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  Chapter One




  She’d been a good-looking girl. Once. But now the body, with its matted blonde hair – black at the roots – tangled and soaked in its own blood, had become

  just another piece of evidence for me to work on.




  The room looked like an abattoir. There was blood all over the place. It had puddled on the sheets around the victim’s head, and from there it had spilt on to the threadbare carpet. Which

  is how the antiques dealer downstairs had noticed it. Dripping through the ceiling. One day I’ll come across a storybook murder: dead blonde spread decorously on the floor of the library up

  at the manor house and not a sign of plasma, entrails or brains anywhere.




  I put my hands in my pockets – always a good place for a detective to put them: it avoids leaving accidental fingerprints all over the place – and surveyed the scene of carnage,

  wondering why the hell I did this job. What a way to make a living.




  My brother Geoff is in the travel business – nine-to-five, Monday to Friday – arranging holidays for people who want to get away from it all, just like I did right now. They were

  pleased to see Geoff, went to him willingly, made a friend of him, threw money at him to make their dreams come true. Me, I made people’s nightmares come true. The last person they ever

  wanted to see was me. I was the bloke who hammered on the door in the dead of night to confirm their worst fears.




  I’m sorry, sir, but your daughter – or for that matter your wife, mother, sister or girlfriend – has been the victim of an incident. An incident, for Christ’s sake?

  She’s been bloody well murdered. No, sir, I’m afraid it’s bad news, really bad news, I mean.




  Then comes the counselling. Counselling’s nothing new. Believe me, I know. It’s just that a whole load of two-two psychology graduates have turned it into an art form. You can be

  counselled for everything now. Tell the police that some son-of-a-bitch has nicked the hub caps off your car, which you have to do or the insurance won’t pay up, and the next thing you get is

  a call from some well-bred do-gooder with a plum in her mouth telling you she’s from Victim Support. Terrific.




  I learned counselling as a very young, trainee CID officer. An old detective sergeant took me out to a burglary at a seventy-year-old widow’s terraced house in Victoria. I don’t know

  what the bastard who broke in got – the woman didn’t look as though she’d had much to start with – but the callous sod had wrecked the place. The sergeant was marvellous.

  Bald apart from tufts of grey hair sticking out at the sides of his head, and thick-lensed, horn-rimmed spectacles. And no hope of promotion. Didn’t stop him from being caring though. Dusted

  the place with fingerprint powder. Everywhere. Window frames, doors, tables, glasses, crockery. Told me to make the tearful old girl a cup of tea.




  ‘Are we going to catch this bastard, Sarge?’ I asked quietly.




  ‘No chance, son,’ he said.




  ‘Then why all the fingerprint gismo?’




  ‘It’ll make the old dear feel better, son. She’ll think that right now she’s the only person in the world the police care about.’ He’d produced a Sherlock

  Holmes-type magnifying glass and made a full-length novel out of a short story.




  But that’s counselling, real counselling. Not some silly bitch asking if you were ever abused as a child – thus making you a natural victim – as a result of which some

  glue-sniffing infant has broken in to your house and purloined your video, your television, your computer, your camcorder and anything else he can lay his grubby little rubber-gloved hands on.




  However, enough of this cynicism. Back to the present.




  The body was on its back, naked, spread-eagled, wrists tied to the brass rails of the bedhead, ankles tied to the rail at the foot. Briefs stuffed in the mouth. A sex game that had gone wrong?

  Or made to look like it? Unlikely, I thought: no lone prostitute would ever put herself at the mercy of a punter, no matter what he paid. But there again, strange things happen in Soho.




  ‘Her name’s Monica Purvis, sir,’ said a uniform.




  ‘How d’you know that?’




  ‘I nicked her last month for tomming. She was a regular at Marlborough Street.’




  ‘Well, that’s saved a bit of time.’ Marlborough Street was the magistrates court off Regent Street where most of the prostitutes who plied their trade in and around Soho

  finished up in front of the stipendiary. If they weren’t quick enough to avoid the PC on the beat, that is. And with the state of the police today they had to be damned slow not to avoid him.

  Unless they’d got so used to not seeing any coppers on the street that they didn’t look for them any more.




  The pathologist arrived and put on his rimless spectacles. He peered at the human detritus on the bed. ‘Hmm!’ he mused thoughtfully, which seemed to sum up the situation.

  ‘Dead,’ he added.




  ‘Thanks,’ I said. I’d more or less come to that conclusion myself. What a bizarre sense of humour pathologists do have.




