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         Early May

         Petar Belic raised his racquet high in the air, his body arched back in the service motion recognizable to thousands of tennis fans around the world. His long, evenly tanned legs stretched upwards taking his feet off the ground. The sun glinted on his gold bracelet as his arm came over his head. His opponent had just enough time to register that it was going to be a smash as the racquet bore down. A nanosecond later the ball whizzed past him in a fluorescent yellow blur, crashed onto the service line and bounced out of court.

         Ah, what the heck, thought Danny Moore. I’m hot, I’m tired and I want a drink. He went forward to the net and shook hands with Petar. ‘Well done, mate,’ he said. ‘You win. Again.’

         Petar laughed. ‘You weren’t trying; not on that last point anyway. You were just thinking about that pint of beer waiting for you.’

         ‘Ah, you know me so well,’ replied Danny as the two men entered the pavilion of the exclusive Surrey tennis club to which they belonged. Twenty minutes later, showered and changed, each with a drink in front of them, they relaxed into the leather upholstery of the club’s pavilion bar. They gazed out across the array of courts as they listened to the rhythmic ‘thwacks’ of games in progress, while the sun began its lazy descent towards the western horizon.

         They sat for a while, each with his thoughts. Danny nursed a pint of beer while Petar sipped a Scotch on the rocks. The sound of Petar’s mobile phone ringing interrupted their companionable silence. He pulled it out of his pocket, glanced at the screen and rejected the call. Danny looked at him with raised eyebrows.

         ‘Vinni?’

         ‘How did you guess?’

         ‘Doesn’t give up easily, does she?’

         Petar gave a humourless grin. ‘Lavinia never gives up. She always thinks if we just go through it all one more time the whole thing will be hunk-dory again.’

         Danny nodded. ‘Hunky-dory,’ he corrected absently. He cast a sideways glance at his friend. ‘Does she know you’ve got other fish to fry?’

         Petar’s eyebrows shot up.

         Danny looked pleased with himself. ‘I’ve got my spies.’

         Petar laughed. ‘Of course, I should have guessed.’ ‘You and Una giving it another go?’

         ‘Yes,’ he replied after a moment. ‘It’s gently, gently catching the monkey, as they say — but, yes, we are trying again.’

         Danny didn’t bother to correct the idiom this time. ‘I bet the kids are delighted.’

         ‘Oh, you can be sure,’ began Petar, but just at that moment they were interrupted by a discreet cough. They turned to see a man in his mid-twenties, wearing jeans and an anorak, waiting for an opportunity to speak. Petar and Danny stiffened slightly, wondering if the anorak pockets held a notepad and a recorder. They’d both been in the limelight long enough to recognize a journalist.

         ‘Mr Belic? Petar Belic?’

         ‘Yes, who wants to speak to him?’ answered Petar.

         The young man came closer. ‘I’m Greg Thompson from The Herald. We’re hoping to do a series of pieces in the run-up to Wimbledon.’

         ‘How did you get in here? You’re not a member, are you?’ asked Danny, displeasure clouding his amiable features.

         Petar turned to him. ‘It’s OK, Danny. I am cool with this.’ He turned back to the journalist. ‘What kind of piece do you plan?’

         ‘Well, with you, Mr Belic, the article would be two-pronged. You’ve been a great champion in your own right, of course, and I’d like to cover that. And then there’s the fact that you’re the coach to Stewart Bickerstaff, and since you’ve started working with him he’s become the British number one. Obviously a lot of people will be watching very closely to see how he does this year.’

         Petar nodded as he considered the matter. ‘Do you have any of our cards on you?’ he asked Danny.

         ‘Yep.’ Danny fished in his pocket and brought out a couple of business cards for the Bel-Mor Sports Agency, their joint business venture.

         Petar took the cards and gave one to Greg Thompson. ‘Call this number,’ he said kindly. ‘Tell the secretary I am willing to see you. Make an appointment.’

         Beaming with delight the journalist took the card, thanked Petar profusely and made his getaway.

         Danny gave a rueful smile as he gazed at the disappearing back of the young man. ‘I’d still like to know how he got in here.’

         ‘A determined journalist will squeeze himself between the narrowest of cracks.’

         ‘Or bribe one of the staff.’

         ‘Or that, yes,’ conceded Petar. He turned the remaining card between his fingers as the silence lengthened. After some moments, Danny took a sip of beer and put the glass down resolutely.

         ‘I’ve got something I need to discuss with you, Pete, about the business.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘You knew?’ ‘Yes.’

         ‘You didn’t say anything.’

         ‘No, I wanted you to come and tell me of your own free will.’ Danny leaned back in his seat, his cheeks suddenly flushed. ‘It’s scary, having someone know me as well as you do.’ He sat up and took a deep breath. ‘I’ve been a bit silly with our company finances.’

         ‘More than a bit, I think, my friend.’

         Danny took another deep breath and spread his hands.

         ‘Very silly.’

         Petar’s eyes searched his friend’s. Danny felt the gentleness of his gaze. ‘Talk to me.’

         Danny leaned in close to Petar and began to speak.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One
      

         

         Late June

         Monday: Day 1 of the Wimbledon Championship Tournament

         He looked in good shape. The cream linen designer suit couldn’t hide his taut thigh muscles or the pectorals, honed to perfection. He probably had an impressive six-pack hidden under the hand-finished shirt. His blond-streaked hair fell away from his handsome, Slavic face and the whole picture screamed – fit. This man is fit.

         Except he was dead.

         His body had been found on a lawn. Not just any patch of grass. This was a Wimbledon tennis court, and the Championships would be starting in just a few hours.

