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7
            PROLOGUE

         

         He was alone, and there was no one to help him. Trapped in the silent space between two rows of graves, he heard every rasp of the madman’s breath. The reek of stale beer soured the air between them as the dark figure grabbed his lapels and pulled him close. The attacker’s face was vicious, and the cap yanked down onto his forehead was shabby. No witness could have identified him, even if there had been one in this gloomy wilderness of the dead. But Hodgson knew him well enough, and wished they had never met.

         It was absurd. There were houses just a hundred yards away. He could trace the outline of their roofs and chimneys against the night sky to his right. But in the depths of the blackout, with not a light showing 8anywhere, he might as well be on the moon. The only people out at this time of night would be the ARP wardens and the police, and he could hear no sound of them. They would have plenty of things to attend to.

         He knew he was trembling but could not stop it. He was out of his depth, overwhelmed by a familiar surge of panic. His father used to say dogs and horses could smell fear, so maybe people did too. He remembered the two women who’d stopped him on Stratford High Street in the autumn of 1916 and given him a white feather. Perhaps they could smell cowardice on him. He could have made an excuse: he’d been officially ruled unfit for military service in the Great War because of his short-sightedness. But no, he just took the feather without complaint and went on his way. He knew they were right: he was a coward through and through.

         Now he heard himself babbling some futile nonsense about reporting this to the police. The man released his hold on one lapel, but only to slap him in the face. The sting bit deep into Hodgson’s cheek, and his glasses rammed painfully into the bridge of his nose. He wanted to cry. It’s just like the way gangsters slap hysterical women in the pictures, he thought. He knows that’s all it takes with someone like me.

         ‘Not so high and mighty now, are we, Mr Hodgson?’ his tormentor snarled. ‘I think it’s time you started putting a bit more effort into our little arrangement. Don’t you?’

         He flung Hodgson back against a gravestone. Its edge cracked into his spine and he slumped to the ground.9

         Humiliation. Again. All through his life. His wife might like to think he had some status because he worked for the Ministry of Labour and National Service, but he knew his post was shamingly junior for a man with twenty-four years’ service. After all this time he still wondered if she knew what kind of man she had married. But he knew, only too well. He saw himself, eleven years old, and the gang that set about him on his way home from school, older boys looking for fun in their last term at Water Lane. His West Ham Grammar School uniform made him an easy target. When they snatched his cap and tossed it onto the roof of the nearest house, he understood for the first time in his life that he was a victim. They were just a bunch of fourteen-year-old boys, but he was outnumbered and powerless. Now he was outnumbered by one man.

         ‘I will, I will,’ he said. ‘It’s just difficult. You don’t understand.’

         ‘Oh, I understand all right,’ said the man, hauling him back onto his feet.

         Hodgson pushed his glasses back up his nose to straighten them. Now he could see the scar that ran three inches down the side of his assailant’s face, just in front of his ear. The man didn’t look old enough for it to be a wound from the last war, and not young enough to have been involved in the current one. He tried not to think how he might have got it.

         ‘You just look here, Mr Hodgson. You’re a nice man, so I’m going to give you one more chance.’10

         The sneer in his voice made his meaning clear. He pulled a crumpled piece of paper from his trouser pocket and stuffed it into the inside pocket of Hodgson’s jacket, then patted him on the chest in mock reassurance.

         ‘Right, Mr Hodgson, you just fix it for this little lot, and there’s a pound in it for you for each one. Mind you do it right, though. If you don’t, I’ll shop you, or worse. Now you won’t forget, will you?’

         Hodgson hurried to give his assurance, relieved that the ordeal was over. Before the words were out of his mouth, he felt the first blow to his stomach, then a second full in his face, a third to the side of his head and another to his stomach. After that he lost count.

         
             

         

         He became aware of a boot nudging his left leg.

         ‘Been celebrating, have we, sir?’

         He didn’t know where he was or what time it was. His eyes stung as he strained them open. Two figures stood above him, silhouetted against the lightening sky. He couldn’t see their faces, and took them at first for soldiers, or perhaps a Home Guard patrol, from the outline of their headgear. One of the men squatted down beside him, and now through a blur Hodgson could make out the word ‘Police’ stencilled in white on the front of his steel helmet.

         ‘I think you’d better come along with us so we can get you tidied up before your missus sees you,’ said the policeman.11

         Hodgson closed his eyes. He felt their grip on his arms, one either side, as they got him standing.

         Every part of his body ached. He struggled to focus his mind and glanced down at his cheap black suit, crumpled and filthy. How was he going to persuade them he was a respectable civil servant when he must look like a common midnight brawler? Even worse, how was he going to explain all this to Ann?

         He had to think of something. He had to find some way to stop that maniac destroying his life.12
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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         There were times when Jago wished he wasn’t a policeman. Right now he’d like to go out, cross the street and rip the thing off the wall. It had been stuck up there for so long, he reckoned most people probably ignored it, but it still made him feel angry. Everything about it was pompous and patronising, he thought, like the government that had put it there.

         He tried not to think about it. That wasn’t why he’d come here. Apart from the view across West Ham Lane to that confounded poster, Rita’s cafe was an oasis, a sanctuary of friendly welcome and good home cooking. Today, like time without number in the past, he’d come here for respite from the job, from crime, from the world.14

         He saw Rita approaching, cloth in hand and pencil behind her ear as usual. She wore her years well, he thought. A woman of a certain age, as the French put it – in other words fortyish, like himself, but already widowed for twenty-two years and with a daughter of twenty-three. In her floral-patterned apron and with her headscarf tied in a turban, she treated her customers as though they’d just popped round to her house for a cup of tea in the kitchen.

         ‘Afternoon, Mr Jago,’ she said. ‘Enjoying the view?’

         ‘No,’ he said. ‘Can’t you get the council to take that poster down? It annoys me.’

         She peered out of the window. The brown paper tape that criss-crossed the glass had been up for a year now and was beginning to peel away at the corners. She rubbed off a small smear with her cloth.

         ‘I’m sorry about the state of these windows. I’ll have to put some new tape up, I think, although why we bother I don’t know. A year at war and we’ve never had a single bomb down this street. But what’s wrong with the poster, dear? You mean that red one on the wall over there? It’s in a bit of a state, isn’t it?’

         ‘Yes, but unfortunately you can still just about make out what it says. Look.’

         Rita read the words slowly.

         ‘“Your courage, your cheerfulness, your resolution will bring us victory.” What’s wrong with that, then?’

         ‘Everything, I’d say. What idiot thinks you can win a war by being cheerful? They should try spending a 15few weeks in a trench up to their knees in mud, blood and rats like your Walter and I did. Then we’d see how cheerful they were. And look: every time it says “your” they’ve put a line under it. They might as well put one under “us”, too, and make it absolutely clear: we’re the rulers and you’re the ruled. It’s a wonder one of those communists from the docks hasn’t crept out in the night with a pot of paint and done it for them. What do these Whitehall pen-pushers use for brains?’

         ‘Not your favourite poster then, Mr Jago? Honestly, I’m surprised at you. Coming out with things like that, and you a servant of the Crown. If people hear you talking like that you’ll have to arrest yourself.’

         ‘Don’t worry, Rita: for your ears only. I don’t go round saying that sort of thing to everyone, but I know I can let off a bit of steam with you.’

         ‘I’ll go up the road to the town hall if you like and ask them to scrape it off the wall, tell them it’s annoying my customers and ruining my trade.’

         ‘To be honest, Rita, it wouldn’t surprise me if West Ham Borough Council had left it there on purpose. Think about it: you’ve got the world’s worst propaganda poster, dreamt up by Chamberlain and his Tory government, and a council controlled by Labour for twenty years. They probably left it there deliberately to make a political point.’

         ‘I think you’re reading too much into it. And in any case, the weather’s nearly done it for you – it’ll be falling off the wall soon.’16

         She wiped the top of his table, then stood back and took a notepad from her apron pocket and the pencil from behind her ear.

         ‘Now then, what can I get you? A spot of late lunch?’

         ‘Just a pot of tea for two, please, and a couple of your delightful rock cakes. I’m waiting for my colleague to join me – he’s just popped to the gents.’

         ‘I’ll bring the tea and cakes over when I see him come back. Is it the young man I saw you come in with? I don’t think I’ve seen him in here before.’

         ‘Yes, that’s my assistant, Detective Constable Cradock. I’m taking him to the football this afternoon. Familiarising him with the local culture, you might say.’

         ‘Well, you’ve got very good weather for it; I hope you win. This constable of yours, he looks a nice young man. Might suit my Emily. Is he spoken for?’

         ‘Sorry, Rita, I have no idea – and if I had I wouldn’t tell you.’

         ‘I expect you miss your Sergeant Clark, don’t you? He’s back in the army, isn’t he?’

         ‘Yes, he was called up when war was declared, with all the other reserves. We’re so short of manpower these days I can’t get a detective sergeant to replace him, so I have to make do with a constable instead.’

         ‘Same for me, dear,’ said Rita. ‘The last girl I had working here packed it in. Said she could get better money doing munitions work. Now I’m stuck with that Phyllis over there. Too slow to catch cold, if you ask 17me. Young people today don’t know what hard work is, do they, Mr Jago?’

         ‘It’s not like it was when we were young, Rita, that’s for sure. I look at Cradock sometimes and think I don’t understand him. And it’s not just a generation thing. It’s the war: if you lived through it you see things differently, simple as that.’

         ‘Too true,’ said Rita with a sigh. ‘Twenty-two years now since my Walter was killed, and it’s with me every day. But to most people I’m just another war widow, and who wants to think about that? Present company excluded, of course: you’ve always been very understanding. Sometimes I think I should have gone away, lived somewhere else, started all over again, but somehow I never did. Don’t know why.’

         ‘Because people like you and me belong here, Rita, that’s why.’

         ‘I suppose so. No place like home, eh? Still, there’s no point getting miserable, is there? That doesn’t help anyone. Look, I’ve brought you the paper to look at while you’re waiting. Yesterday’s Express. I know you like to see it.’

         She handed him that week’s Stratford Express with a smile, then pointed at the wall behind him.

         ‘Is that a new hat you’ve got there?’

         ‘That’s very observant of you, Rita. You should have been a detective.’

         She laughed.

         ‘Not me, dear. I’m not clever enough. It’s just that 18you’re always so nicely turned out, not like most of the men round here, so I notice what you’re wearing.’

         Jago took the hat down from the hook on the wall and smoothed it with his jacket sleeve.

         ‘You’re right. I got it last week. It’s the first I’ve bought for five years, and I plan to wear it for the next five at least.’

         The hat was a charcoal grey fedora with the brim snapped down at the front. He didn’t like to think what the men at the station would say if they knew what he’d paid for it. Even a detective inspector’s salary didn’t give much room for self-indulgence. If he’d been a family man they might call it scandalous, but he had neither wife nor children, and his conscience was clear.

         ‘Very nice too,’ said Rita. ‘You always look a proper gentleman.’

         She set off back to the kitchen, and Jago replaced his hat on the hook. He was peckish, and Cradock had not yet appeared. Get a move on, boy, he thought: I want my cup of tea.

         Most of the Saturday lunchers had gone by now, but the cafe was still busy. Rita had the wireless on as usual, and beneath the customers’ chatter he could make out the mellow voice of Hutch, crooning that it would be a lovely day tomorrow. All part of the national drive for cheerfulness, no doubt, he thought. But on a day like this it was almost possible to believe it. A week into September already, and still unseasonably warm: real seaside weather. Not that anyone was allowed within miles of the coast any more.19

         Cradock came into view at last.

         ‘Come along, lad, I’m starving,’ said Jago. ‘What were you doing in there? I thought you’d set up camp for the duration.’

         ‘Sorry, guv’nor,’ said Cradock.

         ‘Well, sit down. Your tea’s on its way.’

         Moments later Rita arrived with their order and carefully set out the cups and saucers, teapot, and strainer on the table, followed by two large rock cakes, each on a white china plate.

         ‘There you are, gentlemen,’ she said. ‘Give me a shout if there’s anything else you need.’

         She gave Jago a theatrical wink and departed. Jago saw the look of alarm on Cradock’s face.

         ‘Don’t worry, she’s only joking. Rita and I go back a long way.’

         He poured the two cups of tea and pushed one across to Cradock, then spooned sugar into his own from the chipped glass bowl in the middle of the table. He’d cut down from two sugars to one in January, when the rationing came in – doing his bit for the war effort – but his first taste of the drink was still agreeably sweet. He smacked his lips and gave a satisfied sigh.

         ‘So how’s your cheerfulness today, Peter?’ he said, with a sideways nod towards the window.

         Cradock followed his gaze and spotted the offending slogan.

         ‘Reckon I’d feel cheerful if I was in the poster business, sir,’ he said. ‘Whoever prints them must make a packet. 20There’s always some who do in a war, though, isn’t there? It’s an ill wind that blows no one a silver lining.’

         Jago inclined his head and stared into Cradock’s face.

         ‘And in English?’

         ‘Sir?’

         ‘Never mind: I got the gist.’

         Cradock took a bite of his cake.

         ‘You were right about these rock cakes, sir,’ he said. ‘Very tasty, very sweet.’

         Jago rolled his eyes. ‘Leave the catchphrases to the comedians,’ he said. ‘You’re a police officer, not a music hall act. Do try to remember that. Too much time listening to the wireless, that’s your trouble.’

         Cradock seemed to be concentrating too hard on pushing cake into his mouth to notice what his boss was saying. Jago picked up the Express and studied the front page. A couple of minutes later he tutted and lowered the paper to address Cradock again.

         ‘Have you seen what the local rag has to say about those air raids last weekend?’

         Cradock shook his head, his mouth still full.

         ‘They make it sound like an entertainment. Listen: “On Saturday and Monday afternoons many people had the thrilling experience of witnessing aerial combats in the district.” Thrilling experience? They won’t find it so entertaining if the Germans start bombing us properly. And here: it says, “An Anderson shelter in which five people were sheltering was blown to pieces.” Very nicely put. What it means is that five people were blown to 21pieces in their own back garden, but they don’t say that. What are they going to say when it’s five hundred people a night being blown to bits?’

         ‘You don’t think that’ll really happen, do you, guv’nor?’ said Cradock, trying to catch the crumbs that fell from his mouth as he spoke. ‘I heard something on the news yesterday about Mr Churchill saying the air raids haven’t been half as bad as expected and the sirens don’t actually mean anyone’s in real danger. Something like that, anyway.’

         ‘So you think we’re past the worst of it, do you?’ said Jago.

         ‘Well, I’m not sure, sir, but it sounds quite positive.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Jago, ‘like that Ministry of Information advert they had in the papers. Do you remember it? “I keep a cool head, I take cover, and I remember the odds are thousands to one against my being hurt.” So all we need to do is keep a cool head, and everything will be fine. And be cheerful, of course. It’ll be some other poor soul who cops it, not me.’

         He gave a contemptuous snort and leant closer across the table, lowering his voice.

         ‘All I’m saying is I think things might get worse before they get better. Churchill may be right, the raids may not have been as bad as the government expected – I mean, before the war some people reckoned we’d have fifty thousand dead on the first day. But that doesn’t mean they won’t get worse in the future, especially now Hitler’s only twenty miles away across the Channel.’22

         ‘Well, best to look on the bright side, wouldn’t you say, sir?’

         ‘Oh, undoubtedly,’ said Jago. ‘Undoubtedly.’

         He folded the Express and laid it on the table. It was hard work educating Cradock. The boy wasn’t a patch on Clark, but then everyone had to start somewhere. He blew onto his tea to cool it and took a sip, gazing thoughtfully up at his new purchase on the wall.

         Definitely a good investment, he thought. Being able to choose what he wore was still one of the best things about plain-clothes work. Two years in the army and then more as a PC on the beat was enough uniform for a lifetime, as far as he was concerned. It took a bit of effort, of course. A hat, for example, could either work for a man or against him. The fedora, he was sure, worked for him.

         The same couldn’t be said, he thought, of the man who caught his eye across Cradock’s right shoulder. He was a broad-shouldered type, hunched in conversation over a table a few yards away. Jago only had a back view of him, but he could see that the man’s hat, a trilby of sorts, was a very poor choice. Too narrow in the brim for his ears, the only effect it achieved was to draw attention to the way they stuck out on either side of his head. Like handles on a vase, thought Jago.

         To compound the offence, the man was wearing his hat while sitting at a table and eating. Rita’s might not be the Ritz, but even so, that sort of behaviour marked him out as someone with a severe deficiency in taste, or perhaps in upbringing. Jago began to watch him, and 23noticed the aggressive gestures he was making towards the man sitting across the table from him. Whoever he was, the trilby man was no shrinking violet.

         The other man presented a very different picture. He was facing Jago, so his expression was clearly visible. This one seemed to have better manners. He’d removed his cheap-looking black bowler, but he clutched it to his chest, both hands gripping the brim. It made him look as though he were praying, thought Jago. He was chubby, with blotched skin, and he looked uncomfortable in his very ordinary-looking dark suit and stiff collar. A junior bank clerk, perhaps, not far into his twenties. His face was that of a scared rabbit.

         Cradock’s voice cut through Jago’s observations, curtailing them.

         ‘What time’s the kick-off, sir? For the football, I mean.’

         Jago shifted his gaze from the two strangers back to Cradock.

         ‘Quarter past three,’ he said. ‘No need to rush your tea. We’ll be there in good time. The crowds are so small these days they probably won’t start till we get there.’

         Cradock looked relieved: he was still busy with his cake.

         ‘And that reminds me, Peter. Here’s another tip for you,’ said Jago.

         ‘Yes, sir? What’s that?’

         ‘It’s this: always take the lady’s seat, unless there’s a lady with you.’

         He was amused to see the puzzled look that crossed Cradock’s broad face.24

         ‘I’m not sure I follow you, guv’nor. You don’t get seats at a football ground, not unless you own the club.’ He thought for a moment. ‘You don’t get ladies either, for that matter.’

         Jago gave him a patient smile. ‘Not at the match: I mean here. It’s something my father told me. If ever you take a lady out to dinner, give her the seat facing into the restaurant. Or the cafe, of course.’

         ‘Why’s that, sir?’

         ‘To give her the view of the room. I think it’s what he regarded as gentlemanly. Mind you, I don’t think he ever had enough money to take ladies out to dinner, certainly not his wife. What I mean is, if you want to know what’s going on in a place like this, take the lady’s seat. That’s how I know everything that’s happening behind your back and you don’t know anything.’

         Cradock was about to turn round, but the inspector motioned him to stay put.

         Jago was focused again on the timid rabbit-face, who now looked even more agitated. The trilby man was moving to rise from his chair. Jago did the same.

         ‘Stay where you are; I’ll be back in a moment,’ he said to Cradock, and slid out from behind the table. He timed his move so that he crossed the man’s path and brushed against his shoulder.

         ‘Very sorry,’ he said to the stranger. ‘Wasn’t looking where I was going.’

         The man turned for a moment and uttered an indecipherable grunt that Jago took to be an 25acknowledgement of the apology, then walked on. Apart from the ears, and a scar on the left side of the man’s face, there was nothing particularly conspicuous about him. But Jago took a mental photograph of his face nonetheless. Old copper’s habit, he supposed.

         He walked on past the agitated rabbit. Left alone at his table, the young man was staring straight ahead, still clutching his hat, but now as if it were the steering wheel of a car, out of control and heading for a smash.
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            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Not so long ago she’d have given him a clip round the ear for talking back. But not now: working down the docks had changed him. She edged through the gap between the back of his chair and the kitchen wall and picked up the bottle, then wiped away the circle of milk with her dishcloth.

         ‘Not on the table, Robert,’ she said. ‘You know I don’t like it on the table.’

         He looked at her as though she had just landed from another planet.

         ‘What’s the matter with you, Mum? Who cares where it goes?’

         ‘It’s manners,’ she said. ‘Putting the milk bottle on the table like that is common.’27

         ‘So? What’s wrong with being common? That’s what we are. We’re working people, Mum, not a bunch of idle toffs putting our feet up in a palace.’

         Irene pulled a chair back from the table and sat down.

         ‘I do wish you wouldn’t snap at me like that, Robert,’ she said. ‘If your father were here—’

         ‘Yes, well he’s not, is he?’ said Robert. ‘Perhaps if he had more sense he would be.’

         ‘Don’t talk about your dad like that. He’s risking his life out there, serving his country.’

         ‘No, he’s not, Mum. He’s just doing what he’s told, so some fat capitalists can get richer, that’s what it is. They’re the ones feathering their nests out of this war, not the likes of us.’

         ‘You think you know it all, don’t you? Is that what you really think? You sound like one of those leaflets you bring home. It’s not right. It’s not respectful. How can you talk like that when you’ve got your dad at sea and Joe in the army? They’re doing their duty.’

         ‘More fool them, if you ask me,’ said Robert. ‘It’s just one bunch of imperialists fighting another, and the sooner we get rid of the lot of them the better. I’ll have no part in it.’

         ‘You won’t say that if you get called up.’

         ‘But I won’t get called up, will I? Reserved occupation. They need people like me to keep the docks working.’

         Irene wiped the edge of the table. He had an answer for everything.

         ‘So what about this evening: are you in?’28

         ‘No.’

         ‘Where are you going?’

         ‘Never you mind, Mum: just out with some friends.’

         ‘I wish you wouldn’t,’ she said. ‘They’re not the sort of people you should be mixing with. They’re trouble, and they’ll get you in trouble.’

         ‘If there’s any trouble it won’t be me who comes off worst.’

         He pushed his plate away and stood up to go. Irene felt a familiar ache in her legs: she’d been on her feet too long.

         ‘Get Billy in, will you, love?’ she said. ‘He’s out in the backyard fiddling with his bike.’

         Robert went to the back door and summoned his younger brother. Billy came into the kitchen, wiping his hands on a rag.

         ‘Yes, Mum, what is it?’

         ‘Just want to know whether you’re in for tea tonight, love, that’s all,’ said Irene.

