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Author’s Note

Shepherd’s Bush and White City are real places, of course, but this is a work of fiction, so if certain liberties have been taken with the geography, please don’t write and complain. None of the characters is based on a real person; and though there is a police station at Shepherd’s Bush, my Shepherd’s Bush nick is a made-up one, as are the Phoenix and the Dog and Sportsman pubs, which have no relation to any hostelry living or dead.




CHAPTER ONE

Too Much Like Aardvark

By the time Detective Inspector Bill Slider got to the scene, the rest of the circus was already there: the area had been closed off with what always struck him as inappropriately festive blue-and-white tape, the screens were erected, and uniform had got the crowd under control and space cleared for official cars.

Detective Sergeant Hollis held his car door open for him.

‘You’re very kind,’ said Slider, climbing out.

‘I used to get hit if I wasn’t,’ Hollis said. He was a scanty-haired beanpole of a Mancunian with a laconical delivery.

‘Atherton not in yet?’ DS Atherton, Slider’s bagman, was due back from holiday that morning.

‘Not when I left.’

Slider nodded towards the screens. ‘Who is it?’

‘Dunno, guv. He’s not saying much. Large bloke, no ID. I don’t recognise him.’

‘Who found him?’

‘Parkie. He doesn’t know him either.’

Hammersmith Park was a long, narrow piece of land which lay between the White City estate and Shepherd’s Bush. It had a gate at either end. One was in South Africa Road – home to the stadium of Queen’s Park Rangers football team, known locally, for their horizontally striped shirts, as ve ’oops (or, if they had been having a successful run, superoops). The other gate was in Frithville Gardens, a cul-de-sac turning off the main Uxbridge Road which also led to the back door of the BBC Television Centre. Between the two lay the moderately landscaped green space of lawns and trees, with a sinuous path from gate to gate which was used as a cut-through for estate dwellers to and from the Bush.

Slider had been called to the South Africa Road gate. Just inside it, to the left, was a children’s playground, whose amenity had been much reduced over the years in the retreat before vandalism. There was a paddling pool with no water, a sandpit with no sand, two rocking horses which, in the interests of safety, had been bolted to the ground and no longer rocked, and two sets of swings, one for babies and one for children.

Between the playground and the road was a small two-storey building which had once been an office and residence for a park keeper. It was now unused and all its orifices had been sealed up with breeze-block – the only way these days to keep out vandals, who had the tenacity of termites and would set fire to their own left legs in pursuit of a thrill. The only purpose of the building now, Slider noted a little glumly, seemed to be to conceal activity in the playground from anyone passing by in the street.

The body was on one of the children’s swings. Slider passed through the screens to take a look. The swings were of a simple, municipally sturdy design, suspended from a framework made of scaffolding poles by chains thick and heavy enough to have towed a ship. The seats were made from short, thick chunks of wood that might have been chopped from railway sleepers, and the one was bolted to the other with sufficient determination to have resisted mindless destruction.

Deceased was seated, slumped forward, head and arms hanging, legs bent back and feet resting pigeon-toed on the ground. He had been a large, muscular man, otherwise he would probably have slipped off; as it was, he was kept in place by his own weight pressing against the chains, the bulge of the deltoids to one side and the pectorals to the other making a sort of channel for each chain to lie in snugly.

Hollis ranged up silently beside Slider.

‘When was he found?’ Slider asked.

‘Park keeper came to open up at half seven. The gates are open between seven-thirty in the morning and dusk,’ he added, anticipating Slider’s question. ‘Dusk is a bit of a movable feast, o’ course. Sunset’s around nine o’clock, give or take, this time o’ year. But in practice the parkie shuts up when he feels like it, or when he remembers.’

Slider grunted, staring at the body. It was a fit-looking man, probably in his thirties, dressed in an expensive leather blouson-type jacket and a thin black roll-neck tucked into tight blue jeans, Italian leather casuals and a gold chain round his neck.

‘The Milk Tray man’s uniform,’ Slider commented.

‘He looks like an up-market bouncer,’ Hollis agreed.

The hair was light brown and cut very short, the face was Torremolinos tanned, and he had a gold earring in the top of his left ear, small and quite discreet, the sort that said okay, I’m cool, but I’m also tough.

It was strangely hard to tell with corpses, when the face was without expression and the eyes closed, but this man probably would have been quite good-looking in life, of the sort a certain kind of woman fell for. Only his hands let him down: they were ugly, with badly bitten nails and deep nicotine stains. He wore a heavy gold signet ring, unengraved, on the middle finger of the right hand – the place fighters wore it, where it would do most damage.

Hollis reached out with a Biro and delicately lifted aside one side of the jacket to show Slider the stab wound below the left breast. ‘Single blow, right where he lived. The only one as far as I can see, without moving him.’

‘Not much staining,’ Slider said. There was a stiff little patch around the wound, but nothing had gushed or dripped. ‘Probably killed him instantly. If the heart had gone on pumping for any length of time there’d’ve been a lot more blood.’

‘That’s what I thought. Professional?’ Hollis suggested.

Slider did not commit himself. ‘No sign of the weapon?’

‘Not so far.’

‘And no ID?’

‘Nothing in the jacket or the back trouser pocket. I’ve not gone in the front trouser pockets, o’ course, but they feel empty.’

‘Those jeans are so tight there can’t be room down there for much more than his giblets,’ Slider observed.

‘Anyroad, all I found was money and fags.’

‘Oh well, there might be something more when we can strip him off. Doctor been yet?’

‘No, guv. Held up in traffic.’

Slider stepped back out to look around. What had brought this man here to his death? A meeting? Or perhaps he had been killed elsewhere and left here on the swing as a nasty kind of joke? At all events, it was a fairly private place, hidden from the road by the bulk of the defunct building. The park was overlooked only from the right-hand side by the upper floors of the flats in Batman Close, and then only in winter. At this time of year the foliage on the well-grown trees baffled any view of the ground. Yes, provided a person could get into the park in the first place without attracting attention, the spot was well chosen.