         Detective Inspector Angela Costello gazed down at the body. She gave a long, regretful sigh as a weight of sadness settled round her heart. She didn’t need a formal process to identify this man. A tennis fan since childhood, his images had taken precedence over those of pop stars on her bedroom wall for most of her teenage years.

         She raised her head and took in the whole of the scene around her. She loved this place. The sights and sounds, the battles and emotions, the excitement of the Championships were essential components of the summer as far as she was concerned. Sunshine. Health. Vitality. But this had never been part of the picture.

         Oh, Petar, what on earth’s happened? she thought.

         She looked up at the three men who had been standing nearby since she had first arrived. ‘Local CID?’ she asked.

         The nearest of them nodded: a solid, heavily built man. Under his tie she could see his shirt straining across his chest. ‘D.I. Coombes,’ he said. ‘We didn’t like the look of it, not here, not today of all days. Thought the best thing to do was to get straight on to you lot in Homicide.’

         Angela nodded. D.I. Coombes. I’m a detective inspector as well. The reality was still a novelty to her. I know the fact that I’ve only just been promoted doesn’t show, she thought, but I still feel as though I’m carrying some sign saying ‘wet behind the ears’. She took a few seconds, allowed herself a deep breath and gave a tight smile.

         ‘Not a problem, Inspector,’ she said. ‘We can deal with it.’

         Coombes nodded. ‘We’ll get out of your way, then. The official handover can be sorted out later.’

         ‘Yes, thank you. Before you go, who found him?’

         Coombes stood aside and Angela found herself gazing on what looked like a boy dressed in a policeman’s uniform. She blinked and looked again, taking in the slight build. She noted the smooth face and the clear, innocent eyes under the peak of a hat that, like the uniform, seemed slightly too large. Goodness, was she getting so old that the new recruits looked like kids to her?

         ‘What’s your name, Constable?’

         He cleared his throat. ‘Martin, ma’am. Martin Pearse.’ Angela found herself resisting the temptation to ask him if his mother knew where he was.

         ‘OK, Martin. Did you discover the body?’

         ‘No, ma’am.’ He was unable to hide the note of disappointment and, aware that she knew this, he blushed.

         She smiled in sympathy. ‘OK, Martin, put me in the picture.’

         ‘I was on crowd control outside when one of the groundsmen came running out of the club and asked me to come in. This is what I found.’

         Angela nodded. ‘So, did you call the station?’

         ‘No, ma’am.’ She waited. Anxiety crawled across his face as he tried to remember all the training school procedures for such an incident, worried that he’d plumped for the wrong action. Eventually he risked: ‘I… er… I felt for a pulse.’

         ‘Well done, Martin. I presume you didn’t find one.’

         He relaxed. ‘No, but then I’m not good at that sort of thing. I sometimes can’t feel my own pulse. Fortunately a doctor came along just at that moment and he examined the… him… the body. And he declared him dead.’

         ‘That was handy. Was the doctor just passing?’

         ‘I’m not sure. When he fetched me, the groundsman mentioned that he’d sent for one. I presume in a place like Wimbledon the medics are never very far away. I’ve got his name and contact details when you’re ready, ma’am.’ Confidence rang in his voice as he said this last sentence. He knew without any doubt he’d ticked the right box this time. ‘And I’ve called the station,’ he added. ‘They’re getting in touch with the coroner’s office.’

         Angela nodded. She wondered if her husband would be the one to take the call. Patrick Costello was a coroner’s officer. ‘Thanks, Martin. So what strikes you about this scenario, then? Do you know who he is, by the way?’

         A look of genuine regret passed across Martin’s face. ‘Sorry,’ he replied. ‘I know he’s something in tennis.’

         He’d got that right. ‘He was one of the best tennis players of the twentieth century, Martin. His name is Petar Belic.’ A shaft of grief shot through Angela and she stopped speaking; ‘was’ – his name ‘was’ Petar Belic. She cast her eyes about, looking for a distraction. These lawns were amazing, like velvet. Rye grass, that was it; somebody had told her once that they used rye grass here, not wheat grass. She tuned in to the young constable again.

         ‘Ah, well, I’m more of a rugby man, myself,’ he was saying.

         Angela allowed herself a fleeting image of young Martin getting flattened in a scrum. She glanced across to the far bulkier D.I. Coombes, who was waiting patiently. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Well, what we’ve got is a very odd sight.’

         ‘Yes, ma’am.’

         ‘Hmm…’ Angela looked silently beyond Martin to the perimeter of the court. She felt acutely aware of people passing, some dressed in their uniforms as stewards or line judges, their heads drawn as if by a magnet to where she stood, each somehow finding a reason to make a detour by court eighteen. Ideally she would like to keep the lid on this, but didn’t for one moment imagine that would be possible. She could already anticipate the buzz of speculation rapidly spreading to every corner of the club.

         ‘OK, Martin,’ she said. ‘That’ll be all for now. Hand in your report of the event before you go off shift, OK?’

         ‘Yes, ma’am,’ he said, and followed D.I. Coombes away from the court.

         Angela caught a movement out of the corner of her eye and turned to see Detective Sergeants Rick Driver and Jim Wainwright and Detective Constable Gary Houseman hurrying across the grass towards her. She had arrived with them in the Homicide Assessment Team car but got out at the club gates so she could get straight to the court.

         ‘So, what have we got, then?’ asked Rick.

         ‘Not too clear at the moment,’ replied Angela, ‘but the locals thought they’d better call us in, given what’s going to be happening here for the next two weeks.’

         Jim looked puzzled for an instant and then his brow cleared. ‘Oh, yeah,’ he said.

