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  February 1944


 


  
  
  

  
  § 1


  In the London borough of Stepney very little remained of Cardigan Street. Nor for that matter of Balaclava Street, Alma Terrace or of the untimely named Waterloo Place.


  The Blitz had levelled them late in 1940. Four whole streets blasted into a sprawling mass of jagged, undulating rubble. In the spring of 1941 nature reclaimed them – blackberry and elder
  took hold, nettles thrust their yellow roots between the bricks, buddleia and bindweed appeared as islands in the ruins. By 1943 a wild garden covered the wilderness of war.


  Winter. The first months of 1944. Children played a game of hopscotch chalked on the blue and red tiles that had been a kitchen floor.


  The fat boy with the Elastoplast across his glasses was too clumsy to be allowed to play – an enforced bystander, he stood on the sidelines, bored by the game, occasionally staring into
  the eastern sky. The bombers were getting more frequent again. He’d missed them. Like any boy of his age he could tell a Dornier from a Heinkel, a Hurricane from a Spitfire. If they
  weren’t up there, then there was simply one less game to follow. He glanced down to the low wall of black brick that separated what was once Alma Terrace from what was once Cardigan Street. A
  mongrel dog had leapt the wall with something long and floppy clenched between its teeth. The fat boy watched as the dog began a vigorous trot around the bombsite, cutting its own crazy course,
  across floors, over walls, through the fragmentary remains of windows, in and out of the open rooms, occasionally brandishing its trophy aloft and shaking its matted brown coat in an ecstasy of
  delight.


  ‘Can you see that dog?’ the fat boy asked his friends. They ignored him, their shouts drowning out his words. The dog didn’t pause, not even to piss. The circular course seemed
  to be growing smaller, towards an unknown centre. There was method in his madness.


  ‘It’s got something in its mouth!’


  Again he was ignored. The dog flounced, a shake of the mane, and as the fat boy turned to follow the dog’s diminishing circle it rounded him in a swift move and dropped the precious gift
  at his feet. The fat boy stared, anxious to believe what he could see clearly for the first time. The shaggy hound had handed him the ragged stump of a human arm.


   
    
  


  § 2


  Troy stopped the car beneath the railway lines on Ludgate Hill. It was pitch black and cold as hell. The fresh scar on his arm ached, his fingers were numb, and his nose felt
  ready to stream. He began to wish he’d made the journey in daylight, but something in blacked-out London held an indefinable appeal for him. He’d tried once to explain to his colleagues
  why he liked night work.


  ‘It’s like walking on water,’ he had said to no reaction. ‘It’s Jungian I suppose – I feel I’m being allowed abroad in the collective unconscious of the
  city.’


  Laughter. The blasphemy of Troy’s first remark was beyond comprehension, this latter was merely risible, with its polysyllabics. If he were not careful Troy’s fondness of night would
  lead him to become a dirty old man. Worse still, they said, a complete bloody tosser.


  Abroad in that vast, smothering breadth of night, but not alone. The pinprick of light he had seen became clear as a torchbeam. An Air-Raid Precautions warden was waving the torch at him as he
  approached the car. Troy slid down the window and waited for the usual catechism of cliché.


  ‘You can’t go on – the Cathedral’s had a near miss – you should have turned off at Ludgate Circus.’


  Troy answered softly, ‘Is the road blocked? I have to get through.’


  ‘That’s what they all say.’ The warden paused. Any second now, thought Troy, the inevitable would gain utterance.


  ‘Is your journey really necessary?’


  Troy knew – one day such aphorism would drive him to violence.


  ‘I’m a policeman. Scotland Yard. I’m on my way to Stepney Police Station.’


  ‘Can I see your identity card?’


  Troy had sat clutching his warrant card. He raised his left hand off his lap and held the card under the torchbeam. The warden looked from Troy’s face to the card and back again.


  ‘When I was your age I was in the trenches.’


  Troy looked into the man’s face. He was almost entirely in shadow, but his age seemed clear enough; the clipped moustache, the received pronunciation, the creaking joints all bespoke a man
  in his fifties – a generation Troy had come to loathe, with their constant justification of what they had done in the war, their jingoistic fervour that their sons should also risk their
  lives in another German war – a generation of drawing-room drones, League of Nations naïves, chicken-farming chunterers. Troy had long ago ceased to regard the ARP and the Home Guard as
  anything but a patriotic nuisance.


  ‘I’m a copper. I think that says it all.’ Inside Troy kicked himself. Why pick up the white feather?


  ‘The war’s out there, sonny!’


  No, thought Troy, as he pressed the self-starter and jerked the old Bullnose Morris into reverse, it’s here. War, like charity, begins at home. He turned south at Ludgate Circus and drove
  slowly down New Bridge Street. Eight years a policeman, five almost entirely spent on murder cases had led him to define all human relations in terms of conflict. The craters of Blackfriars and
  Puddledock yawned on his right. There had been a woman in ’38 who had put a knitting needle through the eye of a faithless husband. Upper Thames Street and the blitzed arches of Cannon Street
  station passed overhead. In ’41 a returning Buffs Major had dismembered a seemingly errant wife with a bayonet. Seemingly but not actually – he had gone to the gallows a contrite
  murderer of a blameless woman. Such cases required no solution – the murderers did not leave the scene of the crime, or if they did they walked into a police station a few days later and
  confessed. Looking south across Tower Pier the night over Bermondsey split open with the deep whumpf of a bomb, and a towering lick of flame rose brightly satanic into the starless sky. Here, or
  near enough, Londoners had bathed and paddled in the salt water of the Thamestide in hot summers between the wars, on the artificial beach carved out of the Thames reach, just by Tower Bridge. A
  boy of eight had drowned in ’39 in the last hours of peace – held under by his sister of eleven. Troy had patiently extracted her confession in front of disbelieving parents and
  withstood a cross-examination of fury in the witness-box. The litany could be endless. Only three weeks ago a man in Uxbridge had taken his wife’s lover apart with an axe and had swung at
  Troy as he arrested him, nicking a piece out of his arm. Into a grating third gear as the car rounded the top of Tower Hill, and a cluster of bombs ripped up the night over Bermondsey once
  more.


  Drawn to the noise and light, Troy drove out on to the deserted bridge and stopped the car. London seemed to have shut down. He left the car and stood on the pavement. Looking downriver, the
  Luftwaffe were swarming out of the south to rain bombs on Rotherhithe and the Surrey Docks. It looked to be one of the heaviest raids of the year. Another massive bang, another pillar of light
  rising into the sky, and a rapid surge of flame shot out across the water. They were aiming for fuel tanks on the south side and had clearly found them. Petrol flooded out into the salty tidal
  surge to set the Thames on fire. Blue and orange flames danced like motley demons towards the bridge, where Troy stood watching the absurdly attractive pyrotechnics of war, the witching way the
  fireball transformed the blackest of nights into a flickering chiaroscuro parody of day. The sky crackled with the pop-gun fire of ack-ack shells, exploding softly and uselessly like bursting paper
  bags in the hands of children. Tracer bullets soared heaven-ward on trails of shining carmine. An age ago, in the Blitz, Troy had watched it come down – Hitler’s metal rain –
  preferring his chances in the open to the black holes underground. The gemstone sky of a night raid had never lost its fascination. On days when imagination and intuition held less sway than reason
  and analysis, Troy was inclined to see that this fascination might indeed be grotesque, part, perhaps, of some not so fine madness. A madness he had lately come to realise was far from unique.
  Tales had begun to circulate that Churchill drove his police bodyguard to distraction by standing atop Storey’s Gate, at the far end of Horse Guard’s Parade, to watch the show exactly
  as Troy himself was now doing. Of course, that was only rumour, but Troy had seen for himself the hordes of American soldiers clustered at the top of the Haymarket or on the steps of the National
  Gallery, staring wide-eyed into the south-east like winter natives stunned by the first burst of spring light. He had stood with a group of NCOs in Trafalgar Square, sharing their madness. One of
  them had turned to Troy.


  ‘Nothin’ like it,’ he had said. ‘Ain’t never seen nothin’ like it in the state of Kansas.’


