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A Note on the Author


Chapter 1
Mrs. Jump’s Murder

‘Mrs. Jump is calling to see you to-night.’

Bernadette Jump, née Halligan, born Liverpool, as her passport had it when she’d brought the application to Mrs. Littlejohn for help in filling it up prior to her pilgrimage to Lourdes.

She had been Mrs. Littlejohn’s daily help for more than five years, and the Superintendent had never met her. His wife spoke of her appreciatively now and then, but to the Superintendent she had never materialised. He knew of her by her energy in keeping the flat clean, by the occasional vanishing of some familiar object or other which had ‘fallen apart’ as she dusted it, or by the odds and ends she left behind her now and then – an old comb with a tooth or two missing, a stray glove, and once a box of Dr. Godfrey’s cough lozenges. He was aware of her only by her works and by hearsay, in the way that theologians are convinced of the existence of the Almighty. And, of course, by the greeting-card, glittering with tinsel and good wishes, she always sent at Christmas.

‘She thinks she saw a murdered man early this morning.’

Littlejohn carefully laid down his knife and fork beside the cutlet he was eating. The dog, sitting upright by his side, trying to look hungry, yapped to call his attention to her continued existence.

‘Has she told the police?’

‘No. She was on her way to early Mass and didn’t want to be late. Besides, she had to be at the bank at eight.’

Mrs. Jump proudly cleaned a bank, too, before she came to the Littlejohns’.

‘So she just didn’t bother.’

‘She’s the kind who wouldn’t miss Mass for anything. She said if she’d gone to the police it would have meant she’d let down the bank, which was unthinkable.’

‘So she left the body where it was.’

‘After service, she went to the spot where she thought she’d seen the dead man. But the body was gone. So she assumed that someone else had told the police. She did add, too, that with due respect to the Superintendent, once when she saw a dog killed in the street, it took the police two hours to take a statement from her. She couldn’t afford the time this morning. … She’ll be here at eight.’

‘You persuaded her?’

‘Yes. I said it was her public duty to report it. She said she’d only report it to you.’

‘She lives Willesden way, doesn’t she, Letty?’

‘Yes. But eat your dinner and don’t worry. She’ll tell you all about it when she arrives.’

And arrive she did. Just as the four clocks, which Littlejohn amused himself by synchronising, struck the hour.

Mrs. Jump spent a long time in the hall talking to Mrs. Littlejohn in whispers, assuring herself that she was not intruding; then she entered.

She was dressed in her best. A widow, clothed from head to foot in black, as though either still mourning the late Mr. Jump, who had been dead for ten years, or else prepared for the ‘passing-on’, as she called it, of the next victim in her family, which was a large one with very wide ramifications.

A plumply built, middle-aged woman, with a square sallow face and a look of resignation. She carried a large black imitation-leather bag, which might have held the necessities for staying the night.

Mrs. Littlejohn introduced her to her husband.

Mrs. Jump looked at him cautiously, assessing whether or not he came up to expectations. She seemed satisfied and sighed.

‘Shall I tell him what I told you, madam?’

One of those voices at the same time shrill and weary, worn-out by battling with the petty worries of life.

They found her a seat and a large cup of very sweet tea. Strong Indian tea; she regarded Littlejohn’s favourite Earl Grey as effeminate. She had contracted a deep hatred of the blend, too, because the leaf was large and she couldn’t pour the tea-leaves down the kitchen sink when Mrs. Littlejohn’s back was turned.

Even when settled and feeling comfortable in surroundings already very familiar to her, Mrs. Jump still showed diffidence.

‘I feel I’m wasting your time, sir. The more I think about it, the more I think I imagined it. …’

She cast a bewildered look around the room and ended her survey by a queer glance at Littlejohn.

‘But, although I say it myself, I’m not one who imagines things. Thank God for that. I’ve enough to worry me without imagining some more.’

The dog thereupon cast a knowing eye on the large black bag and whined dismally, as though sharing Mrs. Jump’s troubles. Mrs. Jump opened the bag, took out a mint imperial and gave it to the dog, who swallowed it whole, like an elephant with a bun, seemed satisfied that a ritual was finished, and settled to sleep.

Mrs. Littlejohn was knitting a child’s jumper for one of her sister’s many offspring. She paused.

‘Tell the Superintendent what you told me this morning, Mrs. Jump. He’ll know best what to do.’

