

[image: ]








[image: alt]



















LIONEL DAVIDSON


THE CHELSEA MURDERS









[image: ]

























FOR YOSKE






















Contents











	Title Page


	Dedication


	One


	1


	2


	3


	4


	5


	6


	7


	8


	9


	10


	Two


	11


	12


	13


	14


	15


	16


	17


	18


	19


	Three


	20


	21


	22


	23


	24


	25


	26


	27


	28


	29


	Four


	30


	31


	32


	33


	34


	35


	36


	37


	About the Author


	Copyright




























One







She had three lilies


    in her hand


And the stars in her hair


    were seven. 
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IN her black slip and her fluffy mules, Grooters was ironing a skirt. She was lumping around on the room’s creaking floorboards to do this, in a state of high excitement. She had a date. She could scarcely remember when she’d had one last.


When the wardrobe door popped open, she shoved it to with her elbow and carried on ironing. But when it did it again she uttered an oath in Dutch and went hunting on the floor for the bit of paper that normally kept it shut.


One night the thing had creaked open just as she was going off to sleep, scaring her out of her wits. It had only been Penny fiddling in her own wardrobe at the other side of the locked partition door; but since then she’d kept it jammed.


She was on the top floor of the Comyns Hall of Residence, one of a group of student hostels in the Albert Bridge Road. Half the places at the Comyns were specifically for Chelsea students, of whom Grooters was one. She was studying sculpture at Chelsea Art School.


She found the paper and jammed the door, and as she did so felt further movement, which was strange. Penny had been away for a week. She was supposed to be away for another week.


She called, ‘Penny?’


No answer from Penny’s side; and no wonder. The girl couldn’t hear her. Someone had a record-player blasting below.


Grooters had a quick peep through her curtains to see if light was coming from Penny’s window, and it was, so that was all right; she had come back early.


She made fast work of the skirt and held it against her for a moment together with the new blouse that went with it, and looked in the wardrobe mirror. Now she’d done it, she wasn’t sure the combination worked. As she pondered, her image came forward. To her astonishment, the whole wardrobe did, about three inches.


The door behind it had opened by the same amount.


Grooters’s first thought was that it was a joke, and her second that she had better get the hell out of it. But she didn’t fancy going downstairs in her slip.


She said, ‘Is that you, Penny?’


The wardrobe moved a bit more. With her heart beginning to lurch, Grooters leaned hard against it and pushed it back. It didn’t go all the way back; something had been wedged in the gap.


‘That is you, Penny, isn’t it?’ Grooters said. But she was so frightened, the words hardly came out.


She knew it wasn’t Penny.


She knew now that she had to get the hell out of it.


The safety catch was on the door. They had all been warned to keep their safety catches on lately.


She could feel her teeth chattering. With her back against the wardrobe, she reached out and pulled across the table she had been ironing on, and leaned against that, and then dragged the armchair over.


She tiptoed to the door in her mules, watching the wardrobe, and silently unchained the safety catch. She wanted to see the wardrobe move before she opened the door – to know that the person was at that end of the room and not this. It did move slightly. Everything moved – wardrobe, table, chair. Grooters opened the door and, with her legs turned to jelly, looked out.


The corridor was empty; everybody at dinner in the refectory. Elton John boomed up from the record-player below. She slipped her mules off and kicked them back in the room. Better in bare feet. On bare feet she crept past Penny’s door, and saw the figure right away.


The figure saw her, too.


The door was open, and it stood in the middle of the room, arms away from its body.


It was very tall, with a large head, a woman’s head. It wore a plastic cape and rubber boots and rubber gloves.


Grooters took in all this in one petrified glance and tried to scream. But she had never screamed well, and what came out was only a small moan. She found she was dancing from one foot to the other, unable to decide whether to make the dash to the stairs or to dash back. She didn’t think she would make it to the stairs, so she scuttled back, her frantic idea being to lock herself into her small bathroom until people came back from the refectory.


She made it to her room and slammed the door, and then, as if in slow motion, every mini-second of the horror extending itself, realized that the figure had expected this. It had returned swiftly to the wardrobe, and with one lunge pushed it right in. With a rumble and a creak the wardrobe tottered, the table and chair both slid, and the thing was in the room with her.


The figure was so grotesque, Grooters felt her legs almost doubling underneath her, and she wet herself.


Despite the carnival character of the mask – curls piled high, open cupid’s mouth radiantly smiling – the occupation suggested by the cape and the boots and gloves was rather that of a slaughterer, or a surgeon, perhaps even a mortuary attendant.


Grooters was a healthy young girl, and her training had strengthened her arms, but she had read of this apparition, and terror weakened her. She didn’t make it to the bathroom, though she struggled quite hard, and she couldn’t make it back to the door.


The figure twisted her round there, and got behind her, one arm crooking up round her throat. She heard the other one rustling in the plastic of the cape and presently felt, and choked on, the pad thrust over her mouth and nose.


She clawed to pull it away, but the arm that had been around her neck came up suddenly in a strong lock, reinforcing the one already in position. Grooters pummelled with her elbows and kicked with her bare feet, but she didn’t do much damage and the pad wasn’t even fractionally shifted.


She knew she mustn’t breathe through the pad. The first sweetish smell had warned her. But she couldn’t hold her breath for ever and, weeping, she knew she’d had it. She saw the room light begin first to spin slightly in her tears, and then recede along a familiar tunnel, together with Elton John.


