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 Chapter 1

 


 


“You got the time, mate?”

I tugged back my
coat and shirt sleeves so I could get a proper look at my watch.
“Yeah, it’s eight past ten, on the dot.”

“Cheers.”

“Tasty looking
suit you’ve got there,” I said.

He laughed, then
replied, “Thanks. I like it. Makes me feel good. Like someone
special.”

“Never thought
about it like that; your clothes making you feel good. Maybe I’ll
take a leaf out of your book and spruce myself up.”

“Costs a pretty
penny, mind,” he said, a huge grin spreading across his face.

“I’ll save up.
Mind you, on the money I earn that’ll take a while.”

“Ah, that’s where
you gotta set your priorities, mate. Gotta decide what matters to
you most, then concentrate all your efforts on that.”

“Don’t know if I’d
be much good at that. Think I’d get too tempted to spend my cash on
other things,” I said. “You must have a fair size bill down the dry
cleaners.”

He laughed. “Yeah,
it’s true enough they see a lot of me. Anyway, gotta go, mate.
Loads to do.” He waved a big hand and set off along the
pavement.

He was an
odd-looking bloke, tall as a lamp-post and skinny as one too, with
the scruffiest hair you’ve ever seen, every last strand as white as
a lump of chalk. He didn’t look like he was all that bothered about
washing and there was no way a toothbrush had been anywhere near
his teeth since Noah stepped off the Ark. But his clothes were
something else; smart three-piece black suit, spotless white shirt
and a blue and pink striped tie that had a flawless knot. I’d not
been that well-dressed since the last wedding I’d tootled along to,
whenever that was.

Some people make
you feel good about yourself whenever you meet them. They can’t
help it. It’s like they’ve been sprinkled with fairy dust and
whenever you get close to them some of it rubs off on you. He was
one of those people; left me feeling twice as chipper as I was
before I’d met him and we’d only been chatting for 60 seconds.

I had half a mind
to follow him, to see where he was going. I’m nosey like that. In
fact, I almost couldn’t resist it and would have given in to the
temptation on any other day, but not that day. No, that day I had
things I needed to do and I couldn’t put them off. So, I watched
him walk off down the road, big, bouncing strides that made his
trousers rise about two feet up his legs, which meant I also got to
see his bright pink socks. Class, all class that bloke.

It was lucky for
him it wasn’t raining, because it had been pouring cats and dogs
all morning and had only stopped about 10 or 15 minutes earlier.
His nice, smart suit would have got well wet if he’d been out and
about any sooner. Like me, he’d probably waited until the worst of
it had passed before risking it. Somewhere off to the west, people
were still getting soaked; you could see the darkest clouds had
moved on from our neck of the woods, keen to spread the joy. Still,
at least the rain had sorted out the dust that had been hanging
over the whole place for days, after three solid weeks of top notch
sunshine. Even good old Blighty can get a decent bit weather in the
summer. But the rain we’d had for the last two days of August had
been overdue; we can’t cope any too well once we get past a week’s
decent weather; we’re not used to it. You could hear the cheers
coming from every house in every street.

Me, I had an
appointment at the barbers, where Typhoon Terry was waiting to cut
my hair. It needed it; I really couldn’t remember the last time it
had been cut and the fringe was starting to get in the way of my
eyes, it had grown that long. Terry had been cutting my hair for
years, which meant he knew me and I knew him and that kept us both
happy. On top of that, he even managed to charge less for his
services that almost every other barber in the area.

 


*

 


I got to Terry’s 5
minutes early, which meant there was plenty of time for one of the
staff to make me a nice cup of tea, to drink during the many little
breaks Terry took when he was cutting your hair. Terry liked to
chat. Whatever you did for a living, wherever you were going on
holiday, whatever hobby you’d got, even ones you’d normally be
embarrassed to own up to in public, Terry could natter to you about
it all day long. It sometimes made you wonder how on earth he found
the time to actually do any hair cutting.

Terry insisted his
staff keep the place spotless, not like some barbers where you end
up wading through knee-high piles of hair cuttings if you turn up
more than an hour after they open. There were four of them at it
most days and there always seemed to be plenty of takers. The décor
was simple, white-washed walls, big, antique chairs and the
constant whiff of hair cream, which all the older punters insisted
on having applied to their freshly-cut locks.

On this occasion,
Terry and I spent a few minutes weighing up the competing assets of
the latest birds to show their wares on page three of The Sun, then
moved on to assessing the comprehensively rubbish recent
performances of the local football teams, Millwall, Charlton and
Crystal Palace. But mostly, we talked about the extension his
missus had decided they needed to build on the back of their house.
It was so big, he said, that you’d be able to see if from space,
mostly likely more clearly than you could the Great Wall of China.
And why did she want it, he asked? Because their dog needed a
little part of the house he could call his own, instead of being
cooped up in a knackered old wicker basket in the kitchen.
Apparently that upset him; the dog, that is, not Terry. Well, I say
we talked, though on this occasion, Terry did most of the talking
and I did most of the listening. But that didn’t matter because it
left me plenty of time to drink that cup of tea.

Half an hour after
arriving, I left Typhoon Terry’s with my hair looking properly
smart, my ears feeling cold and the little bits of hair that had
dropped down inside my collar giving me an itch I couldn’t scratch.
Mission accomplished. Time for another cup of tea, I decided, this
one accompanied by a bacon sandwich. Then I fancied doing a bit of
shopping for a new pair of shoes.

