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  Chapter One




  The forecourt of Stone Mill prison is a desolate place at the best of times, but on a cold February morning with the rain lashing down it’s

  particularly dire.




  Within feet of the prison’s massive wooden doors, a small tent had been erected which, I presumed, contained the body that was to be the subject of my latest murder investigation. If it

  didn’t, I’d have wasted my time coming all the way out here from Curtis Green.




  It is not generally known, but Curtis Green lies just off Whitehall between the fortress that is the Ministry of Defence and the grandiose apartments where our parliamentary representatives flog

  their guts out on our behalf, or so it is rumoured. It is where Serious Crime Group West has its offices, and from my discussions with various members of the Metropolitan Police its location

  appears to be a well-kept secret. From the police, that is.




  The Serious Crime Groups are the outfits that handle murders likely to be too protracted for the local nick to investigate – poor overworked darlings – and those

  ‘specialized’ deaths that the multifarious other squads at the Yard disdain to look into because they’re ‘specialist’ squads. But I ask you, what’s more

  specialist than common-or-garden murder?




  But enough of that.




  The usual blue-and-white tapes had been strung out around the area in such a way as seriously to obstruct entry to and exit from the prison. Deliberately, I suspect, but there’s not a lot

  of love lost between the Old Bill and the screws.




  Two or three police officers in oversized, unflattering yellow jackets marked POLICE – in case you didn’t know – were standing around, arms folded, and overseen by a youthful

  Uniform Branch inspector from the local nick. The PCs looked bored, the inspector looked important, despite the rain dripping from the peak of his cap. Aware of his enhanced status as

  ‘incident officer’ he marched up to me waving a clipboard.




  ‘And you are?’ he demanded pompously.




  ‘Detective Chief Inspector Brock, Serious Crime Group West.’




  The inspector nodded, mumbled, ‘Sir,’ and wrote down my name on the piece of rain-sodden paper that adorned his clipboard. He pointed his government-issue ballpoint pen at Dave.

  ‘And you?’ he asked, looking down his nose. I suspected he had not long been an inspector and was intent on flexing the two stars on his epaulettes.




  Dave Poole, my black detective sergeant, loved jousting with petty authority. ‘Colour-Sergeant Poole, ditto . . . sir.’




  The inspector had obviously been on one of the ethnic-awareness-and-anti-discrimination courses that now lie at the heart of Metropolitan Police be-nice-to-everyone strategy. Unfortunately such

  ‘diversity’ courses did not cater for sergeants of West Indian origin who made racist remarks about themselves.




  We moved on, leaving the important inspector wondering why his pen didn’t work in the pouring rain.




  The armed-response vehicle had been the first unit on the scene. Its crew, dressed in black combat suits and girt about with firearms, stood around and looked disappointed.




  ‘I’m afraid we got here too late, guv,’ said their sergeant.




  ‘Bad luck,’ I said, and sent them back on patrol. I was never happy working in close proximity to policemen with guns. People tend to get shot. And not always the right people.




  I approached a man in civilian clothes sheltering beneath a colourful golf umbrella. I hazarded a guess that he was a CID officer, although it’s not always that easy to tell these

  days.




  ‘DI Newman?’ I asked.




  ‘Yeah, that’s me.’




  ‘DCI Harry Brock, SCG West,’ I told him, ‘and this is DS Poole.’




  Newman laughed. ‘You caught this one, then, guv?’ he said. ‘Bit tasty by the look of it.’




  This is the sort of encouraging remark one gets from local detectives once they’ve discovered that a particularly tricky murder has been offloaded to the Serious Crime Group.




  ‘I reckon so,’ I said, making no pretence of being enthusiastic about my latest murder enquiry. ‘So what have we got?’




  ‘Guy gets released from the nick at eight this morning,’ said Newman, waving at the prison’s huge doors, ‘and far from being greeted by the usual welcoming shapely blonde

  in nothing but a skin-tight dress and a Mercedes who’s going to carry him straight off to bed, like it is on television, some finger takes a potshot at him from a passing vehicle. On closer

  examination, guv, you’ll see a hole in the centre of the victim’s forehead, thus killing him and rendering him unable to tell us who did it. Or to give us the index number of the said

  vehicle,’ he added as an apparent afterthought.




  ‘Who said it was a passing vehicle?’ I asked. I always enjoyed having a dig at locals who’ve jumped to conclusions.




  DI Newman thought about that. ‘Well, now you come to mention it, guv, no one.’




  ‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘Very useful. So you’ve no idea where the shot came from.’




  ‘Not really, no.’ But Newman was clearly set upon not having his theory entirely discounted. ‘Except I don’t think it came from inside the prison.’




  This is the sort of enquiry that my colleagues and I on SCG West always seem to get lumbered with, given that we’re responsible for investigating all the serious crimes in that broad

  swathe of London that stretches from Westminster to Hillingdon in the west, Barnet in the north and Richmond in the south. Those enquiries, that is, that aren’t the preserve of the

  aforementioned ‘specialists’.




  ‘We’ve got a name for him,’ volunteered Newman helpfully.




  ‘I suppose you would have as he’s just emerged from doing porridge in there.’ I indicated the prison with a slight jerk of my umbrella. ‘So who is he?’




  ‘Jimmy Gould, known as “Spotter”,’ said Newman. I raised an enquiring eyebrow. ‘He was a lookout man, you see,’ the DI added. ‘Got a handsome bit of

  form too, even though he’s only thirty-two. Just finished an eight-stretch for a blagging down Stepney way. Only did five, though. Paroled for good behaviour.’ He laughed cynically and

  offered Dave and me a cigarette. ‘Probably wishes he’d stayed where he was.’




  ‘Any known enemies?’ I asked.




  ‘Hundreds, I should think.’




  ‘Smart-arse,’ I said.




  Thanks to the diabolical state of London’s traffic, not helped by the closure of the road outside the prison while policemen poked about in the gutters, it had taken me forever to get

  here. But somehow the crime-scene examiners had arrived before me, and so had Henry Mortlock, the Home Office pathologist. I opened the flap of the tent and found Henry on his knees, humming some

  vaguely sacred tune, and already at work with the tools of his trade.




  ‘If you’re offering up prayers to New Scotland Yard, Henry,’ I said, ‘you’re facing the wrong way.’




  Completely ignoring what, in my case, passed for humour (Henry thinks he’s got the monopoly on witticisms and sarcasm), he stood up. ‘I suppose you’re going to ask the cause of

  death, dear boy,’ he said. ‘Well, it’s almost certain to be that.’ And he pointed at the hole in Spotter Gould’s forehead. ‘Mind you, it’s always possible

  that he succumbed to the catering in there,’ he continued, pointing at the prison, ‘and would have died anyway. On the other hand, he might have had a heart attack seconds before being

  shot.’ Henry was never one to make assumptions.




  ‘In other words, Henry, you’re telling me to wait for the results of the post-mortem.’




  ‘Indeed, dear boy.’




  ‘All right to move the body?’




  ‘Yes. Usual place.’




  Henry’s ‘usual place’ was the Horseferry Road mortuary in Westminster. He had an ingrained dislike of working anywhere else. Don’t ask me why, but that’s Henry for

  you. I left him to his ministrations.




  Linda Mitchell, the chief crime-scene examiner, walked over, all bright, bubbly and sexy in her white coverall suit, rubber boots and latex gloves. ‘We’re done here, Mr Brock,’

  she said. ‘I’ll let you have everything we’ve got ASAP. Incidentally, the victim had a prison-issue plastic bag with him, but it only contained the usual bits and pieces, like

  clothing, a razor and comb and that sort of thing.’




  ‘Are you sure it’s a prison-issue plastic bag?’ I asked teasingly.




  ‘Fairly certain,’ said Linda. ‘It’s got “HM Prisons” written on it.’




  DI Newman joined me again. ‘I’ve got a team doing a fingertip of the road, guv,’ he said, ‘but there’s nothing so far. The cartridge case is almost certain to have

  fallen into the vehicle . . . ’ He paused. ‘Er, if there was one,’ he added cautiously. ‘But there’s always an outside chance we might find something, I

  suppose.’




  ‘Not when I’m investigating a topping there’s not,’ I said gloomily. Beside me, Dave nodded, also gloomily. ‘And if it was a revolver, the cases wouldn’t have

  been ejected anyway.’




  ‘I doubt a revolver would have been used, guv,’ said Newman, determined not to let me have it all my own way. ‘Would have to have been a bloody lucky shot at that distance. And

  in the rain.’




  I was bound to agree with him, unless a witness came forward to say that he saw a man approach Gould and place the barrel of a pistol against his head. I was forced to conclude that we were

  probably looking for a sniper. But from where? A house opposite? Or was Newman right, that Gould was shot from a passing vehicle?