Mrs. Jump carefully removed her black cotton gloves to show she meant business and started to talk.

The story had taken most of the day to tell to his wife and Littlejohn had to make a précis of it for the file, where it appeared shorn of its many excursions and sidetracks and its long explanations.

As the clocks struck ten Mrs. Jump was still talking and had to pause against such powerful opposition.

The early departure for Mass in the darkness of the damp November morning. The body in a quiet side-street which was a short cut to the church. The terrified and hasty crossing to the other side. The turmoil in Mrs. Jump’s mind, torn between the body, the sacred office, the bank waiting to be cleaned. Then, after Mass, the anguished return to the spot. And the body wasn’t there.

The tired, shrill voice went on and on and ceased suddenly when the clocks began to chime.

‘I must go. Then I’ll get home before the public houses turn out. I can’t abide drunken men. …’

The late Gus Jump had been one, and had ended by hitting a lamp-post in the van he drove.

She rose, blew in her best gloves, put them on, and gathered up her bag.

Littlejohn rose as well.

‘I’ll get out the car and take you home, Mrs. Jump.’

She showed no signs of pleasure or otherwise on a deadpan face.

‘I can get the ’bus at the corner, sir. It’ll drop me a few minutes from home.’

She paused. She must have been pleased and flattered by the offer of a lift, but it was conventional with her type to put up some resistance.

Littlejohn went for the car.

‘I think the best thing will be, Mrs. Jump, for us to drive to the street where you saw the body and you can show me exactly where it was.’

Mrs. Jump was sitting in quiet ecstasy beside Littlejohn, preparing the story she was going to tell in detail to her friends next day about driving home with the famous Superintendent from Scotland Yard. She withdrew from her daydreams.

‘As I said before, I’m not sure.’

‘All the same, let’s try.’

They continued in silence to Willesden Lane where Mrs. Jump awoke from another reverie and began to take her bearings.

‘We’re getting near now. Do you want to take the motorcar the way I went to church?’

Littlejohn knew the neighbourhood well. Half-way between Brondesbury Park station and Willesden Green some Edwardian builder or other had started a scheme of putting-up terraced houses in streets at right-angles to the main road. Two blocks of about eight houses on each side of the streets, which were called after the months of the year.

January Street, February Street … All the way to September, and then, as he approached the winter months again, the builder had tired of it, or died, or gone bust, and there were no more.

On the other side of the main road, a similar set-out of terraced dwellings, this time named after the trees of the forest. Mrs. Jump lived in Palm Street. At first the builder had thought of Eucalyptus Street, but the local authorities had objected.

Mrs. Jump explained by words and gestures that she usually left Palm Street, crossed the main road, turned down July Street, at the far end of which the church was visible, backed by a recreation ground.

‘If you weren’t here, sir, I’d be frightened to death.’

It might have been true; or it might have been a compliment to repay Littlejohn for the ride.

‘Why afraid, if you weren’t sure you did see a dead body?’

She was silent. Littlejohn could imagine her biting her lips in the dark and twisting her gloved fingers.

‘How did you know the body was dead, Mrs. Jump? Was it a man’s or a woman’s?’

‘A man’s. It was a corpse, right enough. I’ve seen enough bodies to know the quick from the dead.’

They turned down July Street. A short, quiet thoroughfare of little houses, two up and two down and a scullery, with small gardens in front and rickety paling fences. At the far end of the street, which was lighted by a few electric lamps mounted on old converted gas standards about fifty yards apart on each side, the trees of the recreation ground were just visible silhouetted against complete blackness.

It had started to rain, fine cold drizzle, which clung to everything in drops and cast a nimbus round the street lamps. There was nobody about, but lights showed in most of the houses, some in upper, some in lower rooms. Here and there, an illuminated fanlight projected a long shaft through the mist of rain. At a bedroom window without a blind, a man in his shirt peered out and watched the passing car. He vigorously scratched his head with both hands, vanished, and the light went out.

Somewhere a clock struck half-past ten.

‘It’s getting late.’

Mrs. Jump went silent as though expecting something sinister to occur.

‘Show me where you saw the body.’

‘A bit further. …’

He moved slowly along in bottom gear. They passed a house where someone was playing an accordion. I’m wild about Harry. …

‘Here it was. …’

He halted.

Mrs. Jump pointed through the semi-circle on the windscreen cleared by the wipers.

