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			Chapter 1

			Thursday, 21st April 2016

			North London

			There was something compelling about the scarred old man drinking on his own. At least, there was to the young Australian barman, watching him between pulling pints. The rest of the north London pub was more interested in Arsenal’s Premier League game – shunted to a Thursday night due to fixture congestion. Sixty thousand fans may have been watching it live half a mile away, but big screens and beer meant few in the pub felt hard done by. At a small table at the edge of it all, the old man sat impassively.

			The table’s position against a side wall offered the double advantage of a decent view up to an overhead screen and a clear path to the end of the bar – a fact not lost on the venue’s oldest customer. It was as he returned for a third time that the young Aussie finally got a chance to serve him.

			Around 5’8” tall in his tweed suit (maybe touching 5’10” back in his prime), what remained of his white hair was neatly parted at the side of a sun-spotted scalp, while rheumy blue eyes looked out from a deeply lined face. The barman’s colloquial inner voice was already calling him ‘Gramps’… but it was the injuries that had really caught his attention.

			The top third of Gramps’ left ear was no longer there and his nose had suffered multiple untreated fractures. Most striking of all, his neck displayed the sort of cartoonish scar – horizontal with clumsy vertical stitches – that made one think of Hallowe’en. It looked like the guy had been guillotined then knitted his own head back on.

			With a degree of embarrassment, the barman realised he’d been staring at the neck for too long. The ancient blue eyes were now looking straight at him, patiently waiting for service.

			‘Sorry, mate. Miles away. What can I get you?’

			Gramps was standing close enough to his draught of choice to touch the top of the pump, then raise a single finger.

			‘Sure thing.’

			The barman selected a dimpled pint glass and began pouring, now wondering whether the man in front of him could speak at all. Although still vivid, the scar looked like it had happened a long time ago, somehow now at home in the creases and folds of the ageing skin.

			‘You’re getting through a few of these tonight.’

			He gave a nod towards the pump, still not sure if Gramps was capable of answering.

			‘It’s my birthday,’ came the reply, causing sufficient surprise to send beer spilling down the sides of the glass. Far from being non-existent, the voice was still clear. It had a clipped, old-fashioned quality that reminded the barman of black-and-white movies.

			‘Well good on yer, Sir,’ he said, swapping his usual mate for a slightly clunky attempt at deference. He wiped the concave dimples with a paper napkin and placed the pint in front of his intriguing customer, noticing a neat pile of correct change already stacked on the bar.

			‘Can I ask how old you are?’ he added, genuinely curious (Gramps could have been anything from ninety to a hundred). The old man raised both hands, palms facing forward, fingers splayed, like a magician showing the crowd he wasn’t hiding anything.

			‘I lost count,’ he replied, wiggling the stump that was all that remained of his left little finger.

			The barman winced. ‘Ouch! How’d that happen?’ 

			It seemed faintly ridiculous to be asking about the finger before any of the more obvious injuries, but the opportunity had presented itself. He had read a book about London’s gangsters of the 1960s and was starting to wonder if this guy had been one. Or at least on the receiving end of one.

			Gramps placed his hands flat on the bar and leaned in a little closer. 

			‘Mousetrap.’

			He maintained a poker face just long enough to see a moment of confusion in the barman’s eyes – not sure if it was meant to be a joke. Then the old man threw his head back and laughed. For one absurd moment it was possible to imagine the neck tearing open and his head toppling off altogether.

			A Glaswegian accent interrupted the strange thought: ‘Oi! Danny! Fuck’s sake. You still serving here or what?’

			The junior employee acknowledged his bar manager and scooped up the pile of coins.

			‘Well, I hope you got some nice birthday cards,’ he said, trying to sign off breezily but instantly cringing at how patronising it sounded.

			‘Cards?’ replied Gramps, carefully ferrying his pint. ‘I don’t like cards.’

			It was five minutes after the final whistle when Danny saw his strange new friend readying himself to leave. He was holding a walking stick and patting the pockets of his tweed jacket, as if confirming the contents. The barman watched as ‘Gramps’ made his way to the exit, glad to see an outstretched arm holding the door open for him. He was already pouring his next pint by the time a tanned man in a navy sports jacket took the same route.

			Just like Danny, he was interested in the old man.

			He was interested in killing him.

		


		
			Chapter 2

			Stick in hand, the scarred old man clacked his way through the pub’s courtyard and headed out into some of the nine million randomly colliding souls with whom he shared the city. He began making his way up Holloway Road. There were a couple of routes home he could have taken, but something he had seen in the pub made him choose this option. He hoped he was wrong.

			The rumbling, horn-filled traffic was even denser on match days, while those leaving the stadium on foot provided flashes of colour among the pedestrians – their red Arsenal shirts weaving hurried paths to favourite post-match drinking holes. After a few minutes’ slow progress, the old man joined a group waiting at a pedestrian crossing, taking the chance to look around under the pretence of checking the traffic… No sign of the man who had caught his eye in the pub. Perhaps he had been mistaken.

			Just in case, he would stick to his plan. After all, if his gut feeling was correct, then making it home safely would only delay the inevitable – he would merely be picked off at some later date. No, the only way to stay alive… if it came to it… was to strike first. And make it count.

			He had first noticed him while eating breakfast in a café the previous day. It wasn’t so much that he looked out of place – people often do – it was a quiet determination to not look out of place through some observe-and-mimic approach. That, and a few surreptitious glances the old man had caught in the café’s vintage wall mirrors. Adverts for Oxo, Marmite and Cocoa. Easy for someone to think they could hide their eyes among the elaborate fonts and rosy-cheeked characters that adorned the silvered glass.