  A prison officer ventured out into the rain and joined Newman, Dave and me.




  ‘Are you likely to be much longer, Chief?’ he enquired, shoulders hunched, and hands in the pockets of his raincoat. ‘We’re supposed to be doing some transfers this

  morning, but we’ve had to send the van to Brixton, to hold them there until it can get in here.’




  ‘As long as it takes,’ I said, ‘but now you’re here, you can show me to the governor’s office.’




  The governor of Stone Mill prison was a tall, emaciated individual who looked as though he suffered permanently from a duodenal ulcer. I think I would if I was responsible for

  running this place.




  ‘I’ve just ordered some tea, Chief Inspector,’ he said once Dave and I had introduced ourselves. ‘Would you care for some?’




  ‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘Now, about Jimmy Gould.’




  ‘Ah, Gould, yes.’ The governor put on his glasses, pulled a clipboard across his desk and spent a few moments studying it. ‘Released this morning.’ He took off his

  glasses and afforded me a worried smile.




  ‘Didn’t get far,’ I said. ‘He’s camping out in the tent that’s obstructing your entrance.’




  ‘Yes, I heard about that.’ The governor spoke airily, obviously thinking that once Spotter Gould was out of his prison he could wash his hands of him.




  But I know a thing or two about the law. ‘He’s still within the curtilage of your premises, though,’ I said.




  ‘Mmm! Yes, I suppose so. Well how can I help you?’




  ‘I’m going to have to interview all the prisoners who knew him.’




  ‘Good God, there must be hundreds.’ The governor thought about that for a second or so. ‘But none of them could have killed him, could they?’ he added

  archly.




  ‘Probably not,’ I said, ‘but they might know a man who did.’




  ‘You could start with the prisoners on his landing, I suppose.’ The governor was clearly unhappy about my intention of disrupting the routine of his correctional facility.




  ‘I don’t propose to start until tomorrow anyway, Governor, but in the meantime perhaps you’d give me the address Gould was going to. Presumably he’s still on licence

  until the termination of his sentence?’




  ‘Yes, yes, of course.’ The governor pressed a switch on his intercom and asked the responding, disembodied voice of his secretary for that information.




  Moments later a willowy blonde stepped into the office, smiled sweetly at Dave, and put a tray of tea and a file on the governor’s desk. Dave is black, six feet tall, well built and

  handsome, and women always seem to fancy him. Probably because he’s black, six feet tall, well built and handsome. It’s an unfair world.




  ‘Walloch Street, Poplar,’ said the governor. ‘Flat 37, New Labour House.’




  ‘With any luck that might be the right address,’ said Dave. Dave had tried finding ex-prisoners before.




  ‘But it’s the one he was required to furnish as part of his parole.’ The governor spoke in shocked tones as if it would be unthinkable for an inmate to give a false address

  when he was released. ‘And it was checked out.’




  Oh boy, you do have a lot to learn, I thought. And that turned out to be more prophetic than I realized.




  ‘Well, if it happens to be wrong, we’ll let you know,’ said Dave. ‘Then you can do him for it.’




  The governor did not seem comforted by this.




  Having arranged to start interviewing prisoners the following morning, Dave and I made our way to Poplar.




  New Labour House did not have the appearance of being a salubrious neighbourhood in which to live. The usual assortment of vandalized cars, upturned wheelie bins, hypodermic needles, used

  condoms and other detritus abandoned by what Dave describes as the ‘effluent society’ added a pop-art touch to the council’s vain attempt at landscaping. Several feckless youths

  were hanging about and eyeing our car with felonious interest.




  Dave, however, was ahead of the field. He strolled across to the largest hooligan of this group of unemployed burdens on the taxpayer.




  ‘What’s your name?’




  ‘Whatcha wanna know that for?’




  ‘Because I collect interesting bits of information like that,’ said Dave, standing menacingly close to his victim, who was in the unenviable position of having his back to the wall.

  In more ways than one.




  ‘Wayne Gibbs.’ The youth did not have to enquire who Dave was. He knew. It was in his genes. And as I mentioned previously, Dave is six feet tall and a heavily built fifteen stones

  in weight.




  ‘Prove it,’ said Dave.




  Remarkably, Wayne Gibbs produced a P45, the official government form given to persons whose employment has been terminated. In Gibbs’s case it was a very old piece of paper, but at least

  it showed that he had been employed during some distant period of his life. ‘Whatcha wanna know that for?’ he asked again.