Just for a moment before it all went, she knew she was only in the dentist’s chair, and that it would all be all right, really. Then everything did go.


Feeling her succumb, her attacker waited a moment, and then lowered her to the floor, keeping the pad in place. One gloved hand felt in the large patch pocket of the cape, removing a plastic bag. Two rubber bands fell out. One went round the girl’s face to keep the pad in position. Then the bag went over her head, and the other band secured it under her chin.


Grooters was left in this position, where she died presently, while her assailant went through to Penny’s room and closed the outer door there. Returning, the murderer looked down at the girl and turned her over on her face; and then went into the small bathroom and turned on the shower and the water in the hand-basin.


Grooters remained where she was for a while, and then her murderer took off the bag. The rubber bands and pad went back in it, and everything was returned to the patch pocket, from which a small cleaver was removed. With this cleaver, the murderer proceeded to cut off Grooters’s head.


The cleaver, of bluish steel and French make, had a small serrated portion. This dealt readily with the tough bits at the rear of the neck, and the rest presented no problem. A small tug and a slice released the head, and the murderer took it and put it face-down in the hand-basin, and went and stood under the shower.


This was about mid-way through the Chelsea murders.


It contained the elements that later identified the murderer; although this was no consolation to Grooters who by then was lying quietly in a cemetery in Leyden.
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THREE weeks before, Artie was into murder. He was into blood that had sprayed on the ceiling. To have sprayed like that it could only have flicked back off a weapon striking an already bleeding wound.


‘Jesus Christ,’ he said.


He wrote it all down, though. He felt like bringing up.


 The piece of gas-piping was grossly distorted and heavily bloodstained, Westminster Coroner’s Court heard today. The bloodstains in the room, of a similar group to those found in Lord Lucan’s car …


‘I wonder if you would be so good,’ said the old scholar next to him, rather breathlessly, ‘as to keep your comments to yourself? I’d be awfully obliged.’


‘No problem,’ Artie said. He hadn’t caught the old man’s breathless stuff but he said ‘no problem’ on principle and carried on writing. Time was tight.


He was in Chelsea Reference Library.


Bloodstains on the ground floor were entirely Group A (Lady Lucan) apart from a tuft of bloodstained hair in the bathroom. But those in the Ford Corsair borrowed by Lord Lucan and found abandoned at Newhaven matched the groups of both Lady Lucan and murdered nanny Sandra Rivett.


He was high as a kite (bombed out of his mind, in fact; up all night and on Speed ever since) but he had an idea some chuffing was coming at him so he looked up. He found the old man mouthing at him with speechless rage. He had a healthy old face, pink skin, topped by silvery hair, but all of it was working. Artie had heard faces worked but had never before seen such a thing. This one was going like hell.


‘You babble. You do nothing but babble,’ the old man said, choking. ‘You’ve babbled since you came. You have to keep silence here. It’s impossible to concentrate on any work.’


Artie looked over to see what work he was concentrating on. It was The Times of 1875, and a magnifying glass was helping bring up the packed columns. Under the glass a small headline said Mr Disraeli Purchases Suez Canal Shares.


‘Well, you just read the stuff I’ve got to read, Jack,’ Artie told him, shaking his huge head, ‘and you’d be babbling, too.’


Artie’s stuff was hotter than Disraeli’s. He had a pile of Evening Standards from June 1975.


‘Don’t be impudent. Don’t call me Jack,’ the old man said. His face was jerking so much he couldn’t say any more. He shoved his volume along the desk, and joined it, and then shoved everything one place further. He looked back over the two empty places, shaking. There was no healthy pink in Artie’s skin, nor any trace of silver in his hair. All of him was black. His hair was an enormous globe of black. ‘Damned insolence,’ the old man said furiously at it.


‘Just a saying,’ Artie said.


He looked blindly out of the window. He knew he ought to have stayed in bed today. But there was too much to do, and he had promised Steve.


Now his eyes hurt and he felt himself trembling all over. He knew it was the Speed; he’d been gobbling the amphetamines for hours. The tablets kept the brain working but seemed to disconnect some other circuits. He could feel his brain up there, lodged like a pea in a pod.


Also the blood disgusted him today. It fascinated him, but mainly it was disgusting. How could it be green?


He wondered if they should make it red. But he knew they couldn’t. Red was a piece of horseshit whatever you did. Red meant Hitchcock, with some girl going bananas every time she thought of blood. Or it meant psychedelic crap in various orders. It couldn’t be red.


Anyway, they’d matched the green, a fabulous old green, very strange, very chemical. They were using it to show it was night-time. They had stolen a few frames from the Mary Pickford clip at the school. They planned to match the style of the 1920s captions, too, swelling and contracting like toads on the old acetate, bits crumbling off, blowing up bright then dim.


They’d agreed to use only one tint with the black and white; Steve, Frank, all of them had agreed. Frank was in charge of the art direction and he said the main thing was to stay away from the half-assed psychedelic areas. Artie certainly agreed with this, but he thought it was time now for Frank to offer some juice on the green blood question. Where the hell was Frank, anyway? He hadn’t seen him all yesterday. He hadn’t been on the location last night. Shouldn’t he be here today?


He leafed through the rest of the needed stuff and tidied up.


He saw the chick on the desk smiling at him so he stopped there.


‘You all done?’ she said.


‘Done done.’


‘What’s tomorrow – Jack the Ripper?’