			In any case, his sixth sense had pinged loudly enough for him to make a rare phone call of warning to the only other person who might be on the same ‘list’. The only other person who knew the truth. He doubted he would have to do so again. The man on the other end of the line had sounded weak. Nature would surely take him before any human killer. 

			The café incident had still been playing on the old man’s mind when he spotted the same face in the pub. Something told him he was there even before he saw him. Nothing magical, just peripheral vision relaying a perceived threat straight to the subconscious (he believed in the raw survival instincts of evolution over the mystical guidance of the cosmos).

			Either way, there he was. Keeping his target in sight while trying to make himself look like one of the locals again. The old man’s instincts refused to bow to age, even if his body had to. Yes, he understood. Both what was happening and what needed to be done. He had killed before, of course – on many occasions. But not for a long time. And certainly not in his tenth decade. He hoped the pints of Dutch courage would settle nerves and loosen arthritic limbs… 

			Accompanied by high-pitched beeping, the dozen or so waiting pedestrians began to pour across to the opposite footpath. A boy racer in a souped-up hatchback was forced to stop and showed his disapproval by revving his engine. He was met with a volley of abuse and hand gestures from fans still pumped up by the match.

			On reaching the far side, the walkers had a choice of sticking to the main road or cutting through Madras Place – past the grounds of St Mary Magdalene Church. The old man took a different option. He headed straight into the shadows of the churchyard. 

			A paved area was illuminated well enough by nearby streetlights but, beyond this, mature trees and the imposing church itself cut any ambient glow to a minimum. The smattering of lights within the church grounds were mainly broken or missing. He stuck to a cinder path down the side of the 200-year-old structure – the black perimeter railings and undecorated windows creating an institutional feel better suited to fire-and-brimstone preachers than smiley vicars with guitars.

			On he clacked. The church to his left. To his right, among the ancient trees, a grassy area dotted with 19th century family tombs (stone and coffin-like – the sort that scrape open in bad horror movies). Straining to listen for footsteps behind him, the traffic noise and his naturally diminished hearing made it hard to tell. Still, if he could just make it to the other side without incident, he would write the whole thing off as a false alarm. Hell, he might even reward himself with an extra large nightcap for still being so alert after all this time.

			It was as he neared the front of the church that he heard the footsteps. Faint, but real. He stopped thinking about that extra large nightcap. Of course, there was still a chance that the footsteps weren’t for him, even if in his heart of hearts he knew otherwise.

			Just to be sure, as the path reached the corner of the church and turned 90 degrees to the left – towards the pillars and steps of the front elevation – the old man continued going straight. Onto the grass. The footsteps behind him stayed regular for a few seconds then, as expected, they disappeared. His follower had stepped off the path too. There could be no doubt now. He didn’t have to wait long… 

			‘Victor Watson.’

			A voice filled the void left by the muted footsteps. The old man stopped and leaned heavily on his cane but didn’t turn round. There was no surprise. Just the grim sense of inevitability that comes with a long-awaited and unpleasant appointment.

			‘It’s a nice name,’ the voice went on.

			Victor sensed his follower move closer. Their shoulders brushed as he passed. Then the man in the navy sports jacket was standing in front of him.

			‘Victor… The winner… But not today.’

			The accent was not native British, but nor was it one you could place. That kind of pan-European English with an American twang. Victor stared at his younger adversary. He stood close. In the dim light, he was still able to see tanned skin and dark hair, cut short and sensible. With pale chinos and a light blue shirt under the sports jacket, he had the air of a well-dressed tourist. Yes, that was it. A tourist. But something about the squareness of jaw and shoulders, and the well-worked muscles of the neck, hinted at less leisurely pursuits.

			‘I know what you are,’ said Victor.

			‘Then you know what happens next,’ said the Tourist.

			Victor broke off the staring contest and gave a shrug to signal his acceptance.

			‘Well, if this is it, old chap, then at least let me have a cigarette.’

			He patted an outer pocket of the tweed jacket with his left hand, frowned, and repeated the action on the other side – hooking the walking stick over his thumb as he patted the right pocket. A short ‘Ah’ and confirmatory nod indicated he had found what he was looking for. All of it a little piece of theatre.

			Awkwardly trying to dip his hand into the pocket, the cane still hooked over his thumb, he soon gave up. Instead, he stood the stick back on the ground and leaned the handle a little towards the younger man, gesturing for him to hold it.

			‘Would you mind?’ he asked.

			With no offer of help forthcoming, Victor simply let go of the handle and put the now free hand in the jacket pocket. The cane stayed upright for a second then began to topple forward…

			Resisting the urge to catch it, some deep-rooted suspicion still made the Tourist glance down at the object moving towards him.

			As soon as he did, something felt wrong.

			Without even waiting to look back up, he thrust out his left hand to where memory told him Victor’s right wrist would be. He caught it, just as the hand was emerging from the jacket pocket. With a mixture of relief and annoyance at himself, the Tourist raised his eyes.

			‘You don’t smoke,’ he said.

			Maintaining a vice-like grip of the wrist, he lifted the hand fully out of the pocket. The blade in Victor’s grasp was so well maintained that it glinted even in the half-light. A flick knife, neatly disguised as a fountain pen when not in use. A nice bit of kit, in fact. He had to hand it to the old guy. Nearly a century on Earth and still prepared to fight, stab and kill for just a little bit longer.

			‘You were meant to catch the walking stick,’ said Victor.

			‘I see that now.’