  ‘Because my chief inspector and I are visiting this pearl of council architecture and if, when we return, there is any damage to that vehicle’ – Dave gestured at the police car

  – ‘I shall come and find you and hold you personally responsible, Wayne Gibbs of 64 New Labour House, Walloch Road. Like nicking you for it.’ Dave recorded the information in his

  pocketbook and looked Gibbs straight in the eye. ‘Got that, have you . . . Wayne?’




  Gibbs nodded dumbly.




  ‘Good,’ said Dave. ‘Now you be a good boy while I’m away.’




  We mounted the stairs to the second-floor balcony, and stepping over piles of accumulated rubbish and a bicycle frame, eventually reached number 37.




  After a considerable delay, a small boy of about six opened the door. He had a dirty face and a T-shirt bearing the word ‘STUFFED’. But what appeared to be the remains of a hamburger

  and a liberal quantity of tomato sauce obscured whatever other words might have appeared above it.




  The child was clearly not in a conversational mood because he just stared at us. But the impasse was broken by the arrival of a careworn woman wearing jeans and a baggy sweater that reached

  almost to her knees. Her dyed blonde hair – black at the roots – hung in rat’s tails about her shoulders. Perhaps it was the prevailing fashion among the female residents of New

  Labour House. She held the edge of the door with one reddened, chapped hand with chipped nail varnish, while the other clutched hold of a small girl of about three.




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘Are you by any chance Mrs Gould?’ asked Dave.




  ‘What if I am?’ The woman gave Dave a suspicious glance. Not that he looked like a Mormon or any of the other assorted religious people who make a nuisance of themselves by knocking

  on busy people’s doors.




  ‘We’re police officers,’ I said.




  ‘Oh yeah?’ The woman gave Dave an even more suspicious glance. The small girl began to cry. ‘Shut yer racket,’ said her mother. I hoped she was the child’s mother;

  I could do without dealing with a case of an unregistered child-minder.




  We produced our warrant cards and I repeated my question.




  ‘Yeah, I’m Terry Gould, but if you want Jimmy, he’s in the nick. And as you lot put him there you oughter know.’




  ‘I think we’d better come in, Mrs Gould,’ I said.




  Untidy would have been a complimentary term to apply to the sitting room: it was a tip. In fact, I’d go further: in a competition with a council rubbish dump, the Gould abode would have

  come first. The nylon carpet was stained and torn in places, and the cheap threadbare three-piece suite shared the room with a Formica-topped dining table chipped at the edges. Where it didn’t

  bear the marks of cigarette burns, that is. Broken toys littered the floor and a large television was showing a Western film. The noise of a radio came from somewhere else in the flat.




  ‘I thought I told you to clear this bleedin’ lot up, Craig,’ shrieked Mrs Gould. She detached herself from the small girl. ‘Take yer sister in the other room, and

  don’t make no noise. And turn that bleedin’ radio off. Go and play wiv yer computer or sumfink.’




  Dave crossed the room and switched off the television, and Terry Gould screamed once again to Craig to turn off the radio.




  ‘I’m afraid I have some bad news, Mrs Gould.’ All right, so she was a villain’s wife, but I took the unusually charitable view that that didn’t necessarily make

  her a villain. In fact, she’d probably been holding the family together on very little while Spotter was weight-training, playing volleyball and watching television in the nick.

  ‘Jimmy was killed this morning.’ There was no easy way to do it, and over the years I’ve found that to come straight out with it is the best way. Okay, so it’s brutal, but

  then so is sudden death.




  Terry Gould sat down. ‘But he was s’posed to be coming out today. Who done ’im? One of the screws, was it?’




  ‘I very much doubt it. He was shot just as he left the prison.’




  ‘Left the prison?’ she echoed. ‘Who’d’ve wanted to do that?’




  ‘That, Mrs Gould, is what I’m trying to find out,’ I said.




  Having escaped from her brother’s custody, the small girl came back into the room and climbed on to the sofa next to her mother. Dave gazed briefly at the child, and I anticipated that he

  was doing mental arithmetic. If Terry Gould’s daughter was three years old, and Spotter Gould had just done five in the nick . . . Oh well, who cares these days?




  We heard a key in the door and seconds later a shaven-headed yob with the obligatory earring and tattoos appeared in the room.




  ‘Wass all this then?’ he demanded of no one in particular.




  ‘It’s the law, Darren,’ said Terry.




  I thought that to be an unnecessary observation; I had no doubt that Darren had been forewarned of our presence by the aforementioned Wayne Gibbs into whose safekeeping Dave had placed our

  police car.