  The technicians of murder arrived in their white boiler suits and latex gloves. Photographers, fingerprint experts and scenes-of-crime know-alls, humming and nodding like they knew all the

  answers, and muttering about exhibit labels and continuity of evidence.




  ‘OK to remove the rope, guv?’ one of them asked.




  I looked at the pathologist and he nodded.




  I stood around, still with my hands in my pockets, jingling my loose change, while they got to it. The pathologist created a macabre little cameo out of putting on his own, superior-quality,

  latex gloves and turning the cadaver. He always called a body ‘the cadaver’. Me, I just called it a body.




  ‘Well?’




  ‘Looks like a single stab wound to the jugular, Harry, which would certainly have been enough to cause death.’




  Funny that, the way he and I came to the same conclusions, over and over again. ‘So?’ I raised an eyebrow.




  ‘If you’re going to ask me the time of death,’ said the pathologist, ‘you’ll have to wait for the post-mortem.’ He waved a rectal thermometer at me as if to

  emphasise the point.




  ‘I know,’ I said. We had this same conversation at every murder scene. The pathologist was called Mortlock, Henry Mortlock. It seemed an eminently suitable name somehow and we only

  ever spoke across a dead body, either at the scene or in the mortuary. I wondered what sort of dinner guest he’d make, what he’d talk about. Did he have a sense of humour, and was it as

  morbid as mine? Probably was. We didn’t have a lot to laugh about in our respective trades.




  But I was once a patient of a staid, apparently humourless, little Maltese doctor. It was only later that I learned he was a trad jazz enthusiast. He used to take a holiday every year in New

  Orleans, stay up half the night every night, and get smashed out of his brains on rum. And when he got back he’d tell me that if I drank more than twenty-one units a week I’d kill

  myself. Funny people, medics.




  ‘We’re about wrapped up here, guv.’ The senior SOCO – they call them scenes-of-crime examiners now, but to me they’re still scenes-of-crime

  officers – ambled up, peeling off his gloves.




  ‘Find anything?’




  ‘Apart from the body?’ The SOCO grinned.




  ‘Yeah, apart from the body, smart-arse.’




  ‘What looks like the murder weapon.’ The SOCO handed me a plastic-shrouded sheath knife, the sort Boy Scouts used to carry before they were deemed to be offensive weapons.

  ‘Lifted a few dabs from round and about.’




  ‘Any money?’ I asked.




  ‘No. Unusual that for a tom.’




  Well, if robbery had been the motive, the murderer didn’t have to kill the girl. Just the threat would have been enough; it had happened before, many times. No, if he’d taken the

  money it was an afterthought.




  ‘There’s an imprint of a shoe in the blood on the left-hand side of the bed,’ continued the SOCO. ‘Looks hopeful. Let you know, guv. And there’s this.’ The

  SOCO held out his hand. A solitary cufflink, now in a small plastic bag, complete with obligatory exhibit label, stared up at me. The cufflink said NO. ‘No discernible prints on it,’ he

  added with a grim smile. ‘And this.’ ‘This’ proved to be a cigarette end and, as an exhibit, was entitled to its own little plastic bag and exhibit label. He scribbled a few

  notes on his clipboard and wrinkled his brow. ‘DCI, er – ?’




  ‘Detective Chief Inspector Harry Brock,’ I said. ‘Haven’t changed it since we last met. Can’t seem to find the time to fit it in.’




  ‘Yeah, right.’ The SOCO wrote it down laboriously. If he’d been using a pencil, he’d’ve licked it, but ballpoints make a mess on the tongue. ‘Esso One Two,

  right?’ he asked, a surly expression on his face. It was shorthand for Specialist Operations Department One, Serious Crime Group Two – in other words SO1 (2) – which covers the

  west part of the great metropolis.




  ‘OK to shift the body, guv?’ Detective Sergeant Dave Poole had worked with me on five murders now. He was a scruffy bastard. Tie slackened off, top button undone. Mix-and-match suit

  – which is another way of saying his trousers, with creases everywhere but in the right place, didn’t match his jacket – and shoes that would have made Ken Clarke’s Hush

  Puppies look the height of footwear elegance. He lived out Kennington way with a blonde virago called Madeleine. Fought like cat and dog, so I heard, and I think Dave got the worst of it. He turned

  up one morning sporting a swollen eye with a half-closed lid. I told him to apply for a self-defence refresher course at Hendon. He didn’t laugh.




  ‘Sure, Dave. And do your bloody tie up.’




  The white-suits beavered around, making a big thing of taking the late Monica Purvis out of the room.