			The Tourist squeezed hard on the slender wrist to make Victor loosen his grip on the weapon. It had little or no effect. He was strong. Not as strong as the younger man, of course, but far stronger than expected. At last there was a crack as an old bone gave way and the knife fell to the ground. Victor blinked once, slowly, but otherwise gave no reaction.

			‘Good,’ said the Tourist. ‘Now, I think you have something else for me.’

			Keeping hold of the broken wrist, he snaked his free hand into the inner pocket of Victor’s tweed jacket. It emerged holding a gold medal. The Tourist briefly examined it, keeping the four-and-a-half fingers of Victor’s left hand in view in case he tried anything else.

			‘Why do you still carry this?’ he asked.

			‘It reminds me of the second chance I was given,’ said Victor.

			The Tourist allowed his gaze to flicker over the old man’s injuries. The missing top section of his left ear, the pummelled nose, the gruesome patchwork of his neck. Then he looked into those rheumy, blue eyes… For a moment, it felt like he was looking straight through them, back into the depths of violence and brutality that had brought them both to this point.

			‘Well,’ said the Tourist at last. ‘I have a message for you.’

			He spoke briefly. Fewer than half a dozen words. Apart from a distant police siren, and the fatal thud of his head against a tomb, it was the last thing Victor Watson ever heard.

		


		
			Chapter 3

			Friday, 22nd April 2016

			The radio message brought a swift halt to the good mood that had been threatening to creep over DC Brook Deelman. There were two hours left of his final night shift and he had breakfast beers on his mind. Now there was a body in the way. One in a churchyard, no less. Talk about cutting out the middleman.

			A dozen years ago, nearer the start of his career, Brook would probably have put his selfish thoughts on hold and offered some cliché about how ‘that puts things in perspective’. After a while, he had stopped really feeling it, but carried on saying it. Now he did neither. He was just annoyed about the beer situation.

			The silence coming off him filled the unmarked police car to the extent that his senior colleague in the passenger seat felt the need to try and lighten the atmosphere.

			‘Fucking hell, Brook. Chin up, son,’ said DS Kev Padmore. ‘A dead drunk in a churchyard? This’ll be squared up in world record time. Guaranteed.’

			The CID attitude towards rank did away with many formalities of the uniform approach, though it could still be found in certain quirks. Like a 36-year-old Detective Constable being called son by a Detective Sergeant just a few years his senior. 

			‘I hope you’re right.’

			The audible traces of Brook’s childhood in Botswana had faded a little over the past couple of decades. But not nearly as fast as his current enthusiasm levels.

			‘Course I’m bloody right. Set your stopwatch if you like.’

			Brook managed a half-smile at Kev’s quick-fire East London patter and glanced at the dashboard clock… 5.16am. Still plenty of time to be sipping on his first Guinness in the Fox & Anchor at 7am as planned – as long as there were no complications.

			‘Deal,’ he said.

			‘Good. You fucking miserable lump.’

			After Kev’s brief attempt to lift the mood, the pair drove wordlessly to the scene; their coffees from the 24-hour Starbucks at St Pancras making steamy circles on the windscreen. As a crime-fighting vehicle, the high-roofed, silver Ford C-Max scored low on stealth. But its array of adjustable coffee cup holders still made it the most popular CID choice on nights. Brook wasn’t sure if the person who had ordered it for the fleet knew nothing about policing or everything.

			He flicked the wipers a couple of times as misty rain added a shine to Pentonville Road and the night buses lumbering up and down it like giant oxen.

			‘Control receiving from 262…’

			A female voice came over the radios both men carried in their jackets (Brook’s an army-green workhorse from a military surplus store, Kev’s a branded product from an overpriced camping chain). She waited for the acknowledgement.

			‘Go ahead,’ replied the operator at last, her slightly muffled words betraying the hurried mouthful of cake.

			‘We’ve got a scene set up now at St Mary Magdalene Church. I’m here with 548. I’ll give you an update once CID have been.’

			Kev pressed the button on the side of his radio.

			‘We’re en route.’

			At a red light, Brook reached for his coffee and glimpsed the effects of nocturnal living in the rear-view mirror. His white skin was a little paler than usual – the perma-tan of his youth long gone – while some fresh crinkle lines were emerging at the edges of his grey-blue eyes. The dark hair had a mind of its own as always, but there were definitely more flecks of silver around the temples. Heavy stubble had also crept up over the week of nights. The whole assessment took about three seconds (longer than Brook usually spent looking in the mirror, but the female PC at the crime scene sounded nice).

			It took less than five minutes to get there. A patrol car was facing them as they turned into Madras Place, the reflective elements of its Met Police livery appearing to twinkle in greeting as the C-Max’s headlights played across the bodywork. Brook pulled over to the kerb and rolled to a halt in front of it. To his right, a low wall marked the edge of the church grounds beyond.

			The patrol car had one occupant – an overweight male PC in the driver’s seat. Brook recognised his chubby features from a few previous encounters. Baz or Daz. Something like that. He had never been very impressed. The uniformed cop had the car’s internal light switched on and was laughing into his mobile phone while simultaneously shovelling a Snickers into his mouth. Brilliant, thought Brook. Illuminate yourself, reduce your external visibility, eliminate your ability to hear anything and pay no attention to your surroundings. What a cop.

			Kev reached the same conclusion via a less analytical route.

			‘Not that fat prick.’

			Brook hauled himself out of the car and into the light drizzle. At 6’2” and 230 pounds, he wasn’t the biggest officer at the station, but he looked every inch the former rugby player he was. He had the sort of broad shoulders and thick arms that had more to do with big Dutch genes and ignoring red meat guidelines than powdered supplements and gym regimes.

