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SOHO, 1935.

Sergeant Leon Geats’s patch.

A snarling, skull-cracking misanthrope, Geats marshals the grimy rabble according to his own elastic moral code.

The narrow alleys are brimming with jazz bars, bookies, blackshirts, ponces and tarts so when a body is found above the Windmill Club, detectives are content to dismiss the case as just another young woman who topped herself early.

But Geats – a good man prepared to be a bad one if it keeps the worst of them at bay – knows the dark seams of the city.

Working with his former partner, mercenary Flying Squad sergeant Mark Cassar, Geats obsessively dedicates himself to finding a warped killer – a decision that will reverberate for a lifetime and transform both men in ways they could never expect.




Based on a somewhat true story




Carthago delenda est




Part One

SOHO




2002
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Birds pick at the dead hedgehog Billie has been meaning to see to for a few days.

‘Magpies are back. Eating that hedgehog.’

‘Save you dealing with it.’

Voice catching like sandpaper. His breath worsening.

‘Don’t suppose they’ll eat the bones. Maybe they’ll bury them.’ She turns to him. ‘For later. They do that, don’t they?’

He shrugs with the corners of his lips, unable to raise his shoulders. Billie opens the bedroom window. One of them looks up from its feast, seeing her framed there with its black crow eyes.

‘I think they know us.’

It goes back to what remains of the hedgehog, and she returns to her chair beside his bed and reaches for his hand, a discarded glove beside him. He has no grip.

‘I’m going to tell them you’re not up for it.’

He stirs, head inching round towards her.

‘You’re not well enough. I can talk to them, tell them some things. I’ll explain about how I was there too, from the beginning.’

Wheezing, he builds up to speak. ‘You don’t trust me. What I might say.’

‘Do you?’

‘Seventy years, maybe it’ll finally come to an end.’ His eyes close. Breath tearing like old pages. ‘What does it matter? What can they do to me now?’
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When the doorbell rings she has made a start on the ironing. There isn’t much as there is a girl who comes, but Billie likes to keep her hand in. Stooping to turn off the iron at the wall, she shuffles out to the front door.

‘Mrs Cassar?’

Two of them, a man and a woman. She’s bad with gauging these things now; at her age it feels as if everyone is at least sixty years younger than her. He looks like he probably has a couple of children, but she is unimaginably young. Billie thinks back to what that was like, the feeling of immortality.

‘Yes?’

‘Detective Sergeant Rathbone. This is DC Duffy. We spoke on the phone.’

‘Of course. Come in, come in.’

She reins back and ushers them into the front room, big floral armchairs and sofas. They take the three-seater and she sits across from them in the two, glad one of them hasn’t taken her husband’s armchair. The darkened antimacassar frightens people off.

She fights to her feet again as soon as she sits.

‘Will you have tea?’

‘We had coffee at the station, thanks,’ Rathbone says.

Billie lowers herself into the chair once more, sitting back with her knees pressed together, hands in her lap.

‘I was doing the ironing.’

‘We’re sorry for the interruption, Mrs Cassar.’

She waves him away. ‘Nobody ever minded ironing being interrupted.’

‘We were hoping we might have a word with Mr Cassar?’

Billie wonders if he always speaks in the plural.

‘As I explained on the phone, my husband is extremely unwell. They have let him come home, but he is confined to his bed upstairs at the moment.’

‘I see,’ says Rathbone, his use of the singular somewhat mitigated by a conspiratorial glance at Duffy.

‘It’s very hard to make plans,’ Billie goes on. ‘He didn’t have a good night, I’m afraid, and he’s sleeping at the moment. I have to let him get his rest whenever he can.’

‘Of course, of course.’ Rathbone nods. ‘We’re very sorry to hear he’s not well.’

‘Not serious, I hope,’ Duffy says.

Billie smiles. ‘He’s fond of saying that at our age everything is serious and nothing is serious. He’s ninety-one years old, and we’ve been married for sixty-four of those.’

‘Good Lord, congratulations,’ Duffy says.

Billie spots the slightly maniacal glint in her eyes; the insistence of youth accompanied by a dreadful fear of those things that have endured.

‘Is it possible that I might be of any help?’ Billie offers. ‘What exactly was it you wished to talk with my husband about?’

Rathbone touches the knot in his tie. ‘It’s a matter regarding his work, Mrs Cassar.’

‘With Kent County Constabulary?’

‘We don’t think so, no. We believe this goes back to his time in the Met.’

‘Oh, perhaps I can be of some help, then.’

‘I don’t—’

‘I was a constable with the Met too.’

‘Really?’

‘That was how we met. I was with A4, that’s what they called the women’s branch back then. We’d had the volunteer patrols for some years, but they began to realise the value of having us on the force to handle women and children. I was A4, but I was attached to C Division in Vine Street, which was brilliant because even back in the thirties Soho was lousy with bars and clubs and prostitutes.’

Duffy chokes on a laugh.

‘They used to send us in to the underground parties all dressed up. Just to observe. Take notes. Never get involved or make arrests. There were worse jobs.’

Rathbone shifts to the edge of his seat, leaning in. ‘Mrs Cassar, did you know your husband’s partner, Leon Geats?’

‘Oh yes. I knew Leon very well. Worked with him before I ever met Mark. All three of us were on a case together in . . . goodness, when must it have been? 1935? 1936? Scarcely seems believable, does it?’

‘Have you seen much of him over the years?’

‘Leon? Heavens, no. He left the force before the war. I saw him briefly afterwards. He had just been demobbed and looked us up.’ She frowns. ‘He dropped out of sight after that.’

‘Demobbed? We didn’t find any record of him serving during the war, which is strange, because he was of the right age.’

Billie shrugs. ‘I can only go by what he told me, which, to be frank, was very little. Leon always held his cards close to his chest.’

‘There’s no trace of him after his time in the Met, you see,’ Rathbone says.

‘You should check the Gazette.’

‘Gazette?’

‘He was mentioned in dispatches several times. But, you see, my husband and I left the city after the war. Leon never contacted us again. I really don’t understand, Detective Sergeant – these things you talk about happened so long ago, what is it about Leon that you wish to know? And how is my husband involved?’