Beyond the park railings a small murmuring crowd had now collected, the usual mix of the idle, the elderly, and truanting kids. Slider scanned them automatically, but he didn’t recognise anyone except Blind Bernie and Mad Sam, a well-known couple round the Bush. Mad Sam was Blind Bernie’s son, and was not mad, only mentally retarded, a round-faced, smiling child of forty. He was Bernie’s guide, and Bernie looked after him. They each kept the other out of A Home, the thing both dreaded with Victorian horror. Slider could see Sam’s lips moving as he told Bernie what he could see, and Bernie’s as he translated what Sam told him. Now he came to think of it, they lived in Frithville Gardens, so they naturally would be interested in something that happened in what was virtually their front garden.

Along the roof of the disused keeper’s house a row of seagulls sat, shuffling their wings in the small breeze and turning their heads back and forth to see if all the unusual activity portended food. Once, they had come up into the estate from the Thames only in bad weather, to shelter, but now they seemed to live here all the time. Probably the large area of high buildings reminded them of cliffs; and there was plenty of rubbish for them to pick over. They had forgotten the sea; but on a quiet day their raucous squabbling cries brought it near in Slider’s mind.

It was quiet here today, with the road temporarily closed to traffic. Somewhere out of sight a car horn broke the gentle background wash of distant city sounds, a composite murmur like the ‘white noise’ of silence; a crow cawed in one of the park trees, a fork-lift truck whined briefly behind the wall of the TVC, and far above a jumbo growled its way to Heathrow, flashing back the sun as it crawled between clouds.

All around, for miles and miles in every direction, in streets and shops and houses, real life was going on, oblivious; but here a dead man sat, the full stop at the end of his own sentence, with a little still pocket of attention focused fiercely and minutely on him. Why him? And why here? Slider felt the questions attaching themselves to him like shackles, chaining him to this scene, to a well-known process of effort, worry and responsibility.

He had a moment’s revulsion for it all, for the blank stupidity of death, and longed to be anywhere but here, and to have any job but this. And then the doctor and the meat wagon arrived simultaneously, one of the uniforms asked him about press access, the police photographer came to him for instructions, and one of his own DCs, Mackay, turned up with the firm’s Polaroid. Extraneous feelings fled as the job in hand claimed him, with a familiarity, at least, that was comfortable.

Detective Superintendent Fred ‘The Syrup’ Porson looked exhausted. He’d had this nasty ‘summer flu’ that was going around – seemed to have been having it for months – and his face looked grey and chipped. The rosy tint to his pouched eyes and abraded beak was the only touch of colour in the granite façade.

The HAT car (Homicide Advice Team) had been and gone, assessing the murder.

‘We’re keeping it,’ Porson told Slider.

‘The playground murder?’

‘What did you think I meant?’ Porson snapped irritably. ‘Queen Victoria’s birthday? And you don’t know it’s a murder yet.’

‘Single stab wound to the heart and no weapon on the scene,’ Slider mentioned.

‘When you’ve been in the Job as long as I have, you’ll take nothing for guaranteed,’ Porson said darkly.

Slider almost had been, but he let it pass. The old boy was irritable with suffering.

‘Anyway, it’s ours,’ Porson repeated.

‘The SCG doesn’t want it?’ Slider asked.

The SCG was the Serious Crime Group, which had replaced the old Area Major Incident Pool, or AMIP. No doubt the change had brought joy to some desk-bound pillock’s heart, and SCG was one letter shorter than AMIP which must be a great saving on ink; but since the personnel in the one were the exact same as had been in t’other, Slider couldn’t see the point. It was hard for a bloke at the fuzzy end to get excited about a new acronym, especially one that did not trip off the tongue.

‘SCG’s got its plate taken up with the Fulham multiple,’ Porson answered. ‘Plus the Brooke Green terrorist bomb factory – to say nothing of being short-handed, and having four blokes on the sicker.’

Slider met The Syrup’s eyes and refrained from reminding him that they too were short-handed. What with chronic under-recruitment, secondment to the National Crime Squad – not to mention to the SCG itself – plus absence on Roll-out Programmes and the usual attrition of epidemic colds, IBS and back problems – the ongoing response of over-stretched men to a stressful job – there could hardly be a unit of any sort in the Met that was up to strength. But Porson knew all that as well as he did. The SCG were supposed to take the major crimes, which these days generally meant all murders apart from straightforward domestics, but the fact of the matter was that Peter Judson, the head fromage of their own particular SCG, was a cherry-picking bastard who had obviously logged this case as entailing more graft than glory and tossed it back whence it came.

‘After all,’ Porson went on, trying to put a gloss on it, ‘when push comes to shovel, it’s a testament to your firm’s record of success that they want to bung it onto us.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Slider said neutrally.

‘You ought to’ve got a commendation last time, laddie, over that Agnew business. It was pure political bullshine that shot our fox before we could bring it home to roost. So here’s your chance to do yourself a bit of bon. Brace up, knuckle down, and I’ll make sure you get your dues this time, even if I have to stir up puddles till the cows come home.’

The allegories along Porson’s Nile were more than usually deformed this morning, Slider thought, which was generally a sign of emotion or more than usual stress in the old boy. But he knew what he meant. He meant that Slider should put his nose to the wheel and his shoulder to the grindstone, a posture which inevitably left his arse in the right position to be hung out to dry if necessary; and Slider had a feeling, from the preliminary look of the thing, that this one was going to be a long, hard slog.

When he got back to the office, Atherton was there, looking bronzed, fit, rested and generally full of marrowbone jelly. Slider felt a quiet relief at the sight of him. Atherton had been through some tough times recently, including a near nervous breakdown, and there had been moments when Slider had feared to lose him altogether. He’d had other bagmen in a long career, but none that he would have also called his friend.

Atherton did not immediately look up, being engaged with the Guardian crossword. DC McLaren was hanging over his shoulder, a drippy bacon sandwich suspended perilously on the way to his mouth.

‘I can’t read your writing,’ McLaren complained. ‘What’s that?’

