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  Chapter One




  LONG before the car came to a halt in front of the trim bungalow, with its small apron of lawn bordered by some now rather straggling lupins and

  wall-flowers, Miss Frayne had gathered her belongings on to her lap and was holding her front-door key like a talisman in her right hand.




  “Don’t bother to get out, dear,” she said to her nephew, Ted, as the car drew up. “I can manage.”




  He leaned across to open the passenger door. “It really was awfully good of you to come and look after the children this weekend, Aunt Sylvia. We could never have left them but for you.

  There’s no need to tell you how grateful we are.”




  “I’m sure it did you both a world of good to have a weekend away from them,” Miss Frayne replied, her tone conveying nothing of the drained energy which forty-eight hours of

  looking after her six-year-old great-niece and four-year-old great-nephew had cost her. She’d sooner weed the garden any day and secretly hoped she wouldn’t be called to duty again too

  soon.




  Duty was, however, the keynote of her life. Duty toward her family, toward the community in which she lived: duty, even, toward her next-door neighbour, Mrs. Hibbert, who, heaven knew,

  was able to tax to the uttermost the most Christian sense of duty.




  “Good-night, Ted,” Miss Frayne called out, as the Ford Cortina spurted away from the kerb. “Give my love to Judy.” An unnecessary injunction since Miss Frayne had only

  fifteen minutes previously kissed the lady in question good-bye and would almost certainly be seeing her again before the week was out. Indeed, she would be spending the forthcoming Wednesday

  evening at her nephew’s house as she had spent each Wednesday over the past four years.




  For several seconds after she had got out of the car, Miss Frayne stood on the pavement, gazing with quiet proprietary pleasure at her home. It was certainly good to be back after two nights in

  a strange bed. The church clock was striking the half-hour as she marched up the short path. She’d be just in time to listen to community hymn singing which was her favourite Sunday evening

  radio programme. As she inserted her front-door key in the lock, she glanced instinctively at Mrs. Hibbert’s house next door, which had been built at a period when houses made up in solidity

  what their design lacked in imagination and furthermore whose interior reflected comfort rather than taste. Certainly no one could have charged Mr. Hibbert, who had died ten years previously, and

  who had been a master builder, with any architectural flights of imagination. His memorial, in the shape of settlements of worthy suburban homes, would continue to stand defiantly against an

  engulfing tide of weird glass and concrete structures for many a year to come.




  At this particular moment, however, Miss Frayne’s attention was not attracted by the complacently solid appearance of her neighbour’s house but by the presence of Nero, Mrs.

  Hibbert’s large, pampered, black cat, sitting in obvious dudgeon on the side doorstep.




  “What are you doing there, Nero?” Miss Frayne demanded, puzzled by the unexpected sight. It wasn’t that it was late, simply that Nero always stayed indoors after his supper at

  six o’clock until his evening prowl at ten-thirty, which was half an hour before Mrs. Hibbert retired to bed. And Miss Frayne had long regarded her neighbour and her neighbour’s cat as

  as much creatures of habit as she was herself. People who lived alone often became so, particularly elderly ladies with large black cats. The fact that Mrs. Hibbert also had a lodger didn’t

  destroy the image for Miss Frayne, since each so obviously went her own way. But then Miss Frayne remembered that Peggy Dunkley, the lodger, had left suddenly two days before. On the Friday, that

  was. In some way she couldn’t have explained, this now remembered detail accounted satisfactorily for the present lapse in routine. Nevertheless, she walked over to the dividing fence and in

  a winning tone called out Nero’s name. But the animal only cast her a disdainful glance and looked away, and Miss Frayne went inside her own house and soon forgot about him in the pleasure of

  being home again.




  The first thing she always did on waking each morning was to go downstairs and make a cup of tea. She was one of those people who are not only brightly alert as soon as their eyes open, but who

  are tiresomely fond of proclaiming this as some kind of virtue.




