looked round the room once more, feeling uneasy, adrift. Conroy, he felt instinctively, was honest. It was just the strangeness of him – of all of them, and of this unfamiliar place – that was causing this feeling of not quite having a grip on things.


A shout from the road outside – ‘Nigger-lover!’ – like a whip-crack across the torpid air, made both men jump. Stratton went over to the window. A group of Teddy boys were hanging about on the corner of the street. Or rather, six of them were dressed in the Teddy boy style – the other five, who appeared older, were more conventionally clad. Coloured people were hurrying past them, in groups of two or three, heads down, eyes averted. As far as Stratton could tell the insult must have been aimed at the two English girls he could just see disappearing round the corner. There didn’t seem to be any weapons on view but, despite the fact that half of them were lounging, leaning against the wall, there was an unmistakable air of aggression about the group, a dangerous alertness, like dogs sniffing for signs of threat. He could see people retreating from their doorsteps and curtains twitching, so that the very houses seemed to exude an air of tension, as though the street were holding its breath. Something’s going to happen here, thought Stratton. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but soon.


As he watched, another coloured man came into view, walking by himself. The heads of the group swivelled, as one, to stare at him. Stratton was too far away to make out their individual expressions, but there was a menacing rigidity to every jawline and pair of shoulders that told him all he needed to know. As the coloured man drew level with the group, one of the Teddy boys took a step forward and spat, catching him squarely on the side of his face. The man didn’t break stride but carried on walking, taking a handkerchief out of his jacket pocket and wiping off the spittle. Stratton looked round to see if Conroy, who was standing just behind him, had witnessed this. Conroy’s face was completely devoid of expression, the dark eyes opaque, but – in apparently unconscious mimicry of the man in the street – his hand was lifted up to his cheek.





CHAPTER THREE



By the time Stratton had got downstairs to the front door, the group of men had disappeared. He walked to the end of Colville Terrace but could see no sign of them. Now they’d moved off he could see, chalked in big letters on the brick wall they’d been lounging against, the letters KBW. He stared for a moment, wondering what they meant.


As he doubled back, he noted that people had begun to reappear on their front steps. They were chatting as before, but now the talk seemed more fragmented, broken off for glances up and down the street. As he climbed the steps to Hampton’s house again, he was aware of half a dozen pairs of watchful eyes upon him and suspicious mutterings in his wake.


*

Alfred Russell sat so stiffly that Stratton might have thought, if it were not for the fact he’d heard him croak ‘Come!’ in answer to his knock, that rigor mortis was already upon him. His single room smelt sourly of mortality, with a sharp overlay of piss. The heavy curtains were drawn and when a knife of light from the hall sliced across the room as Stratton gingerly opened the door, his first impression was that Russell had recently been burgled. The furniture was good quality, solid stuff – the best he’d seen in the house – but there were drawers pulled out and the floor was strewn with items of clothing garnished with dog-ends from an overturned ashtray. He spotted a row of three brimful basins lined up against the wall – the source of at least one of the odours – and, tottering beside them, a pile of unwashed crockery.


When Stratton explained who he was Russell said, in surprisingly cultured tones, ‘Please draw back the curtains. I’m afraid I tend to forget.’ He added, as Stratton did so and opened the window for good measure, ‘Don’t have much use for the sun these days, you see.’ Turning, Stratton saw, as the dusty light flooded into the room, not only that Russell was even older than he’d at first thought, but also that he was wearing a pair of dark glasses and had a white stick at his side. ‘Do sit down – if you can find a space to park yourself, that is.’


Stratton cleared a tray with the remains of some sandwiches off the only available chair and sat down. ‘I hope the place isn’t in too much of a mess,’ said Russell, ‘although I fear it probably is. I pay the girl next door a few shillings to clear up from time to time and visit the launderette and so forth, but she hasn’t come in recently.’


Stratton, taking in the man’s unshaven appearance and the stained and dishevelled condition of his linen suit and grease-spotted club tie, said, ‘If there’s no one else who can help – no family – I can always speak to the welfare officer if you need—’


‘I do not need,’ said Russell firmly. ‘While I am – naturally – grateful for your concern, the last thing I want is to be treated like a mentally deficient toddler by a bunch of do-gooding women. The coloured boys who live on the other side of that wall –’ he gestured behind him – ‘are kind enough to do any shopping I might require. Between them and the girl, I can manage. She’s a good enough sort in her way,’ he added, ‘but ignorant, like a lot of people nowadays. Asked me the other day if Barbados was part of Jamaica! I was in the West Indies, of course. Colonial Service … You’ve not been here before, have you? With the other chaps who were asking questions, I mean.’