  ‘So, what have we got, Dave?’ It was a rhetorical question. I didn’t know the answer and neither did he. Well, I knew some of it. A tom called Monica Purvis had been carved up

  in a sleazy room in Talleyrand Street, off Shepherd Market in the heart of London’s West End. Outside – and unaware of the sordid little dramas being played out almost daily in their

  midst – unsuspecting punters nightly flocked to the bright lights just waiting to be ripped off by the sharks in the shadows.




  ‘Live sex show, sir, just starting. Real girls.’ Real girls, eh? What other sort were there in a live sex show?




  Housewives, shop-girls and female clerks huddled in dark caverns and stared open-mouthed and screamed and had orgasms as male strippers leaped about a microscopic stage like hairless

  orang-utans, their panting audience hoping that these prancing poofs, who used gallons of baby oil a week, would reveal all, not knowing that they daren’t because it was largely padding.




  Perhaps I’m a cynic.




  ‘What time d’you make it, Dave?’




  ‘One o’clock, guv.’




  ‘Great.’ This was one o’clock in the morning, you’ll understand. It is a fact of death that prostitutes are not generally found dead at one o’clock in the

  afternoon.




  ‘House-to-house?’ Dave pulled out a battered packet of cigarettes and offered it to me.




  ‘I’ve packed it in,’ I said. ‘Remember?’ I’d started smoking at school and once got a thick ear from a master who’d caught me at it behind the bike

  sheds. He told me that his brother had died from lung cancer. I’ve been trying to give up ever since.




  ‘So have I,’ said Dave gloomily and started his usual feverish search for his lighter. He found it and puffed smoke towards the ceiling.




  ‘What houses?’ I asked.




  ‘What houses?’ Dave looked blank, pulled his cigarette from his mouth and swore as it stuck to his lip.




  ‘You just said house-to-house.’




  ‘Yeah, well, isn’t that what we always do, guv?’




  ‘Not at one a.m. in an area that hasn’t got any houses, you prat. This is Talleyrand Street, for Christ’s sake. People don’t live here. We’ll start local

  inquiries later this morning and work through the day. At least you will.’




  ‘Thanks, guv.’




  ‘And get someone going on this.’




  Dave looked at the cufflink called NO before taking it gingerly. He held the transparent little packet between forefinger and thumb. ‘There are hundreds of these about, guv. See ’em

  in every shop window, every shirt catalogue. There’s others, too. Like HOT and COLD, LEFT and RIGHT, MILD and BITTER, ABC and XYZ, and all that sort of stuff.’




  ‘Good. You’ve just proved you’re a cufflink expert.’




  Dave didn’t look happy.




  There wasn’t much in the room. But then Monica Purvis didn’t live here. Any more than I lived at my place of work, even though my estranged wife Helga thought I did. Before we became

  estranged, that is. But Helga is very German and very logical. She just didn’t believe I was working the hours I was. And that was because her uncle had some cushy number in the German police

  and was never late home for supper.




  She hadn’t always been like that, though. We’d met at Westminster Hospital, sixteen years ago on St Valentine’s Day, but it wasn’t as romantic as it sounds. A couple of

  weeks previously, I’d got involved in a punch-up with some drunken louts outside a wine bar in Whitehall, and finished up having to go for a course of physiotherapy on my shoulder. And it was

  Helga Büchner who did the business.




  We’d hit it off straight away. She was a twenty-one-year-old, flaxen-haired beauty, with brief underwear clearly visible through her white coat, probably by design. That same night I took

  her dancing – all right, it was only a police dance at Caxton Hall – and over the next few weeks we went out to dinner, often, almost bankrupting myself in the process. And we slept

  together. I could not get enough of her and she couldn’t get enough of me. It was idyllic. I was hooked and we were married within two months.




  It was only later, much later, that the sour comments of a woman sergeant at the nick turned out to be prophetic. ‘Marry in haste, repent at leisure,’ she told me, and for good

  measure, added, ‘Change the name and not the letter, marry for worse and not for better.’ I was sufficiently arrogant to think that she was jealous.




  However, that’s a whole lot of water under several bridges. Right now, I had a murder to worry about.




  I cast my gaze around Monica’s ‘workshop’. A double bed, a threadbare carpet and a washbasin.




  And a pine chest of drawers.




  Only the top drawer had anything in it. Some colourful underwear, mainly red and black. A couple of pairs of fishnet hold-ups, a packet of birth-control pills, a box of condoms, a whip and two

  pairs of handcuffs. So why did this maniac use rope or whatever to tie her up with? Because he came prepared and didn’t know about the handcuffs?