  While she was waiting for the kettle to boil on Monday morning, she went from window to window drawing back the curtains and satisfying herself that everything was as it should be with her

  neighbours. She was relieved to observe no sign of Nero, which meant that normal routine had been resumed next door and no activity need be expected for another hour when Mrs. Hibbert would come

  downstairs to collect her newspaper and give Nero his breakfast saucer of milk. After that, he would appear in the garden, though his mistress wouldn’t be seen until around eleven

  o’clock.




  Miss Frayne had just made the tea and was on the point of carrying the tray upstairs when she almost dropped it in alarm as Nero sprang apparently from nowhere on to the window ledge and stared

  imperiously at her through the glass.




  “My dear cat,” she murmured, while regaining her composure. “You did give me a start. I’m not used to such early morning visitations. What do you think you’re up

  to?”




  Talking to the animal had the effect of reducing her sense of surprise, which was rapidly replaced by one of doubt as to what she should do. Nero’s presence on her kitchen window ledge at

  seven-thirty on a Monday morning was so far removed from routine that some action was clearly called for. But what!




  Like the U.N., most governments and all committees, Miss Frayne decided to shelve a decision. Picking up the tray, she addressed herself to Nero through the glass. “If you’re still

  there when I come down, I’ll find out what you want.”




  When forty minutes later she returned to the kitchen, the cat was still waiting, and no sooner had she opened the door than he stalked in. Miss Frayne had nothing to offer him save milk, and

  this he lapped up as soon as she placed the saucer on the floor and as quickly disposed of a second saucerful.




  “You’re hungry,” she remarked, while wondering what to do next. Everything would have been much easier if she and Mrs. Hibbert enjoyed the neighbourly relations which Miss

  Frayne had wished to cultivate. But they didn’t, though this was not Miss Frayne’s fault, since Mrs. Hibbert spared little time for any of her neighbours and invariably brushed aside

  the proffered hand of friendship with brusque indifference. This, however, was obviously an occasion when neighbourly sense of duty demanded an initiative to be essayed once more. So decided, Miss

  Frayne’s imagination lost no time in conjuring up a scene in which Mrs. Hibbert would display her gratitude in an atmosphere of touching reconciliation. The imagination which produced this

  happy finale completely failed, however, to disclose any of the circumstances leading up to it.




  Leaving Nero still crouched over the saucer of milk, replenished yet a third time, Miss Frayne hurried round to Mrs. Hibbert’s front door and bracing herself against whatever might ensue

  pressed the bell. She found herself torn between the hope that the door would be suddenly opened to reveal a familiar Mrs. Hibbert in a sweater and a pair of too tight slacks, with her badly dyed

  auburn hair and crudely applied make-up, and that there would be no answer at all. The one would satisfy her sense of duty, even though exposing her to some acid ridicule: the other must inevitably

  mean yet another decision.




  A few minutes later, the matter was placed beyond doubt. The front-door had remained unanswered and an examination of the outside of the house showed it to be completely shut up. With Nero shut

  out!




  Miss Frayne hastened across to Mr. Wimbush who lived opposite and with whom she was on the most neighbourly of terms. The inhabitants of Cresta Drive regarded themselves as a cut above the rest

  of the neighbourhood. Their houses were all detached (sometimes only just) and were not all alike, and were occupied, for the most part, by retired officials or by ladies with small private incomes

  like Miss Frayne. She had scarcely taken her hand off the knocker before the door was opened by Mr. Wimbush wearing his dressing-gown and holding a piece of toast and marmalade in one hand.




  “Hello, Miss F. Forgive the appearance. Overslept this morning, I’m afraid,”




  She waved aside his apology and came immediately to the point. “I’m worried about Mrs. Hibbert.”




  “Mrs. H.? What’s up with her then?”




  “She seems to have disappeared. I can’t get any answer and Nero’s been shut out all night.”




  “Perhaps she’s gone away for the weekend and not told anyone.” His expression brightened. “Well, she wouldn’t tell anyone would she, not Mrs. H.!”