As it was, I had
only just left the cafe where I had my late breakfast and started
off down Rye Lane when my well-laid plans were knocked totally off
kilter. A decent sized crowd had gathered at the junction with
Choumert Road. They were looking at something and, as is the way
with these things, I couldn’t resist crossing the road to take a
look. So I nipped across, as soon as I saw a decent gap in the
traffic, and walked up to where everyone was straining to see what
they could see. At first, I couldn’t get a decent enough view
through the crowd to see what all the fuss was about. A bloke
standing next to me didn’t know either. But shortly after I got
there, a car pulled up and out jumped a couple of boys in blue. As
they muscled their way through the heaving masses it made a lot of
people pull back out of the way and that gave me a half-decent
view.

Lying on the
pavement was a body, a bloke. I recognised him straight away. Even
if I’d not seen him only an hour earlier, the sharp suit and
scruffy white hair would have been enough for me to know who it
was. Mind you, when I say that I knew who it was, I didn’t know his
name, where he lived or anything else about him, but I did
recognise him. It was the bloke who’d asked me the time on my way
to Typhoon Terry’s. And he didn’t look like he was in a good
way.

“What happened?” I
asked an old bird I found myself standing next to, her hands
clutching her shopping bag like she was worried someone was about
to make a grab for it. “D’you see anything?”

“Oh, yes,” she
said, looking at me all wide-eyed. “A car went up on the pavement
and run him down. It didn’t stop, just carried on round the corner
there. It was terrible.”

“It went on the
pavement?”

“Oh, yes,” she
starred at me. “I do ‘ave all me marbles, you know. I’m not senile.
It went right up on to the pavement and hit him. Knocked him right
up in the air, it did. He was up there with the birds,” she said,
letting go of her basket with one hand and waving it up near her
head.

“Did you see the
driver? Was it a bloke or a woman? Young or old?” I rattled off the
questions before I even knew what I was doing; habit, I
suppose.

“Oh, it was a
fella. I could see that. Young, but then you’re all young to an
oldie like me. Must ‘ave been your kind of age. Better
looking.”

“God, he must have
been handsome,” I winked. “What did he do next, the driver?”

“Nothing. He
didn’t even look to see what he’d done. How terrible. People like
that shouldn’t be allowed to drive. I’ve never seen anything like
it and, God help me, I don’t want to ever again.”

As I spoke to the
old dear, the coppers were busy inspecting the bloke in the sharp
suit. One of them was checking his pulse; he looked over at his
mate and gave one little shake of the head that you could easily
have missed. There was blood all around the dead bloke’s head and
the first copper had got some on his hands; he looked at it
unhappily and pulled a hankie out of a pocket to wipe it off.

No one had left,
they were all too keen to find out if the victim of the hit and run
had died. There was a sea of faces all around, most of ‘em staring
wide-eyed at the three men on the ground, desperate not to miss a
thing and although many of them were chatting they did so quietly.
It was odd, really odd, all those people and so little noise, while
behind us the traffic carried on motoring past and people on the
other side of the road, who weren’t bothered about the fuss,
carried on about their business. We were in a little world all of
our own.

As we waited and
watched, another police car, lights flashing, pulled up nearby. Two
uniformed coppers climbed out, put on their hats and walked across
to consult with their mates. Looked to me like they were hatching
some sort of plan and, sure enough, moments later all of ‘em
started pushing the heaving masses back, away from the body,
eventually managing to persuade us all to leave the roadside area
completely empty. We’d hardly done as we were told when an
ambulance, siren screaming and lights flashing, came hurtling up
the road, slowed down as it got close, then came to a gentle stop
right alongside the body. All we needed by then was a reporter and
photographer from the local rag and we’d have a full-house; but
they never did show up, least not while I was still there.

The ambulance men
weren’t in any hurry to shift the victim of the hit and run, which
I guessed had to be down to the head injuries; you need to take
care there. So, after watching them for a few minutes more, I
decided to give up on that, took one last look at the bloke in the
sharp suit and turned to walk away. The coppers had already started
taking statements from anyone who’d seen anything; you had to think
one of them had noticed the reg on the car, maybe even got a decent
look at the driver. Only a matter of time before the coppers picked
him up and I got to read all about it in the paper.

But the funny
thing was, I couldn’t let it go. It stuck to me like glue or like
some of my sister’s home-made gravy. I’d walked a hundred yards or
so down the road, then stepped into a cafe and ordered up a mug of
coffee. I sat by the window, watching the blue lights reflecting
off the nearby buildings as the crowd got smaller and smaller, and
all I could think about was the bloke in the suit and how he’d
finished up dead just an hour after I’d first met him. Things had
wormed their way into me and no matter how much I told myself to
leave it to the coppers, I knew I just had to find out more about
him, maybe even track down the driver of that car.

By the time I
stepped out of the cafe, into bright sunshine, I’d made up my mind.
Sod it, I had bog all else to do workwise, so I was going to take a
look into the life of the bloke in the sharp suit and by the time
I’d finished I’d know him almost as well as his old mum did. It
felt like I didn’t have any choice in the matter.

 


*

 


I dodged round the
puddles that had been left behind by the earlier rain and made my
way to the nearest phone box. It stunk to high heaven and someone
had burned holes in the plastic casing of the phone, but it was
still working, so I called my mate, Nick Parkin, at the local
constabulary and asked him if he could get me the name and an
address for the bloke in the suit. Call me back in an hour, he’d
said, so I did, this time from the comfort of my office, where
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