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CHAPTER 1


          

          FITZHUGH GROVE, EARLSFIELD, WANDSWORTH, LONDON

        

      

    

    
      His grandfather told him that the line between bravery and cowardice was very thin, and he should have known because he was a Great War hero, having won the Military Medal twice.

      This theory helped Damian, an introverted, shy child, to understand the domestic violence he witnessed when he was an infant. There must be a thin line between a hero, in this case, his father, and a coward—the same person. From the top of the staircase, he had cringed while his father shouted obscenities, split his mother’s lip, and blackened her eye. His hitherto perfect home life shattered like a mirror falling onto a stone floor. His carefree childlike logic couldn’t process what he had seen, nor would it accept his tearful mother’s explanation that ‘mummy and daddy were playing a silly game’. He did not believe her. How could it be so if that was her blood trickling at the side of her mouth, and what about the ugly red swelling on her poor cheekbone? How she flinched when he tried to kiss her better! As for his father, the previous unblemished hero in his life, the slammed front door and the bellowed “I’m going to the Victoria Vaults,” leaving behind a sobbing wife and trembling little boy brought more than seven years’ bad luck—more like forty years of bottled rage.

      Happily, Damian Devenish did not witness another such scene as he went serenely through his school years. Rarely, he overheard strong words between his parents, and each time on the following day, he studied his mother’s features and bearing to make sure she was alright. Reassured, he now reasoned that all married couples occasionally quarrelled. But he promised himself, now that he was a teenager and developing an athletic frame, he would give his father a thrashing if he laid a finger on his mother.

      Some of that was bravado because he loved his father, with whom he shared several interests, not least, playing and listening to the saxophone. Damian loved to sit with him as they wordlessly listened to the warbling tones of sax virtuosos as the day faded into night. Only when darkness overtook daylight, would his father sigh and pull the curtains closed, switch on a lamp, and select another album. That was when they would chat about their respective days, and Damian would draw on his father’s knowledge of history and the arts in general. He admired his father’s self-confidence, doubtless born of a successful career as a buyer for a large chain of supermarkets.

      Damian was a bright although not particularly popular student; his taciturn nature was interpreted by his peers as stand-offishness. He didn’t care if his classmates labelled him a swot. What did they know about his aims, needs, and values? Nobody had taken the trouble to find out what made him tick, so his overriding sentiment towards them was indifference. From time to time, when an immature chav irritated him, he would have to restrain a surge of violence. He was afraid of himself and what he might do. After all, he was his father’s son.

      Thankfully, it only happened that he failed to control his emotions once. One of his classmates, an unpleasant, sneering youth with a mid-European surname, touched a sore spot when he leered, “Hey, Devilish, I saw you in the library looking at art books with your mother. Now there’s a Milf if ever I saw one!”

      “Show some respect, asshole, or I’ll wipe that smirk off your face!”

      “Oh yeah, you and whose army?” Here the aggressor made his fatal mistake. Being something of a malicious character, he had previously whittled a standard wooden ruler to a sharp point, for such an occasion. Now, he lunged at Damian with it, stabbing through the black blazer sleeve and into his victim’s arm.

      Later, Damian confided to his father, “It was like a firework went off inside my head; I just leapt at him, swinging with my fists, hitting him over and over again. Not even when his mates leapt in to drag me away, did I stop. H-honestly, I think I wanted to kill him.” Luckily, he did not, but he had made a significant mess of his adversary’s face. With just one more year left at his grammar school, Damian was fortunate not to have been expelled, which was what happened to his tormentor. The school nurse, who treated them both, was shocked by the wound inflicted on Damian’s upper arm and the deliberate intent to harm. Both boys’ previous conduct was taken into account, and, since Damian’s behaviour had been impeccable whilst Meyer had been involved in various episodes of fighting, albeit on those previous occasions without a weapon.

      Damian went on to gain excellent grades at Advanced level, which enabled him to pursue his dream and gain a place at UCL on the Architecture BSc course, where he shone in energy-efficient technologies aimed at reducing consumption and emissions; eco-friendly construction methods to minimise waste and resource depletion, and also, the creation of green spaces, fostering biodiversity to offer natural sanctuaries for residents. His splendid references and reserved character ensured that he would pass his first serious interview with a firm of architects renowned for their sustainability approach within the expanding Putney property market.

      As he said in his brilliant interview, “Improved indoor air quality, energy efficiency, and access to green spaces contribute to a healthier environment and enhance residents’ well-being. A focus on sustainability positively impacts the long-term value and attractiveness of properties for buyers who prioritise environmental responsibility alongside financial considerations.” He was convincing because he truly shared this vision.

      The three elderly architects interviewing him exchanged significant glances and nodded wisely. After he was shown out into a waiting room, anxious to learn the outcome, they discussed among themselves.

      “Also in his favour,” said one, looking over metal-rimmed spectacles, “is that he is married and the couple have a young daughter.”

      “Altogether a serious young fellow with the right ideas in this expanding sector,” said the senior partner.

      Miss Greenacre, perhaps the most talented of the associates, had made her mind up. “I say we take him on. He also lives relatively locally, in a pleasant residential suburb like Earlsfield in Wandsworth, so he won’t be easily tempted away by our competitors.

      Less than an hour later, Damian drove up to his garage and turned off the ignition. He drove a Fiat 500, a graduation gift from his father. Before he shut the car door gently as was his way, he paused to gaze around the leafy surroundings to admire the majestic trees almost imperceptibly donning their mantles of autumnal hue. He spotted a scuttling squirrel, What a brilliant choice of neighbourhood! He sighed happily and hurried to let himself into his home with his latch key, except that it wasn’t necessary because Marion was waiting for him with a beaming smile, the white-painted door held open in her right hand.

      My God, you’re beautiful, he thought as he leant forward to kiss her. She was certainly very pretty, with her corn-blonde hair in tight plaits framing her oval face and exalting her teal-blue eyes. They had met as third-year undergraduates, she a philosophy student, and he a quietly-spoken, well-mannered architecture student with a surprising range of general knowledge, including philosophy. The swirling, heavy-drinking crowd around them at a mutual friend’s birthday party might not have existed for either of them. As Damian often remarked, “What makes us special is that it’s so easy to be together.” Neither would admit it, but each was silently afraid that the day would come when they had an argument; yet, they had managed to choose and buy a house together and decorate it without a single heated exchange. He felt slightly emasculated because the deposit for the home was entirely her contribution from her share of her father’s will. Sadly, he had died of cancer at the premature age of fifty-four. Currently, they were making the monthly payments thanks to Marion’s salary as a trainee area sales manager of an insurance agency.

      “Well,” she said, staring into his peat-grey eyes, “How did you get on?”

      “£33,819 a year.”

      “Yay! You got it! I knew you would,” she kissed him and dragged him indoors by his lapels. “That must be about £3,000 a month. With your salary and mine, we’ll be comfortably off, darling, especially when I pass my exams.”

      “I’ll be making inroads into it straight away. I’m going to give you the Fiat. I’ll need a higher status vehicle.”

      “But I can’t drive, silly!”

      “Which is why we’ll book you into a driving school and I’ll take you out at weekends for the extra practice.”

      “I think I’ll be too anxious to make a decent driver—I’ll probably come home all red and sweaty! Coffee?”

      Often, things unspoken between a couple can contribute to the ease of their relationship. This was the case for Marion, who had never mentioned to Damian the episodes of domestic violence that had so conditioned her character up to the present day. Sooner or later, she would have to confide in him before a sudden panic attack betrayed her ingrained nervousness. She had to fight back her anxieties every time she saw a heavily tattooed male forearm. Even so, she would have had difficulty recognising how much her childhood experiences had determined her choice of spouse. Almost unconsciously, she had sought a gentle-natured partner, but with the strength of character to reassure her that she would be protected and loved. Damian eschewed tattoos and didn’t have one or a piercing anywhere on his skin. She also believed deeply that a relationship could not sustain ingrained secrets, so she would eventually unburden herself to him. Curiously, Damian shared the same sentiments: he needed to tell her about that dreadful day when he was four years old. He knew that Marion would understand and help him to forget. Would he be able to tell the complete truth about the Meyer incident, though?

      “Coffee?” penetrated his conscious mind.

      “Yes, please. We’ll sit down, and I’ll tell you all about my new job. I’m going to be based in Putney, specialising in High-End Residential design.”

      “My, that sounds important!”

      “Which is why I’ll need a more impressive vehicle. I’m too tall to get in and out of that Fiat!”

      “Whereas, it’d be ideal for your little squirt of a wife!”

      “Nobody insults my wife and gets away with it!” he growled in a dangerous voice, and they both laughed light-heartedly. They would have occasion to look back on that carefree moment of good humour with nostalgia.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          PUTNEY HEATH, SEPTEMBER 2023

        

      

    

    
      In keeping with his green views, Damian bought a brand-new Toyota Prius Prime, voted the most eco-friendly car of 2022. As he said to his approving wife, “I’ve committed to reducing carbon emissions by buying an eco-friendly vehicle. If only more people would do the same, we’d continue to improve the environment. Electric cars are the future, Marion, and they are here to stay. As consumers, we have the power to drive change by investing in brands like this and promoting sustainability. Now hop in, and we’ll drive to your office on Gracechurch Street: I want to be insured by my wife’s company. There’s a discount for a family member, surely.”

      She smiled at his fervent earnestness, but she loved him for the sincerity he brought into all aspects of his life. He watched the local birdlife for hours, loved wildflowers and knew all the species—on the whole, for her a tree was a tree—but he wouldn’t settle for her ignorance: “You’re right, it is an oak, darling, but what kind of oak? It’s a holm oak and the best way to tell…” She listened carefully, so that she could surprise him in a few days by pointing one out, or by passing one of his frequent improvised tests. She hated to disappoint him, but also genuinely basked in her increased knowledge of the world around her.

      Sometimes, though, he seemed more aware of the world than of his family. “I have to pick up Amelia from nursery school and get some groceries—unless you’re taking us to a fancy restaurant for dinner!”

      “Well, actually, I have bought a celebratory bottle of champagne. I thought we’d dine in tonight. Hop in,” he opened the passenger door for her. She breathed the unmistakable new car smell and cast an approving eye over the child booster seat he’d had installed.

      “It’s lovely, Damian, but you can drive me into the City tomorrow and explain how the electric motor works. It’s only a five-minute walk to collect Amelia from school along these pathways.”

      He loved nothing more than ambling along the walkways bordered by the low, looped green iron fencing. Ostentatiously, he pointed the remote key at the car, the locks snapping shut with a satisfying click. He took his wife’s hand and led her along the garden path onto the snaking walkway through the tall trees.

      Amelia’s teacher chatted amiably with Marion while the child showed off her father to some of her little friends who had not seen him before. As they strolled back towards home, Amelia took her parents’ hands to swing between them, chatting non-stop as they went.

      Damian pointed out a squirrel darting up a tree trunk and as they walked on, he thought how idyllic his life was with his little family: so happy, with their two cars and an eco-friendly house.

      He loved his new job and if he thought, immodestly, he was very good at convincing clients to sign the commitment to a Putney property. He had only been with the firm for five weeks and he had overseen the sale of four houses. It was no coincidence that all four had been designed by Alice Greenacre because he admired her work and spoke warmly and knowledgeably about it. His success at selling her projects endeared him to her, the most influential of the partners, although as yet, he knew nothing of the company undercurrents.

      The pessimistic streak in his generally optimistic nature insinuated that the idyll of his family life could not last forever. Of course, he’d been there before, as a three-year-old when everything seemed perfect until the day that his father used his heavy fists on his mother’s Madonna face.

      Life changes so quickly, all it takes is one cataclysmic moment for a horsehair to cede and the overhead sword to come plunging down. Wherever you look, within your extended family, your neighbours, acquaintances, colleagues, there are unlamented tales of suffering, most of them arriving as squalls out of the blue. That is why this life is biblically known as the Vale of Tears.

      Every Sunday, Damian encouraged his timorous wife to drive the Fiat locally. Her parents were just as encouraging, coming around to look after Amelia for the morning. Damian chose Putney Heath for her because there were authorised commons cycle routes, and more to the point, roads where cyclists were banned. Groups of cyclists can be a nightmare for learner drivers and the unconfident Marion was no exception. Damian drove as far as Putney Heath Road, where he had her adjust the driver’s seat better for her shorter legs. While she did this, he displayed the red L-plates and encouraged her as she pulled away with perfect clutch control, something he had concentrated on since her first kangarooing attempts.

      “Now, remember, mirror-signal-manoeuvre; we’re going to turn right into Wildcroft Road, there should be little or no traffic today.” He talked her through the gear changes and grunted approvingly as she engaged third gear smoothly.

      “Oh no!” Marion moaned as she peered ahead where the whole left lane was occupied by an anarchical group of Lycra-clad, helmeted cyclists. The first six were bunched together, swaying all over the road, laughing and obviously enjoying the freedom of the traffic-free road. Behind them and therefore directly in front of the Fiat was a middle-aged man dressed in a red outfit. Marion sounded her horn very gently, upon which, the man turned in his saddle, leered and raised the middle finger of his left hand. At this vulgar gesture, Marion wailed, “Well, honestly, there’s no need…” and she began to sob out of frustration and hurt. At the same moment, something inside Damian’s head snapped, as on the fateful Meyer day.

      “What the Devil! They aren’t permitted on this road and even if they were, they should be in single file on the left according to the Highway Code. By now he was in a full-scale rant and Marion trembled. She had never seen him so enraged—he seemed deranged as he spat, “Nobody’s getting away with making that gesture to my wife! The ignorant cretin! Pull up here, darling! Out! Take my seat!”

      “Oh no,” Marion grasped at his sleeve, but he tugged his arm free, “Calm down, Damian. Don’t do anything you’ll regret!”

      By now, he had released the handbrake and shot the Fiat forward, changing gears like a man possessed. Soon, he had the red-liveried target in his sights. Marion was convinced that her husband was about to ram him and knock him off his cycle, but Damian had another idea. Driving as intimidatingly close to the offensive cyclist as he dared, he pumped the windscreen wiper lever, sending an ill-directed jet of water behind him and all over the cyclist. He slowed the car to ten mph to follow the main group of cyclists, pressed the button to open his window to catch the cyclist’s reaction, which was a string of expletives of the most vulgar nature that no young woman should ever be within hearing distance of. In a second, Damian was out of the car and waiting for the cyclist to close the five yards to reach him, which he did, but stood up on his pedals, to drive the bike past the enraged motorist as fast as he could manage to join his waiting companions, many of whom were hurling abuse at the motorist whilst making vile gestures.