‘Aardvark.’

‘With two a’s?’ McLaren objected.

‘It’s a name it made up for itself when it heard Noah was boarding the ark in alphabetical order,’ Atherton explained kindly. ‘The zebras were exceptionally pissed off, I can tell you. That’s why they turned up in their pyjamas – as a kind of protest.’

‘Now I know you’re back,’ Slider said. Atherton looked up, and McLaren straightened just in time for the melted butter to drip onto his front – which was used to it – instead of Atherton’s back. Atherton was a classy dresser, and it would have been an act of vandalism akin to gobbing on the Mona Lisa.

‘No need to ask if you had a good time,’ Slider said. ‘You’re looking disgustingly pleased with yourself.’

‘Why not?’ Atherton agreed. ‘A fortnight of sunshine and unfeasibly energetic sexual activity. And now a nice meaty corpse to get our teeth into.’

‘Some people have strange tastes. How did you know, anyway?’

‘Bad news has wings. Maurice was talking to Paul Beynon from the SCG while you were upstairs.’

‘I knew him at Kensington,’ McLaren said. ‘He rung to give me the gen.’ His time at Kensington was his Golden Age, source of all legend. Amazingly, it seemed he had been popular there. At all events, they were always ringing him up for a bunny, and vice versa.

‘So it seems I just got back in time,’ Atherton said.

‘Yeah, from what you said, another day’d’ve killed you,’ McLaren said lubriciously.

‘How’s Sue?’ Slider asked.

Atherton smiled. ‘You’ll never know.’

McLaren pricked up his ears. ‘Oh, is that who you were with? That short bird I saw you with that time? Blimey, you still going with her?’

His surprise was understandable, if tactless, for Atherton had always demanded supermodel looks as basic minimum, and Sue – a colleague of Joanna’s – was neither willowy nor drop-dead gorgeous. She had something, however, that melted Atherton’s collar studs. But he didn’t rise to McLaren. He merely looked sidelong and said, ‘You know the old saying, Maurice: better to have loved a short girl than never to have loved a tall.’

‘Right, shall we get on with it?’ Slider interposed. The rest of his team, bar Hollis and Mackay who were still at the scene, had come in behind him. ‘With no identification on the corpse, we’ve got more work even than usual ahead of us. In fact, I expected to find you all hard at it already,’ he complained.

‘We have been. Hive of activity, guv,’ McLaren said smartly. ‘Just waiting for you to get back to see how you wanted it set up.’

‘Never mind that Tottenham. When did I ever want it set up any differently? Here’s the Polaroids from the scene. And I shall want a sketch map of the immediate area up on the wall. Get on with it, Leonardo.’

McLaren stuffed the last of the sandwich in his mouth. ‘Right, guv,’ he said indistinctly. ‘Get you a cuppa first?’

‘From the canteen? Yes, all right, might as well. It’ll be a long day.’

‘Get me one too, Maurice,’ Anderson said.

‘Slice cake with it?’

Anderson boggled. ‘You what? Turn you stone blind.’

McLaren shrugged and hurried off.

Atherton shoved the newspaper into his drawer and unfurled his elegant height to the vertical. ‘He probably thought you meant DiCaprio,’ he observed to Slider.

The park keeper, Ken Whalley, was in the interview room, his hands wrapped round a mug of tea as if warming them on a cold winter’s day. He had a surprisingly pale face for an outdoor worker, pudgy and nondescript, with strangely formless features, as if he had been fashioned by an eager child out of pastry but not yet cooked. Two minutes after turning your back on him it would be impossible to remember what he looked like. Perhaps to give himself some distinction he had grown his fuzzy brown hair down to his collar where it nestled weakly, having let go the top of his head as an unequal struggle.

He looked desperately upset, which perhaps was not surprising. However un-mangled this particular corpse was, it was one more than most people ever saw in a lifetime, and finding it must have been unsettling.

Slider, sitting opposite, made himself as unthreatening as possible. ‘So, tell me about this morning. What time did you arrive at the park?’

Whalley looked up over the rim of the mug like a victim. He had those drooping lower lids, like a bloodhound, that showed the red, which made him look more than ever pathetic. ‘I’ve already told the other bloke all about it,’ he complained. ‘Back at the park. I told the copper first, and then I had to tell that plain-clothes bloke an’ all.’

‘I know, it’s a pain the way you’ll have to keep repeating the story,’ Slider sympathised, ‘but I’m afraid that’s the way it goes. This is a murder investigation, you know.’ Whalley flinched at the ‘M’ word and offered no more protest. ‘What time did you arrive?’

Whalley sighed and yielded. ‘Just before a’pass seven. I’m supposed to open up at a’pass.’

‘At the South Africa Road end?’ A nod. ‘And what time did you leave home?’

He seemed to find this question surprising. At last he said, as if Slider ought to have known, ‘But I only live across the road. I got a flat in Davis House. Goes with the job.’

‘I see. All right, when you got there, were the gates open or shut?’

‘Shut. They was shut,’ he said quickly.

‘And locked? How do you lock them?’

‘With a chain and padlock.’

‘And were the chain and padlock still in place, and locked?’

‘Yeah, course they were,’ Whalley said defensively.

‘And what about the Frithville Gardens end?’

‘I never went down there. Once I saw that bloke in the playground I just rang you lot, and then I never went nowhere else.’ He looked nervously from Slider to Atherton and back. ‘Look, I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking I never locked up properly last night.’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘Well I did. I done everything right, same as always. It’s not my bleedin’ fault ’e got done!’

‘All right, calm down. Nobody’s accusing you of anything,’ Atherton said. ‘We just need to get it all straight, that’s all. Once we’ve got your statement written down we probably won’t need to bother you again.’

Whalley seemed reassured by this. ‘All right,’ he said at last, putting the mug down and wiping his lips on the back of his sleeve. ‘What j’wanna know?’

‘Tell me about locking up last night,’ Slider said. ‘What time it was, and exactly what you did.’