  ‘What d’you lot want then?’ demanded the shaven-headed one truculently. ‘Can’t you leave her alone? You’ve already got her old man banged up.’




  ‘Jimmy’s been murdered.’ Terry looked up listlessly. ‘Got a fag, Darren?’




  ‘Who done him then?’ said Darren, tossing Terry a cigarette. He did not seem overly concerned at the demise of Spotter Gould, nor for that matter did Terry Gould. There was little

  doubt in my mind that Darren was shacked up with Spotter’s wife, and was probably the father of the infant girl now asleep with her thumb in her mouth. In fact, the death of Spotter had

  probably removed an impediment to the domestic bliss enjoyed by this unsavoury pair. Which made Darren of great interest to me.




  ‘What’s your surname and date of birth, Darren?’ asked Dave.




  There was a brief moment while Darren appeared to weigh the possibility of refusing to impart this information, but common sense overcame his carefully nurtured macho-man image.




  ‘Walters,’ he said and told us when he was born.




  ‘And what d’you do by way of a profession?’ enquired Dave.




  ‘In the motor trade,’ said Darren tersely.




  The three of us – Dave, Darren and me – all knew that being ‘in the motor trade’ covered a multitude of crimes from charging for work that hadn’t been done, right

  through to ringing stolen vehicles.




  ‘And where d’you carry on this business, Mr Walters?’




  ‘Got a lock-up, ain’t I?’




  ‘Where?’ persisted Dave.




  ‘Down East India Dock Road.’




  Dave waited, pen pointed menacingly at the motor trader’s chest. After a moment’s pause, Walters yielded and gave the exact address.




  ‘How well did you know Jimmy Gould?’ I asked.




  ‘Well, I knew him, like.’




  ‘Yes, but how well?’




  ‘We done a few jobs together,’ said Walters.




  ‘What, blaggings?’




  ‘Nah, course not.’ Darren Walters managed to conjure up a scandalized expression at my suggestion. ‘We was in the trade together before he got sent down. Mind you, it was a

  stitch-up. He weren’t nowhere near when that heist went down, but the Heavy Mob come round here and nicked him. Reckoned he was the lookout.’




  The Heavy Mob, as the Flying Squad is affectionately known to its enemies, takes a great interest in armed robberies, and rarely makes mistakes in identifying those responsible for them. And

  that is because they have a stable of good informants. If ‘Spotter’ Gould was the lookout, and the gang was caught, perhaps ‘Spotter’ was a grass.




  But that apart, it is in the nature of villains always to claim that they were somewhere else at the crucial time of such criminal activity, and that the police have got it in for them.




  ‘Can you think of any reason why someone should want him dead, Mr Walters?’ I asked.




  ‘Yeah, sure. He grassed up a few fingers after that last heist went down. Otherwise he’d’ve got twelve years instead of eight.’




  Oh deep joy! I’d guessed right. This was clearly going to be a fun investigation.




  





  Chapter Two




  Still mulling over the implications of Darren Walters’s involvement in the Gould ménage, we went straight from New Labour House to

  Henry Mortlock’s carvery in Horseferry Road, Westminster.




  Henry made quick work of the post-mortem, wielding his electric saw with professional enthusiasm. The only piece of evidence, as far as I was concerned, was a 5.56-millimetre round he extracted

  from somewhere within Gould’s cranium.




  ‘That undoubtedly is what did for him, Harry,’ said Henry. ‘I’ll let you have a fall report in due course. I put the time at death at about eight o’clock this

  morning,’ he added archly.




  ‘I hope you’re not guessing, Henry,’ I said.




  Dave took possession of the round that had killed Spotter Gould, filled up a few forms and we left.




  We stopped off for a pint at one of the pubs near the mortuary because I did not intend returning to Curtis Green until after six o’clock. It’s the commander’s unfailing

  practice to leave at precisely that time, and I didn’t want to be subjected to one of his inane interrogations on the progress of the capital’s latest murder. At least not until I had

  something more specific to tell him than I hoped he knew already: that one Spotter Gould had been topped approximately one minute after starting his homeward journey to 37 New Labour House in

  Poplar. And that right now I hadn’t got a clue who it was down to.




  ‘I somehow thought you’d be popping in here, Mr Brock.’