The pavement was plainly visible in the semi-darkness between two street lamps.

‘He was lying full-length, his head just over the edge of the kerb, and his body and feet like this. …’

With her finger Mrs. Jump indicated a direction almost parallel with the pavement.

‘Face downwards?’

‘It must have been. I don’t remember seeing the eyes and nose. … Yes – down.’

‘Anybody else about?’

‘As I said, there was somebody in front of me, walkin’ on the same side as me. Somebody in a hurry. He walked ahead of me and vanished round the corner.’

‘In which direction?’

‘He crossed at the end of the street and went the opposite way from the church along the railings of the recreation ground. I was glad, I can tell you, because I couldn’t have followed him a step if he’d kept on walking in front of me all the way. I hurried over to the other side of July Street, and when he started to cross to turn the corner, I went back to the side I was on at first. I realised as I was sitting quiet in church he must have been the murderer. There was nobody else about.’

‘When Mass was over, what then?’

‘When I went back on my way to the bus in Willesden Lane to go to the bank, I made myself take July Street again. My heart was in my mouth, but it was starting daylight, so that was better. I found the body wasn’t there. I thought I’d fallen asleep in church and just dreamed it all. Perhaps I did. But I had to tell Mrs. Littlejohn to get it off my mind. I was that bothered by it, dream or real.’

‘You never thought of getting help or calling the police?’

‘I thought as the body had gone, there was no point. But, as I said, I had to tell Mrs. Littlejohn and she said I’d better let you know, just in case.’

‘Quite right, Mrs. Jump.’

‘We’ve always been decent people and we’ve never been mixed-up in anything with the police before.’

Mrs. Jump sniffed as though shedding a tear in the dark.

Hardly any use getting out of the car and prowling about the dismal, damp street. The spot had been exposed to the weather and other hazards all the day. Even now, the rain might be eliminating the last traces of a crime.

Littlejohn took Mrs. Jump to Palm Street and saw her safely indoors. The house was dark and he waited until she’d unlocked the front door of her cottage, a terraced house of the same type as those named after the months of the year. She put on the light and bade him good-night.

Alone, he felt the urge to look again at the spot in July Street. He slowly returned.

It was still drizzling. People passed on the main road, coat collars turned-up, shoulders hunched, hands in pockets, shadows between the street lamps. Vague, illuminated figures like waxworks as they hurried under the amber lights. Now and then, a form would detach itself from the rest and go an independent way, neuter, moving like a mechanical doll. One or two turned down July Street. Shafts of light, briefly, as doors opened. The chilly haze was illuminated, then darkness again. A monotonous, secret quarter where nothing seemed to happen.

Yet, Mrs. Jump had found a body there. And when she’d returned to make sure she hadn’t dreamed it, the body had vanished, as though spirited away.

Littlejohn left the car at the end of the street and walked between the parallel roads which passed it at each end. Near the recreation ground, two drunks were arguing it out. Their voices rose and fell, hoarse and slurred. The neighbourhood was so quiet, that their abuse sounded all over the place. And then it died away, like the noise of a gramophone when you lift the needle.

Two shadowy cats crossed his path at the trot and disappeared among the rank foliage of a garden. Their caterwauling was suddenly silenced by someone who opened a window and hurled out something bulky at them. Between the window opening and closing, the sound of a child crying in the room behind wafted out and then suddenly stopped.

The spot Mrs. Jump had indicated stood opposite the front gate of one of the terraced cottages. There were no lights in the house. The blinds were not drawn and the front gate was ajar. The garden was crowded with old overgrown rhododendrons, now weeping with rain. The mass of unruly dark evergreens almost hid the front door and cut the single small bay-window to the right of it from view. Even by the dim light of the street lamps the place seemed quite deserted. Littlejohn looked over the gate. In the window he could see a square sheet of white paper. He shone his torch on it. For Sale. Apply Hollows and Son, Willesden Green.

There was a faint smell of fish and chips on the air from some unseen supper bar or other. The rain was searching and cold. No sense in prowling about in the dark any more. Littlejohn walked to the end of July Street and looked up and down the main road. No telephone box visible, but across the way at an angle, a pub. The Admiral Rodney. It was closed, for it was well past time, but there were lights on in the bar.

Littlejohn knocked on the locked doors of the vestibule. A potman, with a florid face and bald head and wearing a large apron, opened it. He was carrying a brush and shovel.