‘Well, it was about a’pass nine. I’m s’pose to lock up at dusk, which is generally about arf hour after sunset, but it’s up to me. I generally lock up earlier in winter, ’cause there’s not so many people about. It’s a cut-through, but there’s no lights in the park, so we can’t leave it open after dark. Course, people still want to take the short cut, and they used to bunk over the gate, so we had them new gates put on down the Frithville end, with all the pointy stuff on top.’

Slider had seen them: irregular metal extrusions, vaguely flame-shaped, topped the high gates, looking as if they were meant for decoration but in fact a fairly good deterrent. Of course, a really determined person could climb over anything, but the flames prevented ‘bunking’ – hitching oneself up onto one’s stomach and then swinging the legs over – which would deter the casual cutter-through.

Whalley went on, ‘But in summer it stays light longer and it depends what I’m doing what time I shut up. But anyway, I went over a’pass nine with the chains and padlocks. What I do, I shut the South Africa gate but I don’t lock it, then I walk through telling everyone it’s closing. Then I lock the Frithville gate, and walk back, make sure everyone’s out, then lock the South Africa gates.’

‘And that’s what you did last night?’

There were beads of sweat on Whalley’s upper lip. ‘That’s what I’m telling you, inni? I did everything just like normal and then I went home.’

‘Have you ever seen deceased before?’

‘No, I never seen him before in me life,’ Whalley said emphatically. ‘I don’t know who he is, and that’s the truth.’ He wiped his lips again.

‘Did you see him in the park anywhere before you locked up?’

‘What, j’fink I wouldn’t a noticed a bleedin’ dead body?’ Whalley said indignantly.

‘No, I meant did you see him alive? Was he hanging around, perhaps?’

‘I dunno. No, I never.’

‘Was there anyone in the park who took your notice? Anyone unusual or suspicious-looking?’

Whalley drew up his shoulders and spread his hands defensively. ‘Look, I don’t go checking up on people,’ he whined. ‘It’s not my job. I just go through telling ’em it’s closing. Everyone was out before I locked up, that’s all I know. You can’t put it on me. F’ cryin’ out loud!’

‘It’s just,’ Slider said gently, ‘that you said you didn’t go down to the Frithville gate this morning, but when one of our constables went down there, there was no padlock and chain. The gates were shut, but they weren’t locked.’

Whalley stared a long time, his lips moving as if rehearsing his answer. Then at last he licked them and said, ‘Someone must’ve took ’em.’ Slider waited in silence. Whalley looked suddenly relieved. ‘Yeah, someone must’ve cut through ’em. You could cut that chain all right with heavy bolt-cutters.’

Walking away from the interview room, Atherton eyed his boss’s thoughtful frown and said, ‘Well?’

‘Well?’ Slider countered. ‘How did you like Mr Whalley?’

‘Thick as a whale sandwich, and more chicken than the Colonel. What did you think of him?’

‘I don’t like it when they start supplying answers to questions they’ve no business answering,’ Slider said.

‘That stuff about bolt-cutters?’

‘If you were breaking into the park for nefarious purposes, would you bother to take the padlock and chain away with you? Or having cut through them, would you just leave them lying where they fell?’

‘I see what you mean. So you think Whalley’s lying? He’s nervous enough.’

‘In his position I’d be nervous, whether I was lying or not. When a corpse is found on your watch it doesn’t bode well even if you’re innocent. It’s possible he merely forgot to lock the gates, and doesn’t want to admit it in view of the consequences.’

‘Point.’

‘The other possibility is that he’s in on it in some way. But what “it” is, we can’t know until we can find out who deceased is.’

‘Well, I can’t see Whalley as a criminal conspirator,’ Atherton said. ‘He’s a pathetic little runt.’

‘I expect you’re right. It’s just the padlock and chain not being there that bothers me. Our corpse was too nattily dressed for climbing over gates. Especially gates with pointy bits on the top.’

‘You think he had an appointment in the park?’

Slider shrugged. ‘Whatever he went there for, he went there. Alive or dead, he went through one of the gates or over it, and I can’t make myself believe in over.’




CHAPTER TWO

Opening the Male

In the post-mortem room of the hospital’s pathology department, Freddie Cameron, the forensic pathologist, presented to the world an appearance as smooth as a racehorse’s ear. It was his response to the unpleasantness of much of his work to cultivate an outward perfection. His suiting was point-device, his linen immaculate; his waistcoat was a poem of nicely calculated audacity and his bowtie du jour was crimson with an old gold spot.

All this loveliness, of course, was concealed as soon as he put on the protective clothing, but still he was positively jaunty as he shaped up to the corpse.

‘Anything’s better than facing another pair of congested lungs, old bean,’ he said when Slider queried his pleasure. ‘I’m even beginning to eye my bath sponge askance. This flu epidemic seems to have gone on for ever. Good to see you back,’ he added to Atherton. ‘Good holiday? You’re looking very juvenile and jolly.’

‘Fully functioning on all circuits,’ Atherton admitted.

‘So, you’ve no ID on our friend here?’ Cameron asked.

‘Not so far,’ Slider said.

‘Well, I’ll take the fingerprints for you, and a blood sample. Chap looks a bit tasty, to my view.’

‘I agree. Everything about him suggests there’s a good chance he’ll feature somewhere in our hall of fame.’

‘Right. Well, as soon as my assistant arrives, we’ll begin. Ah, here she is. Sandra, this is my old friend Bill Slider. Sandra Whitty.’

Slider shook hands. She was an attractive young woman, sensationally busted under her lab coat. Her lovely profile preceded her into a little pool of held breath which had gathered round the table; broken a moment later as McLaren muttered fervently, ‘Blimey, she takes up a lot of room!’

Why is it we’re all so childish about bosoms, Slider wondered. He wasn’t immune himself. Charlie Dimmock had a lot to answer for. He met Miss Whitty’s eye apologetically. ‘Excuse the reptile.’

Fortunately, she only looked amused. ‘That’s all right, I keep pets myself.’

