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    Chapter 1


    I am just going outside and I may be some time.

    



    On a cold and storm-racked November night, while Peter and Ellie Pascoe were still celebrating with wine and wassail the first birthday which their daughter Rose had greeted with huge indifference, three old men, who felt far from indifferent, died.


    Thomas Arthur Parrinder, 71, was aroused for the last time by a warm wetness amid the freezing rain which had been lashing his face for almost four hours. He opened one eye and saw above him, silhouetted vaguely against the dark sky, a long animal head with pricking ears, and he glimpsed also the gleam of tooth and inquisitive eye as the beast stooped down to lick at him once more. His mouth gaped and a rattle that may have been a laugh spilled out with it a single word. Polly! No other word passed his lips, and precious little breath either, before an overworked hospital doctor pronounced him (not without some guilty relief) dead on arrival.


    At just about the same time, Robert Deeks, 73, was being hooked back from a long slide to oblivion by the ringing of a distant bell. A little earlier another bell had rung for some considerable time, but that had eventually ceased. At last this new one stopped too. Then a door opened. A voice called out. Other doors. Opening and shutting. Footsteps below, hurrying, scurrying; a voice growing in volume and alarm; footsteps and voice together on the stairs, ascending. He took another lurch back to reality. He was in a bathroom, his own bathroom. To register this was quite a triumph and, thus encouraged, his mind took a further step. He was in the bath! He looked down at the russet-coloured water lapping his chest, grey and flimsy as a sodden newspaper blown against a picket fence. His mind suddenly broke through fact into feeling. It would be a shaming thing to be found in the bath, especially when he had made it so dirty. It was a special old peoples bath with a non-slip bottom and padded grips to help him ease himself in and out. He reached for the grips now, but his nerveless and swollen-knuckled fingers could find no purchase, and even if they had, he knew there was no strength left in his arms to pull himself upright. He let his arms fall. Fact and feeling were beginning to retreat at an even pace. He felt himself slipping away with them. A cry of horror from the open door inhibited the process for one last moment. Slowly he turned his head and saw his daughter in the doorway, paralysed at the shock of seeing him bathed in his own diluted blood. He opened his toothless mouth and said, Charley. The next bell to ring was the ambulance bell but he was moving beyond recall towards a more urgent summons by then.


    Philip Cater Westerman (70) felt the rain bouncing off his plastic mac and the wind trying to get under it as he mounted his bicycle and rode out of the car park of The Duke of York. At least the wind was behind him as he turned left towards The Towers. That this narrow, country thoroughfare was called Paradise Road did not strike him yet as ironical. Then he saw lights coming towards him, making nothing of the wind, ripping through the curtain of rain with arrogant ease. The car must have covered a hundred yards in the time he took to cover ten, even with the wind at his back. And in the same instant as the thought, the lights were twisting and brakes screaming in an attempt at evasion both desperate and vain. He was facing the car when he and it almost simultaneously came to a halt. He saw the two front doors burst open and two figures come running towards him, one broad and bulky, the other as tall but thinner. The image remained in his mind, surprisingly powerful, indeed almost analgesic in its strength, as he was hurried to hospital. There, the same harassed houseman who had registered the first two septuagenarians d.o.a. saw that another mile in the ambulance would almost certainly have given him three in a row. As it was, this poor devil was hardly worth preparing for surgery, but the doctor was not yet so advanced in his profession as to be quite certain he was Gods agent, and he set the wheels in motion. As if to confirm this decision, Philip Cater Westerman opened his eyes and said, Hello.


    Hello, old chap, said the doctor. Take it easy. Have you right in no time.


    But no time was precisely what Philip Cater Westerman knew he had.


    Paradise, he said reflectively. Then he added with great indignation, Paradise! Driver fat bastard pissed!


    And died.

    



    In the Pascoe household, the telephone rang.


    Pascoe groaned, Ellie made a face and went to answer it. Pascoe listened at the open door for a moment but when he heard Ellie greet her father, his face relaxed and he returned to his celebratory Marks and Spencer Burgundy. He grinned at his wife on her return, inviting her to share his relief that it hadnt been the duty sergeant with the once flattering but now fearful message that yet again Mid-Yorkshire CID could not function without its favourite Detective-Inspector.


    Ellie did not return his smile, so he returned her worried frown.


    Trouble? he said.


    Im not sure. It was Dad, ringing up to wish Rose a happy birthday.


    So?


    Its the second time. He came on the line when Mum rang this morning.


    Hes so proud of his granddaughter, he wants to do it twice, said Pascoe. Whats the problem?


    I said it was nice of him to do it twice and he seemed puzzled. Then Mum came on.


    And did she wish Rose happy birthday again too?


    No, said Ellie in exasperation. She just said to take no notice of Dad, hed be forgetting his own head next!


    Sensible woman, your mother, said Pascoe.


    Tis distance lends approval to the view, said Ellie ironically. But she sounded worried. Dad hasnt really been right since that bad turn he had two years ago. Mum didnt say anything, but I can tell. Peter, I think I ought to pop down there and check things out.


    Down there was Orburn, a small market town south of Lincoln, about eighty miles away.


    Why not? said Pascoe expansively. When?