			Any medical scan of the numerous rugby-related repairs – of varying success – to tendon, ligament and bone would confirm the initial impression. It was why he rarely exited a vehicle without at least a couple of non-specific clicks and twinges in his back and knees.

			Despite being slightly older, Kev had no such difficulty. Just an inch or two shorter but with far less bulk and accumulated damage to contend with. Fit enough, in a weekly five-a-side kind of way, he denied dying his light brown hair – in a gelled style that was a bit too young for him – but Brook had his doubts. 

			Both detectives ignored PC Snickers.

			They stepped over the low wall and into the churchyard… 

			The side elevation of St Mary Magdalene Church loomed large ahead of them. In front of it, blue and white cordon tape and a torchlight scanning the ground. A little closer and they could make out the form of a female constable holding a white A4 scene log. Her torch beam raised its angle and settled on them for a second before flicking off out of courtesy. Brook and Kev flashed their warrant cards as they drew near.

			‘Nice to have some company,’ said the PC, leaving it open as to whether it was a comment on her work-shy colleague in the car. Tied up blonde hair was visible beneath the never-flattering female version of the police hat. The fact it was still in its factory shape – the bowler hat-style rim not yet bent up at the sides – marked her out as a probationer.

			Kev scanned the area within the cordon but saw no sign of a body. ‘Has the dead guy got up and fucked off then?’ 

			‘Behind there,’ said the blonde PC, nodding at one of the tombs. Kev lifted the cordon tape and ducked under.

			‘Can I just..?’ The female officer showed the open scene log and waved a pen in Kev’s direction, but he was already striding off. Brook shook his head at his colleague’s rudeness.

			‘That’s DS Padmore,’ he told the probationer. Up close, he realised he had seen her a couple of times around the station. A little taller than average. Pale blue eyes. She had a pleasant way about her, though her youthful looks made him feel old. 

			‘Thanks,’ she replied, checking her watch and carefully writing the time and DS Padmore’s name into the log. Brook took the opportunity to glance at the Velcro name badge on the left side of her waterproof. ‘Constable Sanderson’. Maybe some Scandinavian in there, way back.

			‘And you’re DS Brook, aren’t you?’ she asked, looking up, pen poised.

			‘DC. But thanks for the promotion.’

			He was glad Kev hadn’t been there to do the inevitable routine of ‘DS? God help us!’

			‘And it’s Deelman,’ he added. ‘D, double E, L, man.’

			‘Oh, sorry,’ said the probationer, writing the correct name. ‘Where did I get Brook from?’

			Her unaccented voice had a certain warm, friendly quality to it. 

			‘Well, that’s my first name. So you’re forgiven.’

			‘Ohhhh,’ came the elongated reply, a wrinkle of the nose and self-deprecating smile. ‘Like Brooke Shields?’

			‘Without the ‘e’. Or the Hollywood mansion.’

			‘Shame.’

			‘I agree.’

			Brook was enjoying talking to her, but thought it was probably time he looked at the corpse. He produced a torch and lifted the cordon tape. 

			‘Come over, if you like,’ he said. It didn’t look as if there was about to be a rush of names to add to the scene log. PC Sanderson hesitated for a moment, no doubt remembering some dos and don’ts about scene management from training school, then joined him in heading over to the body.

			‘Any sign of the informant when you got here?’ he asked.

			‘None. His phone just rings out. The call handler said it sounded like someone on their way home drunk from a party.’

			‘Lucky devil.’

			They joined Kev on the far side of the tomb. It was about eight feet long, three feet high and a similar width – a few yards beyond the point where the footpath turned left towards the church’s front steps.

			The three officers found themselves looking down at the lifeless body of a white-haired old man in a brown tweed suit. He was lying on his front, perpendicular to the long side of the Victorian family grave, his legs awkwardly splayed and his arms giving the appearance of reaching for the stone monolith.

			His head was the only part of him that wasn’t flat to the ground. It was pressed against the tomb, right cheek against the stone, neck broken. Damage to the forehead marked the fatal point of impact. The eye nearest the tomb was still open, giving the odd impression that the dead man was looking down the side to check it was vertical. A zombie surveyor.

			‘Shouldn’t have gone for that diving header,’ said Kev, chuckling at his own joke.

			Brook shone his torch on the dead man’s right hand, its fingers pressed against the lichen-covered stone. The slender forearm protruding from the tweed sleeve was lying on top of a near-empty 50cl bottle of supermarket own brand whisky. Bruising around the wrist suggested something might be broken. He sniffed the air. A stale odour of cheap whisky filled his nostrils.

			The two detectives crouched closer to the body and worked their way through the old injuries – the partial ear, the battered nose, the gruesome scar (‘Fuck me. It looks like Sweeney Todd shaved that neck’). Then they looked more closely at the new ones. The neck break and the head wound. Brook suspected there might be a skull fracture under there.

			Finally, he angled the torch beam at the left hand that had landed just shy of the tomb. He noted the missing half finger. A walking stick lay a couple of feet away at a haphazard angle. It was just possible to imagine the old drunk falling badly, putting an arm out to arrest his descent – even letting go of his precious whisky at the last second – only for his efforts to be in vain. Wrist and neck both breaking. The latter fatally so. 

			‘Well, that all seems pretty straightforward,’ said Kev, standing up from his crouched position. ‘Looks like he’s got injuries galore from getting pissed and falling over before. Luck has to run out at some point, I guess. I don’t know how these fuckers last so long.’