She obviously knew what she was doing, and handled the body with an easy strength as she and Freddie removed the clothing and put it into the bags McLaren held out. There was nothing in any of the pockets to identify the deceased. One jacket pocket yielded cigarettes – Gitanes, a rather surprising choice – and a throwaway lighter. The other contained a quantity of change and a crumpled but clean handkerchief. The inside jacket pocket contained a fold of notes held with a elastic band. When McLaren unfolded and counted them, it came to over a thousand pounds, in fifties, twenties and tens.

‘Now there’s a thing you don’t see every day,’ Freddie said. He breathed in deeply. ‘Ah, money! I can almost smell the mint.’

‘Evidently robbery from the person was not a factor,’ Atherton said.

‘But there’s no wallet, driving licence, credit card, or any of the gubbins a man carries about,’ Slider said. ‘Was he unusually self-effacing, or did the murderer cop the lot?’

‘If he did, why wouldn’t he take the money?’ Freddie added. ‘Only fair, after taking the trouble to kill the chappie.’

‘I’d have taken the jacket,’ Atherton said. ‘It’s a lovely piece of leather. I wonder where he got it?’ He looked at the label sewn inside just under the collar. ‘“Emporio Firenze”,’ he read. ‘Never heard of them. Still, it’s very nice.’

‘Nice watch, too,’ Sandra said.

‘Is that a Rolex?’ Atherton asked, leaning forward.

‘It only thinks it is,’ she said succinctly. ‘Good fake, though. Date, phases of the moon, two different time zones, alarm, stopwatch function and integral microwave oven and waffle maker. Not cheap.’

‘How do you know so much about men’s watches?’

‘I’ve handled a few,’ she said. Slider could see Atherton working it out and felt a mild urge to kick him. When it came to women he had all the self-restraint of an Alsatian puppy on a bowling green.

‘Look here, Bill,’ Freddie said a moment later. ‘Someone has been into the pockets. You see here, the left inside pocket is stained with blood where it rested against the wound. Now, over here, a tiny smear of blood on the right inside pocket. Someone’s checked the contents of the left pocket and then transferred the blood on his fingers to the right.’

‘While looking for something,’ said Slider.

‘Which presumably he found,’ Atherton added. ‘Any chance of a fingerprint?’

‘I’ll have a look under the microscope, but I wouldn’t hold my breath,’ Freddie advised. ‘It’s a very tiny smear.’

When the jumper was removed, it revealed a tattoo on the right forearm.

‘Nice,’ Sandra commented tartly. It portrayed a plump red heart with a steel-blue dagger thrust through it. There was a realistic drip of blood falling from the tip of the dagger, and around the heart was wrapped one of those heraldic ribbon scrolls bearing the word ‘Mary’. It was an unpleasant and disturbing combination of sentiment and violence. ‘Mary’s a lucky girl,’ Sandra said.

‘It may help to identify him,’ Slider said.

Atherton was not impressed. ‘He could have got it done anywhere, any time.’

‘Not any time,’ Cameron said. ‘I’d say it was quite recent – within the last couple of years.’

‘All right, but anywhere. If we’ve got to start trawling the tattoo parlours of the world—’

‘It’s better than nothing,’ Slider said.

‘Not by much.’

Slider knew what he meant. A tattoo was a bit like fingerprints – good for confirming an identity when you already knew who you had; but for plucking an identity out of the void, it was as useful as a fishing net on a stick for retrieving a ring you’d dropped over the side of the cross-Channel ferry.

When the body was naked, Cameron made his external examination, reporting as he went. There was a little click every time he activated the tape recorder by means of the foot button; that and his cultured voice were the only sounds that disturbed the hum of the air conditioning. Slider thought it was a bit like being in his office, with the coo of a pigeon on the windowsill and the murmur of traffic outside. Strangely soporific. He found himself drifting a little.

‘Deceased is male Caucasian, height five feet eleven, age apparently mid-thirties. He appears to be well nourished and in good health. Good musculature. No skin lesions, no surgical scars. No sign of any drugs usage.’

He measured and described the knife wound in the chest, and continued, ‘No other visible wounds. Some evidence of bruising on the left side of the jaw, on the left upper arm and to the knuckles of the right hand. Bruising is not fully developed, suggesting that it was inflicted a short time before death.’

Slider jerked back to the present. ‘What sort of bruising?’ he asked when the recorder clicked off.

‘Looks as if he was in a scrap of some sort. This one on the arm, you see, shows the shape of knuckles: one, two, three lobes and a fainter fourth, the little finger, which has less impact because of the curve of the fist. A right-handed punch, delivered with great force.’

Slider looked, recreating it. ‘Probably turning away slightly, fielding it on his arm instead of his face.’

‘Well, that should help us identify him,’ McLaren said. ‘A man with a tattoo who was in a fight.’

‘Narrows the field wonderfully,’ Atherton agreed.

‘Right,’ said Cameron, ‘let’s open him up. Mints, Sandra.’

Sandra Whitty pulled out of her pocket the obligatory tube of Trebor and passed them round. Reaching for his long scalpel, Cameron began to whistle softly, a habit he hardly knew he had. The tune, Atherton recognised after a moment, was ‘Some Enchanted Evening’. Whistling, he slipped in the blade and opened the body like a man opening his mail.

A post-mortem is not a pleasant thing to witness, and it was good to have something else to focus on at particular moments. Slider found the lyricism of Miss Whitty’s moving torso very soothing. It was plain to Slider that she was quite well aware of the effect she was having. He liked a woman to enjoy her own prowess – why not? – but he couldn’t help thinking that it was not the best thing for a newly revitalised Atherton to be exposed to. One of them ought to have his mind on the job.

‘Well, what can I tell you?’ Freddie Cameron said at last, with a certain sympathy in his eye.

‘Some good news,’ Slider said.

‘If I had any of that, I’d open a shop,’ Cameron said. ‘Deceased died from a single stab wound from a double-edged, narrow blade, about five inches long, maybe longer – there’s always a certain amount of compression – which penetrated the heart. There’s no sign of any chronic disease or any other contributory cause.’