  Miss Frayne clearly didn’t regard the suggestion as helpful. “I agree I wouldn’t have expected her to tell anybody if she’d gone away, but she certainly wouldn’t

  have left Nero uncared for.”




  “Blasted cat! Did I tell you how he scratched up the seedlings I’d just sown last week. I’m pretty sure it must have been him.” He became aware of Miss Frayne’s

  impatient expression. “Well, I don’t quite know what we should do,” he added quickly, making a vague gesture with the piece of toast. “I mean there’s not a great deal

  we can do. After all,” he concluded lamely, “it’s not really any of our business, is it?”




  Miss Frayne now registered her irritation. She had turned to someone whom she regarded as staunch and competent as only a retired civil servant could be (Mr. Wimbush had held a minor post in the

  Ministry of Transport) only to be met by a stream of waffling irrelevance.




  “I would certainly regard it as my business if my next-door neighbour was lying stricken in her house and I failed to do anything to help her.”




  “Ah, but that’s the whole point, Miss F.! Is she lying stricken, as you say? Supposing she has gone away for the weekend, supposing she did leave a window open for that great black

  pest of hers to get in and out and it’s accidently shut. . . . See?”




  Miss Frayne appeared to ponder this interesting piece of supposition and Mr. Wimbush, who felt he had regained the initiative, decided to press home his advantage.




  “I mean one doesn’t want to raise all sorts of hares and make a fool of oneself, does one? And anyway what exactly were you proposing to do?”




  “Notify the police.”




  “The police?”




  “Who else!”




  Mr. Wimbush frowned. “Then, if I may say so, Miss F., I think you should be doubly sure before you do anything so drastic. I doubt whether Mrs. Hibbert would be very pleased to find that

  you had unleashed the forces of law and order all over her property. Furthermore, what would the neighbours think?” His tongue flicked out like a lizard’s to retrieve a shred of

  marmalade from the edge of his lower lip. “No,” he went on, shaking his head to add emphasis to his words, “I think we want to be very certain before we involve the

  police.”




  “Well, how long before you consider we can be certain?” Miss Frayne asked stubbornly.




  Mr. Wimbush had foreseen this question but been hoping it wouldn’t be asked. He quite liked Miss Frayne and was always ready to pass a sunny word with any of his neighbours, which meant,

  in practice, telling them about his garden or regaling them with a chosen reminiscence from his life in the Ministry of Transport, but he had no desire to become involved in any of their problems.

  This had been Miss Frayne’s error, to imagine that his sense of duty would be the equal of her own. It was nothing of the sort. He desired only to be left in peace or to emerge on his own

  terms.




  “We had better wait and see how things develop, hadn’t we?” he murmured.




  “All right, I’ll give it till lunchtime. But if there’s no sign of Mrs. Hibbert by then, I shall ring the police.” Miss Frayne’s tone held a note of irrevocable

  decision and Mr. Wimbush contented himself with a sage nod.




  “I think that would be best,” he said, as though the idea had all along been his. With his smoothest departmental approach he went on, “I wouldn’t have advocated the more

  cautious approach, but for the fact that Mrs. Hibbert’s lodger . . . what’s her name . . . yes, Miss Dunkley . . . that Miss Dunkley left on Friday. And that means Mrs. Hibbert would

  have been free to go away for the weekend. Before, it wasn’t so easy for her.”




  “If you really want to know,” Miss Frayne said pityingly, “Peggy Dunkley didn’t present any tie. It was Nero.”




  “Doubtless you know more about the household than I, Miss F.,” Mr. Wimbush’s tone was almost offensively bland. The fact was he was getting tired of standing on his doorstep in

  his dressing-gown and with his breakfast half-consumed. He felt he had given the problem enough of his attention.




  Miss Frayne, the impetus of her sense of duty temporarily blurred, returned across the road to her own home to find Nero curled up asleep on one of her best chairs. It occurred to her only then

  that she hadn’t enquired – and Mr. Wimbush had not volunteered – when he had last seen Mrs. Hibbert. Well, there would be time enough for that question later, if need be.




