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Unseen Witness

A Conviction of Guilt


CHAPTER 1

Although Wheezy had stopped struggling, the pain in his wrists and ankles was still intense. But then even that began to recede as the drowsiness pushed him deeper and deeper into the seat of the car.

He could still hear the engine running, he could still smell the exhaust and feel the tightness in his chest from breathing the toxic fumes, but in the last few minutes it had become almost pleasant to sit there in the dark.

His mind touched, very briefly, on the image of a young girl with a wide mouth and wild red hair, and he smiled. Then he let himself be led gently into the deepening darkness where he could no longer feel pain or smell the fumes, and where all was silence.

You’re nicked,’ said the large policeman with ears like satellite dishes. I was standing in the doorway of my hotel suite, clad only in a pink brushed cotton dressing gown four sizes too small for me. It was half past six on a Thursday morning and I was still half asleep, but I was nevertheless alert enough for some adroit repartee.

‘I beg your pardon?’ I countered deftly. My powers of repartee were legendary. Minutes before I had been woken by heavy pounding on the door. For a moment I thought the room service waiter had gone criminally insane and brought me my coffee an hour and a half early, but then I realised that he had a key and would not have had to bang. I threw on the first garment that came to hand, and went to the door.

There were two of them, in uniform, one rather thin with a long nose, and the other big, with the ears. They immediately wanted to know if I was Horatio Thorpe Parker, formerly of 240 Estelle Road, NW3.

I winced and again wondered why my late mother had to have been a fan both of naval fiction and a previous leader of the Liberal Party, and I nodded sleepily.

That was when he had delivered the puzzling phrase which had sparked off my smart rejoinder.

‘Nicked,’ he repeated, ‘You are under arrest.’

‘What for?’ I knew my legal rights.

‘Non payment of fines.’

‘What fines?’

‘We’ll discuss that back at the station.’

The other one was looking at my pink dressing gown. ‘I suggest you get dressed Mr Parker.’

‘Give me three minutes,’ I said, and I closed the door. I hung the pink dressing gown on a hook in the bathroom, experiencing a pang as I remembered its previous inhabitant, the small but exquisitely formed Samantha McDuff, who not only had a black belt in karate, but had also been the first manager of my hotel, which I had bought the year before. I shaved quickly, brushed my teeth and threw on some clothes, all the while searching desperately through my thirty-five-year-old memory banks for some clue as to what fines I was supposed to have incurred.

I opened the door, half expecting the two constables to have disappeared, the whole thing having been a bizarre nightmare, but they were still there. By this stage I was intrigued. I had never been arrested before, and I was finding the experience rather interesting. I closed the door behind me and put my hands out, wrists together, you know, for the handcuffs.

‘That won’t be necessary,’ said the big one in an irritated sort of way. ‘Just come with us.’

The night receptionist’s eyes bulged as we emerged from the lift, me sandwiched between the two policemen. ‘They caught up with me at last, Simon. They found the body perfectly preserved inside a shark, covered with my fingerprints.’

‘A shark was covered with your fingerprints?’ he gulped.

‘No, the body. And the carving knife.’

‘That’s enough!’ snapped the big one, shouldering me forward.

‘Do you want me to ring someone, Mr Parker?’ Simon called as we headed for the door.

I thought briefly of waking Ambrose Pendleton, the elderly solicitor who handled my complicated affairs, but decided it was too early in the morning for him. I could always call him later if this nonsense turned out to be serious.

‘No,’ I called back. ‘I’ll take my punishment. If you can’t do the time, don’t do the crime, as they say.’ Then I was led firmly through the door, a meaty hand on the upper part of each of my arms, as if they expected me to do a runner as soon as we hit the street.

At that time in the morning, Chalk Farm Road was still relatively deserted. They led me to a red and white jam sandwich, so called because of the red stripe that runs horizontally along the sides of police cars, and Big Ears got into the driver’s seat. I sat in the back with Skinny and, looking at the back of Big Ears’s head, I realised that his ears only looked big because be had an unusually small bonce.