      “Come on, Damian, let’s turn around and go home. You can’t take on seven of them,” Marion begged.

      He had cooled down, and his only thought was for her, so he did a smart three-point turn and left the cyclists to their aggrieved obscenities. He didn’t express his thoughts because he didn’t want to upset her more than necessary. Good job we don’t live in America. Everyone has handguns there. If I’d had one today, I’d have shot that bastard in red. Instead, he said, “I’ve been meaning to adjust your windscreen water jet for some time. All it needs is a pin in the hole to move the ball a fraction. I had noticed that you were spraying more into the air than onto the windscreen. That’s why he was so annoyed, I’d found a payback without losing the moral high ground. He-hee! He got a good soaking, that’s for sure!”

      To cheer her up, he drove her to a small confectionery he had discovered once while out and about. Marion had fun selecting an assorted tray of cakes, imagining which her parents and Amelia would prefer. She would put some aside to go with the champagne when they were alone again.

      Back in the car, she said, “I can’t believe anyone would deliberately behave like that to another road user. He could see by my L-plate that I’m a beginner.”

      “Give it no more thought, darling. Some cyclists are real gentlemen who bring discipline to their outings. Then again, there are others like him, who feel entitled because they don’t pollute. They think they own the roads and group all motorists into the same category of uncaring-towards-cyclists road hogs.”

      “Damian, park over there before we reach home. I want to talk to you seriously.” He looked at her curiously but obeyed.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      “Back there, you know, Damian, I’m not criticizing, but you really lost it! Sure, you came up with a brilliant solution and thank God you did. I’ve never seen you so angry. I was frightened about what you might do. Good job you didn’t have a weapon.”

      “I think I’ll buy a baseball bat and keep it in the boot,” he smirked.

      “I’m not joking, Damian! I was frightened. There’s something you should know about me.” She went on to tell him about the many beatings she had seen her father give her mother.

      “Your father wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

      “Damian! Eric isn’t my father, he’s my stepfather, and you’re right. After the divorce, Mum found the opposite of my dad: a gentle, patient, and empathic man. I didn’t want to keep any secrets from you, Damian.”

      “Did your father ever strike you, darling?”

      “Only once, when I tried to pull him off Mum. He punched my ear, and the ringing kept me off school for three days.”

      What better time than this? Damian told his wife about what he had seen when he was four and managed to confess the Meyer incident in all its brutality.

      She cuddled up to him and, gazing into his attractive peaty-grey eyes, she murmured, “I can understand you. Do you know how I felt with that cyclist? If I’d got near him, I think I’d have tried to scratch his eyes out. I was that angry!”

      “My first instinct was to run him down, but good sense suddenly entered my head. What bothers me, Marion, is that I don’t know what I’m capable of, and I don’t want to be like my dad. I’d never hurt you or Amelia; I’m sure of that.”

      “I know you wouldn’t, but I can understand you. I’d never lose it with you or Amelia, either. I suppose we were meant for each other, darling.” They kissed and buried their darkest emotions in the depths to which they had been consigned for years. Or, at least they thought they did, but then they could not anticipate or account for the obscure, elliptical way that threats move from the background to the foreground of reality.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          PUTNEY HEATH, AND NEW SCOTLAND YARD, WESTMINSTER, OCTOBER, 2023

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes resentment can fester and emerge as a sore requiring curative action, which may not be immediate, but carefully premeditated, as in this case. Over several weeks, the killer carried out a careful reconnaissance of the Putney Heath roads, noting times and appearances of certain cyclists. A pair of folding binoculars, such as those used at sporting events, enabled them to maintain observation without being seen themselves. Occasionally, the assassin would jot a note with the precise time in a small blue-covered notebook.

      The main subject of interest to the would-be killer was a middle-aged cyclist, who wore a red Lycra costume and had no suspicion whatsoever of being targeted. If he had, he would not have blithely followed the same routine when departing Putney Heath. Every time, he took the A3 northbound, regardless of the heavy traffic; instead of taking minor roads, which was typical of the personage’s arrogance, the killer thought. They intended to teach him and his ilk an unforgettable lesson.

      The soon-to-be-assassin turned off the A3 into the MFC Esso Robin Hood North petrol station and parked on the forecourt to take frantic notes regarding the exact location and the positioning required to perpetrate the crime. Satisfied, they drove away back home, and as expected, found the house empty. There would just be time to ascertain their suspicion with Google Earth that the Coombe Lane Flyover effectively created a blind spot for the ubiquitous CCTV cameras. If their new vocation were to be as thrilling and effective as they hoped—to the extent of changing cyclists’ mentalities—they would need to get off to an undetected start in the series of killings. The thought thrilled them and, mentally, the killer pencilled in Tuesday, 3 October at lunchtime for the appointment with Death. They chuckled to themselves and pulled away back down the A3, but southbound this time. At home, several clicks of the mouse and the street-level view clearly revealed what they wanted to be certain of: that this was the ideal spot for a fatal accident to go undetected by prying cameras.

      So, place and time were established. All that was needed was for the Lycra-clad lout to maintain his habitual journey. Two more days, just two more days! The killer gloated.

      They ran through the mechanics of the killing. It wouldn’t be easy to force the cyclist into the position on the road necessary for the fatal manoeuvre to be enacted. Once they had him in the required position, it would only take a well-timed nudge to topple him. The geometry of the operation exercised the killer’s mind to the exclusion of everything else for forty-eight hours.

      Yet, in reality, it was so simple—they should have known—the answer lay in the truculent character of the victim, the architect of his own downfall. As the driver sighted the red-clad figure riding ahead on his expensive alloy bicycle, their heart rate began to accelerate wildly. They took an accurate bearing with remembered landmarks and sped up the road, overtaking two vehicles before positioning the car close behind the cyclist. As if sensing the hostile presence of the following vehicle, Colin Grimes reverted to type, turning on his saddle, smirking at the driver, and deliberately swinging into the centre of the lane to make the motorist behind nervous. Little did the cyclist realise that he had played ideally into the hands of his executioner, for this was the precise position in the road required by the killer. They pressed down hard on the cam jammer button, pointing it at the cyclist’s helmet—one really ought to invest in one’s career! Ah! Here’s the Coombe Lane Flyover! The car leapt forward in response to a heavy foot on the accelerator, and the right wing of the bonnet nudged the cyclist’s pumping left thigh. The impact sent the cyclist sprawling into the middle lane, directly into the path of an oncoming, fast-moving, silver-grey Mercedes Class C.

      The killer did not bother to look to their right to admire their handiwork; instead, they increased velocity and ignored the pandemonium of car horns and screeching brakes that erupted. For all the world, an innocent, uninvolved road user, the assassin proceeded to the next turn-off to find a suitable parking spot to allow their pumping adrenaline to calm. Also, they wanted to check for any tell-tale damage to the right wing of their vehicle. As suspected, there was none, not even a dent since the minor collision was a glancing blow delivered to human flesh.

      The killer’s mouth compressed into a wry smile when they heard the sirens: police and ambulance. They could hardly credit it. The murder had been so easy, true, meticulously planned, and everything had been smoothly carried out, but if they had to admit it, taking a human life was far easier than expected, and although it was too soon to say, easy enough to live with. Also, they had not fully savoured the godlike power that killing bestowed on the murderer; even so, the taste for planning and committing the next one was already germinating in their head.

      Right now, it was urgent to drive slowly away from the scene of the crime, avoiding the A3 with all the disruption to traffic flow caused by the accident. Home, and a nice relaxing cup of coffee was the order of the day before more mundane routine replaced the Olympian heights they had achieved.

      Back home, in the kitchen, and sitting in their favourite armchair, the killer pointed the remote at the television and selected Sky News. The dulcet voice of a female presenter announced,

      “A 48-year-old man has died after a crash in the early afternoon after he was left trapped under a car following an accident. It is estimated that the A3 northbound will be closed for more than eight hours, until about ten o’clock in the evening, as accident investigation work is taking place in South London. Motorists intending to use the A3 northbound are advised to find an alternative route.” The killer smiled at the disruption they had caused, but as they saw it, only one person was responsible—the 48-year-old cyclist, who should have chosen smarter coexistence with other traffic users as a way of life. The TV presenter continued: “A Met Police spokesperson told Sky News: ‘Police were called to the A3 at 1:44 pm on Tuesday, October 3, to reports of an injured cyclist. Officers attended along with paramedics from the London Ambulance Service (LAS). A Mercedes car was found to have been involved in a collision with a cyclist, who was trapped under the car. Despite the efforts of emergency services, the biker, a 48-year-old man, died at the scene. Enquiries are ongoing to notify his next of kin. The car driver stopped at the scene and is helping police with their enquiries. A scene has been put in place and the road has been closed. We’ll bring you further details just as soon as we have them.’

      The killer heard that ‘according to the traffic monitoring website Inrix, the A3 Northbound had queuing traffic due to accident investigation work from A298 (Shannon Corner) to the Coombe Lane Flyover. There was congestion to New Malden, back past Malden Junction. Also queues through Worcester Park to the Fountain roundabout in New Malden, and heavy on main routes via Kingston. This stretch of road should be reopened by late evening.’

      The killer was disappointed as the TV cameras had concentrated more on the traffic build-up and shown nothing of the dead body. A glimpse of a blanket over a corpse, a pool of blood, some damage to the front of the Mercedes, and that was it. The killer made a silent vow, next time out, they would hang around to obtain some satisfaction from the deed, maybe snap some photos to gloat over.
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        * * *

      

      DCIs Vance and Shepherd discussed the accident on the A3. He said, “What kind of insanity drives a family man to go pedalling along a busy artery like the A3?”

      “It’s perfectly legal, Jacob,” the sapphire blue eyes challenged him. Ever since her return from Iran, her last case, Brittany Shepherd had unnerved him with her self-assurance, undoubtedly stoked by the plaudits received for resolving the Thames-Tigris case with a minimum of repercussions in terms of bloodshed and international relations. He would never know what murkiness she had navigated with MI6 to achieve her success, and he was not sure he wanted to. Was he getting old and nostalgic for times past when he had been a DI and she his partner, DS Shepherd? Now they were equals, and she meant him to know it. He wouldn’t let rank interfere with the best working relationship of his career and a friendship that went way beyond policing—he was, after all, her husband’s best man.

      The eyes softened and the oval face displayed her usual friendly smile, “The only stretch of the A3 cyclists are not allowed to travel along since they are explicitly excluded, is through the Hindhead Tunnel.”

      He relaxed and smiled back, “I know that, but what I’m trying to say is that the problem with roads such as the A3 is that it has similar conditions to a motorway with three lanes and the same speed limit. So why do these guys imagine they are suitable for cycling? I think it’s asking for trouble, and I’d ban them from A roads altogether.”

      “Maybe when you’re Prime Minister, Jake.”

      “Aw, shut up, Wonder Woman! The way your career is rocketing, you’ll beat me to Number 10. Not that investigating a road accident is at your level these days.”

      “Don’t you find it odd, Jake, that an experienced cyclist pedalling along the A3 suddenly loses control of his bike and falls to his death under a Mercedes?”

      “Nope.”

      “Nope? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “We have to wait for the autopsy and the scientific report. He was no youngster. He might have had a heart attack, or there again, there might have been oil on the road.”

      “Or it might be a hit-and-run case. Some motorists hate cyclists,” she said, “as I recall, you’re none too fond of them yourself, Jacob Vance!”

      “Well, I wouldn’t tar everyone with the same brush, Brittany. For instance, I’ve always said a good female driver, like you,” he grinned, “is far better than any male counterpart.”

      “That’s only because you’re a lazy erk and wanted me as a driver at your beck and call!”

      “Going back to the regrettable A3 accident,” he defused a potential clash, “I doubt very much that it’ll be passed our way. I, for one, though, am fed up with cases with international implications. Although,” he said shrewdly, “They’ll become more common in a cosmopolitan city like London.”

      “I’m in no hurry to go winging back to Tehran, old friend. Not even for a holiday, give me Rhodes or Mykonos, any day!”

      Their cheerful banter continued until Vance’s desk phone leapt to life with its absurdly high ringtone, assailing Brittany’s ears. She pressed a hand against her chest. “One day, you’ll come into work and find that relic missing,” she glared balefully at the phone, which he refused to exchange for a modern model, while stubbornly refusing to lower the ringer volume. At the very least, she snarled to herself, his office door should bear a notice warning cardiopathy patients not to enter.

      Vance put the offending handset onto its cradle and smiled at Shepherd. “Another intuitive female! That was Sabrina,” he referred to Dr Sabrina Markham, in charge of the Met Scientific Department, about the road killing. “She insists her team found no reason for the cyclist to lose control of his bike. The road surface was dry and free of potholes and extraneous material prone to being a hazard. Like you, she seems to think that the circumstances are suspicious.”

      “Well, Jake, you were the first to teach me that in our work, there are no such things as coincidences. You will note that the flyover covers the A3 where the incident occurred. If it was due to a third party deliberately ramming the victim, it won’t be on CCTV.”

      “Mmm, fair point, fair maiden! Also, Sabrina has been in touch with our favourite Cornishman, Dr Tremethyk, who ascribes the cause of death to a crushed cranium, despite the helmet. Death was instantaneous. He found a curious anomaly on the corpse. All abrasions and broken bones were compatible with being struck by a fast-moving vehicle, except for bruising to the left thigh, no more than a red mark under the skin, therefore, inflicted only shortly before the fall.”

      “There you are, Jake! I was right, it was a hit-and-run job!” Shepherd crowed.

      “What makes that more likely is that the helmet camera footage had been deliberately jammed. Of course, the camera is a write-off.”

      Shepherd whistled between her teeth. “Not an accident! Murder!”

      “Sorry to spoil your day, my dear, but it’s not our case. DI Tutor of the Met Traffic Department is in charge of the case.”

      “Ah, Martyn Tutor, he’s a competent officer. I think I’ll stroll down to his department later on to discuss the case.”