‘Mrs Cassar, we’re Warwickshire Police. A body was found in a field in the north Cotswolds. Two bodies, in fact. We have reason to believe one of them might be Leon Geats.’

Billie’s hand went to her mouth. ‘Oh God. In a field? So he was . . .’

‘We’re treating the deaths as suspicious. It appears the bodies have been there for a long time. Decades, at least thirty or forty years, possibly longer.’

‘Oh no. Poor Leon.’

‘We’re not completely certain, and making a positive identification is proving tricky. Did Leon have any family?’

‘His mother. She passed away just before the war. I believe his father died in the first war. There’s nobody alive that I know of.’

‘Yes, we have a record of his mother’s death, but nothing about her burial.’

‘I’m afraid I couldn’t help you with that.’

‘Would you know if Leon had ever been hurt? Injured in some way that might help us with the remains?’

‘No, I don’t—oh, yes! Yes, now you say that, that last time I saw him, he did tell me he had been wounded during the war. He broke his leg.’

Rathbone and Duffy share a look.

‘We joked about that, because my husband had broken his badly too, which was why he couldn’t join the army.’ Billie looks to Duffy. ‘He was a policeman throughout the war, you understand. Right through the Blitz, we never left London. At that time, the cities were the worst places to be.’

Rathbone claps his hands on his knees and battles to his feet.

‘Thank you, Mrs Cassar. You’ve been very helpful.’

‘I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you more about Leon.’

‘I understand it isn’t easy, but I think your husband may still be of some help to us.’

Billie nods. ‘It’s just so hard making plans with him. I really don’t like to disturb him when he’s resting. What I can do, I can talk to him about it. I’ll have to be careful telling him, though. They were quite close back then and I’m not sure how he’ll take it.’

‘Of course.’

‘I used to be good at taking witness statements, so I’ll hold a little interrogation, see if he remembers anything that might be of use.’

‘Well, you let us know, Mrs Cassar. And we’ll be in touch if we need anything.’

She opens the door, pausing with it just ajar. ‘You said two bodies. Have you identified the second?’

‘We have, but I’m afraid we couldn’t—’

‘Oh, no. Of course, what am I thinking? Just so horrible to think of Leon in an unmarked grave with another body.’

‘I never said they were in a grave.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry. When you said field, I assumed . . .’

‘Again, apologies for intruding, Mrs Cassar. Give your husband our best wishes.’

‘Oh, all right then. Yes, thank you.’

Billie holds the door open and watches them out to their car, waving them off.

Back in the bedroom, he is waiting for her, eyes alert.

‘They found him?’

‘Yes.’

‘They won’t get anything.’

‘No.’

‘And even if they did . . .’

‘Yes.’

Easing herself into the armchair, she stretches her legs out. Noticing him notice, she tugs the hem of her skirt up a little.

‘Still got those Joan Crawford legs.’

He chuckles.

From the bedside table she picks up a book, The Heart in Exile.

‘Now, where were we?’

Behind her, bird’s feet clack along the sill outside the window. Billie doesn’t turn to see if the magpie is watching them again.
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Bed’s empty beside him, duvet straightened and smoothed out. Voices and laughter float up the stairs. She’s brushed down his uniform and it hangs on the outside of the wardrobe.

Washes and shaves. Trousers, shirt and shoes. Leaves the jacket, in case there’s a marmalade mishap he never hears the end of. When he gets downstairs, he leaves it folded neatly on the seat of the hallway chair. Used to hang it on the back until it was explained to him about shoulders.

‘Morning, Dad.’

Marcia fixes a half-slice of toast between her teeth, pulling a cardigan on as she barrels by in the hall, squeezing his arm as she passes.

‘Hey, Marse.’

Says something through the toast and she’s out of the house, door banging shut behind her.

‘She’ll be late,’ he says, entering the kitchen.

Billie’s buttering toast. ‘She’ll be fine.’

‘Isn’t she opening up?’

‘It’s Thursday.’

‘People don’t bank on Thursdays?’

‘Thursdays she gets a lift from the Connolly boy, so no bus.’

Makes a mental note to look into that.

‘He’s so creepy,’ Charlotte says, spooning up porridge at the table.

He kisses her on the back of the head.

‘Da-ad.’

‘You’d done your hair? I couldn’t tell.’

‘Dad.’

Billie slaps his arm as he grabs a buttered slice from her. Something passes between them and he tilts his head. She gives him a look like, later.

‘You’ll be late too,’ he tells Charlotte.

‘No college today, I’m in the salon. Not on till noon.’

‘Oh.’

‘But I’m meeting Siobhan in a bit.’ She rinses her bowl out and leaves it to dry.

Peckish, he eyes up another slice and Billie sighs, handing it to him.

‘Well, remember the rules,’ he says. ‘No hard drugs or getting pregnant.’

‘Not before noon, anyway,’ Charlotte says, dancing towards the front door.

Billie starts after her. ‘Will you be back for dinner? Lottie, will you be back for—’

The door closes.

‘—dinner?’

‘Don’t think she heard you.’

‘She hasn’t been hearing me a lot.’

He munches on his toast. ‘Hmm.’

‘Magpies are back.’

He spies two of them perched on the fence in the back garden. They walk up and down in front of the neighbour’s pigeon loft, either sympathising with or taunting their incarcerated cousins.

In the glass of the dresser’s hutch doors, she watches him and he catches her. Shaking something off, she gathers up her bag and a cardy from the back of a chair, which apparently is all right for her.

‘Popping to the shops.’

‘Bill.’

‘Need bread. Few bits.’

Hooks his fingers in hers before she can go, and she freezes.

‘What is it?’ he says.

In her other hand the keys are jangling like she’s warding off evil.

Pulls out the chair beside him. ‘Sit. Talk to me.’

Her head bobs from side to side, weighing something up, and her fingers break free of his as she goes to the bottom of the dresser and opens the cupboard, pulling out a folded Daily Mirror buried beneath the junk of years.

‘This is yesterday’s,’ he says as it slaps on the table.

‘I wasn’t going to show it to you.’

‘You hid the paper?’