    Tomorrow would suit me, said Ellie. If thats all right? They havent seen Rose for a bit. Its been awkward for them since Dad gave up the car. Id stay the night. Its too far there and back in a day with the baby. Would you mind?


    Pascoe sipped his wine reflectively and said, You know, if you really let yourself go and give it all youve got, you could easily shatter your own record for getting close to asking my permission! Now, that would be nice. But Id need the request in writing, else whos going to believe it?


    Bastard, said Ellie. Im merely consulting your convenience.


    Lets keep Andy Dalziel out of this, grinned Pascoe. Hadnt you better consult your mums too?


    Yes. Ill ring her back now, said Ellie, retreating through the door.


    And this time, leave the phone off the hook, called Pascoe after her. If Im going to be deprived of my marital rights tomorrow, I claim double ration tonight.


    But before Ellie could reach the phone, it rang.


    He heard Ellie give the number, there was a pause, then she said, All right, Sergeant Wield. Ill get him.


    Oh shit, said Pascoe. Shit, shit, shit!

  


  


  
    Chapter 2


    See in what peace a Christian can die.

    



    Back door, said Wield. Glass panel broken. Key in lock. Hand through. Open. Easy.


    Sergeant Wield was in fine telegraphic style. He also seemed to have been practising not moving his lips, so that the words came out of his slant and ugly face like a ritual chant through a primitive devil-mask.


    Pascoe put the unkind thought aside as best he could, which was not very well. His resentment at being called out had not as yet been assuaged by explanation. Wield had been even more economic of words on the phone and when Pascoe had hinted a complaint shortly after his arrival at 25, Welfare Lane, in the middle of a Victorian terrace which even Betjeman might have hesitated to save, the Sergeant by the flicker of an eye inside the devil-mask had underlined the inhibiting presence of Constable Tony Hector.


    PC Hector had been the first officer on the scene and was therefore a potential source of illuminating insights. Unfortunately he was to Pascoe the last person he would have wished first. His principal qualification for the police force seemed to be his height. He was fully six feet six inches upright, though at some stage in his growth he had reached a level of embarrassment which provoked him to shave off the six inches by curving his spine forward like a bent bow and sinking his head so far between his shoulders that he gave the impression that he was wearing a coathanger beneath his tunic. He was one of a trio of young constables whom Detective-Superintendent Dalziel had unkindly nicknamed on their arrival two months earlier Maggies Morons, suggesting that their recruitment into the force was more the result of Mrs Thatchers economic policies than a natural vocation. Twice already Pascoe had had occasion to see Hector in action and Dalziels judgment had still to be refuted. But Pascoe was a kindly, sympathetic man and had not altogether given up on the youth.


    Tell me about it, he now invited the constable.


    Sir?  with a puzzled note.


    About what happened. Tell me what you found when you got here, said Pascoe slowly and distinctly to make sure he was heard above the inappropriately loud din of a television set coming from the house next door.


    Oh, yes, sir, said Hector, producing his notebook and coughing discreetly behind his hand. I came on duty at six P.M. on Friday, November


    No, no, said Pascoe. It was, of course, Hectors fondness for the orotund constabulary style which had driven Wield so far towards telegraphese. From when you got here. And in your own words, please.


    These are my own words, sir, said Hector, brandishing his notebook with the beginnings of indignation.


    Yes, I know. But youre not in the witness-box. I mean, just talk to me as youd talk to your to your Pascoe tailed away helplessly. Friends? Father? However he ended his sentence it was going to sound ridiculous.


    Self, interposed Sergeant Wield. His eyes met Pascoes and the Inspector had to resist an urge to giggle, an urge he quelled by recollecting that a particularly unpleasant murder had occurred a few feet above his head not very long before.


    The thought also made him feel guilty about his sense of grievance at being called out.


    Am I getting callous, or what? he wondered.


    Go on, son, he said to Hector.


    Well, sir, when I got here, I found Mrs Frostick and a lot of other people


    Hold on. Whos Mrs Frostick?


    Mrs Frostick is Mr Deekss daughter, sir. Mr Deeks is the deceased, of this abode.


    Pascoe looked sharply at Hector, hoping to see the gleam of intelligent life in his eyes which would mean he was sending him up. But all was earnest blankness.


    And these other people? Who were they?


    Neighbours mainly, I think, sir.


    Think? Youve got their names and addresses, havent you?


    Hectors head sank a little further between his shoulders. Perhaps it was fully retractable, like a tortoises.


    Some of them, sir, he said. It was all a bit confused. A lot of people had come rushing in when Mrs Frostick called for help


    Called? You mean, literally, called?


    Again the blank yearning after understanding.


    Wield said, There is a telephone, as you saw, sir. But Mrs Frostick seems to have been a bit hysterical and after she found her father she ran out into the street, yelling and banging at neighbours doors.


    Neighbours doors? Several doors? So there would have been several neighbours? And also anyone casually strolling by who might have been attracted by the commotion?


    Its a nasty night, sir, said Wield. Not many pedestrians, I shouldnt think.


    No. Well, all these people, some of whose names you have, what were they doing?


    Some of them were upstairs with the deceased


    Was he, by then?


    Sir?


    Deceased.


    Another inch of retraction.


    He didnt look good, sir.