      Vance groaned and put his head in his hands as she strolled out of his office. There was no doubting Shepherd’s famous intuition, but the case might just be due to a momentary distraction, like lighting a cigarette or tuning a radio. Both lapses constituted dangerous driving but would fall under manslaughter, not murder. The only way this case would come to them would be if a serial killer was involved, and he fervently hoped not; otherwise, London’s army of cyclists was in peril.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          PUTNEY HEATH, OCTOBER 2023

        

      

    

    
      DI Tutor enjoyed a splendid reputation among his Metropolitan Police colleagues, for which he was modestly grateful. He tended to snappiness whenever superlatives were used about him in his presence. “Nonsense, nothing brilliant about it! It’s just a question of following protocol, being dogged and systematic.” His strong jawline and close-cropped blond hair made him the ideal poster boy for the British National Party. Nothing could have been more misleading; however, an intimidatory presence can be a double-edged sword when attempting to extract information, according to the nature of the person being questioned.

      Tutor’s adherence to correct procedure very quickly took him away from what he increasingly believed was a crime scene on the A3 to the deceased cyclist’s regular recreational haunts on Putney Heath. It was easy to find Colin Grimes’ house and explain to his widow, Sheila, that he was working on a homicide case. Deeply disturbed, still, the grieving woman supplied the experienced police officer with the information he needed.

      He waited until Sunday morning, then drove to Putney Heath in search of Colin’s regular weekend biking companions. It was a pleasant sunny morning, so they were out in force, and Tutor had no trouble finding a collaborator. As soon as word spread that Colin’s death was no accident, the cyclists thronged around the detective’s vehicle, many airing their grievances about selfish motorists. None of this was of interest to the police officer, who was on the point of departing when a close friend of Colin’s—they worked in the same period furniture reproduction company as turners—spoke up. “Colin is a great loss, officer. I’ve never seen a lathe worker with such skill. If someone did for him, it’s not right; he was one of the nicest people you could hope to meet.” Then he stopped, frowned, and chuckled. “Except...”

      Tutor was on it like a flash. “Except?”

      “Yeah, I was going to say one of the nicest guys except where motorists were concerned. You see, Colin had been knocked off his bike twice, to my knowledge. From what he said, neither time was his fault, and on one of these occasions, he’d got into a fight and ended up with a broken jaw. So, Colin had no time for motorists, which brings me to what I wanted to tell you.”

      “Hang on, sir, you don’t happen to have the names of those two motorists who knocked your mate off his bike?”

      Melvyn’s brow creased in a frown. “No, but I think I can get them for you, Detective. Give me a couple of days.”

      “Good man! Here’s my card. Call the mobile number anytime you like. Even the smallest, seemingly unimportant detail can sometimes prove to be a game-changer. Hit-and-run drivers are the pits.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      “Now, what was it you wanted to tell me?”

      Melvyn quickly explained what had happened on Wildcroft Road a few Sundays before when Colin had an altercation with a learner driver in a white Fiat 500 and the man accompanying her. “I don’t really blame the bloke for spraying him with windscreen water. I mean, Col could be pretty provocative sometimes.”

      “You were all in the wrong, actually,” Tutor snapped. “At the end of Wildcroft Road, there’s a sign clearly designating that street as prohibited to cyclists.”

      “Yeah, but come on, Officer, Sunday morning, not a car in sight. It would have been safe enough for a child on a tricycle.”

      “Be that as it may, you guys should understand that the law is the law. You can’t hope for respect from motorists if you don’t play by the rules. Now, did your mate and the learner’s passenger get into an argument?”

      “They didn’t come to blows, but Colin used language unsuitable for the young woman’s ears. If I’d been that bloke, I’d have wanted to give him a good thrashing.”

      “Now, very important this,” Tutor’s pale blue eyes bored into Melvyn’s as if talk of thrashing another had provoked the bulldog-like cop. “I steer clear of trouble me,” Mervyn hastily muttered. “Yeah?”

      “As far as you know, did Colin and the white Fiat meet up again?”

      Melvyn Maguire shook his head, “Not as far as I know. You can be sure he would have told me at work if he had. Kept nothing back, our Col and he liked to play the hard man if you know what I mean?”

      “I know the type. Inform me if you come across the Fiat on your outings and get me those names, Mr Maguire. You’ve been a great help and, oh, make sure you and your mates keep off Wildcroft Road, there are plenty of authorised cycle routes on adjoining roads.”

      “I’ll tell the lads, Officer. Just get the bastard who killed my best mate.”

      “We’ll do our best, rest assured.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that same evening, the killer, who had been paying careful attention to the latest updates about the A3 accident, realised that the police were treating the circumstances as suspicious. Also, the police now knew the identity of the deceased cyclist, so, reasoned the four-wheeled assassin, it was only a matter of time before they learnt of the altercation on Wildcroft Road and began to look for a young couple with a white Fiat 500, living in the Putney area. No difficult task for the police then, so it was time for a distraction to throw them off their scent.

      With this plan in mind, the killer waited until the early hours of the morning until certain that the rest of the family was sound asleep, sneaked out of the house, obscured the front number plate until it was illegible and, straightening their woollen hat, clutching the Toyota key, drove silently on electric charge out of the estate, changing to petrol-propelled once on the main road. With careful deliberation, the murderer made for the A3, hoping to catch a late-night cyclist on the road.

      It is a bad idea to ride on a busy A road in broad daylight, at night, it is risky and, in this case, to the driver’s satisfaction, downright illegal. The Hindhead Tunnel is prohibited to cyclists 24/7, so when the driver’s headlights picked out the unmistakable figure of a cyclist pedalling defiantly through the tunnel, no doubt hoping not to encounter a police traffic control vehicle, feeling justified, they accelerated considerably and soon reached the cyclist at high speed. A lorry was coming in the opposite direction and in a moment of intuition, the assassin switched to full beam, momentarily blinding the lorry driver. As the killer neared the cyclist’s rear wheel, ready to overtake, they reached across, flung open the 65 kg passenger-side door, which swung open wide on well-oiled hinges and scythed the cyclist violently to the ground.

      Losing the perfect driving line, previously followed, the killer switched off the beam and veered like a drunken driver as they leant across to pull the door shut. It closed sufficiently to stay closed but clearly all was not well with it. Heaven only knows what damage I’ve inflicted on this beautiful new vehicle. Glancing in the rear-view mirror, in the gloom of the tunnel, the driver could not distinguish whether the cyclist was dead. The time of night, about 3:05 am, meant that traffic was light and there was no following vehicle yet to illuminate the victim. The CCTV was, however, working at the tunnel exit. The driver had the presence of mind to cover their eyes and nose with a shielding hand, this subterfuge along with the beanie hat, and previously obscured number plate, should be sufficient to mask their identity.

      As soon as possible, leaving the A3 for minor roads seemed sensible, so the killer turned off left and took the third exit of a roundabout. Preoccupied by the damage to the car door, pulling into a lay-by, they used their smartphone torch to gaze horrified at the incriminating dents, gashes, and scratches. Then ordered the phone’s artificial intelligence: “Ehi, Siri! Find me the phone number and address of a large Toyota dealer in Enfield.”

      It was still nighttime and the killer had to wait until 7:30 am for a staff member to unlock the main gate. To the man’s surprise, the driver asked to be admitted on a matter of urgency. The assassin’s sharp brain had wrestled with the various problems that might arise from their request, so decided that a mixture of honesty and downright lies was the best policy.

      The killer therefore made it clear that their request was based on illegality. The chances of finding a bent operator in such a reputable dealer were almost non-existent—almost, not entirely, for money can be persuasive.

      After listening attentively, the warehouseman-cum-mechanic hissed: “Come on, we’ll have to move fast. Look here, it’ll have to be a cash-only deal. I don’t want this job traced.”

      “Me neither. It’s a deal.”

      “Yeah? £800 and your car is as good as new.”

      “That much?”

      “It’s a fair price under special circumstances.”

      “I suppose so. It’s agreed!” The killer could barely make out the sturdily-built man’s features in the semi-darkness of the early post-dawn breaking light.

      “The staff will be here in half an hour. Help me load up a new door from the store. Good job your car is black, I won’t need to spray it. We’ve got Midnight Black Metallic in stock—it’s the most popular choice for this model. You can drive me round to my brother’s workshop near here. I can get it all done in two hours and you’ll be on your way.”

      Soon he locked the gates and the killer drove away, following instructions, except that at one point they pulled up outside a bank. “Well, I don’t usually carry £800 on my person.”

      The storeman laughed and watched carefully from the distance of the parked vehicle. This blighter’s in trouble alright. I wonder what’s being covered up. Still, I don’t expect the police will trace us to Bert’s workshop. If it all goes pear-shaped, the worst that can happen is that they nick me as an accomplice. £800 makes the risk worthwhile. As the killer resumed their position behind the wheel, he said: “Here, whatever happens, swear you won’t reveal my part in this to the police or the location of the workshop.”

      The killer laughed, it was an unsettlingly harsh sound, “It’s not in my interests, so don’t worry. Let’s get a move on.”

      Thirty minutes later, the self-taught mechanic was using electric tools to unbolt the damaged door and struggling with his brother’s help to hoist the 65-kilo steel frame clear of its housing. Rapidly, the brothers hacked away the cardboard packing from the new door and, together, they lifted it carefully into position. More electrical bolting, joining of electric contacts and repositioning of plastic panels with satisfying clicks and scarcely ninety minutes had passed. Bert insisted on testing the electrics to prove that his contacts had been correctly aligned by raising and lowering the passenger door window. Then, gleefully used the remote key to lock and unlock the doors, including the nearside door in question. “There! As good as new!”

      The killer handed over the £800 willingly and said threateningly, “Not a word to anyone about this. You’ve never seen me, right?”

      “Don’t worry about that, we do loads of not strictly legal work. Provides for a decent lifestyle, eh, Bert?” The brothers laughed in unison.

      Bert followed the killer’s eyes to the mangled passenger door on the floor. “Don’t worry about that, I’ll cut it up and dump the pieces this afternoon. Gone without a trace, pouf!” He made a magician’s gesture with his fingers and chuckled. His brother counted the money, setting aside £300. “Your share, bro. Here, can you give me a lift back to work?” he asked the killer.

      “Not likely! I saw the CCTV cameras outside your place. If the police check the video, I want them to see as little of my car as possible. I’ll leave you on Lincoln Road and you can walk from there.”

      “Fair enough. You were lucky; the cameras switch off automatically at dawn. If we’d loaded the door into your car even ten minutes earlier, it would have been captured on film. You were also fortunate we didn’t need to spray the door; it’d have been a long job—a couple of days minimum.”

      They chatted idly until the storeman returned to his job, probably working out an explanation for being late. That was also on the killer’s mind. They rang their partner and explained the absence from home, also of the Toyota. The mixture of honesty and downright lies, so successful with the warehouseman and his brother, could have no place in their relationship. They would get through this together and emerge even stronger! The killer’s laugh stifled at the thought of modern scientific policing methods. With this in mind, they drove to a nearby industrial estate and found an automatic car wash. The killer fed coins into the machine and selected the two-step washing. This meant using two different soaps in two stages. Done thoroughly, the dirt and grime sticking to the surface caused by static electricity is eliminated by the breaking of that static bond. Fingerprints could not survive this treatment, either. No other user observed the killer’s procedure, which would have aroused suspicion because nobody obsessively cleans only one door. It is normal to wash the whole vehicle. In this case, the only other part of the vehicle to be cleansed was the front number plate.

      The killer phoned home again, “Put the kettle on, darling, I’ll be home in a quarter of an hour.”

      “Marion! I’ve been so worried about you. I’ll be late in for work today,” Damian said peevishly. “I took Amelia to school. Where have you been?”

      “I’ll explain everything as soon as I get home.”

      She spent the rest of the short trip to Putney thinking about any possible mistakes she might have made to leave the police clues. The tunnel’s CCTV would reveal the make and model of the car, but nothing more; instead, she needed the brothers to cover for her, and that might prove to be a weak link, but although she had been tempted to use a heavy wrench on them to ensure their silence, I’m not a cold-blooded killer, she smirked, convinced she was right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

          THE FITZHUGH ESTATE, PUTNEY, WANDSWORTH

        

      

    

    
      DI Tutor and his team crowded around the computer screen to study the night-time footage of the CCTV focused on the tunnel mouth. The CMO had given the time of death at approximately 3 am, so they started the tracking at 2.45. At 2.55, DS Rodgers called out, “Freeze!” The computer operator halted the video and Tutor turned to his sergeant, “Got an idea, Roy?” Of course, the sergeant’s name wasn’t Roy Rodgers, like the famous cowboy of the silver screen, but Martin Rodgers.

      “Several, actually, sir. It’s specifically thanks to lorries using the tunnel that cycling is prohibited. The air displacement caused by a swift-moving lorry can cause a destabilising vacuum effect capable of sucking a cyclist under its wheels.” He stared defiantly at his incredulous colleagues, “Yeah, I know that this wasn’t the case from the CMO’s report, but,” he took a pencil from the desk and jotted down the lorry’s rear number plate, “We can trace the driver and find out whether he can help us in our inquiries.”

      “Good thinking, Roy! I’ll leave you to find that lorry driver.”

      “The name’s Martin, sir.”

      “The lorry driver’s?”

      “No, mine, sir.”

      “Oh, come on Roy. You can’t just go changing names every five minutes. Everyone knows you as Roy.”

      DS Rodgers muttered something incomprehensible and marched away to find the lorry driver. His colleagues all sniggered, nobody wished to offend the sarge by guffawing.

      “Move it along!” Tutor ordered, followed by the inevitable “freeze!” moments later. The footage halted with silvery zig-zag lines obscuring the image. Tutor swore, but a tap on the keyboard brought the image back.

      “That’s the killer’s car, sir,” DC Burns offered.

      “How can you be sure, constable?”

      “Well, sir, the time is right and look at the number plate.”

      “There is no number plate—ah, good point! Let’s see what we can gain from this.”

      “It’s a Toyota hybrid, sir. The latest version of the Prius Prime and it looks like it’s a black model.”