He drove up Haverstock Hill, and in the absence of any traffic it took precisely three minutes to reach Hampstead police station, a nick well known to me as the crime reporter of the local weekly Hampstead Explorer. He drove into the car park at the back, and a few minutes later I was sitting in one of the interview rooms where, I remembered, some wag had once written in felt tip pen on the wall a list of Rules For The Fabrication of Evidence. It had contained such useful instructions as: Always leave occasional blank pages in your notebook, and: Always tell your prisoner that his wife/mother has also been arrested and is in another cell, singing like a canary. I noticed that the wall had a fresh coat of paint.

My captors left me alone and locked the door. No doubt they were going back out to arrest some other major criminal. I’m not sure how long I sat there dozing despite the hardness of the chair, before a sergeant I had never seen before came in and put a thick file down on the table.

‘Morning,’ he said briskly. ‘I’m Sergeant Hall.’

‘Good morning, sergeant. I’m Horatio Parker of the Explorer, you may have heard of me, and I hope you don’t intend to keep me here very long since I have to be at work at nine o’clock.’ I just wanted to see what the reaction would be.

He gave me a steely look. ‘I don’t care if you’re Horatio Hornblower of The Bounty, you’ll stay here for as long as I need you.’ We eyed each other in a guarded sort of way. Then he cautioned me; you know, all the stuff about not having to answer questions but if I did they would be taken down and could be used in evidence against me.

‘It would help me to answer your questions if I knew what all this was about,’ I said. But he ignored me. He opened the file and started asking some routine stuff.

‘You are Horatio Thorpe Parker?’

‘Guilty.’

‘Formerly of 240 Estelle Road, NW3?’

‘Yes, until it was burned down. Arson you know.’ No response.

‘Now residing at the Chalk Farm Hotel?’

‘Yes.’

‘You are thirty-five years of age?’

‘Thirty five and three quarters.’

‘And the owner of a green Triumph Herald convertible, index number BIG 57 D?’

‘No.’

‘No?’

‘No.’

That flummoxed him for a moment, and he shuffled through some papers. ‘Well, according to the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Centre in Swansea you are indeed the owner of this twenty-seven-year-old vehicle, which has been the recipient of no less than fifty-three parking tickets in the last two years.’ Aah, things were beginning to make sense at last. I began dimly to remember scores of summonses which I had instantly binned.

‘Well, DVLC is wrong,’ I said. ‘I gave it away, two years ago.’

‘You gave it away?’ The question was delivered with a sarcastic sneer.

‘Yes, I gave it away. It was a lovely motor, but it was beginning to fall to pieces, and the starter motor particularly was giving me a lot of grief.’

‘I don’t suppose you could tell me who you gave it to?’

‘I don’t suppose I could, for the simple reason that I never knew her name.’

‘You don’t know…?’

‘All I know is that she was a traffic warden.’

‘A traffic warden?’ Sergeant Hall was beginning to lose his cool slightly, but it was true. I had given my old car to a traffic warden who had, come to think of it, just given me a parking ticket.

I could remember that day with brilliant clarity, since I had just been given the utterly confounding news by Ambrose Pendleton that a childless elderly friend by the name of Edwina Llewellyn had left me the unimaginable sum of sixty-four million pounds in her will.

Edwina and I had been friends for years, during which time I had somehow got the idea that she was actually rather short of dosh. There had even been a time when I had quietly paid one of her gas bills. It turned out that her late husband had been the last in a line of rather obscure but rather wealthy Llewellyns who had started off in coal, moved into shipping and finally into just watching a great pile of cash get steadily bigger in gilt-edged shares managed by N. M. Rothschild, Mrcnt Bnkrs of St. Swithin’s Place, EC4.

I had emerged from this astounding conference in the Gray’s Inn chambers of Ambrose Pendleton, who had been her lawyer and was the executor of her estate, in a somewhat hazy state. The traffic warden had just given me a ticket, so I gave her the car. My last words to the stunned woman had been: ‘You’ll have to pay the parking fine.’ Obviously she hadn’t.

The policeman stared at me, hard. I stared back. ‘I’m afraid it’s true, Sergeant. I gave the car to a traffic warden, but I haven’t the foggiest notion who she was.’

‘Did you sign the change of ownership section on the registration document?’ he asked.

‘I did.’

‘And did you detach that section and send it to DVLC?’

‘No. Come to think of it, I just signed it and handed her the whole document.’