   
    
  


  § 3


  Even the desk copper at Stepney looked as though he had been brought out of mothballs to replace a younger man now square-bashing in Aldershot or Catterick.


  ‘Yes?’ he said.


  Why, thought Troy, does no one call me ‘Sir’? Just once would someone ignore age and pay deference to rank.


  ‘Sergeant Troy. I’m here to see George Bonham.’


  He held out the warrant card again. The constable peered with straining eyes. Troy could be holding a dead fish for all he knew. He turned to the open doorway behind him and yelled,
  ‘Sarge! Someone for you!’


  A bear of a man emerged from the back room. Size fourteen boots. The best part of seven foot when helmeted.


  ‘Good of you to turn out, Freddie,’ said Bonham, smiling broadly. He raised the counter-flap and stepped through. Troy’s extended hand was gripped momentarily before he
  received an avuncular pat on the shoulder that seemed as though it would shatter his spine.


  ‘Let’s have a cuppa. You must be frozen. It seems ages since you were last here. Bloody ages.’


  Leman Street had been Troy’s first station. The alma mater of nicks. He had served under George Bonham at the age of twentyone – glad to be accepted at an inch under minimum height
  – and had been nurtured and protected by Bonham for reasons he couldn’t even begin to guess at. It had been Bonham who had urged him into plain-clothes. In 1939 the Yard had claimed
  Troy for its own. A rapid solution to a tricky case, together with the shortage of men in the phoney war, had made him into a sergeant a few months after the outbreak of war. Now, at almost
  twenty-nine, a brush with Bonham could still make him feel like a child.


  In the back room Bonham set the kettle on its ring, and took a tea-caddy down from the shelf. Troy knew that Bonham’s love of old-fashioned English ritual could string out tea-making into
  infinity. He glanced around the room. It had changed not one whit in the time he’d been at the Yard, the same eggshell colour, deepened into every hue of cream and ochre by generations of
  cigarettes.


  ‘You must be near frozen,’ Bonham said again.


  ‘George,’ Troy said, hoping his impatience with the ritual wasn’t obvious. ‘Could I see it straightaway?’


  ‘It’s not going anywhere.’


  ‘All the same I’d like to see it.’


  Bonham ambled over to the window, flicked the catch and brought a long brown paper parcel in from the window-ledge.


  ‘Not having any ice I thought that was about the best place for it. It’s not likely to go off on a night like this, is it now?’


  He set the frost-glistened package on the centre table and tugged at one edge of the paper. The contents rolled stiffly out on to the table-top. It was a human arm, male, hacked off crudely just
  above the elbow. It was a left arm, complete down to the fingers, the third of which still wore a gold ring. The forearm was covered by a coatsleeve in some woollen dog-tooth pattern. Beneath that
  a greying shirt cuff stuck out still held by a silver cufflink. Troy stared. Then he circled the table twice. He stopped, turned the arm over so that it was palm up and studied the hand. Several
  minutes passed in silence. As he leant back against the cupboard and took his eyes from the arm for the first time, the kettle whistled into the calm. Bonham slooshed out the teapot and pared off a
  portion of his diminishing tea ration.


  ‘Who found it?’ Troy asked.


  ‘Kid. Late this afternoon.’


  ‘Where did he get it?’


  ‘Bombsite. Off east, towards the Green. Just came in, plonked it and ran. But that don’t matter none. I’ve known him since he was in nappies. We’ll have no trouble
  finding him again. His parents have a flat in the same block as me.’


  ‘I’ll have to talk to him.’


  Bonham set down the pot and two cups next to the arm and looked down at Troy.


  ‘Not tonight, surely, Freddie? It can’t be that urgent.’


  ‘How urgent can murder be?’


  ‘Who said anything about murder?’


  ‘Who sent for Scotland Yard?’


  ‘That’s just a precaution. I was worried when it didn’t turn out to be one of ours.’


  ‘No bodies without arms?’ Troy said.


  ‘I’ve accounted for everyone. I mean everyone. It’s not local. I’d swear to it.’


  ‘There’ve been heavy raids all month. London is littered with bodies. We could build up a wall with our English dead.’


  ‘Not one of ours. That I can tell you.’


  ‘People dying all over London, George.’


  ‘Not this one. We’ve lost a few this week. Poor sods too slow or too stupid to get into the shelters. But they’re accounted for. On my patch there’s no one missing.
  We’ve dug out and identified every body. And nobody with their arm blown off.’


  ‘This wasn’t blown off or torn off, it was cut off.’


  ‘I thought better o’ lookin’ that close meself. ’


  ‘Four strokes of the blade at least.’ Troy leaned closer to the cut end of the stump, his elbows propped on the table. ‘Something heavy, single-edged and broad. Tapered at the
  front.’


  ‘Meat cleaver?’


  ‘More like a machete or a bowie knife.’


  Bonham handed a cup to Troy. The numbness in his hands shot into painful life against the heat of the cup. He winced and turned back to the arm. The fingernails were neat and trimmed, neither
  broken nor bitten. The tips of the fingers were heavy with nicotine – Troy could almost swear he’d found a Capstan smoker – but the curious thing was the number of tiny marks,
  darkened patches of stained and roughened skin. Burns or scald marks of some sort. Well-healed for the most part, but one or two somewhat fresher – perhaps a month or so old at the most. Troy
  felt the prick of pain in the split tip of his thumb. He sipped at the distasteful brew – only faintly reminiscent of a good pre-war cuppa. He circled the old elm table once more and stopped
  next to Bonham – shoulder to shoulder, but for the fact that Bonham’s shoulder was way above his.


  ‘Oh,’ Troy added, ‘and he was dead when whoever it was did this to him.’


  Bonham slurped loudly at his tea.


  ‘Bugger,’ he said softly.


  ‘Where’s the bombsite?’ Troy asked.


  ‘The kids call it the garden. It’s over towards Stepney Green. Most of it used to be Cardigan Street, before Mr Hitler.’


  ‘I used to walk that as a beat bobby.’


  ‘Well, you can walk it again tomorrow.’


  ‘The boy lives in your block?’


  ‘Ground floor back. Terence Flanagan. Otherwise known as Tub. No trouble that I know of. His old man’s a bit of a one for the bottle, but he’s more inclined to spoil the boy
  than take his belt off to him when he’s the worse for it. You know the sort. Showers the kids with everything that’s in his pocket from a farthing to a silver joey when the mood’s
  on him. But the mother’s a good sort. Keeps him on the straight and narrow’.


  ‘I can talk to him in the morning?’


  ‘If you’re up early enough. Stayin’ the night are you?’


  ‘If that’s all right with you, George.’


  ‘No trouble, bags o’ room. The place is half-empty after all.’


  Troy knew better. Bonham and his wife Ethel had raised three sons in as many rooms. Two walk-through bedrooms and a living room less than ten by ten, with a galley kitchen that also held a bath.
  The only reason it seemed less than cramped to Bonham was because he’d never lived anywhere else, and the only reason he termed it half-empty was that his three sons were in the navy and his
  wife had been killed in the Blitz of 1940. Troy had eaten many times with George and Ethel Bonham in the late thirties – arriving in their lives just as the youngest boy had signed his papers
  for Portsmouth. The Bonhams had fostered, fed, and, as Troy saw it, educated him throughout his first year as a constable.


  Bonham tucked his helmet under his arm like a ghost’s head and prepared to leave. Troy picked up the arm.


  ‘You’re jokin’?’ said Bonham.


  ‘No, let’s take it.’


  ‘Suit yourself.’


  Troy rolled the arm back in its brown paper and tucked it under his own arm like a stick of French bread.


  Bonham opened his locker and scooped a small, bloody, newspaper-wrapped parcel into his upturned helmet.


  ‘A bit o’ somethin’ special.’ He smiled at Troy. The smile became a knowing grin. ‘The butcher’s a pal o’ mine. He’s seen me right this week.
  Should stretch to two.’


  He tapped the side of his helmet, much as he might have tapped the side of his nose, as though sharing some vital secret with Troy.


  ‘I’m OK,’ said Troy, tapping the frozen arm.


  ‘Now you are jokin’,’ said Bonham.