      “It’s our killer alright. They’ve gone to some trouble to hide their identity. Look, head covered and bowed, hand raised and number plate obscured. This crime was premeditated and I’m no believer in coincidences; it’s the second cyclist death on the A3 in the last seventy-two hours. Gentlemen, it looks like we’re dealing with a maniac with a grudge against cyclists. Forward slowly! Damn! We can’t see the passenger side of the vehicle from this angle. No damage apparent on the driver’s side, as you’d expect. Take it back, we’ll watch it all again, eyes wide open!”

      They watched it another six times but could glean no further scrap of evidence. So, Tutor gathered his team around a white board and wrote down everything they knew.

      “The only concrete evidence we have is the car make, model, and colour. We can assume that the cause of death of twenty-nine-year-old cyclist Stuart Foxton was a deliberate dooring by the Toyota driver. Mr. Foxton was on his way home from a shift at the Happy Bite restaurant several miles back on the A3, where he worked as a cook. He took this route every night according to his unmarried sister. That makes me think that our killer knew Foxton’s routine well enough to plan the murder. It suggests a Toyota owner in the Foxtons’ neighbourhood. In any case, the Toyota is our starting point. You can’t have a collision with that impact without any damage to the passenger door. I want every Toyota dealer in Greater London contacted to see if a damaged black vehicle emerges in need of repair to its front nearside door. Check out the staff at the Happy Bite to see whether anyone has noticed suspicious behaviour involving a black Toyota.
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        * * *

      

      Marion flung herself into Damian’s arms, wailing, “I’m a monster! I’ve ruined everything.”

      “Hush! You’ll disturb the whole neighbourhood.” He hugged her to his chest, kissed her hair and said, “Calm down and tell me what’s upsetting you.”

      “I’m a devil,” she moaned, “I’ve thrown everything away.”

      “Sweetheart, you’re not making sense. Just wait there while I phone into work. I’m not leaving you alone like this.”

      At his gentle words, her face contorted and she was racked by sobs. Damian gazed anxiously at his wife and hurriedly explained his absence from work by saying his wife was unwell, although he didn’t have a clue what was bothering her. He made a pot of tea and sat opposite, gently trying to relax her.

      “What’s all this nonsense about being a monster. Nobody could be a sweeter mother and wife—more like an angel.”

      “Yeah, the Angel of Death!” she said bitterly. “Oh, Damian, how can you love a murderer, and how can I bring up our daughter with the fear that her mother will end up in prison?”

      “What are you talking about, Marion?”

      She explained about stalking the cyclist who had been so rude to him and knocking him under a Mercedes on the A3. “I did it with the Fiat. It was so easy, Damian.”

      “Tell me about it in detail.” He sat forward in his chair, and his eyes shone. Damn, if I were half a man, I’d have done this myself instead of letting Marion get into such a state. He drank in every detail, for the truth was, he admired her for her action and got a vicarious thrill from the killing.

      “But I realised, my love,” her voice trembled, “that the police would soon get onto his cronies, and before long, they’d trace the newly licensed Fiat driver. That’s why I decided to throw them off my scent, so…” She explained about taking the Toyota in the night and detailed all the events until her return. He had her repeat the dooring of the cyclist, and she saw the enthusiasm in his eyes and began to relax for the first time as she recognised a kindred spirit in her husband. Until now, she had been concerned about losing all that was dear to her, but perhaps, after all, she had gained his admiration and support. The latter took an immediate practical turn as he listened to the tale of the door replacement and how she had washed away tell-tale signs at the car wash.

      “No, no, no!” He leapt to his feet and hurried out to the Toyota. He opened the nearside door and slammed it closed three times. Had she watched more attentively, Marion would have been less perplexed because he slammed the car door in the most natural way, touching the door and window but not the handle, leaving his dabs everywhere. Then he sat behind the steering wheel, “Pass me a cloth, pet.” He wiped the wheel thoroughly then grasped it in the classic ten-to-two position. “When the police come, tell them that you have never driven this vehicle,” he said, as he turned his attention to wiping her prints off the gear lever and the hand brake, substituting them for his.

      His remaining task was to mix mud from the flower bed with a little water and to splash the murky water across the front number plate. “I must have driven through a puddle,” he chuckled.

      She linked her arm under his, “We make a good team, don’t we?”

      “I think that together we can outwit the Old Bill.”
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        * * *

      

      There was little wrong with the wits of DI Tutor’s team. Although the delinquent warehouseman had covered his tracks exceedingly well by ‘cooking’ the computer programs that listed parts in stock, when they scrutinised them, there was no trace of a missing midnight black nearside door. A seasoned small-time crook, he gave the police no grounds for suspicion and, therefore, no cause to examine the CCTV footage covering the firm’s entrance.

      Instead, another Toyota dealer furnished them with the names and addresses of recent Prius Prime purchasers. When Tutor placed this shortish list of names against an equally short list of recent drivers passing their driving test in the area, he was startled to get a match that could not be a coincidence.

      “Come on, Roy, you’re driving us over to Putney.” With understated triumph—he was too experienced to let a first breakthrough go to his head—Tutor explained that they had suspects on this, only the second day of their inquiries.

      “Well, I’ll go to Putney on a pig!”

      “No. Far better in a squad car. Earlsfield is a posh part of town, and what could be better for unsettling our suspects than presenting the neighbours with a police car. So, let’s be on our way to Fitzhugh Grove,” the detective said with the air of a man rubbing his hands with glee.

      He explained that ‘his lads’ had discovered that Mr Damian Devenish was an up-and-coming architect in the area, who happened to own a brand-new midnight black Toyota Prius Prime.

      “You can’t door a cyclist, boss, without significant damage to the vehicle; in this case, the nearside door.”

      “I had expected to hear of the sale of a replacement door by Toyota, but our lads have drawn a blank there. Maybe he’s saving money with a repair and respray job. But as I always say, let’s keep an open mind. Mr and Mrs Devenish might be extraneous to our case.” But he didn’t sound convinced.

      The melodious door chimes were what he expected of a house in this area. “Mrs Devenish?” he asked of the woman holding a little girl by the hand as she opened the door.

      “Yes,” she studied his warrant card.

      “May we come in?” He introduced his colleague, “This is Detective Sergeant Rodgers.”

      “Ma’am.”

      “Is your husband at home, Madam?”

      “Is everything alright, Detective Inspector? Damian isn’t in any trouble, is he?” she gasped anxiously.

      “We have some routine questions in the course of an ongoing investigation. We hope that you can help us.”

      “But…”

      Tutor studied the pretty face. She was flustered, but that was to be expected. “My husband is in his study; shall I fetch him down, or would you prefer to go upstairs?” Tutor appraised her, that was more like the brisk, efficient insurance broker he was expecting. “Maybe we could talk here, in the lounge, congratulations on your good taste, madam.” He smiled to reassure her. Would she bring him straight downstairs, or would they have a whispered confabulation? The answer to this would help clear his thoughts.

      She gained credibility by returning immediately, followed by a dapper young man in a quilted smoking jacket and a silk cravat at his neck. He greeted the officers with the confidence one would expect of a successful architect.

      “Good evening, sir. Mr Devenish, isn’t it?”

      “That’s right.”

      Again, Tutor and Rodgers displayed their warrant cards. “We’re investigating a recent case of hit and run driving involving a cyclist, sir. Can you both account for your movements between eleven pm last night and nine am this morning?”

      “Good heavens! Surely, you don’t think⁠—”

      “I don’t think anything, sir. Please answer the question.”

      “Pardon me, Officer, of course. It’s easy. My wife and I went to bed as usual at eleven o’clock and slept until seven o’clock. Marion woke with a migraine, she’s an occasional sufferer, so I roused our daughter, Amelia, took her to the bathroom, got her dressed, and made breakfast for us all. Then I phoned into work to tell them I wouldn’t be in today because Marion was unwell. I took Amelia to nursery school, it’s a short walk across the estate and that almost takes me to nine o’clock.

      “Can anyone confirm your alibi, sir?”

      “Alibi? Good heavens! Surely, we’re not suspects! Marion and I were in bed as I said, weren’t we, darling? Confirm to the officers that neither of us left the house last night.”

      “It’s the truth, Detective Inspector,” she said confidently.

      “These migraines... do you have them often? Do they come about from stress?”

      She looked taken aback, and he was sure she was too wily not to realise his implications.

      “Not really, it’s my eyes.” He gazed into her pretty teal-blue eyes, “Apparently green eyes and my shade of blue are especially prone to photophobia. Sometimes, it can be an unexpected glare to trigger it. If my eyes are a bit tired, it can happen more frequently. When it happens, I have to lie down in a darkened room until the flashing lights disappear. But no, I’ve no reason to be stressed at the moment. Amelia’s a little angel, aren’t you, pet? As good as gold, Officer.” She turned her attention to the wide-eyed smiling child. “You can trust the police, darling, they are here to look after us. They help to keep us safe.”

      “Thank you, madam,” Tutor said gruffly.

      Devenish cut in, “Going back to my alibi. My company can confirm my call. Let’s see,” he scanned a smartphone screen, “it was made at 8.20 this morning. This one here,” he pointed to a number and the inspector took the mobile. He handed it to Rodgers, who made a note of the number. “And, there would have been several mums at the nursery school who noticed me with Amelia. It’s usually Marion who takes her, you see.”

      “Fine, sir, we’ll check them out in due course. Did you speak to any of the mums?”

      “I can’t remember, to be honest. If I did, it would just have been to say, Good morning.” He glanced guiltily towards his wife. Tutor smiled under his thin, greying moustache: Jealous wife syndrome!

      “You chatted with Cindy’s mummy, daddy!” Amelia added her evidence with an earnest expression.

      “Ah, you’re right, sweetie, so I did.”

      “That would be Mrs Baker, Officer. She’s very pretty,” Marion said sourly.

      “Ah-ha.” Tutor nodded to Rodgers. “Just one other thing, sir. I believe you recently acquired a black Toyota Prius Prime.”

      “About three weeks ago, but I’ve only driven it twice since taking delivery.”

      “Can you drive, madam?”

      “Oh yes! I passed my test last week.”

      “Have you driven your husband’s car?”

      “No, I have a Fiat 500 of my own.”

      “May we inspect the vehicles, sir?”

      “Naturally. They are in the garage. This way, please.”

      Devenish switched on a neon strip light, which flickered first before casting a cool white light over the vehicles. Tutor made straight for the nearside door of the Toyota and bent over, careful not to touch the vehicle, studied the surface, his nose so close it almost touched the bodywork. He straightened, grunted, and walked to the front of the vehicle. “That’s strange!” he said aloud, staring at the number plate. He bent down and inspected the muddy splash.

      “What’s strange?” Devenish bent beside him to look.

      “It’s that we haven’t had rain for weeks, but it looks like you found a puddle somewhere.

      This cop’s no fool! “I probably found a leaking tap somewhere, is it important?”

      “It was this model and colour of vehicle that ran down and killed a cyclist on the A3 last night. Hence our inquiries.

      “Oh, I see. Well, it wasn’t me or Marion as we explained before. In any case, I’m in favour of cyclists. My work obliges me, Officer, I promote energy-efficient technologies aimed at reducing consumption and emissions; eco-friendly construction methods to minimise waste and resource depletion and also, the creation of green spaces, fostering biodiversity to offer natural sanctuaries for residents.” He ran through his usual spiel and added, “that’s why I bought a hybrid vehicle.”

      “All very worthy, sir,” Tutor said and meant it.

      “So, I’m in favour of cyclists. They don’t pollute. In favour as long as they respect the Highway Code. I say! Was it the fact of my argument that brought you to interview us?”

      “What argument would that be, sir?”

      Devenish ran through the encounter with Colin Grimes two Sundays before.

      “You didn’t follow up on Mr Grimes in any way?”

      “Good Lord, no. He’s just a poor ignorant bully. Not worth my time.”

      “Was, sir. Mr Grimes was knocked off his bicycle on the A3 and sadly died of his injuries.”

      Devenish’s face fleetingly showed contrasting emotions, “I’m sorry to hear that, but I wonder how much he contributed to his own demise.”

      DI Tutor’s long experience of questioning suspects enabled him to decide whether one was truthful, or hiding the truth. He was certain that Devenish was confident of his own innocence; even so, he would not allow his subjective opinion to interfere with correct procedure.

      “Well, that’s about it for now, sir. You’ve both been very helpful. I have to ring our Scientific Department and they’ll take a quick look at your vehicle. It’s nothing to worry about, just the routine to eliminate you from our inquiries.”

      Back in their police car, the detectives exchanged opinions.

      “I don’t think they have anything to hide.”

      “No, he seems very protective of his wife. She struck me as fragile, unstable, maybe.”

      “Nah! Mrs Devenish is no different from your average young career woman with a family. A little overwrought by the amount of work she has to get through.”

      “There was a small dent on the offside wing of the Fiat, though.”

      “Bah! I can see a woman like her driving around the Fitzhugh Estate, but can you imagine her taking a busy road like the A3? She’s only just got her licence. Not likely, is it?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 6


          

          THE FITZHUGH ESTATE, PUTNEY, WANDSWORTH AND NEW SCOTLAND YARD

        

      

    

    
      Dr Sabrina Markham, known to her most perspicacious colleagues as the Remarkable Markham, since she was outstanding as Head of the Metropolitan Police Scientific Department, had a nagging misgiving about the Devenishes. On the face of it, they were the perfect normal couple, on the rise socially, and each of a pleasant disposition. Yet, Dr Markham knew that many a dark soul was hidden behind a pleasant countenance.

      Her persistent doubt centred upon the mud-spattered number plate. Damian Devenish’s explanation: “I admit that I deliberately dirtied it, not while driving, but here in the garden, because I thought the police would find a perfectly clean vehicle suspicious. You see, my work and my character, call for meticulousness. I have a new car, so I want to keep it pristine for as long as possible—that’s just me! With hindsight, it was stupid of me. Why should the police find an immaculate car suspicious? Spattering the garden mud wouldn’t fool a child, never mind scientific experts. It’s just served to focus suspicion on my motives. But honestly, ma’am, you can safely put it down to my fetish and not to any criminal intent.”

      At that moment, Markham was prepared to accept the wide-eyed frankness of the young man’s explanation. It had been easy to detect that the vehicle had not driven through a muddy puddle because the insides of the wheels were clean and the undercarriage likewise. She kept coming back to why he had gone to the trouble of mixing garden mud and water and splashing the number plate. His explanation of meticulousness might be acceptable, given his profession, but equally, it might have been an ill-thought-out attempt to deviate the police from the cleaning of incriminating prints elsewhere. Certainly, her squad had found nothing to implicate the vehicle or a driver in a murder. Nor could she write a subjective reservation in a report, so she was forced to give the Devenishes a ‘clean bill of health’.