			PC Sanderson had been quietly watching them, the scene log now tucked into her waterproof.

			‘Horrible scar on his neck, isn’t it?’ she said to no-one in particular.

			‘Funny thing with chronic drinkers,’ said Kev, ‘is they often let some fucking horrendous injuries go untreated. Either because they’re so off their face they hardly feel it, or they know they’re Wanted for their latest booze theft and don’t want to risk getting nicked at hospital. I wouldn’t be surprised if one of his mates did those stitches. Maybe even the one who slashed his neck in the first place. They’re forever falling out and making up.’

			‘He looks really old, doesn’t he?’ she added.

			‘Yeah, these drinkers always look a lot older than they really are. Look at Brook. You wouldn’t think he was eighteen, would you?’

			Kev was clearly enjoying grandstanding in front of his attractive, young audience. His points weren’t entirely without merit but he was definitely using some pretty broad brush strokes, while Brook hadn’t finished looking for the details. 

			‘Come on then, Brook. Let’s have it.’ Kev gave him a thump on the arm. ‘You’ve gone all quiet. Spit it out. What’s on your mind?’

			Brook was still looking down at the body, absent-mindedly stroking his chin. Apart from a slight regret at having invited PC Sanderson over to witness Kev’s masterclass of assumption, there was indeed something on his mind. Or rather two things. Shoes.

			‘He’s got some nice new brogues on,’ he said, using the torch to make his point. ‘Even got a bit of polish on them.’ It didn’t seem to fit the quickly accepted narrative of a down-and-out succumbing to a booze-related accident. Kev was unmoved.

			‘It’s amazing what people throw out these days,’ he said, barely glancing at the shoes.

			‘Anyway,’ said Brook, not pushing the point for now. ‘We need to find out who is. Has he been searched yet?’

			‘I had a quick check for other injuries, but I haven’t looked in his pockets,’ replied PC Sanderson. ‘They always give you horror stories at Hendon about missing the big knife sticking out of their back.’

			Kev muttered something cynical about the police force knowing all about sticking a knife in your back, while Brook pulled on some blue latex gloves and began going through the dead man’s pockets. There wasn’t much. A few quid in loose change and a betting slip didn’t cause much surprise. Brook opened the blue receipt from Ladbrokes.

			‘Didn’t Arsenal win 2−0 earlier?’

			He knew Kev had a season ticket at West Ham which, by definition, meant he followed the other London clubs in the hope they would lose.

			‘Yep,’ he replied, joylessly.

			‘Two goals from Alexis Sánchez,’ confirmed PC Sanderson.

			Both men looked at her, impressed. She smiled and shrugged.

			‘Poor bastard never collected his winnings,’ observed Brook, holding up the square of paper with the correct prediction.

			He carried on his search.

			‘What’s your first name, by the way?’ he asked in the direction of PC Sanderson, his blue latex fingers going from pocket to pocket.

			‘Caroline. But everyone calls me Sandy.’

			‘Sandy Sanderson. That’s easy to remember.’

			He plucked an old wallet from a rear trouser pocket. It didn’t contain much. Promotional takeaway voucher, £10 note, local library card with a membership number rather than a name and, finally, a slightly battered Post Office account card. This time, there was a name: Victor Watson.

			He moved on to the tweed jacket. An outer pocket gave up the only other item. A couple of house keys on a simple ring. One for a Yale lock and one for a mortice.

			‘A hostel,’ said Kev, seeing the keys and clinging to his narrative. ‘Bet you anything.’

			Brook put all the items in a clear property bag except for the Post Office card. Then he placed both hands just above his knees and pushed himself upright, momentarily self-conscious of the un-athletic action in front of PC Sanderson.

			‘So, that’s Victor Watson,’ he said, holding out the Post Office card.

			‘Vic Watson?’ said Kev, with unexpected gusto. ‘Vic Watson? Fuck me. West Ham legend. Three hundred league goals. Can you believe that? Three… hun… dred. Mental.’

			After rugby, Brook took an interest in all sports, but he couldn’t compete with Kev’s football trivia. Especially when it came to his own team.

			‘This guy?’ asked PC Sanderson. An incredulous tone.

			‘Well, no. Not this guy,’ replied Kev. ‘Vic Watson’s era was the twenties and thirties. Been dead a while. I’ve just never met another one.’

			‘He doesn’t look as thrilled as you,’ said Sandy.

			Brook was already on his radio, passing on Victor Watson’s name and description for a support operator to search police databases for an address. It was a long shot without a date of birth but still worth a try.

			‘No cameras around here, are there?’ he asked PC Sanderson once he’d finished.

			‘Nothing covering the churchyard. I had a look around. Holloway Road and Liverpool Road will be the closest.’

			Brook thumbed his Nokia radio to the ‘CCTV’ channel and asked for someone to acknowledge him. A Welsh accent answered his request… 

			‘Go ahead, Number One.’

			He immediately recognised the booming baritone of ‘Jonboy’ – an old friend from his uniform days, and legendary boozer, shuffled into CCTV following something of a meltdown. From the moment he discovered Brook was from Botswana, he had called him ‘Number One’ in honour of his only other reference to the country – a book he had read called ‘The Number One Ladies’ Detective Agency’. Since they shared a love of beer and rugby, Brook had always let him get away with it. Jonboy listened to the location and description of the deceased. 

			‘Right you are. What sort of time frame are we looking at?’ he asked.

			‘Well, he must have placed the bet before kick-off. I think that was 8pm. The body was called in thirty minutes ago, so that’s a window of about eight hours for you to try and find out how he got here. Not busy are you?’