         Angela, resisting the temptation to roll her eyes at Jim, nodded at the third man, Gary Houseman. His brand new suit and nervous expression made her suddenly remember that for him this was also the first day in a new job. She gave him a smile. ‘Sorry, we’d barely been introduced when the call came through. Welcome to the team.’

         ‘Thanks.’ He returned her smile and she thought he relaxed a little.

         ‘You’ve struck lucky, in a manner of speaking. There are worse places to start off.’

         ‘Yeah,’ grinned Rick. ‘It’s downhill all the way after this.’ He turned his whole attention to the body. ‘All looks very neat and tidy, doesn’t it?’

         ‘Yep,’ added Jim. ‘Hmm… nice threads.’ He squatted beside the corpse. ‘Kept himself in shape.’

         ‘Yeah,’ agreed Rick. ‘You’d think twice before taking a pop at him, wouldn’t you? He looks like he could handle himself.’

         ‘Didn’t this time, though, did he?’ Jim’s expert gaze took in the details. ‘Nice clean hands. Manicured nails.’

         ‘Yep,’ said his partner. ‘No obvious sign of struggle.’

         ‘Know anything about him yet, Angie?’ asked Jim.

         ‘You bet I do,’ she replied. ‘Petar Belic, ex-champion. During my teenage years I was one of his biggest fans.’ She looked from one man to the other and could almost hear their minds calculating. ‘It wasn’t that long ago,’ she added, hoping it didn’t sound like too much of a protest. ‘You should have seen him. He caused a real sensation the first time he played here. He was just this skinny boy from the wrong side of the Adriatic back then.’

         ‘You what?’ asked Jim.

         Angela glanced at him impatiently. ‘Look it up,’ she said. ‘Anyway, nobody noticed him at first and then all of a sudden, there he was in the quarter-finals with everybody scrabbling around trying to find out something about him. They couldn’t even pronounce his name. By the way, make sure you get it right, won’t you? You say it “Beleech”, which isn’t what it looks like.’

         ‘Oh yeah, I remember now!’ Light dawned for Rick. ‘Bigtime champ; my mum was his number one fan. When we were young, whenever he came on the telly we had to get our own tea. She was that keen on him.’

         Ouch! That’s right, make me feel old, thought Angela.

         Jim shrugged. ‘Don’t look at me,’ he said. ‘If it doesn’t involve a round cork board that you can throw pointy things at I don’t know anything about it.’

         Each to his own, Angie thought, casting a glance at Jim’s chunky figure. She’d always assumed he was just built that way, but she now wondered if his girth had anything to do with standing around in pubs and consuming beer while waiting for his turn to throw the darts. Rick, she knew, had a fondness for road racing, a hobby to which his spare, muscular frame bore ample witness. As the pause lengthened she realized, with a small stab of nervousness, they were waiting for her to speak. ‘OK,’ she said briskly. ‘We’ve got to seal this place.’

         ‘If this turns out to be murder it’ll be your first case as a D.I.,’ remarked Jim. Angela wondered if he was deliberately ignoring what she had said, or just following his own train of thought. She mentally noted the possibility that he might even be trying to needle her. She hadn’t realized until they’d turned up just how nervous she was about her first outing as a detective inspector but she was determined not to show it. Take a deep breath, Angie, she said to herself. OK, so Jim applied for promotion at the same time as you did and didn’t even get an interview. That’s for him to deal with.

         ‘Will you find whoever’s responsible for the games to be played on this court today and explain it will have to remain out of bounds, at least until the scene of crime officers have done their stuff?’

         ‘Will do,’ said Rick.

         ‘And find out how to get the undertaker’s van to this court — preferably not through the main gates.’

         ‘Check.’

         ‘And don’t forget to apologize for the inconvenience caused.’

         Jim looked puzzled. ‘For what? They’ve got an unexplained death in their club.’

         ‘Yes,’ she said patiently. ‘But they’ve also got a very high profile international event beginning in a few hours and a little diplomacy goes a long way.’

         ‘That’s their problem,’ he replied, a little truculently.

         Angela saw Rick making a great study of his shoes. ‘Just be polite, Jim,’ she said. ‘It’s better to have their cooperation than not.’

         There followed the merest of pauses. They were all equal colleagues a short while ago and now Angela was giving them orders. It probably feels as awkward to him as it does to me, she thought.

         ‘No probs,’ replied Jim after a moment. ‘You’re the boss.’ Angela gave a sigh of relief as she watched them move away. She looked back down at Petar’s body as she remembered something else. Surely it was on this very court that he had achieved his first victory?

         She turned and hunkered down for a closer inspection, careful to touch nothing. This man had seen her through a pivotal stage in her development. She had spent her adolescent years dreaming of what she’d do if she ever got the chance to meet him, and now here she was, leaning in close over those beautiful cheekbones. She found nothing and rose a few moments later. It was best left to the scene of crime officers who had now appeared beside her and were ready to get on with their job.

         ‘SOCOs,’ announced one of the men unnecessarily, casting an appraising glance at the body.

         Angela nodded. ‘I’ll leave you to get on with it.’ She took one last look at the dead man’s features, perfect in death. Well, Petar, she thought. It’s the big question. Did you fall or were you pushed?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two
      

         

         Jim and Rick were hovering a short distance away as Angela left the court. ‘Did you find out who’s in charge?’ she asked.

         ‘Chap called Burrows. He wants to see you,’ said Jim, with a distinct lack of finesse. Angela wondered if he was still smarting from their earlier exchange and let a beat pass while she made a business of fishing in her bag for her notebook. Jim had never been known for his delicacy of touch, so it was hard to tell if he was trying to goad her or just being himself; either way, she couldn’t afford to let his attitude get to her.