      (SIX MONTHS LATER)

      Detective Inspector Tutor felt under pressure from his superiors. Two unsolved cyclist killings on the A3 blotted his copybook. His team had been hard at work using standard procedures: they had interrogated scores of people who regularly used the Happy Bite eatery and drawn a blank. Every Toyota dealer in Greater London and even beyond the confines in neighbouring counties had been checked for the sale of a spare nearside door; every known body shop in a radius of fifty miles from the crime scene had been checked, but it was as if the mysterious Toyota had simply evaporated or disappeared into a black hole. Unbeknown to the Devenishes, husband and wife had each been under close surveillance, but their daily schedules seemed flawless and each enjoyed an impeccable reputation among their colleagues.

      Tutor was at a loss and it was he who approached his chief Inspector, DCI Collins with the request to involve Scotland Yard.

      “It’s unlike you to relinquish any case, Martyn, never mind, kicking it upstairs!”

      “I’m sorry, sir, but it beats me. How can a double killer—and even that isn’t a certainty—disappear without trace as if volatilized into the ether?”

      “This case really is getting to you, Martyn. I can see that! Request granted. I have an assistant commissioner at the Yard who’s an old chum, specifically in the traffic department. Of course, you’ll have to liaise with an inspector from the crime squad, so prepare the documentation and throw in any hunches you might have, knowing you.” He raised an eyebrow and chuckled confidentially, then suddenly became serious, looking the inspector directly in the eye, “we really have to hope that there are no more cases. Whilst we are dealing with two regrettable road deaths, in the overall context, they’re a drop in the ocean and nobody, I mean in our upper echelons, is going to put us under pressure, but if it suddenly emerges that we’re dealing with a serial killer, it becomes a fine kettle of fish!”

      “Yes, sir, but in my experience, a serial killer always wants to be the centre of attention. Six months have gone by and cyclists have been using the A3 on a daily basis without trouble or the slightest sign of anything amiss. It might still just be the location coincidence of two road accidents,”

      “Mmmm.”
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        * * *

      

      Detective Chief Inspector Jacob Vance indicated a seat in his office and asked, “Coffee?”

      “I could do with one. You’re well equipped, Chief,” DI Tutor said appreciatively.

      “London’s criminal fraternity would be denser and cockier without the aid of this little beauty,” Vance patted the coffee machine and smiled. In moments the two espressos were steaming on his desk and he tossed three sachets of sugar to join them.

      “No sugar for me, thanks.”

      Vance approved, “Me neither, it compromises the taste in my opinion. Now, Assistant Commissioner Linwood said you had a particularly knotty case and could do with some help. What’s going on? I am listening. Eyes closed helps me concentrate.”

      “Ah, yes, on the afternoon of Wednesday 4 October…” Tutor began and described the two killings on the A3. The closed eyes at the opposite side of the desk gave him the licence to scrutinise his colleague without feeling he was staring impolitely. The DCI must be in his mid-fifties, even without the shrewd eyes, the broad forehead and greying temples indicated astuteness. Unlike Tutor, Vance had a small, sharp nose, that suggested refinement. The traffic policeman often wished that his blessed hooter was not so plebeian. He could meet the challenge of Vance’s strong jawline, though. All told, the physiognomy matched the good things he had heard about the DCI. If anyone could help…He put his thoughts into words: “If anyone can help us find the killer, it would also help the grieving families, who are becoming restless that we have no suspects.”

      “No-one other than these Devenishes.” At last, the grey-blue eyes reminiscent of garden fire smoke focused on him.

      “They’re squeaky clean except for my hunch and that of Dr Markham⁠—”

      “Tell me about that.”

      DI Tutor went on to describe the bizarre muddying of the number plate.

      “It could be as much a sign of innocence as guilt, Martyn. Fancy a whisky? I’m partial to a single malt, myself.”

      “My word, we do have a lot in common.” Tutor was warming to this sociable colleague and looked forward to working with him. “But what do you mean by that comment?”

      “Let’s assume that this architect and his wife are upright citizens, well, you never know what the idea of a police visit can trigger off in such a person. Panic? Sense of guilt where there is none?”

      “Mmm.”

      “After all, a hardened criminal would have made a realistic job of the muddying.”

      “That’s true. But if Devenish is a first-time killer?”

      “Good point. In that case, we’ll get him. Lagavulin, OK? I prefer a peaty whisky.”

      “Another thing we have in common.” They grinned at each other.

      “Let’s hope Her Ladyship doesn’t walk in,” Vance was referring to Commissioner Aalia Phadkar. “Don’t look so worried, she’d probably join us in a wee dram! There are much worse bosses in the world.”

      They drank to the Commissioner’s health, but the firewater didn’t trigger any insights into the baffling case.
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        * * *

      

      Damian Devenish was enjoying a peaceful Saturday afternoon in his lounge, reading a hardback copy of Lost England 1870-1930. He sighed happily; he loved Amelia but she gave him little peace with her affectionate questioning. Since she was out shopping with her mother, he took full advantage of her absence to catch up on one of the books on his to-be-read list. He pored over a black and white period photograph of a warehouse built in 1895 for Sir Samuel Faire in Leicester. “Mmm, faced in terracotta,” he murmured just as the doorbell chimed. Blast! Who can that be?

      A friendly smile greeted him when he opened the door to a charming man, who, if he’d had to select an adjective to describe him, he would have described as well-trimmed. That applied both to his hair and moustache, the former greying and combed forward Julius-Caesar-style, the latter, a thin military moustache without a single rebellious whisker.

      He was well-spoken and polite: “Good morning, Mr Devenish? My name is Mason Marshall, I’m an architect, too, and I’ll be standing as Mayor of Wandsworth on a Conservative ticket at the forthcoming local elections. I wonder if I could take half-an-hour of your valuable time?”

      “Pleased to meet you, do come in.” Damian was intrigued, thinking above all, why me?

      That was soon explained over a Dry Martini cocktail. Marshall began, “One of your employers, Judy Greenacre, has spoken about you in glowing terms several times at conferences. I gave it some thought and decided you were just the face needed on my list for the next election. I’ll be frank with you, Damian, I can call you Damian, right?” The younger architect nodded his assent, “…nowadays any mayor worth his salt has to embrace the green voter. Between you and me, my party is nothing less than ambiguous on this subject at the national level, whereas, I wish to make a statement and that statement is you, Damian. I’d like you to consider standing as Deputy Mayor for Wandsworth.”

      “B-but, I’ve no political experience, I’m young⁠—”

      “Both excellent selling points to the electorate and you are passionately concerned about our planet. We have four months before the voters cast their preference; it’s a good three months to get our house in order and launch a serious bid at the polling stations. Don’t worry, Damian, in the early days, I’ll steer you through the political minefield until you are confident enough to tiptoe through it on your own.” Behind the black-framed spectacles, the grey eyes twinkled as the architect swigged his cocktail and set the glass down carefully on the coffee table.

      “Ah, I see you draw inspiration from the past!” Marshall’s eyes settled on Damian’s latest read. “It’s ironic how the Victorian neo-Gothic was so roundly condemned in the sixties, the most barbarous decade of our profession,”

      “Barbarous, Mason?”

      “Ha-ha, well, destructive, maybe I should have said vandalistic.”

      “Yes, I know what you mean. Speculators sweeping away buildings of historic worth in exchange for shoddy, rapidly-built modern constructions.”

      “I can see that Judy is right about your sharp wits! This sort of attitude, I fully share, it’s where conservatism plunges into the greenery, ha-ha!”

      Damian was forced to smile at his visitor’s mild eccentricity, but he had been thinking nineteen to the dozen. He began to see how this unexpected turn of events might be of enormous benefit to him and his family.

      “If I were to accept your proposal, Mason, would you really embrace my green strategies? I’d have to be sincere in my policies and there would have to be cash forthcoming to support them.” He caught the subtle shrinking into the armchair. “I can see you are uncomfortable with that.”

      “Not exactly, but local government budgets are what they are, and there will be other demands and priorities.”

      Damian held his breath. It was time to bluff and knock the suavity out of his guest.

      “Well,” he hazarded, “I can’t be your deputy, Mason. I’m of the opinion that nine out of ten radical ideas are rubbish, but society lives off the tenth for decades. I can provide that tenth idea, but I’d demand unconditional support. I’m no fool and would no more squander the taxpayer’s hard-earned contributions than I would my own income. But if you are a typical penny-pinching Tory, I cannot be your deputy and you must look elsewhere. Another Martini?”

      “Don’t mind if I do. I came on foot to get a better feel of the area: nice part of town! I’m not driving, so another cocktail is justifiable, but hear me out, Damian, I’m convinced that you are the man for me. What kind of scheme do you have in mind for Wandsworth? Let’s see if it needs to be frightfully expensive—oh, and remember, there are government grants for green projects and the government is Conservative, after all, and likely to favour Conservative green schemes over Green green projects, Ha-ha!” He stroked his moustache with the index finger and thumb of his left hand whilst reaching for the cocktail with his right.

      Damian smiled and began a carefully constructed spiel of ideas for the immediate Putney area. His brain raced predicting the consequences of achieving them for himself and Marion in particular, but first, as he pointed out to his guest, there was an election to win and his ideas would not have to come over as grandiose, but as affordable, if he got the projects right, Putney and greater Wandsworth would become the beacon for the rest of the United Kingdom and he and Mason would take the credit as the pioneers. A small ego massage went a long way with Mr Mason Marshall, he noticed.

      Once his guest had gone, he sat in silence, savouring the moment. As soon as he heard the Fiat pull up in the drive, he sprang from his chair and hurried to help carry the shopping indoors. He could not contain his excitement. After a garbled explanation, he concluded, “You see, my love, it will give us the perfect cover for the rest of our lives and the two road accidents will be forgotten.”

      “But you, deputy mayor, do you think you can win the election?”

      “Oh, I believe so.”

      “And were you serious about me giving up my job?”

      “Never more so. If things work out as I expect, you’ll double your income, not to mention the kudos associated with your status. Of course, it won’t happen overnight⁠—”

      “Amelia! Don’t touch the remote, there’s a good girl. Mummy will switch the TV on for you.”

      Damian Devenish went through to his study. After all, he had a political programme to prepare.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 7


          

          FITZHUGH GROVE, EARLSFIELD, WANDSWORTH, LONDON, APRIL 2024

        

      

    

    
      Damian sat behind his desk, sheets of paper crumpled and scattered across its surface. Under his gaze, a lone surviving document began to take shape as a project list for Putney. He chewed on the inside of his cheek and bit down hard on the end of his pencil. The list was formidable, but even stripped to its present skeletal form, he couldn’t help but wonder whether he was capable of achieving the transformation of the suburb that it implied. He would have to be at his persuasive best when he finally stepped onto the political stage.

      He looked over the list again, which by now had the following aspect:

      
        
          	
        Found the Putney Cycling Club
      

      	
        Create cycleways throughout the borough
      

      	
        Lamppost conversion to charging points
      

      	
        Public eco-transport hub
      

      	
        Rainwater collection
      

      	
        S/L/O eateries
      

      	
        Allotments and zero-km grocery stores
      

      	
        Certified Wildlife Habitats
      

      	
        Pollinator support
      

      	
        Zero-waste households
      

      	
        Neighbourhood clutter exchanges
      

      

      

      He stroked his stubble and tapped his chin thoughtfully. Well, he certainly wasn’t short of ideas! Some would be easy to implement and cheap, others, controversial, more expensive, and laborious.

      He rolled his head from side to side, his neck cracking, yawned, and selected a fresh sheet of paper. He would now write his ideas in order, using each one as a heading and underneath expand the idea, including the places he needed to visit, the people he should interview, and any perplexities he had not resolved.

      He went in and out of the internet, shaking and scratching his head from time to time until the first two folios were completed to his satisfaction, which brought him to his pet revolutionary idea. He wrote the heading: Lamppost Conversion to Charging Points and underneath:

      
        
          	
        Wattage?
      

      	
        British Standard Specification?
      

      	
        Make an appointment with the Borough Engineer
      

      

      

      He went over to his bookshelf and studied the spines of the volumes until selecting one, turning to the index and finding the ILP Press Release for 2012.

      “Humph!” he snorted and turned to the relevant paragraph, laid the book on his desk, and began to copy some notes verbatim: standards:

      
        
        BS5489-1:2013 was released at the end of December 2012 following a major revision of the 2003 version by the BSI EL/001/02 Road Lighting committee, comprising leading lighting professionals representing many professional lighting and electrical organisations and government bodies.

        

        The emphasis has changed to reflect the transformation of public lighting due to increasing energy costs and legislation such as the carbon reduction commitment energy efficiency scheme. The latest technology available for lighting and the results of recent research have also influenced the standard.

        

        The five main themes for change are:

      

      

      
        
        Energy - the emphasis is on using the right light in the right place at the right time and assessing the task and the requirements for lighting that task in a safe and efficient way, avoiding overlighting. Variable lighting is introduced as an option for most road lighting applications.

        

        Competency —the role of the designer has greater responsibility under the latest CDM regulations and with the increasing focus on the relationship between lighting, road safety, and crime it is essential that decisions are taken by competent lighting professionals.

        

        Risk Assessment —every street is different and the specific lighting requirements of the area need to be assessed when selecting the most suitable lighting class for the street.

        

        Environment —the environmental impact of lighting is subject to intense scrutiny. Poorly designed lighting can now be classified as a statutory nuisance under the Environmental Protection Act. Lighting should also comply with the ILP guidance notes for the reduction of obtrusive light.

        

        Health & Safety –Designers are responsible for creating designs which are fit for purpose and do not endanger the lives of users of the environment or those installing or maintaining the system. Designers should consider electrical safety and passive safety (if the risk cannot be designed out) as important elements in this respect.

      

      

      He clicked his retractable ballpoint pen several times and his brow corrugated as the realisation dawned that he would have to learn this by heart. He would need to be word-perfect to convince.