‘Right.’ He threw her his most manic smile. Tomorrow was bed. All fugging day. ‘Did Frank come in?’ he said.


‘I didn’t see him.’


He looked beyond her to the Special Collections attic where Frank was mainly writing his book.


‘He isn’t up there, anyway,’ she said.


He knew she didn’t like Frank.


‘Is he working some other place today?’


‘What day is it – Wednesday?’


‘I don’t know what day it is. I don’t know where the hell I am,’ Artie said.


‘Well, wow. You’ve been going it.’


She had a quaint cockney lilt and a dimple that showed as she smiled down at her hands. He saw he was supposed to notice the new thing she’d done with her hair. It gave her the look of a golden Pre-Raphaelite chick. Frank said they would all look that way after his book hit town.


‘You could try across the road,’ she said, nodding there.


‘Maybe I will. Okay.’


He felt so disconnected going downstairs he thought he’d skip Frank. But out in the street he thought he wouldn’t. A sudden shower had come smashing down. It was bouncing back off the road. The glass and concrete box of the art school, right opposite, looked as if newly formed there, steaming. The building depressed him always, but he ducked across to it.


He looked all over the lousy place but he couldn’t find Frank, and scrambled out to Manresa Road again knowing he was late.


The rain had eased to a drizzle and he hunched through it to the corner. He had to grab a bus in the King’s Road but when he got there he saw the whole street jammed with traffic, lines of buses stuck unmoving.


He began making it on foot, threading his way through the slanted umbrellas, hands over his head. He couldn’t feel the rain but he knew it was there. He didn’t want a headful of rain.


Now, in fresh air, moving, he felt disconnected from everything. Nothing was real, all Chelsea slanting with umbrellas, toytown. For minutes at a time he could hardly think why he was hurrying, or where. He passed a newspaper-seller on a corner and saw from a poster that someone had been murdered, but was well past before it meant anything.


He knew it couldn’t be their murder. Their murder had been completed last night. He had taken everything back from it this morning, the costumes, the gear, everything. He’d returned the generator van, the lighting; dropped the cans of footage into the lab. All that was this morning; already another age.


He’d been awake forty hours. Another eight before he was through. He knew he needed more Speed, but he couldn’t take it on an empty stomach. He’d eat first. He’d see Steve first.


The lights had come on everywhere. Going fast, not tiring, he passed rows of lighted boutiques, antique shops, restaurants, glistening in the rain. He turned in to Blue Stuff.


His spirits hit bottom in Blue Stuff. The place was packed with customers, come in out of the rain, damp and reeking. Mr Blue Stuff was there himself. The Chinaman had hardly any nose and no expression at all. He was telling a young fat girl how good she looked in a cowgirl jacket. All over the shop goons were fingering denim, shuffling through hangers, looking at themselves in it in mirrors. He saw Steve fitting an elderly one in a whole stiff suit of it. The scarecrow was holding his arms up at about forty-five degrees, a whimsical smile on his face, and Steve was tugging at him like a little pale gnome.


Steve looked frailer, more delicate than ever. Artie saw him leave the goon with his arms up and come over.


‘You get it all back on time?’ Steve said.


‘Sure.’


‘The genny, lights, everything?’


‘No problem.’ They hired on a daily basis. An hour after signing-in time and they’d hired for another day.


‘How about the cans?’


‘In. I made out the sheets. They know it’s under-lit.’


‘Great. You look shagged, Artie,’ Steve said.


‘Yeah. Anyway,’ Artie said. He was tugging out his notes. ‘Here’s this. And we got problems with green blood. I was looking for Frank.’


‘Leave Frank, Artie. He’s low today.’


‘I couldn’t find him. Where the hell –’


‘Leave him. It’s that chick they pulled out of the river.’


‘What chick?’


‘Haven’t you seen the news?’


‘Jesus, I’ve had no time –’


‘From The Gold Key. The barmaid. She’s drowned. Leave him just for –’


‘Hey, what you do?’ Blue Stuff said. ‘Customer standing.’


‘Won’t be a tick, Denny.’ Blue Stuff’s given name was Ogden, in honour of a Baptist minister in Hong Kong, but he was known as Denny, and on occasion Chairman, for he was also the chairman of his company, Wu Enterprises. He had a lot of enterprises, did Wu.


‘No tick. Customer. What you want, Artie, you buy arose?’


‘Just looking in, Denny.’


‘Not a coffee shop. Flank rooking in, Arab rooking in. Crose shop here. Go somewhere else rook in.’


‘Yeah, okay, only I’ve got to sleep tomorrow,’ Artie told him, and realized he should be telling Steve. ‘So don’t call me,’ he told Steve. ‘I just brought this in. We can meet in the evening.’


‘You’re surely not going to work now.’


‘I have to. I forgot to tell them I’d be up all night.’


‘Rooking very fine. Extleme fashion,’ Denny was saying as Artie left. He’d taken over the scarecrow himself, spreading his L’s and R’s as usual.


Artie was spreading his, too, as he went back out in the rain. Gleen blood. Why Flank in shop? Why Arab? He began to talk French to himself. He’d be speaking it for most of the evening. He could feel his brain tiring now. It was still going ceaselessly but it felt heavy. There was something it was trying to tell him, but it needed more Speed.


Before he got to work he passed another newspaper poster, however, and realized what it was. Strangled, the poster said. Drowned, Steve had said.