  There was a black skirt – more of a pelmet really – on the only chair, together with a shiny, skimpy, red top that would have left the midriff bare. And yet another pair of fishnet

  hold-ups. All tossed there hurriedly, by the look of them. But toms didn’t waste time. Punter in, quick bang-bang and out again, looking for the next john.




  There was a pair of stilettos underneath the chair, spindly and so high they must have been agony to walk in. But then Monica didn’t do much walking. And sure as hell she wasn’t

  going to do any more.




  ‘What’s the name of the bloke who called the police, Dave?’




  Dave peeled back a page of his pocket-book. ‘Xenophontos, guv. Frixos Xenophontos. Keeps the shop downstairs.’




  ‘What’s he? Maltese, Iraqi, Arab? Or none of the above?’




  ‘Cypriot, sir.’ Dave smirked.




  ‘Let us pay a visit to this upstanding member of the community then.’




  Dave glanced at his watch. ‘It’s nearly twenty past one, guv.’




  ‘So? We’re up. Members of the public cannot decline to assist the police in a murder investigation merely because of the lateness of the hour.’




  We walked downstairs. There was a long pause before a small brown face peered nervously round the curtain covering the door of his shop and mouthed, ‘What you want?’




  ‘Police,’ I said loudly, and felt it politic to display my warrant card.




  He rubbed the glass with the sleeve of his woolly cardigan and peered closely at the ornate document. ‘It’s late,’ he shouted.




  ‘I know.’




  A rattling of keys and a drawing of bolts, five probably.




  ‘Mr Xenophontos?’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘You called the police earlier, I believe?’




  ‘Yes, sir.’ Mr Xenophontos, clad in cords with a grubby singlet peeping from beneath the cardigan, and red slippers with turned-up toes, moved reluctantly back into the shop.

  Reluctantly because he purported to sell antiques, and antiques dealers are by nature reluctant to allow policemen to look around their establishments. His eyes followed mine. For months I’d

  been looking for a coffee table. To buy, although God knows where I would put it; we’ve sort of lost interest in home-making, Helga and me, since the tragedy that caused the rift.




  But Mr Xenophontos thought I was looking for stolen property.




  I put his mind at rest. ‘I want to talk to you about what happened upstairs.’




  ‘Is it a murder?’




  He knew damned well it was a murder. When hordes of police appear late at night, illuminating the area with their revolving blue lights, and carry out a body, it is not likely to go unwitnessed

  by interested parties. Or nosey ones. Of which Mr Xenophontos was, with any luck, one.




  ‘Yes, it’s a murder. Tell me what you know about it.’




  ‘I am sitting here’ – Mr Xenophontos waved a hand at a small desk towards the rear of the shop – ‘doing my books. This self-assessment is giving me a

  headache.’ He sighed. ‘And I’ve got my books open here, like now.’ He tugged at my sleeve, pulling me towards the desk and, coincidentally, distracting my attention from a

  rather fine set of candlesticks that I determined would later interest the Arts and Antiques Squad at the Yard. ‘Suddenly I see blood dripping on to my books, there.’ He pointed

  dramatically at a number of red splashes that defaced the pages of his large ledger.




  ‘The Inland Revenue’ll like that,’ said Dave. ‘They’re bloodsuckers.’




  ‘I sniffed it and I thought to myself, it’s blood,’ said Mr Xenophontos. Not only was he an antiques dealer, but a haematologist too.




  ‘So then you called the police, yes?’




  ‘Yes, sir. It’s what every good citizen should do.’




  ‘Absolutely. How well did you know Monica Purvis?’




  ‘Is that her name?’




  Not too well apparently. ‘That’s her name.’




  ‘Hardly at all. I knew that she had a room up there, obviously.’ Mr Xenophontos looked around furtively and waved vaguely at the ceiling. ‘And I think I know what she did for a

  living. But it’s not my property, you see. I rent. Like she does. Did.’




  ‘Did you see anyone coming in with her this evening?’




  ‘No, sir. No one. When my shop is shut, I pull the curtain over the window, like now. I don’t see out and no one sees in.’ Mr Xenophontos looked disappointed that he was unable

  to assist in this matter.




  ‘Did you hear anyone coming in with her tonight? Or did you hear any noises from up there, like a fight?’




  ‘All the time I hear noises. Of the bed-springs. I complained many times to the landlord, but he just shrugs.’




  ‘But tonight, did you hear anything unusual? Apart from the bedsprings, I mean.’




  Mr Xenophontos gave this great thought, at least I hoped that he did. ‘No, sir. Not nothing. Apart from the bedsprings.’




  ‘And how often did you hear the bed-springs, Mr Xenophontos?’