Sergeant Hall sighed. ‘Well, someone has run up fifty-three parking and other traffic violation tickets on this vehicle, with fines amounting to more than two thousand quid, and as far as DVLC and I are concerned, you are still the legally registered owner of this vehicle and, despite the fact that you may not have been the driver, you are ultimately responsible for the offences. You have also ignored scores of summonses and court orders to pay, and you were top of the list when the traffic division decided to crack down on persistent fine evaders.’

‘Oh come on sergeant, this is obviously a technicality. I am clearly not the owner of this car, I am not the person who committed the traffic offences, and you should be out there looking for a rogue traffic warden in a green Triumph Herald.’

He was unimpressed. ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to pay these fines, totalling two thousand, two hundred and forty six pounds and seventy two pence, or you will be held in custody pending a hearing in the magistrates’ court next door later this morning.’

‘This is nonsense, I’m not paying.’

‘Then you’ll have to argue with the magistrates. Come with me, and I’ll book you in to our hotel.’ He led me out into the corridor where, thankfully, we collided with the large bulk of Inspector Theodore Bernstein.

‘Theo!’ I exclaimed happily.

‘Parker,’ he sighed mournfully, looking for all the world as if my presence caused him a lot of pain. My theory was that Theo Bernstein only pretended to dislike me, after all we had been through a lot together, and I would like to think that some of my efforts had directly contributed to his promotion to the rank of Inspector.

He was an unusual breed of policeman, one of the few Jewish officers in the service, and probably the only policeman in the northern hemisphere who was an authority on the contents of the Talmud, the ancient deliberations of the exiled Babylonian rabbis. Or the southern hemisphere, come to think of it.

‘How did you get here so fast?’ he asked. I found it a puzzling question, and so did Sergeant Hall, who explained:

‘He’s been arrested in Operation Yellow Lines. Fifty-three tickets.’

I expected concern about my predicament to crease Theo’s brow, but I was dismayed to see a smile creep across his face. I even distinctly heard a chuckle.

‘Hey, Theo,’ I protested, ‘I need some assistance here, and I see no reason whatsoever for mirth of any kind. This is all an idiotic mistake, and I’m sure you can sort it out without any further wasting of everyone’s time.’

I told him as quickly and succinctly as I could, standing there in that dreary corridor, that I had given my car away, that I had assumed the summonses were an error on the part of authorities, and that, as he well knew, I was an honest citizen, an upstanding member of the community, and a supporter of the police to boot. I was irritated to see the smile get a little wider.

Perhaps he was getting me back for that dreadful day when I had passed on information I had received about a planned bank raid in Willesden. He and I, and about thirty armed police, had waited in the freezing cold all day outside the bank – while the raid had gone down, wholly unmolested, two miles away in Harlesden. He never did quite accept my apology for getting that single syllable wrong. I mean, Harlesden and Willesden, they’re almost the same, aren’t they?

Theo was grinning broadly now, but then the smile began to fade, as if he had remembered something. He turned to the sergeant and informed him: ‘Parker’s coming with me.’

‘But I was taking him to be processed…’ The sentence tailed off under an icy stare from Theo.

‘I’m sure you can find other criminals to process, Sergeant Hall,’ he said crisply.

‘Yes sir,’ Hall said meekly, and moved off along down the corridor, my bulky file under his arm.

I was feeling better now and turned to thank my protector, but there was a grim look on his face. ‘Don’t say anything, just come with me to my office.’

We went through a door, up one flight of stairs, through another and into a room which would have been depressing had Theo not stamped his personality on it. There was a Persian rug on the floor, pleasant prints on the wall, and a bookcase packed with impressive looking tomes along one wall. He waved me to a chair and sat down at his desk.

‘What did you mean when you said “How did you get here so fast”?’ I asked him. ‘Don’t tell me you knew they were going to nick me and you did nothing about it.’

‘No, I had no idea they were going to pick you up. When I saw you I assumed you had heard the news.’

‘What news?’

‘About your friend, Albert Wallis, you know, Wheezy.’

‘What about Wheezy? Has he been arrested again?’

‘No, he’s dead.’


CHAPTER 2

The breath went out of my body and an icy chill clamped my heart. Bad news like that sometimes has the impact of an express train hitting you in the guts. It wasn’t that I was winded, just that I didn’t breathe for a while, and I must have gone very pale.

‘You OK, Parker?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Hang on, I’ll get you a cup of tea.’ He went out of the office and I heard him bark something at a minion. When he came back, I asked him:

‘How?’