Could it be the same one? There were so many. Sleeping and waking, his life was full of murder lately.
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‘WHAT kind of beastly thing?’ Mooney said. She was looking along her long legs and scruffy jeans to her sneakers, equally scruffy, on the arm of the next chair. (This was hours earlier and a couple of miles away.) There was no one else in the room and it was raining outside and she didn’t feel very good, anyway. He’d asked her twice if he couldn’t speak to the editor himself. She’d told him he couldn’t. It was Wednesday, and the editor was off in Dorking putting the sodding thing to press.


She looked idly over the last proof pages, willing him to say ‘contraceptive’. Not a bad little story if he’d gone and found one there in the vestry.


She saw she had quite a nice by-line on the front page. CHELSEA PENSIONER SAVES GIRL FROM GANG. Gazette Reporter: Mary Mooney. The phone on the next desk was giving her a headache, so she lifted it off. ‘Vicar, could you hang on a tick,’ she said, and answered it. ‘News room.’


‘Mary Mooney there?’


‘Speaking … Chris?’ she said. The Evening Globe.


‘Mary – could you get down to The Gold Key, pub near


World’s End?’


‘What’s doing?’


‘I don’t know. Could be big. Germaine – check that spelling – Roberts. Barmaid. We’ve got it as Diane Germaine Roberts. She was picked up out of the river. A buzz from Scotland Yard. She was a part-timer there.’


‘What, drowned?’


‘Yeah, she was drowned. Packer was just on the blower. He’s over there. Apparently she was living on the premises.’


‘Gold Key. Germaine Roberts. Packer’s where?’ she said.


‘At the Yard. He’s staying there. The Gold Key is on the corner of –’


‘I know The Gold Key. What – taxi?’ Mooney said.


‘Just get there fast as you can.’


‘Okay, fine, I’ll call,’ Mooney said. She got her feet down off the chair. The third? Was it possible? ‘Hello, sorry, Vicar,’ she said. ‘Urgent call there. Can I ring you back later?’


‘Well, I wonder if the editor could –’


‘Of course,’ Mooney said. ‘I’ll see he gets the message. I’ll make a special point of it.’


She shot off down the stairs and got her bike. It was in the narrow passage at the foot of the stairs next to the advertising department. There was hardly room to squeeze it in and they always kicked up a row. She’d told them, the best thing was to widen the passage. She wasn’t leaving it outside. She got her plastic off the hanger and wound it round her. She hated the shitty place. A regular little artisan’s cottage.


They’d been kicked out of the King’s Road, together with the Chelsea News, after seventy years. The leases had fallen in. Boutiques had taken over at twelve times the rent. The same thing was happening all over Chelsea. Now they were chronicling events (to give the activity a name) from the middle of Fulham. All the management had done was tart up the ground floor with plate glass and carpets and a rubber plant and put a sign over the top, CHELSEA GAZETTE. It looked like a poofish dry-cleaner’s or a travel agency. The editorial, above, remained in its pristine squalor. Never mind.


She trundled her vehicle out to the street, and slammed the side door behind her. She’d save on a taxi (60p there and 60p back, with any understanding at the Globe end), and it would be quicker by bike, anyway.


Mooney was six feet tall and thirty years old, a divorcee. She had a heavy long Spanish face which attracted the wrong kind of person. She knew about this as about a lot of things. Her journalistic career had been interrupted by marriage and motherhood (and divorce and bereavement, respectively), and she had since learned to cope with a number of problems, including the contraction of the Fleet Street Press which made it difficult for her to get a job there. She had returned to her first job on the Chelsea Gazette, at minimum rates, turning a penny here and there with extras as a stringer for the London Press, a lot of which involved getting rain in your face.


She turned in before World’s End at Stanley Street, with The Gold Key on the corner, and right away saw the fuzz flexing outside.


‘Morning,’ she said politely, wheeling her cycle and standing it outside the Gents’. ‘I wonder if I could ask you to keep an eye on that.’


The constable didn’t say anything, but when he saw her going to the side door and pressing the bell, he came up to her.


‘What did you want?’ he said.


‘Mr Logan,’ she said. She’d suddenly remembered the name from the little gilt sign above the door, Gerald Logan, Licensed to sell Beers, Spirits, Wines & Tobaccos.


‘Oh, yes?’ the constable said.


In one joyous burst she realized that nobody had got here yet. ‘Gerry,’ she said.


‘Was it anything special?’ the constable said.


The door opened and a skinny little woman in an overall was standing there.


‘Hello, dear,’ Mooney said, nodding most warmly. She’d never cast eyes on her before. ‘Tell him I’m here. It’s Mrs Mooney.’


The woman and the constable were both looking at her anxiously.


‘I came the moment I could,’ Mooney apologized.


After looking anxiously at her, the fuzz and the help were now looking at each other. ‘How is he?’ Mooney said. An advantage of her heavy eyes and long Spanish chops was that, despite her gangling figure, she could transform at will into Our Lady of Sorrows. ‘In a dreadful state, I’m sure.’


‘Well, he is,’ the help said. She was scratching at a little wart on her lip. ‘Just a minute, I’ll see.’ She looked nervously at the constable and went.


‘What, er, actually was it?’ the fuzz said.


‘It’s at times like these,’ Mooney said, dropping him a look of bottomless compassion, ‘that we’re really needed.’ While dropping him it she uneasily recalled having seen him knocking about the area. He didn’t seem to have recalled her yet, which was something.


‘I’m not supposed to let anyone in, you see,’ he said.