         ‘No, I’m going out as soon as I’ve got the bike fixed. I’m on duty tonight too.’

         Irene looked at him but said nothing. There was no point saying she was worried: that was something mothers did and boys didn’t understand. But she was. In different ways, she was worried about all her boys. She ruffled his hair. He was sixteen now, but he still let her do that.

         ‘OK, love. Thanks,’ she said finally. Billy went back to his bike.29

         She cleared the table and took the dishes through to the scullery to wash them. The sun was glaring through the open window, and the afternoon was getting hot. She felt tired. She missed Jim, and it wasn’t easy, what with work and the boys to look after and everything else.

         From the scullery she heard a loud knock at the front door. She walked back the length of their cramped terraced house to see who it was. The windowless passage was gloomy but refreshingly cooler.

         She opened the door. Like all the others in Westfield Street, the house opened straight onto the narrow street.

         ‘Oh, hello, Edna,’ she said. She was surprised to see her neighbour there. If Edna wanted her she’d normally call over the back fence, not knock on the front door. ‘What are you—’

         Her voice faded as she saw the expression on Edna’s face. It was strained. As though she were about to cry.

         Irene thought Edna must be in some kind of difficulty, in need of help.

         ‘Is everything all right?’ she said. Her neighbour made no reply.

         Then Irene saw the boy standing behind Edna on the street. Younger than Robert, not even shaving yet, but wearing a uniform. Not in the forces, though. She saw the letters ‘GPO’ on his badge: a post office telegram boy. He was holding an envelope and looked scared.

         Edna forced herself to speak.

         ‘I’m ever so sorry, dear,’ she said gently, stepping forward. ‘This lad knocked on my door and asked if I’d 30come round with him – he was worried you might be on your own. He’s got a telegram for you.’

         Irene let out a soft gasp and bit her lip. She felt faint, and steadied herself with her left hand on the door frame as her head began to spin.

         She was aware of Edna reaching for her as her knees gave way, and then nothing.
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            CHAPTER THREE

         

         A camel trying to get through the eye of a needle. DC Peter Cradock had always thought this an odd expression. He had never had occasion to use it himself, but it came to mind now.

         Jago had led the way from the cafe, threading through a maze of side streets until they reached the Barking Road, and then turning off it into Priory Road, where a terrace of small Victorian houses stared bleakly at the back of the football ground. The afternoon sunshine did little to enliven the rust-pocked sheets of corrugated iron that perched on drab concrete to form the back wall of the east stand.

         The two men joined the crowd of spectators edging towards the entrance gates, slots in the wall just wide 32enough to allow one person through. The eye of the needle. Cradock followed Jago into one of the slots. It was dark and dank inside, like a prison. They shuffled through the restricted space in single file until they reached the turnstile. Jago paid for both of them, handing the money into a gloomy booth. The turnstile clanked as they pushed through, and they were into the ground.

         ‘Welcome to the Chicken Run,’ said Jago.

         Cradock could see why people called it that. The stand was decidedly unimpressive: a flimsy-looking timber structure, just one storey, roofed with more of the same corrugated iron. Over on the far side of the pitch, however, he could see a grander affair: a two-tier stand that towered over the rest of the ground, with an overhanging roof to protect those standing below from the rain. It looked as though that was where the money had been spent, and it seemed to Cradock that it was like the whole of London. The west side was all wealth and fancy accommodation, where you could look down on the rest, but over in the east people had to make do with a run-down old shack that looked as though it would collapse if you sneezed at it.

         They found a place to stand on the wooden terracing where they could get a good view of the pitch. It wasn’t difficult: the place was almost deserted. Down at the front, boys draped their arms over the low wall that bounded the stand a few feet from the touchline, impatient for the match to begin. Here and there a younger one stood on an upturned wooden 33orange box, a relic of the days when greengrocers still had oranges to sell, thought Cradock. The detective constable had little interest in football, but even he knew this was nothing like the number of people who would have been at a match before the war, even in the second division. Everything had been cut back now, with the country split into northern and southern leagues so the teams didn’t have to travel so far, which was how West Ham came to be playing Tottenham for the second week running. Even the football was rationed now, he thought.

         He turned round and looked at the patchy crowd behind him: flat caps and frayed clothes in all directions, the uniform of the hard-faced men who worked in the maze of grimy docks and factories that sprawled north from the Thames. He wondered whether it was the risk of air raids or the lure of overtime in these difficult days that was keeping the rest away.

         The match kicked off on time at a quarter past three, and the crowd, such as it was, soon unleashed its raucous vocal accompaniment to the ebb and flow of play. Cradock watched dutifully. He’d identified himself as a Tottenham supporter back in June, but that was just to show interest when Jago seemed so pleased that West Ham had won the War Cup. Now, though, he wasn’t sure whether his guv’nor was passionate about football at all. Even here at a match he was just standing there, watching thoughtfully. At one point Cradock even fancied he’d detected a hint of sadness in Jago’s expression. However, 34when West Ham took the lead in the first half he noticed a quiet smile of satisfaction crossing Jago’s lips. Cradock wondered why he didn’t jump and shout like some of the men around them, but he felt it wasn’t his place to ask.

         The referee blew his whistle to mark half-time.

         ‘Good game so far, eh?’ said Jago, a little more animated now as he turned to face Cradock. ‘We might beat you again – that’d be a turn-up for the books.’

         ‘Oh, definitely, guv’nor,’ said Cradock. He couldn’t think of an intelligent comment to make on the game, but hoped Jago would take this as the subdued silence of a fan watching his side losing.

         By the time play resumed for the second half he was already looking forward to going home. But then Tottenham equalised, and contrary to his expectations he felt a faint stirring of interest. Before long, the tables were turned, with a hat-trick for Tottenham’s Burgess. The score was now West Ham 1, Tottenham 4.

         Cradock checked his watch. It was ten to five: only about ten minutes to go.

         ‘Looks like your prediction might have been a bit premature, sir,’ he said. The West Ham supporters in the east stand had gone quiet. On the South Bank terraces to their left, however, he could see Spurs fans celebrating, doing their best to make a creditable noise with their shouting and their rattles, despite their depleted numbers.

         He was beginning to think he might finally enjoy the occasion, when the roar of the supporters suddenly trailed off into silence.35

         A murmur of sound seemed to come from below their shouting and melt it away, like news of a death spreading through a room. It was the eerie moan of an air-raid siren.

         Cradock turned to Jago.

         ‘Another false alarm, do you think?’

         Before Jago could answer, the referee blew three blasts on his whistle: he was stopping the game. There would be no more football today, and the evacuation of the stadium began.

         
             

         

         Cradock and Jago found themselves back on Priory Road, along with several hundred other spectators who had left the football ground with them. The way the crowd behaved seemed to be consistent with what they’d seen and heard reported over recent days and weeks. Many of those who spilt out of the exit gates started running immediately, fathers keeping a firm grip on sons as they sought safety. Others moved away into the neighbouring streets with less haste. Jago assumed these were the ones who had developed a more relaxed attitude over so many months of hearing alerts that proved harmless, and who hadn’t been shaken from it by the intermittent bombing of recent days. Just yesterday there had been a raid, but it hadn’t come as far north of the docks as this, so they probably thought there was no immediate danger.

         ‘Back to the station, sir?’ said Cradock.

         ‘Yes, I think so,’ said Jago. ‘There’ll be no buses running now the alert’s sounded, so we’ll have to go on 36foot, but we can cut through the back streets and take the shortest route possible. With any luck it’ll just be another false alarm.’

         They turned right into Castle Street, where uniformed constables and ARP wardens were directing the visiting Tottenham supporters to the nearest public shelters, then headed north past the main entrance to the football ground. Eventually they came to the turning Jago was looking for.

         ‘Right, follow me,’ he said, turning left into St George’s Road. Cradock stayed close behind him: he knew the general direction in which they must head, but he didn’t know these streets as well as Jago did. He was glad it wasn’t dark yet.

         It was quieter now: most people here seemed to have taken shelter. They hurried along the deserted street and soon they were in Ham Park Road. As they entered it Cradock hesitated. A sound he had not heard before was filling the air. It was coming from behind him, from the south, down by the river and the docks. He turned to face it. In the first second there was nothing to explain the noise, but in the next he saw it. A swarm of aeroplanes was approaching, tiny shapes in the sky, too many to count. The low, pulsing drone of their engines grew steadily louder as they got nearer.

         He stepped into the road to get a better view. He knew his aircraft recognition skills weren’t up to much, but he recognised the distinctive outline of the Dornier bomber, the one they called the flying pencil, and he saw 37other large planes that he assumed must be bombers too. Scores of smaller, silvery shapes roamed the sky above them: fighters, he thought.

         ‘I don’t believe it,’ he said. ‘There’s hundreds of them. Germans. How did they get through?’

         Jago looked up just as the first black dots began to tumble from the bombers and make their rushing descent to the earth. Then came the crump of explosions, and smoke billowing from somewhere in the region of the docks, a couple of miles away. It was bigger than the previous day’s raid, bigger than any they’d seen since the war started. And this time it wasn’t stopping at the docks. The planes were heading inland from the river, straight for them, leaving a trail of blasts that crept rapidly northwards. Before they could move, the dark shapes were above them.

         A deafening noise broke out immediately behind them. The two anti-aircraft guns in West Ham Park had opened fire. Shrapnel began to rain down on the road and the roofs of the nearby houses.

         ‘Watch out!’ yelled Jago, dragging Cradock away by the arm. He glimpsed an archway over a pair of gates a few yards away and hauled Cradock into it. He pushed him down to the ground and dropped beside him.

         They heard the scream of the falling bombs and felt the ground shake as they landed on nearby streets. Cradock peered out from the minimal shelter of the archway, then shrank back as the jagged blast of high explosives ripped through the evening air. A bomb had 38landed just a hundred yards or so down the road.

         ‘Should we try to get under cover, sir?’ he shouted above the din. ‘There was a surface shelter back there.’

         ‘Not likely. I saw them being built. Death traps: just brick walls and a dirty great concrete roof on top, ready to crush you. You’ll never get me in one of them.’

         As the words left Jago’s lips he felt suddenly cold. There was a tension in his stomach that he recognised and fought to suppress.

         He shouted at Cradock.

         ‘Keep your head down, you fool.’

         ‘Yes, sir,’ said Cradock, pressing himself deeper into the archway and wishing he had a tin helmet with him.

         The roar of the planes began to recede. Now the loudest sound they could hear was the clanging bells of fire engines. Acrid smoke began to drift across the street.

         Jago got to his feet, followed by Cradock. His heart was thumping in his chest. He breathed deeply to calm himself down, not daring to speak lest Cradock hear a tremor in his voice. He made a play of brushing the dust from his suit and wiping his shoes clean on the back of his trouser legs as he composed himself.

         ‘Is that yours, sir?’ said Cradock.

         Jago followed his pointing finger and spotted a sad-looking object that was lying in the road at his feet. It was a hat. His hat, lost and crushed as he dived for cover. He picked it up and examined it with a brief sigh, then stuffed it onto his head. The fortunes of war, he thought. Now it would just have to be a 39battered survivor, like him. He turned to Cradock.

         ‘Right, my lad, it looks like they’re going, so we’d better hop it too. And next time you see the Luftwaffe coming for you, don’t stand gawping at them: hit the deck.’

         ‘Yes, sir,’ said Cradock. He hadn’t been bombed before, and he hoped to make a better impression on the inspector if it happened again.

         ‘Where to now?’ he added.

         ‘Back to the station. Looks like you can say goodbye to your evening off.’

         With a quick backward glance the men stumbled from the shelter of the archway and continued on their way to the police station. The war was now in their backyard. A long-buried anxiety began to claw its way back to the surface of Jago’s mind at the thought of what the night might bring. He felt haunted, and he recognised the ghosts.
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            CHAPTER FOUR

         

         The pedals were heavy, and Billy could already feel sweat trickling down the small of his back. It was ten past nine, but the evening air was still holding out against the chill of night. His calf muscles tightened as he forced the juddering contraption forward.

         He was still struggling to cope with the shock. He felt ashamed and angry with himself for leaving his mum like that, for using his ARP duty as an excuse to abandon her, but he couldn’t face it. He didn’t know what to say or do to help her.

         He kicked down with one foot, then with the other, with rhythmic force, the only way he could find to quell the confusion in his head. Sorting that out would have to wait. He’d left the Boy Scouts when he 41started work two years ago, but their values were still engrained in him. He knew his duty must come first, and that was to get the message through to the control centre. He had to stay calm.

         He tried to think about something else, about better times. About the bike project.

         When they’d started, the idea had been exciting. Rob said he’d help him build one out of any old bits and pieces they could lay their hands on, and then they’d cycle down to Southend for days out. They would have done, too, if they hadn’t run out of time. But that was a year ago: now everything had changed. Southend was a Defence Area, and he’d heard the whole coast was sealed off, right up to King’s Lynn. No visitors allowed.

         Rob had changed too. Not fun to be with any more, more like a lodger than a brother. Billy didn’t understand why.

         He pushed at the pedals, straining to build up more speed. He wished he could have got the three-speed gears working and found some drop handlebars: these old sit-up-and-beg ones were useless.

         If it weren’t for the terrifying noise it would have been like riding through a ghost town. Normally on a Saturday night there’d be people out on the street, especially after a warm day like today. You’d see them having a chat, rolling in and out of the pubs, having a good time. But not tonight. The air was full of those throbbing engines, just like this afternoon. More bombers.

         He couldn’t believe they were coming back for a 42second go in the same day. The whistle of falling bombs that he could hear and the blasts that shook the ground as they landed seemed to be coming from everywhere between here and the river. Anyone with any sense would be in their shelters. He pictured his mum, huddled in the damp little Anderson shelter in their backyard where he’d left her, and muttered a hasty prayer for her towards the sky. He wasn’t sure it would be heard through this racket, even if there was someone there to hear it. The Luftwaffe certainly wouldn’t take any notice.

         Bombs were falling somewhere out of sight in the streets to his right, but Plaistow Road was clear, so he pressed on. The tall outline of the Railway Tavern loomed into view on his left. The pub and all the houses around it were dark, their blank, blacked-out windows like the closed eyes of a corpse. The whole street looked dead.

         In another year and a bit, Billy would be eighteen, old enough to go into any pub he chose and buy a drink. But he’d be old enough to be called up too. And unlike Rob, he wouldn’t be able to dodge it. The thought of going into the forces began to unsettle him again. He told himself to focus on the job in hand.

         He turned right into Corporation Street and immediately lurched into the gutter as a grey-painted requisitioned taxicab with a ladder on its roof rattled past, hauling a trailer pump. In the same moment he saw why it was here: just down the street there were buildings blazing. The Auxiliary Fire Service men were already out 43of the cab and manhandling the pump into position.

         It was clear that more than one bomb had hit the street. Twice he had to get off his bike and haul it through the obstacles. He could see the school was still standing, but across the road shops and houses he’d known all his life were now ragged heaps of bricks, slates, and unidentifiable debris, spiked with blackened timbers snapped like matchsticks.

         He reached Manor Road and was able to cycle again until he was forced to make another detour, this time along the edge of the cemetery. In the shadows he could just make out the rows of gravestones. They all faced away from the road, as if finally turning their backs on the living. Billy remembered how it had felt when he was a kid, thinking of all those dead people lying just feet away. He tried to block the thought from his mind.

         He turned right as soon as he could, but then had to stop again. The greengrocer’s on the corner had taken a hit: it was just a slew of rubble spanning the road. Flames curled through the drifting smoke. He didn’t fancy climbing over the top of that, but there was a turning ahead. Maybe he could bypass the obstruction.

         Dragging the front wheel of his bike round, he headed off down a side street, then turned into another to try to find his way back. The street was darker than the one he’d just left: there were no fires here. He’d cycled half the length of it before he realised he was in Jasmine Street, and that was a dead end. He stopped. His shirt 44was soaked in sweat, and he felt so frustrated he wanted to kick something.

         He was about to turn back the way he’d come when he saw someone standing in the shadows at the far end of the street. A man, wearing overalls. He was gesturing with his arm, beckoning. He stepped into the road, and Billy could make out the large white letter ‘W’ on the front of his black steel helmet: an air-raid warden.

         ‘Come over here, lad,’ the man shouted. ‘What are you doing out in this?’

         Billy approached and pushed his arm forward so that the warden could see his armband.

         ‘ARP messenger,’ he said. ‘I’ve got to get to Rainford Lane, to the control centre. I’ve got a message to deliver.’

         ‘Perfect,’ said the warden. ‘Then you can take one for me too. Come over here.’

         He turned away and headed for a small black vehicle parked at the side of the road. Billy propped his bike with one pedal on the kerb and followed. It looked like a tradesman’s van, but there was no writing on the side. He thought maybe someone had abandoned it because of the raid, but then he made out the figure of the driver sitting in the cab.

         ‘You squeamish, son?’ said the warden.

         ‘Course not,’ said Billy.

         ‘Then take a quick look at this. It needs reporting.’

         The warden opened the offside cab door and motioned Billy towards it. The driver didn’t look up. Surely he can’t be sleeping through this racket, thought Billy. Perhaps 45he’d been caught by a blast and knocked out, or worse. He might need help. But the van looked undamaged: even the windscreen was intact. It definitely wasn’t a bomb that had stopped it.

         He peered into the cab. The warden switched on his hooded lamp and directed a little light over Billy’s shoulder.

         Now he could see the man clearly. He looked about fifty, and was dressed in a suit, so perhaps not a tradesman after all. He was sitting at the steering wheel, his head slumped forward slightly onto his chest. His hands hung limply in his lap.

         The next thing Billy saw made him gasp. It was the blood: on the man’s wrists, on his clothes, glistening in the lamplight.

         He turned back to the warden.

         ‘Is he …?’

         ‘As a doornail,’ said the warden. ‘And I fancy it wasn’t the Germans’ work. We need to get the police here. As soon as you get down to the control centre, ring them up and tell them there’s been a suspicious death. Give them my name: Ron Davies. Now get on your way.’

         Billy returned to his bike, his mind running through what he’d just witnessed. It was the first time he’d seen a dead body. The first time he’d had to call the police. He knew that was what you did if you found a body, but at the same time something about it didn’t make sense.

         There was no time to puzzle it out. He got on his bike and went back the way he’d come, away from the dead end. He still had to find a way round the blocked 46road. He tried another turning, and this time the road looked clear. He forced the bike up to what passed for speed again. The dead man’s face was fixed in his mind. Then, as if of its own will, his dad’s face seemed to float in and take its place. He tried to get them both out of his head, but they just got mixed up together.

         In the sky over East London the searchlights criss-crossed in search of the enemy. Billy glanced up at them, but couldn’t see any planes. He felt powerless, frustrated. It was then that the anger crept up on him again, grabbing at his throat, choking him. Inside his head he was raging at his dad for being a fool. He hated him. He hated the Germans. He hated the government. He hated the whole world. As he neared the control centre he was grateful for the smoke that cut into his eyes. It would give a reason for the tears that blurred his sight.
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            CHAPTER FIVE

         

         Detective Inspector Jago peered ahead through the windscreen, scanning the road for hazards as best he could. It was past ten o’clock at night, but with so many buildings ablaze the darkness wasn’t the problem: it was the smoke swirling around the car like fog, erasing familiar landmarks, that was giving him trouble. At times the vehicle’s masked headlamps could barely make out the white safety markings painted on the kerb. There were fire engines everywhere, their hoses snaking across the roads in all directions, further impeding progress for anyone else trying to get through. He leant forward, his hand gripping the dashboard. He was beginning to regret letting Cradock drive, but he’d decided the boy needed the experience. He might have 48to do a journey like this on his own any time soon, and Jago wouldn’t trust him to find his way round the back streets of Plaistow in these conditions, especially when any landmarks he might know could be wiped off the map by a bomb at any moment.

         ‘Watch where you’re going, lad,’ he snapped. ‘Look at the size of that hole in the road there.’

         Cradock sat hunched over the steering wheel, nosing the car forward.

         ‘Doing my best, guv’nor. It’s a bit tricky with all this going on.’

         ‘You can say that again,’ said Jago. ‘But I don’t want my car going down a bomb crater.’

         He wished he still had Clark to work with. There had always been something solid about Clark. Cradock was willing enough, and might make a decent detective one day, but Jago missed Clark’s experience. He had good judgement too. The kind of man you could rely on, especially at times like this. Jago hadn’t seen him since November, when the detective sergeant had been recalled to the colours, but he’d celebrated with a small whisky on hearing in June that Clark was one of the lucky ones who’d got back safely from Dunkirk.

         The car bumped over a fire hose and snapped him back to the present.

         ‘So couldn’t this have waited, sir?’ said Cradock. ‘At least until after the raid?’

         ‘Don’t be silly,’ said Jago. ‘We can’t leave bodies lying around in the street.’49

         Cradock wasn’t sure whether this was some kind of joke, so said nothing. He glanced to his left. Jago was staring ahead at the road, his face expressionless.

         ‘Left here,’ said Jago.

         They turned into Crompton Street. Before they had gone fifty yards they found the road blocked by a collapsed building.

         ‘Turn back, sir?’ said Cradock.

         ‘No,’ said Jago. ‘We’re only round the corner from where the boy said. We’ll walk.’

         Cradock stopped the car and got out. Jago reached for the door to open it, but as his fingers touched it the crash of bombs landing somewhere out of sight pounded his ears. His body seemed to freeze, suddenly detached from his will. It was happening again. He could feel a familiar silent panic creeping through him. It was irrational, but he recognised it. The helpless terror of the artillery barrage.

         Cradock was crouching beside a wall. ‘Everything all right, sir?’ he shouted over the noise.

         ‘Yes, fine,’ said Jago. He forced himself out of the car and onto the street, then turned and refocused on Cradock’s face.

         ‘I just wondered why you’d stopped, sir,’ said Cradock. ‘We’re a bit exposed here, aren’t we?’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ said Jago. ‘I was somewhere else. Let’s go.’