    The murdered man did not look good, murmured Pascoe, tasting the phrase with a kind of sad pleasure. So, some were upstairs. Some I presume were downstairs


    Yes, sir. Comforting Mrs Frostick, making her cups of tea, and that sort of thing, sir.


    In the living-room, was that?


    Mrs Frostick was in the living-room, said Hector, screwing up his face in search of preciseness. The tea was being made in the kitchen. Thats where the oven is, so theyd have to make it there. Mr Deeks was on his bed, in his bedroom. Theres only one bedroom, at the front. The other bedrooms the bathroom. Converted.


    Keen to spot glimmers of hope, Pascoe said with the same approval as if hed been talking about Castle Howard, Youve got the geography of the house sorted, then.


    The head emerged a little and Hector said, Yes, sir. Well, its just like my Auntie Sheilas in Parish Road round the corner, except that she had a bathroom extension built out over the wash-house in the yard.


    An extension? Excellent! approved Pascoe. To return to Welfare Lane, what did you do when you got here?


    Well, I had a look around, sir, then I went outside to call for assistance.


    I see. You had a look around. And what did you see? I presume you saw something?


    The blank was shot through with agony now, the agony of not asking, Like what? Pascoe looked at him wriggling, wished he could unhook him and throw him back, sighed and said, You say you went outside to call assistance.


    Yes, sir. I thought reception would be better and it were a bit crowded in the house with all them people, complained Hector.


    Pascoe gave up. It was clear that like the useless lamp-post he resembled, the young constable was not going to cast any useful light.


    Thanks, Hector, he said. Thatll do for now. Stop on the front door, will you, and help keep the sightseers away. Oh, and Ill want a list of everyone you found in the house when you arrived. Heads of families will do where you didnt have time to make a comprehensive census.


    Looking puzzled, relieved, and also slightly disappointed, Hector departed.


    Wield and Pascoe exchanged glances.


    Well, at least he was pretty quickly on the scene, defended Pascoe, compensating for his final sarcasm.


    Yes, sir, said Wield stolidly. He was just in the next street when the call went out. Having a cup of tea at his aunties, I suspect.


    Youd better tell me everything, Sergeant.


    And with the look of one who had been expecting to do no less ever since he found PC Hector on the scene, Wield began.


    Dorothy Frostick, now being treated for shock in the hospital to which she had accompanied her fathers body, had become alarmed when her attempts to telephone the old man had been unanswered earlier in the evening. On arrival at the house, she had discovered him in his bath, bruised and bleeding. Unable to lift him out singlehanded, she had run outside, half hysterical, and roused the neighbours to help.


    Principal among these, Wield had ascertained on arrival, was Mrs Tracey Spillings of No. 27, next door, where she was presently attending the Inspectors pleasure, and pursuing her own in the shape of Dallas from the sound of it.


    She says the old boy was alive, just, when they got him out of the bath, but reckons he was beyond recall by the time the ambulance got here. The hospital say he was dead on arrival. Mr Longbottoms been alerted to do the PM in the morning. I didnt think we need bother Dr Rackfell; the duty man at the City General should be able to give us all the preliminary details. Oh, and someone either rang the Post or Sam Ruddlesdin was listening in. He turned up shortly after I did. Asked a few questions, then set off for the hospital, I think.


    Longbottom was the Chief Pathologist at the City General, Rackfell was the police surgeon on call that night, and Ruddlesdin was the Evening Posts chief reporter.


    Youve got everything sewn up so nicely, Sergeant, I dont see why you needed to bother me either, said Pascoe rather grumpily. Now theres no one at home at No. 23, you say? Why didnt whoever it was try there, I wonder? Well, lets go and see your Mrs Spillings at 27 and let this lot have a bit of space to move in.


    This lot were the forensic team and the photographer who were beginning to move methodically through the tiny house.


    Incidentally, why did you bother me? wondered Pascoe as he led the way out of the front door, ignoring PC Hectors vain attempt to stand straight at attention. Mr Headingley busy, is he? And Mr Dalziel out of reach?


    George Headingley was the CID Inspector on duty that night. And Superintendent Andy Dalziel would certainly have expected to be informed instantly of any murder on his patch.


    Im not sure whats going on, sir, said Wield in a low voice as they walked towards No. 27. Something seems to have come up at the hospital.


    Something to do with this case, you mean?


    I dont think so, sir, said Wield. What happened was, Hector buzzed in about this lot, said that the ambulance was just arriving to take Mr Deeks away. It sounded at the time as if the old fellow was still alive, so Mr Headingley said hed go down to the hospital to see what was what and asked me to get things started down here.


    Theyd covered the few yards to 27, but Wield did not offer to knock and the two men sheltered from the driving rain as best they could in the lee of a puce-glossed doorway.


    He contacted me about half an hour later, maybe more. Told me Deeks was dead and Mrs Frostick was under sedation. Then he said something had come up and itd be best if I could get hold of you as he was going to be occupied with this other thing. I asked if he wanted me to try to get hold of Mr Dalziel too, but he said no, there was no need for that, no need at all. He was being very cagey, said hed explain things to you later. Anyway, thats how I came to be disturbing your evening.


    You could have told me this on the phone! protested Pascoe. It might have made me a fraction less bad-tempered.