         Fortunately, Jim was partnered with Rick, who had no chip on his shoulder and was a bit more savvy. ‘Mr Burrows asked if he might have a word with the officer in charge, Angie,’ he offered in placatory tones, ‘so we said we’d bring you to his room as soon as you came off the court.’

         Angie nodded curtly, rewarding him with a small, tight smile. ‘Righto then,’ she conceded. ‘Lead the way.’

         Rick was careful to outpace her as they went into the club and along a passage, so as to pull open the door to let her pass, in punctilious courtesy. Jim strolled along behind, his hands in his pockets.

         Mr Burrows’ door opened quickly to Angela’s knock. She found herself confronted with a smart man of military bearing. His impeccable blazer and sharply creased flannels accorded well with his tidy, organized office. From the chart on the wall to the separate pages hanging from clipboards and the spreadsheet on his computer screen, Mr Burrows could clearly have told you at any moment what should have been happening on all the courts for which he was responsible.

         The relief in his face at her arrival betrayed the fact that he hadn’t yet fully come to terms with the unscheduled event of that morning. He stood back to let her enter.

         ‘Please sit down, please sit down, er, officer,’ he began.

         ‘I’m Detective Inspector Angela Costello, Mr Burrows,’ supplied Angela, sitting down and balancing her notebook on her lap.

         ‘Ah yes, Inspector. I see, thank you. Well, well, well, what a dreadful thing to have happened. Poor Petar, poor Petar.’ He was genuinely distressed. Angela was cheered that his first concern was for the dead man and not the logistics of having his court available on schedule. She warmed to Mr Burrows.

         ‘Indeed,’ she agreed. ‘Do you have any idea what happened? Did you see anything?’

         ‘Nothing whatsoever. I was checking out the courts when I came across the… him and sent one of my assistants for a policeman and another one for a doctor.’ He gazed down at his desk shaking his head. ‘Poor Petar; what a terrible thing to happen.’

         ‘Did you realize he was dead?’

         ‘Well, I wasn’t sure, and obviously I was hoping he’d merely had some sort of — I don’t know, seizure, perhaps. I was just wondering if I should get something to cover him, to keep him warm, you know, when the doctor came and certified him as dead.’

         ‘Right,’ said Angela, making a note. ‘Did you know Petar Belic personally?’ she asked.

         ‘Oh yes — that is, not closely, you understand, but in the way one gets to know the players here. We were nodding acquaintances, if you like, and we’d met many times over the years. That was about it. He was a very nice man. He always remembered our names; the regulars, that is. He never seemed to get too big for his boots, and goodness knows he had reason enough. But he was always the same, even when he was at the top of his game.’ Burrows chuckled. ‘Of course, he was playing in the days before players could legally dispute points and ask for a call to be properly verified.’

         Angela grinned. ‘You cannot be serious!’ she exclaimed with an attempt at an American accent.

         Burrows laughed. ‘But you didn’t get any of that with Petar. Not one single tantrum, as far as I recall.’

         Angela paused. She was aware of a strong temptation to reminisce. Come on, Angela; stay on track, she said to herself. What was happening more recently in Petar’s life? In fact, what was going on last night? ‘I’d like to know everything you can tell me about him. We don’t know yet how or why he died. The people he mixed with and the things he did recently might throw light on the matter for us.’

         ‘Of course; I understand you have to ask these questions. I do see that.’ Burrows picked up a pen and fiddled with it. ‘It’s just that it’s all so distressing,’ he replied with a sigh. He lapsed into silence as he gave the matter some thought. Angela waited patiently.

         ‘He was always very friendly with Danny Moore and Helmut Wolf,’ said Burrows eventually, ‘and from what I hear they’ve remained in touch. I think Petar was Helmut’s best man a couple of years ago.’

         Angela smiled. ‘Helmut Wolf. Do you remember when you could guarantee that Petar, Helmut and Danny would always be three of the last eight?’

         ‘Indeed I do.’ The official realized that he was talking to someone who knew their tennis and relaxed slightly. The pen went back into its holder. ‘Helmut generally comes over for the tournament, so I would normally expect to see him about the place and chatting away somewhere or other with Petar during these two weeks.’

         ‘But you haven’t seen him yet?’

         ‘Not so far. Mind you, I could have missed him; it’s a big place. I’m kept very busy,’ he added with a touch of pride.

         Angela nodded. ‘What about Danny Moore?’

         ‘Ah, well that’s a completely different kettle of fish. Danny runs a sports promotion agency that handles some of our players and I would expect to see more of him. He’s been about quite a bit during the last week; in fact, he was here yesterday. I know I saw him and Petar together at one point. I think they are — were — on very friendly terms.’

         ‘Was that the last time you saw him?’

         ‘Yes… yes, I think so. They were having a drink together at one of the bars.’

         Angela looked up quickly from her notepad. ‘What time would this have been, Mr Burrows?’

         ‘I think — I didn’t look at my watch, but it might have been late afternoon, half past four, five? Thereabouts, anyway. To think that that would be the last time…’ He blinked, a look of distress evident on his face.

         ‘Right. Can you think of anybody else who was seen around with Petar?’

         ‘Well, there was a… er… lady friend.’

         Angela suppressed a smile at Burrows’ old-fashioned delicacy, but she’d seen quite a bit in the gossip columns about Petar’s girlfriend, Lavinia Bannister, and suspected that she was up to speed on the ‘lady friend’ situation.

         ‘What about Stewart Bickerstaff?’

         ‘Ah yes, well, I saw him with Stewart. You’d expect that, of course, with Petar being his coach. And then there are some of the other players who are Stewart’s pals on the tour. There’s a little group of them that seem to stick together quite a bit, Philip Turnbull for one — and I hear Philip’s been seen out and about a bit lately with that American player, Tessa Riordan.’