   
    
  


  § 4


  Bonham lived in Cressy Houses, a few yards from Stepney Green. A splendid, if blackened, redbrick and red-tile exterior, rising four floors and bearing the proud plaque of the
  East London Dwellings company. Where the building met the pavement in Union Place it was still shored up with beams and scaffolding – relics of the raid that had claimed the life of Ethel
  Bonham.


  ‘Shan’t be a tick,’ said Bonham, shoving a set of keys at Troy, twisting his giant’s frame out of the car. ‘You let yourself in and get the kettle on. I’ll
  just have a word with young Flanagan’s parents.’


  Troy climbed the steps to Bonham’s front door on the second floor. The flat seemed more than half-empty. It smelt faintly of boiled vegetables, and while spotlessly clean and tidy seemed
  lifeless – occupied rather than lived in. He stepped into the tiny kitchen and lit the gas. He was struck by the first thing in which he recognised the hand of Ethel Bonham – a knitted
  bag for clothes pegs hanging on the back of the door. It pointed up just how little remained, as though Bonham had deliberately removed all trace of his late wife. The glass display cabinet that
  had once held an assortment of china, from a plaster dog to a couple of hideous red and gold crown Derby plates, stood empty against the living-room wall. In the spring of 1936 Troy had been the
  rawest of raw recruits, so fresh from the country that the tram and the taxi looked more likely as threats to his life and limbs than any criminal. Ethel had taught him city life, where and when,
  if not how to shop; how to darn socks, how to crack an egg with one hand and how to flip it without breaking the yolk. In the October of the same year Bonham had carried him home from the battle of
  Cable Street, when the police commissioner had been rash enough to try and clear a path for Mosley’s fascists by sending the entire Metropolitan mounted corps against the overwhelming odds of
  a hundred thousand Londoners. Out of control and terrified, a horse had caught Troy above the left eye with its iron hoof. Ethel bathed and bandaged the wound. Troy still bore the scar, almost
  invisibly following the course of his eyebrow. Ethel had taught him self-sufficiency, had unwittingly encouraged him in the life of the city solitary which he now knew to be, irrevocably, his
  nature.


  ‘All in order,’ Bonham shouted from the kitchen. ‘Tub gets a morning off school to show us where he found the arm.’


  Bonham filled the doorway between the hall and the living room, ducking his head under the lintel. He unbuttoned his tunic and hung it on the back of a dining chair. He stood in his shirt and
  braces, unknotting his tie, the high-waisted regulation trousers, tight against his ribs, emphasising the belly-rise of a muscular man relaxing softly into his fifties. Troy hated being in uniform.
  Loved the anonymity of his plain black overcoat.


  ‘A nice bit o’ beef,’ Bonham said simply, and flipped the back stud on his collar. ‘I’ll slip it in the pan. A few spuds. A few greens. And we’ll open a
  bottle while they do. Come on, Freddie, get your coat off.’


  He knelt by the gas fire and set it hissing and roaring into life with a Swan Vesta, as Troy pulled carelessly at the buttons of his overcoat.


  Bonham sat before the fire, knees almost up to his chin, huge hands delicately cradling a glass of stout.


  ‘You ain’t lost anyone yet. Hope you never do. But because you ain’t, you won’t know. It takes some people different ways. With me . . . well, I found it easier to accept
  being on my own, after twenty-three years a married man, without all the knick-knacks and the paraphernalia. Like I say, you won’t know.’


  ‘Sooner or later we’ll all know,’ said Troy.


  Bonham took the loose abstraction for something specific.


  ‘You mean the war’ll go on and on and on?’ he asked.


  ‘No,’ said Troy. ‘The opposite. The war’s nearly over. London’s filling up with soldiers. You can’t get on a train at a main-line station without seeing
  queues of soldiers. More and more often they’re Americans. I think you can take Eisenhower’s presence in England as a sure sign - there’ll be a second front soon.’


  Bonham spoke for Europe. ‘’Bout time,’ he muttered into his glass.


  ‘And maybe then old men will stop giving me the white feather.’


  ‘What? Literally?’


  ‘No, but any face under forty looks to any face over forty as though it should be in uniform. I get it all the time.’


  ‘Copper’s a copper,’ said Bonham with a sense of finality.


  Not once had Troy been tempted to enlist. Not that anyone else had started a rush. The second war did not slavishly follow the first. It nurtured its own brand of confusion. Part of which was a
  wave of xenophobia leading to the round-up of thousands of aliens after Dunkirk and the fall of Norway. Amongst these had been Troy’s eldest brother – eight years older than Troy and
  unfortunate enough to have been born in Vienna (part of the Reich since the Anschluss of 1938) to Russian parents, inching their way across Europe in the wake of another great confusion known to
  history as the revolution of 1905. Released in the autumn of the same year, Troy’s brother now served King and Country as Wing Commander on the newly developed Tempest fighter. The grudge he
  did not bear his adopted country had, by some unknown mechanism, descended to Troy, who knew no other country, but which, for a number of reasons he would not dream of articulating outside the
  family, he would serve in no other way than as a policeman.


  ‘I cannot understand why you’re not angry,’ he had said to brother Rod.


  ‘No point,’ came the reply. ‘No point in rejecting Britain for its treatment of me. Count it merely as an accident.’


  ‘An accident!’ Troy had protested.


  ‘Exactly, an honest mistake. Whatever I may subjectively feel about my adopted country,’ he paused emphatically. ‘My home – objectively it is on the side of the
  angels.’


  ‘Fight the good fight?’ Troy had sneered at his brother.


  ‘If you like.’ The characteristic family trait of laissez-penser.


  ‘It all leaves rather a bad taste in the mouth, don’t you think?’


  To this the elder Troy had made no answer.


  ‘Homeless,’ said Troy.


  Rod had waited, wondering exactly what his brother was driving at.


  ‘Doesn’t mean much. None of it means much,’ Troy had said. ‘Home, patriotism. It none of it means much to the homeless.’


  ‘I know,’ said Rod, thinking that Troy had at last reached coherence.


  ‘Homeless in the heart,’ Troy had added, blowing all coherence.


  ‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’


  It had been Troy’s turn to have no answer.


   
    
  


  § 5


  Boiled beef, no carrots, spuds and greens of indeterminate species left Troy grateful for Bonham’s generosity and wondering why the late Mrs Bonham had not passed on her
  skills to her husband in quite the same measure she had passed them on to Troy. Bonham had picked up a second bottle of stout and was rooting around for the opener when someone banged on the
  door.


  ‘Evening, Mr Bonham.’ Troy heard a man’s voice at the threshold, hidden from his view by Bonham’s back. In a block of dockers, costermongers, rag-trade workers and chars,
  Bonham stood for law and order, for the decency in which all believed but occasionally could not practise – one of us but not one of us. The voice was respectful without deference. The
  ‘mister’ was Bonham’s undisputed right.


  ‘I hear you found something.’


  Troy stood up as quickly as if he’d been stung. Bonham was telling the man he’d better come inside, just so long as he wasn’t wasting anyone’s time. A short man in a
  ragged jacket and heavy, canvas trousers stepped slowly into the room. He was almost as wide as he was tall – almost a yard across at the shoulder – five and a half feet of stacked
  muscle.


  Bonham introduced Detective Sergeant Troy of the Yard and Mr Michael McGee, and pointed the man at a chair.


  ‘I hear you found something,’ McGee said again.


  ‘Mick, you know damn well that’s not the way we play things.’


  McGee set his cap on his knees and wiped a cowlick of hair from his face.


  ‘Wolinski’s gone,’ he said flatly.


  ‘Gone,’ said Bonham. ‘What d’ye mean, gone?’


  ‘I mean no one’s seen him for three days.’


  Bonham inclined his head slightly, looking down at Troy as they stood side by side, backs to the fire.


  ‘First I’ve heard of it,’ he said. ‘No one’s reported him missing.’


  ‘Who’s Wolinski?’


  ‘Lives above.’ Bonham aimed a giant forefinger at the ceiling. Troy spoke directly to McGee. ‘Why didn’t you report this?’


  McGee simply shrugged.