  I recognized the voice instantly, groaned and turned to see the overweight figure of Fat Danny, pint in hand, approaching from the direction of the fruit machine. Fat Danny is the crime reporter

  of Fleet Street’s worst tabloid newspaper, a difficult reputation to acquire among those who plumb the depths of depravity and sensationalism. And by association that made Danny the most

  odious of crime reporters.




  ‘What d’you want, Danny?’ asked Dave.




  ‘Since you ask, another pint wouldn’t go amiss, Mr Poole.’




  ‘You’ve got that the wrong way round, Danny,’ said Dave. ‘You’re supposed to buy us beer.’




  With a sigh, Danny ordered three more pints. ‘Bit of a juicy one you’ve got out at Stone Mill, eh, Mr Brock?’ he said, wiping froth from his mouth with the back of his

  hand.




  ‘Nothing I can’t cope with.’




  ‘Looks like Spotter Gould finally got what was coming to him.’




  ‘Meaning?’




  ‘Well, he was a grass.’ Danny gave a half laugh. ‘But you must’ve known that. If you finger your mates and get them put away, they’re bound to get a bit arsey about

  it. Mind you, I shouldn’t think anyone could’ve heard him. He could hardly talk, you know.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Oh yeah. Few years ago he got smashed across the throat with a baseball bat. Bit of a turf war, that was. Either that or he’d grassed up someone else.’ Danny let out a grating

  laugh. ‘Anyhow, he could only speak in a whisper. That’s why they called him the whispering grass.’ Danny took another mouthful of beer. ‘But the idea is you give me

  information, Mr Brock, not the other way round.’




  ‘Whatever made you think that, Danny?’ I asked.




  ‘Give me a break,’ said Danny. ‘You must have something for me. Our readers are crying out for a good story about a villain getting his just deserts.’




  ‘Don’t kid yourself,’ said Dave. ‘You know bloody well all your readers – if they can read at all – turn straight to the back page.’




  ‘Yeah.’ Danny nodded in agreement. ‘I know they’re all thickos, Mr Poole, but we do have to make money.’ He faced me again. ‘So, what d’you reckon, Mr

  Brock? Gangland killing? Settling old scores? There’s got to be a story there somewhere.’




  ‘All I can tell you, Danny, is what you’ll have read in a proper newspaper: Spotter Gould stepped out of Stone Mill and someone shot him. Full stop.’




  ‘But you must have some idea,’ persisted Danny. ‘I know you clever detectives. Always got a snout some place who’ll finger the villain for the price of a double

  Scotch.’




  ‘Unlike journalists, and to quote a well-known student of English literature: “I have heard it said that there is honour among thieves”,’ said Dave.




  ‘Who said that?’ asked Danny.




  ‘I did,’ said Dave.




  ‘Yeah, but you must be following up leads, surely?’




  ‘I’ll tell you what, Danny,’ I said. ‘You give me some leads and I’ll follow them up. Thanks for the drink.’




  When we’d left New Labour House, Dave had telephoned Darren Walters’s details to Colin Wilberforce, the detective sergeant responsible for the efficient running of

  the incident room.




  ‘I’ve got a result, sir,’ said Colin when we arrived back at Curtis Green. ‘Darren Walters has got two previous. Both for dipping. He started off nicking women’s

  handbags out of their shopping trolleys in the supermarket, but then he graduated to Epsom races. Unfortunately, he tried to dip a Flying Squad officer’s pocket at the Derby a year or two

  back.’




  ‘Oh dear,’ I said.




  ‘It gets better, sir,’ said Colin. ‘This particular Squad officer always carries strong rat-traps in his pockets on race days, and guess whose fingers got nastily

  lacerated?’




  ‘What did he go down for, Colin?’ asked Dave, once the laughter had subsided.




  ‘A month,’ said Colin.




  ‘A month?’ Dave sounded disgusted. ‘Must have been a bench of lay magistrates,’ he muttered. ‘And I’ll bet he’s up to more villainy that he’s yet

  to answer for.’




  ‘One other thing, sir,’ said Colin. ‘Mr Mead rang in to say that he’s drawn a blank on house-to-house enquiries in the road outside the prison.’




  Frank Mead was the ex-Flying Squad detective inspector in charge of the legwork team. And if he said there was nothing to be learned, then there was nothing. But it turned out, much later on,

  that on this occasion he was wrong.




  We were at Stone Mill prison at eight thirty the following morning ready to embark upon what we knew from the outset would be a fruitless exercise.