  Miss Frayne always spent Monday mornings in her kitchen, doing the week’s washing, so it was no hardship to keep a watch on Mrs. Hibbert’s house. She also knew that it was her

  neighbour’s custom on Mondays to have an early lunch and then leave the house around half-past twelve to attend the first showing of the new picture at the Regal.




  But half-past twelve came and went without any sign of Mrs. Hibbert and on the stroke of one o’clock Miss Frayne picked up the telephone receiver and dialled the number of the local police

  station, which happened to be one of the furthest flung within the Metropolitan Police District.




  “Elwick Common Police Station,” a hesitant voice answered at the other end. In fact it was the voice of Police Cadet Temple who lacked assurance only in operating the station

  switchboard.




  “I want to report something,” Miss Frayne said boldly.




  “What sort of something? A burglary? A lost cat? If you can just give me an idea.”




  “It concerns my neighbour. I think something may have happened to her.”




  Police Cadet Temple, who could curb his tendency to facetiousness when he tried very hard, realised from Miss Frayne’s tone that this was something serious.




  “Can I have your name and address please, madam?” he asked briskly, and when these particulars and those of Mrs. Hibbert had been duly recorded, went on, “I’ll get

  someone to call round this afternoon. Will you be in?”




  “I’ll wait in,” Miss Frayne replied. “And who have I been speaking to?”




  “Police Cadet Temple.”




  “Oh!” Then after a pause: “Are you sure you have put down everything I’ve told you?”




  “Yes, don’t worry, madam. There’ll be somebody round.”




  “Shouldn’t I have spoken to one of the detectives?”




  “There’s no one in the C.I.D. at the moment. They’re all out.”




  “What about the duty sergeant or whatever he’s called?”




  “He’s at lunch.”




  “Do you mean you’re in charge of the whole station?” Miss Frayne asked in a scandalised voice.




  “Just about. But not to worry, some of them are not very far away in the Canteen.”




  “I’m glad to hear that.”




  Nosey old bitch, Police Cadet Temple muttered to himself. Aloud he said, “Is that all, madam?”




  “I suppose so.”




  “O.K. Then you just hang on and not worry and we’ll have someone there quite soon.”




  And considerably to Miss Frayne’s surprise, this is exactly what happened. A few minutes after two o’clock a black police car pulled up outside her house and a second or two later,

  there was a firm knock on the front door.




  The officer who confronted her looked youthful enough to have been a cadet himself. He had a fresh, round face and the build of a middle-weight boxer.




  “Miss Frayne? I’m P.C. Anker. I believe you telephoned the station a short time ago.”




  “Yes, about my neighbour Mrs. Hibbert. I’m sure something’s happened to her.”




  By the time Miss Frayne had finished her recital, they had been joined by the driver of the car who introduced himself as P.C. Luff.




  “Better go and have a look round the place, I suppose, Tom,” P.C. Anker said, to his companion.




  Miss Frayne watched them walk up Mrs. Hibbert’s front path and try the door, then move round the outside of the house peering methodically in at all the windows.




  “Kitchen window looks the best bet,” P.C. Anker observed, when their tour of inspection was complete.




  “Always is,” his companion replied.




  A minute later, Miss Frayne, who was watching intently from her own kitchen window, heard a sharp sound of splintering wood and saw P.C. Anker disappear into the house. Then the side-door was

  opened and P.C. Luff also disappeared inside.




  In less than three minutes he re-appeared and dashed out to the waiting car. Before he had time to get in, however, Miss Frayne had also hurried out.




  “Was I right? Is something the matter?” she enquired anxiously.




  For a second or two he just stared at her in silence. Then almost curtly, he said, “Yes, something’s the matter all right. The lady’s dead. Looks as if she’s been

  strangled.”