‘Suicide. Driver of a patrol car noticed a car with its engine running in that dark lay-by in Swain’s Lane near the entrance to Highgate Cemetery. When he investigated he saw the hose pipe from the exhaust running to the back window. Wheezy was in the front seat, with the doors locked. They had to break a window to get in but he was dead. The ignition key had been broken off in the lock, presumably in case he tried to change his mind. Doctor at the Whittington Hospital said he’d been dead at least an hour.’

‘What time was this?’ I asked.

‘He was found at about quarter past four this morning.’

‘Maisie know yet?’

‘His wife? Yes. One of the officers thought he knew Wheezy, but in any case his wallet was in his coat pocket, and it was his car. The duty sergeant went round and broke the news to her.’

‘How’s she taking it?’

‘OK, considering.’ Theo paused. ‘They had four kids, you know.’

I knew. I was the godfather of one of them. She was four months old. I felt sick.

‘Who identified the body?’ I asked.

‘No one yet. I was hoping you would.’

‘Me? I’m not family.’

‘No, but you’ll do until we get a chance to get one of them down to the mortuary later today.’

I didn’t like the idea, but I couldn’t see any justification for refusing. ‘OK, but I’ll have to phone the office first.’

‘Be my guest. I’ll be waiting in the car in the yard,’ Theo said, and he walked out of the room.

I dialled the number of the Explorer and asked to be put through to the editor, a large and very irascible South African by the name of Arnie Bloch. Our relationship was a complex one; well, for me at any rate.

You see, although he was the editor, and I was merely the paper’s crime reporter, I also happened to be the owner of the newspaper, and therefore Arnie Bloch’s boss. He didn’t know that because I had gone out of my way to ensure that no one knew about that
– apart from my lawyer, Ambrose Pendleton, a man at Rothschilds, the former owner of the newspaper and one or two of my very close previous woman friends.

The Explorer had been my first acquisition after Edwina had dropped her sixty-four-million-pound bombshell on me. I bought it secretly through an offshore company in Jersey called Golden Daffodils Limited, sacked some people, hired some others, made Arnie editor, gave everyone a big pay increase and a fifty per cent share of the profits, and carried on working as a simple crime reporter. I enjoyed my job too much to become a financier or newspaper tycoon.

After that I had bought a few other things, including the famous Bluebelle Restaurant in Mayfair (that was in a fit of pique after being thrown out by the maitre d’) and, of course, the Chalk Farm Hotel where I now resided for the time being, my own house having been burned down in a nasty arson attack in which I and one or two other people had nearly been killed. My colleagues had been told that the insurance company was footing the hotel bill pending the rebuilding of my house.

I had also set up the Edwina Llewellyn Memorial Trust, which helped me dispose of my astonishing income of nearly forty-five thousand pounds a week (after tax, of course), in the direction of the needy who fall though the usual benefits and social security nets.

‘Yew’re bleddy late, man!’ Arnie growled at me on the phone in an accent as thick as it was the day, many years before, when he had swum across the Limpopo River with some of Pretoria’s finest snapping at his heels.

‘I’m at Hampstead nick, Arnie,’ I explained patiently.

‘Ha! You been arrested?’ There was an irritating note of glee in his voice. The fact that I had been arrested only served to increase my irritation.

‘I’m working, Arnie.’

‘Et thus taam in the morning?’ He sounded unconvinced. He also sounded as if he was eating something, but then it was always a safe bet to assume that Arnie was eating something. He usually was.

I explained that Wheezy Wallis had been found dead and that I had been asked to go and make a preliminary identification of the body. He grunted sympathetically. ‘OK, but I want you here by eleven, and don’t mess about or I’ll fire you again.’

It was true; a year before, Arnie had fired me, in the process creating a rather ticklish problem for me: could I sue for wrongful dismissal at an industrial tribunal without disclosing the fact that I owned the newspaper? Luckily I was rehired before having to deal with that conundrum.

In the car, on the way down to the mortuary in one of the depressing back streets behind St. Pancras Station, my thoughts turned inevitably to the subject of Wheezy Wallis.

His nickname had nothing to do with the state of his chest and a lot to do with his occupation which, without putting too fine a point on it, was burglary. He was good at his job, was said to have been able to squirm his way into virtually any premises not guarded by a hungry rotweiller, and had become known as The Weasel, later contracted to Wheezy.

