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Tomorrow do thy worst, for I have lived today.


‘Happy the Man’, John Dryden




ONE


A famous American writer had died a few days ago. The guy was so famous that even Julian Schaeffer had heard of him. Julian even thought that he might have read one of his books. At least, he was fairly sure that he had seen the film of one of his books – the one with Danny DeVito in it, along with the Scientologist actor who seemed more interested in flying planes than appearing in movies. The pilot/actor was really famous, but at that particular moment, Julian couldn’t recall his name. The more he tried, the more he could feel it slipping away from his grasp.


Stress does that to you, he supposed.


Taking a sip of his coffee, Julian finished reading the newspaper obituary and calculated how old the author had been when he had keeled over. It irritated him immensely that they didn’t just spell it out in the text of the story. When they turned to an obit, the first thing that people asked was: How old was he – or she – when the Grim Reaper came calling?


Did they, as the English liked to put it, have a good innings?


That’s what the reader wanted to know. Why make them have to work it out for themselves?


So how old had the guy been when he snuffed it? Julian did the maths, hovering between eighty-six and eighty-seven for a few moments before deciding on the latter.


‘Hmm,’ he muttered to himself. ‘Not bad.’ Making it to eighty-seven made you a winner in Julian’s book. In his view, life was a competition. How long you survived was one of the most important measures of winning or losing. If life expectancy for a man was seventy-eight or -nine, anything over the average eighty surely meant that you had won.


Getting almost an extra decade over the Average Joe? He would take that. Of course, twenty years would be better but, in Julian’s book, beating the norm was the main thing. As a bare minimum, he wanted his fair whack. He didn’t want the last thought fizzing through his brain before he keeled over to be I’ve lost.


Finishing his drink, his gaze slipped to a box below the obit in which was listed the author’s top ten tips for writing.


1. Never open a book with the weather


Only an American could say that. You simply couldn’t get away with a rule like that in England. Here, the weather was a national obsession.


Dropping the newspaper on to the bench beside him, Julian looked around the large playground in search of his daughter. After a few moments he caught sight of her, laughing with some other children as they played in the sandpit. Julian felt a wave of irritation at the thought of Rebecca getting her clothes dirty in the damp sand. Then he remembered that his mother would take care of it later and the emotion subsided as quickly as it had risen.


Looking up at the sky, he shivered. It was the kind of day where the conditions seemed to change constantly. Every time you looked up it was totally different, clear blue or slate black. One minute it was early January, the next, May. The heavens were never at peace, not unlike the city sprawled out uneasily below it.


Right now, it was more like January. Sighing, Julian gently lobbed his empty paper cup towards the wastebin, his shot missing by a good six inches.


‘Damn.’


Wearily pushing himself up from the bench, he took three half-steps to his left and bent down to pick up the cup, feeling a slight spasm in his back as he did so. It was an old squash injury that flared up occasionally, each time taking slightly longer to pass than the time before. Straightening up slowly, he dropped the cup into the bin before gingerly massaging the base of his spine as he returned to the bench.


Glancing at his insanely expensive watch, Julian saw that it was already after 11 a.m., in other words, the heart of the working day. Right about now, he should have been in a meeting with Josh Samuels of Harring Wootton Mackenzie. It was a meeting he needed to take. Yet here he was, babysitting Rebecca.


He tried to recall whether the Samuels meeting had been formerly rescheduled. Again, his mind was blank, the details of his calendar replaced by the mixture of pleasure and guilt that he felt at not being at his desk.


The laughter of a group of children playing on a climbing frame twenty yards away drifted past him on the brisk wind. Buttoning up his macintosh, he re-opened his copy of The Times and turned to the business section. Ignoring the usual filler about interest rates (low) and bankers’ bonuses (high), he struggled through a story about the UK’s bribery laws before he became conscious of someone approaching the bench. Looking up, Julian smiled at the only other man he had seen in the park since sitting down. It was good that at least one other dad was on duty today. Somehow, it made him feel slightly less of a failure.


Dressed head to toe in black – Converse All Stars, jeans, leather jacket – the man looked tanned and relaxed. Aged thirty, give or take, he was around six feet tall, with wispy blond hair and a day’s stubble on his chin.