  Talking to villains who have been arrested for a crime can sometimes be quite profitable. If they think that there’s the slightest chance of getting away with whatever they’re being

  accused of, there is a tendency for them to sing like canaries. Sometimes.




  But there is no reason why convicted villains should talk to the Old Bill about a crime, whether they are connected with it or not, because there is little profit for them in doing so.

  No one is going to wave a magic wand and let them out.




  The governor had allocated us a room in which we could interview those inmates who had known Spotter Gould. We started with those who had been on the same landing.




  However, the first prisoner set the pattern for all those who followed.




  ‘Yeah, I knew Spotter. So what?’




  ‘Was he a grass?’




  ‘Not that I know of. He couldn’t hardly talk.’




  ‘Meaning what?’




  ‘He got beat up a few years back and hit in the throat. Got his voice box damaged. He only ever whispered.’




  That much we had learned from Fat Danny.




  ‘An informant’ – I wasn’t going to mention Darren Walters’s name – ‘suggested that he got a lesser sentence for his last job because he

  grassed.’




  ‘News to me, mate.’




  And so it went on. Word had soon got round the prison that the Old Bill was in and was asking questions. We spent the whole day conducting similar interviews, all with similarly profitless

  results.




  I glanced at my watch. It was five o’clock, and for the past eight hours or so, with a short break for lunch in the prison officers’ canteen, we had interviewed

  countless prisoners. And got nowhere.




  ‘I think we’re wasting our time, Dave,’ I said.




  ‘Yes, sir,’ said Dave drily. He always called me ‘sir’ when I made what he regarded as a stupid comment or asked a pointless question. It’s Dave’s form of a

  barometer that gauges the worth of my professional expertise.




  ‘In that case,’ I said, ‘we’ll get a list of recently discharged prisoners and have a go at them.’




  ‘Good idea, sir,’ said Dave.




  ‘Ah, Chief Inspector, I was just about to go home.’ The governor was standing in his office with his overcoat on. ‘How did you get on?’ he asked, making

  a point of glancing at his watch.




  I wondered briefly if he was related to the commander, whose reputation for timekeeping is legendary.




  ‘Despite information I’ve received that Jimmy Gould was a police informant, none of the prisoners I’ve interviewed is prepared to confirm it, or that he received a lesser

  sentence because he fingered some of the others who took part in the robbery for which he was sentenced to eight years.’




  ‘It’s interesting that you should mention that, Chief Inspector, because I received some information from within the prison that Gould was an informant.’ Clearly resigned to

  delaying his departure, the governor took off his overcoat and sat down behind his desk. ‘I had a prisoner seek a confidential interview with me about a year ago, and he told me that Gould

  was an informant and had been threatened with violence.’




  ‘What was this prisoner’s name?’ I asked.




  Presumably as part of his thought processes, or even for want of regal inspiration, the governor levelled his gaze at the opposite wall and studied a government-issue picture of Her Majesty The

  Queen. ‘Bernard Pointer,’ he said eventually.




  Beside me, Dave shuffled quickly through the list of prisoners we’d interviewed. ‘Not on here, sir.’ This was a different sort of ‘sir’; Dave was always formal in

  the presence of outsiders.




  ‘No, you wouldn’t have done,’ said the governor. ‘He was released yesterday morning. At the same time as Gould.’




  ‘Before or after?’ asked Dave.




  ‘Before or after what?’ The governor looked a touch bemused, but then he wasn’t as accustomed to Dave’s rapid-fire form of questioning as I was.




  ‘Before or after Gould.’




  ‘Oh, I see. As a matter of fact just after. He was being let out when the shooting occurred.’ The governor smiled sadistically. ‘He ran back in here at a very fast

  speed.’




  ‘Don’t blame him,’ said Dave. ‘But he was released eventually, I suppose.’




  ‘Yes, he was.’




  ‘And nobody thought to detain him on the grounds that he was a material witness to a murder?’




  ‘We had no power to detain him, Chief Inspector,’ said the governor loftily. ‘He was a time-expired prisoner.’




  ‘Very nearly time-expired permanently,’ observed Dave drily. ‘Presumably a prison officer also saw the shooting.’




  ‘I imagine so. Do you want to interview him?’




  ‘Yes, we do,’ said Dave.




  ‘How did this man Pointer know that Gould had been threatened with violence?’ I asked.




  ‘He claimed he had been told by another prisoner.’




  ‘And that prisoner’s name?’