         ‘Did Petar mix much, socially, with Stewart and this little… er… group?’

         ‘From what I hear he went for a meal with them now and again. Petar was a great one for nurturing up-and-coming talent and I should imagine a bit of socializing went with that.’

         Angela thought for a moment. ‘I’d better add Joanna Clarke to this gang, hadn’t I?’ she asked, pleased with her knowledge of the game.

         ‘Ah yes; Stewart and Joanna have been an item for a long time, haven’t they, yes… mind you…’ His voice tailed off and Angela cast a puzzled glance at him. ‘Well,’ he continued, ‘it’s just that that other American player, Candy Trueman, has been with them a lot lately as well. Once or twice recently I’ve seen her leave the club with Stewart when Joanna’s stayed on to practise.’

         As she added the name to her list, Angela remembered seeing a picture of Candy and Stewart out together at a Mayfair restaurant recently, looking very much like a couple. She looked up to catch a carefully noncommittal expression on Burrows’ professional face and wondered if she was being told that Joanna was on the way out and Candy on the way in.

         ‘Well, thank you for your time,’ said Angela, shutting her notebook. ‘I think that’s all for now. At the moment this is an unexplained death and we have to proceed on the basis that it could become a murder enquiry; in which case I might need to speak to you again. But let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.’

         ‘Indeed.’

         ‘It might also be necessary for us to speak to certain players and members of the staff. Obviously we’d want to do this in private and I believe there’s a police room here.’

         ‘Oh yes. In fact, you have two rooms here — well, the police have, that is. There’s a control room and another room which isn’t really designated for anything. Happily we don’t have a huge amount of crime, but you know how it is: there’s always some pickpocket around wanting to take a chance. If the police want to question anybody, I’ve noticed in the past few years that they’re more likely than not to take them to the local station. So this second room doesn’t get much use these days. It would be ideal for your purposes. I’m sure any of your junior officers know how to find it.’

         Angela stood up. ‘Thank you very much, Mr Burrows. I do appreciate your cooperation,’ she said. ‘And I’d like to assure you that we’ll free up court eighteen just as soon as we can.’

         He gave a bleak smile. ‘That’s the least of our worries at the moment, Inspector. The tennis world has lost a truly great champion.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Angela.

         There was a moment of silence. They exchanged sympathetic glances as Angela moved out into the corridor. Just at that moment her mobile rang, and she sighed as she glanced at the screen: her boss, Detective Chief Inspector Stanway.

         ‘Good morning, sir,’ Angie said as she let the door close silently behind her.

         ‘Morning, Angie. I hear you’ve got an unexplained death at Wimbledon.’

         ‘Yes, sir, Petar Belic,’ she responded as she made her way along the corridor to the nearest exit. ‘I’m sure you remember him.’

         ‘I certainly do. I’ve got meetings for most of today but I’ve no doubt the post-mortem will be tomorrow. I’ll attend that and catch up with you later in the office.’

         Angela frowned. She hoped he wouldn’t be breathing down her neck too much. She wanted to flex her newly promoted muscles. Even as the thought came, she recognized its childishness but found it difficult to shake off the feeling. ‘OK, sir, see you then,’ she replied, making a huge effort to keep a peevish note out of her voice.

         She looked up to see a harassed-looking woman of about thirty waiting for her as she emerged into the grounds. Angie scanned her plastic lapel badge – Janina Duncan, Press Officer. Noting the look of mild panic in Janina’s eyes and the flush rising up her neck, Angela wondered if the press officer, like herself, was also new in post.

         Janina gave Angela a tight smile. ‘Are you the police officer in charge here at the moment?’ she asked.

         ‘Yes, Ms Duncan. I’m Detective Inspector Angela Costello.’ At that moment a small group of stewards passed between them, and it was clear there might be other interruptions. ‘Shall we go somewhere more…?’

         ‘Absolutely! I know a spot that will be nice and quiet at this time of the morning.’ She turned hastily and led Angela by a couple of pathways to where some picnic tables stood in the inviting sunshine. ‘Obviously… er… um… we want to cooperate fully with the police. Well, naturally, of course we do, yes,’ she said, once they were both seated and Angela had taken out her notebook. Janina’s eyes darted about in a nervous manner.

         Being in the company of someone even more nervous about the situation than herself helped Angela to relax. ‘Thank you; as we do with the club, of course.’

         Janina nodded and steadied herself. ‘It’s just such a terrible thing to happen. Everybody’s so shocked.’

         Angela noted the ‘everybody’ and imagined the many that must have flowed past the court even during this short visit. The SOCO team would have sealed the place now and set up some sort of cordon to keep the curious at bay, but you couldn’t stop people talking.

         ‘It’s going to be impossible to keep the lid on this, of course. But there’s no reason for us to get carried away,’ Angela grinned. ‘We can safely leave the press and the public to do that. I think at the moment all we need is a statement to the effect that the body of an as yet unidentified man has been found in the grounds, and the club is cooperating fully with the police in the investigation.’

         ‘That sounds about right,’ agreed Janina. ‘Er, re identification…’

         ‘Yes, do you know whom we can call on? I’ve been quite a fan of Petar in my time but I wasn’t clued up on his domestic arrangements. I’ve seen him in the glossies, of course, with Lavinia Bannister, the publicist that he’s been with for a while.’ And a very odd couple they made too, she thought. Most publicists contented themselves with obtaining publicity for their clients, but pictures of Lavinia Bannister, skimpily clothed with a glass of champagne in one hand and a cigarette in the other at some glamorous function, featured in the media on a regular basis. More recent photographs had betrayed Petar’s ever-increasing discomfort with this arrangement.