‘We’re shut. You ought to know that. Can’t you tell the time?’

He seemed pleased with the information he was giving and leered. His large mouth was full of big false teeth and gave him the appearance of wearing a hideous carnival mask.

‘Police.’

‘You’ve nothin’ on us. This is a well-run ’ouse.’

‘I’m sure it is. May I use your telephone, please?’

Littlejohn rang up the police at Willesden and told them Mrs. Jump’s tale briefly. They promised to send a man to look over the empty house in July Street. Mr. Hollows, the agent, lived in Willesden and would probably have the key. The sergeant sounded surprised at the request, but put on his best posh voice and good manners for the occasion. He ended up by talking to Littlejohn as though he were somebody they had to humour, just to ease his mind.

‘Leave it to us, sir. We’ll do the necessary. You may rely on us. …’

‘I’ve no doubt at all about that. Good night, sergeant.’

The potman was still leering when Littlejohn returned from the telephone.

‘You’ll pay for the call, I ’ope?’

‘Send me a bill to Scotland Yard.’

The man looked so surprised and hurt that Littlejohn laughed and slipped a shilling in his waistcoat pocket. He left the potman searching the lining of the garment; there was a hole in it.

Littlejohn felt tired. The dismal scene, the damp persistent drizzle, the amber, etiolating glow of the street lights. Passers-by looking like yellow corpses walking in some strange hell. And over all, the squalor and fetid air of a neighbourhood over-crowded with sleepers and overhung by property in various stages of decay. He always felt jaded when his spirits were damped. He wished he’d asked the barman for a double whisky. He could guess the answer.


Chapter 2
Morning in July Street

The rain had passed with the night and the morning was fine. That was the best that could be said of it. Now that the drizzle had gone, it looked ready to turn foggy any minute.

Littlejohn was on the job at about eleven. He knew he might be making a fool of himself if Mrs. Jump had imagined it all. But Mrs. Jump wasn’t the imaginative sort and he felt he wanted to get at the truth, whether she’d dreamed it or not.

He had called at The Yard, examined his post, found nothing much to worry him, and arranged with the Willesden police to join them at the station. Cromwell was with him. In a region like July Street on a dirty November morning he felt the need of some cheerful moral support.

The Willesden police seemed to wonder what Littlejohn was bothering about. A constable had called at what turned out to be 20, July Street, the empty house with the For Sale bill in the window. The place was locked and the bobby had used the key supplied by Mr. Hollows, the agent. He had found a few handbills and a circular or two, undisturbed behind the door. He had searched the house from top to bottom by the light of his torch. There were no cellars and no attics. Intent on his work, he had even peered through a manhole at the top of the stairs and looked among the rafters. Quite a feat, fifteen stone balancing on two packing-cases, one on top of the other, and holding a torch. Nothing. Not a sign of a break-in. When he’d finished among the accumulation of dust, the constable looked like a coon.

Added to which, Mrs. Jump had said she was going to first Mass, which was said at seven o’clock on Wednesdays, the day of her adventure. She was just in time for the start of the office. That meant she was passing along July Street at about 6.55.

At seven o’clock, a policeman on the beat, making his way back to the station, had passed the end of July Street. The lamps were still burning and he had glanced down the street to see that all was in order. He’d seen no body then, and he was sure that if there’d been one on the spot described by Mrs. Jump, he’d couldn’t have missed it. He remembered the time well, because as he was at the end of July Street, the milk-van, a type of electric runabout, had just turned down there. He’d spoken to the milkman.

The milkman had just been questioned when Littlejohn arrived. A little, happy man, with a cigarette in the corner of his mouth, called Hibbs. He must have passed the spot less than ten minutes after Mrs. Jump. Absolutely nothing unusual.

Besides, there seemed to be nobody missing. Or, at least, nobody had reported anything of the kind to the police during the morning. If there had been a body in July Street before Mass, whose was it and where was it?

It looked as if Mrs. Jump had fancied it after all.

And yet, Mrs. Jump wasn’t that sort. She’d neither screamed nor roused the whole neighbourhood when she came across the body, or whatever it was. She wasn’t the kind to start a scare to attract the limelight. All she wanted was to be left alone. She’d kept quiet about it in the first place to avoid trouble for herself. The fact that she’d mentioned it casually for something to say and had unthinkingly chosen a policeman’s wife for her confidences, had triggered-off the whole affair.