      At that point, Amelia burst into the study, demanding his attention. He sighed, but gave her a grin, she was right, he should read her a story. He lifted her onto his knee and she snuggled into his chest, sucking mightily on her thumb. He found the chocolate-thieving monsters from outer space more intriguing than street lighting regulations. His daughter was asleep by the end of the thin picture book, so he carried her through into the lounge and laid her gently in her mother’s lap. “I read her a story,” he whispered, “and she fell asleep. I’d better get back,” he murmured, thinking about his projected eco-public transport hub.

      Damian worked without stopping until at half-past eleven when Marion knocked gently at the study door and urged him to retire for the night. He would, since only neighbourhood clutter exchanges remained and that posed very few thorny questions. He would deal with it in the morning. He retired feeling weary but sure that he would be able to face even a hostile audience with equanimity, given the undeniable advantages for society that his proposals implied.
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        * * *

      

      (3 MONTHS LATER)

      DCI Brittany Shepherd wrinkled her nose in disapproval when her polite knock at Vance’s door elicited an abrupt, “Come!” She had been unable to rid him of this habit despite regular protests, sarcasm, and general chafing. She entered, gleefully saw that her colleague was standing, and gazing out of his window. “Sit!” she said brusquely and it wasn’t lost on him. He pinched the bridge of his small, sharp nose, merely to conceal the smirk behind his forearm.

      “Etiquette prevents it, ma’am, you should be seated first and I should offer you a coffee.” She smiled and sat, waving away the coffee. “Something’s cropped up, Jacob.”

      “Have you arrested him?” He referred to an armed robbery in Clapham.

      “It’s not that,” she said impatiently, if anything, more eager than Vance to conclude that business. It was only a matter of time before they caught the shotgun-toting individual of Asiatic origin, judging by the video printouts circulating all police stations in Greater London. He had relieved a busy tobacconist of his daily takings, not to mention a bagful of scratch cards. Vance hoped there would be a winning card, so that they could pinch him through the serial number when he tried to cash in on his ill-gotten gains. Meanwhile, he was a distraction, stopping their progress on other cases such as the two A3 cyclist murders, he thought. Talking about which, Shepherd announced, “There’s been another hit-and-run involving a cyclist, Jacob. This time not on the A3, but near enough, in Putney, on the Inner Park Road. We should be able to get him this time, because the cyclists—all members of the newly-founded Putney Cycling Club—managed to identify the beginning of the Audi’s number plate: it’s a silver A4.”

      “Have you given the details to DS Wright? If anyone can pin him down it’s Max.” Max Wright was their computer wizard, a great asset to the Department.

      “Not yet, there’s something else you should know. The newly-founded Putney Cycling Club’s President is none other than Mr Damian Devenish.”

      Jacob’s firm jaw slackened and dropped, leaving his mouth open. “The architect fellow that DI Tutor originally suspected for the road killings? Well, that’s a coinci⁠—”

      “Nah, DCI Vance, we don’t believe in coincidences, remember? You taught me that.”

      “Damned right! What about the victim?”

      “In hospital, stable, and should make a full recovery.”

      “Hmmm. Some good news at last! Let’s slip over to Max.”

      Since his top-of-the-range computer station was on the same third floor, that was easy enough. Shepherd handed him a sheet of paper ripped from her small notebook.

      “There was some debate between witnesses as to whether the third number was a 3 or an 8.”

      DS Wright glanced at the scrawled number LJ 943 and typed it into his system, rapidly following it with LJ 948. “In either case, it’s a Wimbledon number plate, ma’am. The first is an Audi A4 and the second is a Nissan Ariya.”

      “That settles it, then,” she said. “It’s the 3 that interests us. Can you bring out a name and address?”

      “Can nuns recite the Ave Maria?”

      “We have a Mr. Harry Granger of 12 Durham Road, Wimbledon. He’s owned this Audi since 2007.”

      Vance showed interest, at last. “He should have good mileage on that vehicle since he’s had it for twenty-six years. He should be a proficient driver. Any offences on his licence?”

      “No, it’s clean, sir. He’s more expert than you think. I’ve got his job here, too. He drives a stainless-steel insulated milk tanker for a living.”

      “Mmm, I wouldn’t associate an HGV driver with a hit-and-run accident. There’s something not quite right here. We’ll pay Mr. Granger a visit. Find out which hospital the cyclist is in and we’ll drop in on him, too. Have we got a name for him?”

      Shepherd consulted her notebook. “Norman Froggatt, aged 43, specialising in heritage project design, whatever that means.”

      The two DCIs moved back to Vance’s room, nor did they have long to wait before Max Wright knocked at the door.

      “Come in!”

      Shepherd groaned and glared at Vance; the corner of whose mouth curled.

      “Mr. Froggatt is recovering at Parkside Hospital on Upper Richmond Road. It’s interesting because it’s an independent hospital surrounded by several NHS hospitals in Putney. This one specialises in trauma cases among other things,” the sergeant said.

      “Crikey! Mr. Froggatt must have a bob or two to afford a private hospital,” Shepherd observed.
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        * * *

      

      Their inquiries with the two men brought forth little of interest, with the cyclist admitting that it was his fault for setting off from the group without looking carefully. The crash was inevitable, but not the fault of the Audi driver. What interested Vance more was the fulsome praise on the part of Norman Froggatt for Damian Devenish. Moving his head with great care above his neck brace, the victim said, “Joining the Cycling Club is the best thing I’ve done. The President, Mr. Devenish, persuaded me and my Juliet,” he nodded towards a hitherto silent, mousy woman sitting in a corner, who smiled weakly, “to join and when we enrolled, he had us sign insurance documents. That’s why I’m here in this Nuffield hospital, getting the best possible treatment. Aye, he’s a right gentleman is Mr. Devenish; he’s got great plans for cycling in Putney.”

      “I think I’ll pay him a visit and find out about them.”

      “Good idea, Chief.” The road victim made an effort to wave with his left hand and groaned.

      Ten minutes later, Vance was standing on the Devenishes’ doorstep, or rather was squatting in front of the little girl who had opened the front door to show her his warrant card.

      “Look, this proves I’m a policeman. Are mummy and daddy at home?”

      The child’s eyes widened and she nodded whilst twisting her dress around a finger.

      A male voice came from the hallway behind her. “Amelia, how many times do I have to tell you, mummy and daddy have to open the door to strangers? Sorry about that, Officer, I’m at home, what can I do for you?”

      “Good morning, sir. DCI Vance, Scotland Yard. We’re investigating the accident on Upper Richmond Road involving one of your club members.”

      “You’d better come in, then. But, Scotland Yard for a banal road accident?”

      “Not really, we’re investigating two murders that happened on the A3 three months ago.”

      “Ah, I remember that, alright. Your lot came to inspect my car. I was a suspect for a while. It’s ironical, don’t you think?”

      “Ironical, sir. I’m not with you.”

      “Well, the president and founder of a cycling club accused of murdering cyclists.”

      “Ah, curious is the word I’d use.” Vance watched Devenish’s face for any reaction, but he saw none. The architect might have been playing poker for all that he gave away.

      “Look, Detective Chief Inspector, much as I’d like to help your investigation, I’m terribly busy. I’m standing as deputy mayor on a green ticket in the forthcoming election. Put the emergence of the Putney Cycling Club down to that—it’s part of my programme. If you like, you can inspect my record. Originally, I took advice from British Cycling—our club is affiliated now—who put me in contact with the Islington Cycling Club, which they considered to be a model organisation and, I have to say, I agree with them.” Devenish paused, stood, and led Vance to his study, handing him a thick manila folder closed with an incorporated elastic band. “I’m very grateful to the officials at Islington. They were so helpful, providing me with all the information I needed to get the Putney club off the ground. In just three months, we’ve enrolled over fifty members, men, women, and children. As part of our electoral programme, we intend to build a clubhouse not far from here, complete with club shop. For the moment, I’ve set up an online forum as a virtual clubhouse to organise ourselves as this allows all members to help shape our club.”

      Vance could not help but appreciate the enthusiasm and sincerity on Devenish’s face. “We have an ambitious programme of youth training and road safety; we could have done without Mr. Froggatt’s accident, though,” he grimaced.

      “Oh, it’s an ill wind, sir, the cyclists have now seen how your insurance policy has served him well.”

      “Thank goodness for that, because we have great plans for next year, should we win the election. I intend to cooperate with the police to set up a Putney Road Race. It’ll take time and money, but should set up our lads to challenge other boroughs in the future. Cycling is a growing sport, DCI Vance; it has health benefits and can be very exciting.”

      “Mmm.” Vance was distracted, leafing through the documents provided by British Cycling and the Islington Cycling Club. Also, he noted with interest the bulk buying of on- and off-bike wear, with a sales register.

      “You’re handling quite a bit of money for equipment, not to mention cycles, sir.”

      “Well, not me, Chief. That’s my wife’s register, to be exact. She’s the Club Secretary and treasurer for the moment. If we win the election, I foresee her having to give up her job and doing this full-time. She’s much better with numbers than I am.”

      “Do you mind me asking,” he pointed at a large, neat chart spread over a desk, “are these your plans for street development?”

      The architect’s eyes lit up. “This is more my field, Officer,” he placed a finger on his drawing, “See here, I intend all these streets to have a cycleway, which of course, will be utilised in the road race, and here, look,” his finger rested on a road parallel with Roehampton Lane, “we’ll get permission to build a flyover across the A3, here,” his forefinger traced an imaginary structure.

      “Thank you for your time, sir. I can see you have a lot on your plate.”

      As he walked back to his car, he admitted that Devenish seemed a model citizen, full of plans to improve the environment. So, why was it that despite the young man’s enthusiasm and sincerity, he felt it was all too good to be true? Besides, as Shepherd had pointed out, his own golden rule was not to believe in coincidences. He rubbed his forehead with his fingertips before getting into the car.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 8


          

          FITZHUGH ESTATE, WANDSWORTH AND PENTONVILLE PRISON, ISLINGTON. MAY 2024

        

      

    

    
      Damian Devenish took advantage of the weekend to do door-to-door canvassing on his estate. His head was full of ideas and his hand full of flyers. He was pleasantly surprised that people recognised him and knew something about his green policies, especially when he discovered that the majority, at least on their doorstep, tended to agree with his ideas. People were concerned about the environment in a way that maybe they hadn’t been even two years previously.

      The most interesting of his conversations came with Reggie Deepdale, a local taxi driver. As soon as Damian discovered his job, he trotted out his spiel about taxis for the election campaign.

      “My idea, Mr. Deepdale, is that all Putney taxis will be electric-powered and they will be entitled to free charging, which will take place outside your property.” He stared meaningfully at the lamppost standing in front of the house. “It’s simple. All you’ll have to do is park next to the lamppost and plug into it to charge your battery overnight. The council will fit strategic lampposts with the requisite sockets and⁠—”

      “Hang on! I use a diesel vehicle. So, what happens to my business?”

      “Vote for me, Mr. Deepdale, and you won’t regret it. The council will provide a significant incentive so you’ll be able to trade in your current vehicle and upgrade to an electric car. How much do you spend on diesel each week?”

      Reggie Deepdale met the architect’s eyes, “Too much!”

      “I know, and prices are bound to rise even more the way things are going. With my scheme, you get a new vehicle at a low price and will no longer pay for the fuel.”

      “It sounds too good to be true.” The taxi driver did nothing to hide his scepticism.

      Devenish took a deep breath and calculated, “I need this man’s vote and his support.”

      “Mr. Deepdale, how many false promises have we heard from politicians over the years, especially about climate change? Now is the chance to do something concrete. If we intend to make our environment sustainable, it comes at a price.” He paused for effect, “The difference is that we, as a council, are prepared to shoulder our responsibility and bear the cost. We are not so naïve as to pretend that Putney can change the world, but we can set an example. What if every taxi driver in the United Kingdom changed to electric propulsion and no longer had to pay for petrol?”

      “If you win the election, Mr. Devenish, I’ll be knocking on your door to get my incentives and free fuel.” There was a note of menace in the taxi driver’s voice.

      “Here, take this leaflet and read about the rest of our programme. I’ll count on you to spread the word.”

      There followed an affable handshake, and Damian strolled up the garden path to the street, whistling a catchy tune and smiling cheerfully at the lamppost as he passed it.

      Returning home for lunch, after having convinced several residents to vote for him, Damian decided to ask for a week off work. The company was busy, so he didn’t hold out too much hope that his request would be granted, but he hadn’t considered that the partners would regard the potential deputy mayor as a prestigious employee who could promote their interests. Therefore, they granted his week of campaigning with unexpected eagerness.

      For his part, Damian decided to identify and canvass the most prominent families in Putney to concentrate on winning their votes.

      The result was rather mixed because several leading figures in the community, although unshakeably Conservative in their convictions, were not enamoured of green politics. Damian worked on these cases with patience and convincing arguments but was well aware that like the leopard, voters did not change their spots. The consolation was that in all likelihood, those votes would still end up with Mason and, therefore, also on his list.

      It was during this week of canvassing that an unpleasant incident of common assault occurred on the Fitzhugh Estate. An altercation between a thug with a police record and a small group of Putney cyclists broke out, resulting in a broken jaw for one of the cyclists and two broken ribs for another. The cyclist told the police that they had done nothing to provoke the yob, who had been looking for trouble.

      Not endowed with excessive intelligence, Gavin Morton, known to his mates as Mort (from the French for Death), had tossed a visiting card onto the body of the unconscious cyclist whose jaw he had broken. The card was found by his wife and handed to DS Simons of the Metropolitan Police. Russell Simons read the card:

      
        
        CONGRATULATIONS

        You have just met

        The I.C.F.

        (West Ham United)

      

      

      “We’ll get him ma’am, this is almost as good as a fingerprint,” the sergeant reassured the fretting woman, whose husband was being tended by an ambulance crew. He had regained consciousness, but would have to have his jaw wired in hospital. Luckily, he was insured and a bed was available at the nearby private Parkside Hospital on Upper Richmond Road. The other unfortunate cyclist climbed into the ambulance, too, since he needed X-rays.

      DS Simons drove to New Scotland Yard and hurried to the computer specialist, his friend and fellow sergeant, DS Wright, “Max, I need a mug shot of white male West Ham hooligans from the seventies, members of the Inter City Firm.”