    Thought youd prefer to start off with a clear mind, said Wield.


    He was right, of course. Anything that could make a good, solid, down-to-earth copper like George Headingley slide out from under a murder inquiry must be serious. Already Pascoes mind was spiralling off into the inane of speculation. He only hoped he could drag it back to earth and hold it there till he got this investigation properly under way.


    He neednt have worried. Ballast was at hand.


    The fluorescent door was flung open, revealing a brightly lit living-room where the full volume of a television set competed vainly with a clamorous wallpaper whose main motif was the display ritual of birds of paradise in a tropical jungle. Lowering his eyes, Pascoe met the glower of a short but enormously broad woman in a nylon overall which seemed to have been glossed from the same pot as the doorway.


    Are you buggers too shy to knock, or what? she demanded. I didnt rudd that step just sos a pair of petrified coppers could stamp their hobnails on it. Are you coming in? I havent got all bloody night, even if you have!


    The mysterious behaviour of George Headingley was quite forgotten. Meekly Pascoe followed Sergeant Wield into the house.

  


  


  
    Chapter 3


    Die, my dear doctor  thats the last thing I shall do.

    



    The mysterious behaviour of George Headingley had its roots in what had happened out on the Paradise Road earlier that evening; or perhaps even in what had happened during Dr John Sowdens medical training a few years before, for Dr Sowdens ethical attitudes had matured much more rapidly than his clinical knowledge.


    As a second year student, he was already proclaiming a doctors first duty was to his patient, not to some semi-religious philosophical abstraction. He found no difficulty with abortion; the mother was his patient, not the foetus. And at the other end of existence, the only difficulty he found with euthanasia was its illegality, but he would certainly not strive officiously to keep alive patients who ought to be switched off.


    These were the pragmatic points of view which deserved to be maintained by a modern young doctor. Somewhere within their clinically rigid framework, there should have been a space perfectly tailored to contain the death of Philip Cater Westerman, to whom surgery could at best have given only a couple of years of probably bedridden life. Yet in some peculiarly illogical way, even though he had done everything possible for the man, which in all truth was precious little, it was to Dr Sowden as if the thought that Westerman would be better off dead had somehow transplanted itself into action. Incredibly, he felt guilty! Another few minutes and he would have been dead on arrival like the other two. But because he had technically entered into his care for those last few minutes of life, he, Dr Sowden, prospective snapper-off of life-support systems and generous dispenser of terminal tranquillizers, felt guilty. Or responsible. Or resentful. Or something.


    Puzzled and irritated by this feeling, he went to the waiting-room where a nurse had told him that some visitors were eager for news of Mr Westerman.


    There were three men there; one fat, flushed and middle-aged, staring gloomily into space, the only sign of life being the movement of his right hand down his right sock as he attempted to scratch the sole of his foot inside his shoe; the second slightly younger and much better preserved, with a reflective self-contained expression on his sallow face and in his hand an expensive-smelling cigar whose smoke tendrils twined themselves around the no-smoking sign above his head; the third, sitting as far away from the other two as possible and looking distinctly the most nervous of the trio, was a uniformed police constable.


    Not relatives, decided the doctor; they must be from the car involved in the accident.


    Addressing a neutral point of the room, he said, Im sorry to say Mr Westerman is dead.


    The fat man stopped scratching momentarily; his companion raised his cigar to his lips; the constable stood up.


    The death will have to be reported to the coroner, of course, said Dr Sowden to the constable, thinking that he was keeping the coroner busy tonight. If youd like to come with me


    He opened the door and waited. The constable glanced across at the two men as if in search of something but nothing was said.


    He followed the doctor into the corridor.


    Howd it happen? Sowden asked as they walked along together.


    Dont rightly know, said the officer vaguely. He was riding a bike.


    That, said Sowden judiciously, is surely a circumstance rather than a cause. How was the breathalyser test?


    It was none of his business, of course, and had the policeman merely indicated this, he would probably have felt it was no more than his own bit of pomposity deserved and let the matter drop. But when the constable said evasively, Im not sure, Sowden said sharply, You did breathalyse them? Or rather him? The driver? That was him there, in the waiting-room, I take it?


    The constables silence acquiesced.


    And you dont know if hes been breathalysed? Good lord, if even a dying man could smell the whisky, surely you didnt miss it? I could still smell the stuff in the waiting-room! And whats he doing there anyway? Shouldnt he be down at the station, helping with inquiries?


    Not up to me, sir, said the constable, stung to reply.


    Sowden was prevented from any further probing by the intervention of the ward clerk who drew him aside and murmured. Theres a police inspector to see you, Doctor. Its about Mr Deeks.


    Waiting in his office was a middle-aged man with bushy eyebrows and a kind of weary affability, like a country parson at the end of a long church fte.


    Headingley, he said, offering his hand. Detective-Inspector. Its about Deeks. Dead, I gather?


    Yes. Died in the ambulance.


    Ah. His daughters here too, is that right?


    Yes, but you cant see her. Shes in shock. Ive admitted her for the night. Shell have been sedated by now.


    Oh. I see, said Headingley, looking towards the frosted panel in the door against which the police constables hat could be seen silhouetted. Is that one of our lads out there?