  The small Cypriot grinned. ‘From about six o’clock, maybe every half an hour, sir. But only for four or five minutes at a time. And then she’s going out again and

  coming.’




  ‘That reckons,’ said Dave.




  





  Chapter Two




  The helpful uniform who had identified the body as that of Monica Purvis had spoken briefly to the police station via the plastic box on his shoulder and come up with an

  address. According to the records at West End Central police station she had a room in Charleston Terrace, Paddington. I decided, in view of the time, that I would delay calling there until early

  the following morning. That is to say, later today.




  One day I will have the good fortune to chance upon a murder victim who resides in an elegant house in Chelsea. Who has a Rolls-Royce languishing outside in the street and whose immediate

  next-of-kin is a willowy thirty-year-old blonde who simply adores policemen.




  Alas, that day is yet to come.




  Charleston Terrace, within sight, sound and smell of Paddington railway station, was littered with elderly motor cars, most of which failed to display tax discs. And if, perchance, their owners

  actually possessed MOT certificates they would undoubtedly prove to be forgeries. But that was not my problem.




  Monica Purvis’s last known place of abode was Number 27, a gaunt Victorian dwelling halfway down the street. The paint was peeling from the window frames and the doors, and great chunks of

  the concrete façade had broken away to reveal bricks whose one hundred and fiftieth birthday anniversary must be about due. The windows were filthy, some of the panes missing altogether, and

  tawdry curtains hung at them, some drawn, some not.




  The front garden – a generic term, you’ll understand – was a patch of asphalt upon which stood the rusting wreck of a 1959 Sunbeam-Talbot and several parts of sundry

  motorcycles and a galvanised bath. All of which, apart from the bath – there again, maybe not – were too old to arouse the interest of even the most enthusiastic of the Stolen Car

  Squad’s newest detectives. The basement area contained a number of bicycles, none of which appeared capable of being ridden.




  I allowed Detective Sergeant Poole to precede me up the cracked and chipped stone steps to the front door. If they were going to give way at any point – and they looked as though they may

  – it was only fair that Dave should make the discovery and sustain the injury. Claims for injury on duty are much more likely to succeed if witnessed by a senior officer. Rank hath its

  privileges, as we say in the constabulary.




  ‘Yes?’ My repeated knockings were eventually answered by a squat, square man in filthy grey flannels circa Brighton sea-front 1929, and an equally filthy singlet. He was bald at the

  front but had a pony-tail at the back – where else? – that appeared not to have been treated to a shampoo in the whole of his estimated fifty-four years.




  ‘Are you the owner of these premises?’




  ‘I don’t want no double-glazing, if that’s what you’re flogging.’




  ‘I’m a police officer, sir.’




  ‘So?’




  ‘And I’m investigating the murder of Monica Purvis.’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Monica Purvis. I’m told she lived here.’




  ‘Oh, right. Lives upstairs. Blonde kid?’




  At last. ‘That’s correct.’




  ‘Murdered, you say?’




  ‘Last night.’




  ‘Means I’ll have to let the room again, I s’pose.’ The economic repercussions of Monica Purvis’s death clearly overcame any feelings of grief that her landlord may

  have been harbouring. ‘Better come in, then.’ He turned and then paused. ‘Got any ID?’




  With a flourish perfected by years of practice, I produced my warrant card. ‘And who are you?’




  ‘George Washington’s the name.’




  ‘Really? Any relation?’




  ‘Do what?’




  ‘Never mind.’ We moved into a dismal hallway and, coincidentally, into an overpowering stench of boiled cabbage. On reflection this was probably an advantage in that it undoubtedly

  disguised even more obnoxious odours. There was a cracked mirror on one wall and worn and holed coconut-matting stretched across the floor and up the stairs. ‘D’you know what Monica

  Purvis did for a living?’ I knew what she did, of course I knew, but I was interested to know what Washington thought she did, or at least what tale he would tell. I wasn’t

  disappointed.




  ‘Yeah, air hostess.’




  I’ve heard prostitution called some things, but rarely that, even though I’ve met some air hostesses who had all the qualifications. ‘Really? That’s interesting.’

  Interesting in that he probably knew what she did, but wasn’t quite sure where that placed him with the law.




  ‘Yeah. Worked nights mostly.’




  Well, Washington had certainly got that bit right. He led the way up the rickety staircase. The banister rail looked a bit dodgy so I relied on my sense of balance.




  Surprisingly, Monica’s room was reasonably clean and tidy. When compared with the rest of the house, that is. The single bed was covered with a worn candlewick bedspread that had once been

  blue but had since faded in places so that it now had white patches. There was an armchair and a television set with a twelve-inch screen. A corner washbasin had a dripping tap that had stained the

  cracked porcelain a rusty brown.