         They set off down the road as fast as they could, skirting the random debris of high-explosive destruction. The noise of the bombing receded into the 50distance. They turned left into Jasmine Street, a narrow lane lined with small houses. It was darker than the streets they had just left, and deserted. From what they could see, it hadn’t been hit yet.

         The van was parked halfway down the street. Jago saw a figure pressed into a shop doorway, a bicycle lying on the pavement beside him. It was a young lad, and he looked anxious. Not surprising, thought Jago.

         The boy showed no inclination to move as the two men approached. He stared at their faces, saying nothing.

         ‘Police,’ said Cradock. ‘What’s your name?’

         ‘Carson – Billy Carson.’

         ‘Address?’

         ‘Eighteen Westfield Street, just off Plaistow Road.’

         ‘Let’s see your identity card.’

         The boy got to his feet and brought the card out of his pocket. Cradock perused it and handed it back.

         ‘So it was you who reported this incident, was it, son?’ said Jago.

         ‘Yes,’ said Billy. ‘I told the people at the ARP control centre. They phoned the police, then told me to get back here and wait for you.’

         ‘Tell us what happened.’

         ‘Well, I was on my way to the control centre. I had this urgent message to deliver. A warden stopped me just over there and told me to look at this van. There was a man in the driver’s seat, blood all over him. The warden said he was dead and told me to report it to you lot.’

         ‘And what time was this?’51

         ‘Well, I was only here long enough to see what had happened, then went straight to the control centre. I was there by a quarter to ten, so I must have got here at about five-and-twenty to ten and left at twenty to.’

         Jago checked his watch. It was coming up to half past ten.

         ‘Right, my lad, you can go now,’ he said. ‘We’ll be in touch later. Mind how you go.’

         Billy looked relieved to be released. They watched him wobble off on his bike until he turned the corner and disappeared.

         ‘Time for a closer look at that van,’ said Jago.

         They crossed back to the other side of the street, and Cradock opened the cab door. He pulled his flashlight from his pocket, then faltered.

         ‘Don’t tell me you’re worried about the blackout,’ said Jago. ‘The whole borough’s lit up like a Christmas tree. They don’t need your torch for a target. Now, get some more light onto that body. I want to see everything.’

         ‘Yes, sir,’ said Cradock. He leant into the cab and shone his torch on the man at the wheel.

         ‘Well, what do you see?’ said Jago.

         ‘Lots of blood, like the boy said. Cuts to the wrists too.’

         ‘That’s interesting. What do you reckon?’

         ‘Well, sir, the windscreen’s intact, no broken glass, no other damage to the vehicle. Nothing I can see to make it an accident. So either someone’s slashed him, or he did himself in.’

         He turned back to Jago, grinning. ‘Mind you, too 52late to arrest him for attempted self-murder now, sir. If he did try, he’s got away with it.’

         Jago gave him a look of disdain.

         ‘You’ll drive me to it one day, my boy. And I don’t think knowing I was breaking the law would deter me, any more than it deterred this poor fellow, if you’re right.’

         ‘We’ll never know now, will we, guv’nor?’ said Cradock. ‘About him, I mean, not you.’

         ‘If you get on with your job we might,’ said Jago. ‘Now out of the way and let me have a look.’

         He took the torch from Cradock.

         ‘You’d better get busy with your notebook. I can’t see us fetching the police surgeon out in the middle of all this, let alone a photographer, so get as much detail down as you can.’

         Cradock stepped back and began to make his notes. Jago reached his arm into the cab and touched the man’s face.

         ‘No sign of rigor mortis yet, and he’s still as warm as I am, so he can’t have been dead for long.’

         He bent down and studied the man’s wrists for a few moments with the torch.

         ‘Right,’ he said, ‘look at these wrists again, Detective Constable. How many cuts do you see?’

         Cradock squeezed in beside Jago and looked over his shoulder. ‘Two, sir: one on each wrist. That’s all it needs.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Jago, ‘but that’s the point: just two. No scars, so it looks like he’s never tried before. But if he’s a first-timer, where are the other cuts? They usually do 53a few smaller ones first, don’t they? To make sure the blade’s sharp enough and to work themselves up to it. They don’t normally just make two big cuts like this straight away.’

         ‘You’re right, sir,’ said Cradock. ‘But on the other hand, a man with strong will and self-control could do it with one cut, couldn’t he?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Jago. ‘I saw men in the war who wounded themselves just to get out of the front line. It’s surprising what a man can do to himself if he’s under enough stress.’

         ‘Wait a minute, sir,’ said Cradock. ‘Can you shine the torch on his jacket for a moment?’

         Jago directed the light onto the dead man’s chest.

         ‘Now that’s interesting,’ he said. ‘That slightly complicates the idea of suicide.’

         He carefully opened the man’s jacket. Both detectives could see that the white shirt beneath was covered with blood.

         ‘A wound to the chest too,’ said Jago. ‘So did he slit his wrists and then stab himself in the chest, or was it the other way round?’

         ‘Sounds a bit difficult either way,’ said Cradock. ‘Does that mean someone else killed him? But if it’s murder, why cut the man’s wrists? It’s a slow way to die, so you’d have to restrain him, and that’d mean hanging around in a public place. Too risky, surely. If you wanted to kill him, stabbing’s a much better bet, but then why cut his wrists too?’

         ‘Indeed,’ said Jago.54

         He played the torch round the blood-soaked seat and floor of the cab. A small object lying just in front of the driver’s seat glinted in the light.

         ‘Aha,’ he said. ‘This looks interesting.’

         He took a clean handkerchief from his pocket and reached down to the floor to pick up what he’d seen. It was a pocketknife. The blade, about three inches long, was open, as was a short spike.

         ‘The weapon, do you suppose?’ he said, showing it to Cradock. ‘Looks like some blood still on the blade. Curious spike too: I wonder what that’s for.’

         Cradock inspected the knife.

         ‘So why’s it still here?’ he said. ‘I mean, if this is a suicide it makes sense: he does the deed and the knife falls where he drops it. But if it’s murder, why would the killer leave it here? Unless someone came along and he had to clear off in a hurry, of course.’

         ‘Or maybe he heard a bomb landing close by and decided to leg it,’ said Jago. ‘Or she, of course,’ he added. ‘If there was a killer, we can’t rule out the possibility that it was a woman.’

         ‘Or maybe he – or she – left it here because they wanted to make it look like suicide,’ said Cradock. ‘But surely if they’d stabbed him in the chest too they’d know it wouldn’t look like that? They can’t have thought we wouldn’t find the other wound.’

         ‘So,’ said Jago, ‘what we’re saying is it could be suicide, but on balance it looks more like a murder.’

         ‘Yes.’55

         ‘But there is another possibility. It could be an attempted suicide and a murder.’

         ‘How’s that?’

         ‘Well, theoretically, I suppose, it’s possible that he did slit his own wrists but then somebody else came along – or was already here with him – and decided to finish him off with a stab to the chest. Or indeed that he did inflict both wounds on himself: slit his wrists and then stabbed himself in the chest. Stranger things happen in Japan, from what I’ve heard. Seems a bit unlikely in West Ham, though.’

         ‘So where do we go from here?’

         ‘Out of all those possibilities, I think the most likely is that someone else killed him and made a rather poor attempt to make it look like suicide, so we’re going to treat it as murder until and unless we find evidence to suggest another explanation. But I’d like to find out whether anyone who was close to him thinks the idea of suicide is viable – not just so we know whether he could have done it, but to see whether anyone would like us to believe that and tries to encourage us in that direction. We need to know more about him.’

         ‘Shall I check his pockets, sir? See if we can find out who he is?’

         ‘Yes, of course,’ said Jago. ‘That’s probably the only thing about this blasted war that’s made the job easier. Identity cards, I mean. As long as any poor blighter who’s unfortunate enough to get murdered has the decency to make sure he’s carrying it when he dies.’56

         He shone the torch on the man’s face. ‘Mind you, I think I can save you the trouble. If you’d been on K Division a bit longer you’d know who this is.’

         ‘What, you mean he’s got previous?’ asked Cradock.

         ‘On the contrary,’ said Jago, ‘you’d have seen him on the bench in Stratford magistrates’ court. Unless I’m very much mistaken, this is Mr Charles Villiers JP. When he’s not getting murdered in the back streets of Plaistow, he’s a Justice of the Peace.’
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            CHAPTER SIX

         

         ‘Oi! What do you think you’re doing out in this? Get to the shelter.’

         The two detectives turned to see a stout middle-aged woman striding briskly towards them along the pavement. She was wearing the black steel helmet of an ARP warden and looked as if she would tolerate no nonsense.

         Jago pulled his warrant card and National Registration identity card from his pocket and showed them to her. ‘We’re police officers,’ he said. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Jago and this is Detective Constable Cradock, West Ham CID.’

         The woman switched to a less peremptory tone.

         ‘Very sorry, Officers. With you not being in uniform I thought maybe you were up to no good, or just out 58in a raid when you had no business to be.’

         ‘Don’t worry,’ said Jago. ‘Are you responsible for this area?’

         ‘Yes,’ she replied, ‘I’m the post warden, Mrs Gordon.’

         ‘Right,’ said Jago. ‘We’ve got a body here, and we think it may be a suspicious death. One of your colleagues found it earlier this evening: Mr Davies. Do you know about it already?’

         ‘No,’ she said. ‘But that doesn’t surprise me. Generally people don’t tell me anything. Some of the old ARP men round here don’t seem to think women count. Don’t suppose they’d complain if I pulled them out if a roof fell on their head, though.’

         She smoothed her coat down, as if restoring her dignity.

         ‘Well, Mrs Gordon, DC Cradock and I need to get the body removed, and this vehicle too, but with all this mayhem going on it’s going to be a while before we can organise it.’

         ‘Do you want some help? We’re using the municipal baths over on Romford Road as a temporary mortuary. I could try and get one of the light rescue parties to take the body over there.’

         ‘No. I need to get the police surgeon and a photographer down here before the body’s moved, and I can’t do that till this raid’s finished. In any case, the rescue squads’ll have more than enough to do getting people out who’re still alive.’

         ‘Right you are,’ said the warden. ‘Between you 59and me, I’ve heard we’re pulling out so many dead tonight, the mortuary’s already getting pretty full. There’s a rumour going round that the council’s ordered three thousand canvas coffins, you know. Grim business, this.’

         ‘Indeed,’ said Jago. ‘Now, all I need you to do is give your details to the detective constable here, in case we need to talk to you in the next day or two.’

         ‘In that case,’ said the warden, ‘I’ll get back to work.’ She gave Cradock her name and address, then bade them goodnight and made her way back down the street.

         ‘Shall we try to get a PC down to guard the scene?’ said Cradock.

         ‘I don’t think we’re going to find one tonight who’s not already doing something more important. No, we’ll stay here until the raid’s over. We can keep an eye on it from over there,’ said Jago, gesturing to where Billy had been sheltering when they arrived.

         Cradock looked sceptical about the protection the doorway would offer, but could see there was nowhere more suitable if they were to keep an eye on the van and its grisly contents.

         ‘But first,’ Jago continued, ‘let’s see if there’s anything else of interest in the cab, and check the back of the van too.’

         They searched quickly. The inside pocket of the dead man’s jacket yielded his identity card, which confirmed that he was indeed Charles Villiers and provided his address. His wallet contained nothing 60of interest, and their check of the cab was equally fruitless. Cradock walked round to the back of the van and opened the unlocked doors. ‘Nothing to help us here, sir,’ he shouted back. ‘It’s completely empty: clean as a whistle.’

         The two men crossed the street and stood in the shop doorway. Like every other building in the street the shop appeared to be deserted.

         ‘Seems strange, doesn’t it, sir, to be investigating a death in the middle of an air raid?’ said Cradock. ‘I mean, who knows how many people have been killed tonight? It could be hundreds.’

         ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if it were thousands,’ said Jago. ‘But a crime’s still a crime, even if there’s an air raid going on. We seem to have a local magistrate out in an empty van on a Saturday night in the middle of an air raid and getting himself murdered. So what was he doing? Where was he going? Why would he go out on a night like this?’

         ‘Right now, sir, I don’t think I’ve got any answers,’ said Cradock. He squeezed himself further in. This doorway wasn’t going to be of much help if a bomb came anywhere near, he thought. He felt exposed and vulnerable.

         He looked down the street. The rooftops on all sides stood out against the red and orange glow of the sky. Acrid smoke from burning timber was still billowing across the area, mingled with the pungent odour of soot and brick dust from the demolished houses. 61His nostrils were stinging, but he began to detect another strange, sweet smell in the air, like caramel. He wondered whether the sugar refinery down by the river had been hit. That’ll mean more rationing, he thought. The guv’nor might even have to give up sugar in his tea completely.

         He looked at Jago. The inspector was gazing up at the night sky. The searchlights did little more than illuminate the mountainous plumes of smoke that spread as they rose and drifted towards central London.

         ‘They’ve given us a real kicking tonight, haven’t they, sir?’ said Cradock. ‘We don’t seem to be shooting any of them down. Surely there should be more ack-ack fire than this: where are all the other anti-aircraft guns? Why aren’t we fighting back?’

         ‘The usual problem, I expect,’ said Jago. ‘When I was in the army the troops had a number of colourful expressions for it, but in polite terms you might call it “shortcomings in military administrative efficiency”.’

         Cradock could feel his legs going to sleep. He shifted his position, careful not to kick his boss.

         ‘I suppose you’ve seen a lot of this sort of thing, sir. Being in France, I mean, with people shelling you and trying to kill you.’

         ‘Every day and every night. I suppose that counts as a lot.’

         ‘Sounds like a nightmare.’

         ‘It was. But you just had to get on with your job. A bit like tonight, really.’62

         ‘It must have been awful for your family at home, knowing you were out there.’

         ‘I didn’t have any family: my parents were both dead by then. Perhaps it’s a mercy that there was no one to worry about me.’

         ‘Not even a sweetheart, sir?’

         ‘Never you mind, Constable.’

         Cradock thought he saw a flicker of a smile cross Jago’s face, but he couldn’t be sure in the peculiar light. His curiosity was beginning to get the better of him, but he didn’t want to overstep the mark.

         Before he could make up his mind whether to ask another question, the decision was made for him. He heard the chilling scream of a bomb descending, then the loudest blast he had heard all evening. It was followed swiftly by another. Jago was already on his feet.

         ‘Quick!’ he shouted. ‘They’re getting a bit close – run for it! Follow me!’

         Jago began to dash for the end of the street, with Cradock hot on his heels. They reached the junction, turned right and flung themselves behind a wall. An ear-splitting explosion from the street they’d just left showered them with soil and fragments of debris. The noise stopped, and they hauled themselves to their feet.

         Cradock was first back to the turning they’d just left. He looked down the street where they had been sheltering and saw it immediately. Where the van had been standing there was now nothing – just a gaping crater.63

         Jago caught up with him and took in the new scene.

         ‘Wonderful,’ he said. ‘So now we have a suspected murder, with no body, no evidence, not even a crime scene. Just a hole in the road.’
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            CHAPTER SEVEN

         

         The woman who opened the door looked in her mid-forties, with neat auburn hair and careful make-up. She wore a well-fitting jersey dress, and spoke and moved with a measure of distraction, like an actress still getting into her role.

         ‘Good morning,’ she said. ‘The constable said you’d be calling. Do come in.’

         She stood to one side and ushered them into a spacious hallway. The house was at the more comfortable end of the borough: a detached Victorian residence in Forest Gate, with attractive detailing in the brickwork and facias. Situated in a quiet road just a stone’s throw from the grassy expanse of Wanstead Flats, it was as close as you could get to rural in West Ham.65

         ‘Mrs Muriel Villiers?’ said Jago.

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘I’m Detective Inspector Jago and this is my colleague, Detective Constable Cradock. Please allow me to express my condolences. I gather you’ve been informed of what happened.’

         ‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘The constable said my husband had been found dead during the air raid, and that then he—’

         She broke off. The composed expression on her face gave way to one of distress.

         ‘Yes, I’m sorry, Mrs Villiers. Shortly after he was found, a bomb landed very close by.’ Now it was Jago’s turn to hesitate as he sought the right words. ‘There are no identifiable remains.’

         ‘But you’re sure it was my husband?’

         ‘We’d seen his identity card before the bomb fell, and I recognised him from seeing him on the bench at the magistrates’ court.’

         ‘I see. Won’t you come through to the drawing room?’

         They followed her into a room with large windows and comfortable-looking soft chairs. A young man was sitting there, whom she introduced as Edward, her son. They accepted her invitation to sit.

         ‘I’m sorry to disturb you on a Sunday morning, but I’m afraid I have to ask you a few questions,’ said Jago.

         ‘Yes, of course.’

         ‘You see, we’re not convinced it was an accident.’

         ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

         ‘It means we’re exploring other possible causes 66of death. Please forgive me for asking what may be a painful question, but can you think of any reason why Mr Villiers might want to take his own life?’

         From the corner of his eye Jago saw a look of surprise on Cradock’s face, but he commanded silence with a glance. Mrs Villiers seemed not to have noticed it, and her own face maintained its composure.

         ‘I’m sure I couldn’t say. My husband was not in the habit of confiding in me about his plans for the day, let alone his inner torments.’

         ‘Did he have any?’

         ‘Torments? If he did, I wouldn’t know about it. My husband was what you might call an officer and gentleman of the old school. He didn’t talk to me about his business or about his feelings. I think he felt the weaker sex was not to be troubled by such things.’

         ‘Would you mind telling me what your husband’s business was?’ said Jago. ‘I’m aware of him as a magistrate, but I’ve never known what he did with the rest of his week.’

         ‘He owned a printing business,’ said Mrs Villiers. ‘I think he used to manage to sit as a magistrate once a week, or once a fortnight. It’s easier for people who’ve retired or have a private income and don’t have to work, but he was still very busy with the business – yesterday he was at work all day and didn’t come home. I don’t think he was able to give the court as much time as he would have liked to.’

         ‘And are you aware of any business difficulties or 67other pressures in his life that could have driven him to take his own life?’

         ‘I’m not aware of any, but that doesn’t mean there couldn’t have been any. He certainly wasn’t himself in the last few weeks. As far as I know he was still making plenty of money, but he definitely seemed preoccupied: something on his mind.’

         ‘Worried?’

         ‘I think you could say that, yes.’

         ‘So your husband ran a printing business. Can you tell me more about it?’

         ‘Not much. The print works isn’t very big, but I think things had picked up with the war. Government contracts for leaflets, that sort of thing. I’m sure Edward knows more about it than I do, though: he works there.’

         Jago turned to her son.

         ‘Mr Villiers, do you have any reason to think your father might have taken his own life?’

         ‘I think he would have despised the idea,’ said Edward. ‘My father seemed to have rather a gift for despising.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘Three months or so ago some poor soul was fished out of the river. Left a note. Well, it happens from time to time, doesn’t it? I don’t need to tell you that. But in this case it turned out he was related to one of our employees. I remember my father saying at the time that suicide was a form of cowardice. That was one of many things he despised. Cowards should be shot: you know, 68pour encourager les autres, that kind of thing. He was an old soldier, you see, and I suppose it was something to do with that. I can’t imagine him doing something he despised so heartily.’

         ‘But is it possible that for some reason he found himself under such pressure or threat that he began to detect precisely that in himself? Might that not have driven him to contemplate suicide?’

         ‘You’re playing with words, Inspector. I cannot speculate on what my father might have been thinking. All I can say is I find it difficult to believe he would take his own life.’

         Jago rose from his chair and walked across the room to the French windows. He studied the view of the garden for a moment, then turned round to face into the room and addressed the mother and son.

         ‘In that case, can either of you think of any reason why someone might want to murder Mr Villiers?’

         He looked first at Edward. The young man shrugged his shoulders and shook his head slowly.

         ‘I suppose he might have had enemies,’ he said, ‘and someone might have wanted to, but I can’t imagine who. He didn’t confide in me either.’

         Jago turned to Mrs Villiers and raised his eyebrows enquiringly.

         ‘Murder?’ she said. ‘The idea’s absurd. Why would anyone want to murder him?’

         ‘That’s what I was rather hoping you could tell me,’ said Jago.69

         ‘I told you, I know nothing of my husband’s affairs, business or private. He led his life and I mine.’

         ‘Would you describe yourselves as a close married couple?’

         ‘I’m not sure what you mean by that. If you mean did we live in each other’s pockets, then no, it wasn’t like that.’

         Edward got to his feet and stood facing Jago with his chin angled slightly upwards. Striking a pose, thought Jago.

         ‘What my mother means is that he was married to the business first, and to her second.’

         ‘Edward,’ said Mrs Villiers, ‘how could you? Mr Jago, my husband’s business affairs were very demanding. He had to work long hours, and we didn’t spend a lot of time together.’

         ‘Had to, or chose to?’ said Edward.

         She gave Jago a beseeching look. ‘Inspector, please pay no attention to my son. He and his father didn’t always see eye to eye, and I’m afraid he sometimes says things he doesn’t mean.’

         ‘I’m sure Mr Villiers can speak for himself,’ said Jago, turning to the young man. ‘Do you live here with your mother, sir?’

         ‘Yes, I do,’ said Edward.

         ‘And may I ask your age?’

         ‘Twenty.’

         ‘Had your call-up papers yet?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘But you’ve registered?’

         ‘Yes, I registered a month or so ago, but I was found medically unfit.’70

         ‘I see. And you’re employed in the family business?’

         ‘Yes, I work for my father. Or I suppose I should say worked, now.’

         ‘And how would you describe your relationship with your father?’

         ‘Well, he wasn’t the sort of chap to do me any favours at work, just because I was his son.’

         ‘And you know of no one who might have wished your father harm?’

         ‘Yes, that’s what I said. But if the way he treated his own son is anything to go by, I imagine he could have left a whole host of resentful people in his wake.’

         ‘What does that mean?’

         ‘It means he drove a hard bargain. Devil take the hindmost, that sort of thing. Perhaps it just means he was a good businessman. How would I know? He didn’t take me into his confidence. I think I was rather a disappointment to my father. Not quite the son he wanted.’