			‘Rushed off my feet,’ said Jonboy suppressing a yawn. ‘But I’ll try and squeeze you in. You do know it’s one doughnut per hour of footage checked, don’t you?’

			‘I thought you had a fast-forward button.’

			‘Right. Just for that, it’s two doughnuts now.’

			‘Let’s call it performance-related,’ said Brook.

			‘You have yourself a deal, Number One,’ said Jonboy. ‘Performance-related. On top of the flat rate of two doughnuts per hour.’

			He signed off just as Brook became aware of someone new for PC Sanderson to add to her scene log – a task which would have been far easier had the new arrival not been totally ignoring her to address Kev over the PC’s shoulder.

			‘Night Duty SCD1 skipper,’ he said, flashing a warrant card. SCD1 meaning Homicide. Skipper meaning Sergeant. A murder squad DS.

			He was tall and thin in a trench coat buttoned all the way up. Clean-shaven face. Clean-shaven head. Totally smooth. The long darkness of the coat and pale skin of the head made him appear completely bereft of colour. A black-and-white photo of a person.  

			‘Did someone call you?’ asked Kev, getting straight to the point.

			‘No-one. We were just on your borough grabbing a coffee. Heard this come out over the local channel and thought I’d see if we were needed.’ His voice was as expressionless as his face. A monotone, monochrome man.

			Kev was still standing near the body. He had been secretly looking at the nice shoes.

			‘Be my guest,’ he said.

			The tall murder detective stooped under the cordon and walked round to the far side of the tomb, taking out a torch and illuminating the dead man.

			‘I was thinking of putting in an application for your lot,’ said Kev, never one to miss an opportunity.

			‘You should do it. Might be a few vacancies coming out soon. We’re definitely under quota. How many years have you got in?’

			‘Coming up to twenty.’

			‘Perfect. A bit of experience. We’ve got too many kids at the moment. Make sure you do it.’

			‘Nice one.’

			The two fell quiet once again. Kev smiling a little, the bald man without any discernible expression.

			‘He was found by some drunk party-goer on his way home,’ said Kev to break the silence.

			‘CCTV?’

			‘None around here.’

			‘Witnesses?’

			‘No.’

			‘Any calls to do with a disturbance?’

			‘Not that I know of.’

			‘Anything taken?’

			‘Doesn’t seem to be. Money’s still there. Old wallet. Doubt there was ever a phone.’

			The Homicide officer let his torch beam fall on the bottle of whisky, then the walking stick, then the broken neck, as if leading someone through the A, B, C of what happened.

			‘Cause of death seems pretty clear,’ he said.

			His phone buzzed and he answered it on the second vibration.

			‘Hello? Tell them to keep it warm. Nothing for us here. See you in two minutes.’

			He hung up and waited for an indication that everyone was on the same page… 

			‘Yeah,’ said Kev, obligingly. ‘I don’t think we’ll be needing you on this one, but thanks for coming down. Think we can go with ‘Non-suspicious’ on this.’  

			Correct answer, thought the bald DS. Now he just had to reinforce the point.

			‘I mean, to be honest,’ he said, ‘everyone could faff around for ages, calling it ‘Unexplained’. But I guarantee it would end up being bounced back to you and called non-suspicious anyway.’

			‘Nah, you’re right. I’m not going to argue with any of that. I was just telling this lot the same as it happens. I’ll let you get back to your coffee.’

			‘Thanks. Listen, I’ll try to let you know a couple of weeks before the next openings come out. Give you a bit of a heads-up. See if you can come down for a few shifts.’

			‘That would be brilliant. Cheers,’ said Kev. ‘It’s Padmore. Kev Padmore.’

			The black-and-white man nodded and gave his first hint of a smile. He didn’t write the name down.

			‘Got it,’ he said.

			Brook had been observing from a short distance. He hadn’t warmed to the new arrival. More importantly, a little voice in his head was giving him a hard time. Much as he wanted this to be a straightforward, non-suspicious death – to facilitate his swift departure to the pub – the little voice wasn’t going away.

			‘Quite an impact though, isn’t it?’ he said, walking back to the body. The tall DS had already started to walk away. Kev flashed Brook a look that told him to shut up and stop ruining his networking. When it came, there was a hint of annoyance in the reply – the first deviation from the monotone.

			‘Well, I imagine it would be. If your walking stick goes from beneath you while you’re pissed out of your skull on shit whisky. A metre and a half of free fall then it’s game over.’

			Brook felt no need to rise to the more confrontational tone.

			‘What do you make of his polished brogues?’ he asked, calmly.

			This time the murder detective answered over his shoulder, stooping under the cordon tape to leave the crime scene.

			‘People throw out all sorts these days.’

			‘So people keep telling me.’

			The black-and-white man stopped on the other side of the tape and turned to face Brook (PC Sanderson glanced between the two with raised eyebrows, intrigued by the sudden tension). 

			‘South Africa?’ he asked.

			‘No,’ said Brook, without further explanation. 

			The DS looked him up and down.

			‘Huh,’ he said dismissively, before walking away.

			PC Sanderson waited until he was safely out of earshot.

			‘He was rude, wasn’t he?’

			‘Very,’ agreed Brook.

			‘You didn’t have to fuck things up for me though, did you?’ said Kev.

			Brook shrugged. ‘I didn’t like him. Did someone get his name anyway?’

			Kev suddenly realised his networking skills weren’t quite as good as he thought.

			‘I… Fuck…’ He looked at PC Sanderson. ‘And he just walked straight past you, didn’t he?’