He had on two or three occasions found himself as a guest of Her Majesty, but usually for short periods, and as the result of minor misdemeanours. He had been an old fashioned crook, stealing only from people whom he genuinely believed already had too much in this world, and he was implacably opposed to the new and violent breed of criminal.

Wheezy had also had a particular hatred of drug dealers, and had had no qualms about becoming one of the most useful police informers on that particular subject.

As far as my own work was concerned, Wheezy had been my ticket to the underworld, taking me to places I would never otherwise have found (not to mention emerged from alive) and introducing me to people I would never otherwise have been able to approach.

Everything had a price, of course, and my association with him had cost me a packet over the years. But behind the business side of our relationship we had also developed a peculiar kind of friendship and loyalty – the sort that can only exist in very particular circumstances between people who come from utterly different worlds.

We never took each other home for dinner, and most of our meetings took place in pubs and dark alleys, but I had once or twice been invited to family occasions such as weddings, and I had thus met most of his family.

A few months before, Maisie had given birth to their fourth daughter and Wheezy, suspecting shrewdly that I had more dosh than anyone else he knew, thought he would do his new child a bit of good by asking me to be her godfather.

The fact that he was dead had not begun to register properly with me yet, but even then I began to wonder about what could possibly have driven this determinedly cheerful little bloke to suicide. The answer was not long in coming.

One of the coroner’s officers led us into the mortuary and asked over his shoulder: ‘Which one is it?’

‘Wallis. The suicide,’ Theo said.

The officer consulted a ledger-type book on one of the stainless steel tables and looked puzzled. ‘There a Wallis here, but it’s not listed as suicide. It says here “probable murder”.’

‘What?’ Theo said, ‘What are you talking about, man?’

He looked aggrieved. ‘Don’t ask me, guv, nothing to do with me. Ask the pathologist; I think he’s still here.’

‘He’s done the autopsy already?’

‘Nah, just the prelim. Hang on, I’ll get him.’

We waited in that creepy room for about five minutes, knowing that in each of those metal cabinets there was the body of a person who was likely to have met with some unusual form of death. I shuddered more than once.

Eventually a grey-haired Asian man wearing a white coat breezed into the room. ‘Morning Inspector,’ he said to Theo with his hand out. He ignored me completely. ‘I’m Dr. Rushdie, no relation, ha ha, the duty pathologist. I gather you want to see our Mr Wallis?’ He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘He’s over here.’

One of the big metal drawers was pulled out, and there was poor Wheezy, wrapped up in what looked like a big plastic bag with a zip. Like they say, the faces of the dead are serene, but also terribly pale and bloodless. Being serene and bloodless didn’t suit Wheezy’s perky face, and a painful dart of emotion and loss went through me.

‘Do I gather that you think he was murdered?’ Theo asked.

‘I do,’ the man said briskly.

‘I thought he gassed himself in his car.’

‘Aah, wait a minute,’ the pathologist said. ‘I’m not saying that the cause of death wasn’t due to the inhalation of carbon monoxide. I haven’t done the autopsy yet, but I’m pretty certain that it was the toxic exhaust that killed him.’

‘So?’ Theo prompted,

‘So, what I am suggesting is my suspicion that his presence in the car was not entirely voluntary. Look:’ He pulled some of the plastic sheeting away, revealing Wheezy’s pallid, naked body, and pointed to the wrists. ‘Where have you seen bruising and laceration like that before, Inspector?’

Theo didn’t have to look for long. ‘Handcuffs,’ he said quietly.

‘Indeed. These bruises and lacerations are precisely what one finds on people who have attempted to escape from a set of handcuffs. And, given that there is bruising around his ankles which suggest that they were similarly handcuffed, I am inclined towards the preliminary view that he was handcuffed in place and left to suffocate in the car. At some stage, probably when he had lost consciousness, the handcuffs were removed.

‘No doubt examination of the vehicle will reveal further evidence of my theory. He must have been secured in such a way that he could not reach door or window handles or even kick out at the glass.’

‘Anything else we should know at this stage?’ Theo’s voice was grim.

‘Not at this stage. As I said, I haven’t done the autopsy yet, but something tells me my findings are going to be no different. If not, I’ll let you know, of course.’