         Janina broke into Angela’s reflections. ‘I think your best bet is to call his wife.’

         ‘His wife?’

         Janina correctly interpreted Angela’s tone. ‘The word is that they were getting back together again, or at least trying.’

         ‘Did he split up with Lavinia Bannister, then?’

         ‘I don’t know but I don’t think so, or at least, not quite,’ replied Janina. She shrugged her shoulders. ‘I think everything was a bit fluid, but I got the impression he was happy to be seeing Una again. They weren’t actually divorced, you know, which means that she’s his next of kin. I heard Una fielding questions about Petar the other day on some radio programme. She was very cagey, as you might expect, and wouldn’t give any information about the possibility of a reconciliation, but she did say that they just hadn’t ever got round to divorcing.’

         ‘Hmm. Still married. That’s very interesting,’ said Angela taking out her notebook again. It’s very simple, Angela, she said to herself as she wrote. If a couple split up but don’t get divorced, perhaps it’s because, deep down, they don’t want to. She smiled at Janina. ‘OK, I’ll leave the press release with you. Would you give me the contact details for Mrs Belic? We’ll need to ask as soon as possible if she’s willing to do the identification.’

          
      

         Angela was back at the court in time to see the undertaker’s van drive away. Rick and Jim appeared at her side.

         ‘What do you reckon, Angie?’ asked Rick.

         ‘We’ll have to wait for the post-mortem, of course, but given the place where he was found, my gut feeling is that it’s not a natural death. I hope I’m wrong.’

         ‘Would you go as far as to say murder?’

         Angela paused for a moment. ‘Yes. I think I would.’

         ‘It’s a very odd place to leave a body, though,’ said Rick.

         ‘Very.’

         ‘I suppose he could have been on the court for some legitimate reason when he was taken bad,’ suggested Jim, whose voice had lost its earlier edginess.

         Angela shrugged. ‘Until we get the results of the PM we can’t take it any further. I don’t know about you, but I’ve got a desk piled with paperwork.’

         Fifteen minutes later saw all four back in the car. Angela drove; Jim shared the back seat with Gary. They edged their way along Church Road as fast as the heavy traffic allowed. The sun streamed in through the open windows along with the noise from several hundred excited tennis fans snaking along the pavement, all eager to be courtside. A holiday atmosphere pervaded everywhere. They passed Constable Pearse, back at his post near a group of women all wearing bright T-shirts of the same colour. A memory stirred: Angela realized she’d seen this group, or one very like them, at the Queen’s Club tournament recently. She could only see them from the back but she was sure each of them wore a letter on their front, which together spelled out the name of the player they supported – Stewart Bickerstaff in this case. She smiled as she passed. She could see Martin looking at the group with undisguised longing. She wondered if he fancied one of them in particular or all of them in general.

         She turned the car radio on. They still hadn’t cleared the crowd before she heard the announcement: News has just come in that somebody has been found dead at Wimbledon. Police were called to the scene very quickly, and an investigation is underway. We’ll update you on this story as soon as we have more information.

         The announcer then segued into the tournament. The world’s most famous tennis tournament starts today. Two of the main contenders for the ladies’ title, Tessa Riordan and Candy Trueman, flew in from America several days ago and have spent the last week getting used to playing on grass. Tessa’s a hard-working girl from the Mid-West who likes to keep her private life to herself, but California girl Candy has taken breaks from practice a couple of times since she arrived and has been seen about town with the British number one, Stewart Bickerstaff. The couple were snapped leaving a Mayfair nightclub just a couple of days ago. Hopes are high for Stewart to do well, and British fans will be watching him closely during this year’s tournament.

         The number two Brit is Philip Turnbull. His game has come a long way in the past year and he’s thought to stand a good chance of making it through to the second week. Flying the flag for the British ladies is Joanna Clarke. Her game has been inconsistent lately. She got to round three in the French but didn’t get past two at Eastbourne. Let’s hope she finds her form very quickly and can put up a good show here…

         ‘Didn’t say anything about foul play,’ said Gary.

         Angela nodded. ‘I don’t think they’d dare at this stage.’ She switched the radio off and left the tennis crowds behind.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three
      

         

         Several hours later, Angela entered her home in Richmond. Closing the front door behind her, she kicked off her shoes and stood for a few moments in the hallway. Angie loved this moment of the day. Bright evening sunlight streamed in through the glass panels above the front door, sparkling everywhere it landed, giving an added shining welcome to the house. She could hear Patrick pottering about in the kitchen just a few yards away. He was usually home before her, and she gave thanks to be married to a man who loved to cook. Through the door she could hear the faint sound of a CD playing. Patrick liked cooking to music.

         It inspired him. The Three Tenors tonight.

         She pushed open the kitchen door.

         ‘Evening, sweetheart,’ he said without looking round. Angela moved nearer and put her arms round him from behind. Holding aloft a peeled onion in one hand and a kitchen knife in the other he wriggled round in her grip, a wide grin of welcome on his face; they kissed. A moment later he drew back and looked down at her. She grinned up at him happily and buried her face in his shoulder. It amazed her that after two and a half years of marriage his smile could still cause her heart to flip.

         ‘What are you thinking about?’ he asked.

         ‘I was thinking how glad I am that I’ve got a flipping heart.’

         He laughed; they’d had this conversation before. ‘I’m very glad about that too, darling. I must say, I thought you would come in all preoccupied with today’s events.’ Angela raised her eyes to his face. ‘I didn’t take the initial call but I heard all about it, obviously,’ he said. ‘Was it very traumatic, finding your first love dead this morning?’