         ‘Nonsense,’ said Mrs Villiers. ‘You were the apple of his eye.’

         Jago turned back to her.

         ‘Who inherits the business?’

         ‘I do.’

         ‘And what will become of it now?’

         ‘God knows. I suppose Edward and I will end up running it. I doubt very much that we’d be able to sell it in the present circumstances. But I really know nothing about it.’

         ‘So if I have any questions about the business, who should I talk to?’71

         Edward stepped forward.

         ‘I don’t think my mother is in a position to advise you on that, Inspector. I would suggest you talk to Johnson. He was my father’s right-hand man in the business, or something close to it. The éminence grise of the print shop. He knew a lot more than my father about printing, that’s for sure. But I don’t know whether anyone knew anything about my father’s business affairs, not even Johnson. As you’ve probably gathered, my father was a rather private man, at least as far as we were concerned.’

         Mrs Villiers picked up a silver cigarette case from a small table.

         ‘Inspector, I didn’t offer you or your colleague a cigarette. Will you have one?’

         ‘Not for me, thank you,’ said Jago. ‘Nor for my colleague. We’re almost finished.’

         ‘You’ll excuse me if I do. This has all been rather demanding.’ She took a cigarette and offered the case to Edward, who also took one. Jago observed the way she smoked it. He might have expected her to be tense, but as he watched her the word that came to mind was ‘languid’.

         He took an envelope from his pocket and produced the knife they had found in the van.

         ‘Has either of you seen this before?’

         Mrs Villiers looked at it and shook her head.

         ‘Could it have belonged to Mr Villiers?’

         ‘It’s possible,’ she replied, ‘but I’ve never seen it, so I really can’t say.’

         ‘And you, sir?’72

         ‘I don’t know either,’ said Edward, turning away.

         ‘Take a close look, please,’ said Jago.

         Edward approached and bent to examine the knife.

         ‘Actually, yes, I believe it was his. It looks very similar to one he used to carry at work. I couldn’t swear to it, but I’d say it looks like his to me.’

         Jago replaced the knife in the envelope.

         ‘Thank you. Now I must ask you both where you were last night between the hours of seven and ten,’ he said.

         Mrs Villiers moved to the window, holding her cigarette to one side.

         ‘We were both in the Anderson shelter,’ said Edward, ‘weren’t we, Mother? There was the air raid.’

         ‘Yes,’ she said, not looking round.

         ‘Can anyone else confirm that?’

         ‘Well, it wasn’t a cocktail party.’

         ‘I’ll take that as no. Just one last question, Mrs Villiers,’ said Jago. ‘Is there any more family?’

         She turned to face him.

         ‘Edward was our only child. My husband’s parents are both deceased, as are mine. There’s just one relative, my husband’s brother. He’s called Arthur Villiers, a retired solicitor, unmarried. He lives out at Brentwood, where I believe he amuses himself by commanding the local Home Guard. I don’t think you need to add him to your list of suspects.’

         ‘Thank you, Mrs Villiers. That will be all for now.’

         She showed them to the door and closed it behind them. As the sound of their feet trudging across the 73gravel drive faded, she leant back against the door and exhaled a stream of cigarette smoke towards the ceiling.

         ‘Why didn’t you tell them the truth about him?’ said Edward. ‘He was an unscrupulous bully.’

         ‘How can you say such a thing?’ said Muriel.

         ‘It’s true, and you know it,’ he replied, raising his voice. ‘And as far as I’m concerned, the world’s a better place without him.’
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            CHAPTER EIGHT

         

         ‘Come.’

         The divisional detective inspector’s voice sounded faintly through the heavy wooden door. Like a duke summoning his butler, thought Jago. Only one rank between them, but it wasn’t the first time Jago had seen what happened when a bit of promotion went to a man’s head. Perhaps he was jumping to conclusions, though. He tried to be more generous: Soper might be thinking it was one of the constables at the door, not him. He turned the handle and stepped into the office, followed by Cradock. The DDI was at his desk, studying a file.

         ‘Ah, good morning, John,’ he said, looking up. ‘Take a seat.’75

         Jago hung his coat, hat, and gas mask on the coat stand in the corner of the office, then positioned himself carefully on the flimsy-looking upright wooden chair that stood before the desk. It offered a marked contrast to the more ample leather-padded swivelling affair on the other side.

         Cradock remained standing at the side of the room. It was eight o’clock on Monday morning, and after two nights of air raids and the beginnings of a murder enquiry he was anxious not to nod off.

         Soper snapped the file shut.

         ‘What’s this about a murder, then?’

         ‘Suspected murder, sir. The body was found on Saturday evening, about nine-thirty. We couldn’t get a doctor to him, but my guess is that he wasn’t long dead.’

         ‘And do we know who the deceased is?’

         ‘Yes, sir. It’s Charles Villiers, who was a magistrate, and we believe the killer tried to make it look like suicide.’

         ‘Villiers of the Stratford bench?’

         ‘That’s right, sir.’

         ‘Lord help us. And where’s the body?’

         ‘Unfortunately, sir, destroyed by enemy action.’

         ‘Destroyed by enemy action? Well, you know what they say: no body, no murder. You’ll have a job convincing the court there was a murder if you can’t produce a body.’

         ‘In this case, sir, there was one, at least long enough for two witnesses to see it, in addition to Cradock and myself. I established the deceased’s identity and suspicion 76of murder to my satisfaction before the body was lost.’

         ‘To your satisfaction, eh? And what about a jury’s satisfaction? And a magistrate, of all people. It’ll probably turn out he played golf with the divisional superintendent.’

         ‘I’m sure we’ll be able to rely on the discretion of the press, sir, especially at a time like this. They don’t have as much space to print such reports as they used to.’

         ‘Yes, but you know what people are like: no smoke without fire. I don’t know anything about this man’s private life, but if someone killed him and tried to make it look like suicide, there must have been grounds for them to think people would believe it.’

         ‘That’s a very good point, sir. We’ll follow that up.’

         ‘Well, carry on then. I suppose it’s too much to ask for a quiet life when the whole division’s being blown to pieces. Just clear it up as quickly as you can. What else do you have to go on?’

         Jago beckoned Cradock, who pulled out his notebook and flicked through to the relevant page.

         ‘Well, sir, the body was reported by a local lad, name of Carson, sixteen, an ARP bicycle messenger. But as far as we know at the moment there’s nothing to suggest any involvement on his part in the death of the deceased.’

         ‘Anyone else you’re aware of who might have done it?’ said Soper.

         ‘He was a businessman as well as a magistrate,’ said Jago. ‘It could have been a business rival, someone he’d 77cheated maybe, although we should perhaps assume he was as honest as the next magistrate.’

         Soper gave him a quizzical look, but Jago continued.

         ‘Or it could have been someone who’d been up before him in the police court. In that case, every villain in East London could be a suspect. The only people we’ve spoken to so far, though, are his wife, Mrs Muriel Villiers, and his son, Edward Villiers.’

         ‘Do you think one of them could have done it?’ said Soper.

         Jago turned to Cradock.

         ‘What did they say, Constable?’

         Cradock consulted his notes again.

         ‘Mrs Villiers couldn’t think of anyone wanting to kill him, sir, and her son said he couldn’t imagine him committing suicide, so that doesn’t get us very far.’

         ‘She didn’t rule out the possibility of suicide, though, did she?’ said Jago. ‘Said he hadn’t been himself recently, was preoccupied, something on his mind.’

         Soper’s eyes strayed to the files waiting on his desk.

         ‘Anything else?’

         ‘Well, sir,’ said Cradock, ‘there didn’t seem to be much love lost between the three of them. Not what you might call the perfect family − or the perfect marriage, for that matter. She wasn’t exactly grief-stricken either. If she was trying to encourage us in thinking it was suicide, it might suggest she had something to do with his death.’

         Soper looked up from his desk.

         ‘But you’ve already said you think it was murder.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Jago, ‘but we didn’t tell her that.’78

         Soper scratched his head.

         ‘Now you’re losing me. But what about the son?’

         Keep up, thought Jago. This was the man in charge of all criminal investigation on K Division of the Metropolitan Police. He’d been good in his day, but if it hadn’t been for the war and the manpower shortages he’d probably have been tending his roses by now.

         ‘He didn’t get on with his father, sir, that’s for sure,’ said Cradock. ‘There was quite a bit of bad feeling there. I could imagine him snapping and doing something violent.’

         ‘So there’s a possibility that either he or his mother could be involved,’ said Jago. ‘Neither of them seems to have had much time for him. Or they could be in it together. Or for that matter one or both of them could have got someone else to do it. They might be covering up for each other: they’ve only got each other for an alibi at the time of death. But it could be someone quite unconnected with them. If whoever killed him wanted it to look like suicide, they may have known of something going on in his life that would make that plausible.’

         ‘Sounds like you need to do some more digging,’ said Soper. ‘Just keep your noses clean. Don’t go digging a hole for yourselves. Is my meaning clear?’

         ‘Yes, sir,’ said Jago. ‘No need for you to worry. We won’t tread on any toes.’

         Soper leant back into his chair and scrutinised him across the desk. Jago couldn’t tell whether the DDI was pondering his words or had simply run out of things to say.79

         The silence was broken by a creak from the older man’s chair as he returned it to an upright position.

         ‘One more thing before you go, John,’ said Soper. ‘You’ve got an appointment this afternoon with a man from the Ministry of Information. He’s called Mitchell and he’s bringing a newspaper journalist down here to meet you. An American, if you please.’

         ‘American? What does the American press want with me?’

         ‘Don’t ask me. Seems they want to do a report on East End morale under the Nazi onslaught – you can imagine the kind of thing – and someone thinks a bit of local police liaison would be a good idea. Your name came out of the hat. Or to be more precise, you were specifically requested by the man from the ministry.’

         ‘How strange,’ said Jago. ‘Any idea why?’

         ‘Ours but to do …’ said Soper. ‘Perhaps it was that medal you got.’

         ‘Plenty of police officers have medals, sir.’

         ‘But they don’t all get their picture in the papers, do they?’

         ‘That wasn’t my fault, sir.’

         ‘I’m not suggesting it was. But it seems you’ve caught someone’s eye. Anyway, I’ve said you’ll meet them here at three o’clock. And I gather the Ministry of Information thinks it’s crucial that the American public read the right thing about what’s going on here, so watch what you say.’

         Soper picked up the file again and motioned with his 80hand to indicate Jago was free to go. Jago rose from his chair and made for the door, collecting his hat and coat on the way. Before he got his hand to the doorknob he heard Soper’s voice behind him.

         ‘Gas mask, John.’

         He looked back at the coat stand. His gas mask was still hanging there. He grabbed it and slung it over his shoulder.

         ‘Sorry, sir.’

         ‘Regulations, you know. We can’t have police personnel going about without their gas mask. Got to set a good example to the public. Even police officers with medals aren’t gas-proof.’

         
             

         

         ‘How’s his lordship this morning?’

         Jago recognised the hoarse tone coming from the front desk. The station wouldn’t be the same without it.

         ‘Respect, Tompkins, respect,’ he said, suppressing a smile.

         ‘Sorry, sir,’ said the station sergeant. ‘I mean how’s Mr Soper, of course.’

         ‘That’s better,’ said Jago. ‘He’s in fine form.’

         Sergeant Tompkins gave Jago a weary look over the top of his half-moon reading glasses.

         ‘More’s the pity. Before we know it he’ll start having ideas. And we know where that gets us, don’t we? Just like the old days in France. You remember: the footsloggers up to their wossnames in mud at the front, and all those red-tab staff officers in their chateaux miles behind the lines, coming up with ideas.’81

         ‘But you weren’t in the infantry, were you, Tompkins?’

         ‘No, sir, not exactly, but near enough. Ally Sloper’s Cavalry, that was me.’

         ‘Come now, where’s your regimental pride?’ said Jago teasingly. ‘You make the Army Service Corps sound like a bunch of loafers and ne’er-do-wells. Didn’t it get turned into the Royal Army Service Corps at the end of the war? You can’t all have been scoundrels.’

         ‘That’s as may be, sir, but as far as I was concerned it was just horse transport, driving ammunition wagons up to the front line for four years with the occasional distraction of getting shelled and shot at. And what did I get for it?’ He fingered the medal ribbons on his tunic. ‘Pip, Squeak and Wilfred here, two pounds in my pocket, and a third-class railway warrant home.’

         ‘But you came through,’ said Jago.

         ‘Yes, and don’t think I’m not grateful for that. But here we are now and it’s happening all over again, going from bad to worse.’

         He paused, lost in thought.

         ‘Anyway, sir, I’ve got something for you here. There was a bloke brought in early Saturday morning, found in the cemetery, all roughed up. Turned out he was quite a respectable type, though, if you know what I mean: not the sort to get mixed up in a brawl in a graveyard. Didn’t want to make a complaint, though. When we asked him who’d done it he clammed up. Looked frightened. If you ask me, there’s some funny business going on. Thought you might like to know.’82

         ‘Thanks,’ said Jago. ‘I’ll get Cradock to follow it up.’

         He walked back to his office in search of Cradock and a cup of tea. It was nine o’clock. He thought of what the last two days had brought, and what might yet come. Old Frank Tompkins was right: it was all going from bad to worse.
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            CHAPTER NINE

         

         Jago and Cradock took the number 697 trolleybus from the police station down to Plaistow High Street and walked the short distance from the stop to Westfield Street. They knocked on the front door of number 18 and heard the sound of feet padding down the passage. The door opened a little and they saw a short, trim woman in a black dress covered with a sleeveless wrap-around apron made from blue and white floral-print cotton. She peered round the door at them.

         ‘Detective Inspector Jago and Detective Constable Cradock, West Ham CID,’ said Jago. ‘Mrs Carson?’

         ‘Yes, that’s me.’

         ‘We’ve come to see your son Billy, Mrs Carson. I 84expect you know he reported finding a body to us on Saturday evening.’

         ‘Yes, he’s here. Come in. Please excuse my pinny.’ She slipped off the apron and rolled it into a ball, clutching it nervously to her waist.

         ‘He was expecting you to call today,’ she said, ‘and Sainsbury’s said he could stay at home until you’d finished with him. Come this way.’

         They followed her down the narrow passage into the rear part of the house.

         ‘You don’t mind the kitchen, do you?’ said Irene. ‘I would offer you the parlour, only there’s a touch of damp in there at the moment, and what with everything that’s been happening I haven’t had a chance to do anything about it.’

         They seated themselves at the table. Cradock noticed that Jago, true to his precept, took the chair that faced into the room. Irene kept her pinny rolled up in her lap.

         ‘Cup of tea?’ she said, half getting up.

         ‘No, thank you. We don’t want to put you to any trouble. We shan’t be long.’

         ‘OK, then.’ She sat down again and looked up warily.

         ‘Could we see Billy? Is he here?’

         ‘Yes, of course; I’ll call him.’

         She went to the foot of the stairs and called his name. Billy came down and walked slowly into the room. He took a seat without meeting their gaze.

         ‘It’s all right, Billy, there’s nothing to worry about. We just want to ask you a few questions.’85

         ‘Nothing to worry about?’ He turned to Irene. ‘Mum, haven’t you told them?’

         Irene dabbed at her eyes with the edge of her crumpled apron. ‘No,’ she said.

         Jago leant closer and spoke quietly.

         ‘Has something happened?’

         She shook her head silently, holding the pinny to her face.

         ‘I’d better explain, then.’ Billy turned to the two policemen. ‘It’s about my dad.’

         He looked at his mother, but she did not raise her head.

         ‘He’s in the merchant navy. Able seaman, on freighters, on the Atlantic run as far as we know. On Saturday afternoon my mum got a telegram. It was from the shipping line, and it said his ship had been sunk, with no known survivors. Then we got a letter from them that said the same.’

         ‘Billy,’ said Irene, ‘it said we weren’t allowed to tell anyone.’

         ‘But these are policemen, Mum. Surely it’s all right to tell them?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Jago, ‘you’re allowed to tell us, but apart from us it’s just your immediate family.’

         ‘The telegram said he’s reported missing.’ He turned to Jago with pain in his eyes. ‘That means he’s dead, doesn’t it?’

         ‘It means you must be prepared for the worst,’ said Jago.

         Irene sobbed, then wiped her face firmly.

         ‘I’m sorry, Inspector, it’s just too hard to bear. But you 86carry on; I’ll be all right.’ She sat up straight in her chair and pushed the apron to one side.

         ‘Thank you, Mrs Carson,’ said Jago. ‘I’m very sorry.’

         He turned to Billy.

         ‘I gather you work for Sainsbury’s. Is that right?’

         ‘Yes, up in Angel Lane, in Stratford. I went there straight from school and I’ve been there two years now. I work on the dairy counter.’

         ‘Are you one of the young assistants who pat the butter with those wooden paddles?’

         ‘Yes, that’s my favourite thing.’

         ‘I used to love watching it when I was a boy. And what do you do with the rest of your time?’

         ‘I’m one of Gillman’s Daredevils. Have you heard of us?’

         ‘I don’t think I have. Is that anything to do with Councillor Gillman?’

         ‘Yes, he started the Daredevils last year, when the war started. It’s a team of ARP messengers, about two dozen of us, mostly boys. At first we didn’t have much to do, but just lately it’s got really busy. That’s how I came to find that bloke in the van – but then you know that already.’

         The sound of the front door creaking open and then loudly slamming was followed by a heavier set of footsteps in the passage. Robert Carson entered the room and stopped short.

         ‘Oh, it’s you lot,’ he said, with a dismissive look. ‘I’d forgotten you were going to be here.’

         ‘And you are …?’ said Jago.87

         Irene jumped to her feet.

         ‘This is my other son, Robert,’ she said. ‘My other one who’s still at home, that is. My oldest, Joe, is in the army.’

         ‘And before you ask,’ said Robert, ‘I’m in a reserved occupation. Electrician in the docks. Vital war work.’

         He tossed his cap onto a chair and sat down.

         ‘I’m Detective Inspector Jago and this is Detective Constable Cradock. We’re here because your brother reported finding a dead body on Saturday evening,’ said Jago.

         ‘Do you know who he was yet?’ said Billy.

         ‘We do,’ said Jago. ‘He was Mr Charles Villiers, a local businessman and magistrate.’

         He studied the faces of the mother and her two sons, ranged before him. Robert looked indifferent; Billy’s expression was blank. Irene reacted with a barely perceptible but startled intake of breath.

         ‘Did you know him?’ asked Jago.

         ‘Never heard of him,’ said Robert.

         ‘Are you sure?’

         ‘I don’t mix with magistrates. I’m a working man.’

         ‘Billy?’

         ‘I know the name, but I’d never seen him before.’

         ‘Mrs Carson?’

         ‘Well, yes,’ she began slowly. ‘I worked for him. I do some cleaning at his company, Invicta Printing.’

         ‘And what kind of man was he?’

         ‘I don’t know as I can say, really. I didn’t really have anything to do with him.’88

         ‘Nothing at all?’

         ‘Well, he was the boss, wasn’t he? I’m just a cleaner.’

         ‘Two different worlds, Mr Jago,’ said Robert, staring him in the eye. ‘The bosses and the workers. One lives off the backs of the others, and never the twain shall meet. I’m not surprised if someone’s done him in: a man like that probably had lots of enemies. Probably got his comeuppance. His sort all will one day.’

         ‘A man like what?’ said Jago. ‘You said you’d never heard of him.’

         ‘I haven’t. But they’re all the same. Bosses, capitalists, they’re all oppressors of the working class. All they want is profit, and they’ll cut any corner to get it. All I’m saying is people who play rough like that sometimes get it back.’

         ‘I don’t think I said anything about him having been killed by someone either,’ said Jago.

         ‘Well, I was just assuming, wasn’t I? Why else would you coppers be here?’

         Irene interrupted. ‘Mr Jago, don’t take any notice of what Robert says. He’s a bit passionate about his beliefs, that’s all. I don’t hold with everything he says, but if it turns out that Mr Villiers was killed because he was up to no good, one of those war profiteers or something, I’d say good riddance.’

         ‘Calm down, Mum,’ said Billy. ‘Don’t get in a state.’

         ‘I won’t calm down. I’ve just lost my husband, Mr Jago, and I don’t know what I’m going to do. He risked his life to bring food and everything we need into this 89country, and all they paid him was three pounds eleven and six a week. And now he’s dead. I’ve heard stories about thieving in the docks that would make your hair stand on end. As soon as the stuff’s unloaded, there’s someone out there stealing it and making a fortune out of people like me and my husband. There’s no justice in this world, no justice.’

         She began weeping, and Billy put his arm round her.

         ‘We’ll be on our way now, Mrs Carson,’ said Jago.

         He turned as he reached the door and heard Irene’s sobbing voice.

         ‘People like that deserve everything they get.’
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            CHAPTER TEN

         

         ‘Griggs,’ said the man in the brown warehouse coat and cloth cap. ‘Goods in and out, gatekeeper, caretaker and general dogsbody, that’s me.’ He eyed them up and down like an undertaker estimating for a coffin. ‘Nothing gets in or out of Invicta Printing without me knowing. So how can I help you two gentlemen?’

         There was barely room for Jago and Cradock to squeeze into the dilapidated wooden shack in which Griggs mounted guard over the entrance to the print works. Jago nudged a box to one side with his foot to make a little more space to stand in.

         ‘We’re investigating the death of Mr Villiers,’ he said. ‘Were you here on Saturday when he left the premises?’

         ‘That I was,’ said Griggs. ‘On duty, as usual.’91

         ‘Can you tell us what time he left?’

         Griggs pulled a grubby book from under the wooden desk and thumbed through the pages.

         ‘Here we are,’ he said, bending back the spine of the book and placing it on the desk in front of them. He stabbed at an entry with a dirt-engrained forefinger. ‘He left at a quarter to eight in the evening, in the van, with Mr Johnson – he’s one of the bosses here.’