‘No,’ said Stratton. ‘This is a new patch for me.’


‘Then,’ Russell leant forward, clearly pleased to have a new audience, ‘I’m sure you’re wondering how I’ve ended up in a hole like this.’


This, thought Stratton, definitely came under the heading of ‘learning a bit about people’, as Matheson had instructed. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I was – but first I need to verify your statement. You say you were here all evening, in this room?’


‘Yes. As you’ve probably gathered, I don’t get about much these days.’


‘And you didn’t see – sorry, hear – anything unusual?’


Russell shook his head. ‘Footsteps on the stairs – music – that sort of thing.’


‘Voices?’


‘Nothing particular. I had the wireless on for most of the time. Jean – that’s the girl who comes in—’


‘Jean Tyndall?’


‘That’s right. Didn’t see anyone else all evening. I’d thought Hampton might come down for a chinwag, but of course he didn’t.’


‘Did you know him well?’


‘I don’t know about “well”. Quite a time, certainly, because he and his wife – she died in November – had been here almost as long as I have, and I came here in 1937. After I lost my sight he used to read me things out of the paper. He was a great one for politics. Self-educated, of course. Had a lot of bees in his bonnet as these types tend to do – don’t have the breadth of knowledge, so they lack perspective … But a nice enough fellow. Took the death of his wife very hard – really knocked the stuffing out of him.’ Russell nodded emphatically, as if he’d finally made up his mind about something. ‘I liked him. I shall miss his company. Now,’ he added, after a few seconds’ contemplative silence, ‘let me tell you my story. I was drummed out of the Colonial Service. Bit of a scandal, I’m afraid. Wife upped and left, took the children, and I’ve not seen any of them since.’ He sat back, clearly wanting Stratton to ask for more.


‘The scandal – was it a girl?’ asked Stratton.


‘It was a boy, Inspector.’ This was produced like a trump card and uttered with the gleeful candidness of someone who had absolutely nothing left to lose by his honesty. ‘Nineteen-twelve, it was. When you –’ here, the bristly lower half of his desiccated face contorted in something like a leer – ‘were in short trousers.’


‘Yes,’ said Stratton, ‘I was.’ He’d been seven in 1912.


‘I can always tell the age from the voice.’ Russell gave a triumphant crow of laughter. ‘Still remember that boy, though. A native, of course – there wouldn’t have been half so much fuss if he’d been one of ours. The mother found out and kicked up a hell of a stink – caused a lot of embarrassment all round, so they shipped me back home. But’ – his tone became serious – ‘there is a point to my telling you this: I know these people, you see. And I can tell you – despite what you may hear to the contrary – that none of them would have killed Hampton. They’re here for a better life, not to make trouble, and besides, Hampton was trying to help them.’


‘Over the rent, you mean?’


‘That’s right. I don’t know how much you know about the situation here – with housing, I mean.’


‘I’m not exactly an expert, no,’ said Stratton.


‘Hampton bent my ear about it often enough,’ said Russell. ‘I’m what’s known as a controlled tenant, you see. I pay twenty-five shillings a week for this place – have done since 1939, because the law says the landlord can’t put my rent up.’


‘But …’ Stratton recalled reading something about this in the newspaper the previous year. ‘Haven’t they just changed that?’


‘Yes, last year. The new Rent Act – but that only applies to houses with a rateable value of more than forty pounds – if they’re in London, anyway, not slums like this. Of course a fixed low rent is pretty well guaranteed to turn any place into a slum. If the landlord’s not getting a decent return it isn’t worth his while to make repairs, so the houses end up falling to pieces. And you can’t get a controlled tenant out: in this house there’s me, Bill Harkness upstairs, the two Lewis witches and the Tyndalls downstairs, and of course there was Hampton too. Unless we leave of our own accord, there’s nothing the landlord can do. Well, nothing legal. He can, of course, make our lives so intolerable that we’ll pack our traps and clear off, but – so far – that hasn’t happened here. Perlmann’s preferred method is to fill the place with whores and Negroes and encourage them to make everyone else’s lives a misery by having parties every night with loud music and so forth – not that they need very much encouragement.’ Russell chuckled. ‘Noisy by nature, I’m afraid.’


‘Have you had trouble of that sort here?’