  ‘Wolinski’s one of the comrades,’ Bonham put in. ‘Works down the George V docks, with Mr McGee here, when he’s a mind to. And when he’s a mind to he’ll
  take off. True, I’ve not heard a peep from upstairs, but I paid it no mind. He lives alone, doesn’t make a lot of noise.’


  ‘So he just vanished three days ago and no one’s said a word until now?’ Troy’s tone was a touch incredulous.


  ‘He’s like that,’ said Bonham. ‘They’re all like that. Suspicious of the police. We’re enemies of the people. And all that malarkey.’


  McGee shrugged this off.


  ‘Word is you’ve found a body down by Cardigan Street.’


  ‘Not strictly true,’ said Troy.


  ‘But you found something all the same.’


  ‘You think it might be Wolinski?’


  ‘How can I know till I see it?’


  Troy paused to change tack. ‘How long have you been a docker, Mr McGee?’


  ‘On and off since the bottom fell out of brickeying in twenty-nine.’


  ‘And Mr Wolinski?’


  ‘Almost as long I reckon. He came here from Poland in thirty-four or thirty-five I think.’


  ‘Hold out your hands.’


  McGee gave Troy a puzzled look but did as he was asked, palms upturned on the oilskin tablecloth. From the corner of his eye Troy could see that Bonham too was taking his questions with a
  quizzical pinching of the eyebrows. McGee’s hands were a mess of old scars, fresh blisters and thick yellow callouses, as large as the corns on a beat policeman’s feet.


  ‘The body is not Wolinski,’ said Troy. ‘The hand I examined has no callouses. The dead man never worked in a dock or at any form of manual labour – ever. Mr Wolinski may
  be alive or he may be dead – but we haven’t found him or any part of him. Now – do you want formally to report him missing?’


  The legal-sounding precision of Troy’s phrasing seemed to unnerve McGee for the first time. He looked to Bonham for help.


  ‘Why don’t you give it a day or two, Mick. Peter’s been gone and come back a dozen times. This is no different like as not, and he’ll not thank you for involving
  me.’


  McGee seemed unwilling to accept reassurance, as though it was less than dutiful, less than justice.


  ‘You might at least look,’ he said obscurely.


  ‘Look,’ said Bonham. ‘At what?’


  ‘The flat. You’re supposed to look for clues or something, ain’t you?’


  McGee dangled a set of shiny keys in front of him. Bonham finally flipped the top off his stout and said it was all a waste of time, but for Troy this was an invitation to simple nosiness that
  he could scarcely refuse, beautifully blurred as it was by the line of duty.


  Refugees, almost regardless of origin, played forcefully on childhood’s memory, of family legends, of nursery stories and a wealth of nonsense about the old country. That part of
  Troy’s mind that was ready to dismiss such nonsense was perpetually in thrall to the power of such myth-making.


  McGee sat purposefully out of the way on an upright chair, just inside the living room – as if trying neatly to avoid disturbing anything Troy might eventually term evidence. Room for room
  an identical flat to Bonham’s, the contrast in content and décor could not have been more startling. At a glance Troy would have said the room held five or six thousand books, on all
  four walls, window-sills included, floor to ceiling. Where space had run out Wolinski had neatly tied books into bundles and stacked them under chairs. Under the table were hundreds of Daily
  Workers, Picture Posts, Manchester Guardians and the odd copy of Pravda – all tied up neatly with string and stacked clear of the knees.


  Troy glanced over the shelves. The entire Comédie Humaine of Balzac – in French. Most of Dostoevsky – also in French. The twenty-four-volume Tolstoy of 1913 – in
  the original Russian. Das Kapital in German. Odd volumes of Kropotkin in English (almost heretical for a Marxist thought Troy) and on and on and on. There scarcely seemed a major work of
  literature in any European language that had not been read, or at least owned, by Peter Wolinski. The second room held a desk – a pen, ink and a blotter arranged with military precision
  – and yet more shelves of books. Physics, chemistry – all double-Dutch to Troy, but a pattern emerged as Troy’s eyes followed the shelves round to the desk, and dusty
  long-unopened volumes in German gave way to newer works in English, mostly dealing with stress in metals or the dynamics of chemical propulsion. On one wall Wolinski had found room for photographs.
  Two or three dozen or more, some no bigger than postcards, some as large as dinner plates. Young men outside pavement cafés, a young man in black gown and mortar board clutching a symbolic
  scroll, a mixture of old men and young men arranged as though to commemorate some academic gathering – a familiar mixture of the social hours and formal occasions in the life of a pre-war
  student, a Pole abroad in the Weimar Republic.


  Troy stared at a striking photograph of the Führer in full flight and fury – gesturing with rigid index finger to the heavens in one of his stage-managed pieces. It bore the caption
  ‘Hey you up there in the gallery!’ It seemed so remote to think back to the days when Hitler had been a figure of fun. Next to it Wolinski had caught the transition in a shot of
  startling emptiness and chilling beauty. Early summer morning in the street of some unnamed Bavarian town, not a human figure to be seen, just the houses with their decking of flags stretching down
  to infinity – a long silent tunnel of swastikas.


  Troy called out to McGee, ‘What did Wolinski do before he came here?’


  ‘He taught in one of them German colleges.’


  ‘University?’


  ‘Same difference. Munich I think it was. Till ‘Itler drove ’im out.’


  Only the bedroom remained. Had not the previous two rooms shown him a man of meticulous habits, Troy would have said this room had been ransacked. The twisted and grubby sheets, the dust on
  every surface, the clothes in higgledy-piggledy heaps. Nowhere to sit, scarce enough room to stand and just enough to lie. It seemed Wolinski ignored everything for the life of the mind. Troy could
  not have slept a wink in dust and dirt such as this. On the bedside table, spine upwards, was Wolinski’s bedtime reading. Troy smiled – The Code of the Woosters by P. G.
  Wodehouse, in which whilst in hot pursuit of his Aunt Dahlia’s cow-creamer, Bertie Wooster manages to defeat British fascism.


  ‘Mr McGee, come here please.’


  McGee called back from the first room, ‘Won’t I mess things up?’


  ‘You can hardly make more of a mess than I’ve done. Just try not to touch anything.’


  McGee ambled into the bedroom.


  ‘Is it always like this?’ asked Troy.


  ‘Yeah. He always did live a bit like a pig.’


  ‘Would you know if any of his clothes were missing or if he’d packed a suitcase?’


  McGee pointed to the top of a cracked and blistered mahogany veneer wardrobe.


  ‘His case would be up there. If it was here, that is.’


  Troy led McGee back to the kitchen.


  ‘And his razor would be here?’ Troy pointed to the tiled strip next to the sink. ‘Mr Wolinski is still clean-shaven I take it?’


  ‘Oh yeah,’ said McGee. ‘Sometimes he treats himself to a proper barber-shave down the Mile End Road, but he’s got a safety. I’m sure of that.’


  ‘Do you see it?’ asked Troy.


  McGee shrugged again.


  ‘Then I think we can assume that Mr Wolinski has gone wherever he’s gone of his own accord. Kidnappers and murderers don’t usually ask you to pack for the occasion. And the
  Luftwaffe doesn’t much care whether it bombs the unshaven or not.’


  ‘So Peter’ll be back?’


  ‘He didn’t abandon a houseful of books in Munich. I hardly think he’ll do the same in Stepney’.


  Rather than reassured McGee seemed deflated by Troy’s words.


  ‘What do I do then?’


  ‘Give the keys to Sergeant Bonham and if Wolinski isn’t back by the end of the week report it properly at Leman Street. He can hardly swan around England for long these
  days.’


  ‘Of course,’ McGee said thoughtfully. ‘There’s a war on.’


  ‘I had heard,’ said Troy.


   
    
  


  § 6


  Troy stood and shivered outside the ground floor back and watched his breath form clouds in the air.


  ‘And don’t give Uncle George no cheek,’ Mrs Flanagan instructed her son Terence, alias Tub.


  Troy and Bonham exchanged glances over the Uncle George. Mrs Flanagan did up the boy’s coat buttons and straightened his socks in the wrinkle zone between knee and ankle.


  ‘Doesn’t pay to scare off the kiddies,’ muttered Bonham.


  ‘If you say so, Uncle George,’ Troy muttered back at him.