‘And there wouldn’t have needed to be?’

‘Oh, no. That wound is quite sufficient. Death would have been instantaneous.’

‘There’s no reason to think he was poisoned or drugged, is there?’

‘Nothing in the pathology. The stomach contents are well digested. It looks as if he hadn’t eaten for several hours, though I fancy he had a pint not too long before death. Do you want them analysed?’

‘Not at the moment. There’s the budget to think about, and we might have to have the DNA analysed. Any way of telling whether he was killed where we found him or moved after death?’

‘Not really. The hypostasis is consistent with the way he was found, but as you know it can be two or three hours before it settles, and even if the body is moved after it appears, it may well slip down to the new position anyway.’

‘And the time of death?’

‘Well, old dear,’ Freddie said cheerfully, ‘I can give you an educated guess. Based on the temperature, I’d say anything up to eight hours before I first saw him.’

‘That means some time after midnight,’ Slider said. ‘I could have told you that.’

‘But it could have been earlier,’ Freddie went on, ever more cheerfully. ‘He was a muscular chap, and it wasn’t a cold night; and if he’d been kept bundled up or in a sheltered position – indoors, or in the boot of a car, for instance – he wouldn’t have cooled so quickly.’

‘I can’t think,’ Slider said with dignity, ‘why they call it forensic science.’

‘Ah, if only I were a fictional character,’ Freddie said, ‘I could take one squint and tell you he died at exactly twenty to three on Tuesday-was-a-week.’

‘If he were a fictional character,’ Slider capped him, ‘his watch would have stopped at the moment of death and I wouldn’t have had to ask you.’

Freddie took pity on him. ‘Absolutely best guess, between four and eight hours. But don’t quote me. And if you finally discover he was done at eleven pm or five am, don’t come crying foul to me.’

‘King Death hath ass’s ears,’ Slider said.

‘Sounds like one of those tongue twisters. “The Leith poleeth dismisses us.” Not easy to say with a mint in your mouth.’

‘Well, guys and gals, the bad news is that the fingerprints have come up with no match. Our deceased friend has no previous.’

There was a murmur. Atherton, sitting on a desk contemplating his shoes, said, ‘I must say that does surprise me. He looked like a villain.’

‘Maybe he was a successful villain,’ said DC Swilley. Her given name was Kathleen, but for phonetic reasons, as well as her ability to look after herself, she had always been known as Norma. For as long as Slider had known her she had been engaged to a man called Tony whom no-one had ever met. Swilley had always been reticent about him to the point of mystery; some – generally those who had tried to make her and failed – had even said he did not exist. Then a couple of months ago she had electrified the department by actually getting married. Tony’s surname turned out to be Allnutt, and it had not taken much agonising for Swilley to decide to keep her maiden name while she was in the job. Life was hard enough, even for a tall, Baywatch blonde like her, without adding unnecessary problems.

Atherton for some reason had been very upset about Swilley getting married. He had told Slider he couldn’t bear to think of any man defiling her. Slider had pointed out that Mr Allnutt had of a certainty been defiling her for years, but Atherton claimed illogically that she was different since the wedding: less unattainably godlike, somehow diminished. Annoyingly, Slider knew what he meant. There was a strange ordinariness to Mrs Allnutt, a glow of domestic contentment, which was like polished pewter to her previous burnished silver. He didn’t, however, go as far as Atherton and blame her for it.

So when Swilley said, ‘Maybe he was a successful villain,’ Atherton immediately contradicted her.

‘There’s no such thing.’

‘Don’t be such a dick,’ Swilley said impatiently. ‘Of course there is.’

‘Criminals are basically stupid. They always give themselves away in the end. We’d have had him through our hands.’

‘Yes, and if we’d had to let him go for lack of evidence or whatever, he wouldn’t have a record and the prints would’ve been destroyed,’ Swilley pointed out.

‘Well, if that’s what you call successful—’

‘Children, can you wait until playtime if you want to quarrel,’ Slider said. ‘Now, I must say I was rather counting on a record to identify him. What we’re left with is a blood sample which we could have checked against the DNA database, but that’s expensive and—?’ He looked round like a friendly lecturer.

‘If he’s got no fingerprint record, there’ll be no DNA record,’ Mackay filled in obligingly.

‘Give that man a coconut. If all else fails we may have to fall back on his dental profile—’

‘God forbid,’ Atherton said. ‘He was pre-fluoride. The bastard had teeth like Madeira cake.’

‘It can take months to get a match on dental,’ Mackay said.

‘Exactly. So before we tread that despairing route, there are other things to do.’

‘Mispers,’ McLaren suggested.

‘It’s probably a bit early for that, but check it anyway. And meanwhile, we do it the hard way. Knock on doors, show his face and the tattoo, until we find someone who recognises him.’ There was a composite moan. ‘Start with the flats and houses nearest the two park gates and work outwards. You know and I know that it’s twelve to seven he wasn’t from outer space or the Outer Hebrides. He’ll have been a local, and chances are he’s used the park before for whatever he was using it for.’

‘What if he was dumped there dead?’ Anderson said.

‘Well, that’s probably even better from our point of view. It’s impossible to move a large dead body around without somebody noticing something. But it’s my belief he went to the park alive and was killed on the spot – for the same reason, that it would be a ludicrously difficult place to dump him without being seen.’

‘Guv,’ said McLaren, ‘he was stabbed, had all his ID lifted, but his money left, and no attempt made to conceal the body. That looks like a punishment thing, dunnit? Or a gang thing. He was involved in something and they caught up with him, sorted him, and left him there as an example.’

‘That’s one theory.’

‘I just can’t see why they didn’t take the wonga,’ McLaren urged. ‘Who’s gonna leave well over a K in folding when it’s sitting up and begging to be took?’

Mackay agreed. ‘We’ve got Doc Cameron’s evidence that his pockets were gone through, so it can’t just be they missed it. But if it was a punishment thing, why not take it anyway?’

‘To make it scarier,’ Atherton said.

‘What?’ Swilley challenged derisively.