  







  Chapter Two




  DETECTIVE Chief Inspector Chudd was absorbed in mending a set of points in his sons’ elaborately constructed model railway complex when the call

  came through informing him of Mrs. Hibbert’s death. He sighed as he came downstairs from putting on a tie and a jacket. His wife was waiting in the hall and they exchanged a helpless

  look.




  “Don’t know when I shall get back, but I’ll give you a call.” He paused, knowing what was in her mind. “If I can still possibly make David’s match, I will.

  But . . . well . . . .” He shrugged, aware that words were unnecessary and would only rub in the virtual certainty of his non-appearance at his son’s first turnout for the school

  cricket eleven.




  “He’ll be terribly disappointed if you’re not there, Peter. You know how he’s been – ”




  “I know. Of course I’ll be there if I can. But I’m sure he’ll understand if I fail to make it.”




  Each of them, however, knew this was less than a pious hope, for David, aged thirteen and their eldest son, had been passing through a difficult patch which hadn’t been helped by a change

  of school when his father had left the Yard on promotion and transfer to an outlying division. This had not only meant moving house but a change of school for all three of their sons. With Andrew

  aged eleven and Timmy aged nine, there’d been no difficulty, but David had not taken kindly to the disruption and would still have preferred the seventy-five minute journey each way to his

  old school than to have to adjust himself to a new one. But he had been overruled by his parents who had felt that the travelling would be too much for him each day and that he would settle down

  more easily than he imagined. But he hadn’t; though his selection to play for the school cricket side had been the first indication of a break-through toward his acclimatisation, and his

  father had given a solemn promise to be present. The trouble was that a thirteen-year-old was unlikely to understand why police officers are not subject to the same rules of work and leisure as

  other people. And this would certainly be so in the case of a thirteen-year-old in David’s present frame of mind.




  “Well, try anyway,” Kate Chudd said, knowing that there was nothing either of them could do about it. Unfortunately, the convenience of police officers wasn’t consulted either

  by the perpetrators or the victims of crime. If it were, they might be able to work the five-day week that most people enjoyed. As it was, this was only the second day off Peter Chudd had had since

  being posted to the division a month ago.




  He gave his wife a small wave before getting into the car which had arrived to pick him up. Thank God for Kate, anyway! he thought as they drove off. The move hadn’t been easy for her

  either, but she had taken it in her stride and shown that police officers’ wives need to be every bit as dedicated as their husbands. But David was certainly being a headache at the moment,

  which wouldn’t have been so bad if his father wasn’t also faced with problems of adjustment.




  Peter Chudd was still just the right side of forty and had been in the Metropolitan Police for eighteen years. His climb up the ladder of promotion, though not meteoric, had been satisfactorily

  brisk and his recent appointment to Chief Inspector had been over the heads of several senior colleagues, amongst them the D.I. of the Division to which he had been posted.




  D.I. Bracker belonged to the old sweat brigade and was a popular figure in the division, enjoying the sort of tolerant acceptance and respect that anything which has been around long enough is

  apt to acquire. At all events, it had been quite clear to Chudd soon after his arrival that his new colleagues had been hoping for their own man’s promotion and his reception had to that

  extent been cool. A coolness increased, perhaps, by the suspicion with which someone from the Yard is greeted on returning to the field. And like his eldest son, Detective Chief Inspector Chudd

  never found it easy to adjust himself to a new environment. He was sensitive to atmosphere and had a reserve which a police officer is better without.




  His arrival in the division had been further complicated by the absence of Manton, the Detective Superintendent, who was on a special enquiry involving officers in a division the other side of

  London and who was likely to be away for at least a couple more weeks. So he had found himself almost at once in charge of the divisional C.I.D. and with not only a new job to learn but another to

  do at the same time.




  As they turned into Mrs. Hibbert’s road, he recognised the familiar scene. About two dozen people gathered in loose knots staring at the house as though they expected to see fireworks come

  out of the chimney and doing their best to ignore the efforts of two young constables to keep them moving.




  Detective Inspector Bracker met him at the front door. “Everything’s under control,” he said, in an officious tone. “Photographer and fingerprint people are on their way.