  On the wall opposite the door was a mahogany chest of drawers. There were two small drawers at the top and three full-width ones beneath them. On top of the chest, in an untidy array, stood a

  hairbrush, a lipstick and an old pot of vanishing cream – the contents of which had largely vanished – in front of a mirror that was brown around the edges. It hadn’t been

  designed that way.




  ‘Go to it then, Dave. And mind where you’re putting your dabs.’




  Dave Poole grinned, produced a pair of latex gloves from his pocket and wrenched open the left-hand top drawer. ‘There’s corres in this one, guv,’ he said.




  ‘Corres’ is policemen’s shorthand for any form of paperwork. I walked across and peered over Dave’s shoulder.




  ‘Seems to be letters mainly, and bills,’ said Dave, poking tentatively at the little pile of paper with his forefinger. ‘And a rent book.’




  ‘Let’s have it then.’ There were about ten letters altogether, a few receipts, mainly from clothes shops, and a letter, dated ten days previously, from a credit-card company

  informing Mrs Purvis – Mrs Purvis, eh? So, where is Mr Purvis? – that credit facilities were being withdrawn until the outstanding amount of £2,327.17 had been settled.

  It further ominously advised that if that sum was not forthcoming within twenty-eight days, steps would be taken to recover it. I was going to enjoy giving them the good news. I too have jousted

  with credit card companies.




  As if in answer to my unspoken question about Monica’s marital status, Dave produced a photograph from the back of the drawer. ‘This looks interesting, guv.’




  The dog-eared print portrayed a young couple standing on the steps of what was obviously a register office. A pretty blonde, holding a bouquet, clutched the arm of a grinning youth in a

  tight-fitting suit with a large carnation in his button-hole. And an earring penetrating the lobe of his left ear. I’m not bad at spotting villains and I’d just spotted one.

  ‘I’ll put money on that being Monica,’ I said, pointing at the blonde, ‘and that, with any luck is Mister Purvis. I wonder where he is.’




  ‘Yeah, I wonder.’ There was a desperate tone in Dave’s voice. He knew that it would fall to him to find the missing bridegroom.




  The landlord, apparently fascinated by this high-tech police approach to murder, was still standing in the doorway. ‘Ever see this bloke here?’ I held the photograph by its edges and

  pushed it near his face. ‘And don’t touch it.’




  ‘I think so. Must have been about a month ago. He come here one morning, asking for Monica.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘And nothing. She wasn’t here, so he pushed off. Course, on the other hand’ – Washington peered more closely at the photograph – ‘it might not have been him

  at all.’




  ‘Thanks a lot.’




  Dave pulled open the next drawer down and the bottom fell out. ‘Just clothing in this one, guv,’ he said, staring gloomily at the pile of dirty underwear, sweaters and tights that

  was now on the floor. He kicked it aside with his foot and opened the other two drawers. They were empty.




  ‘I hope you’re going to pay for that,’ said Washington, peering at the broken drawer.




  ‘Don’t upset me, squire, I’m in a bad mood this morning,’ said Dave. I imagine Madeleine had given him a hard time when eventually he’d got in earlier today.




  We turned our attention to the wardrobe, by which I meant the curtained recess alongside the fireplace. A couple of dresses – quite modest in design for a tom; I suppose they were her day

  gear – hung on hangers together with a black skirt in plastic wrapping that looked as though it was fresh from the cleaners. Next to it was a raincoat made of black PVC. ‘Where’s

  one supposed to bath in this place?’ It was pure interest; I wasn’t thinking of taking advantage of the facilities fearing that I’d come out dirtier than I went in.




  ‘There’s a bathroom down the hall,’ said Washington. ‘But it’s fifty p.’




  ‘Really? Tell me, George,’ I asked conversationally, ‘what rent did you charge her?’




  Washington pursed his lips, but he knew I’d just found the rent book. ‘Two hundred,’ he said quietly.




  ‘A month?’ I was winding him up now.




  ‘A week,’ said Washington, even more softly.




  ‘How many other people live here?’




  ‘Seven.’




  ‘Any other prostitutes?’




  Washington did some self-righteous puffing up. ‘Now look here—’




  ‘Monica Purvis was on the game which is why you were charging her two hundred notes a week, my friend. And if there’s just one more under your roof you stand in great danger of

  getting done for keeping a brothel.’ I didn’t see why I should offer this Rachmanesque shark any comfort. ‘Even living on immoral earnings.’