    Oh yes, said Sowden. But nothing to do with Deeks. A road accident. A cyclist was killed. In fact, if youve got a moment, you might have a word with your constable. He seems a bit vague about whether the driver was breathalysed or not. And the fellows actually here, in the waiting-room, stinking of Scotch!


    Ill look into it, said Headingley without enthusiasm. About Deeks, cause of death?


    Well, I havent done a detailed examination of course, its a bit hectic tonight. But Id be surprised if it wasnt simple heart failure brought on by stress. Hed been beaten about the head, and there were several cuts around the throat and shoulders, nothing likely in itself to cause death, but the strain of undergoing such treatment must have been tremendous.


    Some nasty people about, said Headingley gloomily. Well need a full scale PM, of course. Mr Longbottoms not about, I suppose?


    Ill check, said Sowden, picking up the phone.


    And Ill have a quick word with our lad out there, said Headingley.


    It took Sowden a couple of minutes to ascertain that the pathologist was not in the hospital. He got the exchange to dial Longbottoms home number and as it rang, he called, Inspector!


    Headingley returned from his conversation with the uniformed policeman looking very pensive.


    Theyre ringing Mr Longbottom at home, said Sowden. You take over. Its not part of my remit to disturb consultants at this time of night.


    He smiled as he spoke, but Headingley did not respond.


    The pathologist himself answered the phone and condescended to be available at 10.30 the following morning. Rather to Sowdens admiration, Headingley responded to brusqueness with brusqueness. After he had replaced the phone he said, The constable said you said something about even a dying man smelling whisky, sir.


    Thats right. Last words that poor devil uttered were, let me get it right, driver, fat bastard, pissed. Thats a pretty straightforward death-bed declaration, wouldnt you say?


    It would seem so, said Headingley. Look, would you mind if I used your phone again?


    Be my guest.


    Er, privately, if I may.


    Why not? said Sowden. Theyll be reporting me for malingering if I stay here much longer anyway.


    He left. As he walked down the corridor which led past the waiting-room, its door opened and the two men emerged. Suddenly Sowdens absurd buried guilt feeling about Westermans death came surging to the surface.


    Hold on a second, he called.


    The men stopped and turned.


    Yes? said the cigar smoker.


    Sowden looked around. At the end of the corridor he saw the uniformed constable. Waving an imperious summons, he said, I think the police might like a word before you go.


    The men exchanged glances.


    Oh aye? said the fat one.


    The constable approached.


    Officer, said Sowden, I just wanted to be quite sure for my own peace of mind that you had in fact administered a breathalyser test.


    The constable was nonplussed.


    The fat man belched and said, Who to, friend?


    I should have thought that was obvious, said Sowden.


    He heard footsteps hurrying behind him and turned to see, not without relief, Inspector Headingley approaching fast.


    I was just inquiring about the breathalyser test, Inspector, he said.


    Yes. All right. Sorry, sir, said Headingley.


    It may have been that the man was out of breath but there seemed to be in that sorry, sir addressed to the fat man something more than mere constabulary courtesy.


    Excuse me, but just who are you? said Sowden. Dont I know your face?


    The fat man looked at him speculatively.


    Mebbe you do and mebbe you dont, he said. Dalziels the name, Detective-Superintendent Dalziel if you want the whole bloody issue. And youre Doctor Livingstone, I presume.


    Light dawned.


    My God! I get it now! said Sowden triumphantly.


    Get what, Doctor?


    Why all the fuss and keep it quiet! Its a nice little cover-up.


    Cover-up? echoed Dalziel softly. Of what? By who?


    Of drunken driving causing death, said Sowden challengingly. And by the police of the police.


    It was a dramatic little confrontation beginning to attract some distant notice from nurses and other personnel.


    The cigar-smoking man intervened.


    No ones asked me who I am.


    All right. Lets have your name and rank too, said Sowden.


    No rank. Plain Mr Charlesworth. Arnold Charlesworth, said the man. Im not a policeman. Im a bookmaker. And Im more than happy to be breathalysed. Again.


    Sowden ignored the last word and said, Why should anyone want to breathalyse you, Mr Charlesworth?


    Its the law, Doctor, said Charlesworth in a friendly tone. You see, it was me that was driving the car that killed that poor sod back there. The Superintendent here was just my passenger. And my breath test was negative.


    He puffed a wreath of cigar smoke about Sowdens head.


    So stuff that in your stethoscope and diagnose it, he said.

  


  


  
    Chapter 4


    Either this wallpaper goes or I do.

    



    Mrs Tracey Spillings was in her forties, all the way down. She had a boldly handsome, no-nonsense kind of face, but her brusque manner did not mean she was entirely bereft of empathy, for, seeing the anguish on Pascoes face (Pascoes because it took more than mere noise to limn any detectable emotion on Wields features), she gestured towards what looked like an empty armchair and said, or rather shouted, She means no disrespect, its her only pleasure, switch it off and God knows what shed be up to, aint that right, Mam?


    A step nearer the chair revealed that curled up in its huge chintzy arms was a wizened old lady who reminded Sergeant Wield of a picture in his illustrated H. Rider Haggard showing what happened to Ayesha after her second immersion in the Flame of Life. That this frailness should at one time have contained this vastness was a concept requiring a greater effort of lateral thinking than he was inclined to make.