She shrugs.

‘But I saw it at the station.’

‘Page eighteen. Bottom right.’

Licks his fingers and begins to flick through. ‘Best place to bury a story, I suppose.’

Opening it out on the page, he reads quietly. A perfunctory piece, probably taken from a local paper, with no real detail. A young woman was found at a quarry near the A40 in the Cotswolds. Yet to be identified, she was catatonic and had suffered a serious head wound. Local police are treating it as suspicious.

He reads it again, slower this time, but he hasn’t missed anything crucial.

Billie slides into the seat beside him. ‘It’s been over fifteen years.’

‘I know.’

‘A lifetime. Literally, for the girls.’

‘I know. I know.’

‘Do you?’

‘Bill, I’m not daft. But if there’s even the slightest chance, then I can’t—’

She grips his wrist. ‘I know. That’s why I’m showing you this.’

He reads through the story again.

‘Do you think the same man did this?’ she says.

‘There’s not much to go on here.’

‘But?’

He shrugs.

‘Be careful when you go. Nobody has come out of this very well.’

Takes her hand, brings it to his lips. ‘I’ve done okay.’

She smiles, leans in and kisses him.

‘I really do have to go to the shops.’

‘Hold on a sec and I’ll give you a lift.’

‘That’d be nice.’

He gets up. ‘Be right back. Left my jacket on the bed.’

In the hall, he scoops his coat off the chair and takes the stairs two at a time. Bottom of the wardrobe there’s a beaten old leather satchel, a lockbox inside. He opens it, sifts through papers and pictures to find what he’s looking for: an envelope containing two photographs.

A man and a teenage girl in the first, caught in a candid moment, laughing.

Leon Geats and Nell Martin.

He the closest to a father she ever had, and she the first real instruction in family he ever received.

The second picture is different.

Black and white. Poorly developed.

Eyes open but blank.

Jaw hanging slack.

Hair darkly matted, blood from the ear and down the face.

Maybe alive.

Maybe dead.

His partner. Seventeen years ago, and never seen since.
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The brothers had tried hard, by ferula and scripture, to teach Leon Geats how to be a good man, but ten years later there he was asleep on the stairs of his Soho building at well gone noon, gin bottle clamped between his knees.

WPC Billie Massey kicked his foot, to no response. She shook his shoulder, gently at first and then enough to kill a small child. Geats opened one eye and peered up at her.

She grinned. ‘How you doing there, chum?’

‘Oh, fine. Just fine.’

‘Are you sure? Because you’re sleeping on wooden steps two floors below your flat.’

‘Helps with the back.’ His other eye, gummed with sleep, had to be prised open. ‘Tell me something.’

‘Anything.’

‘Do I have on trousers?’

‘In fact, you do.’

‘You see? Things can always be worse.’

Sitting up, a phlegmy cough rattled in his throat and the gin bottle was sent clattering down the stairs.

He’d spilt some.

He hoped he’d spilt some.

Trying to move provoked such pain, the only reasonable explanation was his head was beginning to slide off his shoulders. He held it carefully in both hands so it wouldn’t escape with the gin bottle.

‘Time d’you say it was?’

‘Didn’t. Almost one.’

‘And what could possibly be so important at such an ordinary hour?’

‘Something you might want to look at.’

‘Is it eggs? Is it sausages and eggs?’

‘Dead woman. Round the corner on Archer Street.’

‘Dead? Sounds like detective work. You want to fetch yourself a detective.’

‘They’re on their way, but she’s a pro. We should take a look.’

Geats made another stab at getting up. ‘Lead the way, then.’

She looked him up and down. ‘You going like that?’

‘You don’t think . . .’

Billie shook her head.

He looked round. ‘Up two, you say?’

She took his arm and led him up the stairs. ‘Come on, soldier.’

Geats could remember stopping at the Lyric and having a drink that went down very nicely. He could remember the three or four more that also went down very nicely. What he couldn’t remember was how he got the bottle of gin, or ended up on the stairs a couple of flights short of his rooms; but it wasn’t so out of character that Billie had even tried feigning surprise at finding him there.

He fished around in his pockets for a key, without luck. Sighing, she produced one from the pouch she’d sewn into the lining of her hat.

‘Knew giving you that would pay off one day.’

Leaving his front door ajar, she leaned against the wall outside.

‘Archer Street?’ he called from the bathroom, splashing water on his face.

‘Flat above the Globe.’

‘Do we know her?’

‘I don’t know the building, except for the clubs underneath.’

He padded into his bedroom and threw on the least offensive mufti he could find, then hurried down the stairs with her into the alley the building let out into.

One of those disreputable folds in the city, the Yard fingered its way thinly behind drab buildings in the Piccadilly corner of Soho in such a fashion that the sun never made its way more than halfway down its sooted walls. Mildewed bricks wore the constant shine of damp, the ground a mash of fag ends and flung food.

At any given moment it was home to two or three seedy clubs serving as hangouts for gangsters and fiends, patrons stumbling out in the wee hours and spicing the place with dashed glasses and the odd gutful of vomit.

Directly across from the mouth of the Yard was Archer Street, a narrow road lined with four- and five-storey buildings, its sun-starved pavements in a perpetual cool. It was always busy, as the London Orchestral Association called it home, and musicians cluttered the place with their cases, waiting outside to see if there was any work going, breaking out into impromptu sessions that echoed down the street.

The Windmill Club had its own street-level entrance, with a separate door for the Cairo Club in the basement and the upper floors, with the Globe on the first, and four flats across the two floors above that. Boyle, uniformed constable and giant of a man, stood sentry, nodding as Billie led Geats up to the third floor.

‘Charwoman, old French widow, found her,’ she said, pushing the door to the flat open. ‘She unlocked the door when she arrived.’

There were no signs of the locks having been tampered with.

The door opened into a thin hallway running almost the length of the building. The ceilings were low, but not head-dippingly so. Four doors led off the hall: a bathroom, a kitchen, a sitting room, and the bedroom spanning the full width at the front. Another uniform, a young constable named Everett, stood in the hall and they nodded to him.