  An ambulance came but I sent it packing. She’s as dead as a sack of old potatoes and there’s no point in disturbing her before Dr. Tracy’s been.” It seemed to Chudd as he

  listened that he was being assigned an under-instruction role. D.I. Bracker appeared to think that he had merely come along to see how a murder enquiry was initiated. “Incidentally,”

  Bracker went on, “I’ve fixed that with the coroner. That Dr. Tracy should do the P.M. He’s always our first choice here. If you step upstairs, I’ll show you the

  body.”




  Just inside the front door was a small table, on which lay a sealed airmail letter, having apparently been placed there for posting. It was addressed to Mrs. Jessie Mellor, 14962 Hudson Avenue,

  Toronto, Canada. Picking it up by its edge, Chudd saw that the sender’s name on the reverse side was Mrs. Florence Hibbert. With a thoughtful expression, he replaced it while Bracker stood

  impatiently at the foot of the stairs. Saturday’s Daily Express lay beside the letter.




  “Interesting to know what’s in that letter,” Chudd said as he followed the D.I. up to the bedroom.




  “Don’t imagine it’ll help us find who killed the old girl. Not that I have much doubt about that myself.”




  “Meaning?”




  “It’s a clear case of murder committed in the course or furtherance of theft, as the Homicide Act puts it.”




  “That’s a long way from knowing who did it.”




  “These cases always break sooner than you might think,” Bracker replied with knowing superiority. “I’ll have a check made of any Borstal boys on the run, as well as of

  the known thieves on our manor, and the odds are we’ll turn up something. With luck we might even find a fingerprint or two.”




  Chudd said nothing, and passed into the bedroom. At first glance, the scene appeared perfectly normal. Then D.I. Bracker pulled up the counterpane which covered the bed and reached to the floor

  on either side, and said: “She’s underneath.”




  Chudd knelt down and peered at the lumpy shape which Mrs. Hibbert had assumed in death. Her face was turned away from him, but he could see the ends of the floral scarf which had been wound

  tightly around her neck trailing out behind like two ribbons.




  “Once the photographer has been, we’ll dismantle the bed around her,” Bracker said, smothering a yawn.




  Chudd studied the floor, then walked out on to the landing.




  “No sign of any scrape marks on the stair carpet or up here,” he said. “Which seems to indicate that her murderer carried rather than dragged her.”




  “What’s to say he didn’t kill her right here in the bedroom?” Bracket asked.




  “He may have done but there’s no sign of that either. He certainly didn’t kill her on the bed. Unless he stopped to remake it afterwards, which would seem unlikely.”




  D.I. Bracker shrugged to indicate that he regarded such speculation as pointless.




  Chudd decided, while waiting for the pathologist and photographer to arrive, to examine the rest of the house.




  “O.K., I’ll go and organise things outside.” Bracker said.




  “What things?”




  “Get those gawping bystanders dispersed for a start.”




  “More important, you might organize some house-to-house visiting. I want to know when Mrs. Hibbert was last seen alive and whether any of her neighbours can throw any light at all on

  what’s happened.”




  “I was going to arrange that, anyway,” Bracker said in a tone of faint huff.




  “I’ll want to interview anyone with any information, personally. And, Inspector,” he called after Bracker’s retiring back, “don’t let either of us forget

  who’s in charge of this enquiry.”




  He walked across the small landing and put his head round the door of another bedroom. It was smaller than Mrs. Hibbert’s and the bed was unmade with the blankets folded on top of the

  mattress. There was a third bedroom but neither this nor the bathroom appeared to merit more than a cursory glance.




  Pausing at the top of the stairs, he frowned as he tried to recollect the slightly curious feature that had half-caught his attention as he’d looked around. Yes, that was it! All those

  clocks! There were ticking clocks in every room, including the bathroom. And on the landing a baby grandfather stood sentinel, with another in the hall below. He went downstairs and began counting

  them. There were twelve in all. What a performance winding that lot up each week!