‘Not even us?’ Mooney said, incredulously.


Logan was suddenly standing there. She remembered him when she saw him, big beery belly, potato face. ‘Oh, Gerry!’


‘Yeah. Jesus,’ he said. ‘Who is it?’


‘What can I say to you?’ Mooney said, solemnly pushing him inside. ‘The shock of it!’


‘Yeah,’ Logan said again. He was watching with bemusement as she closed the door in the constable’s face. ‘I don’t know what the hell is happening,’ he said.


‘Of course you don’t, poor man,’ Mooney told him. ‘You can carry on now,’ she said to the help.


Mooney didn’t know how all this commanding stuff was coming out of her. It rose unbidden at moments of creation, such as the dawn of a truly shit-hot story. There was one here. She had absolutely no doubt about it. Fuzz at the door – for a common drowning? Not likely. Something was going on. Better still, it was just one piece of fuzz, unconfident of instructions, not totally in possession of his marbles. Surely a rapid drafting from an undermanned local station? He was holding the fort till the C.I.D. men arrived. They hadn’t arrived yet. She was in at the dawn.


‘Let’s go to her room,’ she said, realizing the mileage that had to be crammed into a few minutes. She was on tenterhooks for the sound of a siren.


‘Her room?’ Logan said.


‘Germaine.’


‘Germaine’s room?’


‘Poor man, you’re all done in,’ Mooney said, suppressing an urge to do him in. His hair was dishevelled, wits all away. This was the way they had to be kept. ‘You lead the way,’ she said. ‘I’ll need to contact her dear parents.’


‘Germaine’s parents? What parents?’ Logan said.


‘The rest of her poor family,’ she amended. No parents. Or the girl was a liar. What was a part-timer doing living on the premises, anyway? The place smelt terrible, unaired, and only half an hour to opening time. Where was the landlady? Something was amiss here, the story improving by the moment. They were standing in a dark beery little porch, one passage leading to the cavernous bar, another to inner regions. She turned there. ‘I think I remember it,’ she said.


‘No, let me,’ Logan said. ‘What was that name – Mooney?’


‘Mooney. Mary,’ she gently reproved.


‘Sorry, Mary. This is a hell of a thing. Are you a relation, then?’


‘Not a relation,’ Mooney said, again reprovingly. ‘I’ll have to tell her relations … So full of life. What happened?’


‘I don’t know what happened.’ Logan’s enormous backside, flapping shiny cloth, sagged ahead of her up the steep stairs. ‘She said she didn’t feel well. She came up here about nine o’clock. We had a full house.’


‘You gave her a knock.’


‘I gave her a knock,’ Logan agreed. ‘I don’t know when, maybe half-past, and she said she’d come down, but she never.’


No landlady, then; and he hadn’t sent anyone else up to give her a knock. Logan was in the way of giving her knocks. All good.


‘And later she wasn’t there?’ Mooney said.


‘That’s right,’ Logan said, and looked round at her with his mouth open. ‘Were you here, then?’ he said.


Mooney sorrowfully shook her head, and solicitously prodded his rear upwards. She had an acute mental image of police cars coming down the King’s Road at this very minute; also of assemblies of taxis en route from Fleet Street, occupants’ eyes fixed on the meters.


It wasn’t on the first landing. Germaine’s room was an attic. A frowsty one, too; the deceased, on the immediate evidence, a first-class slut. There was a heavy female smell in the curtained room. The bed had been slept in and hastily made up again, covers thrown over. A few shoes were kicked under a small padded chair, on which was a tangle of tights and of grotty, by no means spotless, knickers; Germaine not a big, or regular, washer.


A combful of blondish hair was on a dressing table whose glass top was finely dusted with powder. Under the glass was a selection of photos; one, squarish and larger than the others, of a pony-tailed blonde looking candidly up from some undisclosed activity on a floor. Enormous boobs drooped from a bikini top. A quarter page, Mooney hungrily thought, if ever she’d seen one. If it happened to be old Germaine, of course … She sought frantically for ways to pose her inquiry.


‘Is this recent?’ she said reverently.


‘I don’t know when she had it done,’ Logan said moodily.


‘Ah, they will love it,’ Mooney said; she raised the glass and whipped the thing out. On the back, to her still dawning astonishment at the nature of what was blossoming here, a rubber stamp said Property of the I.L.E.A. She had it in her shoulder bag in a flash. ‘It reminds me so of her last holiday,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘Things go so fast, when was it now?’


She had thought, with the impregnated air of the room, that Logan was about to sneeze, but realized, with no loss of faculties, that he was crying. ‘Perhaps her passport will tell us,’ she said.




*





She called the Globe from a call-box two hundred yards away, having thanked the fuzz for looking after her bike. She heard the sirens going as she got through.


‘Chris, you’re right, it’s a big one. Anything fresh from Packer, first?’


‘Yeah. She was strangled. The river police picked her out downstream of Albert Bridge but she must have gone in between Wandsworth and Battersea, maybe Lots Road. Don’t mess about, love, what have you got?’


‘What I’ve got, first of all, is a fantastic picture. Exclusive.’


‘Portrait?’


‘Portrait? Tits down to here. Bikini.’


‘Yeah?’


‘It looks professional.’ She was gazing at it. ‘It says I.L.E.A. on the back. That’s something, eh?’


‘I.L.E.A.?’