Geats wandered into the kitchen, finding a single plate on the small table, crusts of a sandwich abandoned on it and an empty glass fogged with milk standing beside.

He nudged the plate. ‘Milk and sandwiches. Seem like a tart’s breakfast to you?’

Billie shrugged. ‘Milk lines the stomach.’

A coin meter for the electric protruded from the hallway wall. The sitting room was dark but neat. A teddy bear with a yellow checked scarf sat tucked in the corner of a settee with blankets hung over the back of it.

The bedroom was the largest room by far, and housed a big double bed. Thick curtains hung in the windows, but had been pulled together only loosely, shafts of light spilling in. Most of the floor was uncovered boards, a woollen rug either side of the bed and a mat at the foot that had creased over. That was the only sign anything had been disturbed, except for the dead woman draped on the bed.

Her legs hung out over the side, wide apart with feet flat on the floor. She wore a grey jumper and tweed skirt. A faux-silk stocking covered her right leg, the foot slipped into a blue glacé court shoe. Her left leg was bare; other shoe on the floor, matching stocking twisted round her neck and knotted beneath her ear. Other than that, her clothes were not disarranged in any improper way.

Billie stood over the body, head a-tilt to mirror the dead woman’s. Her eyes heavy, partly closed, as if maybe just in muddy half-sleep.

‘What d’you think your final thought is, when you know it’s coming like that?’

‘Don’t reckon your final thought ever feels final,’ he said. ‘You always believe you’ll get just one more.’

‘You know her?’

Geats looked closer. ‘Maybe. One of the French ones. Fifi?’

‘Where’s her patch?’

‘Piccadilly Circus, if she’s the one. Corner of Regent and Glasshouse, and up Regent on the Quadrant sometimes.’

‘A Café Royal and Oddenino’s girl.’

‘Bit of ooh-la-la goes a long way over there.’

Down the hallway a furore broke out with Constable Everett.

‘Come on out of th—ow! You little . . .’

Geats ran to the bathroom door, finding Everett on his hands and knees groping around beneath the tub.

‘You lose something, Constable?’

‘No, I—Goddammit and blast it all to hell!’

He snatched his hand back, blood streaming down from a wound on the back.

‘She bit me.’

‘She?’

He pointed under the bath. Then, getting up, he slid past Geats into the hallway, clutching his hand to his chest.

Geats crouched down and squinted into the dark, two wild eyes peering out at him.
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The tub’s legs were high enough that where it wasn’t flush to the wall, she had managed to fold herself into the gap below the curve. Young, twelve at most, though it was hard to tell through the fear.

‘Hi.’

She hissed, turning it into a shriek when the constable’s boots came back into view.

‘Okay, okay, let’s clear the room,’ Geats said, pushing the other copper back out into the hallway and closing the door so he was alone with the girl. Sitting on the khazi, he crossed his legs and produced a packet of cigarettes. Fixing one between his lips, he lit it and inhaled, then bent over and offered the pack to the girl.

‘Woodie?’

She said nothing.

‘Probably not. They’re not for little lungs. Especially little girl lungs.’ He inhaled again deeply. ‘Have to get all that burny goodness in there.’

A little voice said, ‘I smoke.’

‘Sure, sure. Bet you can fly too.’

‘I do.’ She scowled.

‘Tell you what. I’ll light one and leave it here for you. If you’re quick, you can come out and get it. Have to be our secret, mind. If the others know I’m sharing my Woodbines, every bugger will be in here mooching one.’

He lit a second ciggy with his father’s lighter, a strange brass number, and laid it on the side of the tub, burning end hanging over the edge. It didn’t take long for a small hand to reach up from under and snag it, a small girl following it out and scampering into the corner beside the bath. Looked healthy enough, dash of blonde hair over a little snub of a nose and those piercing eyes.

She examined the cigarette closely before bringing it to her lips and sucking, immediately coughing wildly.

‘Told you. Not for girls.’

Glowering at him, she realised that in her spluttering she’d knocked the lit end of the cigarette and put it out. She held it up.

‘Come here.’

He lit her up and saw she’d noticed the lighter.

‘Know what it’s made of?’

She shook her head.

‘See it has two bits that are fused together? They’re bullets.’

She wrinkled her nose. ‘No they’re not.’

‘Yep. Well, they’re spent shells. When you fire a gun, this is the cartridge left behind when the bullet shoots out. These particular ones are .303 shells my father collected many years ago in a place called Ploegsteert Wood. You know where that is? No? It’s in Belgium.’

‘Where’s that?’

‘It’s across the sea. Full of swamps, and Dutch and French who don’t want to be Dutch or French. Which is wholly understandable, but still didn’t prevent them being invaded by the Germans. Which is why my dad was there, to fight the Germans in a big to-do called the Great War. While he was there, he and lots of other soldiers dug holes in the ground called trenches, and they lived in them for months at a time and fought other men who lived in other holes.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, that’s one of those things that deep down we all know why, but it’s so stupid we struggle to put it into words. Anyways, they had cigarettes but the army couldn’t provide them with lighters. So they made their own.’

‘Did they have to shoot someone first to get the empty shells?’

‘I guess they . . . you know, I didn’t think to ask. Warning shots, maybe.’

‘He give it you when he got back?’

Slowly, he shook his head. ‘Friend of his did.’

They sat quietly for a while. A church quiet, a quiet after a storm. She took another smaller puff of the cigarette, stifling a cough, and mostly just held it after that, flicking ash into the tub occasionally. Geats tossed his fag end in and it fizzled out in the wet around the drain.

‘That your supper out there, the sandwiches and milk?’

She nodded.

‘You were here the whole time last night?’

Drawing her knees up before her, she rested her chin on them.

‘You been in the bedroom?’

Nothing.

‘Didn’t leave your hiding spot, huh? Smart. Didn’t see who was here, then?’

She closed her eyes.

‘We don’t have to talk about that. Been a while since those sandwiches, though. Think you could stand a little food?’

Maybe a slight nod.

‘Yeah, I thought so, way you tried to gnaw on the hand of that bizzy. You know, I’m not very good with food. Usually I need someone to make it for me, otherwise I get it all wrong.’