  ‘I told you, she was an air hostess.’ Washington began whining now.




  ‘Which airline?’




  ‘I dunno, guv’nor.’




  ‘This character who called here...’ I jabbed a finger at the wedding photograph now shrouded in one of Dave’s little plastic bags. ‘Give a name, did he?’




  ‘No, he never said.’




  ‘Leave a message, then? Like tell Monica I’ll be back. Anything like that?’




  ‘No, he never said.’




  ‘Did he ask where she worked, then?’




  ‘No, he never said.’




  In the face of Washington’s repetitive denials, I gave up.




  ‘Er, guv...’ Dave was kneeling in front of a small suitcase that he had found at the bottom of the makeshift wardrobe, dragging out some more clothing.




  ‘What, Dave?’




  ‘This was inside this suitcase.’ He was holding up an air hostess’s uniform: skirt, jacket and jaunty little hat. ‘I must say the skirt’s a bit short, even for an

  air hostess.’




  ‘I take it you’re an expert on the length of air hostesses’ skirts, then, Dave.’




  Dave grinned. ‘Been known to take an interest in the past, guv. Before I was married, of course,’ he added hurriedly.




  ‘Of course,’ I murmured. ‘Anyway, from your extensive knowledge of such things, do you recognise which airline it belongs to? The badge mean anything?’




  ‘No,’ said Dave and as I was about to speak again, he added, ‘Yeah, I know. Find out.’




  ‘Better take it with us.’ I waved at the pile of letters. ‘And bag that lot up, Dave. We’ll take those too. In the meantime, we’ll get a team up to give this place

  the once-over.’




  Washington appeared distressed at this instruction. ‘Team?’ he echoed.




  ‘Don’t worry, it’s a forensic science team, not from the environmental health.’ I paused, quite deliberately. ‘Oh, I don’t know though,’ I added, gazing

  around.




  It was the same team that had scoured Monica’s West End ‘office’ for clues. As before, fingerprint expertise was deployed and the E-vac, a small vacuum cleaner that can be

  relied upon to suck up the finest of particles, was put to good use. By the time the on-site scientists had finished the room was cleaner than it had been for years.




  We returned to the office.




  ‘The cufflink, guv.’




  ‘What about it, Dave?’




  ‘I’ve had one of the lads out and about this morning...’




  ‘And?’




  ‘Needle in a haystack job.’




  When Dave said that, I knew it was true. Despite his appearance and his overtly casual approach to the business of crime investigation, he was a good detective. The DI at Putney had been foolish

  enough to tell me about this young skipper of his who had worked day and night to get a persistent robber convicted. I liked what I’d heard and poached him as soon as a vacancy had cropped up

  on the Serious Crime Group. But the DI had also said that Dave had ‘wife trouble’. I still didn’t know whether it was true, but it was the sort of thing that senior CID officers

  tell you if they think you’re about to have one of their best thief-takers away. But it didn’t work in my case. After all, I’d got wife trouble of my own, and told myself that I

  knew how to handle it. Like hell I did!




  ‘What d’you reckon then, Dave?’ I asked.




  ‘The press?’




  ‘D’you think anyone’s likely to own up to leaving their cufflink on the floor of a murdered tom’s flop, Dave?’




  ‘Well, guv’nor, look at it this way. The villain’s not going to anyway, but if some other bloke, terrified that he might get scurfed up in a murder inquiry, sees it, he might

  just give himself up. To eliminate himself like. Would help a bit, wouldn’t it?’




  ‘How so?’ I queried.




  ‘Well, someone might have had their cufflinks nicked, or lent them to someone.’




  ‘True, Dave, true.’ I didn’t think so at all, but it would placate Dave, so I reached for the phone and dialled the Head of News at Scotland Yard. ‘Bob, it’s DCI

  Harry Brock, SO1 West. I’ve got a problem,’ I began, and explained what I had in mind.




  The detective sergeant from the laboratory came swanning into the office that afternoon. His name was Wright. ‘We got some decent prints from her room, guv,’ he began.




  ‘Whose were they, hers?’ I’d been let down before.




  ‘We got some of hers too,’ said Wright. ‘But we’ve lifted a few others.’




  ‘Any identifiable?’




  ‘Two.’ Wright slid a thin docket across my desk and withdrew his hand quickly. Like it may get bitten off. ‘Most of those we found have got no record, but these two have got

  form. Mind you, sir,’ he went on, assuming the usual lofty air of the expert, ‘given the number of clients she must have had, they probably won’t mean anything.’