  ‘It got us the arm didn’t it?’


  Mrs Flanagan was speaking directly to Bonham.


  ‘If he’s any trouble just give ’im a back ’ander, George.’


  ‘Will do, Patsy,’ Bonham replied.


  The child squinted up at Bonham – almost seven feet tall in his helmet – like a squirrel surveying the prospect of an oak. His one visible eye roved actively, the other hid behind a
  fresh slab of Elastoplast. He moved off towards the street without a backward glance at his mother. On the step, out in Union Place, a grim prospect greeted Troy and Bonham. Seven small boys ranged
  across the pavement, all looking expectantly towards Bonham.


  ‘Oh no,’ he said. ‘What do you lot think you’re up to?’


  No one spoke. The expectant looks seemed fixed somewhere between joy and tears. Sergeant Bonham held power over the greatest, the most mysterious event in their short lives. Troy looked down at
  a motley of gabardine mackintoshes, outsize jackets tied up with string, brown boots, pudding-basin haircuts, bruised and scabrous kneecaps. Such an amazing array of ill-fitting hand-me-downs that
  only the peach-fresh faces challenged the image of them as seven assorted dwarves. Out on the end of the line, a grubby redhead, doubtless called Carrots, juggled a smouldering cocoa tin from hand
  to hand, an improvised portable furnace. Troy wished he had one of his own.


  ‘You’re supposed to be in school, you know that,’ Bonham persisted. ‘Now come on. Clear off!’


  The boys stood their ground. A classic Mexican stand-off.


  A lifetime spent on the sidelines, excluded but observant, had left Tub in no doubt about how leadership should behave when occasion arose. He knew the occasion and he knew how to rise to it. He
  stepped out from between Bonham and Troy and the mass of boys parted before him as surely as if they’d been struck by Moses’ staff. He led off in the direction of Cardigan Street. The
  boys followed in their own pecking order – none of them overtook or even tried to draw level with Tub in his magisterial progression. He didn’t speak and he didn’t look back.
  Bonham and Troy followed on the end of the line, feeling faintly foolish and Brobdingnagian. Troy thrust his hands deep into his pockets to keep the stabbing nip of frost from his fingertips and
  wondered if the carrot-headed child could be persuaded to part with his invention for a shilling.


  Tub stood on a level patch of fresh snow, and waited as Bonham and Troy struggled across the rubble and into the ‘garden’. The boys lined up, respectfully not setting foot on their
  hopscotch patch, forming a hellish gauntlet that Troy would have to run to get to Tub. Troy stumbled to a halt at the end of the column.


  ‘Here?’ he asked. ‘Do you mean you found it here?’


  Tub nodded. Troy looked around. In all its ups and downs the bombsite seemed indistinct and uniform under its coat of snow. Bonham lumbered up, wheezing.


  ‘If he’s leading us on a wild-goose chase—’


  Troy cut him short. ‘How can you be sure?’ he asked Tub.


  Tub scraped at the snow with the toe of his boot, revealing a blue quarry tile. As if to some invisible cue everybody suddenly began to kick at the snow, scattering it clear of the old floor.
  Troy offered to hold the tin while the carrot-top worked, but he clutched it tightly to his mackintosh and scowled at Troy, hacking away all the time with the metalled heel of his boot.


  Troy looked down at the kitchen floor and its fading hopscotch squares.


  ‘Here?’ he repeated.


  ‘This is where we was,’ said Tub.


  ‘Yes, but is this where you found it?’ Troy was reluctant to name the object, but eight pairs of eyes seemed to be daring him to do it. ‘The arm,’ he conceded. ‘You
  found the arm here?’


  ‘Nah,’ said Tub. ‘This is where we was when the dog give it to me.’


  Troy heard Bonham mutter a faint ‘Jesus Christ’.


  ‘What dog?’ he asked.


  ‘Dog,’ said Tub, as though this in itself were sufficient explanation.


  Troy looked at Bonham, Bonham looked at Troy – both feeling more and more like Mutt and Jeff.


  ‘First I’ve heard of it,’ said Bonham. Troy was beginning to find the phrase all too familiar.


  ‘Another fine mess, Stanley,’ he whispered back. ‘Are you telling me a dog came up to you and gave you the hand while you were playing here?’


  ‘He wasn’t playing,’ chipped in the biggest boy. ‘We don’t let ’im ’cos he trips up.’


  ‘So you didn’t find the hand at all?’


  ‘Yes I did,’ Tub protested. ‘It was me. Just me. Wasn’t none of this lot. Dog came up and give it me. He didn’t give it no one else. He give it me!’


  ‘Do you have any idea where the dog came from?’


  Tub seemed not to understand.


  ‘Where did you first see him?’


  Tub pointed to the wall between Cardigan Street and Alma Terrace, to where odd bits of houses still stood, to where a few dozen bricks remained in the order the brickie had lain them.


  ‘Show me,’ said Troy. The same ritually structured procession moved off towards Alma Terrace. Troy looked over the stump of wall. The morning’s fall of snow had covered any
  tracks the dog might have left.


  ‘George,’ he said, ‘we’re looking for a needle in a bloody haystack.’ He felt Bonham’s size fourteen tap sharply against his shoe, telling him to watch his
  language. ‘We’re going to have to search it all.’


  ‘Freddie, you’ve got to be joking. I don’t have the men for that.’


  ‘How else are we going to find anything?’


  ‘What do you expect to find?’


  ‘The rest of the body. Well, to be precise, bits of the rest of the body.’


  Troy glanced at the boys, wondering how much they heard and how much they understood. Eight cherubic faces, and sixteen hard, ruthless eyes looked back at him. Preserving innocence seemed a
  fruitless ideal.


  ‘How would you like to make some money?’ he said.


  ‘How much?’ said the biggest.


  ‘A shilling,’ said Troy.


  ‘Half a crown,’ said the boy.


  ‘You don’t know what it’s for yet!’


  ‘It’ll still cost you half a dollar,’ the boy replied.


  ‘OK, OK,’ said Troy, ‘half a crown to the boy who finds the rest.’


  ‘Freddie, for God’s sake,’ Bonham cut in. ‘You can’t!’


  He gripped Troy by the shoulder and swung him round into a huddled attempt at privacy.


  ‘Are you off yer chump?’


  ‘George, can you think of any other way?’


  ‘For Christ’s sake, they’re kids. They should be in school!’


  ‘Well, they clearly have no intention of going. And they don’t exactly look like Freddie Bartholomew do they?’


  ‘Jesus Christ,’ Bonham said again.


  ‘Don’t worry,’ said Troy.


  ‘On your own head be it.’


  Troy turned back to the boys, ranged in front of him in a wide semi-circle. ‘I want you to look for . . . ’ he hesitated, uncertain what to call a corpse. ‘For anything to do
  with what Tub found. OK?’


  They nodded as one.


  ‘And if you find it don’t touch it. You come straight back and tell Mr Bonham, and nobody, I mean nobody, goes near it till he’s seen what you’ve found.
  Understood?’


  They nodded again.


  ‘Or the half-crown’s forfeit,’ Troy concluded.


  Tub spoke up. ‘An’ a bob for me for findin’ and sixpence each for all of us for lookin’ or you can just bugger off,’ he said.


  ‘Done,’ said Troy, glad that things were now on a clearly established business footing.


  ‘I must get out to Hendon,’ he said to Bonham. ‘The sooner we get a forensics report the better.’


  ‘You’re leaving me in charge of this lot?’


  ‘Sorry, George.’


  ‘It’s a scandal, Freddie. If the mums kick up . . . ’


  ‘You know them, George. Is it likely?’


  ‘You know, Freddie,’ Bonham said softly, ‘there are times when I think there’s nothing like a long spell at the Yard for putting iron in the soul.’


  ‘Just doing my job. Call me at the Yard this afternoon if anything turns up.’


  Troy picked his way across the bombsite back to his Bullnose Morris and the gruesome parcel in the boot. The boys scattered to the points of the compass, dreaming of riches beyond belief. Behind
  him Troy could hear Bonham offering the carrot-top sixpence for his hand-warmer.