‘Inner London Education Authority.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘Well, damn it, what can it mean? An art school. She was modelling. We haven’t just got a barmaid here. We’ve got an artist’s model. Murdered. In Chelsea.’


‘Christ. Anybody else got it?’


‘Nobody. I was there before the C.I.D. I can hear them now. There are sirens going. Listen, I’ll bring it in. I’d better give you a bit of stuff first.’


‘Okay, hang on. I’ll put you on to Typists.’ The phone jiggled. ‘Transfer this call to copy-takers. Urgent.’


‘Copy,’ Typists said.


‘Mooney, Chelsea,’ Mooney said.


‘Yeah, Mary.’


‘Chelsea Art Model Murder.’


‘Chelsea Art Model Murder,’ Typists said, clicking away.


‘Distraught fifty-four-year-old Gerald Logan, landlord of The Gold Key,’ Mooney dictated. She spelled it out. She spelled out the girl’s name, too, and her age, and all the other passport details. She spelled out about fifty-four-year-old Gerald’s wife, now dying in the Brompton Hospital, and how he had given the twenty-five-year-old Manchester hopeful bed and board while she pursued her promising career.


Fifty-four-year-old Gerald and twenty-five-year-old Germaine had both liked a breath of river air before packing it in for the night. Not finding her, he had gone to see if she was taking one by herself. He wondered if she had strolled over to the opposite bank where he had seen some television or film shooting going on at one of the abandoned wharves, but he hadn’t gone to see.


‘You want that last par in?’ Typists said. There had been some trouble unscrambling it.


‘Why not? I’ve got a photo-caption, too,’ Mooney said. ‘Do you want it?’


‘Who’s got the photo?’


‘I have. I’m bringing it in.’


‘No, love. Art department, when you get here.’


‘Mooney, Chelsea, right?’


‘Got it.’
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THE men making the siren noise spent some minutes clearing up the mystery of Mrs Mooney. There were mysteries in abundance already but to Detective Chief Inspector Summers one of the biggest was how a young prick like this constable on the door had ever got into the force.


‘What’s your name, son?’ he said.


‘Nutter,’ the constable said, reddening.


‘Yes.’ The chief inspector let it hang in the air. Well, I don’t want to be hard on you, lad, were the words that sprang to mind but he left them unuttered. With a name like that a lifetime of problems lay ahead, anyway. ‘And you thought she was what?’ he said.


‘Well, a nun, something like that.’


‘In jeans?’ (On a bike? Mrs?)


‘Something like that. A missionary, or a welfare worker, something religious. They expected her here. I thought they did, sir. She told them that,’ he said aggrievedly.


This seemed to be the case. The help said she’d thought the landlord had phoned her. The landlord said he’d thought someone had sent her. They were all standing in the beery little porch looking at each other. The landlord didn’t seem to know his arse from his elbow; for which, the chief inspector thought, there might be good reasons. He had a recent piece of information which he wished to pursue, so he said, ‘Let’s get on, then. You lead the way, landlord. Take over here, Mason,’ he added with a significant look at Nutter.


Detective Constable Mason took poor Nutter outside.


‘Never mind him,’ he said. ‘We all make mistakes.’


‘Yes, don’t we?’ Nutter said, his colour still high. He didn’t like references to his name. ‘And some go on making them,’ he added.


Mason understood the allusion; common lately. But all he said was, ‘That’s what makes him irritable.’


‘Well, people in glass houses,’ madly persisted Nutter.


Yeah, okay, Nutter. You toddle off then, Nutter. You’ll be all right, Nutter, old son, was what Mason passionately wanted to urge the fool. But again he held off, only nodding as Nutter strode proudly away. With a name like that, the plain-clothes man thought, strategy was needed, and Nutter didn’t seem to have any.


Mason had plenty himself. He was a very controlled young man, a promising detective. He had an idea something promising was doing here.


Logan’s sagging behind was meanwhile once more making the dolorous ascent to Germaine’s bower; and within about five minutes he was crying again. There was no opening time at The Gold Key that morning, though a growing band of customers – augmented by thirty ladies and gentlemen of the Press – impatiently awaited it.




*





The girl had been murdered; the third murder in a fortnight, and the third within a mile.


The man stuck with this bad news sat sourly in his room, one of a suite he’d taken over at Chelsea police station as his Murder HQ, and realized he was in the deep end again.


(He didn’t yet know how deep. The girl without the head still had it that morning; she had some time to go with it.)


His name was Warton and he was a detective chief superintendent, a powerful roly-poly figure who seemed below medium height because of his enormous barrel chest and hunched shoulders. He had very little neck and a round baldish head which protruded outwards into an immensely long snout. It gave him the appearance of a wart-hog.


By nature and training Warton was an unpleasant man; suspicious, close-grained, unfriendly. He was very senior in his job, which for a long time now had been striking him as a ridiculous one; it seemed high time he was out of it and into something more solid and administrative with set hours and respectable anonymity. There was something raffish and unsavoury in this skittering about, setting up headquarters and solving mysteries.


However, he was better than competent at it, which was why he was here.


When the first murder had occurred the newly appointed Crime Commissioner (C.C.) at the Yard had immediately sent for one of his commanders and said, ‘Get someone reliable on this right away, someone like Ted Warton. We can’t have a nonsense here.’