    Pascoe showed why he was an Inspector by shouting, How do you do? to the old lady whose eyes never left Dallas. Nor, from the size of the stack of tapes standing next to the VCR, did it look as if they would ever need to.


    Mrs Spillings jerked her head towards the inner door which led to the kitchen. Here the noise level was reduced to that of a medium-sized steel foundry, but this was compensated for by a wallpaper design of huge tropical fruit whose violence was intensified by the confined space, the 1000-watt strip lighting, and highly polished kitchen units in the puce which was clearly Mrs Spillingss favourite colour.


    Pascoe introduced himself and started to explain what he wanted, but quickly found that his explanation was neither needed or heeded. Mrs Spillings launched straight into narrative.


    This is what happened, she said. Youd best make notes as its the second time of telling and therell not be a third. It were an hour back, no, I tell a lie, likely more. Id just finished the ironing when Dolly Frostick came banging on my door, screaming blue murder. I went straight out, there was others at their doors and windows, but all hanging back, not doing owt. Youll know how backward folk can be about coming forward in your job, until they think theyre getting something for nothing and then theres no hanging back. I said Dolly, calm yourself, lass, and tell us whats up. And she said Its me dad, its me dad! and set off shrieking again. I saw I could be here till next Sunday waiting to get any sense out of her, so I went to have a look for myself. I saw right off the house were in a mess and I said to myself, Hey up! burglars! and I picked up the poker from the grate before I went upstairs.


    He were lying in the bathtub. The water were all bloody, so I pulled out the plug. I said, Bob, Bob, what the hell have you been up to? but he said nowt, just flickered his eyelids for a second. So I lifted him out of the bath  he were no weight at all, skin and bones, they all go like that, mines just the same  and I wrapped him in a towel and I took him into the bedroom and put him on the bed and covered him over.


    There were a lot of others there by then. Where one goes, theyre quick enough to follow. Not that any on em were good for owt but getting under my feet. I told Minnie Cope from 21 to put kettle on and make a pot of tea  thats about her limit  and I went downstairs myself and rang for the ambulance and for you lot. Dolly Frostick were back in the house by then. Shed quieted down a bit, so I gave her a cup of tea with a lot of sugar. Next thing someone said the police is here, but it was only that Sheila Jolleys nephew from Parish Road. He were always a gormless child and hes not improved much with ageing. I told him it were a serious matter and hed best make himself useful by getting some proper bobbies down here, so he went off out with his little wireless. Then the ambulance came and they got poor old Bob away, just.


    I put Dolly in the ambulance with her dad and I sent Minnie Cope along for company. Id have gone myself only I cant be sitting around all night in a hospital waiting on some black buggers convenience. And I thought when you lot finally got someone with a bit of sense here, hed likely want to know whatd been going off. So I stayed in the house till this one came. Hes no oil-painting, but at least hes not simple like that Tony Hector. But he says Ive got to wait and tell it all again to you, whoever you are. Well, Ive waited, and Ive told it and if you write it down, Ill sign it. Right?


    She spoke dismissively and it took all of Pascoes courage for him to say, There are just a couple of questions, Mrs Spillings.


    Like what?


    Well, like, did you hear anything odd next door earlier this evening?


    Mrs Spillings looked at him in disbelief, then opened the door into the living-room, admitting a Force 10 gale of noise.


    It was reply sufficient.


    Mrs Spillings said, Ill let you two out the back way. Thatll be the way he got in, youll have worked that much out, I dare say. Me, Ive got proper locks fitted and all, but Bob Deeks never bothered though I kept on telling him. Come on! Dont hang about.


    She opened the back door and with considerable relief the two policemen exited from the vibrant house. They found themselves in a tiny back yard with a brick wash-house, a bird-table and some kind of evergreen in a tub. Mrs Spillings unlocked a door in the high wall at the bottom of the yard and they went out after her into a narrow lane which ran between the backs of the Welfare Lane houses on one side and those of the Parish Road houses on the other. The lane acted as a wind tunnel, sucking icy darts of rain into it horizontally at vast speed. Mrs Spillings seemed indifferent to the weather. She walked a couple of paces to the next door and gave it a push. It was a ramshackle affair and lurched creakingly on one hinge.


    Thats how the buggerll have got in, she reaffirmed. Listen. Bob Deeks were a miserable old sod, but I never found any harm in him. You lot want to get this sorted proper.


    Well get him all right, assured Pascoe.


    Oh aye, youll likely get him, said the woman. Its what he gets that bothers me. Suspended sentence! Id suspend the buggers!


    Its a tenable position, said Pascoe, trying to re-grasp the initiative. I may need to talk to you again.


    Any time you like, sunshine, came the voice drifting back along the lines of sleet. Any time, as long as Im not busy.


    Pascoe and Wield went through into the yard of No. 25 and let themselves into the house. The fingerprint man was hard at work in the kitchen.


    Anything? asked Pascoe.


    Millions, came the cheerful answer. I reckon theres more dabs here than there is in the North Sea.