Russell shook his head. ‘Perhaps we’ve just been lucky, but I think Hampton being here had a lot to do with it. Perlmann was very careful not to rent the rooms unfurnished – if you do that you automatically create another controlled tenancy, and of course that’s the last thing he wants. Hampton told me the stuff he put in was junk – falling apart, half the time.’


‘Did Hampton pay any rent himself?’


‘Oh, yes. He told me that Perlmann said he could live here free in exchange for collecting the rents, but that he insisted on paying in order to ensure his controlled status, so Perlmann gave him a bit of money for collecting from the houses he owns in this street.’


‘How many?’


‘Four. Lots more round about, of course, but Hampton only collected here. The coloured always end up paying more for a room because so few people will accept them.’


‘What about the local council?’ asked Stratton. ‘Won’t they house them?’


Russell shook his head. ‘Waiting lists are full. In any case, you need proof that you’ve been resident in a particular locality for five years before they’ll even look at you, and most of them around here are less than a year off the boat, so you can see they don’t have a lot of choice. And of course with the tarts you can charge pretty well what you like – sky’s the limit.’


‘Vicky Allardice told me she pays £2 a week for her room.’


‘Well she would, wouldn’t she? She pays £15. Hampton told me. Conroy and Crockett and the new chap pay a total of £8 – Perlmann couldn’t give two hoots about sub-letting, so long as he gets his whack. MacDonald and Royce pay £8 a week too, and so do the Gilchrists, who took over Hampton’s flat. Those two no-hopers at the top—’


‘The art students – Massingberd and Hartree?’


‘No idea of their names. Hampton told me they look like a pair of circus clowns – clothes covered with paint, berets …’ Russell snorted. ‘They pay £10 between them, and Jean pays £1 for a room on this floor that’s barely more than a cupboard.’


Stratton did a moment’s mental arithmetic. ‘So if the controlled tenants were replaced with coloured people—’


‘Or prostitutes. Schwartz and tarts, Perlmann calls it.’


‘—then he’d make, say, £86 a week instead of £55. And presumably, he’d get about an extra thirty-odd quid each from all the other houses, would he?’


‘Something like that, I should think.’


‘So if Hampton was going about telling all these tenants to go to the rent tribunal and Perlmann heard of it, he wouldn’t be very popular …’ Stratton thought for a moment. ‘Although uncontrolled tenants, if the landlord finds them wanting, can presumably be booted out fairly easily.’


‘A month’s notice, as the law stands, and then if they don’t leave you can evict them by force. But,’ Russell leant forward for extra emphasis, ‘once that tenant has applied to a rent tribunal for a reduction, ten to one he’s given three months’ security of tenure, which is renewable each time the three months is up. There’s something else you might like to know, too. Hampton told me he’d been told not to bother collecting rents off us controlled tenants.’


‘Why?’


‘Why do you think? So that he could claim we were in arrears and evict us.’


‘Did Perlmann say that to him?’


‘Not in so many words, but we knew what his game was. Hampton told him he wouldn’t do it and he’d have to have the money whether he wanted it or not.’


‘I get the picture. So who’s been collecting the rent since Hampton died?’


‘Chap called Laskier. Sort of bookkeeper for Perlmann, I think. I imagine that’s only a temporary state of affairs, though.’


‘And he’s been collecting the rent from everyone, has he?’


Russell nodded. ‘As far as I know, he has.’


‘And have there been any direct threats? Trying to get you to leave, or warning the coloured tenants not to go to the tribunal?’


‘Not me. As to the other thing, I don’t know. I did hear something one evening last week. Wednesday, I think, or Thursday.’


‘What was it?’


‘Royce and MacDonald had visitors. Two, I think. I wouldn’t have paid much attention, except that they had a dog with them. I heard it growl and it sounded like a big beast. Dogs make all sorts of different noises but this one was vicious, as if it couldn’t wait to take a lump out of somebody.’


‘Did you hear what was said?’


‘I heard one of the Jamaican boys say, ‘What do you want?’ and then it sounded as if whoever it was pushed them back inside the room – a scuffle, pushing, shoving, all very quick – and I could hear the dog’s feet scrabbling on the floor and it was snarling, and then the door slammed shut.’


‘Do you think that was Perlmann’s doing?’


‘Well, I can’t think of anyone else.’


‘Do you think he could have been responsible for Hampton’s death? If Conroy and the others had decided to go to the rent tribunal, and they’d told people about it, then everyone would be getting their rent lowered and Perlmann’s income would take a hell of a knock.’