   
    
  


  § 7


  Ladislaw Kolankiewicz had been a senior pathologist at the Police Laboratory in Hendon since it opened in 1934. One of the first recruits to the science of the gruesome, and
  bearing the recommendation of no less a figure than Sir Bernard Spilsbury, there were many who considered Kolankiewicz to be appropriately gruesome himself. Troy had come across him in 1937 and
  since then had watched his hairline recede to nothing only to re-emerge sprouting vigorously from his ears and nostrils and coursing along the backs of his fingers. He had grown stouter and more
  bent from his daily stooping over the dead and his English had not improved at all. Precise and flawless on technical matters, his colloquial use of the language was obscenely fractured. Policemen
  all over London and the Home Counties would relish visits to Hendon, simply because it replenished their fund of Kolankiewicz anecdotes, as he rolled words into each other in pointless, foul
  combinations along the lines of ‘Fuck bloody off bastardpimpcopper’, or as he now uttered to Troy, ‘What the bollox you want, smartyarse?’


  Troy was glad to see the room was empty. Too often Kolankiewicz had forced him to conduct conversations while he sawed away at a human skull or barked rapid summaries of a stomach’s
  contents to Anna’, his assistant and stenographer, perched on her stool in the corner. But today he was sitting quietly on the same stool, clean of apron, bloodless of hand, eating a spam
  sandwich and reading the News Chronicle. It was almost pleasant, despite the ever-present chemical reek that spelt out death to the senses.


  Troy slapped his brown paper parcel down on the slab and pulled at the loose end. The arm jerked free and rolled halfway across the slab. Kolankiewicz shot out from his corner like a spider
  scuttling across its web. He seemed to stare greedily at the prize for a few seconds. Then he shrugged and looked up at Troy.


  ‘What this shit?’


  ‘It’s an arm.’


  ‘Mr bloody wiseguy,’ Kolankiewicz muttered. ‘I mean, smartyarse,’ he yelled, ‘where’s the rest of it?’


  ‘It’s all I’ve got.’


  Kolankiewicz raised his hands to heaven. ‘Ach! Ach! Ach! What do you expect me to do with this?’


  ‘Anything you can. We’re looking for the rest now. There’s plenty of fabric. A cufflink, even.’


  ‘Ah! Cufflinks I like. Hallmarks. Craftsman’s initials. Distinctive proportions of fine metals to base – all very informative. What do you know about where it was found?
  What’s it been on or in?’


  ‘Not a damn thing.’ Troy stretched out a hand to hold down the arm as Kolankiewicz took a large pair of scissors to the woollen sleeve. A sharp stab of pain caught him in the upper
  left arm. He rubbed gently at the spot with his fingers. Bent double over the arm, Kolankiewicz looked up from beneath wild, bushy eyebrows.


  ‘Nice workmanship,’ he said. ‘High-grade silver. What’s the matter with your arm?’


  A sentence in perfect English almost startled Troy. The absence of the ham element in Kolankiewicz’s voice made him momentarily unrecognisable as the demented dwarf he had known.
  Kolankiewicz straightened up. ‘Is that the one? Is that where you took the blow with an axe? Very stupid of you.’ He came around the table, right up to Troy.


  ‘Let me see,’ he said.


  ‘It’s OK. I’ve seen a doctor.’


  ‘I’m a doctor.’


  ‘I know, but unlike most of your patients I happen to be alive.’


  ‘Fucking snobbery. If you’re in pain, show me. Don’t play the fucking hero.’


  Troy plucked at his overcoat buttons and began to ease his shoulder out of the garment.


  ‘Would you mind washing your hands first.’


  ‘Eh?’


  ‘I don’t know what you’ve been doing with them, do I?’


  ‘I been eating spam sandwich and drinking tea.’


  ‘And before that?’


  ‘Jesus Christ. OK! OK!’


  Kolankiewicz stood at the sink, rolled up his sleeves and made an ostentatious display of scrubbing up. Troy winced as the stubby, hairy, cold fingers poked at his arm.


  ‘You know you’re very lucky you didn’t lose the arm. That was a very deep wound. You had a good surgeon. Lovely job.’


  ‘Why does it hurt?’


  ‘You have your arm almost chopped in two and you ask why it hurts?’


  ‘Now. Why does it hurt now? What’s wrong?’


  ‘Swelling where the stitches came out – perhaps some minor infection of the needle holes, not the real wound. I’ll give you some surgical spirit and you wash it down for a
  couple of days. You’ll be fine. When did the stitches come out?’


  ‘Three days ago.’


  ‘Then you shouldn’t worry. What you should worry about is why you let yourself get locked up alone in a room with a lunatic axeman.’


  Kolankiewicz took a small brown bottle off the shelf above the sink, splashed a little of its contents over a swab and bathed the four-inch scar.


  ‘This guy,’ he went on. ‘The one in the papers. Killed his good lady’s paramour. Chopped off two of the postman’s fingers. Broke the wrist of a constable. And you
  walk into his house and tell him to give himself up. You’re crazy! This Oxbridge—’


  ‘Uxbridge,’ said Troy.


  ‘This Uxbridge axeman could have killed you.’


  Kolankiewicz rolled down Troy’s shirtsleeve and fastened the button at the cuff in a gesture that was curiously paternal.


  ‘No – I don’t think so.’


  ‘Always the fucking hero.’


  ‘Heroics has nothing to do with it. It was all down to knowing the man.’


  ‘Psychology?’


  ‘If you like.’


  ‘Fucking guesswork I’d call it.’


  ‘Have it your own way. But once he’d nicked me—’


  ‘Nicked. Troy, you’re full of crap.’


  ‘Nicked me! – it was all over. He got what he wanted. He’d seen blood. The sight of blood was the culmination for him – it satisfied and defused him. After that it was a
  matter of simply sitting there and talking him out. He wasn’t going to chop me into pieces. The only person he was ever going to chop into pieces was his wife’s lover.’


  ‘And while you – Mr Smartyarse – were talking him out, where was the axe?’


  ‘On the floor between us.’


  ‘And what did you do? Sit there with a home-made tourniquet on, hoping he’d surrender before you bled to death?’


  ‘The old school tie. First use I’ve ever found for it.’


  Kolankiewicz thrust the bottle at him. ‘Twice a day till the soreness goes. Now scram. I give you my report as soon as I can.’


   
    
  


  § 8


  The gas fire in Troy’s office sputtered at him and refused the match. All over London, gas-holders sat squat on the skyline like gigantic gibuses. One of them must have
  been hit in last night’s raid, Troy thought. He twisted the tap on and off in the hope of jerking the fire into life. He heard the soft click of the door opening and looked up to see the
  Squad Commander, Superintendent Onions. Onions leaned on the edge of Troy’s desk and folded his arms.


  ‘Been asking for you,’ he said softly in his Rochdale baritone.


  Troy stood up and flicked the dust off his trousers and wondered if this was a reprimand. Onions was a bull of a man – five foot nine of packed muscle – with a bull’s
  unpredictability, stubbornness and unprepossessing appearance. Troy had never been certain of his age, but guessed at fifty – the hair, long since grey, was ruthlessly clipped at the back and
  sides, leaving the stubble of a crewcut along the top of his head – the bright blue eyes still burned brightly in the lined face. Onions looked sharp and bullet-headed, the intensity of his
  gaze at odds with his sheer bulk and with his almost thoughtless appearance. He dressed habitually in the manner of the older generation; a heavy double-breasted suit in a dull shade of oxblood
  enlivened only by a thin scarlet stripe and wonderfully counter-pointed by regulation-issue black Metropolitan Police boots. It was, Troy reflected, the kind of suit Hitler favoured, but for the
  fact that the Führer seemed to have frequent difficulty finding the matching trousers first thing in the morning. Troy knew for a fact that in the complexity of Onions’s nature there lay
  an element of insecurity – he wore both belt and braces. Onions it had been who’d rescued Troy from Leman Street and made him a sergeant. His advocacy of Troy had brought Troy to the
  brink of an early inspectorship. It was expected any day. But the relationship could be fractious. Outguessing Onions was pointless. Most of the time, in the privacy of his office or Troy’s,
  they were on Christian name terms. But there were days when they weren’t. And if they weren’t they weren’t.