         Angela moved over and perched herself on a high stool just out of the way of cooking operations. She gave a rueful smile. ‘Not traumatic as such. But it was sad all the same. He was such a big part of my growing-up years. And do you know, Pads, he looked so damned healthy and vibrant lying there.’

         He gave a short bark of laughter. ‘Yes, I know what you mean.’ He was silent for a while as he finished chopping the onion and poured some oil into a pan. ‘Did you catch any of the news bulletins?’ he asked once the onions were sizzling gently.

         ‘No,’ she answered. ‘Well, only an early one as I was coming away from the club.’

         ‘Hmm. By the midday news broadcast there’d been a positive identification from his wife. So they announced his death and gave a brief summary of his career — you know how they do — and there was a minute’s silence at the opening of the tournament.’

         ‘Oh, that’s a nice gesture,’ Angie responded. ‘I didn’t catch any of the bulletins today. I just got stuck into some paperwork. It occurred to me that it wouldn’t be a bad idea to clear my desk while I had the chance. I suspect this might be murder and I’ll be on the case. At least I hope I will be,’ she finished, unable to keep a note of chagrin out of her voice.

         He shot her a puzzled look. ‘Why wouldn’t you be, Detective Inspector Costello?’

         ‘Call me paranoid, but D.C.I. Stanway rang me this morning and said he would go to the post-mortem tomorrow. So I immediately thought I might not get to run this investigation — he’d be breathing down my neck all the time…’ Angela’s voice tailed off.

         ‘Well, he is in overall charge, sweetheart.’

         ‘I know.’

         ‘If anything goes wrong, it’s his head on the block.’

         ‘I know.’

         ‘You’re paranoid.’

         Angela laughed. ‘Yeah, I know that too.’

         ‘McKenzie is the pathologist on tomorrow and he’s an old pal of Stanway, so I expect he actually wants the opportunity for a bit of a chinwag. You’ll be heading up the investigation, no question.’

         ‘I didn’t know McKenzie and Stanway were pals. Sounds like you’ve got inside knowledge. Is there anything else you’re not telling me, Mr Coroner’s Officer?’

         He spread his hands. ‘I know nuzzing. The PM will be first thing in the morning so all speculation is suspended for the time being. But I was at the public mortuary when the body was brought in along with the details of how he had been found.’ Angela nodded and a comfortable silence ensued between them while Patrick gave his attention to his mixture in the big copper frying pan. As the onion gradually became translucent and started to brown, he added garlic and ginger. ‘We had a tricky moment when Una Belic came in to ID the body,’ he said, glancing back over his shoulder.

         ‘Oh? Really?’

         ‘Yes, the viewing room wasn’t quite ready, so they asked me to show her to the waiting room and then fetch her when things had been set up.’

         ‘Oh right. What’s she like?’

         ‘Seems a nice lady; well turned out. She had two kids with her — teenagers — a boy and a girl. I presume they were her and Petar’s children.’

         Angela nodded. ‘Yeah, probably; they have three altogether but I think there’s a bit of a gap between them and the youngest.’

         ‘Right.’ Patrick added a selection of spices to the pan. ‘Anyway, I explained the situation to them and left them to it for a bit. When I went back about ten minutes later, somebody else was in there and, my goodness, you could have cut the atmosphere with a knife.’

         ‘Who was this other person?’

         ‘Well, I didn’t know at first but she looked familiar. She was as thin as a rake and she was wearing the shortest skirt I think I’ve ever seen. Her gestures were kind of jerky and her face was just the tiniest bit haggard, and I couldn’t for the life of me think where I knew her from. It turns out she was Petar’s girlfriend, Lavinia Bannister, though she called herself his partner. And then, of course, I knew that I’d seen her in the papers.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Angela. ‘And she’s forever in the glossies.’

         ‘Hmm, I’m not surprised,’ answered Patrick, getting a packet of prawns from the fridge and adding them to the pan. ‘I must say, that airbrushing stuff does wonders, doesn’t it? Anyway, she was demanding to know why she hadn’t been called in officially to ID him. She kept casting these glances across at Mrs Belic and the two kids. They kept their cool admirably, though — Mrs Belic and the kids, that is.’

         ‘What an awful situation. What happened?’

         ‘Well, I explained to Ms Bannister that Mrs Belic had been called in because, as his wife, she was next of kin and we needed a positive identification. She got a bit hysterical then and starting shouting that she was his partner, she’d been with him for the past two years and she should be the one to ID Petar, and she carried on in that vein for a while. She was quite hyper, really. I was very impressed with Mrs Belic, though. She kept absolutely calm and suggested they both view the body; one after the other. Long story short, La Bannister seemed to realize that she wasn’t going to win so she calmed down a bit once separate viewings had been suggested, and that’s what they did. Mind you, Ms Bannister was holding fast to what she must think should be her place in the scheme of things, because when she came out of the viewing room she made a point of going over to John Marshall, who was handling the identification, and saying, “Yes, that’s him.”’

         ‘Good grief.’

         ‘You’re not kidding. But I must admit I did feel a bit sorry for her.’ Patrick scooped some rice from a sieve where it had been draining and added it in with the other ingredients.

         ‘Biryani?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Oh, goody. So why did you feel sorry for her?’

         ‘Well, if I had to choose between those two particular ladies I know which one I would opt for, but this Lavinia Bannister is kind of left out in the cold. The proper protocol means that we have to refer to the wife. Which is what’s happening. Una Belic is contacting the various family members and setting the funeral in motion — once the body’s released, that is. And I expect it’s she who’ll eventually take his property, as soon as forensics has finished with it.’ He looked at her. ‘His property, by the way, didn’t include his mobile phone or car keys. Did the SOCO team find them anywhere near the scene?’