    Ha ha, said Pascoe. And thanks a lot. Sergeant, well need everyone who was in the house for elimination. Get a start on it, will you? Combine it with door-to-door along the street. Anyone see or hear anything? Any strangers wandering around? Why am I telling you this? You know the drill at least as well as I do. Use Hector and anyone else you can lay your hands on. Ill get some extra hands drafted in as soon as I can.


    Where will you be, sir? inquired Wield.


    At the hospital, said Pascoe. Talking to Mrs Frostick, if possible, and checking on what killed Deeks.


    He paused at the door, turning his already dripping raincoat collar up as the wind outside shrieked its joy at the prospect of having another go at him.


    And if I find George Headingley in intensive care, he added bitterly, it might just about justify getting me mixed up in this lot.

  


  


  
    Chapter 5


    Bring me all the blotting-paper there is in the house!

    



    In the event, it took George Headingley only five minutes to convince Pascoe that there were worse things to be mixed up with than murder inquiries. Youve got yourself a real mess there, George, he said feelingly. A real mess!


    You can say that again, said Headingley. Im sorry I got you called out, but I got this feeling I was going to be needed mopping up after Fat Andy, and as things are turning out, I was right.


    The two men were talking in the comfortably appointed foyer of the main modern wing of the City General Hospital. Headingley had contacted Wield a couple of minutes after Pascoes departure from Welfare Lane, and learning of his destination had hastened to intercept him.


    Arnie Charlesworth! What the hell was he doing driving round with Arnie Charlesworth? demanded Pascoe.


    Be careful what you say, objected Headingley. Hes regarded as a respected member of the community.


    Weve all got things we regard as respected members, said Pascoe, but were in trouble if we start flashing them round in public.


    You know, said Headingley, youve always been Andys golden boy, but theres no need to start sounding like him! All right, so Charlesworths a bookie and a bit of a hard case, and not the kind of man we should be seen taking favours from. But hes completely legit, and hes a big charity man. The mayors parlour, the Rotary, the Masons, anywhere they make decisions and influence people, hes welcome.


    All right. So its only suspicious sods like you and me wholl be worried about Dalziel hobnobbing with this respectable citizen.


    I hope so, said Headingley. But Ive got a nose for trouble, Peter. Its not the Charlesworth connection that bothers me. Its this other thing. And its Sam Ruddlesdin whos got a pretty sensitive nose himself. He rang me a little while back, asked about the Deeks killing. I told him you were on the case and would, I was sure, be only too pleased to cooperate fully with the Press. Then he said, dead casual like, Oh, by the way, this accident out on the Paradise Road, Mr Dalziel was a passenger in the car, is that right? I said I believed he was. He asked if he was OK and I said I understood so, and he said that he believed Arnie Charlesworth was driving and I said yes, and then he said, But it was in fact Mr Dalziels car? That shook me rigid. Id no idea if it was or not. Id just assumed it had been Charlesworths car. Well, I waffled round it, but it got me worried. And then something else began to worry me too. Listen.


    Pascoe listened. At the head of the foyer were six lifts, seemingly in constant use even at this hour. They announced their arrival with a melodic ping! The pings were pitched at slightly different levels and as Pascoe listened their interval and sequence suggested the communications code from Close Encounters. At last! he thought. An explanation of why hospitals always give the impression of being run by aliens disguised as human beings.


    See the pay-phone over there? said Headingley. All the time Ruddlesdin was talking I could hear those bloody pings! The bastard was here!


    So what? said Pascoe. He came round here to check on Deeks. Sergeant Wield told me.


    Mebbe. But he must have got here not long after Id got Mr Dalziel out of the place. Christ knows what that daft doctor said to him.


    But what could Sowden tell him? asked Pascoe. That he thought the old fellow said something about the driver being pissed before he died? Whats that mean? Anyway, why should Sowden get himself involved in something so vague?


    Christ knows, said Headingley. He seemed to have managed to work up a fair head of steam for some reason. Even when Charlesworth said he was the driver, this didnt calm him down. Not that I didnt have some sympathy with him. Bloody Charlesworth just stood there, puffing out cigar smoke, a bit of a sneer on his face like he was saying, Thats my story. Prove different.


    George, said Pascoe quietly. You dont think there could be anything different to prove, do you?


    Headingley shook his head.


    No. No. Not Andy, its not his style. Mind you, Peter, he was as drunk as Ive seen him, no doubt about that. I always thought he was unsinkable, but by Christ hed hit an iceberg tonight. Ive as good as locked him in his office and I told the lads on the exchange that no calls were to be put through to him.


    Youre taking a risk, arent you? said Pascoe admiringly.


    Headingley shook his head.


    Not me. Soon as Ruddlesdin rang off, I got on to the DCC and put him in the picture in case the Post started after him. Im covered, Peter. The DCC approved my action, even unto the passing of this Deeks inquiry to you. Not that I wouldnt rather have it back and leave some other poor sod to deal with old chubby cheeks!


    Well, thanks for putting me in the picture, said Pascoe. Ill tread carefully with the dastardly doctor.


    You do that, said Headingley. Just you be nice and noncommittal if he starts pushing. By the way, I told him I was just holding the fort, so to speak, till our murder expert could be brought off another case. Didnt want him thinking I was more worried about my Chief than about an investigation. So better wear your deerstalker!