         ‘And who was driving?’

         ‘It was Mr Johnson. I remember because the window was open and I had to bend down close to say goodnight to Mr Villiers, and Mr Johnson pulled a face, as if I was smelly or something.’

         ‘Did they say where they were going?’

         ‘No, but then again that’s none of my business. I just have to clock people in and out, and write it in this book of mine,’ said Griggs. ‘I assumed Mr Johnson was driving Mr Villiers home. I was off yesterday, and then when I came in this morning I wondered why the van wasn’t back, but then I heard that Mr V had been killed and all in that air raid.’

         ‘Thank you, Mr Griggs,’ said Jago. ‘We spoke to Mr Edward Villiers yesterday, and he recommended that we speak to Mr Johnson.’

         ‘Ah, yes, young Mr Villiers,’ said Griggs, with a smirk that suggested he was sharing a private joke with himself.

         ‘Is Mr Johnson here today?’ said Jago.

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘In that case we’d like to see him.’92

         ‘Very well, gentlemen, if you’d care to follow me, I’ll take you to his office.’

         He took a last drag on his cigarette, stubbed it out in an ashtray overflowing with dog-ends, and rose from the cluttered desk. At the door he paused and reflected for a moment. ‘I suppose that’ll be just “Mr Villiers” now,’ he said, and led Jago and Cradock out of the hut.

         They followed him as he plodded across the cobbled yard of Invicta Printing Ltd. Griggs noticed that Cradock was holding his nose, and laughed.

         ‘Sorry about the smell,’ he said. ‘That’ll be the chemical works down the road. It makes an almighty stink, especially if the wind’s blowing the wrong way. You get used to it in the end. Doesn’t seem like the kind of place a man like Mr Villiers would choose for his business, does it? But I reckon it’s probably cheap here and helps to keep his profits up.’

         The yard was enclosed on three sides by buildings that looked as though they might date back to early Victorian times, with worn bricks and sagging roofs. Cheap or not, they were certainly showing their age, thought Cradock.

         ‘This used to be a silk-printing works back in the old days,’ said Griggs, ‘or so they say. But they packed that in years ago. It just does what I’d call normal stuff now.’

         He pointed to the first building on their left, a two-storey structure with a slate roof, large wooden double doors and two small windows.93

         ‘That there’s the main store, where we keep the stock.’

         ‘Stock?’ said Cradock.

         ‘That’ll be paper to you, sonny,’ said Griggs. ‘We’re printers, and paper’s the stuff what we print on.’

         Cradock cast a wondering look at Jago but said nothing.

         ‘Then we’ve got the garage, where we keep the van; used to be a stable, as you can probably tell. The bit next to it, that’s where we keep all the old junk: a couple of presses that we don’t use any more, and that sort of thing. I reckon that’s where they’ll be chucking me before too long.’

         He laughed, but there was a bitterness in his tone that struck both the men with him. He wheezed and began to cough. Pausing until he could speak again, he gestured towards the building directly in front of them, the largest. A repetitive clunking and hissing of machinery pounded through its partly opened windows and echoed round the yard.

         ‘Over there’s the main print shop with the newer machines: that’s where all the work gets done these days. You’ll find it a bit noisy in there. Mr Johnson’ll be up them stairs there, in the office.’

         Griggs stumped up the steel staircase that ran along the outside wall of the building to a door on the first floor, with the two detectives in his wake. He knocked on the door and showed them in.

         ‘Some visitors for you, Mr Johnson. Policemen. They’d like to have a word with you about poor Mr Villiers.’94

         ‘Thank you,’ said the man sitting before them. He rose to greet them, removing a cigarette from the corner of his mouth and placing it carefully in an ashtray on the desk. He was tall and heavily built, and wearing a dark suit with a white shirt and a black tie. As he extended his right arm to shake hands, Jago noted the worn cuff and the ink stains on his fingers. Johnson caught his eye and smiled.

         ‘Please excuse the state of my hands, Mr …?’

         ‘Jago, Detective Inspector. And this is Detective Constable Cradock.’

         ‘Albert Johnson. As I was saying, please excuse the state of my hands. I help Mr Villiers – or I suppose I should say helped him – to run the company, but in this line of work you have to be willing to get your hands dirty. And that was my side of the business rather than his.’

         ‘How do you mean?’

         ‘I mean I’ve worked in print all my life. Mr Villiers got the orders in and dealt with the clients, but I’m the one who runs the practical side. I don’t think he would ever have described himself as an expert in printing.’

         ‘How long have you worked here?’

         Johnson retrieved the cigarette from the ashtray and drew deeply on it, blowing a stream of smoke towards the ceiling.

         ‘Just over two years. I joined the company in 1938.’

         ‘And how would you describe Mr Villiers?’

         ‘Well, I can’t say I knew him well. He was the boss, if 95you know what I mean. We didn’t socialise outside the job. He moved in different circles to me.’

         ‘And what kind of circles would they be?’

         ‘Oh, you know: people with big houses and fancy wives, the Rotary Club probably, businessmen, wheelers and dealers. Senior policemen too, I shouldn’t wonder, what with him being a magistrate.’

         ‘Do you have any idea of how the business was going?’

         ‘I don’t see all the figures, but to be honest, I think the war saved him. When I first came it all seemed a bit hand to mouth, but then we started getting government work, information leaflets and suchlike, and since then we’ve been working at full capacity most of the time. Mind you, even in the bad old days when the machines were idle, it didn’t seem to cramp his style. Always had a new car, that kind of thing.’

         ‘And how would you suppose he managed that?’

         ‘I don’t know. Perhaps he had a private income. Like I said, I’m not privy to all the financial ins and outs in this place.’

         ‘Would you describe Mr Villiers as a trustworthy sort of man?’

         Johnson stubbed out the remains of his cigarette in the ashtray.

         ‘I’m not sure I can say. I think to trust someone you’ve got to know them. And I never really knew Mr Villiers – not that well, anyway.’

         ‘Thank you, Mr Johnson. Now tell me, please, what happened on Saturday. What time did you leave here?’96

         Johnson looked thoughtful.

         ‘Oh, that must have been sometime after half past seven, I think. I’d been working with Mr Villiers on some estimates for jobs we were bidding for. He said he had to visit someone down Plaistow way and asked if I’d drive him in the van, so of course I said yes. We set off, but then after a bit he said he’d changed his mind. I should drive to my place, then he’d drop me off and drive himself over to Plaistow and then home to Forest Gate.’

         ‘Where is your place?’

         ‘I live in Greengate Street, number 22. It’s a flat over a newsagent’s, just past the old tramways depot, where they keep the trolleybuses now.’

         ‘And do you know why Mr Villiers changed his mind?’

         ‘No. But then it’s not my place to ask the boss why.’

         ‘Do you know who he was visiting? Was it a customer?’

         ‘Don’t know, I’m afraid. He didn’t say. I’m not aware of any current customers down there, but as I said, that was more his side of the business.’

         ‘What time did he drop you off?’

         ‘I didn’t really notice, to be honest, but it must have been about twenty past eight. We’d been held up on the way, because one of the roads was blocked after the air raid, so I had to get out and walk the last bit. It would have been about ten minutes’ walk, and I remember the sirens went off again when I was nearly home. I looked at my watch and it said half past eight, so yes, I must have left him at about twenty past or so.’97

         ‘And can you tell us where you were for the rest of the evening?’

         ‘Yes, that’s easy. When the sirens went off I was right by a friend’s place, so I stopped and took shelter there. He’s got an Anderson shelter and I haven’t. We took a bottle of Scotch down into the shelter and I spent the rest of the night there until the all-clear went.’

         Jago nodded thoughtfully.

         ‘Thank you. Just a couple more questions before I go, Mr Johnson.’ He pulled a buff envelope from his pocket and carefully removed the knife he and Cradock had found in the van. ‘Do you recognise this?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Johnson, ‘it’s an old printer’s knife. It’s got a special spike called a typesetting pick. If I’m not mistaken it’s the one Mr Villiers had. Not that he ever did any typesetting himself, of course, but I think he liked it because it suited the part, what with him having a printing business, and as far as I know he used to carry it with him all the time.’

         ‘Thank you. And finally, were you aware of any worries Mr Villiers might have had?’

         ‘No. Nothing he told me about, anyway.’

         ‘Do you think Mr Villiers was the kind of man who might take his own life?’

         Johnson paused for thought again.

         ‘I don’t know. He was a bit cagey about his private life. But on the other hand, with someone like him I think anything would be possible.’98

         
             

         

         Jago and Cradock made their way back to Griggs’s shabby hut by the entrance to the yard. Griggs was sitting inside it, sipping tea from a chipped white mug.

         ‘Care for a cuppa?’ he said.

         ‘Thank you, but no,’ said Jago. ‘I’d just like to ask you a couple of questions.’

         ‘Fire away.’

         ‘What kind of man was Mr Villiers?’

         Griggs put on a thoughtful expression. ‘Well, he paid my wages, so he wasn’t all bad.’

         ‘A decent employer, then?’

         ‘I’d say so, yes. Bit posh, of course. I think he was a major or something in the war, obviously used to giving orders. Bit of a ladies’ man too, I reckon.’

         ‘What do you mean by that?’

         ‘Well, he used to chase after some of the women who worked here. You know the sort of thing.’

         ‘Is that just hearsay?’

         ‘What does that mean?’

         ‘I mean is that just what people say, or did you actually see him do it?’

         ‘Yes, of course. Just the other night. Most people had gone home and the cleaner was here. I came round the corner and found him talking to her. But it wasn’t just like he was talking to her. It looked like he’d got her cornered and was standing really close, like. I could see she was trying to get away: she was pushing him with her hands. So I made a bit of a noise to show I was there, and he jumped off her like a scalded cat. 99I acted like I hadn’t seen anything, but I saw her slip away pretty quick, and she wouldn’t look up at me.’

         ‘Did you recognise her?’

         ‘Oh yes, straight off. It was that Mrs Carson. Irene Carson, she’s called.’
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            CHAPTER ELEVEN

         

         Jago strode briskly up West Ham Lane. Dignity required that he should walk, not run, but he was going to be late. He ran a finger round his collar to let some air in.

         Overhead, the afternoon sky was turning the same silver-grey as the barrage balloons that swayed placidly on their tethering cables in the faint breeze. There was rain coming.

         By the time he got to the police station it was five to three. He was hot and annoyed. He slipped in between the stacks of sandbags that flanked the front door and nodded a quick greeting to Tompkins. This wasn’t the time to get into conversation.

         He reached the CID office by two minutes to three. It was empty, and he leant against the wall for a few 101moments to calm himself before the visitors arrived. He wondered what kind of man the American would be. Probably some suave Clark Gable type who would make him feel like an inadequate Englishman.

         The door opened and Soper ushered in the two visitors. Jago gave them a cursory glance as they entered, but to his surprise, the sight that greeted him did not remotely match his expectations. Not least because one of the two strangers was a woman.

         Before he could compose himself, the meeting was under way.

         ‘Allow me to introduce you,’ said Soper. ‘Detective Inspector Jago, this is Mr A. J. Mitchell from the Ministry of Information, and this is Miss Dorothy Appleton, who is a journalist from the United States.’

         ‘Mr Jago,’ said the woman, ‘how nice to meet you. You look a little surprised. Perhaps you weren’t expecting a woman?’

         ‘Not at all,’ said Jago, still unsettled. ‘Do take a seat. And you too, Mr Mitchell.’

         ‘I shan’t stay, actually,’ said Mitchell, airily. ‘I have matters to attend to, and if I might just have a word with you before I leave, Mr Soper, I shall then be on my way.’

         A minute later Jago was alone in the room with the reporter. He gave her a chair and sat behind the desk, facing her.

         ‘Miss, er, Miss Appleton,’ he said, then hesitated. ‘It was Miss Appleton, wasn’t it, not Mrs? I’m afraid I didn’t entirely take in what Mr Soper said.’102

         He could hear the awkwardness in his own voice. There was no ring on her left hand, but he realised he had no idea what the American practice was.

         ‘Yes, it’s Miss, Inspector. And I must apologise for what I said just now. There was no reason for me to suppose you weren’t expecting a woman.’

         ‘Well, actually,’ Jago began. ‘That is to say, I—’

         ‘Don’t worry about it. We tend to think of you British as being a little old-fashioned, but I’m sure you have women journalists here too. Maybe it’s just more common in the States. And I guess police work is still pretty much a man’s world over here, yes?’

         ‘Well, we do have some women police.’

         ‘Oh really? How many?’

         ‘In the Metropolitan Police, about a hundred and fifty, I believe.’

         ‘And how many men?’

         ‘About thirty-three thousand.’

         She paused.

         ‘So that’s about half a per cent, then?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘And what do they do?’

         ‘They’re mainly responsible for looking after vulnerable women and children, that kind of thing.’

         ‘So no detectives, then?’

         ‘No.’ Jago felt as though he were being cross-examined in court.

         ‘You know, five years ago my paper had me write a story about a woman in New York City who was our 103first female police detective. She’s a detective sergeant now, I believe.’

         ‘Well, perhaps things move a little more slowly over here.’

         ‘I guess so. It’s a good thing the same can’t be said of your fighter planes,’ she said. Jago took it as a conciliatory remark and decided to try to change the subject.

         ‘So, Miss Appleton, what brings you here today?’

         ‘Well, as you know, I’m a journalist. I work for the Boston Post as a foreign correspondent, based here in London, and I’m covering the war from the British angle. I’m interested in how ordinary people are coping with it.’

         ‘I see. So you asked to meet some ordinary people and they came up with me?’

         She laughed.

         ‘Not at all, Inspector. I’m accredited to your Ministry of Information, of course, and some time ago I told them I’d like to write some pieces about public morale. I wanted to focus on the East End of London, because it’s where the poorer people are, the ones who were maybe having a rougher time of the rationing and what have you. And as it happens, of course, with these terrible air raids we’ve been having since Saturday, right now this is exactly where the story is.’

         ‘Glad we could oblige,’ said Jago. ‘But where do I come into this?’

         ‘I just figured it would be good to have a contact who could explain life here to me, someone who knows 104everything that goes on in a place like West Ham. And a policeman is that kind of person.’

         ‘But why me?’

         She leant closer and lowered her voice conspiratorially.

         ‘I’ll let you into a little secret,’ she said. ‘I saw your picture in the newspaper. You’d been to Buckingham Palace to get some medal. The King’s Medal, was it?’

         ‘The King’s Police Medal.’

         ‘The paper said you’d disarmed a man with a gun, and I thought that was interesting. I didn’t know if I’d be able to write about my policeman, but I thought if I did, it would help if he were some kind of hero. So I made a note of your name, and when I went to the ministry I asked for you. Simple as that.’

         Jago considered her words for a moment and then stood.

         ‘Well, Miss Appleton, I’m under instructions to assist you, so assist you I shall. But I must make one thing clear: I am currently engaged in a suspected murder investigation and my time is limited, so if you think you can tag along with me as I go about my duties I’m afraid you’re mistaken. I’ll be happy to meet you when time allows, answer your questions and help you in any way I can, but you must understand that there are some difficult areas in this borough, and I’d advise you not to go running round everywhere without consulting me. On top of that, now we’ve got these air raids. Frankly, it’s no place for a …’

         He hesitated. She was looking him straight in the 105eye, both her eyebrows raised in an expression of innocent enquiry.

         ‘It’s no place for a person who’s a stranger to the area to be wandering round on their own.’

         ‘Exactly,’ she said. ‘I appreciate your concern and gladly accept your offer to escort me as and when the need arises. Now perhaps you could have someone call a cab for me and I’ll be on my way. I’ll leave you my card.’

         Jago felt outmanoeuvred and had the uncomfortable sense that she was making fun of him. He took the card, noting her address: the Savoy Hotel, Strand, London. Only the best for the Boston Post, he thought.

         He walked her back to the front desk and left Tompkins with the challenge of assisting her with her transport arrangements.

         On returning to his office, Jago sat at his desk and reflected briefly on their conversation. He wasn’t entirely convinced. Surely she could have found someone else to explain life in the East End to her. Why did she need a detective inspector? He knew from experience that journalists could be a devious bunch. She might see him as a useful contact, but he had a feeling she wasn’t telling him the whole story.
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            CHAPTER TWELVE

         

         ‘What really happened on Friday night, Sidney?’

         He could not bear to look at her. She clearly knew he was lying, and her voice was stern. He tried again.

         ‘It was an accident. There was nothing I could do about it. I’d been out for a drink with that old friend of mine, as I said, and I was on my way home. It was dark, and I couldn’t see a thing – you know what it’s like in the blackout. Suddenly a bike came round the corner, and the next thing I knew I was flying through the air and landing in the gutter. I don’t know how long I was lying there. I might even have been knocked out, I think, because it was so late when I got home.’

         His voice trailed off, and he forced himself to face her, hoping she wouldn’t ask any more questions. It 107seemed quite plausible to blame his cuts and bruises and the state of his clothes on a collision with a cyclist in the dark: everyone knew that blackout accidents had caused more injuries over the past year than enemy action. But beyond that point he was struggling to connect his story with the facts of the matter in a way that was even half convincing.

         ‘Who was the friend you were with?’

         ‘It was an old school friend. He’s called John.’

         She said nothing, but fixed him with a sceptical gaze.

         Inside he felt a mixture of guilt and fear. When have I ever mentioned old school friends before? She probably knows I don’t have any. She must think I was with another woman. She’ll be thinking I’m having an affair with someone, and her husband’s caught up with me.

         He knew he had a choice: he could either tell her now or attempt to keep lying to her for the rest of his life. The second option did not seem viable.

         ‘I’m sorry, Ann,’ he said hesitantly, ‘that’s not right: it wasn’t an old friend. You see, something’s happened. I didn’t want to worry you, but I’m in trouble and I don’t know what to do.’

         ‘What is it?’ she said. Her voice was impatient, as if she were talking to a naughty child. He looked around their sitting room: a picture of lower-middle-class respectability, everything neatly in its place. Even that made him feel false. A white-collar job meant he wasn’t working class, but he wasn’t sure he qualified for even the lowest ranks of the middle class.108

         ‘I-I don’t think I can tell you everything, and it might be best for you not to know.’

         ‘Don’t be silly. Tell me.’

         ‘It’s to do with work. I’ve got mixed up with a man who’s making me do things that are against the rules, illegal things.’

         ‘Can’t you report him?’

         ‘He’s not someone I work with. He’s from outside, a criminal. And he’s violent: he’s the one who did this to me.’

         ‘Let’s take it to the police, then. We have to stand up to people like that.’

         ‘Oh, Ann, you sound like my father. It’s not as easy as that. He told me to stand up to bullies when I was a boy, so I tried, and all I got was another beating. It doesn’t work with people like that. He’s just vicious.’

         ‘But you can’t have someone attack you on the street and do nothing about it.’

         ‘You don’t understand. I’ve taken money from him. If I report him, they’ll find out what I’ve done and send me to prison.’

         Ann could see he was afraid. She had always known Sidney was weak, and the idea that some unscrupulous person had got their claws into him by offering him easy money was no surprise. She thought for a moment, then spoke.

         ‘Sidney, we need to get help with this.’

         ‘But I’ve already told you, if I go to the police I’ll end up in more trouble than he does.’109

         ‘I’m not talking about the police. There must be ways of dealing with people like this that don’t involve the police.’

         ‘But people like us don’t get mixed up in things like that.’

         ‘No, but if the alternative is you being ruined, we may need to.’

         ‘So what do you have in mind?’

         ‘I don’t know, Sidney. This isn’t exactly a situation I’ve dealt with before. But I do know this: you need to tell me exactly what’s been going on, and we have to find some way to get free of this man, or maybe find someone who can do it for us.’

         Sidney was shocked to hear his wife speaking like this. But she had always been the strength in their marriage, the strength that held it, and him, together. If she had decided that action was needed to rescue them from the mess he’d got them into, he had no doubt she would take it.

         
             

         

         Billy let himself into the house with his latchkey. He’d walked home from work, pushing his bike instead of riding it, because he knew his mum would be out this evening and the house would probably be empty. The shop had been busy all day, and it had kept his mind off things, but all the way home he’d found himself thinking of his dad. He imagined him on a blazing deck, wild-eyed as the shells landed, his only choice to stay on the ship and burn with it or to leap to certain death in the raging sea. Or even worse, trapped below in the engine room as the torpedo struck, seeing the steel bulkhead breached and the water cascading 110in, knowing that within minutes it would engulf him, ending his life in a desperate, panic-filled struggle for breath.

         ‘That you, Billy?’

         He heard the familiar rough voice of his brother calling from the kitchen. He ran down the passage and threw himself at him, his eyes brimming with tears.

         ‘I need you, Rob. I don’t know what to do.’

         Robert put his arms round him and held him, awkwardly trying to comfort him.

         ‘Come on, mate, it’ll be all right. Come and sit down. Look, Mum’s left us some grub in the oven.’

         They ate together in subdued silence. The only sound was the comforting bubbling of water and the gentle hiss of steam coming from the kettle on the kitchen range. There wasn’t as much meat in the stew as there would have been before the war started, but it was bulked out with carrots, onions and cabbage, and it was hot. Billy began to feel better. He was glad Rob was at home.

         The light outside was fading: the sun was going down. They put up the blackout curtains and made a start on washing the dishes. Before the job was half done the air-raid siren cut through the quiet of the evening.

         ‘Come on, down the shelter,’ said Robert. ‘We’ll finish them later.’

         They picked up the blankets and lantern their mum had got into the habit of leaving by the back door since the bombing started, then made their way across the backyard to the Anderson shelter. They had helped 111their dad dig the hole for it and assemble the corrugated steel panels last year, when he was on leave. Even half buried in the ground and with a covering of soil over the top it looked flimsy.

         They stepped down into the shelter and made sure the blackout curtain was in place before lighting the lantern. The smell of paraffin mixed with the stale odour of damp that filled their cramped refuge.

         ‘What a dump,’ said Robert. ‘It smells like old fish down here.’