      “Blimey! That’s going back! I’ll see what I can do.” Soon the printer was in action and three photographs were produced. Simons looked at them sceptically and read the criminal records.

      “Any help, Russ?” Wright studied his friend’s face.

      “As you say, it’s going back—our twenty-year-old hooligan then, will be in his sixties now. Going by the description of the several witnesses, the suspect has to be this one,” he waved the photo of Gavin Morton at Wright. “Fingers crossed; you can get me an address for this bonehead.”

      Max used Google Earth to show Russell how Donald Road, made up of typical East End terraced houses, was almost in the shadow of the old West Ham United stadium, the Boleyn Ground, now a development site for modern apartments.

      “Thanks, pal, I’m off to number 56 to charge our latter-day hooligan with common assault.”

      DS Simons had little trouble bringing Morton to Scotland Yard to help with investigations.

      It was easy enough to persuade three of the Putney cyclists to come in for an identity parade, which satisfactorily proved that Gavin Morton was culpable of common assault.

      The magistrate who sentenced him to six months in prison had a similarly easy task because Morton had previous convictions from the 1970s. Now, although he pleaded that “I’m almost a pensioner and I’ve kept my nose clean for years, doing a steady job for the council.” He undid his mitigating circumstances by snarling, “I saw those bloody transvestites and summat inside o’ me snapped.”

      Damian Devenish attended the hearing in the public gallery because he had a vested interest in Mr Gavin Morton. He duly noted that the offender was sent to Pentonville Prison and gave him a month to settle in before booking a visit to have an informative chat with the inmate.

      Making sure that their conversation couldn’t be overheard, Damian Devenish came out with as much truth about himself as he dared. He even explained to the former hooligan that although he was the President of the Putney Cycling Club, in reality he detested cyclists who wore Lycra and considered them transvestites just as Gavin did. He deliberately misled him to believe that he, who was really liberal in his views, was as prejudiced as Morton.

      “What I want to know, Gavin, can I call you Gavin?”

      “It’s my name.”

      “What made you snap after so many years working reliably with Newham Borough Council?”

      “I’ve been boiling up for some time now. I don’t like the way the world’s going an’ our country’s going to the dogs. I mean, soon I’ll be a pensioner, and what have I got left? No mates to knock around with—they’ve all moved out of the area—and they’ve taken away just about everything I care for. You architects are as much to blame as anyone. The Boleyn Ground has gone, and we’re supposed to uproot and move to a soulless bloody stadium at Stratford. Going to the match was the best thing in my life. We’d all meet up on matchday in the boozer, knock back a few pints, and have a good old singsong. Then, it’d be down to the ground, beat up a few opposition fans if the Old Bill let us get at them, and then stand in our regular spot on the terraces to watch the match and hopefully win. Then, after the game, we’d carry on baiting the visitors—the best were Millwall fans—respect! They gave as good as they got, that lot! Then Saturday night down the pub to plan our next away match. It’s all gone. Have you seen the old ground?” He glared accusingly at Damian.

      “I’ve just come from there. If I were a Hammers fan, I’d feel like you, Gavin.”

      “Do you have a team, mate?”

      Damian eyed the old hooligan warily. He might be sixty-six years old, but there was still power in those muscles.

      “Not exactly.”

      “What does that mean?” Gavin glowered.

      “Well, I’m a rugby man, myself.”

      “Ah, I see! You’re a toff, and you went to a posh school. Never got into the game myself. I can’t understand the bloody rules for one thing!”

      “Listen, Gavin, I’ve got a business proposition for you. We could help each other when you get out of here. Six months isn’t so long⁠—”

      “I’ll be out in four, guv. I’m going to behave myself and get out o’ this dump as soon as I can.”

      Damian reached into a pocket and withdrew a business card. “Call me on this number as soon as you’re out, Gavin. I can promise you; it’ll be to your advantage.” He reached into another pocket and slid an unopened pack of Marlborough cigarettes to the inmate, who grasped it greedily, glanced across at the stationary guard by the wall, and thrust the cigarettes into his pocket.

      “Fags! Ta, mate, nice one! But listen, what’s all this top-secret business, and how can I help you?”

      “The less you know at the moment, Gavin, the better. I have to get a few things in place, and we’ll talk over a pint when you’re out. I don’t want you dwelling on anything. All I ask is that you trust me and don’t mention my visit to anyone—anyone at all. Right?”

      For the first time since the architect had entered the visiting area, Gavin’s eyes met and held his. “Right!” A great fist clamped Damian’s to conclude the deal with a handshake.

      “No contact!” a menacing guard approached. Damian stood up and said, “No sweat, Officer, I’m just leaving.” The heavy metal door slammed shut, and he didn’t give Gavin Morton another thought, except to smile smugly at what he’d attained.

      His achievements reached a peak on Saturday night when the polling officer announced that the new mayor was Mason Marshall and that he, Damian, had received the second-highest number of votes.

      Marshall put his arm around Damian’s shoulder, “I knew I’d made a brilliant choice with you, my lad! Now, let’s go through to the kitchen. I have a bottle of champers in the fridge because I knew we’d get a landslide victory.” He waved over a couple of women elected as councillors. Damian knew them from the speeches they had made together in the previous week. Marshall produced flutes and popped the cork with an enviable assurance. But it was Damian who proposed a toast, “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the new Mayor of Wandsworth, Mason Marshall, and here’s to a better, greener borough!”

      Hearty applause greeted his words, and he stared around at the largely middle-class, self-satisfied gathering and contrasted it with the lingering image of the faded hooligan sitting on a plastic chair at a plastic table in Pentonville Prison.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 9


          

          WIMBLEDON COMMON AND PUTNEY HEATH, JULY 2024

        

      

    

    
      The time had come for Damian to share his scheme fully with his wife, although he didn’t expect so furious a reaction since they rarely quarrelled.

      “Sell my Fiat and buy two bicycles—and at those prices! You must think I’m crazy! I could buy a car for £12,000 a bike.”

      “But darling, if we’re both cyclists, it’s the perfect cover for our crimes.”

      “I don’t know what you’re planning, Damian, but I’ve got away with mine. The police haven’t a clue. Soon they’ll become cold cases. I’ve humoured you, so far. I’ve given up my job to become a full-time secretary for the Putney Cycling Club, but I hate the lot of them, and I won’t become a cyclist!” Her facial expression became like that of a cornered wildcat. “You can do what you like. You can well afford to buy a top-of-the-range bike and make full use of the new cycleways you’ve introduced in Putney.”

      “Look at this,” Damian thrust a glossy leaflet under her nose. “It’s a super lightweight Specialised Works Aethos SRAM. It has a carbon fibre frame and weighs only 588 grams!” His eyes glinted with a mad light that made her step back fearfully. He chose to keep his voice level and smiled reassuringly, “The bike will be perfect cover for me, darling. I’m planning a big one! Whatever you can do, I can do too.” He shared his complete plan with her.

      Marion’s jaw slackened, and her mouth opened in a perfect O.

      “But that’ll be a massacre! You’ll never get away with it!”

      He glared at her, “Haven’t you realised yet, little ninny, that your husband is an evil genius? The plods will never catch me! I’ve thought this through, down to every last detail.”

      “Well, be careful! If you can pull this off, it’ll make you London’s most-wanted killer.” She said this with a manic glint in her eye quite the equal of Damian’s earlier manifestation.

      (A WEEK LATER)

      Damian had taken delivery of his Aethos SRAM and, kitted out in helmet and the Lycra colours of the Putney CC, he got his head down and cruised along his new cycleways. They had proved a great success, and he need not have feared about the coexistence of cyclists and pedestrians, save for one unfortunate incident involving an elderly woman and her shopper trolley, concluded happily with nobody injured or offended. He was now gliding along the route of the course he had mapped out for the first edition of the Putney CC Road race, which would take in most of Wimbledon Common and Putney Heath. The winner would receive a silver trophy and a prize of £1,000. But Damian had no intention of participating, nor of allowing the best man to win. Indeed, if his plan was successful, he supposed there would be no winner. Neither would the junior event take place, a considerable relief to him since he bore no grudges against children. He pedalled furiously past the War Memorial and the cemetery, keeping tightly to the left to allow a car to pass him comfortably until he arrived at the incomplete new flyover over the A3. Its precast reinforced concrete piers jutted like ribs without the concrete slabs and wearing surface that would constitute the tarmacked road of the flyover. This was the last stretch of the course that would host the event scheduled for the first weekend in August. This delay is unacceptable; I must have words with the Civil Structural Engineer.

      He dismounted and wheeled his bicycle down the embankment to the A3, where he leant it against the concrete pier. Carefully selecting a lone pillar, he took a spray can of yellow paint and, while carefully watching for police among the passing motorists, began to spray the surface. It was like a street artist’s work, except his was no work of art, just a plain, unbroken sheen of primrose on the smooth surface. Satisfied, he tucked the now empty can back into his backpack, walked down to the hard shoulder, ignoring the curious glances of whizzing motorists, who probably wondered what a cyclist in full kit was doing there. He was eyeing the yellow column. It won’t receive as much natural daylight, but it will still stand out from the others.

      Damian retrieved his bicycle and cycled the return route, promising himself that he would follow the northern part of the road race on the other side of the A3 as soon as the flyover was completed. He would not risk his life trying to cross the A3 on his bike while traffic was incessantly zooming past.

      Damian made an appointment with the engineer, whose name was Domenico Bruno. Clearly of Italian origin, he had worked in London for over twenty-five years and spoke the language with just a hint of his Piedmontese background. It was an early appointment, intended to give both men the benefit of a long morning afterwards.

      “Engineer Bruno, I’m disappointed that the A3 flyover isn’t yet completed,” Damian said, staring hard into the dark-haired and moustachioed face. The civil engineer waved a hand in an airy gesture at a chair and sat down heavily behind his desk. Opening a lacquered case, he selected a Cuban cigar and offered it to Damian, who shook his head.

      “Mind if I partake?”

      “Not at all,” Damian smiled, watching him expertly wield a guillotine cigar cutter to obtain a perfectly straight edge before wreathing himself in a scented pale-grey cloud of smoke.

      “I phoned and told the Mayor that I cannot finish the project unless my advice to add two more piers to the extant lone pier is followed. We must operate to certain safety standards, Mr Devenish.”

      “Oh, I agree entirely, Signor Bruno, but given the predicted transit weights of the flyover and the weight restrictions I’ll put in place, and given the safety factor of three that the rest of the project has adopted, I think we must consider the overall cost of the scheme. I’ll be frank, Engineer, we’ve exceeded our budget on this. As an experienced architect and deputy mayor, I’m quite happy to sign off the completion as the piers stand. I’ll take full responsibility. You are well within the deadline established, so I’m sure you won’t want me to hand over the assignment to someone else who will oblige me. I hardly need point out that would incur the loss of your bonuses, now wouldn’t that be a shame?”

      Bruno sucked hard on his cigar, the tip glowing brightly, and disappeared in another cloud of smoke that concealed the reaction in his eyes. He coughed twice and stared at Devenish. “Well, given your explanation and acceptance of responsibility, put a ten-tonne restriction on the flyover and I’ll have the job finished by next Wednesday. I’ll expect my bonuses, mind you.”

      Damian breathed a sigh of relief, stood, and strode over to the desk, inhaling the sweet tobacco without the aversion he had expected, to shake hands on the agreement. After all, his scheme would not stumble and founder at the last hurdle.

      There was another obstacle to overcome. The days were slipping by and still Morton had not phoned. He was integral to the scheme and the more Damian thought about it, the angrier he became with the unpleasant ex-hooligan. If Morton ruined his scheme, it would be morte for him!

      If Devenish was perfectly honest with himself, he would have to admit that he had instructed Gavin Morton to phone him exactly one month after his release from Pentonville. He had forgotten this detail, so it was with surprise that he answered the unknown number to find that it was the man himself.

      “Listen here, Gavin, I promised you something to your advantage over a pint or three. Get a taxi to the Duke’s Head on Lower Richmond Road and we’ll settle the deal this very evening.”

      Meeting up with the architect at precisely the designated time, Gavin Morton could scarcely believe his luck. “Ten grand down and another two in six months if the Old Bill don’t get onto you. That’s a lot of bread, guvnor. You sure you can pay it?”

      Damian’s eyes hardened and the coldness carried over to his voice, chilling even a thug like Morton. “You’d better believe me, Gavin because what you are about to hear can be revealed to nobody else. You’ll soon understand the generous nature of my offer since you will be the one risking life and limb. What you have to do will be worth every penny to me.” Besides, it’s not as if I’m paying from my pocket, he thought, the money would come from that saved from the missing piers and wouldn’t be noticed or questioned. He continued, “Another pint, old mate?”

      Gavin Morton, allowed the radiant glow occasioned by three rapid pints of Young’s bitter to show his appreciation. “Nice little boozer this, is it your local, guv?” Besides, the thought of earning £12,000 made him doubly relaxed, but he hadn’t yet learnt what he had to do to get his hands on it. Normally distrustful, somehow this architect inspired him with confidence and security. He recognised in him a kindred spirit of delinquency, even if more refined. So, he settled back to hear the architect’s scheme. As Devenish’s plan unfolded, he could hardly believe his ears. There was nothing he, Gavin, couldn’t do. It wasn’t difficult, but there was just one detail he didn’t approve of and he came out with it at once. Better to clear these things up from the outset, he thought.

      “Do you think I’m just going to sit there until the cops come and arrest me for dangerous driving and God knows what else? No way, what difference does it make to you if I scarper as soon as I’ve done it? I can run up the embankment and leave the scene. What do you say?” His close-set eyes bored into Damian’s.

      “Okay, mate.” Damian hadn’t considered this aspect. It made no difference to his plans and might even contribute to confusing the police further. “I don’t see why not, but remember the following details: Saturday 06 August at exactly ten o’clock. The yellow one. Don’t forget to attach your seatbelt beforehand, old son, I don’t want you getting hurt. Wait for me to contact you after the job’s done. You’ll get your money, but in the first few days, the cops’ll be swarming around me like angry wasps. Trust me, you’ll get your pay as soon as I can safely get it to you.”

      Gavin swallowed down the last of his pint and scrutinised the architect’s face. “You can rely on me, guv. I trust you, although I haven’t a clue why you’d want me to do a thing like that.”