‘What kind of get it wrong?’

‘Oh, it’s a disaster. Shoe and pebble pies. Candle and bullhorn stew. And I don’t recommend my newspaper and old hat sandwich.’

She looked at him flatly. ‘I’m not a kid.’

‘No, I suppose not. But look, I have a friend who helps me out. She knows to put all the right stuff in there. I don’t know how I’d get through most days without her. I think you’ll like her too. Do you want to meet her?’

A nod.

‘Her name’s Billie. What shall I tell her your name is?’

‘I’m Nell,’ she said, as if this was the most obvious thing in the world.

‘Well, pleased to meet you, Nell. I’m Leon.’

‘Leon.’

‘It means lion.’

Her look told him she was sceptical of this.

‘What say we go look for Billie and scare you up some scran?’

He held out a hand and she took it, letting him pull her to her feet. Opening the door a notch, he peeked out with one eye and found Billie on her own, so pushed it wide.

‘Billie, this is Nell. Nell, meet Billie.’

Billie crouched down, such as her skirt allowed. ‘Hello, Nell.’

‘ ’Lo.’

‘It’s very nice to meet you.’

Nell slid shyly behind Geats.

‘We were just discussing the possibility of some breakfast,’ he said.

‘The owner of the Globe has opened his doors. There’s a small kitchen down there, so I can rustle something up.’

‘Can Dolores come?’ Nell said.

Geats glanced at Billie. ‘Dolores? Who’s Dolores, sweetheart?’

‘She’s in the lounge.’

He edged back into the lounge, keeping the girl behind him. His eyes cut round the room, but he saw no one.

‘That’s her,’ Nell said, plodding into the room and picking up the bear.

‘Dolores,’ Geats told Billie, pointing at the bear as they headed downstairs to the club.

The Globe was a two-bob dive that had been operating for a few months and wouldn’t last much longer than a few more, the kind of place that had opened only because a similar club had failed there before and something had to fill the space. The rear was given over to the dance floor, with a large bar at the centre and tables at the front of the building. It was there that the owner wafted around dishing out tea and toast to grateful constables and a slightly confused old dear sitting alone at a table by a window overlooking Archer Street.

Nell ran over when she saw the woman, who was no bigger than the girl, and they embraced.

‘Félicité Plaisant,’ Billie told Geats.

‘The charwoman?’

‘She’s worked for Mrs Martin for a couple of years. Quid a week, cooks and cleans.’

‘Mrs Martin?’

‘That’s the victim, your Fifi. Josephine Martin.’

‘She has a husband?’

‘From what I can work out, she bought one when she came over after the war. Nobody has seen hide nor hair of him, and I don’t think he’s the girl’s father.’

Somewhere a phone rang. Geats popped his head back out into the stairwell. ‘That’s in the flat.’

Bounding up the stairs, he found the phone in the living room. He lifted the handset carefully, saying nothing.

A woman spoke. ‘Fee? That you? Please, Fee . . .’

‘Who is this?’

‘Oh, I thought . . . Josephine there?’

‘She’s not. Can I ask who this is?’

‘Wait . . . Geats?’

That stalled him.

‘Geats, it’s me. Leah.’

‘Stilts?’

‘Yeah. Shit. So it is true.’

‘What’s true?’

‘About Fee. That she’s dead.’

‘Who told you that?’

‘Tart telegraph. Heard it from a girl who heard it from another girl that bizzies were all over her flat.’

‘You knew her?’

‘Yeah. She was my friend.’

He left that hanging there a moment. ‘Stilts, can you come here? To Archer Street? Might be of some help.’

‘She’s been done, then? Weren’t natural?’

‘Detectives aren’t here yet, but don’t look natural to me. Where are you these days?’

‘Just round the corner on Little Pulteney. I’ll be there in a few.’

‘Good. Okay. Stilts?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Sorry.’

‘Yeah.’

Downstairs, the murder detectives had arrived, led by Inspector Proudfoot, whose waistline had far exceeded his sense of civic duty many years ago. His forehead shone from the effort of the single flight he had made it up, and with a thick hand he brushed back the thinning quill of damp hair cast vainly across his pate.

‘Geats. What are the Dirties doing here? This is murder business.’

Officially the Clubs & Vice Unit, in Vine Street and throughout Soho the team were known as the Dirties.

‘Dead woman worked the streets. Come to see if we knew her.’

‘And?’

‘By sight only. French, I think.’

‘Did I hear the phone?’

‘Another brass, calling to see if it was true.’

‘You get their name?’

‘She’s on the way here now. Her, I know.’

Nell sat with Billie, munching contentedly on a sandwich, Dolores perched on a seat beside her, her own plate on the table. The girl appeared oblivious to what had happened, yet just half an hour earlier she’d been biting and spitting like something feral. He wondered what her mother’s death would mean, whether she had any other people in her life.

Proudfoot had Geats show him the scene, giving it the most cursory of looks over.

‘You find it like this?’

‘Didn’t move anything apart from the girl.’

‘That the daughter?’

‘According to the charwoman. Just turned eleven. Name of Nell.’

Proudfoot grunted. ‘Mortis set in. Been dead a while. Curtains only half drawn, and the lamps aren’t on. Could have been yesterday afternoon.’

‘Charwoman was here until gone eleven last night.’

‘Hmm. Someone turned the lights off, then. Might be worth a look for prints on the switches.’

Geats considered this and walked back into the hallway. He dropped a couple of shillings into the meter and lamps throughout the flat flickered back on.

‘Leccy ran out.’

‘Doubt we’d have found any prints but her own anyway,’ Proudfoot said. Leaning over the body, he studied the stocking knotted at her throat.

‘Reckon she might have snuffed herself, if I’m honest.’

‘You’re serious?’ Geats laughed, then saw his face. ‘Oh, you’re serious.’

‘You don’t see it?’

‘Sure. Slips off a stocking, ties it round her own neck tight enough to cut off the air, and then calmly lies back and just lets it happen. No struggle, no panic.’

‘No struggle is the key, though. Look at the place. No fight took place here.’