On the way out the coroner’s officer said to Theo: ‘You want to take his possessions, clothing and stuff?’ Theo nodded, and was handed a large plastic bag.

I hadn’t said a single word since entering the building, and I was still silent until we were in the car and half-way back to Hampstead.

‘Mind if I have a look?’ I said, meaning Wheezy’s things on the seat between us.

‘Yes, I do mind,’ he said in his distinct don’t-mess-with-me tone of voice.

I left it at that. But he couldn’t stop me looking at the bag and, since it was transparent, I noticed something that puzzled me. A piece of paper with the words Rupert Cornwell Fine Arts scrawled on it in pencil. Wheezy wasn’t the kind of person who went to art galleries.

‘Jesus, Theo, who the hell would want to kill someone as inoffensive as Wheezy Wallis?’

‘Oh, I don’t know, only any one of the scores of drug dealers he shopped to us, I suppose. Or their accomplices. He did help us put away a lot of pushers, you know, when he wasn’t breaking into houses. That sort of thing can’t be kept entirely secret forever, and no doubt one of them finally caught up with him.’

‘But still,’ I protested, ‘what kind of person would handcuff a guy in a car and watch him die?’

‘Any number of people.’ Theo was silent for a few seconds. Then he added: ‘In the Talmud, Rabbi Hanania put it this way: “Were it not for the fear it inspires, every man would swallow his neighbour alive”.’


CHAPTER 3

When we arrived back at the police station, Theo set off to find the Chief Super, no doubt to inform him that their simple suicide had turned into a murder inquiry, and to arrange for an incident room to be set up.

I used Theo’s telephone to call Frankie Price in his taxi which, I knew, would still be waiting for me outside the Chalk Farm Hotel. Frankie was one of my few luxuries; he was an independent cab driver who worked for me during the day. Between nine o’clock in the morning and six in the evening on weekdays he was at my beck and call. Outside of those times, he was free to seek other fare-paying passengers, and he did. It was an arrangement which suited us both perfectly. For my part I had instant transport during the day, whenever I needed it, without the problem of having to find parking. Taxis, as everyone knows, can hang about on double yellow lines with apparent immunity from traffic wardens. The cab was fitted with a demountable desk, computer, fax machine, air conditioning and even a small fridge in the front for occasional emergencies.

The arrangement suited Frankie perfectly too. He was something of a scholar, having already taken a BA in psychology through the Open University, and he was now working towards his Masters degree. Our deal enabled him to sit around in the cab for hours on end reading his books, writing his papers and planning his research projects; while being paid handsomely by me.

The only drawback was that he was a greedy sod who would switch the taxi’s meter on at the stroke of six; and I also had to endure his particularly cheeky brand of Cockney humour. Mind you, in the two years I had known him, Frankie had also proved himself to be a loyal friend who, on more than one occasion, had put his life and liberty on the line to help me out of a jam.

None of his cheeky Cockney humour was on display that morning when he collected me from the police station. I had immediately told him about Wheezy, and the drive to the Hampstead Explorer took place in a shocked silence.

When he drew up outside my office he asked me: ‘Do they know who did it, Mr P?’

‘Not yet, as far as I know.’

‘Think they’ll find the geezer?’

‘I haven’t a clue, Frankie.’

‘They better ‘ad,’ he said darkly.

I went inside to confront Arnie Bloch and steeled myself, as always, for the encounter. I am not a small feller, being around five feet eleven in my socks and respectably muscly in appropriate places, but I somehow always felt dwarfed by Bloch, even though he was a good four inches shorter than I. Partly it was to do with his bulk, but his brooding presence and dark scowl contributed a lot to the effect.

‘So?!’ barked my employee who was also my boss, ‘Wotchoo got?’ Fine particles of croissant sprayed the air between us.

I told him about Wheezy and, like a good newspaper man, the first thing he did was check his watch – to see whether there was still enough time to get something into that week’s paper. The newspaper was printed late on Thursday afternoon, and the printers could often handle last minute changes in the morning.

‘Five hundred words, fifteen minutes,’ he said, retreating into his office and slamming the door.