‘I don’t know. But I’ll tell you something – with Hampton out of the way, there’ll be a lot more of that business with the dog. You mark my words: for all our talk of liberty and tolerance, we’re going to see something very ugly here, very soon. We’ve spent years spreading ourselves all over the world without so much as a by-your leave, but when a few thousand harmless Negroes come to our shores, we throw up our hands in horror. That’s why they’re here, Inspector, and don’t you forget it. They’re here because we are – or in some cases, were – there; because of the history of this island. Oh, well …’ Russell sighed. ‘Still, I’ve lived too bloody long already, so I doubt I’ll be around to see it.’





CHAPTER FOUR



Both Royce and MacDonald were out at work. Stratton made a mental note to come back and speak to them about the men with the dog, then went back upstairs to ask Conroy if he’d received a similar visit. The Trinidadian, visibly agitated by his persistence, became almost hysterical in his denials, and Stratton, concluding that Russell had been right about the nature of the visit, went down to the basement.


*

Mrs Tyndall was, Stratton guessed, around forty, although her tired face and general air of defeat made her seem much older. Jean Tyndall, who appeared in the doorway at her mother’s shoulder, looked older than her years too. She had a full, ripe figure and was heavily made up with a thick coating of salmon-coloured lipstick and a sticky-looking mound of lacquered curls. This must be, Stratton thought, in imitation of Connie Francis. Not that he’d have known who Connie Francis was but for a conversation with his daughter Monica back in April. Monica, a make-up artist at Ashwood Film Studios, knew all the latest styles and had explained about the Connie Francis thing when he’d complained that her new hairdo looked like a rain-sodden haystack.


The other four Tyndall children were shovelling down sausages and mash to the tinny accompaniment of a pop song from a transistor radio placed in the centre of the table. The basement flat, obviously the largest in the house, had its own kitchen as well as three other rooms. The place smelt of frying and – even in this hot weather – of damp. Stratton noted the dusty bloom of mushroom-coloured spores on the wallpaper between the battered Welsh dresser and the tin bath hanging from its nail. The shared lavatory bowl, which Stratton had glimpsed on the way in through a battered wooden door, was a foetid and seatless horror crouched in the dank space beneath the front steps, an ominous puddle spreading from the base of its cracked pedestal.


The Tyndalls, mother and daughter, confirmed their whereabouts at the time of Hampton’s death. Fifteen-year-old Tom volunteered that he’d been at the boys’ club in the church hall on Lancaster Road. ‘And Mr Tyndall?’ asked Stratton. ‘Is he here?’


‘Pub.’ Mrs Tyndall’s tone was resigned. ‘Walmer Castle, that’s where you’ll find him.’


‘And the evening that Mr Hampton was killed?’


‘Same place.’ Again, Stratton noted the quiet weariness of a once painful emotion which had, over time, been rubbed smooth. ‘Lost his job eighteen months back and hasn’t been able to get another. The darkies take them all.’


‘That’s not fair, Mum.’


‘Isn’t it?’ Mrs Tyndall rounded on her daughter, who was leaning against the sink, arms folded. ‘I don’t know how you can stick up for them.’ Turning back to Stratton, she said, ‘If they’re not taking jobs, they’re poncing off white women. That,’ she told Jean, ‘is how you’ll end up if you don’t watch out.’


Jean, who was lighting a cigarette, looked unperturbed. ‘Don’t be silly, Mum,’ she said, in a sort of long-suffering sing-song which suggested a well-rehearsed argument. ‘I’ve told you—’


‘And I’ve told you often enough, and so’s your dad. She’ll end up on the game,’ Mrs Tyndall told Stratton. ‘On the game with a pack of half-caste brats.’


*

My Dad says it’s the coloureds, thought Stratton, remembering Shirley Maples’s statement as he went across the road to find her.


Stratton had noticed, as he’d climbed the stairs at number 19, that the air grew warmer with every flight, but number 24 seemed to be even worse. When he turned the corner to the penultimate flight, the heat that enveloped him was almost suffocating. Mr Maples, who answered his knock, looked about fifty, small, deathly pale and bald – a sweating peeled egg with thick glasses. When Stratton explained the reason for his visit and Mr Maples moved back to let him in, Stratton saw that he dragged a club foot behind him – the reason, he supposed, for asking Shirley to take the rent to Hampton.