‘If she thought it was a genuine punter, she could have been taken by surprise. Pulls off the stocking, he takes it from her, playful like, pushes her back onto the bed. Astride her, maybe, so she can’t move, then he’s round her neck with it and that’s that.’

Proudfoot looked about the dresser and the mantel.

‘No cash. No jewellery. You find any?’

‘Nope.’

‘Robbery?’

Geats shrugged. ‘Charwoman says she lives hand to mouth, and has some debts.’

‘Probably worth asking around the pawnbrokers. She had any jewellery, she might have put it up the flue.’ He looked at the body again. ‘Still doesn’t look like much of anything happened here. Wouldn’t surprise me at all if she did this herself.’

Back down in the Globe, Proudfoot spoke with the charwoman, and then with the next-door neighbour, who said there was an American who visited Martin regularly.

A coroner’s van arrived to collect the body about the same time as Leah Hines turned up, Geats fetching her from the street. Born and bred in Soho, she went by Dutch Leah sometimes and affected an accent to sell herself as a piece of strange in competition with the French and Belgian girls; or Connie, which was what her mother called her; or Stilts on account of her taste for precarious heels.

He steered her to a small table near the bar at the back of the Globe. Proudfoot was sitting with Billie and Nell, who was staring mournfully at the unwanted crusts of her sandwich as the inspector tried to question her.

Geats shook his head. ‘Should just leave it to Bill. Do you know her well, the girl?’

With a scarlet nose and all the makings of a cold after a winter’s night on the street, Leah pulled her coat tightly around herself, chin tucked in and talking low. ‘Not well. Barely at all. I met Fee in the cells, got pulled in a few times. She rolled her own ciggies, dished them out if you needed one.’

‘She have a ponce?’

‘Nah. Well, not really, I don’t think. There was a bloke came had a word with her once when we was in the pub. He weren’t upset or nothing, but he looked serious. She went off with him, but I seen her the next day and she was fine.’

‘This fella, was he French too, or a local?’

‘Said he was French, but Fee ain’t French. Wasn’t.’

‘She’s not—isn’t she the one goes by French Fifi?’

‘Oh yeah, but she’s French like I’m Dutch. Except she was actually Russian.’

‘Josephine Martin was Russian?’

‘Lived in France for a spell, then came to London. Saw how popular the French girls were and figured she had an accent and what bloke can tell the difference?’

‘So, this Frenchie who came to the pub, was he really—’

‘Who’s this, Geats?’

Proudfoot had hauled himself out of his chair and across the club.

‘Leah Hinds. The phone call earlier? She knew the deceased. Leah, Inspector Proudfoot.’

Geats glanced round Proudfoot and saw Billie comforting a sobbing Nell. ‘That went well, then.’

‘Girl doesn’t know much. Couldn’t tell us anything useful. I think she probably was in the flat when her mother died, maybe saw the body and went into shock.’

‘Yeah, that must be it.’

‘You two know each other?’ Proudfoot waggled a stout finger between Geats and Leah.

Geats nodded. ‘We run the same streets.’

‘Probably best you clear off, then. So there can be no question about the witness’s statement.’

Geats rolled his eyes where only Leah could see and excused himself. Nell had composed herself and stood by a window clutching Dolores, looking down on the musicians crowding in the street below. A couple of flautists were duelling. He couldn’t get a read on her; she seemed both too young and too old for her age. But maybe that was all children. Geats had no particular experience with them other than having got over being one.

‘She has an uncle,’ Billie said.

‘Mother’s brother?’

‘Yeah. An Albert Mechanik. Leicester Square. Uniforms are going round there now.’

‘Mechanik.’

‘Odd name.’

‘They’re Russian.’

‘Really? Thought you said French.’

‘That was an act, apparently. Not unusual.’

‘Mean anything, them being Russian?’

‘Not to me.’

‘He a suspect, the brother?’

‘That’s Proudfoot’s domain, but to hear him tell it, she might have killed herself.’

‘How the hell—’

‘He’s not going to fall over himself trying to solve this. If she was working and it was a punter they can put a name to, or if he can put a boyfriend or this brother in the frame, then maybe. Proudfoot’s no man-hunter, though.’

Geats hung around as detectives came and went. Proudfoot muscled the investigation so Geats couldn’t talk to any witnesses, couldn’t open up any lines of inquiry that would cast too much shade on the suicide theory. When Leah realised Proudfoot was leaning towards suicide, she buttoned up and gave him nothing. None of the girls who worked the same streets as Martin would. Geats could already see how this one was going to get crumpled up and tossed.




6

In the Clubs & Vice office, Nell meticulously worked her way through a half-pound packet of Butter Bar biscuits. Her tea remained untouched on the small desk and Dolores kept vigil over her. She sat with her uneasy face half turned from Geats and Billie watching through the window from the main floor.

‘Think she’ll be all right?’ Billie said.

Geats blew. ‘She came into one type of sketchy situation, and now some maniac has made it that much harder.’

‘You see yourself with kids?’

He laughed. ‘I think we should all get out of here as quick as poss and leave no trace.’

Sergeant Pym came up from the desk looking for Geats.

‘Got a fella, Albert Mechanik, downstairs.’

‘Right. Let him up.’ Geats turned to Billie. ‘Sit him at a desk out here, and I’ll tell the little one what’s going on.’

He rapped shave-and-a-haircut on the office door and went in.

‘Hey.’

Nell smiled.

He glanced at the empty biscuit packaging. ‘We’ll have to call you Crumbs, as that’s all you leave.’

Gesturing to an empty chair, he waited for her to nod before sitting.

‘Your uncle’s here.’

‘What’s he want?’

‘Well, he’s come to take you home with him.’

‘What, for ever?’

‘I don’t think anything is for ever, but for the time being, yes.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘Because I don’t want to.’

‘Not sure what choice we have. Is there any other family you could stay with?’

Nell shook her head. ‘I want to go home.’

‘You can’t live there alone.’

‘Yes I can. I can look after myself.’

‘I don’t doubt it. But how will you get money to buy food?’

‘I’ll steal it.’

‘And what about paying the rent?’

‘How much is it?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I’m sure I can work something out.’

‘Is that so? Your uncle says he’ll take care of you.’