He shrugged. ‘A villain who’s not interested in money? It scares the shit out of me.’

‘All right, let’s get on with it,’ Slider intervened. ‘While we’ve got all the uniform help with the doorstepping, I’d like you people to try for a short cut. That’s pubs, clubs, cafés, anywhere you can think of on our ground that the lowlife gather – remembering that he might only have been a fringe player. Don’t forget your snouts – they’re probably the likeliest to know him. Swilley, get the pictures off to the other boroughs. Most likely he’s local but he might have strayed at some time or other: it’s not as if we’ve got border control. McLaren, check Mispers. Atherton, have a go at our own dear Criminal Intelligence System to see if there are any matches on single stab wounds to the heart or anything connected with the park. And,’ he added through the scrape and rustle of troops rising, ‘let’s not forget the obvious. Show the pictures to our own. Who’s on downstairs?’

‘Paxman,’ someone said.

‘Oh, well, he knows everyone who’s ever lived. I think I’ll pop down and have a word with him myself.’

Sergeant Paxman was a great solid bull of a man, his curly poll growing a little grizzled now, like an elderly Hereford. He had a bull’s massive stillness too, a complete lack of fidget, which spread out around him in waves. It made him invaluable when they brought in belligerent drunks or drug addicts with the screaming abdabs: in a room full of thrashing arms and legs he was a kinetic black hole.

His relationship with Slider had sometimes been uneasy. Paxman was a devout Methodist and disliked any form of moral laxity, particularly in policemen, who he felt ought to set an example to society at large. PCs on his relief tended to find themselves getting married to the people they were living with almost without their own volition. His current favourite in the Department was Norma, whom he favoured, when she passed him, with his rare smile.

Slider had once been one of Paxman’s okays, but he had fallen from grace when his marriage to Irene broke up and he went to live with Joanna, who had been a witness in one of his cases. Paxman would never say anything, of course, but his disapproval of hanky-panky spread around him in the same palpable ripples as his stillness. However, Irene had remarried, and Joanna had gone abroad. She was a professional violinist and had been offered a lucrative and prestigious position in an orchestra based in Amsterdam. With work so scarce at home, she had felt she had to take it. Slider missed her with a horrible hollow sucking emptiness; but at least now that he was living alone, hankiless and without a shadow of panky, he thought he had detected a breath of rehabilitation with Paxman.

Paxman stared at the photographs for a long time, stationary as a ton of paper. Slider waited, feeling the dust of aeons sifting down on him, soft and implacable. Then at last the sergeant lifted his head and said, ‘No. I don’t know him. Not been through my hands. But you said he’d been in a barney?’

‘Apparently. He was sporting some knuckle bruises.’

‘Hm. Well, there was a bit of a frackarse last night down at the Phoenix.’

‘Really?’ This was the pub in South Africa Road, a little way along from the park gates. ‘Who went down there?’

‘Oh, we weren’t called,’ Paxman said. ‘It wasn’t anything major. Just a bit of a barney. Two blokes throwing punches. Over before it started sort o’ thing. Dunno if it’s anything to do with your bloke.’

Slider wondered, if the police weren’t called, how Paxman knew about it; but the question would probably only be answered with a shrug, so he didn’t ask it. Sometimes he thought even Paxman didn’t know how he knew things. Osmosis, probably.

‘Well, thanks, Arthur,’ he said. ‘It might well be something. I’ll point one of my lads at it.’

‘Right,’ said Paxman. He laid an enormous hand over the photos. ‘I’ll keep these, show ’em around. You never know.’

You never did, Slider agreed. ‘And pass them on when the relief changes? Thanks.’

In the event, Slider went down to the Phoenix himself. He wanted another look at the immediate surroundings. The White City was a large estate of five-storey blocks of council flats, built in the thirties. It had originally been created to be a complete community, with its own shops, park, playground and public house, the General Smuts. However in the sixties there had been a small expansion on its south-eastern border, where the new park had been opened; and there an infant school, another row of shops and a second pub had been added.

Created in that unloved period of architecture, the Phoenix was everything a pub didn’t ought to be, a featureless pale-brick box with picture windows. It inspired no affection or loyalty as a local, and almost from the beginning the rougher types had been tempted there. Now most of the picture windows had been bricked up to avoid temptation, and the interior was as dark as an American bar – so dark the security cameras Slider noted at the angles of the ceiling must have worked on infra-red. The prevailing design motif was the avoidance of anything that could be picked up and thrown. The bar stools and tables were bolted to the floor and the only other seating was the banquettes round the walls, covered in red leatherette gaping open to its foam filling in numerous wounds. The brewery that owned it had recently yielded to this fashion trend and restocked with plastic beer glasses. It was that sort of pub.

On this sunny day, however, it was peaceful. The door was standing open to let some light into the interior, and the three customers it could boast were sitting up at the bar over their pints not bothering anyone. The landlord was a moody-looking bald man with a glass eye. He looked about fifty, but was mega fit for it, with a weightlifter’s vast shoulders and nipped-in waist, which he emphasised by wearing a clinging black teeshirt and jeans with a heavy leather belt cinched tight in between. The fact that he was only five foot six somehow made him seem more, rather than less, dangerous, as a terrier is more unnerving than a Great Dane.

His name, according to the licence notice over the door, was Colin Collins – which Slider reckoned was enough to jaundice a man from earliest childhood – but he was always known as Sonny. Slider assumed it was spelt with an ‘o’: a ‘u’ would have been too needlessly cynical. He had old, faded tattoos on his forearms and left biceps; and at some, presumably drunken, point in his merry life he had had a dotted line tattooed right round the base of his neck. In the gloom of the far reaches of the bar his black-clad torso was almost invisible, and his pale throat and gleaming ivory head floated eerily above the dotted line as if someone had already obeyed the implicit instruction to cut along it.