I knew Theo would hate the piece I wrote since it was all about how a suspected suicide had turned into a murder after the scene of the crime – and many possible clues – had been trampled over by a load of unobservant plods. I also put in some background about Wheezy, glossing over his main career achievements somewhat in favour of his role as an undercover informant in the police’s endless war against drugs. Wheezy, I knew, would not resent being labelled posthumously as a grass on this subject;
he had always been quietly proud of his role in putting druggies away.

A last minute check with Theo elicited the irritable response that no, the police did not yet have any suspects nor indeed any leads since, as I was well aware, the investigation had only just got under way, and yes I would be informed when and if there was anything the press should know about.

I had just finished my piece and sent it winging its electronic way towards the printers when my phone rang and Arnie’s voice growled at me: ‘Come in here, I want to talk to you.’ My heart sank.

‘Grab a cup of coffee,’ he said as I walked into his office, gesturing towards his filter coffee machine. That shook me a little; Arnie didn’t often entertain his staff with refreshments. He also pushed a plate of chocolate biscuits across his desk towards me. Not having had breakfast that morning I took two, and waited patiently for this unprecedented largess to be explained.

‘Phillips is leaving. He’s got a job on the Financial Times,’ he announced. Ed Phillips was our news editor, an irritating but talented young man who had done the job admirably since the departure of Andy Ferris eighteen months before.

‘Ah. Good news for the FT, but bad news for us,’ I responded.

‘Yes, he’s done well,’ Arnie said. I waited. ‘That leaves us without a news editor.’

‘Yes.’

‘Any suggestions?’

I pondered for a few moments. ‘What about Roger or Paul? Both of them could do it with a bit of training and guidance.’

‘What about you?’ Arnie said.

‘Me!?’ My alarm was genuine. The last thing I wanted was to be tied down to a desk job. And I certainly didn’t need the money.

‘Why not? You’ve been here longer than any of them, and you could do the job with your eyes shut if you pulled your lazy finger out for a change. You’d also earn an extra five thousand a year.’ He popped a whole chocolate biscuit into his mouth and grinned at me. The effect was disconcerting in the extreme.

I didn’t know how to answer him. On the one hand I could not envisage doing the job, being stuck in the office most of the time, telling people what to do all of the time, and still carry on helping to run my other enterprises, not least of which was the Edwina Llewellyn Memorial Trust. But to turn it down flat would have been both insulting and highly suspicious – what impecunious journalist would instantly reject an important promotion and a five thousand pound increase?

‘Arnie, I’m overwhelmed.’ I wasn’t joking. ‘Have you cleared this with the general manager and Pendleton?’ Ambrose was their only contact with my mysterious company which owned the newspaper through a complicated set of offshore concerns registered in Jersey.

‘Not yet, but they’ve always accepted my recommendations in the past. Pendleton always just tells me to get on with it and do what I think fit.’ I saw a ray of hope.

‘I’m very honoured, and very grateful for the offer and, pending confirmation from Pendleton, I’d be delighted to do the job.’

‘Good.’

‘I presume Phillips will still be around for a few weeks?’

‘Yes, there’ll be time for him to show you the ropes.’

‘Uh, Arnie…’

‘Yes?’

‘Let’s not say anything to any of the others about this. Until … you know, until it’s all confirmed, OK? You know how funny Pendleton can be sometimes, and I wouldn’t want us to have egg all over our faces if he turns down the idea.’

‘He won’t.’

‘But still, just in case…’

Arnie looked puzzled, but in the end he said: ‘OK, if that’s how you want it.’ Then he clapped me on the shoulder as I left his office, leaving a bruise that would last for four days, and gave me another of those toothy grins. I flinched. All I could see were the remains of the chocolate biscuit, and instinct told me that there was maybe a thirty per cent chance that he might bite me.

I went back to the cubicle they called my office, closed the door securely, and dialled Ambrose Pendleton’s private line.

‘Help!’ I said when he answered.

‘Goodness me, what’s the matter?’ His voice was soothing.

‘Bloch wants to promote me to news editor,’ I complained.

‘Congratulations!’

‘You don’t understand. I don’t want to be news editor.’

‘Why not?’

I explained. There was a short silence.

‘Well then, I’ll just veto the idea, shall I?’

‘No, that’s no good,’ I groaned. ‘Arnie would regard that as unacceptable interference in his editorial decisions, and would probably resign. At the very least it would put you at loggerheads with him and I don’t want that
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