  ‘I’ve been to Hendon, Stan,’ Troy told Onions, sounding his mood. ‘I had to see Kolankiewicz.’


  ‘Does he improve?’


  ‘Foul as ever. You could never say he wears his heart on his sleeve.’


  Onions unfolded his arms and laid his palms on the ripped and cracked leatherette of Troy’s desk. Certain now of his footing with his chief, Troy took another shot at the gas fire and
  brought it hissing and spitting to feeble life.


  ‘He’ll have his hands full soon enough,’ said Onions.


  ‘A murder?’ said Troy.


  ‘That’s why I wanted you. During last night’s air raid an American soldier got his throat cut not two hundred yards from here.’


  ‘Onions’s words shot through Troy like electricity.


  ‘Where?’


  ‘Trafalgar Square. Of all places. An infantry corporal walked out of a pub in the Strand about tennish and was found half an hour later by the bobby on the beat with his throat cut to
  ribbons.’


  ‘Bottle?’


  ‘Fragments of green glass still embedded in the victim’s flesh.’


  The gas fire popped and roared suddenly as the pressure returned. Troy put the matchbox back on the mantelpiece and moved round to the far side of his desk by the window, skirting the temporary
  beam that had been temporarily holding up the ceiling since the direct hit of 1941. He knew what was coming and he was wondering how best to avoid it. How best to state his case. In a game of
  stakes and odds, Onions held a full corpse to his one arm – he didn’t even have a pair.


  ‘This is murder too, Stan,’ he said.


  ‘What’s murder?’


  ‘The Stepney case. That’s why I was in Hendon. I took Kolankiewicz the arm.’


  ‘A bomb victim, surely?’ said Onions, turning to keep track of Troy as he paced across the window.


  ‘No. Murder. Sophisticated, brutal murder.’


  Onions joined Troy at the window and looked out. People with views of the Thames seemed always to be looking out, expecting more from the promise than the view would ever deliver.


  ‘Sophisticated?’ Onions queried.


  ‘The victim was killed and then dismembered – fairly systematically I should say – in an attempt to dispose of the body. It wasn’t the heat of the moment, it wasn’t
  blind panic, it was coldblooded and calculated. Somehow, something went wrong. The arm got missed, or the dog stole it – or whatever – fortunately the dog didn’t eat it, and
  that’s a small miracle, and it came into our hands. If it hadn’t some poor sod out there would simply have disappeared without trace.’


  ‘What’ve you got?’


  ‘Just the arm. Bonham’s searching the site now. Today or tomorrow I’ll get a forensic report and of course a full set of left-hand prints.’


  ‘It’s not much.’


  ‘It’s murder. Not the work of some angry, despairing man who lashes out and kills. The work of a planner, someone who means to get away with it, someone with ice in his veins and
  steel in his spine, enough to patiently dismember his victim. Enough to overcome the horror of his actions. Someone who does not flee from death. I’ve usually profited from the fact that most
  killers want to be caught. They are, in a sense, the perpetrators of some awful accident rather than killers. They run and then turn themselves in, or leave a trail I could follow with my eyes
  closed. They want me. I’m the redemption. I’m a necessary part of coping with what they’ve done. Even if I’m just one stage on the way to the gallows. I’ve known men
  who’ve sat there hugging the corpse, willing the life back into it, I’ve known men confess one day and deny the next – anything to undo the deed, anything to repeat the act of
  confession. This one’s not like that. Anyone who can do this once can do it again.’


  ‘All that from an arm?’


  Troy shrugged.


  ‘Are you saying we’ve got a maniac on the loose?’


  Even on Onions’s lips the words had the unmistakable ring of the popular press.


  ‘Far from it, Stan. We’ve a calculating killer on the loose. That’s not mania in my book.’


  Onions paced the floor between the window and the desk and paced it back again – practising as he did so one of his habitual gestures, slicking his palms along the sides of his head as
  though a rich mane of hair were there rather than the grey bristles of his short back and sides. Usually it implied thinking.


  ‘What about Trafalgar Square?’ he asked at last.


  ‘Was the American robbed?’


  ‘No. More than fifty quid in his wallet.’


  ‘Was he black or white?’


  ‘White.’


  ‘Age?’


  ‘Twenty-two.’


  ‘I think you’re looking at two possibilities. Americans have two vices – they sell from their own stores on to our black market and they have affairs with English women. Either
  one could lead to this.’


  ‘Black market?’ Onions weighed up the idea. ‘If Corporal Duvitski had crossed a spiv they’d have got him in an alley somewhere. Even in the blackout no racketeer would
  risk murder in a place as public as Trafalgar Square.’


  ‘Then I think it’s best to talk to the men in his platoon. They’ll hang together for a while, but soon enough they’ll tell us who Duvitski’s girlfriend was.
  Somewhere around there’ll be a husband or a lover. He’d have had to have followed the victim from the pub, perhaps even trailing him for a day or two, so there’ll be witnesses who
  can identify him.’


  ‘Open and shut, eh, Freddie?’ Onions raised a pepper-and-salt eyebrow quizzically at Troy’s rapid breakdown of the case.


  ‘No,’ Troy answered, leaning back on the window-sill and sinking his hands into his pockets. ‘Not open and shut. Just routine.’


  ‘It doesn’t need a detective?’


  ‘Well – no – it just doesn’t need me.’


  ‘In the meantime you’ll want to be getting on with your puzzle, putting the Stepney corpse back together, I suppose.’


  ‘With your permission, sir.’


  ‘Do you ever think that one day you’ll overreach yourself, Freddie?’


  Troy shrugged again and said nothing. Onions clapped him on the shoulder, called him a cheeky bugger and headed for the door. Halfway out he paused, looking back at Troy.


  ‘And if this isn’t a crime passionnel? If it’s spivs and wide boys?’


  ‘Then I’ll call in my narks.’


  Onions left. Troy warmed his hands in front of the fire, now glowing freely, and wondered how much of what he’d told Onions was really true, how much of it he might eventually prove. Every
  fibre of his instinct, every shred of intellect told him it was true, but it was still guesswork.


   
    
  


  § 9


  Sooner than Troy had anticipated Kolankiewicz telephoned.


  ‘I done all I can with your arm,’ he said. ‘I’ll give you the details now, the report you can pick up tomorrow.’


  Troy reached for a notepad and switched on the desk lamp. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘Fire away.’


  ‘He was dead when they did this to him. Too much blood still in the vessels for any other interpretation. Though, obviously, there was some loss of blood. I’d say he was cut up
  within an hour or so of death – but I make no promises about that. And don’t ask me how he died. Apart from being able to say he didn’t die of having his arm chopped off I got
  fuck nothing. I’d put his age at forty-five, though I could be out ten years either way. An arm is not the best organ from which to make such judgements. If you find his liver, then
  we’re talking. Height and weight, I can do better. He was a skinny little guy. About five foot four, less than nine stone. Not very muscular, never used his muscles to earn his
  living.’


  Kolankiewicz paused. Troy could hear the rustle of papers as he looked among his notes.


  ‘Ah – yes – the burns. The burns on the jacket are consistent with those on the hand. The hand was burnt repeatedly. Some scars are months, even years old. One or two only a
  matter of weeks. And they were caused by acid not flame. The edges are too neat. You getting all this?’


  ‘Of course,’ said Troy.


  ‘Now – the clothing. The jacket is woollen, good condition, no darns or patches, no shine to the elbow. The way people wear things out these days, I’m forced to conclude it was
  fairly new. Who can afford to keep a jacket and not wear it? Only the guy who prints the coupons. The weave is very distinctive. A herringbone pattern favoured by the Bavarians. The cufflink backs
  us up there. There’s a Munich hallmark on the back, which dates it to 1907 and the initials W.W.L. If there weren’t a war on it would be a simple matter to write to the
  silversmith’s guild and find out who made it and for whom. As it is . . .’ Kolankiewicz let the sentence trail off.


  ‘The last inch of the sleeve, at the wrist, is peppered with microscopic fragments of metal. All I can say is it looks like some sort of alloy. To be certain would require tests I
  don’t have the facility to do. The entire sleeve is dusty with coal dust and coal ash. His blood group was O. And I got a clear set of prints for you. Lots of very distinctive scars.
  That’s about all I can tell you. You want I should keep the arm on ice till you find the rest?’