Slider introduced himself and passed the photographs over the bar. Collins looked down at them with his good eye, while the glass one continued to stare furiously at Slider. It must be something that came in handy when dealing with the obstreperous, Slider thought, and was briefly beguiled by the memory of a story Tufty Arceneaux, the forensic haematologist, had told him about his time in Africa. It was about an up-country estate boss Tufty had frequently drunk with, who had a glass eye. When he couldn’t be in two places at once the bloke used to take the eye out and leave it to supervise, the natives believing that he could thus see what was going on in absentia. Once a man had been brought to him for discipline, but he had been called away urgently in the middle of the interview, so he had left his glass eye on the desk and told the man to stay put. In dealing with the emergency he had forgotten to go back, and the miscreant had sat in the office facing the eye for four days. His relatives had taken turns bringing him food and water.

Sonny Collins didn’t take four days about it, but it seemed to Slider an uncomfortably long time to wait under the basilisk gaze. ‘I understand there was a bit of a barney outside last night,’ he prompted. ‘Two men throwing punches. I wondered if this was one of the men.’

‘Might be,’ Sonny vouchsafed at last.

‘Can you tell me about it,’ Slider asked patiently.

‘About what?’

‘About the fight.’

Sonny shrugged, and his massive muscles manoeuvred about under his skin like Volkswagen Beetles trying to pass in an alley. ‘Not much to tell. Two blokes started arguing.’ He closed his mouth tightly after each sentence like someone switching off unnecessary lights to save electricity. ‘One’s throwing his lip. Effing and blinding. Told ’em to take it outside.’

‘And they went.’

‘In my pub,’ Sonny Collins said, suddenly expansive, ‘when I say take it outside, outside it goes.’

‘I believe you,’ Slider said, trying a bit of flattery. It melted Collins in the same way a one-bar electric fire melts a block of granite. Both eyes were as yielding as marbles as they stared at Slider. ‘What time was this?’ he asked, humbled.

‘About closing time.’

‘And what happened outside?’

‘Didn’t see it. Heard about it. Not much of a fight. Couple o’ punches thrown. Then it all goes quiet.’

‘And who were the two men? You think this was one of them? What’s his name?’

Sonny Collins stared as if Slider were being irrational. ‘I don’t know,’ he said impatiently. ‘He’s not a regular.’

Slider picked up an inference Collins perhaps didn’t intend him to. ‘But the other man is a regular,’ he said, not making it too much of a question. ‘What’s his name?’

Collins seemed to weigh the pros and cons of cooperation. At last he said, ‘Eddie.’

‘Eddie what?’

The impatience again. ‘You don’t ask surnames,’ he said. ‘Pub like this, you don’t ask names at all. Heard him called Eddie, that’s all. Lives local. Comes in two, three times a week. That’s it. That’s all I can tell you.’

‘And this other bloke,’ Slider said, gesturing to the photograph, ‘had you seen him before?’

Collins shrugged. ‘May have. He looks a bit familiar. That’s all I can tell you.’

‘Can you describe this Eddie?’

‘Tall, dark hair. Fancies himself. Always talking about how many women he’s had.’ Collins grew impatient. ‘Is that it? Only I can’t stand chatting to you all day. I got customers to serve.’

None of the other three people in the pub had moved a muscle since Slider had entered. They hunched over their half-empty glasses like three Mystic Megs staring into their crystal balls. Slider thought Collins knew more than he was telling, but he knew he wouldn’t get any more out of him now, and if he pushed him it would spoil the chances of getting more next time. With naturally irritable people like him, going against their grain could be counter-productive.




CHAPTER THREE

A Load of Crystal Balls

‘You should have let me go,’ Atherton said.

‘He wouldn’t have told you even as much as he told me,’ Slider said.

‘Why not?’ asked Atherton, ready to be offended.

‘Because you’re tall and he’s short. That’s psychology,’ Slider added kindly. ‘So we’ve got our man having a fist fight outside the pub some time after eleven, and being stabbed in the park a few dozen yards away at any time between then and seven-thirty the next morning.’

‘The obvious inference is that they took the quarrel, whatever it was, into the park, and it turned to murder.’

‘Hmm. But I always like to resist the obvious,’ Slider said. ‘And it wasn’t the South Africa gate that was unlocked, it was the Frithville gate.’

‘That could be nothing to do with it. You said yourself Ken Whalley might just have forgotten to lock up.’

‘Yes, and that’s more likely than that someone cut through the lock and chain and then carried them away,’ Slider said.

‘I wish you wouldn’t always argue both sides at once,’ Atherton complained. ‘Still, the simplest solution is that Eddie and deceased had a row, deceased maybe got scared and legged it, nipped over the gate into the park, Eddie followed, caught him up in the playground, and stabbed him.’

‘Except that with that gate, you wouldn’t be doing any nipping. Climbing carefully would be the order of the day. And if he was running away from a homicidal Eddie he’d make better time sprinting along the road. Eddie must have been right behind him, and he’d have been able to grab him before he got over the gate.’

‘You don’t know that. Anyway, fear lends wings. Stuffed full of adrenalin, he might have nipped.’

‘Fear would have had to lend him a lot of luck, too, not to have torn his clothes on those pointy bits. Anyway, if he did climb over the gate he will have left his fingermarks on it somewhere, so we’ll soon know.’

‘As will Eddie. Unless they were wearing gloves.’

‘Yes, a wise man always puts gloves on to have a fight outside a pub.’

‘I get the feeling,’ Atherton said with dignity, ‘that you aren’t taking my suggestions seriously.’

‘Oh, did you mean me to?’ McLaren appeared in the doorway. ‘Yes, what is it?’

McLaren looked pleased with himself. ‘Guv, I’ve had a nibble!’

‘Must we discuss your sex life?’

‘The betting shop just up the road – corner of Loftus and Uxbridge Road. They recognised the mugshot and the tattoo.’

‘Betting shop? That was a good idea of yours. What made you think of it?’

McLaren writhed slightly. ‘Well, I didn’t exactly – I was just passing and I thought—’

‘All right,’ Slider said hastily. If McLaren had gone in to place a bet while on duty Slider didn’t want to have to know about it just now. Later, when all this was
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