         ‘Damp enough for fish too,’ said Billy, carefully moving his blanket to avoid the patch of water on the floor.

         ‘It’s just typical, though, isn’t it?’ said Robert. ‘Round here, people think they’re lucky if they’ve got one of these down the end of their garden, and if they haven’t they have to go to one of the public shelters that are probably even worse.’

         ‘How’s that?’ said Billy.

         ‘Haven’t you heard? That raid we had on Saturday night – when the bombs got close some of those brick ones in the street just fell down.’

         ‘Blimey,’ said Billy, ‘I didn’t know that.’

         ‘And some of them surface shelters haven’t even got roofs. What’s the good of that?’

         Robert leant forward, becoming animated.

         ‘But then you go up the West End and you’ll find all the rich types in their luxury apartments and hotels have got a lovely shelter in the basement, reinforced, blast-proof, air conditioning and everything. Suppose 112a few charabanc-loads of people from here turned up and said they wanted to share: what would happen then, eh?’

         Billy laughed. ‘Yeah, that would be a sight to see.’

         ‘And that’s just the ones who haven’t moved out to their country mansions for the duration,’ Robert continued. ‘And meanwhile the government won’t even let people like us use the Tube stations for shelter. They want us to fight this war for them but they don’t care how many ordinary working people die.’

         ‘We can’t just give in to Germany, though, can we?’

         ‘Look, Billy, all I’m saying is it’s not our war. People like you and me didn’t start it, did we? It’s just like the last time: it’s all about kings and empires and money.’

         ‘I suppose you think we should stay out of it, like Russia.’

         ‘Yes, I do. It’s different there. They got rid of the toffs, and now it’s the workers that run the country. Everything belongs to the people, so everyone gets a job, a decent place to live, food to eat. They’ve got rid of the people who start wars, too. You know what that Churchill’s like: a right warmonger. But Stalin’s not interested in imperialist wars; he wants to build socialism in one country, so then other countries can do it too. I tell you, when the workers are in charge all over the world we’ll all live together in peace.’

         ‘Sounds nice,’ said Billy.

         ‘It’s time for us to take control,’ said Robert. ‘We’re going to start changing things – you’ll see.’

         ‘Right,’ said Billy, thoughtfully. He looked up. ‘That 113reminds me, Rob. Talking of toffs and the like, I’ve been meaning to ask you. When those coppers were round here this morning asking about that dead bloke Villiers, why did you say you didn’t know him?’

         ‘Cos I don’t, that’s why.’

         ‘But you—’

         Robert raised a warning finger before Billy’s face.

         ‘No names, no pack drill, all right? You take my advice, Billy: never give a copper the time of day. If they want to know something, let them find out for themselves. I’m giving them nothing. Strike breakers and bully boys the lot of them, in the pay of the ruling class. You keep your mouth shut, Billy, and you won’t go far wrong.’
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            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

         

         At a little after seven-thirty on Tuesday morning Jago was in Rita’s cafe, ordering bacon and eggs and a large mug of tea. There was something very pleasant about having your breakfast cooked for you. It was somehow comforting, and made him feel he could cope with whatever the day might throw at him.

         He usually had breakfast in the police canteen – lunch too, if he wasn’t out somewhere on a case. Cooking at home took too much time, so when he was off duty he preferred to eat out as often as possible. He’d never felt guilty about this before the war, but when the government brought in food rationing at the beginning of the year it had made him think twice. The fact that meals in restaurants and cafes weren’t subject to rationing 115undoubtedly made his life easier, but he knew the trouble most working people had eking out their food ration through the week, especially those with families. And after the recent air raids you only had to walk down the street to see people’s lives bombed into chaos. The best compromise he could make with his conscience was to eat modestly. At least then he knew he wasn’t abusing the privilege of having enough money to eat out.

         This morning, though, he had forsaken the police canteen. He wanted some time alone, to think.

         There were fewer people in the cafe than there had been on Saturday. Most of them were men, eating alone, probably on their way to work. There wasn’t the background jumble of animated conversation that there’d been on Saturday either, but then that was before the shock of the air raids. Now the atmosphere seemed sombre. A fanciful image floated into his mind, of plump, jolly housewives in aprons serving up a cooked breakfast by the kitchen range to appreciative husbands in working-men’s clothes. Probably something he’d seen in a film, he thought: not likely to be a reality in many homes around East London today.

         He had sometimes envied married colleagues who had wives to look after them. When he came home from the war, so many men had been killed that people were saying there would be a generation of spinsters. Any man who wanted a wife could take his pick. But what was the point of that if you didn’t find someone you could love? You had to meet the right person, and at the right time. 116Life wasn’t always like that, and it hadn’t been like that for Jago. He’d never set out to be a bachelor, but he’d rather pay to have his shirts washed and ironed and his house cleaned, and eat his breakfast in a cafe, than spend his life in a miserable marriage.

         The smell of frying was making him feel hungry. He looked at his watch: no rush yet. He thought of Muriel Villiers and her late husband. That didn’t seem like a marriage made in heaven either. What had been going on between them? It was beginning to look as though the man Jago had seen on the bench at Stratford magistrates’ court dispensing justice to all and sundry had feet of clay. People might have their own reasons for wanting to tarnish his name now he was dead, but the fact remained that so far no one had had a good word to say about him. The more Jago heard about Villiers, the more unsavoury a character he seemed. But unsavoury enough for someone to murder him?

         He thought about Cradock. It wasn’t long since the young lad had transferred into the CID, and in peacetime he’d probably have had to serve longer before he got the chance. Jago had given him a long list of tasks yesterday; it’ll be interesting to see how he’s coped with them, he thought.

         He was interrupted by the arrival of Rita. She set a plate of eggs and bacon before him, with toast, a small dish of jam and a steaming mug of tea.

         ‘There you are, love: just what the doctor ordered,’ she said. ‘Enjoy your breakfast, but watch the plate: it’s hot.’117

         She smiled and turned away to attend to her next order. Jolly and plump, thought Jago, and good at cooking breakfast, but not a woman he could ever imagine being married to. There had to be more to it than that.

         He poured a little HP sauce onto his plate from the bottle on the table and tucked into his food. The thought of Rita brought another and very different woman to his mind: the American.

         Definitely a modern woman, he thought. Certainly not lacking in confidence, although he supposed you didn’t get to be a newspaper reporter in America by being a shrinking violet. A tad too confident for his liking, though. Their meeting yesterday afternoon had felt like a tennis match in which she had taken the first two sets. He needed to fight back and gain the upper hand, but he fancied he’d have his work cut out for him.

         
             

         

         He drained the last of his tea, put on his coat and hat, slung his gas mask over his shoulder and set off for the police station. His destination was a three-storey brick building that stood rather imposingly on the corner of West Ham Lane and Barnby Street, overlooking the green space of the recreation ground. It had been built at the end of the last century and exuded late-Victorian confidence. Jago had always found it quite an attractive building, although he supposed that depended on which side of the law you found yourself.

         He entered the station, and the fresh air of the 118outside world gave way to the smell of disinfectant that always seemed to pervade its corridors. Tompkins was at his counter.

         ‘Morning, sir. Mr Soper would like to see you immediately.’

         Jago signalled receipt of the message as he passed and headed for the DDI’s door. This time it was ajar when he reached it. He tapped twice on the polished wood.

         ‘Come in,’ said a voice from inside the room. Jago went in.

         ‘Shan’t keep you a moment, John,’ said Soper. ‘I just want to fill you in a bit. I couldn’t say anything at yesterday’s meeting with that American woman, but I want you to know what that fellow Mitchell from the MoI said to me after we’d left the room. To put it briefly, he wants you to manage her. Damned if I understand why, but apparently the ministry is happy for foreign reporters like her to see what’s happening and report the truth to the outside world. Of course, she has to operate under the same restrictions as our own reporters, so no straying into military areas or giving away precise details of what’s been bombed and where, that sort of thing, but apart from that she can go where she likes and say what she likes. Not the way I’d run a war, but then I’m not the Ministry of Information.’

         ‘What does he mean by “manage her”, sir?’

         ‘As far as I can tell, he just means point her in the right direction when you can, and try to chat with her about what she sees, let her know what we think. The way 119Britain is presented in the American press is of critical significance to the war effort.’

         ‘But how do I know whether what I think is the same as what “we” think? I don’t necessarily agree with everything the government says or does, nor am I required to.’

         ‘You’re a policeman, John. Just do your duty. I know I can rely on you.’

         He paced across to the window and looked out.

         ‘Another bad night last night. You may not have heard yet, but a school was bombed in Canning Town. Agate Street. It was being used as a rest centre. Apparently it was full of people who’d been bombed out and were waiting for transport to evacuate them when it was hit. Very nasty business, by all accounts. You might like to take her down that way. Show her a bit of Silvertown too. It’s had a pasting – not surprising with the docks at the end of the street.’

         He turned back to his desk and reached for a piece of paper.

         ‘Just one other thing, John. That American woman wants you to call her at her hotel this morning. Here’s the number.’ He looked at the paper. ‘Temple Bar 4343.’

         Jago took the paper and hurried off to his next meeting, with Cradock.

         
             

         

         ‘Right, what have you got for me?’ he asked.

         ‘Some interesting information, sir,’ said Cradock. ‘I went back to see the ARP warden who found the van 120with the body in it. He says he was in Whitwell Road earlier that evening, about a quarter past eight, and saw a van that looked just like that one backing into some small commercial premises. And Whitwell Road’s just round the corner from where we saw the body. He says there were two men in the van. He couldn’t see their faces from that distance; all he could say was the driver looked a good half a head taller than the bloke in the passenger seat.’

         ‘Right,’ said Jago, ‘you need to find out who those premises belong to.’

         ‘Already done that, guv’nor,’ said Cradock. He looked pleased with himself. ‘They belong to one Frederick Cooper, known as Fred to his friends.’

         ‘Can’t say I know him.’

         ‘No, sir. But I spoke to the PC whose beat that is – where Cooper’s premises are, I mean. He said Cooper doesn’t have any convictions, but he’s reckoned to be a bit of a slippery character locally, probably up to no good on the quiet.’

         ‘So what was our Mr Villiers doing visiting him, if that’s where he was? And who was with him? Johnson says Villiers didn’t drop him off until about twenty past eight, when they were still on their way to Greengate Street, and he remembers because it was just before the sirens went off too. He can’t have been in two places at the same time.’

         ‘Johnson’s got some explaining to do, then.’

         ‘He certainly has. What else have you got?’

         ‘Well, yesterday evening I went to see that man they found roughed up in the cemetery, the one you asked 121me to follow up. Definitely something funny going on there. His name’s Hodgson: Sidney Hodgson. Says he got knocked over by a bike in the blackout, but he looked really nervous and obviously didn’t want to talk to me. All on edge, he was. His wife was as cool as a cucumber, mind. Quite a looker too, if you know what I mean.’

         ‘All right, Constable. Keep your mind on the job.’

         ‘Yes, sir, sorry. Anyway, she didn’t bat an eyelid. You’d think it’d be the other way round, wife all worked up, worried about her poor injured hubby, crying all over the place. Maybe it wasn’t a bike at all. Maybe she’d been knocking him about.’

         ‘I think you’d better restrain your imagination unless some evidence turns up,’ said Jago. ‘But you’re saying you think he’s hiding something?’

         ‘Yes. I asked him why he was saying it was some unknown cyclist who’d knocked him over when our PCs said they’d found him in the middle of the cemetery and he looked as though he’d been beaten up. He just looked worried, as if he didn’t know what to say, and then his wife stepped in and she explained it: said it was easy to get into the cemetery now the railings had been cut down for making into Spitfires or whatever it is, and they reckoned it must have been someone taking a shortcut in the dark.’

         ‘And what do you make of that?’

         ‘Just seems odd to me that he’s the one who was there but she’s the one who knows what happened. He looked to me as though he’d had a fright. I think there’s more to 122it than meets the eye, but if he doesn’t tell us, we’re not likely to find out what.’

         ‘I agree,’ said Jago. ‘Good work.’

         ‘Thanks, guv’nor,’ said Cradock, with a smile and a hint of surprise in his voice.

         ‘And now we’d better be on our way,’ said Jago. ‘I need to go back to Invicta Printing Ltd and talk to Mr Edward Villiers again, see what he says when his mother’s not there. I want you to go and find this fellow Cooper and find out what he’s up to.’

         He was about to open the door when there was a knock on the other side and Sergeant Tompkins came in.

         ‘Excuse me, sir, but I’ve got a message for you. A lady phoned, said you hadn’t called her. Asked me to give you this message. Said she didn’t need a reply.’ He handed a piece of paper to Jago and left.

         Jago read it silently, folded it and put it in his pocket.

         ‘Anything important, sir?’ said Cradock.

         ‘I don’t think so,’ said Jago. ‘I shall be out this evening. I’ve been summoned to dine with that American reporter.’

         ‘Somewhere nice, sir?’

         ‘That I shall have to tell you tomorrow. It’s not one of my regular haunts.’

         ‘Where is it, then?’ said Cradock. ‘Just in case I need to contact you, of course.’

         ‘Of course. It’s a little place called the Savoy Hotel.’
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            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

         

         Griggs was on duty at the entrance to the Invicta Printing premises when Jago arrived.

         ‘Morning, squire,’ he said, touching the front of his cap in a gesture that Jago might have taken as obsequious if he hadn’t already had dealings with the man. ‘Come to do a bit more digging? I reckon you’ll find more dirt than diamonds here.’

         ‘I’ve come to see Mr Edward Villiers,’ said Jago.

         ‘Righto. He’ll be up the stairs over there in his dad’s old office, next to where I took you to see Mr Johnson. Do you want me to take you over?’

         ‘I can find my own way, thank you, if you’ve no objection.’

         ‘Suit yourself.’124

         Jago mounted the steps again and found Villiers in an office that was roomier than Johnson’s and noticeably better fitted.

         ‘Come in,’ said Villiers, shaking him by the hand. ‘Sit down. Make yourself comfortable. Are you any nearer to finding out what happened to my father?’

         Jago settled into an expensive-looking sofa.

         ‘Not yet, I’m afraid.’

         ‘Do you still think it might have been suicide?’

         ‘To be honest, Mr Villiers, I think it was not. I suspect your father was murdered, and that someone − for whatever reason − wanted to make it look like suicide.’

         Villiers sat down too, in an armchair that matched the sofa.

         ‘Well, that rather changes the picture. Does my mother know this?’

         ‘No, not yet,’ said Jago.

         ‘Is it all right for me to tell her? I think it will come as a shock.’

         ‘Yes, please do.’

         ‘Very well. But murder – who would do a thing like that?’

         ‘That’s what I was hoping you might be able to help me with. When I visited you and your mother on Sunday morning, I asked you both if you could think of any reason why someone might want to murder him. My recollection is that your answer suggested you didn’t, but you thought it possible he had enemies. Could you expand on that?’125

         Villiers lit a cigarette and blew smoke towards the ceiling, then leant forward in his chair towards Jago, his face adopting a serious expression.

         ‘Look, Inspector, I’m going to be perfectly frank with you. I think my father was a hypocrite, in the original Greek sense of the word – you know, play-acting. He liked people to think of him as a decent chap, bien soigné, a pillar of the community – distinguished retired officer, gentleman, successful businessman, magistrate keeping the streets safe. That’s the picture he liked to paint. Whether it convinced anyone, I don’t know. I told you he was a private man, and he was. Maybe that was so no one would get close enough to know him as he really was, rather than the image he presented to the world. My mother and I were the closest to him in that sense, but I didn’t feel I knew him. I don’t think I’ve ever felt that since I was a boy.’

         ‘What about your mother?’

         ‘I’ve always felt much closer to her.’

         ‘No, I mean was she close enough to him to see beneath the surface?’

         ‘I don’t think I could say. She was always very loyal to him, but she may have had her own reasons for that. You’ll have to ask her.’

         ‘So what grounds do you have to say your father was not the man he claimed to be?’

         ‘Well, nothing very specific, but for one thing I didn’t like the way he treated my mother. He could be very suave and sophisticated when he wanted to be, but with 126her I think he was patronising at best, and at worst he was cruel. He was definitely king of the castle in our home, and in his marriage too – a bit Victorian in that way, I suppose.’

         ‘Can you give me an example?’

         ‘I don’t think she was allowed to know anything about the money side of things. He gave her the housekeeping, but she had to ask him for money for clothes; I’ve heard her doing it. It’s certainly no surprise that she knew nothing about the state of the business. I work here and I realised some time ago that I don’t know the half of it either.’

         ‘Do you mean the business was in trouble?’

         ‘No, I mean I think there were jobs that weren’t going through the books.’

         ‘Do you have any evidence for that?’

         ‘No, I don’t think I do. Nothing on paper that you could make a case with. It’s just one or two odd goings-on I’ve seen at the works, when I’ve had to stay late after the staff have gone home, odd snippets of conversation I’ve overheard. I don’t have any specific evidence, but I’ve wondered for a long time whether he was doing jobs on the side, for cash – what you might call “informal enterprise”.’

         ‘So nothing you can put your finger on?’

         ‘No. For all I know he could have been smuggling tinned peaches out of the docks and selling them on the black market. I’ve really no idea. All I know is this: he may have been stingy with my mother, but he never 127seemed short of cash. If you’re wondering who might have killed him, maybe you should be looking to see if he had any murky underworld connections. Not the sort of thing you’d expect of a magistrate, but then as I’ve said, I think my father spent a lot of time putting on an act.’

         ‘Thank you, Mr Villiers,’ said Jago. ‘You’ve been very helpful. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to have a few words with Mr Johnson.’

         
             

         

         Jago tapped on the door of the neighbouring office and opened it. Johnson looked up from his desk. He was talking on the phone, the handset propped between his left shoulder and his ear as he searched with both hands through a mess of papers. He lowered his voice in what Jago assumed was a rapid curtailment of the conversation and put the phone down.

         ‘Good morning, Inspector,’ said Johnson. ‘Do take a seat. You must excuse me: with Mr Villiers unfortunately no longer with us I’m having to deal with some of the customers, and the paperwork isn’t all as tidy as one might wish.’

         He took a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, opened it and extended it towards Jago.

         ‘Cigarette?’

         ‘No thanks.’

         Johnson took one out for himself and lit it.

         ‘How can I help you?’

         ‘I won’t take long,’ said Jago. ‘I’m just trying to 128tidy up a few loose ends of my own. Can you tell me how tall you are?’

         Johnson looked surprised.

         ‘I’m six foot two.’

         ‘And Mr Villiers?’

         ‘I’d say he was about five foot eight. But what’s that got to do with anything? I’m very busy, Mr Jago.’

         ‘I want you to think back to Saturday evening. You told me that you’d driven Mr Villiers in the van and that he dropped you off at about twenty past eight and you walked home. Is that correct?’

         ‘Yes, it was about then.’

         ‘But I have a witness who says he saw that same van backing into some premises in Plaistow at about a quarter past eight, with two men in the front, the driver taller than the passenger. Even allowing for the fact that you and the witness weren’t using the same watch, it would be quite a coincidence for Mr Villiers to drop you off, have time to pick up a new driver who was the same height as you, or a passenger who happened to be as much shorter than him as he was than you, and arrive at those premises at the same time as he was dropping you off somewhere else. Would you agree?’

         Johnson paused for a moment, then said, ‘I’m sorry, Inspector, I’m afraid what I said to you wasn’t entirely accurate. I’ve had a lot on my mind recently.’

         ‘In that case I must ask you to answer my questions more carefully, Mr Johnson. I’m sure you know that if you were to make a false statement under oath in court 129you would be committing a criminal offence. This is a murder enquiry, and it is most important that you answer truthfully and accurately.’

         Johnson looked shocked.

         ‘Murder? But yesterday you said Mr Villiers had committed suicide.’

         ‘I asked you if he was the kind of man who might take his own life. That’s not quite the same thing.’

         Johnson was silent for a few moments, as though thinking, before he spoke again.

         ‘I understand. The truth is Mr Villiers didn’t drop me off. I drove all the way to that place, following his directions.’

         ‘What time did you arrive?’

         ‘I would have said it was twenty past eight, but if your witness says a quarter past it’s quite possible it was then. I didn’t check my watch at that point.’

         ‘And what happened when you got there?’

         ‘Mr Villiers went in, but he told me to wait outside.’

         ‘So do you have any idea what he was doing, why he’d gone there?’

         ‘No, I don’t. I thought it was a bit strange, though. I assumed it must be something private, not normal business, otherwise he wouldn’t have kept me outside.’

         ‘If it wasn’t normal business, what did you think it was?’

         ‘To be honest, I thought it was possibly something a bit irregular. You know, something he didn’t want me or anyone else to know about. But I didn’t see or hear anything to prove that; it was just the feeling I had.’

         ‘Do you know whose premises they were?’130

         ‘No, I’m afraid I haven’t the faintest idea, and it struck me at the time that Mr Villiers clearly didn’t want to tell me.’

         ‘So what happened next?’

         ‘I was beginning to think maybe there was some funny business going on, when the door opened. Mr Villiers stuck his head out and said he was going to be busy, and so I’d better find my own way home on foot.’

         ‘Funny business? You didn’t say anything about funny business when we spoke to you yesterday.’

         A look of concern crossed Johnson’s face. He hesitated, then answered.

         ‘Look, Inspector, I hope you’ll understand. I didn’t know what Mr Villiers might be involved in, but whatever it was, I didn’t want to get mixed up in it. If you want my honest answer, I’ve got an idea he was making some sort of delivery to that place.’

         ‘Why’s that?’

         ‘It’s just that he didn’t normally take the van home. He must have had some reason for going in the van.’

         ‘Did you look to see what was in the back of the van?’

         ‘No. Why should I? When you’re driving the man who owns the company, you don’t check what he might be taking out. It’s the staff you have to keep an eye on. You may find that strange, but that’s the way it is. I thought he might be delivering something, but I didn’t know what, and I didn’t want to know. I try to keep my nose clean, Mr Jago.’