There’d been too many nonsenses. There had been the nonsense involving Lord Lucan, and Lady Lucan. There had been the nonsense with Slipper of the Yard, returned from Brazil without his rightful captive, Biggs the train-robber. There had been the Cambridge rapist who had terrorized the university town for months until on his belated, almost accidental, capture he had been found to have a record from here to next week apart from having left prodigal evidence, including signed messages, in his trail.


None of this was good for the police.


‘What’s Ted got on his plate?’ the C.C. had inquired.


Warton had nothing. He had been cunningly clearing things off his plate in anticipation of translation to other sees.


This was how he had bought the assignment.


Two weeks before, an American called Alvin C. Schuster had been found wrapped round a lamp-post near his house in Bywater Street. There were two stab wounds in his chest and he had been dead for three hours.


A neighbour exercising her dog had first noticed him at a few minutes to midnight. Other neighbours had been stepping in and out of their houses all evening without having noticed him, which had brought Warton out in his first evil distemper.


Obviously, someone had put Schuster round that lamp-post – and shortly before the neighbour found him. This wasn’t an easy thing to do, unless Schuster had been dragged there from his house. This he had not been. The family dog never failed to bark when Schuster so much as approached the house. It hadn’t barked.


But if he hadn’t reached the lamp-post via his house, how had he got there? Bywater Street was a cul-de-sac lined bumper-to-bumper with the cars of the residents. It could only be entered from the King’s Road; getting to the lamp-post, which was three-quarters of the way down it, would have caused considerable commotion even by sedan chair.


Warton’s frazzled inquiries into any possible Intelligence angle – result negative – had brought him an early morning call, at home, from the C.C. He had been curtly told not to put funny buzzes about. The Americans leaked things, and people talked. The C.C. told him to remember the people he had in the district, and to treat the case as one of normal murder.


Warton knew the people he had in the district – troublemakers of all kinds, judges, bankers, politicians. Mrs Margaret Thatcher, the leader of the Conservative Party, had her well-publicized abode in Flood Street, just a few hundred yards from Schuster’s lamp-post.


He also knew normal murder. Long grubby experience taught that ninety-nine per cent of it was domestic in origin.


However, it didn’t seem to be the origin in Schuster’s.


So far as the most thorough investigation could show, Alvin C. had been having no side orders of sex; no arguments, either, or drink or drugs, or any other kinds of trouble. He had been a cheery horn-rimmed oil executive, sensitive to the anxieties of labour in industry, mindful of the role of management. He owed nobody any money. Nobody owed him any. He hadn’t sacked anybody much.


Warton thought the most likely thing was that someone had got the wrong bloke.


Unfortunately, this was worse than getting the right one. Your average bloke, reading his paper, could well understand how even the most violent and baffling of murders had a rational cause. A natural justice or reason would be found lurking beneath the surface of the thing. Wrong blokes were a different kettle of fish entirely. Anybody could turn out to be one of those. It led to anxiety and indignation, and often letters to legislators (many living in Chelsea).


He had proceeded from the phone call to his Chelsea HQ (unpromisingly sited in Lucan Place) immediately into the next golden spot of the day. His deputy, Summers, had greeted him with the news that they had got another. Two streets away from Schuster, Jubilee Place, a daily had shown up with a bright good morning to find her employer starkers in the hall. Her employer had been Miss Jane Manningham-Worsley, aged 82. She had been throttled and raped.


Warton went to the third floor flat and had a look at her.


Everything was in ship-shape order (saving Miss Manningham-Worsley) except that the daily said the safety catch wasn’t on. She had never known it not to be on unless the old lady had admitted a friend. This meant that the old lady had had an aberration, or that she had known and admitted the friend who had raped and throttled her, or that the bastard had come in some other way.


Nothing of value was missing; not the old lady’s money, not any of her jewellery. The only thing the daily couldn’t find was a jar of pickles she had brought the day before.


Warton felt his subordinates looking at him so he lit a cigarette and went down to the car and hunched there, looking more of a wart-hog than ever.


Yes. All as normal. All they wanted in this one was a chap with a zest for pickles and for ladies of 82.


No sense anywhere. Not a glimmer of it.


He had depressively told his wife so, as he’d wound the clock last night at Sanderstead.


But long before the clock rang, his bedside phone did.


Four in the morning.


Summers’s voice was hushed at the other end.


‘Thought you’d want to know, sir. River police have a floater in our patch.’


‘Right.’


He had lumbered up at once and out to the car in the dark.


He’d stood hunched at the autopsy, simply nodding as the pathologist pointed silently to the bruised Adam’s apple.


‘Anything doing?’ he asked.


The pathologist manipulated Germaine a bit.


‘Oh, I think so,’ he said.


‘Okay. Open her.’


The first moment of true satisfaction in a couple of weeks had come when the midget foetal mess was cupped invitingly for his attention in the pathologist’s glove.


‘How old’s that?’


‘Ten weeks? I could tell you better tomorrow.’


‘Fine.’


So it was. Sense at last! Two people had been involved in the making of that gloveful. Find the other, he’d found his lead.


‘He didn’t know what?’ he therefore demanded menacingly now of Summers. Summers had just returned from The Gold Key.


‘That she was pregnant, sir. I’d go bail on it.’


‘But having it off with her?’


‘Oh, not a doubt of that.’ Unlike his boss, the chief inspector was a tall and gaunt individual, a pipe-smoking bloodhound. ‘All I can say, is that he seemed surprised to me. Shocked. Taken aback,’ he amended.


‘Chaps having it off get taken aback when young women are put in the club?’


‘Days of the pill, sir.’