‘He lives in a small, stinky room.’

‘Perhaps he can get a bigger, less stinky one. The main thing is there’s someone looking out for you.’

‘I could stay with you.’

‘You could stay with . . . listen, I’m not sure that would be a suitable arrangement for either of us.’

‘Why?’

‘I work strange hours. Long hours. I can barely look after myself. If Billie wasn’t around, probably I’d be in all sorts of trouble.’

‘You can both look after me.’

‘We look after all of Soho, Nell. And it’s a task that keeps us very busy.’

Crossing her arms, she sat in silence.

‘Billie packed you some clothes from the flat. And you’ve got Dolores here to keep you company.’

That earned him a glare.

‘Look, he’s out there now waiting for you.’

She refused to look.

‘I’m sure he’s excited about having you come stay with him.’

‘I don’t take up much room.’

‘An undeniable advantage of smallness.’

‘And I can do stuff, like clean up and cook.’

‘Well, there you go.’

‘I wouldn’t get in your way. You’d barely know I was there, other than the good stuff.’

‘Nell . . .’

‘I don’t need my own room. I can sleep on the floor.’

‘You don’t want to sleep on the floor. Come on.’

He picked up the small suitcase Billie had packed and handed Dolores to her, the girl trudging out of the office in front of him.

‘Mr Mechanik,’ he said. He handed the older man the case.

‘Come along now, Eleanor,’ Mechanik said. ‘Say thank you to the officers.’

‘Bye,’ Nell said glumly.

‘Thank you for all your help,’ Mechanik added.

‘If anything should occur to you – about your sister, I mean – if you could call the station, or drop in.’

‘I will certainly do that, Sergeant.’

‘You’ll be busy with this one. She’s . . . gone.’ Geats looked about, but Nell was nowhere.

‘Eleanor,’ Mechanik called.

The girl appeared in the doorway to the Clubs & Vice office.

‘Come along,’ he said. ‘Let’s waste no more of these people’s time.’

She allowed him to take her hand but made a show of being pulled along, out of the double doors and down the stairs.

‘She’ll be fine,’ Geats said.

Wandering back into the office, he saw Dolores on the chair Nell had been sitting in. Grabbing her, he jogged after them, catching up in the thin alley leading out to Piccadilly.

‘Nell. Nell! You forgot someone.’

Her face was inscrutable as she received the bear from him.

‘Wouldn’t want you without your friend.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘Wouldn’t want that.’

He watched them walk away, Dolores hanging from Nell’s hand by one leg.

Back in the station, Billie was cleaning up the biscuit wrapping in the office.

‘Caught them,’ he said. ‘All’s well.’

‘You know she left it here deliberately.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘She snuck back in here to hide the bear.’

‘Why?’

Billie shrugged. ‘Maybe so you’d have to go to Mechanik’s place to bring it back? So she’d see you again?’

‘I’m sure she didn’t . . .’

He looked uselessly at the chair where he’d found the bear.

‘No,’ he reassured himself. ‘She’ll be just fine.’
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Shortly after midnight, in the corner of the Yard that hid the entrance to his building, Geats interrupted ongoing negotiations between tail and punter. He roared, enough to chase them off. Most of the local brass knew by now that the Yard was off limits for street trade, but the presence of the back-door clubs meant the occasional re-establishment of terms was necessary.

Most Londoners bore no criminal malice, beyond the sort of benign liberties anyone would hope to get away with, yet all regarded the police as their hereditary enemy. Geats was an eternal outsider in his building, an alien creature to his neighbours, who stole furtive glances at him in the hallways when they passed, scurrying away without talking.

At the same time, they recognised that his presence kept the barbarians outside the gates, and as such maintained an unspoken accord to help him should the situation arise. As it often did with Clara Geats.

His mother lived on the first floor, two below Geats. The building had been the first place he had found upon transferring to C Division as a green constable, and when his mother’s drinking had finally cost her the Whitechapel flat he’d grown up in, he found her rooms in his building. Where better than the Yard for a confabulating alcoholic?

Quietly he let himself into her flat. In the small kitchen opposite the door, he found a note from the old widow he dropped a few shillings to every week to look in on Clara, along with a plate of leftover stew. The kitchen was nestled between the two main rooms of the place: a floral-papered living room overlooking the Yard, and a bedroom that had once offered a view over the lower buildings behind it but now accepted paltry light from the small space left between the building and the new multistorey garages.

Clara was in the living room, sound asleep in her armchair, vanquished pint of gin on the table beside her. The fuss that moving her would entail was too much for the hour, so he draped a blanket over her and left her where she was.

Taking the leftovers, he went up to his own flat, distinguishable from his mother’s only in that someone had added a bathroom, saving him from the common facilities each floor had, and he had painted the walls of his living room a billiard-baize green, which sometimes still astonished him. Sitting at the small table by the window looking over the Yard, he spooned up the cold stew by weak moonlight.
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Proudfoot built a narrative of suicide.

A pawn ticket showed up in a more thorough search of the Archer Street flat, twenty-five quid’s worth of rings and necklaces in hock. The same amount had been owed to a dressmaker, who swore blind she’d never received payment, but Proudfoot might have slipped and told her of Martin’s death before he’d sorted out the business of the debt.

Statements from the charwoman and other prostitutes were shaped to paint a picture of a woman tired of the life and at her wits’ end, little provocation required for her to do something drastic. That lasted until the inquest, when eminent pathologist Sir Bernard Spilsbury suggested that bruising on her upper legs and the side of her jaw was indicative of a struggle, and that he’d never in his life seen a woman tie a stocking round her throat and strangle herself to death.

The new working theory was that she knew whoever had come to the flat, or had let them enter as a potential client, and had come to some business accord before being taken by surprise having removed her stocking. The trail now cool, Proudfoot tried desperately to scare up suspects.

The post-mortem revealed she had a tattoo on her right thigh, ‘To my Cesar For Ever Till I Die’, a sentiment she’d been around eight years out with, as a Belgian gentleman by that name had been deported back to Ostend in 1927 and nobody had seen him since.