			‘It’s okay. I got it when he flashed his warrant card.’ She checked her scene log. ‘DS… Chris Beckford.’

			‘Well done,’ said Brook, staring in the direction in which DS Beckford had walked off, even though he was now long gone.

			The radio in his jacket beeped twice and a voice came over it.

			‘DC Deelman receiving?’

			He took it out and hit the talk button.

			‘Go ahead.’

			‘I think I’ve got an address for your Victor Watson.’

		


		
			Chapter 4

			Brook headed back to the C-Max to write down the new information out of the drizzle. The support operator explained that after ruling out a few Vic or Victor Watsons of the wrong age or ethnicity, he had just one possible hit. It was old. Over a decade old. A short intel report from 2005. It did, at least, contain a pretty good description of the subject.

			‘Has your man got any scars?’ asked the operator.

			‘Where do I start?’

			It was him.

			The report related to a call from a local resident about a man in her block, drunkenly singing shortly before midnight. The caller said they were concerned for his welfare, which was a clever way of saying ‘Can you come and shut him up?’.

			Officers had attended and satisfied themselves with some words of advice to the drunk man, before one had written the brief intel report and attached some flag to do with ‘Elderly Welfare Concern’. That was it. No mention of his circumstances. It had all the hallmarks of a report banged out at the end of a shift. But at least there was an address: 64 Duke Crescent. It was close.

			‘What was the date on that report?’ asked Brook.

			‘Funny thing. Yesterday’s date. Minus eleven years. Twenty-one, four, oh five.’

			21st April 2005.

			Brook raised an eyebrow. He had a healthy mistrust of coincidences.

			‘I take it they got a date of birth for him?’

			‘Negative. Seems he was a bit rambling. Sorry.’

			Not very useful.

			‘Okay, mate. Cheers for your help.’

			The exchange came to an end just as Kev stepped back over the churchyard wall. He banged on the marked police car as he passed it, causing PC Snickers to jump and drop his latest chocolate bar in the footwell (the light blue wrapper suggested he had moved on to a Bounty). Kev settled into the C-Max passenger seat and gave him a little wave.

			‘So is it a hostel then?’ he asked.

			‘We’ll find out in about two minutes.’

			Brook swung the C-Max around, turning away from the first glimmers of dawn in the east and back into the night.

			‘Why did you tell that guy you weren’t from South Africa?’ asked Kev.

			‘Because I’m from Botswana.’

			‘Which is in South Africa.’

			‘Seriously, Kev.’

			‘What?’

			‘How many times?’

			Brook’s estimate of two minutes was accurate to within a few seconds. The address was part of a Georgian terrace, the windows getting smaller on each floor until the old servants’ quarters at the top. Wide stone steps led up to a communal front door with a chrome panel of buzzers beside it.

			‘My money’s still on a hostel,’ said Kev as they climbed the steps. He sounded like a man trying hard to convince himself.

			Brook didn’t reply. He was already reading the little nameplates that accompanied the buzzers. Eight in all, split into two columns from 1A to 4B – some neatly typed, others in Biro or felt-tip, the remainder blank or broken. Nothing indicated either Victor Watson or a hostel.

			As Kev started hitting buzzers at random, Brook asked the support operator if there was a flat number to go with the 64 Duke Crescent address. Nothing. Then he tried Victor’s keys in the communal door. No good. The intercom stayed resolutely silent.

			‘Going to be a job for Early Turn at this rate,’ said Kev, rattling the door in its frame. As a last resort, he took a battered Oyster travel card from his wallet and began sliding it up and down the narrow gap between door and door frame. It always looked easy on TV.

			Brook left him to it. He forced his knees into a crouch and peered through the letter box to see a dimly lit communal lobby – white walls and a tiled floor resembling a diagonal chessboard. To the left and right were the front doors of the first apartments, while a stone staircase at the rear led up to the higher floors, turning clockwise at each landing. He allowed the letter box to snap shut and descended the steps to street level before looking up at the windows.

			‘Oi. Don’t quit now. I’ve nearly got this,’ said Kev.

			Brook could see only one flat with a light on. He imagined climbing the internal stairs. The turns to the right. The first flat on each floor an A, the second a B… 

			‘Hit 3B again,’ he said.

			Kev allowed the momentary interruption, pressed the requested buzzer, then returned to his manipulation of the Oyster card, as obsessive as it was fruitless.

			After a few seconds, a face appeared at the sole illuminated window – a neat-looking man in his 30s. Black framed glasses, white shirt with the collar still up, a tie draped loosely around his neck. Early start at the office, perhaps.

			Brook raised his warrant card in his left hand and gave an open palm of acknowledgement with his right. Then he pointed at the communal door and made his middle and forefinger walk through the air. The neat man disappeared from view.

			The detective went back up the steps and heard the universal buzz of admission as he reached the top. The heavy door swung effortlessly open on the first push, Kev’s ineffective Oyster card immediately falling from his grasp.

			‘I was so close,’ he said, scrambling for it in the shadows.

			Inside the lobby, a domed button at shoulder height activated the main lighting, over and above the low-level glow of the standby setting. At the foot of the stairs stood a pot plant and a small table that clearly served as a dumping ground for the local postman. The two of them sifted through a dozen or so letters, ignoring the reams of pizza and kebab advertising. Nothing for a Victor Watson. 

			Somewhere above them, a latch clicked and a door scraped open over a rough mat.

			‘Can I help?’ came a voice. The Good Samaritan who had let them in – well-spoken and hushed. Wife and kids still asleep maybe.