The lino in the Maples’s sitting room was covered in stacks of flat balsa-wood cut-outs in the shapes of penguins in profile, and beside what was clearly Mr Maples’s designated armchair was a palette smeared with white paint and a selection of brushes in a jam jar. ‘Careful where you step,’ said the little man. ‘I was just about to make a start. I paint them, you see. It was Mr Hampton got me on to it, in fact – he had a mate with a stall in the market. This chap’s got someone who cuts out the shapes, then I paint them, then he collects them and gets them mounted on wheels with a stick to pull them along. Very popular, they are. I used to be a caretaker,’ he added, ‘but it got too much for me with my leg, and Mr Hampton knew we was hard up … Shirley’s in her room.’ He gestured towards a door from behind which the sound of ‘All I have to do is dream’ could be heard. ‘Plays that soppy record all the time … She’s a good girl, though,’ he added quickly. ‘Not like some of them round here.’


Shirley Maples, skinny, nervous and unpainted, with slightly protruding teeth, looked altogether more Stratton’s idea of a seventeen-year-old than had Jean Tyndall across the road. She perched on the edge of an armchair, chewing her cuticles and nodding while he took her through her statement. ‘That’s what happened, yes.’


‘And you’re sure you didn’t see anyone as you went upstairs at number 19?’


Shirley didn’t meet his eye, but stared instead at a pile of soon-to-be penguins.


‘Did you see anyone?’


‘I …’ Shirley continued to gaze at the wooden shapes as though mesmerised.


‘You must tell me, Shirley. It could be very important.’


‘There was a man, but …’ The girl shook her head. ‘Will I get into trouble?’


Mr Maples shuffled forward and put his hand on his daughter’s shoulder. ‘Why didn’t you say something?’ he asked, giving her a little squeeze, and, to Stratton, ‘She won’t be in trouble for this, will she?’


‘No, but I do need to know who she saw. I also need to know why it wasn’t in her original statement.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Shirley, in a small voice. ‘After I saw Mr Hampton all … like he was, I was that upset I couldn’t think straight and I just forgot. I mean, I didn’t do it on purpose.’


She blinked at Stratton, who, spotting the first sign of tears, said quickly, ‘I’m sure you didn’t. You’d just had a horrible shock.’


‘When I remembered afterwards, I thought it probably didn’t matter – I mean, if it was just one of those who live in the house …’


‘One of those …?’


‘Darkies.’


‘A man?’


Shirley nodded.


‘Did you recognise him?’


‘No. I don’t know his name or nothing.’


‘But you know he lives at number 19?’


‘Not exactly. I think I’ve seen him going in there but I’m not sure.’


‘Hard to tell one from another,’ said Mr Maples.


My dad says it’s the coloureds, thought Stratton. Mr Maples had claimed not to know anything about it, but all the same … ‘You are telling me the truth about this, are you, Shirley?’


‘Yes!’ The indignant squeal was, Stratton was sure, genuine.


‘So, what did this man look like?’


‘Quite tall. I didn’t get much of a look at him. He was coming down the stairs as I was about to go up.’


‘You didn’t see or hear him leave the building?’


‘No, but the front door was open when I got there, so I thought somebody must want it like that, and I left it.’


‘What was the man’s complexion like?’


‘Not dark dark, more sort of browny … Like in that picture.’ Shirley got up and went to stand in front of an insipid watercolour of leaves and grasses hanging on the wall beside the window. Stratton spotted the title ‘Autumn Hues’ beside an indecipherable signature. ‘Here,’ said the girl, pointing at a leaf which Stratton thought was best described as a coppery burnt umber: Conroy’s colouring.


‘Can you remember what he was wearing, Shirley?’


The girl screwed up her face in concentration. ‘Something quite dark. Not a suit or a jacket, something more … soft. Maybe a jumper. I didn’t really notice. Are you sure I won’t be in any trouble? I promise it was a mistake, me not telling you.’


‘Nobody told you not to tell us, did they?’


‘Told me not to?’ Shirley looked puzzled. ‘No. Anyway,’ she added, with a visible recovery of confidence, ‘if someone had, you know, scared me or something, I wouldn’t be telling you now, would I?’


‘That’s true. Now, unless there’s—’


‘Yoo-hoo!’ The door swung open and a small, ruddy-faced woman appeared, swollen feet in carpet slippers and clad in an overall, a black cat weaving itself around her thick ankles. She was brandishing a string shopping bag full of oranges and talking nineteen to the dozen. ‘Mr Hoyt gave me these for Mrs Banks – ever so nice of him – I’ll take them up to the hospital tomorr— Oh! I’m so sorry. I didn’t know …’
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