         ‘Is that why you didn’t tell me this yesterday: to keep your nose clean?’131

         ‘I’m sorry. I just wanted to keep out of the whole business. I don’t know what he was doing there; it was something private between him and his customer.’

         Jago tried to read Johnson’s face, but it was impassive.

         ‘So, when Mr Villiers opened the door, did you see anyone else?’

         ‘No, he only opened it a fraction, on one of those chains, and it was dark: everything was blacked out by then.’

         ‘So what did you do?’

         ‘I walked home, as I said to you yesterday. In fact I ran part of the way when I heard the sirens go off, and I spent the rest of the night in my friend’s shelter. I went home when the all-clear sounded.’

         ‘Could you give me the name and address of this friend of yours?’

         ‘Yes. His name’s Bob Gray and he lives at 9 Prince Regent Lane; he’s got the upstairs flat there.’

         Jago added the details to his notebook.

         ‘So why did you give me a different version of events yesterday?’

         ‘I’m truly sorry, Inspector. I didn’t mention being there because I really didn’t know what Mr Villiers was doing, and I thought it might be something fishy. I’ve never been in any sort of trouble, and I didn’t want to get mixed up in anything like that, so when I heard he’d been found dead I suppose I panicked. I’m sorry, it was a stupid thing to do, but I thought it would just be easier to say I wasn’t there.’132

         ‘Thank you, Mr Johnson,’ said Jago. ‘And next time I ask you a question, I would advise you to think carefully and give me an accurate answer.’

         
             

         

         When Cradock got to Whitwell Road there was no sign of Cooper, but plenty of evidence of the previous night’s work by the Luftwaffe. On one side of the road, where a house, or probably two, had stood for generations until yesterday, there was now only wreckage, and half of the adjoining property had been torn away by the blast. Cradock had seen demolition sites before, but never anything with this air of crazy randomness. Before him lay a tangle of smashed bricks, tiles and timber, mingled with the twisted remains of everything that had once made this someone’s home. The shade of a standard lamp was perched incongruously on top of an unhinged door, and what looked like a zinc washtub, dented and battered but still miraculously holding a pair of washing tongs, lay on its side on a pile of rubble, mocked by the sooty filth that covered everything.

         He looked at the exposed carcase of the house next door. An iron bedstead was hanging over the edge of what remained of a bedroom floor, and a delicate floral pattern was still visible on the strips of wallpaper that fluttered behind it. He felt as though he were intruding on someone’s privacy. He wondered if anyone had been in when the houses were hit. Any bodies would have been removed by the rescue units during the night, or might still lie buried in the basement if there was one. The proximity of death was 133disturbing. He had woken this morning in the shelter. Not much sleep, but at least he had survived. He began to feel guilty that he was alive while others with just as strong a claim to life as his were dead. People would be wandering through debris like this today in agonies of grief. His own work for the day seemed trivial in comparison.

         He turned away from the scene of destruction. He needed to find Cooper, if his place was still standing. He checked his notebook for the address the warden had given him. Number 58 was a dingy, three-storey building in the style of many in the area, with a parapet facade concealing a low-pitched roof. Perhaps the people who built them seventy or eighty years ago had thought the style smart, but whenever Cradock saw a row of these bleak, brick rectangles he found the effect depressing.

         The ground floor looked as though it might once have been a shop, but now the windows were boarded up and the paint on the masonry around them was peeling. Above them the brickwork had been gnawed by something toxic in the air, and to one side of the front door a pair of heavy wooden doors were rotting at the bottom. They were closed, but he guessed this was where Villiers’ van had been seen backing into the yard or whatever space lay behind them.

         He knocked on the front door, but there was no answer. He banged on the double doors, then grabbed a round doorknob and rattled them as hard as he could until he heard a voice.

         ‘All right, all right, I’m coming.’134

         He heard the sound of a heavy bolt being shot on the other side. The door was pulled back a little and an elderly, stooping man in a greasy jacket and with a dirty muffler round his neck poked his head out.

         ‘Yes?’ he said.

         ‘I’m looking for Mr Cooper,’ said Cradock. ‘Do you work for him?’

         ‘I do. He’s not here.’

         ‘Can you tell me where I can find him?’

         The man looked him up and down. To Cradock it seemed as though he were deciding whether this specimen was a suitable visitor for his employer. The man must have concluded that he was.

         ‘He’s at home. Go down there, to the end of this road, and you’ll come out opposite the Plaistow Baths on Balaam Street. Turn right there, then left into Barking Road, and his house is down on the left, number 467.’

         Cradock was glad to get away from Whitwell Road. He strode along briskly, and within little more than five minutes he was ringing the bell beside Cooper’s front door. The contrast with where he had just come from was striking. Cooper’s residence was a three-storey Victorian house, somewhat more substantial than most others in the area. It had a porch, sash windows, and a small front garden with steps down to a basement, and it looked well maintained. Not the kind of place Cradock could aspire to on what he earned.

         The door opened, and he saw a large figure scowling down at him from the doorstep.135

         ‘Mr Frederick Cooper?’

         ‘What if it is?’ growled the man.

         Cradock produced his warrant card and identity card.

         ‘I’m Detective Constable Cradock. I’d like to have a brief word with you.’

         ‘Would you, indeed? You’d better come in, then,’ said the man, opening the door wide and motioning Cradock in. Halfway down the light and spacious hallway he stopped and turned round to face Cradock; this was clearly as far as his hospitality extended. He was a young man, about the same age as Cradock himself, if not younger. He was wearing an expensive-looking suit, generously cut in the pre-war style, with turn-ups on the trousers and wide lapels. Judging by first impressions, thought Cradock, the man’s manner was not as refined as his dress.

         ‘So you are Mr Frederick Cooper?’

         ‘Course I am. Who did you expect?’

         Cradock decided to ignore the sarcasm.

         ‘I’m making enquiries in connection with the death of Mr Charles Villiers last Saturday evening. Did you know Mr Villiers?’

         ‘Never heard of him.’

         ‘The reason why I’m here is that on Saturday evening an air-raid warden saw Mr Villiers backing his van into your premises on Whitwell Road. Perhaps that might help you to remember.’

         Cooper stroked his jaw.

         ‘Ah, yes, I think I recall now. Must have slipped my 136memory. He was the bloke from the printer’s, wasn’t he? I couldn’t remember his name when you first said it. You say he’s dead?’

         ‘That’s correct.’

         ‘Well, he wasn’t dead when he left me. I can assure you of that. Got caught in the air raid, did he?’

         Cradock ignored the question.

         ‘Can you tell me what Mr Villiers was doing at your premises?’

         ‘Yes, he came over to talk to me.’

         ‘About what?’

         ‘He was going to print some stationery for me, wasn’t he? For my business. He said he’d come and discuss it. Probably because I was a new customer, I suppose.’

         ‘So he wasn’t delivering anything to you?’

         ‘No, just visiting.’

         ‘And yet he backed his van into your yard rather than leaving it on the street. Why would he do that?’

         ‘I don’t know. Perhaps he thought it was a rough area. Maybe he thought your lot would immobilise it, nick the rotor arm so the Germans couldn’t use it to invade East Ham or something. Who knows? I didn’t ask him.’

         ‘And what is your business, Mr Cooper?’

         ‘I’m a trader. I buy and sell. You know, a bit of this and a bit of that.’

         ‘Can you be more precise?’

         ‘Well, clothes mainly. Gents’ and ladies’, but mostly ladies’.’

         ‘You have a shop?’137

         ‘No, that’s too complicated for my liking. I buy most of it in from workshops down in Whitechapel and Mile End and I sell them mainly in Queen’s Road Market. You know the place? Off Green Street, just by Upton Park station. Maybe I could fix you up with something for the missus.’

         ‘Thank you, but no.’

         ‘Single man, eh?’

         Again Cradock forced himself to ignore the remark. The man seemed to be getting pleasure from trying to provoke him.

         Cooper flashed him an unconvincing smile.

         ‘Don’t worry, it’s all legit. A public service, really. People still need clothes, even in a war, especially the ladies. And there’s rumours going round that we might be getting clothes rationing, same as with the food, so business is booming – air raids permitting, of course. High quality for low prices, that’s my motto.’

         ‘What do you use the place in Whitwell Road for?’

         ‘Storing stuff, mainly. All the clothes and suchlike, anything else I might be selling. You got a problem with that?’

         ‘No, Mr Cooper. As I said, I’m investigating the death of Mr Villiers, not your market stall. You may be the last person who saw him alive. You said he left your premises; what time was that?’

         ‘I couldn’t say precisely, but I reckon it was about a quarter to nine, something like that. I remember thinking he was stupid to chance it.’138

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘Well, the sirens had gone off a bit before, and I was all for sitting tight, but he said something like he’d been through a lot of shellfire in his time and he wasn’t going to let an air raid stop him. I reckon he was an old soldier – he certainly talked like a major-general. Probably just a jumped-up corporal with ideas above his station.’

         ‘So you didn’t go with him?’

         ‘Not a chance, mate. Heroics is for fools, if you ask me.’

         ‘Can anyone confirm that you stayed there?’

         ‘No such luck. I was on my own all night.’

         A cold expression formed on Cooper’s face.

         ‘Now, is that enough for you? I think that’s all I’ve got to say on the subject, so if you don’t mind, I shall bid you good day, Officer.’

         ‘That will be all for now, thank you,’ said Cradock, folding away his notebook. ‘If there’s anything else I need to know, I’ll be back.’

         ‘Any time, my son, any time,’ said Cooper, and steered him towards the door.

      

   


   
      
         
139
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

         

         The wheels clicked rhythmically across the rail joints as the train swayed and rattled its way eastwards from Stratford through the dense housing of East London. Jago leant his shoulder against the window and watched as terrace after terrace of drab, soot-blackened dwellings slipped past. He was feeling drowsy after three nights of interrupted sleep. The sight of a hoarding on the side of a pub advertising Johnnie Walker whisky reminded him to tell Cradock to check up on Gray in the morning, and then within seconds he dozed off. The next thing he knew, the train was lurching violently as it crossed a set of points, banging his head against the glass. He awoke to hear the sound of someone speaking, and realised it was Cradock. He sat up straight and alert.140

         ‘I’m sorry. What did you say?’

         ‘My fault, sir,’ said Cradock. ‘I didn’t realise you’d nodded off. I was just asking whether you’d found out anything useful at Villiers’ place.’

         ‘Ah, yes, Invicta Printing Ltd,’ Jago replied. ‘The answer’s yes and no, I suppose.’

         ‘How’s that, sir?’

         ‘Well, young Edward Villiers wasn’t much help. He seemed to think his father might have been doing some shady deals on the side, but he didn’t have any evidence. There may be something in what he says, but on the other hand the dead can’t defend themselves, can they? If Edward’s mixed up in something that’s not above board himself, it would be in his interests to set us off chasing hares in the wrong direction.’

         Jago wriggled into a more comfortable position on his seat.

         ‘I had more luck with Johnson, though,’ he continued. ‘It was strange, really. When I challenged his account of what happened on Saturday night he seemed to cave in very quickly and admitted he did go to those premises in Plaistow. And yet all I could throw at him was the fact that he was tall and the witness’s statement would suggest it was him in the van with Villiers. I was on very thin ice, but he admitted he’d been spinning me a yarn immediately. It was almost too easy.’

         ‘Guilty conscience, perhaps?’ said Cradock. ‘Maybe he was expecting to be found out, and as soon as you challenged his account, he thought you’d rumbled 141him. He seemed quite a straightforward fellow.’

         ‘He did, didn’t he? But even so I don’t trust him. He keeps changing his tune, and I still think there’s something he’s not telling us. He said the reason why he didn’t want to own up to being there was that he thought there was something fishy going on. He didn’t want to get mixed up in it. I asked him who the place belonged to, and he said he didn’t know. If nothing else, all this bears out what Edward said: Mr Charles Villiers JP seems to have had another side to his life. And here’s another thing: Johnson said he reckoned Villiers was making some sort of delivery, although he didn’t know what it was.’

         Cradock interrupted him.

         ‘That’s interesting, guv’nor. I asked Cooper if Villiers was delivering something, and he said no.’

         ‘One of them’s lying, then,’ said Jago. ‘I’m inclined to think Cooper’s a bigger liar than Johnson is, and if I’m right, it suggests Villiers wasn’t visiting Cooper for a simple chat. Johnson can’t or won’t tell us what Villiers was up to, nor can Edward, but somebody can, and I’m beginning to think the finger’s pointing at our Mr Cooper. What did he have to say for himself?’

         Cradock got out his notebook and turned to the page where he’d written Cooper’s address.

         ‘I found him at home eventually,’ he said. ‘He lives in Barking Road, number 467, not far away from his place where he met Villiers. Nice house, but he’s a nasty piece of work. Sarcastic, cocky – trying to put me in my place, and no mistake.’142

         ‘I hope you didn’t rise to the bait.’

         ‘No, sir.’

         ‘Good lad. Carry on.’

         ‘Thank you, sir. Cooper’s a trader – says he sells clothes in Queen’s Road Market. First of all he denied knowing Villiers, but when I pressed him he said Villiers had come to see him about a print job. Business stationery. He says Villiers left on his own in his van at about a quarter to nine.’

         ‘So,’ said Jago, ‘he was probably the last person to see Villiers alive.’

         ‘Yes, I told him that.’

         ‘Do you think Cooper could have killed Villiers?’

         ‘I only had a short time with him, but I got the impression he wouldn’t stop short of anything if someone got in his way. He certainly had the opportunity. He doesn’t have anyone who can confirm he stayed behind when Villiers left. He could’ve gone with him in the van, or even followed him down the road: the van was only round the corner when we found it.’

         ‘So he’s got the opportunity but no alibi, and he could easily have had the means, but did he have a motive?’ said Jago. ‘Why would he want to kill Villiers?’

         Cradock paused, trying to get his thoughts into order.

         ‘That’s what I can’t work out, sir. Cooper definitely seems to be a dodgy character, and I wouldn’t be surprised if half the stuff in his store turned out to be nicked. You wouldn’t expect Villiers to be up to no good with his sort, what with Villiers being a JP and all, but perhaps he 143was, and perhaps they fell out over something. After all, young Edward and Johnson have both let on that Villiers was involved in some funny business.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Jago, ‘although they might just be trying to blacken Villiers’ name for some reason we don’t know. We can’t rule out that possibility. But to get back to Cooper: if Villiers was delivering something to him, as Johnson says he was, why did Cooper deny it, and why did he even deny knowing Villiers?’

         ‘Cooper’s trying to hide something from us,’ said Cradock. ‘That much we do know. Whatever it is, it’s probably something criminal, and it looks like Villiers was involved in some way. What about you, sir? Do you think it could be Cooper that killed Villiers?’

         ‘I’m not sure,’ said Jago, ‘but he’s got some explaining to do, that’s for sure. I think it’s time I met Mr Frederick Cooper. Let’s see him wriggle out of this.’

         The train slowed a little, and he glanced out of the window as a brief interval of green fields appeared beside the track, with a view of open countryside beyond. Minutes later the train crawled into the station and laboured to a halt in a screeching and squealing of brakes. A few people got off, leaving the carriage almost deserted. Jago stood up, pulled down the window and breathed in deeply to clear his head. He chuckled to himself.

         ‘A penny for them, guv’nor?’ said Cradock, as Jago settled back into his seat.

         ‘What’s that?’144

         ‘Your thoughts, sir. A penny for your thoughts.’

         ‘Oh, I see. I was just thinking. It’s nearly three months now since the government said all the signposts had to be removed.’

         ‘So the Germans wouldn’t know where they were when they landed?’

         ‘Yes. So here we are: we’ve arrived at the station, but no signs anywhere. There’s no Germans here, but it means we’ve got no idea where we are either.’

         ‘Very confusing.’

         ‘An ingenious idea, no doubt, but you’ve only got to stick your nose out of the window to know exactly where we are. We must be in Romford.’

         ‘How’s that then, sir?’

         ‘Because the air stinks of hops and malt. The brewery’s only a quarter of a mile down the road, in the middle of the town, and they’re always doing something there that makes that smell. We just have to hope the Germans don’t know that.’

         Cradock went to the window and sampled the air. Jago was right: the town did have a very distinctive odour.

         ‘But back to the job in hand,’ said Jago. ‘We need to find out a bit about the dead man’s brother, see if he can tell us anything useful about the deceased. He may be one of those Colonel Blimp types, so when we get there, I’ll do the talking. You just listen and watch.’

         ‘Very good, guv’nor,’ said Cradock.

         The sound of doors slamming along the length of the train signalled that it was about to depart, so he 145pushed the window up again and sat down.

         They were now only three stops from Brentwood. Within half an hour they were knocking on the door of Major Arthur Villiers.

         
             

         

         Jago surveyed the garden as he waited for the knock to be answered. A straight path led from the wrought-iron gate, flanked on each side by a single neat rectangle of closely trimmed grass. He noted that he could see none of the moss or dandelions that bedevilled his own small patch. The lawns were separated from the path by beds of geometrically aligned ranks of plants and shrubs, and on one side the grass extended round the side of the house as far as a high fence that guarded access to the rear of the property. Jago suspected that it was money for a gardener rather than a consuming hobby that kept it all so thoroughly under control.

         The door was opened by a middle-aged woman in a dark blue dress covered by a grey paisley-patterned apron. Before Jago could speak, a man in a green tweed suit and brown brogues appeared beside her, his right hand cupping the bowl of a briar pipe.

         ‘Thank you, Mrs Wilson. I’m expecting these gentlemen.’

         She gave a polite nod towards the two men on the doorstep and retired into the depths of the house.

         ‘That’s Mrs Wilson: she keeps house for me. Doesn’t live in, just comes in three times a week to keep everything shipshape and Bristol fashion, as they 146say in the navy. Looks after the laundry and does a little cooking. Don’t know what I’d do without her.’

         At first glance the man at the door was rather as Jago had expected: fiftyish, about five foot nine, and a little overweight, he lacked only a walrus moustache to complete the likeness of Blimp that was so familiar from the newspaper cartoons. His manner was bluff and hearty, but there was something about it that struck Jago as not quite convincing.

         ‘We appreciate your sparing this time to see us, Major Villiers,’ he said.

         ‘Not at all,’ said the major, switching his pipe to his left hand in order to shake hands with the two policemen. He waved them in with a sweep of his pipe stem and led them to a sunny drawing room at the back of the house. The smell of aromatic tobacco smoke that filled the house reminded Jago of his father.

         ‘First of all, may I express my condolences on the loss of your brother,’ he said.

         ‘That’s most kind of you, Inspector,’ said Villiers. ‘My brother and I may not have seen eye to eye on everything, but he was nevertheless my brother, and it’s a hard loss.’

         ‘I understand,’ said Jago. ‘This is my colleague Detective Constable Cradock. We have just a few questions for you.’

         Villiers turned to Cradock, drew himself up and looked him in the eye with a severe expression. ‘Good afternoon, Constable. Very well, Inspector, carry on.’147

         ‘Thank you, sir,’ Jago continued. ‘Very nice place you have here, if I may say so. It’s a pleasant change to be out in the country after all the bombing we’ve had down our way. I expect it’s a bit quieter here.’

         ‘We’re all on the front line now, Detective Inspector.’

         ‘Of course. Am I right in believing you’re involved in the Home Guard?’

         ‘Yes, that’s correct. When I heard the announcement in May that the Local Defence Volunteers were to be set up, I thought it was an opportunity for me to be useful.’ He crossed the room to the French windows and gazed out into the garden. ‘I came out of the last war as a major, so I have some military experience, and I’m retired now, so I have the time.’

         He turned back to face them, his hands clasped behind his back.

         ‘Your brother’s wife told us you command the Home Guard in Brentwood,’ said Jago.

         ‘Not exactly,’ Villiers replied with a smile. ‘I’m merely a company commander, responsible for part of the Brentwood volunteers. My sister-in-law probably thinks my role is more important than it is. She’s very sweet like that, but you can’t expect a woman to take an interest in the niceties of military command structures.’

         ‘Happier in the kitchen, eh?’ said Cradock.

         Jago flashed Cradock a silencing glance, but Villiers’ expression had already clouded. He stalked across the room and swung back to glare at Cradock as if he were 148inspecting a sloppily turned-out private on parade.

         ‘Don’t misunderstand me, Constable,’ he said. ‘That’s not what I mean at all. Mrs Villiers is no fool. She’s a very fine woman and I have the utmost respect for her. She’s not had an easy life, and after what she’s had to put up with, I wouldn’t be surprised if military affairs were of no further interest to her at all.’

         ‘Of course,’ Jago interposed. ‘I’m sure DC Cradock meant no disrespect to your sister-in-law. But her husband had a military background, didn’t he? Are you saying that he was what she had to put up with?’

         The major calmed a little before speaking again.

         ‘All I’m saying is that I think my brother was a disappointment to her. If you want my honest opinion, I’d say I believe that when she married him, she thought she was getting an officer and a gentleman for a husband, but all she got was an officer.’

         ‘So you’re suggesting he wasn’t all he appeared to be?’

         ‘I’ll be frank with you, Inspector. I didn’t get on with my brother. I’m sorry that he’s been killed, but he and I haven’t been close since we were young men. I haven’t seen him for several years, and I’m not sure there’s a lot I can say to help you.’

         ‘It would help me to know what caused the estrangement between you.’

         ‘If you must know, it was to do with the war. The last one, I mean. My brother liked people to know that he’d been a captain in the army, and it’s true that he was, but there were times when I couldn’t agree with the way he 149conducted himself. As far as I was concerned, he simply wasn’t playing the game.’

         ‘How do you mean, sir?’

         ‘Well, as it happened, the whole business came to a head over one particular incident. He hadn’t broken King’s Regulations or done anything illegal, but I could not condone what he’d done.’

         ‘Could you explain a little more, sir?’

         ‘I don’t really want to go into details. Speaking ill of the dead and all that, you know.’

         ‘I understand that, Major Villiers, but it would help us to know what kind of man he was.’