      “It’s best you don’t know, Gavin.” You’d still be running home if you did!

      The ex-hooligan racked his brains and thought, I’d bet my last quid that it’s an insurance scam and you’re going to make a packet out of it, Mr Architect! I don’t care if you pocket ten times more than me—£12,000 for an hour’s work and a bit of bottle suits me!

      The accomplices shook hands on their deal and each walked away satisfied that he could count on the other.

      Devenish walked the mile to his home, passed by the occasional cyclist whom he greeted with a grin and a wave. He found Marion in a bad mood. She had tried to work on the club’s accounts but Amelia could be pestiferous when not given full attention.

      “I’ll tell you what, all three of us will walk to the Duke’s Head. There was a delicious aroma coming from their kitchen. By the time we get there, it’ll be lunchtime. I’ll book a table.”

      On the walk back to the public house, Damian confided with his wife in a low voice, while Amelia scampered ahead in search of squirrels. “The last pieces of my jigsaw have fallen into place. The only thing missing now is the completion of the flyover, which should happen next Wednesday.”

      Marion squeezed his hand. “It’s a great plan and I’ve already decided where I’ll watch the race.”

      “Where?” But he already knew the answer because he would be there standing next to her.

      “Where I’ll get a grandstand view,” she let out a hysterical laugh that had him looking around anxiously to make sure no one else had heard the maniacal sound.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 10


          

          NEWHAM BOROUGH, LONDON, SATURDAY 6 AUGUST 2024

        

      

    

    
      Gavin Morton was having sleepless nights as the crucial date approached. He tossed and turned restlessly in bed, churning a plan over and over in his head. What use was the £12,000 to him if he wasn’t free to enjoy it? His brief sojourn at His Majesty’s pleasure in Pentonville Prison had altered his perspectives. Sure, he wanted the money Devenish was offering, but he couldn’t risk prison and losing his pension after forty years’ service as a dustman, so he needed a plan that would confuse the police and his employers.

      In favour of his scheme was the dire situation at the Folkestone Road depot where refuse collection was the worst department since it had a bullying culture and a high staff turnover. Gavin’s reliability, rain or shine, and fearsome aspect played to his advantage as his employers gave him considerable disciplinary leeway and in return, used him as an enforcer. Gavin smiled at the memory of the 2017 inspection when staff were interviewed individually and people gave real-life examples of being shouted at and called names, and being put on the worst bin rounds as punishment if they fell out of favour. Some were too scared to be interviewed. Thanks to his ‘friends’ in management, he had emerged smelling of roses rather than of the refuse he collected daily. Working in waste services can be quite a macho culture, which suited him. There had been issues of threatening behaviour, racism, or people not being paid. All of these circumstances swirled around Morton without engulfing him since his swaggering presence ensured he was untouched by the problems affecting his colleagues. Neither did he have any close friends at work, certainly none who had the courage to enrol him in their cause.

      Saturday came around at last, when he drove to the Gallions Reach Shopping Centre, where he left his car to walk to the depot. The best plan he could come up with was to sidle into work unnoticed through a fence earlier than usual and sequester the ignition keys of another unpopular HGV driver, Eamonn O’Dell, the Irish twat, given the worst bin round and one of the previous fleet of vehicles, which had come to the end of their lives with high maintenance costs and poor reliability. He also took a padlock key from its hook so that he could leave the depot through a side gate, not controlled like the main entrance, accessed off the A406, by CCTV cameras. There was only one controller working at that time of the morning and he was in awe of Gavin, so when the ex-hooligan threatened him, he rapidly obliged.

      “O’Dell comes in as usual and his lorry is gone. You don’t know nuthin’ about it unless you want me to rearrange your face, buddy.” Reptilian eyes bored into Osborne’s, turning his knees to water. “Now then, as for my loader, tell him I’ll be in about 10.30 to do our usual round, got that? Tell him I’ve been inconvenienced, but you’ll sign us out at our usual time, okay? I’ll take my lorry out and park it nearby half an hour earlier than usual because I’ve got some hush-hush business to deal with. An’ listen, if the cops get onto this, you know nuthin’ about this morning’s activities. The missing truck is a mystery to you, alright, pal? Otherwise, you’re a goner but, as you know, I’m tender-hearted deep down, so here’s £50 for your cooperation.” Gavin tossed the notes carelessly onto the desk where they were grabbed by an eager hand. “I’ll be off, then.” Osborne, the controller, a slim, athletic fellow in his twenties would rather face an army of O’Dells and the whole Metropolitan Police force than cross Gavin Morton, so his silence was secured.

      Morton went into the toilet, unceremoniously ripped the white cloth towel from its wooden roller and stuffed it into his jacket pocket, then made his way to O’Dell’s 32-tonne, eight-wheeler truck, climbed into the cab, its roof 3.4 m from the road, and drove down to the side gate on Folkestone Road. In a matter of moments, he was through the gate and onto the road. He brought the vehicle to a standstill, hurriedly closed the gate and replaced the padlock, wiping it and the gate with the towel to eliminate incriminating fingerprints before stuffing the key into his jeans pocket. He replaced the towel in his jacket and checked his watch: 8.25 am—good, it’ll take till 10.00 to reach the A3. Remembering Devenish’s caution, he fastened his seatbelt and set off for that thoroughfare. The route was uncomplicated but slowed by heavy traffic and he couldn’t help continually glancing at his watch. The architect had stressed the need for precision timing. Like a military operation, he had said.

      Driving the refuse truck, old as it was, was no problem for Gavin. Some years ago, he had driven the selfsame truck before the new fleet made it available to lesser lights like that Irish turd, O’Dell.

      Morton ran over his plan several times as he drove through Canning Town and Poplar and could see no weakness in it. If he was lucky, the Irishman would take the blame. The East India Dock Road took him towards the Thames. At last, he caught a glimpse of the river and anxiously confirmed with his watch that he was on time. He wouldn’t give the architect the slightest excuse not to pay up. The truck crossed over the murky water under Wandsworth Bridge, found blessedly light traffic and at the Wandsworth roundabout took the road for Roehampton. After an hour and a half’s driving since setting off, he was on the A3. Another glance at his watch told him that he had five minutes to locate his target.

      Then, he saw the new flyover, slowed in the crawler lane, glanced in his rear-view mirror and was pleased to see that the majority of vehicles were cars in the middle and fast lanes, all intent on not getting blocked behind a refuse truck.

      One last glance at his watch told him 9.58—near enough! His boot stamped hard on the accelerator as he saw the primrose yellow of the pier. The lorry careered off the main road, across the hard shoulder, and up a slight embankment; Gavin’s boot was pressed hard to the floor and the speedometer indicated 65 mph. The vehicle juddered frighteningly and threatened to overturn, but, objective achieved, smashed its 32 tonnes into the yellow-sprayed pier. Gavin cursed, he thought he was going to die, but his seatbelt saved him, whilst the heavy cloth of his jacket sleeves protected his face from shards of shattered windscreen. His neck hurt, but there was no permanent injury. The first he knew of damage to the flyover was the tremendous impact on the truck roof of the dislodged concrete slab. It sounded like a World War I shell exploding and made him cringe into his seat. This was followed by smaller but still frightening debris from above thundering on the roof or falling either side of the vehicle. It was enough to trigger him into action. He would have to be careful to avoid being hit, but first, with remarkable lucidity, he grabbed the towel and wiped the steering wheel, gear knob and handbrake to eliminate prints before jumping out of the cab and running head bowed to hide behind an intact pier. A lump of asphalt struck his back as he made it to safety. It hurt and he contorted to rub it. That was lucky! It could have been my head.

      Morton peered around the edge of the pillar and gazed in awe at the cataclysm he had caused. The lorry cab was a crumpled mass of metal and steam was pouring from the radiator. How in Hell’s name did I survive that? He looked up and saw that the impact had dislodged the road-bearing slab that had crushed the roof of the garbage container and could be seen emerging like a Quasimodo hunch from the back of the wreck. The flyover now had a large hole that revealed the sky and wisps of cloud above whilst before his astonished eyes, a cyclist in a grey and blue Lycra kit flew over the edge of the hole at speed and dropped with a scream to land like a broken doll, dead among the debris. Before Morton’s startled gaze, another cyclist in the same colours plunged down to join his teammate in death’s agonies. Although Morton could not know it, these were the race leaders and their plight was known only to him and two other gloating killers.

      It’s murder or at least, manslaughter now, I’d better scarper!
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        * * *

      

      Above Morton, positioned to get a perfect view of the event, a little in front of the damaged flyover, Devenish, dressed in the Putney Cycling Club colours, hugged his wife, who shuddered with the thrill of the spectacle. Neither husband nor wife had empathy for the doomed cyclists; instead, they were rapt in the almost orgasmic exhilaration of their shared mania.

      Devenish could still have prevented a massacre because he knew that the peloton was arriving, only moments behind the now-annihilated race leaders. He knew that as their approach was up the rise of the flyover, optically, they would be unable to see the pit they would plunge into. When the first of the main group saw it, it would be too late. He didn’t want to prevent the carnage: he wanted to ensure it!

      The manic couple stared enraptured and giggled hysterically as the cyclists flew into the void.

      “Oh, darling, you are a genius!” Marion, wild-eyed, hugged her husband as he shared a lascivious kiss.

      “But the hardest part is yet to come, Marion, and I must begin right away to cover our tracks. Get away from here, go home or wander around the estate. I’m going to pretend I was the last of the peloton and only my lagging saved me. I’ll ring the police now—all innocent and convincing!” Not even Marion noticed the hysterical edge to his laugh.

      She delayed long enough to watch her husband wheel his bike onto the flyover and peer into the hole at the mass of crumpled bodies below. Just like broken dolls! He couldn’t help guffawing aloud and looked guiltily around to make sure no other cyclists were approaching. He need not have worried as there was no one in sight. He didn’t spare a thought for the cyclists’ children, parents, and relatives. Instead, vaguely in his warped mind, he associated cyclists with violence towards women, the abuse to his wife on a sunny Sunday morning, his father’s fists thumping into his mother’s face. None of it made sense to any sane person, but Damian Devenish was far from sane.

      He opened his smartphone and rang the emergency services, asking for a fleet of ambulances and as many police as possible. Aware that his call might be recorded, he acted the part of the heartbroken organiser of an event ended in tragedy; he even managed a wail and real sobs.

      Marion hurried away from the scene, but in the distance, she heard the first sirens. She also saw a lone, hefty figure climb over the fence from the flyover embankment about twenty yards ahead of her. Worrying that the man might have seen something compromising, she wasn’t to know that Morton was experiencing the same emotions. To make sure, he hurried towards her and called, “No need to worry, love, I won’t harm you!”

      Marion hesitated and looked doubtfully at the ex-hooligan, who looked like the yob he was.

      “There’s been a terrible disaster,” she began, “my husband organised a cycle race and the flyover collapsed. There are loads of dead and injured.” She kept the exultation out of her voice, needing to act to ensure this unexpected witness couldn’t harm them.

      “Wait!” Morton ignored her false tears, “Is Mr Devenish your husband? Look lady, neither of us has ever met today, is that clear? You didn’t see me here and anyway, I’m on my way to work.” As good as his word, he pulled out his mobile phone and called for a taxi to pick him up at the Putney War Memorial, just down the road.

      Marion watched him go and dwelt on his words. He must be the HGV driver that had caused the damage and provoked the whole incident as Damian had told her would happen. He’s right, I never met anyone on my walk! The increasingly insistent sirens snapped her back to reality. Soon, the place would be swarming with police, but Damian is a genius; he’ll know what to do. I’ll just take the path along Beverley Brook—that’s a pretty walk for a Saturday morning. She caught her breath as she spotted a red deer under a weeping willow that, spotting her, leapt with a splash onto the opposite bank and ran away. Enthralled by this moment of beauty, she only wished Amelia had been there to see it with her. Despite her finer feelings, like her husband, she felt no remorse for the victims; she hated cyclists, especially those who dressed in Lycra. If anything, she felt jealous. She had killed two, but could only guess as to how many Damian had murdered. I’ll make sure he gets the loving he deserves tonight. She hugged her folded arms across her breasts. I wonder if I can devise a scheme that will surpass Damian’s for brilliance? Not yet, though, the police will be on red alert for quite a while!
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        * * *

      

      “Gallions Reach Shopping Centre, pal,” Morton instructed the taxi driver.

      He was in no mood for chatting so watched as the taxi ate up the miles, over the Thames and out to the East End. The swarthy skin of the driver warned him that he was of Asiatic origins and as Morton loathed foreigners, he didn’t want the driver to remember him at all in case the police got onto this fare from the crime scene. So, he made a limited effort to make small talk. Careful not to give away anything about his identity, he lied about his job, pretending to be a lumper at the Port of London. He also lied that Fulham was his football team, something that really stuck in his craw.

      At last, he exited the taxi and left the grateful driver a decent tip before striding towards his parked car. He had already worked out an excuse for his late arrival, so didn’t need to enter the side gate. It would only make the fuzz more suspicious when they checked the video. So, Morton drove blithely through the security gate, aware that he was being captured by the CCTV cameras. He ignored them as he glanced at the clock in his car—10:40—the taxi driver had been brilliant, well worth his fare. Employees were not generally allowed to park private vehicles in the depot, but Gavin Morton, as with many rules, was an exception. He parked behind the buildings where he wouldn’t obstruct any vehicles and loped off to find his loader, Jimmy Cooper.

      “Here, what time do you call this, Gav?”

      “Aw, shut your pie trap, bruv. I had a heavy night, that’s all.”

      “Heavy for you? Good grief that would have killed me! Yet here you are, and full of beans! I don’t know how you do it.”

      “We’d better get off on our round. Tell you what, instead of lunch today, join me for my hair of the dog?”

      Their round completed, the two men drove back to the depot, clocking in at 16:45.

      “A quarter to five,” Cooper said, “I never thought we’d get it all done so early, given our late start.”

      “Listen Jim,” Morton took him aside, “I may be in a spot of bother with the cops. As far as the controller, you, and me are concerned, we clocked on at our normal 9 o’clock this morning, okay?”

      “If you say so, anything to help out an old mate.”

      “Cheers, Jim lad, you’ve just earned yourself a couple of pints on me. Here, hop in, there’s a nice little boozer near my place and it’s not far from your street, either.”
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