Littlejohn called back home on his way to Willesden, just for the sake of seeing Mrs. Jump in daylight.

She was there after her first job of the day at the bank. Impassive as ever, washing-up in a cheap flowered overall. She looked very different without her grim black hat and mourning clothes. She had a tight bun of grey hair which made her look older, and without the protection of her hat, the light fell full on her pale face and revealed lines of age and difficulty and her blue washed-out eyes. She smiled, however, when he bade her good morning and asked her if she had slept well after her excitement of the previous day.

He asked her if she still persisted in her story of the night before.

She turned her pale eyes on him and her mouth tightened.

‘I’m sure I haven’t made it up and I didn’t imagine it.’

And she turned and began to wash-up again, removing the dishes vigorously from the sink and thrusting them viciously in the draining-rack.

He gathered that she thought now that he was doubting her word, so he said good-bye and went on to Willesden.

July Street looked a different place in daylight, instead of under yellow electric lamps. Two blocks of eight houses each on both sides of the street. Some of them tumbledown and badly short of paint and carpentry. Others, interspersed indiscriminately among the shabby ones, were trim, painted in all the colours of the rainbow by their owners, and generally well turned-out. This strange contrast was caused by Hollows’ Building Society, as the owner liked to describe it.

Mr. Hollows, the agent, was, when new applicants applied for an empty house, in the habit of encouraging them to buy it for the same amounts in weekly instalments as tenants paid in rent. The snag was, that Mr. Hollows was responsible for the painting and repairs of the let properties, which he never painted or repaired, but left to rot. The purchasers paid for everything; every hazard, inside and out. Owning a house of their own, most occupiers developed a pride of possession and spent much of their spare time in embellishing it. There was even keen competition between them in painting and otherwise ornamenting their property.

The street was full of children, some of them in magnificent perambulators, flourishing in the fetid air. Others, sturdy ragamuffins, were nearly all in mischief, watched nonchalantly in places by slatternly women. Five-year-olds scrambling over walls and railings, tormenting one another, fighting, engaged in mock gun duels in the street, even pilfering anything loose. One boy, larger than the rest, had climbed a downspout and was standing on the roof of a house, clinging to the chimney, unable to move, waiting for the fire brigade to arrive and get him down. …

The body had been seen, according to Mrs. Jump, on the verge of the pavement in front of No. 20. Inspector Mann, of the local squad, who accompanied Littlejohn and Cromwell, had brought the key with him and let them in. It was as the constable had reported earlier, apparently undisturbed. There was dust about the place and the odds and ends left by the previous tenants – all worthless. The two packing-cases which the bobby had used for exploring the loft were standing where he had left them. They had been abandoned as worthless by the broker’s-men, who had sold-up the last occupants for back rent.

The case, if there was one, was going to be difficult to organise. On the strength of Mrs. Jump’s statement, it looked as if the police would have to question everybody in the street about whether or not they’d seen or heard strange goings-on about seven o’clock on Wednesday morning. This wouldn’t by any means be an easy job. Some of the occupants were, to put it mildly, not likely to prove co-operative. Several had served stretches in gaol. The end house near the recreation ground was occupied by immigrants from Jamaica, too. At first, two of them had arrived as a sort of vanguard, later to be followed by most of their friends and relations from overseas.

‘They’re living there like peas in a pod,’ Mann told them.

Mann was a bit supercilious about the whole affair. He’d expressed a private opinion to his colleagues that Mrs. Jump was leading them all up the garden path, and he stuck to it still.

‘Where do we go from here?’ he said as he locked the door of the empty house.

‘Let’s try the houses nearest to the spot where the body was supposed to be lying,’ said Littlejohn. ‘I’ll try number 19, right opposite. You, Mann, take No. 18, and Cromwell No. 22.

By this, half the street was out watching them. You could tell the ones who’d tangled with the police by their comments. Someone was quick to inform Cromwell that the tenants of No. 22 were out at work and wouldn’t be back until evening. The man was a porter on Willesden station and his wife was a clippie on a ’bus. Cromwell turned in at No. 24, which had a newly-painted light blue door, and strips of metal pasted up and down the windows to make them look like lead-lights. Obviously one owned with the help of Hollows’ Building Society.

No. 19 was a tidy-looking house, recently painted black outside and with decent curtains up at the windows. There was a bell on the doorpost, too, which Littlejohn pressed. It was far and away the best kept house in July Street.