         ‘Very well, if you insist. It came up in a conversation we had just after the war. My brother and I were together one evening, reminiscing about it all. We got onto the subject of discipline at the front. I’m sorry to say not all the men were everything we would have wanted them to be and it was sometimes the devil of a job to get them over the top under fire. He mentioned quite casually that he’d shot a man for cowardice, and I’m afraid we got into quite an argument about it.’

         ‘Why was that?’

         ‘As you may know,’ said Villiers, ‘military service at the front in the Great War was a very difficult business, and discipline had to be maintained. Perhaps you were there, Mr Jago?’

         Jago nodded slowly in reply, and the major continued, now addressing his remarks to Cradock.

         ‘In those days, a soldier convicted on a charge of 150cowardice would be shot at dawn, with no right of appeal. But the fact is, many of these men were shell-shocked. They should have been in a hospital, not a trench. Some of them had volunteered for service under age and shouldn’t even have been there.’

         He turned to Jago again.

         ‘You understand what I’m saying, don’t you?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Jago. ‘We all had to find our own ways of coping, and some of the men just couldn’t.’

         ‘Nowadays it wouldn’t happen: they’d be imprisoned, not shot. But back then it was a different story.’

         ‘It certainly was,’ said Jago. ‘And what was it you and your brother disagreed about?’

         ‘In the case that he mentioned, the accused was still alive after the firing squad had done its work,’ Villiers continued, his voice tense. ‘My brother finished him off with his revolver. That was his duty. In any case he was a strict disciplinarian and would have had no qualms about it. But what I found repellent was that he seemed to have almost enjoyed it: he thought the man deserved his sentence and it was a jolly good show. We had quite a row about it, and after that we just didn’t see each other. I thought he was cruel and proud of it, and that’s why I broke with him.’

         Major Villiers paused, and then spoke in a quieter voice.

         ‘You know, Detective Inspector, I’ve often thought about the life that poor young soldier never had and the one my brother’s enjoyed since then. And I’ve also 151wondered how many other lives he may have ruined since then, who else may have suffered at his hands. It’s always seemed to me a great foolishness that a man with his temperament should have been appointed a magistrate.’
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            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

         

         Albert Johnson knocked on Gray’s door. There had been no daylight bombing today, and the air-raid sirens had remained silent as the light began to fade, so people were venturing out onto the street. A pair of women in coats and headscarves walked by, and he noticed one of them glancing up at the sky as if fearful of aeroplanes approaching. He heard the sound of feet stumping down the staircase behind the door, and then a fumbling with the lock on the inside. It opened, and there was Bob Gray.

         He looked a little unsteady, and he held a glass tumbler in his hand.

         ‘Come in,’ he said, waving Albert in, and backed up against the wall to let him pass. Albert heard the front door slam behind him as he made his way up the narrow 153stairs, then a second sequence of creaks joined the ones his own feet were making on the worn wooden treads. Gray was making his way up the steps at his own pace.

         Albert waited for him at the top, then followed him into the small sitting room at the front of the flat, overlooking the street. It struck him as a miserable place. The curtains were still open, and even by the residual daylight that managed to penetrate the grimy windows he could see the state the room was in.

         ‘Come on, Bob,’ he said. ‘Where’s your blackout curtains?’

         ‘I can’t afford blackout curtains,’ said Gray. ‘I’ve put a couple of nails in the top of the window frame there. Hang that old eiderdown on them.’

         Albert picked up the eiderdown, cautiously keeping it away from his nose, and hooked it on the nails. He drew the cheap floral-pattern curtains over it.

         ‘Will that keep the light in?’ he said.

         ‘I haven’t had any complaints yet.’

         Gray switched on the light.

         ‘Take a seat, my friend,’ he said, and slumped into an old armchair. Albert took the one facing it, on the other side of the small gas fire that sat in the hearth.

         ‘You shouldn’t be drinking so much, Bob,’ said Albert. ‘It won’t do you any good.’

         ‘Don’t worry about me. I’m not as bad as I look. Things have been a bit difficult for me the last few months, that’s all. I have a little drink to get me through the evenings, but I’m all right. Have one yourself.’154

         He gestured towards the table. Albert picked up the bottle of Gordon’s gin that was standing in the middle of it and pulled out the cork stopper. There were several glasses too, but he couldn’t tell which ones were clean. He chose one that looked as though it might be and poured himself a double measure.

         ‘Got anything to go in it?’ he asked. ‘Tonic?’

         ‘Water,’ said Gray.

         Albert took the jug of water from the table and added some to his glass.

         ‘Cheers,’ he said.

         ‘Cheers.’

         Bob wasn’t very talkative tonight, thought Albert. He sat in silence himself. If Bob didn’t want to speak, that was all right.

         Eventually Bob opened his mouth.

         ‘You’ve been a good friend to me, Albert,’ he said, ‘just like your George, and don’t think I don’t appreciate it. I’m sorry about the state of this place. I just don’t seem to be able to keep on top of things these days. I wish you’d known me before, back in the good old days, before all this happened. I was a different man then.’

         ‘War changes people, Bob. I know that as well as any other man.’

         ‘Don’t talk to me about war,’ Bob snarled. He seemed to have become animated for the first time since Albert had arrived. He put his glass down and glared at his guest. ‘This isn’t a war, it’s a shambles. You should’ve seen us. Retreat, retreat, nothing but 155retreat, till the Germans pushed us into the sea. What kind of country is this? Sending us into action with rifles against tanks. Those politicians should’ve taken a turn at sitting on the beach with us. That would’ve bucked their ideas up. Shoot the lot of them, I say.’

         ‘But you’re back now, Bob. You got away.’

         ‘But George didn’t, did he? And what about the rearguard? What about the Coldstreams, the East Lancs? They didn’t get away, didn’t stand a chance. All dead or captured now. And all those people waving at us on the trains when we got back, as if we’d just won the war or something. What were they thinking? You don’t know what it was like over there.’

         ‘I think I do.’

         ‘Yes, I’m sorry, Albert, of course you do. I shouldn’t go on like this. It’s just that I can’t get it out of my head. It was pitiless. Stuck on a beach waiting for a place on a boat that might never make it through, running for your life every time a Stuka came screaming down to bomb us. Men were trying to dig holes in the sand to get away from it all. Can you imagine it?’

         ‘Don’t go upsetting yourself now, Bob,’ said Albert.

         ‘But George was the best friend I’d ever had. Your George. You must feel it even worse than I do.’

         ‘I do,’ said Albert. ‘I do.’ He took a swig from his glass and sat in silence, watching the weak flame sputtering in the gas fire.

         ‘I wish I’d had a mate like him when I was a kid,’ said Bob. ‘No one ever cared about me when I was a boy, 156but he always did, always watched my back. In the end it was so bad we didn’t know what we were doing. Your George died right beside me. Maybe I am drinking too much, but I just can’t stop thinking he took the bullet that was meant for me.’

         ‘You’re all right now – you’re home. They won’t get you back into uniform now.’

         ‘If they find me I’ll kill myself. I’m not going back.’

         ‘But they won’t find you, will they? You’ve got yourself a new identity card. Nobody even knows who you are now.’

         ‘That’s right,’ said Bob, tipping the last of his own glass into his mouth and refilling it. He took the card from his pocket and passed it to Albert. ‘Just like the real thing, isn’t it? New name too: Bob Gray. I made sure it was something ordinary. Not Smith or Brown, of course, that would be too obvious, but something that wouldn’t stand out.’

         Albert studied the card and nodded approvingly. He handed it back.

         ‘If the army come looking for me now,’ said Bob, ‘they’ll only have my old name. They’ll never find me. Besides, I reckon there’s hundreds of men doing the same, maybe even thousands. Who wouldn’t, after going through that? They’re not sending me back, that’s for sure.’

         ‘And when the war’s over you’ll be able to settle down quietly and get on with life. No one’s going to bother about a few deserters then; it’ll all be old history. You’ll see: everything’s going to be all right.’157

         Bob sat up straight in his chair, holding his glass tight. Albert could see the intensity in his eyes.

         ‘All right? I don’t think so, Albert. I’ve gone too far now. You didn’t know me before the war started. I wasn’t like this then. I didn’t drink much: just the odd pint, that’s all. I was just an ordinary bloke, happy as Larry till all this kicked off and I got called up. It was the army that did this to me. They’ve ruined my life, chewed me up and spat me out. They turned me into a killer, and that’s all that’s left of me. Look at me now: hiding away here, drinking all night because I can’t sleep. I tell you, Albert, there’s no way back for me.’
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            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

         

         Jago was on the Central Line, approaching Holborn. Far above his head the war was beginning to leave ugly gashes on the city’s streets, but here underground there was something comfortingly normal about the loud clattering of the train through the tunnel, and he found himself relaxing. He looked at his watch; he wasn’t expected until seven, so there would be plenty of time to walk from Holborn.

         He decided not to bother taking the branch line from there to Aldwych: it hardly seemed worth the trouble of changing, as it was only one stop. He’d never seen many people using it, and that was probably why. Rumour had it that the government was going to close Aldwych station and convert it into an air-raid 159shelter, but he hadn’t seen any official announcement yet. It would make sense, he thought. Since Saturday’s raids some East Enders had taken to buying a penny ha’penny Tube ticket and riding round for hours until the bombing stopped. Who could blame them?

         He got off at Holborn and took the escalator to the surface. As he headed for the exit he could hear a strange commotion. A group of poorly dressed people, twenty or more, had gathered in the station’s entrance hall and were yelling angrily. Some had children in tow, and all were clutching a variety of bags, blankets and pillows. They evidently wanted to get into the station, but were being blocked by a smaller number of uniformed railway staff. He moved a little closer so he could make out what was happening.

         A stout woman in an ill-fitting brown coat and scuffed shoes pushed her way to the front.

         ‘Get out of the way,’ she shouted. ‘We’ve got children here. Are you going to leave us out here to be blown to pieces?’

         ‘I’m sorry, madam,’ replied one of the uniformed men, his tone betraying the strain of the confrontation. ‘We’re not authorised to admit members of the public to use the station as a shelter. There’s nothing I can do about it.’

         Other women joined in the dispute. They looked tired and worn, and some were weeping. No doubt the Transport Police would be along very soon to disperse them, thought Jago, but he felt sympathy for them. He 160imagined they’d been under the bombing for the last few nights and were desperate for safety and shelter. But the authorities had a point too: if they let a few in, thousands more might follow them, stampeding the underground stations and putting life and limb at risk. He was glad it wasn’t his problem to solve.

         He edged past the disturbance and out onto the street. The noise faded behind him as he set off down Kingsway towards the grand portico of Bush House, which loomed solemnly at the far end. The tall, stone-faced buildings that lined both sides of the road looked strong and safe in the early evening light, a far cry from the flimsy hovels of London’s docklands.

         At the thought of the recent bombing he began to feel uneasy. People on the pavement around him were hurrying to get home from work before the blackout, yet here he was, looking for all the world like a man out for a carefree night on the town. He felt his shoulders tense. Even now there might be bombers droning their way across the Channel from northern France. It was the same feeling he’d had on Saturday night when the air raid started. It was irrational, and he knew he had to get to grips with it. There was surely no mystery to it: two years on the Western Front explained a lot. The relentless bombardment of German artillery had killed men in their thousands, but for every one who died there were probably ten walking the streets today bearing some kind of wound, visible or invisible, physical or mental.

         He had long since come to terms with his own 161experience, or so he thought. But perhaps he hadn’t: maybe it was just that for the last twenty years or so no one had been shelling him. It was clear to him now that the air raids were touching a nerve deep inside him that he had simply tried to deaden over all these years. His mind might tell him he had recovered, but his body was saying something different. He was in a new battle, and this time it was a battle with himself.

         He stopped in the doorway of the Stoll Theatre to calm himself. He couldn’t arrive like this. The building was reassuringly solid, its expansive stone facade rivalling the grandeur of Whitehall or Buckingham Palace. It seemed to trumpet the pomp and wealth of London, the heart of an empire on which the sun never set – and which now for the second time since this theatre was built was sacrificing a generation on the altar of power.

         ‘No!’ he said to himself under his breath. He must not let his thoughts drag him back to the trenches. He rested against the wall and watched the scant passing traffic for a few moments. Within his own lifetime this part of London had changed out of all recognition. He remembered his father bringing him to a smaller, humbler theatre nearby when he was a boy and telling him about all the old playhouses that had stood here in the days before it was all swept away – not by bombs but by developers. At the turn of the century this whole area between Holborn and the Strand had been one of the last rookeries in London – a warren of stinking slums, narrow cobbled alleys, tumbledown jettied houses, and 162street-corner pubs. Now, he thought, probably the only thing that remained of those days was the Old Curiosity Shop, just round the corner in Portsmouth Street, a fitting monument to the great slum-hater Charles Dickens.

         The people who’d lived in that maze of back alleys must have been astonished to see Kingsway emerge in its place, one of the widest and finest streets in London, and even more so when the underground subway was opened to take electric trams along the whole length of it. Double-decker trams were still running beneath his feet as he stood there.

         This was now undoubtedly the world of the rich, and he was heading for one of that world’s most celebrated bastions.

         At the bottom end of Kingsway he walked round the curve of Aldwych and into the Strand. He crossed the road and saw before him Savoy Court and the hotel entrance he had passed a hundred times but never used. The only thing missing was the famous illuminated ‘Savoy’ sign above the entrance; he assumed it must have been taken down because of the blackout regulations.

         Before coming out he had changed into his best suit, the one he didn’t use for work: a double-breasted navy blue pinstripe bought just before the war. Over this he wore his grey gabardine trench coat. Since the weekend he had attempted to restore his new fedora to its original glory, with some success, but still he was careful to remove it before anyone in the hotel could see it.163

         He pushed the revolving doors and entered the hotel. The front hall was like something out of a palace, its walls clad in sombre mahogany and the floor a spotless chessboard of black and white marble. The moment he crossed the threshold he felt out of place. Back in West Ham he might be a respected detective inspector, but here he was just an East End boy who didn’t belong. He was relieved to see Dorothy Appleton standing by the reception desk, waiting for him.

         She strode over to greet him. Dressed in an elegant powder-blue suit and a white blouse, her skirt just skimming her knees, she looked disconcertingly at home in these imposing surroundings.

         ‘Why, Mr Jago, how delightful to see you,’ she said, shaking his hand. She steered him towards the cloakroom. ‘Leave your coat and hat here and we’ll go down to the restaurant. Oh, and before you start getting concerned, the dinner’s on me. This is a business meeting, and my paper will pick up the tab.’

         No sooner had Jago handed in his coat than the air-raid alert sounded. He looked at Dorothy questioningly.

         ‘Does that mean dinner is postponed?’

         ‘Not at all,’ she said. ‘This is the Savoy: nothing interrupts the service. We’ll just be dining a little further down than usual, and sadly you won’t have a view of the Thames.’

         A member of staff appeared beside them and ushered them to the marble stairway leading down from the front hall. They descended the steps until they reached a large underground room.164

         ‘This is the air-raid shelter,’ said Dorothy.

         It took Jago some time to take in the scene. The fine decor of the large columned room was offset by an incongruous array of steel and timber props supporting the ceiling, and neatly stacked sandbags. Tables were laid with immaculate white damask tablecloths, and there was a tiny dance floor. To cap it all, a dance band in white jackets was playing ‘A Nightingale Sang in Berkeley Square’.

         A waiter led them to a table for two and brought them menus. Jago continued to survey the room. The number of dinner jackets he counted made him feel down at heel even in his best suit.

         As if sensing his discomfort, his companion whispered, ‘This is where the idle rich like to spend their evenings these days. You and I are probably the only honest workers in the room. I could do without all of them – except for him, of course.’

         Jago turned his head to see who she was referring to.

         ‘Who?’

         ‘Just over there: don’t you recognise him from the movies? It’s Leslie Howard. I just love him. He’s so English. In fact—but no, I won’t bore you with that. Let’s see what this place has to offer tonight.’

         Dorothy began to study the menu. Jago picked up his and scanned the dishes listed, but then snapped it shut and threw it down onto the table.

         ‘I’m sorry. I can’t do this.’

         ‘Whatever’s the matter?’165

         ‘I don’t belong here. People in my world never get to eat food like this, in a place like this, even in peacetime. Not five miles from here there are hundreds of people with no homes left, and they’re grateful to get a cup of tea and a sandwich from the WVS. Eating here, it’s like spitting in their faces.’

         ‘Now don’t get all sanctimonious on me, Mr Jago: this is my treat.’

         ‘I’m not being sanctimonious,’ said Jago, his voice betraying his rising anger. ‘I’m just trying to bring a little reality into this fantasy world you and these stuffed shirts are living in.’

         ‘Fantasy world? You don’t know me at all, Mr Jago. You think just because my paper puts me up in a fancy hotel, that makes me some kind of empty-headed East Coast socialite? Credit me with enough sense to know what goes on outside a place like this.’

         ‘I sometimes wonder whether you Americans know anything about what’s going on anywhere outside your own country. It’s always the same: isolationism, and making money while the world burns.’

         ‘And have you ever considered there might be some Americans whose job is to make sure exactly the opposite happens? People who force a little reality onto their compatriots’ breakfast tables? People like newspaper reporters, for example?’

         Jago fell silent. She had a point, he conceded reluctantly.

         ‘All right, then,’ he said, ‘I’ll grant you that. But that still only makes you an exception to the rule.’166

         ‘I’ll take that as a compliment,’ she said. ‘I don’t object to being thought of as exceptional.’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ said Jago, regretting his outburst. ‘I do apologise. You must think me a real misery. It’s very kind of you to invite me here, and I appreciate it. I’m sorry about the way I spoke to you at the police station yesterday, too. There’s no excuse for bad manners.’

         ‘I must admit it wasn’t my impression of an English gentleman, but I accept your apology in the spirit in which it’s made. And I offer you my own in exchange: I was a little feisty in that meeting. My only excuse is that I’ve met too many men who think women are only there to make the coffee – or perhaps over here I should say the tea. But since we’re not making excuses, I won’t offer that in extenuation.’

         ‘Accepted likewise,’ said Jago.

         ‘There,’ she said, ‘that’s better. Shall we start again?’

         ‘Yes. I shall accept your hospitality and eat with good grace. Just no champagne, please.’

         ‘It’s a deal. Now, first things first. No more “Miss Appleton”: you must call me Dorothy. And I confess I already know that your first name is John, so do I have your permission to call you that?’

         ‘Permission granted,’ said Jago, ‘but on one condition: that you never call me by my first name in the presence of Cradock or any other policeman, otherwise I shall become extremely grumpy again.’

         Dorothy laughed.

         ‘Just like that man who was on the front desk at your 167police station yesterday. Boy, was he grumpy. And I couldn’t understand half of what he was saying. It was like he was speaking in some kind of code.’

         ‘You mean Frank Tompkins? He’s the station sergeant, and he’s what you might call an old-time copper, a local man. He’s seen it all.’

         ‘Well, he’s certainly old. Don’t your policemen ever retire?’

         ‘He did, two years ago. He just didn’t time it very well. The war started, the military reserves were called up, and even if they were police they had to go, so suddenly we had a shortage.’

         ‘And Frank was the solution?’

         ‘Yes, him and a few others. Last year the government brought all the old police pensioners back to plug the gaps. Just when poor old Frank was getting used to having a lie-in in the morning. He acts grumpy, but I think he’s loving it. If nothing else it means he gets paid three pounds a week on top of his pension, and I think his wife’s glad to get him out of the house again.’

         ‘How long have you been a policeman?’

         ‘Since 1919. Compared with Frank that makes me a new boy.’

         ‘And before that?’

         ‘Two years in the army.’

         ‘And before that?’

         ‘You’ll probably laugh at this, but my first job when I left school was on the local paper, the Stratford Express. I wanted to be a reporter.’168

         ‘Aha, so that’s why you stopped shooting when I played the press card.’

         ‘Yes, I’m afraid I couldn’t condemn you – you were simply being what I’d hoped I’d be one day. I just didn’t make it.’

         ‘So what happened to your career in journalism?’

         ‘The Great War happened, that’s what. After a couple of years with the paper I was called up and sent off to France. By the time I got out of the army there were no jobs going in that line and I needed to earn a living. Besides, the world had changed, and so had I. Looking back now, I think I needed to find something that had structure and discipline in it, and maybe I had the notion of doing something that was about making life safer for people. I suppose it was a reaction to everything I’d seen in France, all that chaos and destruction. On top of that, they were recruiting for the police. I tried it and discovered I liked it, and here I am, still a policeman.’

         ‘Yesterday, today, and for ever.’

         ‘That’s about it. I don’t suppose I’ll ever be a journalist now, but I learnt some useful things. There was an old sub there who taught me how to write a news story properly. It’s come in surprisingly useful ever since. You know, that stuff that Kipling said about his honest serving men, the questions you’ve got to answer in a story – what, why, when, how, where, and who. I expect you know all that.’

         ‘My stock-in-trade, exactly.’

         ‘But those are the kind of questions I have to ask as a detective too. And I’ve added another one of my own: 169what if? When you don’t know who’s done what and you need to get to the bottom of it, that’s a very important question to ask. I expect if he’d been a policeman instead of a writer he’d have worked that out for himself.’

         ‘So you’ve put the world of newspapers far behind you.’

         ‘Yes, but I still read the paper every day, and sometimes I wonder what might have been.’

         ‘Well, now you have an opportunity to see a foreign correspondent in action.’

         ‘Yes, and that reminds me: I wondered if I could take you down to the docks, to see some of the places that have been bombed.’

         ‘I’m quite capable of going by myself, you know.’

         ‘Yes, but to tell you the truth, my boss has asked me to show you round a bit. I think he reckons it would be good for the war effort.’

         ‘In that case, how can I refuse? When were you thinking of?’

         ‘Would the day after tomorrow suit you?’

         ‘Yes, that will suit me fine. I look forward to seeing you then. Now, what would you like to eat, John?’
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