  The governor pinched the bridge of his nose, ferreted about in his pockets until he found his glasses and put them on. Carefully. He unlocked one of his desk drawers and eventually produced a

  small book. ‘Record of confidential interviews,’ he explained and began to thumb through the pages. ‘Ah, here we are. Pointer claimed that the prisoner who told him that Gould was

  in danger was called Edward Jarvis.’




  ‘We saw him this morning, sir,’ said Dave. ‘He never mentioned anything about that.’




  ‘In that case we’ll see him again.’ I did not like being jerked about by villains.




  ‘There was something else,’ said the governor. ‘Shortly after Pointer came to see me, I interviewed Gould and told him that it had been suggested that he was a police informant

  and could be at risk. I asked him if he wished to be segregated under Rule 43, but he declined, and he strongly denied being an informant. Oddly though, Pointer was assaulted shortly after he came

  to see me and applied for segregation, which was duly granted. He remained segregated until his release.’




  ‘What was Pointer in for?’ I asked.




  ‘Embezzlement. He was a solicitor’s clerk, apparently, and stole from his principal’s client account to the tune of eight thousand pounds. He got five years at the Old Bailey,

  but was released on parole after thirty months.’




  ‘And what address did he give when he was released, Governor?’




  ‘I think my secretary’s gone home,’ said the governor, rising from his chair with a sigh, ‘but I’ll see if I can find the file.’ Our enquiries seemed to be

  placing an unwarranted burden on him.




  Minutes later, he returned from the outer office with a slip of paper in his hand. ‘There you are, Chief Inspector. He’s gone to 27 Capstick Road, Merton Park.’




  ‘We hope,’ murmured Dave.




  ‘Oh, he will have done,’ said the governor confidently. ‘Before paroled prisoners can be released, the addresses to which they are going are checked by the Probation Service.

  It’s his sister’s place, apparently. Pointer wasn’t married.’




  ‘How old was he?’




  ‘Forty last birthday,’ said the governor. ‘His date of birth is on there,’ he added, pointing to the slip of paper.




  Edward Jarvis was a surly individual with a broken nose and biceps that stretched the sleeves of his T-shirt.




  ‘When I spoke to you this morning, Mr Jarvis, you denied knowing that Jimmy Gould was a grass.’




  ‘Well, he wasn’t, was he?’




  ‘But another prisoner reported to the governor that you’d told him that Gould had grassed up some of his associates and that there were prisoners out to get him.’




  Jarvis gave a mirthless laugh. ‘You’re talking about that weasel Pointer.’




  ‘So what’s the story?’




  ‘Pointer was a poofy sort of geezer, full of piss and importance, and we thought it was him what was the grass. So we fed him this bollocks about Jimmy just to see if he’d

  go running to the governor.’




  ‘And he did,’ said Dave.




  ‘Too right, mate,’ said Jarvis.




  ‘And so you beat him up.’




  ‘Did I?’ Jarvis affected an air of injured innocence. ‘Well, someone duffed him up, that’s for sure. So the sneaky little git goes back up the governor’s office

  like a rat up a drainpipe, begging for Rule 43.’




  ‘So what did that achieve?’ I asked.




  ‘Bloody obvious, innit? We’d proved he was grassing to the governor, and we’d got him off the landing. In fact we got him out of the wing altogether. He couldn’t do no

  more grassing to the honcho after that. Never had no one to talk to, see.’ Jarvis laughed callously. ‘’Cept the screws, o’ course.’




  ‘How did you know he’d reported what you’d said to the governor?’




  ‘’Cos the governor sent for Jimmy and told him. Offered him Rule 43 an’ all. So we knew Pointer had been shooting his mouth off. That’s the bleedin’ death wish in

  here, I can tell you.’




  By some mysterious complexity of the duty roster, John Purvis, the prison officer who had been early-shift on the gate yesterday, was on the late shift today.




  ‘Gould and Pointer were the only two inmates released yesterday morning,’ said Purvis.




  ‘So tell me what happened.’




  ‘The reception officer had gone through all the usual malarkey: restoration of property, getting signatures for it, and issuing all the usual forms and statutory notices

  that—’




  ‘Yes, I’m sure that was all done correctly, but what happened next?’




  ‘Well, it was done in alphabetical order, see. Gould first, Pointer second. So when the reception PO gives me the nod, I opened the wicket gate and bid Gould a fond farewell.’ Purvis

  gave a throaty chuckle. ‘And then I said what I usually say: see you again soon. Anyhow, Gould hadn’t gone more than ten yards across the forecourt when he went down.’
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