         ‘I don’t believe they did but I’m not absolutely certain of anything at the moment. Odd, though, if they’re missing.’

         ‘Police work is full of oddities. Right, Mrs Costello, I’ve just got to add the water and simmer for about twenty minutes and we’re all set.’ He pulled two trays from the side of the fridge in readiness and smiled at her. ‘Dinner in front of the telly for the next couple of weeks, I think, don’t you?’

         ‘You betcha,’ grinned Angela.

          
      

         Tuesday: Day 2 of the Wimbledon Championship Tournament

         Patrick always left for work before Angela and she was touched, the following morning, to see that he had popped out to get a couple of tabloids to accompany their usual newspaper and had left all three by her breakfast plate. She went through them as she sipped her first cup of coffee. The heavy broadsheet that they normally took gave a restrained account of the death on the front page but didn’t make it the leading story, directing readers to the obituary column for a résumé of Petar’s life and career.

         The tabloids, however, were doing what they did best. Petar Belic Dead at Wimbledon and Champ Belic Dead on Court were the headlines and they both put as much spin as they could on the sparse information they had been given about the finding of the body. A great deal of space on the inside pages was given over to Petar’s life story and a rundown of his most famous victories. Some enterprising photographer had managed to get Una Belic and Lavinia Bannister into the same frame as they left the public mortuary at the same time. Una and her two eldest children had kept their heads down and turned away from the camera but Lavinia, getting into a taxi a few yards away, was shown full-faced and tearful.

         Another much more flattering photograph of Lavinia accompanied an interview with her in both papers. She talked about how shocked and devastated she was. The grieving partner of Petar Belic, publicist Lavinia Bannister, sat in her luxury Holland Park flat wondering how she was going to face the future without her soulmate. ‘I’m distraught. He was everything to me,’ she told our reporter, her eyes filling with the tears which have hardly stopped flowing since the tragic news was first broken to her. ‘I’ve got an extremely important business lunch today and I really don’t know how I’m going tocope. But I have to be strong for Petar. I owe it to him. I know he would want me to be brave and carry on.’ Angela looked again at the photograph. This one hadn’t been airbrushed: Bannister looked convincingly haggard.

         She flicked over to the back pages. Her television viewing of the previous evening had already shown her that Stewart Bickerstaff and Philip Turnbull had both won their first-round matches. Their faces gazed at her from the sports section. By the time they had both come off court, the news of Petar’s death was official and a statement had come in very soon afterwards from Stewart: I dedicate this victory to the memory of my friend, mentor and coach, Petar Belic, who was found dead so tragically this morning. Petar, wherever you are, this one’s for you.

         She continued her trawl through the papers and was just finishing her second cup of coffee when her mobile rang, Patrick’s name on the display.

         ‘Morning, Paddy,’ she said. ‘Thanks for the extra papers.’

         ‘My pleasure, sweetheart; I knew you’d want something a bit more lurid than normal this morning.’

         ‘Yes, indeed. Has he had his PM yet? Have you got any news for me?’

         ‘Well, yes and no. The PM wasn’t able to establish a cause of death, so we’ve got to wait for the results of toxicology and histology screening. However, the body has a puncture mark, as if from a syringe of some sort, in the back of his neck.’

         ‘The back of his neck?’

         ‘Yes. A very strange place if you’re injecting yourself but all too plausible if being injected by someone else. It’s bruised as well, which indicates that whoever gave the injection wasn’t very experienced at it.’

         ‘Gotcha.’

         ‘So, given the facts, how the body was found, the puncture mark and the lack of obvious cause, the whole case has now been upgraded and gained what you might call a forensic urgency. The blood and other tests will be rushed through, but you know as much about forensic turnaround times as I do, and we probably won’t have any results for a few days. Anyway, my darling, we are looking at what is now, officially, a suspicious death.’

         Angela swallowed and was silent.

         ‘Are you still there, Angie?’

         ‘What? Oh yes. I’m just thinking about this puncture mark. Were there any other signs of a struggle? I mean, there didn’t seem to be from what I could tell when I was looking at the body, but…’

         ‘The report doesn’t mention any.’

         ‘But you don’t just sit there quietly while somebody injects you with a lethal substance and…’

         ‘You’re getting ahead of yourself, my darling.’

         ‘OK… yes. You’re right; we don’t know if the puncture mark had anything to do with his death.’ ‘What are you going to do now?’

         ‘I’ll take a couple more deep breaths and go in to the office.’

         ‘That’s the ticket.’

         ‘I’m glad I cleared my desk yesterday.’

         ‘You were wise to do so.’

         Angela wasted no time in finishing her breakfast and getting in to work. She hadn’t been there long when she received the call she knew would come, summoning her to the detective chief inspector’s office.

         As she entered, D.C.I. Stanway swung round from the window where he had been watering his beloved miniature roses. His round face lit up in a smile, which Angela knew from experience was not the signal to relax.

         ‘Ah, Angela; do sit down! You know why I’ve asked you to come.’

         ‘Yes, sir. Well, I presume it’s about the death of Petar Belic at Wimbledon.’

         ‘You presume correctly.’

         Stanway put the watering can down on the floor behind his desk and sat up, looking at her, his hands steepled in front of him. Angela was expecting him to launch into procedural details and instructions but was taken aback by his next words.

         ‘This is the most awful shame, Angie.’

         ‘Sir?’

         ‘I’ve dealt with many suspicious deaths, as you can imagine, but there’s something about this one that touches a chord; such a fine player in his day and a credit to the game.’
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