  ‘If you could. Thank you.’ It seemed appropriate to say ‘thank you, Ladislaw’ but Troy had never heard anyone address Kolankiewicz by his Christian name.


  ‘How’s your arm? Still sore?’


  ‘No . . . it’s fine,’ Troy lied.


  ‘OK, I keep the meat. The report and the prints I trust to God and dispatch riders.’


  He rang off. Troy sat and stared at his notes. Dumbfounded by what they told him. A German in Stepney? There were hundreds, thousands of Germans in Stepney, but not one of them could have a new
  German jacket.


   
    
  


  § 10


  As darkness fell Troy began to feel that he had at last got his office in order – made some headway with the pile of paperwork that had accumulated while he followed
  Onions’s orders and recuperated from the attack of the Uxbridge axeman. Itchy of foot, he was thinking he might drive over to Stepney again when Bonham rang.


  ‘Dig into your pocket, Freddie,’ he said, ‘you owe one of the little perishers half a dollar.’


  ‘George! You found it!’


  ‘Well, it isn’t an it and it wasn’t me. It was young Robertson. The one they call Shrimp.’


  ‘What do you mean it isn’t an it? Is it in pieces?’


  ‘Worse,’ said Bonham, ‘it’s a bloody jigsaw. Come and see for yourself.’


   
    
  


  § 11


  The same picket of urban cowboys met Troy at the lost junction of Cardigan Street and Waterloo Place. The same child’s stare, suspicious of any adult, met his greeting to
  the boys. They were eight hours older, aeons wiser and waiting to be richer. Clearly it was de rigueur not to hold out the hand – demeaning almost, the posture of the beggar –
  seven pairs of hands stayed firmly in the pockets of jackets, while the eighth still juggled the smoking cocoa tin.


  Bonham and Troy went into a huddle, backs to the boys, as they sorted out the change in their pockets. Then Bonham walked down the line with a stack of sixpences and passed them out like a
  priest of mammon at unholy communion. Hands flashed like the tongues of lizards, deftly trousering the loot. Troy approached the boy Bonham had pointed out to him, thanked him for his efforts and
  handed him a worn Edward VII half-crown. Shrimp Robertson produced a gleaming Ever Ready bullseye torch from under his jacket and flashed at the silver that had crossed his palm. He looked back at
  Troy – a bold, challenging eye-to-eye stare that Troy had often wished he possessed himself. If he could look like that he’d be the hard man of the Yard in no time.


  ‘It’s the real thing,’ Troy said. ‘Just a bit worn.’


  The cowboys galloped off on imaginary horses, slapping thighs and whooping. Shrimp wandered slowly after, occasionally looking back at Troy as though he thought he’d been gypped. Troy
  could see the beam of his torch darting over the ground. It wouldn’t be long before some old fool in an ARP helmet told him to put it out.


  Bonham was pointing at a hole in the ground. A couple of battered doors had been pushed aside to reveal a stone staircase descending into the guts of the earth.


  ‘I doubt I’d’ve found this,’ he said. ‘Young Robertson went home for his dinner at half-twelve and came back with his prize possession – that torch of his
  – kicked this lot aside and went down. He’s got some nerve, that boy. That stack over there -’ Bonham waved casually to where a forty-foot stump of blackened factory chimney
  jutted out of the rubble like Ozymandias’s leg, ‘connects up with the cellar. Not that I’d’ve thought of it. I wouldn’t.’


  He switched on the beam of a huge chrome torch and led the way down. A strong smell of carbide wafted up to Troy’s nostrils, deepening the impression that he was approaching the first
  circle of hell. Hell surely stank as well as roasted? A uniformed constable was kneeling by a lamp, adjusting the flow of water – half a dozen carbide lamps were arranged in a rough
  semi-circle across the floor of the cellar, casting a hazy bluish light that flickered constantly in the draughts. The remains of the ceiling littering the floor threw giant, jagged, jumping
  shadows across the walls.


  The constable stood almost to attention – hands pressed to the seams of his trousers. He could not be more than nineteen or twenty – a tall thin streak of a youth, his Adam’s
  apple prominent and bobbing above the top button of his tunic. For a moment Troy looked at the constable the way he knew the older generation of blimps looked at him – any minute now this
  man, this child in police blue, would get his call-up for the big push, for Calais or Normandy or whatever strip of sand and slaughter Eisenhower had decided on. In that respect, thought Troy,
  death had already set its mark upon him.


  ‘Bloody hell, Corker,’ Bonham delivered his reprimand. ‘Is this the best you could do? This lot must’ve come out of the ark.’


  ‘Sorry, Sergeant,’ the constable shrilled back. ‘ARP took all our good stuff last month. It’s all I could find.’


  The smell was becoming familiar, nostalgic rather than demonic, reminding Troy of his first bicycle in 1926, and his brother’s first home-made bomb in 1927.


  ‘See,’ Bonham was saying, ‘they even dug a bullet out of the wall.’


  Halfway up the far wall the dirt and mould had been scraped clear in a wide circle around a hole the size of a fist. Troy pushed his hand into the hole and crumbled brick dust between his thumb
  and finger.


  ‘Neat,’ he said. ‘Almost scrupulous.’


  He could see an old brass tap on a twisted lead pipe snaking up out of the floor in the corner where a stone gulley led to a small iron grating.


  ‘God,’ he said to Bonham, ‘this place is tailor-made for murder. I don’t suppose there’s any sign of a cartridge case?’


  Bonham waved dismissively at the pile of rubble that had once been the ceiling, now rotten with rat shit and decay. ‘You must be joking,’ he said. ‘Even supposing it was an
  automatic . . .’ He let the sentence trail away to nothing.


  As best he could, Corker adjusted the angle of each lamp in turn, aiming their beams at the large Victorian cast-iron furnace which took up one whole wall of the cellar. This industrial dinosaur
  had once powered a small factory and bore across its front the proud, cusped inscription Wrigley and Butterworth, Runcorn 1888. At about hip height was the firebox door. Bonham wrenched it open and
  handed Troy the ash rake, a long rod of steel ending with a welded half-moon plate.


  ‘See for yourself,’ he said.


  Even with Bonham aiming his torch it was almost impossible to see into the brick cavern of the interior. Troy raked blindly and a few handfuls of flaky, grey ash spilled out on to the sacking at
  their feet, speckling Troy’s shoes and Bonham’s boots. Corker came closer, looking expectantly from the pile of ash to Bonham to Troy, faintly smiling in his nervousness. Troy locked on
  to what appeared to be something solid in the belly of the furnace. He hooked it and pulled sharply. A bone flew out of the firebox and broke in two on the sacking.


  Corker’s mouth opened silently.


  ‘It’s a femur,’ Troy told him.


  Corker looked blankly back at him.


  ‘A thigh bone,’ Troy added.


  He delved into the furnace, once more stirring up a cloud of fine ash as light as talcum powder and with the fresh, tantalising smell of cooked meat. Tibia, fibula, clavicle, patella, humerus
  and a myriad of vertebra and tiny bones from ankle and wrist poured down in a stream of dust and death, swathed in the deceptive scent of Sunday lunch. All that remained of a human life cascading
  into a small heap at Bonham’s feet.


  Silently Troy and Bonham exchanged glances. As the minutes passed Corker had turned white. It seemed to Troy that whatever briefing Bonham had given him Corker was only slowly making the
  connection between this brittle carnage and a corpse.


  ‘Let’s get it over with,’ said Bonham.


  In less than ten minutes they had almost a full skeleton in disarray on the cellar floor. Many of the bones were broken or burnt through, others indistinguishable one from another save to the
  trained eye of an anatomist. Yet, Troy felt certain, they were all pieces of a single body and he’d seen nothing to dissuade him from the theory that there was only one arm in the pile. The
  amateur surgeon had done his job well. Nothing but dust remained of the victim’s clothing, and more solid evidence, such as a gold tooth or the silver right-hand cufflink, would have melted
  into shapeless blobs – unidentifiable even if they persisted day and night with the mountain of ash.
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