The charwoman said Josephine Mechanik had married an English waiter, Henry Martin, just after the war. Six months later, he had emigrated to America, suggesting he had been paid and his bride had been part of a white slavery route into London from the Continent. Whispers and rumours abounded of a Parisian pimp who she worked for, looking after new arrivals from France and pushing cocaine, but no names were forthcoming, and foreign pimps were ten a penny in Soho. A found cigarette stub generated some excitement for a few hours, until Geats sheepishly admitted it was his.

There was a man she saw sometimes, an American lush by the name of Jimmy Orr, but he was in a sanatorium at the time, trying a cure, which as far as alibis went was pretty tight.

Nell’s uncle, Albert Mechanik, was a retired dance teacher who by all accounts lived off Martin’s earnings, and had several almost-respectable citizens stand up for him to account for his whereabouts. And anyway, like he told the police, why would he kill the main source of his income?

A court made official his guardianship of Nell, and over the months, as Geats forgot about Josephine Martin, so too did he forget about her young daughter and her scarfed teddy bear, who for one fleeting afternoon had seemed to be his sole concern in the world.

Proudfoot made no arrests, and by Christmas Josephine Martin’s file had gone to the bottom of the pile. Just another dead whore whose death would never be accounted for.
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Mark Cassar picked his way through the hedge at the side of the country lane, pinching his trousers at the thigh to lift them off the ground. The early frost had softened and the earth was starting to churn.

A well-dressed corpse, looked to be in his fifties but carried some pork so it was hard to tell, had been riddled with bullets and dumped. His shoes were clean and his trousers had ridden up his calves; someone had dragged him in behind the hedge by his ankles. He lay less than six feet from a chain-link fence that ran the perimeter of some kind of sanatorium.

‘Sergeant Cassar here doesn’t like getting his hems wet.’

Nutty Sharpe was crouched beside the dead man, whose hand he lifted with a length of snapped branch to get a better look at the signet ring bearing the initial M.

‘Sergeant Cassar buys his shirts on Jermyn Street.’

Minter and Lander smirked. Sharpe’s attack dogs, ears always pricked, fangs always bared.

‘Can I roll him, Sir Bernard?’

The pathologist made a gesture that Cassar read as, how much more could the scene be messed up? Sharpe made his own gesture, Minter and Lander turning the corpse over.

‘One, two, three, four, five holes in the chest, and one in the back makes six. What do you say, Sir Bernard? Someone emptied their piece into him?’

‘I might be able to narrow the models down when I get the slugs out of him. Not until then.’

‘Sir Bernard doesn’t appreciate conjecture.’

‘Nor does he appreciate morning calls summoning him to the provinces to look at gunshot victims. Is this even Met territory?’

Sharpe rose nimbly upright. ‘No. St Albans have their own city force. But they’re not used to things like this, are they, Constable?’

A wily old bizzy had been observing from a few yards, leaning against the fence. He grunted with disinterest. ‘First clapped eyes on him, I knew he weren’t nothing to do with us, Chief Inspector.’

‘Oh?’

‘On account of his fancy get-up. Rings on his fingers. Fact he’d been shot. Not a provincial kind of killing.’

‘Certainly been moved,’ Spilsbury said. ‘And from the pattern of the bloodstains, I’d say he had been wrapped in something.’

Lander was sifting through the dead man’s pockets. ‘Nothing here, boss. No papers, can’t see any labels on his togs.’

‘Cassar?’ Sharpe said. ‘Thoughts? Observations?’

‘No, nothing,’ Cassar said, shaking his head. ‘Except for that this is a hell of a place to dump a body.’

He poked his head back out through the hedge, glancing up and down the lane. Came back and looked the length of the wire fence.

‘You kill the fella. You go to the effort of wrapping the body and driving it out here, drag it through a hedge so it’s hidden from the road, and then leave it in full sight of the . . . what is this place?’

‘Mental defectives colony,’ the constable said.

‘In full sight of this place,’ Cassar said. ‘Constable, if you were dumping a body, given your local knowledge, would you leave it here?’

‘Oh no, sir. No, I’d carry on driving up the way, couple of miles north. Place called Nomansland Common. Thick woods and some old gravel pits over that way. You drop a body in the right spot there, it’d remain undiscovered for months, if it were ever found at all.’

Sharpe nodded. ‘So, someone’s tried to hide the body and made a pig’s ear because this wasn’t their patch. Not bad, Cassar. Not bad.’

‘Shot in one place, driven to the outskirts of town and dumped?’ Cassar said. ‘All feels a bit Chicago. Feels like gangs.’

Sharpe nodded. ‘We need to ID him, and we need to find the crime scene. If this is gang business, we need to know who he’s tied up with and whether this is the end of something or just the start. We need to know if he’s with the Italians, or the Greeks, or the Jews.’

He looked down at the man. ‘He look Jewish? He could be Jewish.’
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Nude, there was more of the dead man. The room was his.

Saddlebags of fat hung either side of his stomach, skin pale like the underbelly of a whale. He also looked older, mid sixties, perhaps. Spilsbury had opened him up and emptied him out, had removed the bullets and weighed the organs, and those vitals lay in dishes on a steel trolley.

Minter and Lander had remained at Scotland Yard, sending copies of the man’s fingerprints to forces around the country and beyond. Cassar had felt the man’s suit was French, and since he had a reputation for knowing such things, Sharpe had photostats sent to the anthropometric departments of French and Belgian forces. As a reward, Cassar had accompanied him to the morgue.

Spilsbury pointed to the dead man’s face.

‘Bruising on his cheek here, and scratches on his chest here, possibly from being grabbed.’

‘The scars?’ Sharpe indicated the deep seams running down one side of the face and neck.

‘Old. Probably decades.’

‘Knife?’

‘Hard to say, but very possibly. Deep and long, consistent with a slashing motion. They would have bled terribly. Required many stitches.’

‘So in all likelihood, he’s been in the game most of his life.’

Spilsbury said nothing, never one to be drawn into narratives beyond the physical evidence.

‘The shots?’ Sharpe asked.

‘The one in the back entered at a right-to-left angle but didn’t hit anything vital. The other five entered the front, four of them at
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