  Reaching into his pocket, he felt for his pipe, but didn’t find it. He returned upstairs and was gazing abstractedly round Mrs. Hibbert’s bedroom, when one of the young D.C.’s

  looked in. “Lost something, sir?”




  “My pipe. But don’t worry. I must have put it down somewhere.”




  “You had it when you arrived, sir. I noticed.”




  “It’ll turn up.”




  If I’m not careful, this’ll become a pipe-hunt rather than a murder hunt, Chudd reflected with irritation. The trouble was he was still unused to the thing and was constantly

  mislaying it. But Kate had persuaded him to give up cigarettes during the big cancer scare.




  Fortunately, Dr. Tracy and the photographer chose this moment to arrive and Chudd was able to escape further speculation about where the infernal thing might be.




  While they waited for the photographer to complete the first part of his job, Dr. Tracy peered about the bedroom like an estate agent on the track of dry rot while his secretary, a middle-aged

  female with a harassed expression, struggled to remove a hair from the tip of her ball-point pen.




  “Liking it out on division?” Dr. Tracy asked, coming to rest at Chudd’s side.




  “It’s not my first time, you know,” Chudd replied in a faintly nettled tone. He was tired of being treated as though he had only recently stepped out of a space capsule.




  “Bit different from the Yard, eh?”




  “Indeed.”




  “Good thing to have a change. Stops the arteries getting furred up.”




  In Peter Chudd’s experience, police officers might collect ulcers and nervous breakdowns and possibly burst a blood vessel or two. But furring up of their arteries seemed about the least

  likely hazard in the light of their physical activity.




  “Finished?” Dr. Tracy asked the photographer. “Right! Then let’s have that bed moved and I can see what I’m doing.”




  With the bed lifted away, Dr. Tracy knelt down beside the corpse and began a more detailed examination, while Chudd quietly watched him.




  The photographer, who had taken a further two photographs showing Mrs. Hibbert exposed to full view, now retired to the other side of the room. He was a slim young man in blue blazer and

  flannels whom one wouldn’t normally associate with the photography of victims of sudden death, which as it happened formed the major part of his daily round. But for several years now, the

  Metropolitan Police had employed civilian photographers such as he, in place of police officers trained in the art. He turned to Chudd.




  “If you tell me what else you want me to take in the house, Chief Inspector, I’ll get on with it. Then I’ll see you later at the mortuary.” He nodded at Dr. Tracy.

  “Know when he’s going to do his P.M.?”




  “Straightaway, I hope. Once he’s finished here, we can shift the body and he can carry right on.”




  “O.K., then I won’t wander far.”




  The photographer went out and Chudd turned his attention back to Dr. Tracy. “Any idea how long she’s been dead?”




  “As a preliminary view – and I stress the word preliminary – I’d say between two and three days. Does that fit in?”




  “At the moment, there’s nothing for it to fit in with. We haven’t yet established when she was last seen alive.”




  Dr. Tracy rose from his knees. “All I can tell you now is that she was apparently strangled with that scarf round her neck and that her clothing appears to be intact. By which I mean no

  sexual interference.”




  An hour and a half later these findings were duly confirmed, with the additional information that she had most probably died on the Friday night or early Saturday morning.




  Mrs. Hibbert now lay in one of the mortuary’s refrigerated drawers. Each article of her clothing had been carefully sealed in a polythene bag and her various body samples were laid out in

  a neat row of jars and test tubes, to await transfer to the Metropolitan Police Laboratory by Detective-Sergeant Lancaster, whom Chudd had put in charge of all exhibits.




  “Cause of death: asphyxia following compression of the neck by a ligature,” Dr. Tracy intoned to his secretary. “Anything else you want to know before I go, Mr.

  Chudd?”




  “I don’t think so, sir.”




  “Where are we due next, Miss Plant?” he asked, turning again to his secretary.




  “St. Pancras mortuary and then Southwark mortuary. And they did hope you’d have time to do a drowned man they pulled out of the river this morning.”
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