			Brook and Kev made their way up a couple of flights until the angles allowed them to crane their necks and see him standing outside his doorway, one hand stopping the door closing behind him. The tie was still loose around his neck.

			‘Thanks for buzzing us in,’ said Brook. ‘Sorry for the early hour.’ He held out his warrant card for the man to take a closer look as both detectives reached his landing. ‘I’m DC Deelman and this is DS Padmore. From the police station down the road.’

			Always try to make it sound friendly.

			The neat man looked at the warrant card, then at Brook, then at Kev, then back at Brook. He was a few years younger than the officers. Apart from the black-framed glasses, he had perfectly maintained designer stubble and cropped hair, beginning to recede at the sides.

			‘Can I help?’ he said again.

			‘We’re trying to establish if there’s an old guy in this block by the name of Vi−’

			With a loud click, the main lights switched themselves off, returning everyone to the low glow of the standby setting. An energy saving timer system. Without needing to look, the neat man extended a hand to the side of his front door and pressed another domed button to reactivate them. He must have done it a million times.

			‘That would drive me mad,’ said Kev, receiving a look that said I paid a lot for this place.

			‘Yeah, Victor Watson,’ continued Brook, trying to get things back on track. ‘White hair. Walking stick.’

			‘Right… Well, I couldn’t tell you his name, but there’s an old man who lives on the ground floor who sounds like that. The first on your right as you come in. He’s got… erm…’ He waved a finger at his own neck and then at one of his ears. Brook saved him the trouble of searching for the socially acceptable way to say a fucked up neck and a fucked up ear.

			‘That’s him.’

			‘Is it some kind of hostel down there?’ asked Kev. ‘Bail hostel? Halfway house? Charity thing?’ He wasn’t going to give up easily.

			‘I don’t think so,’ came the reply, along with a repeat of the I paid a lot for this place look. ‘As far as I know he just lives there on his own. I’ve never seen him with anyone else.’

			‘Bit of a loner, yeah? Bit of a drinker?’

			Brook clenched his jaw and blinked. Kev’s contributions were proving less than helpful.

			‘I… I wouldn’t… Is everything okay?’ asked the neat man.

			Kev was already heading back down the stairs, bored of a conversation that was failing to confirm his assumptions. He called his answer in the questioner’s general direction.

			‘If I tell you we’re looking for his next of kin, you’ll know he hasn’t won the fucking lottery.’

			Brook was glad to hear Kev’s footsteps retreating down the stairwell. He allowed his eyes to emerge from their long blink and noticed the black-framed glasses were now topped by a deep frown. Just one more unimpressed taxpayer.

			‘I’m afraid your neighbour died a little earlier,’ said Brook. ‘We found this address for him and we’re just trying to establish some basic facts. Date of birth, family circumstances…’

			‘Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,’ came the standard reply. Brook doubted the news would ruin his day, but at least the frown was disappearing now that Kev had gone.

			‘You said you used to see him on his own. Do you know of any relatives? A carer perhaps?’

			The resident puffed out his cheeks and exhaled.

			‘Well, I never saw any family or friends. And I never had a real conversation with him, so I can’t say that he mentioned any. I mean, he certainly seemed to be fully independent. I knew him to say hello to but that’s about it.’

			‘Okay, thank you. And thanks again for letting us in.’ Brook hoped he had smoothed over any damage done by Kev. ‘We’ve got his flat keys, so don’t worry if you hear someone in there on your way out. We’ll just see if we can find some next of kin details.’

			‘Of course.’ The neat man nodded and pushed his front door fully open, before pausing on his way back in. ‘I hope he wasn’t too lonely.’

			Maybe the news would spoil his day a little bit after all.

			Brook headed down to the ground floor and found his colleague waiting outside the door indicated by the early riser in 3B (‘The first on your right as you come in’).

			‘You took your time,’ said Kev.

			‘Just getting you out of a complaint as usual.’

			‘Come on then, let’s have those keys.’

			‘I thought you would have got in with your Oyster card by now.’

			They knocked and buzzed first. Just in case. No reply. The mortice key worked smoothly, sliding the unseen deadbolt out of the door frame. 

			‘It’s the right place then,’ said Kev.

			The Yale key completed the job.

			The communal lighting clicked off once more as Victor Watson’s door eased open.

		


		
			Chapter 5

			For a moment the detectives’ unadjusted eyes registered only darkness. Fumbling fingers eventually settled on a light switch and revealed the space before them. 

			‘This isn’t screaming hostel to me,’ said Brook.

			The front door led straight into a pristine living room. Dated but immaculate. Vintage wallpaper, maroon curtains and a patterned carpet provided the backdrop, while a Chesterfield sofa, antique armchair and landscape paintings completed the heritage effect. There were only two nods to modernity – a television and a push-button telephone. Neither was exactly cutting edge.

			Kev didn’t respond to Brook’s hostel comment. Nevertheless, it seemed fair. He was having trouble marrying the meticulous room with the idea of a shambolic drunk.

			‘Let’s just find some next of kin details,’ he said. At least that bit hadn’t changed.

			Two doorways led from the living room – one into a kitchen that was old enough to have become retro cool again (duck egg blue cabinets and bevelled wall tiles), the other into a modest dining room with formal table and dresser.

			The dining room wall also displayed the only photograph in the flat – a black-and-white image of some kind of raucous stage production. Half the cast were in outrageous drag, while a piano provided the music and a boisterous crowd roared their approval. Brook read the caption at the foot of the blown-up image:

			‘Stalag IV-B, Christmas 1944, ‘The Empire’ Theatre’

			It was easy to be mesmerised by the scene… he eventually tore himself away.

			A
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