‘Which she was on, was she?’


‘Evidently not.’


‘Evidently not. What the hell are you on about, Summers?’


‘Well, sir.’ Summers tamped his pipe. ‘The thing with this girl – I’ve got a few lines out – she was a bit of an all-rounder. Both sexes, general fun and games.’


‘I can tell you one game, Summers,’ Warton said, inner eye constant on the only bit of sense these past two weeks, ‘and one sex that put her in the club. Know which one?’


‘My meaning there,’ Summers said mildly, ‘was that given her way of life, it wouldn’t have caused much alarm. I’d guess she’d had a spot of trouble before, sir, wouldn’t you?’


Warton declined to speculate on other trouble.


He sat hunched and brooding over his own.


‘This landlord. Weeper,’ he said. ‘Just as untroubled, is he?’


‘He’s over the top,’ Summers said briefly. ‘Petrified his wife will find out – result of this case. Dying in hospital. You’ll see it there, sir.’


Warton grunted, examining the papers placed on his desk.


‘What’s this film crew over the river?’ he said.


‘Semi-amateur crew. We’ll have more later.’


‘Who’s Mrs Mooney?’


‘Yes.’ Summers began scraping his pipe. ‘Slight cock-up there. Uniformed man on the door let her in before we got there. Some confusion about what she wanted.’


‘Bike. Jeans,’ Warton read out. ‘That’s a local reporter,’ he said, looking sharply up.


Summers scraped away. ‘What I thought,’ he said.


So he had, after Detective Mason had diffidently suggested it.


‘She’ll be a stringer. For one of the nationals.’ Warning bells had begun to clamour in Warton’s brain. ‘Before you got there …? What did she get, then?’


‘Well, the landlord was a bity hazy as to exactly –’


‘What was there to get? What have we got? What was she doing, this part-timer, when not at the bar or having her fun?’


‘A bit of modelling, nothing very –’


‘What – masseuse?’


‘No. Just the odd session posing for –’


‘A model? An artist’s model? A real Chelsea artist’s model?’


A certain baying note in his voice, an experienced old note, brought the inspector’s startled face up from his pipe.


‘You could call it that,’ he admitted with quiet alarm.


‘Could call it? They bloody will, bet your bottom dollar. Did she get a photo? Were there any photos?’


‘Well, a few snapshots, but I don’t think –’


There was a polite knock on the door. ‘Latest editions, sir.’


With a wordless snarl Warton had them on his desk.


The Evening News and the Standard had sizeable headlines: CHELSEA BARMAID MURDERED, and a photo of The Gold Key.


The Globe had a much more sizeable headline: CHELSEA ART MODEL MUREDERED, also a photo of The Gold Key: also another one, a huge one, flagged Exclusive, of Germaine looking candidly up from a floor.


Just a few short hours before, the superintendent had seen her looking up from a slab. He read through the big type of the intro, and the columns underneath, and on the back. Playing it up big.


Twenty-five-year-old Germaine … feeling unwell … in the nude for life classes at Chelsea Art School … registered as a model with the Inner London Education Authority …


He knew from a slight stiffening behind him exactly when Summers connected with that. A bit of posing, just the odd session, eh? Bloody newspapers had it, and the police didn’t. Should have had it: model, looking for work, Chelsea. Warton stored this in his festering brain bank and read on.


They actually had a little picture of him, on page 2, looking like a tit in a trance as he had emerged from Miss Jane Manningham-Worsley’s to have a drag in the car while pondering the pickles in the earlier nightmare. Det. Ch. Supt. Edward Warton, in charge of the Chelsea Inquiries, read the caption, and an accompanying small box encapsulated the nature of the inquiries to date.


Yes. All they weren’t using were phrases like ‘tight-lipped police officials were not indicating today whether …’


There were certain phrases that catastrophes to others had taught him to watch out for. They weren’t using this one yet. They hadn’t got on to the pregnancy, either. They were sniffing at it. ‘Feeling unwell.’ Sniffing at it.


There was a lot he had to say to Summers, and the moment he looked at Summers he knew that Summers was expecting it, but he didn’t say it yet. That was not his way.


‘They haven’t got the pregnancy yet, Summers,’ was all he said.


‘No, sir.’


‘I don’t want them to.’ Summoning huge reserves he said, ‘You could be right, Summers. He might not have anything to do with it. But somebody had. He’s not answering calls, is he?’


‘No, we’ve got someone there, sir.’


Warton sat brooding. It was hours since he’d stumbled out in the dark. He had a longing for a nice stressless office; desk, central carpet, smell of floor polish. Problems to do with manning, budgets, the odd conference. Might bring in a few flowers from the garden at Sander stead. Decent neighbours there, insurance officials, bank officials. See them getting up in the middle of the night to examine the inside of a whore.


His mouth was well furred, but he lit a cigarette and broodingly examined the box on page 2 again. It had the quality of a tombstone. He scented something about it. It might not have occurred to them yet; they worked fast and were mainly in the dark, too.


‘Summers, you and I know these murders have nothing in common, don’t we?’


‘Obvious, sir.’ Summers relaxed slightly.


‘Ng.’ Warton drew on his cigarette. ‘One of these bright bastards, give him a day or two, will start asking if we haven’t got a maniac here.’






OEBPS/9780571280902_cover_epub.jpg
Faber Finds

Lionel Davidson

The Chelsea Murders





OEBPS/faber_and_faber_logo_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