A tall woman answered the door. She looked between thirty and forty. In her younger days, she must have been strikingly beautiful. Even now, she was handsome, in a dark aquiline way and had a good figure and pale white skin. She wore a long blue house-coat and red slippers. Her hair was trimmed short and as black as jet. Littlejohn introduced himself and asked if she were the occupier of the house.

‘The doctor’s only just got up. Won’t it do later?’

She spoke well, and gave the impression by her speech and movements of being, at some time or other, on the stage.

Mann subsequently told them that the house was occupied by a retired medical man who had formerly run a practice in a large house nearby. He had spent most of his money on whisky, and had lost most of his patients through neglecting his business. The woman was his sister.

‘Come in, then. This way.’

She opened the door on the left of the small passage, which was well furnished and carpeted in dark red. The room inside and overlooking July Street was probably the largest in the house. A living-room used as a bedroom, as well. The unmade camp-bed massed with an untidy hump of bedclothes in one corner; one wall covered with books; a large table littered with books and papers and, on one corner on a spot roughly cleared of rubbish, a tray of used breakfast dishes.

The doctor was sitting in an armchair by the gas-fire, unshaved, unwashed, wrapped in an old dressing-gown. He had evidently been reading the morning paper. A glass of whisky stood on a side-table. An elderly, white-haired man, thin, with dark hollow-ringed eyes and the prematurely lined and aged face of an habitual alcoholic. His thin hair was brushed back from a broad forehead and until deterioration set-in from his excessive drinking, he must have been highly intelligent.

He spoke in a high-pitched, spiteful tone.

‘I suppose you’re the police. As I was getting up, I noticed a lot of coming and going in the street. Are you hunting burglars? Or is it a murder this time? In any case, what do you want with me?’

‘Just a little help, doctor, if you can give it.’

‘Well, sit down. I can’t stand people fidgeting around the room. What help are you wanting? Not medical, I hope. That would be too much!’

‘Did you happen to be up and about at seven o’clock yesterday morning, sir? A woman passing on her way to Mass about five minutes to seven, tells us she saw a body lying on the pavement right opposite your window.’

‘Yes, I was up. I have no fixed hours for sleeping. I often read far into the night and sometimes I don’t keep track of the time and work until daylight. My time’s entirely my own and I refuse to be a slave to it. I am, at present, engaged in research on the health, illness, and mental conditions of royal rakes. I was enjoying their company at seven o’clock, or thereabouts, when Mrs. Jump passed my house. …’

‘You know her?’

‘Every Wednesday morning for the last five years, at least, Mrs. Jump has passed here at exactly the same time on her way to Mass. Although I may not look it, I am very interested in everything human that goes on around me. After hearing the same footsteps at the same time on the same day every week, I enquired to whom they belonged. I eventually learned from the milkman, who is sometimes on his round when the woman passes by.’

‘Did you look out of the window yesterday, by chance, doctor?’

‘I did. The sound of footsteps roused me from my work, I peered round the curtains, and saw the woman passing the lamp almost opposite.’

‘Did you hear any other footsteps?’

‘Yes. Almost immediately before those of the woman.’

‘Did either of them stop opposite your window?’

‘No. They continued until they died away, without a break. The first lot were heavier than the woman’s. Anything more?’

He looked at Littlejohn with his deep-set, mocking eyes, as though having some kind of sarcastic joke at his expense.

‘Did you see any signs of a body on the pavement opposite, sir?’

‘I did not. There was no body there. I’d have seen it if there had been.’

‘Did you hear anything unusual happening outside about that time? Voices, noises other than the footsteps … ? Perhaps the sound of a closing door or a window opening … ?’

‘No.’

‘You would be prepared to sign a statement to that effect, sir?’

‘Yes, if you wish it.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Anything else?’

Still the same mocking look.

‘I’m sorry to disturb you, sir. Perhaps if anything further occurs, I may call on you again?’

‘At your service; but if I happen to be asleep when you call, don’t expect my sister to admit you. She’s my housekeeper, watchdog, censor and even my doctor rolled in one. …’

Littlejohn had noticed the absence of the woman and wondered if she were listening behind the almost closed door of the room. The stillness in the rest of the house seemed to indicate something of the sort.

‘Good morning, then, doctor. …’

‘My name’s Macready, just for the record.
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