    The two men separated, Pascoe continuing into the depths of the hospital where he finished up kicking his heels for twenty minutes in a tiny office. The desk top was covered in papers, mostly handwritten in a scrawl which convinced him that doctors did not after all develop a specially illegible hand just for prescriptions. Sowden arrived suddenly and quietly enough to discover him trying to interpret one of the sheets.


    Ah, said the doctor. The ace detective, I presume. Trying to keep your hand in?


    Somewhat abashed, Pascoe dropped the paper back on to the desk and said, Sorry, but its a bit like an archaeologist stumbling on the Rosetta stone. Im Pascoe. Detective-Inspector Peter. How do you do?


    He held out his hand. After a second, Sowden shook it.


    John Sowden, he said. Sorry youve had to hang around, but things happen in convoys out there. With luck I may have two minutes before the next lot heave into view. So what can I do for you? I think I told the other chap all I could.


    Pascoe looked at him sympathetically. In his twenties with the kind of dark continental good looks that must have the nurses falling over backwards for him, he looked at the moment too tired to take advantage of such gymnastics.


    Yes, Ive looked at what you told Mr Headingley, he said. There are a couple of things Id like to ask you, though. And Id like a look at the body for myself.


    Just in case Ive missed anything? said Sowden.


    Not really, said Pascoe. But I bet if a cop tells you that your rear offside light isnt working, you always walk round the car to have a look.


    Something vaguely related to a smile touched Sowdens face.


    All right, he said. Come on, Ill take you along and you can ask your questions as we go.


    They set off together down the corridor, the doctors pace a little faster than Pascoe found comfortable.


    Its really a matter of what might have caused these wounds on Deekss head and neck, he said.


    At a guess Id say that most of the contusions could have been the result of simple blows from a fist, said Sowden.


    Hard enough to damage the knuckles? asked Pascoe.


    What? Oh, I see what you mean, said Sowden. Possibly. I dont really know. This isnt really my field, you know. Youre the murder expert, so I was told. Or was the other chap exaggerating?


    Very likely, said Pascoe. And the cuts? What kind of instrument should I be telling my chaps to look out for?


    I dont know. A knife.


    Blunt knife, sharp knife? prompted Pascoe. Broad blade or narrow? A knife for stabbing or a knife for cutting?


    Something with a sharp point, said Sowden. Yes, certainly that.


    And sharp on both sides of the point? Like a stiletto? Or a round-bladed point, like a long nail, or a spike?


    More like a stiletto except broader, said Sowden, becoming interested. Yes, there was certainly evidence of the sharp point digging in, with the skin and flesh being severed cleanly on both sides. Here we are. See for yourself.


    The chill air of the hospital morgue touched the skin with none of the violence of the wild cold November wind outside, but Pascoe did not have to pause to consider his preference. There were three bodies as yet unparcelled for the night. Sowden glanced at the labels on their toes, his face troubled.


    Not a good night for the old, he said. This is your man. Robert Deeks.


    He pulled back the cover. Robert Deeks, his face a players mask of grief with its deep hollow cheeks and gaping toothless mouth, stared accusingly up at them. Quickly and efficiently, Sowden pointed to the location of the wounds and bruises and offered his interpretation of them.


    Thanks, said Pascoe, making notes. Thatll do fine till Mr Longbottom takes a look.


    He meant no slight, but tired men are easily piqued, and Sowden, covering Deekss face with an abrupt movement, pointed to the body on the next slab and said, At least you wont need Longbottom to tell you how this one died.


    No? Whys that, Doctor? asked Pascoe courteously, though he had no doubt of the answer.


    Philip Cater Westerman, said Sowden, drawing down the sheet. Road accident. Hadnt you heard?


    Philip Cater Westerman had contrived to pass away with an expression of amused bafflement on his face which was not altogether inappropriate.


    Hard to keep track of all the road deaths, mores the pity, evaded Pascoe. And the third? What about him?


    He thought his efforts to divert the trend of the conversation were going to fail for a moment, but Sowden contented himself with a sardonic stare, then covered Westermans face.


    This one? Straightforward. Poor devil died of exposure on a playing field, would you believe? You couldnt go three hundred yards in any direction, so they tell me, without hitting houses.


    He drew back the cover and Pascoe saw Thomas Arthur Parrinders thin aquiline face, which might have been carved in marble except for a stain of discolouration round a patch of broken skin on the left temple. Pascoe sniffed. A non-medical smell had caught his nose. It was rum.


    What happened? he asked. Drunk, was he?


    No, I dont think so, said Sowden. The smells from a half bottle of rum he had in his pocket. It smashed when he fell but as far as I could see, the seal on the cap was unbroken.


    Youre doing our work now, said Pascoe drily. So, what did happen?


    Slipped in the mud as he was taking a short cut across the recreation ground. Broke his hip, poor sod. He must have lain there for hours. It was such a nasty night, no one was out. He wasnt very warmly clothed. Hypothermia kills hundreds of old folk indoors every winter. Expose them outdoors


    Yes, said Pascoe. Terrible. That bruise on his head


    He must have gone down a real wallop, said Sowden. Cracked his head on a stone; it probably stunned him so that by the time he was conscious enough to cry for help, hed already have been weakened so much by the cold that his voice would be too
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