  What he said was true, but I was about to be stricken by the clutching-at-straws syndrome. ‘We’ll have to see, won’t we,’ I said. ‘And the print of the

  shoe?’




  ‘Trainer, guv.’ From his briefcase Wright extracted a large colour photograph of the imprint that had been found in the blood alongside Monica’s bed. ‘Manufactured in

  Taiwan for the British company that markets them. I’ve spoken to them and they reckon that this one’s between twelve and fifteen years old, but it obviously hasn’t been worn much.

  These ridges, in five groups of seven’ – he took out a ballpoint pen and waved it gently over the print – ‘are pretty rare now, as are these diamond shapes around the edge

  of the sole. They’ve changed the design apparently.’ The pen came to rest on a mark. ‘But there’s a cut here, shaped like a seven. That’s not part of the design, so

  whoever owns a trainer with that mark on it, was at the scene at the time of the murder, or immediately afterwards.’ He leaned back and grinned triumphantly. ‘Of course, finding it

  could be a bit difficult.’




  ‘I’d worked that out for myself, Sergeant.’ I have to admit that I spoke a trifle sharply. I don’t like being treated like an idiot by some desk-bound policeman

  masquerading as a scientist. ‘And of course the owner may have lost it, thrown it away or had it nicked. Never jump to conclusions.’




  ‘Yes, well...’ Wright sat up, thought and then stood up. ‘If there’s anything else I can help with, sir, just give me a bell.’




  I waited until Wright had reached the door. ‘What size shoe is it?’ I asked mildly.




  That threw him. ‘Ah, yes, size.’ He rummaged in his fat briefcase and found another piece of paper. ‘Forgot to give you the report, sir. It’s a size nine. Fairly common

  size, of course.’




  ‘Of course,’ I said.




  The man at the credit-card company who had sent Monica Purvis the threatening letter was not at all pleased to be told of her untimely death.




  ‘But what about our money?’ he whined. ‘It was nearly two and half thousand pounds. Well, more now with the interest.’




  I don’t know much about civil law, but I did my best to help him. ‘I suppose someone will be dealing with the probate of her estate,’ I said, sensing that Dave was doing his

  best to suppress a laugh. ‘But I shouldn’t think it’s worth as much as two and half p, so I shouldn’t hold your breath.’




  But that presumption was to prove wildly inaccurate.




  





  Chapter Three




  My office is in an eight-storey building called Curtis Green which, it seems, only policemen have ever heard of. It used to be called New Scotland Yard North. But that was

  before a cunning government – which needed the space – persuaded the Commissioner of Police to move his headquarters half a mile to a glass and concrete pile in Victoria Street, which,

  by a happy coincidence, it was decided would also be called New Scotland Yard.




  Talleyrand Street, close by Shepherd Market, where Monica Purvis met her Maker, is one mile exactly – as the crow flies – from my office at Curtis Green. If I looked out of the

  window I could have seen it, except that my window is on the other side of the building. Not that I have much time for looking out of windows, not when you consider that my colleagues and I are

  responsible for investigating all the serious crimes from there to Hillingdon. And that’s one hell of a lot of crimes, believe me.




  It was a nice day. I decided to walk to the West End. A mistake. In July the centre of London is thick with tourists of all shapes, sizes, colours and financial stability. To walk up Whitehall

  and across Trafalgar Square in a policeman’s uniform is a nightmare. I know. I did it, years ago. Cannon Row police station is where I started, twenty-one years ago. Working the shift,

  morning, noon and night. Literally. And a ball-aching job it was too. Several times I nearly packed the job in.




  Mind you, it did have its moments. One Christmas I arrested a photographer in Trafalgar Square. But that wasn’t all. I also nicked the stooge dressed up as Father Christmas – kids

  could stand beside him to have their picture taken. But we knew the photographer of old, and knew that he rarely, if ever, had film in his camera. He certainly hadn’t this time, not that it

  mattered: there was a warrant out for his arrest. But the station van was picking up a knock-off outside Buckingham Palace, so while another PC took the photographer, I frogmarched the struggling

  Father Christmas all the way up Whitehall to the nick, passing several horrified children in the process. I reckon that put police public relations back a few years.




  And despite three years of street duty, I still don’t know how high Nelson’s Column is. I used to make it up. No one seemed to mind. But now that policemen are thin on the ground

  anyone who looks like he’s a native Londoner gets stopped and asked damn-fool questions. I got no further than the tinned soldiers sitting on nags at Horse Guards.




  ‘Pardon me, sir, are you English?’ An essential question this one, posed in a strong Brooklyn accent. And the first of many questions I was to be asked before I reached the West

  End.
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