You look very full of yourself, Julian mused, feeling somewhat dowdy by comparison.


Glancing to his left and right, the man took a step closer. Bouncing on the balls of his feet, he kept his hands in his pockets.


‘Schaeffer?’


A sense of discomfort cloaked Julian’s shoulders. ‘Yes.’


The man nodded.


‘Forgive me,’ Julian asked, ‘but have we met?’


By way of reply, the man pulled out a small pistol, pointing it straight at Julian’s face.


‘Who are you?’ Julian tried to stand but his legs refused to work. ‘What is this?’


‘This,’ said the man, relaxing into his task, ‘is you dying.’


‘But—’ Over the man’s shoulder, Julian saw a woman chasing a toddler by a cluster of recently planted trees. Off to the right, Rebecca was still happily playing in the sand with her new-found friends. Thanks be to God, she had no interest in her father whatsoever. Before he could move, there was a smacking sound as the newspaper jerked in his hand, and then another, pushing him back into the bench. Looking down, he could already feel the blood seeping through his shirt and onto the newsprint.


Another burst of laughter swept past him on the breeze, followed by a popping noise. This time, Julian felt conscious of the sharp pain spreading through his chest. The disintegrating paper fell from his grasp, its pages instantly carried away on the wind.


Satisfied that the job was done, the gunman turned and walked slowly away. Tasting the blood in his mouth, Julian gazed imploringly towards his daughter, who played on, blissfully unaware of what had just happened. He tried to cry for help but all that came out was a low hiss that he himself could barely hear over the sound of the wind.




TWO


Inspector John Carlyle sniffed the air apprehensively as he looked up at the darkening sky. It had been blue when he’d left his flat, scarcely half an hour ago. At least part of it had. It’s going to piss down, he thought morosely, and you’ve come out without an overcoat. Almost fifty and he still couldn’t manage to dress himself properly, always wearing what he should have worn for the conditions pertaining to the day before. It was the one thing – the only thing, really – about the city that really hacked him off. The famous weather: always too cold, too wet, too hot, too dry – never just right.


Carlyle looked up at the fine figure of Thomas Coram.


‘So who did it then, Captain?’


Coram stared down at the inspector, looking decidedly unimpressed. If the pioneer in the cause of child welfare had seen the shooter, he was keeping his own counsel.


‘Suit yourself,’ Carlyle mumbled. Leaning against the base of the statue commemorating the founder of London’s first Foundling Hospital, he scanned Coram’s Fields. Barely five minutes’ walk from the hustle and bustle of the newly revamped King’s Cross, the park was a grass and concrete square covering a city block of seven acres at the top of Lamb’s Conduit Street. On one side, a long, single-storey building contained a café, a nursery, sand pits, a playground and a drop-in centre; on the other, a collection of pens kept a selection of moth-eaten farm animals and domestic pets. At the back, behind a row of massive oak trees, was a collection of climbing frames, a big slide, some swings, a zipwire and, behind a wire fence, a number of five-a-side football pitches. Coram’s was a welcome oasis in the middle of London where unaccompanied adults were not allowed and kids could play with relative freedom in relative safety.


Not today, of course, but most of the time.


The inspector always thought of Coram’s Fields as a summer venue. He had brought his daughter, Alice, here hundreds of times over the years; sitting on a bench, watching the world go by while she played with the friends that always seemed to be knocking about. Of course, Alice was way too old now for the place. That time in their lives had gone. He missed it, but there was nothing that could be done to bring it back. Feeling more than a twinge of sadness, he pulled a tissue from the pocket of his jacket and wasted several seconds cleaning the lenses of his glasses. Over the last few years, they had gone from being an occasional reading aide to an omnipresent necessity. Another sign of his advancing years. Placing the specs carefully back on his nose, he watched his sergeant, an annoyingly handsome Mancunian smartarse named Umar Sligo, walking slowly towards him.


Almost twenty years younger than the inspector, Umar could still, just about, claim to be in his prime. With an Irish father and a Pakistani mother, he was living, breathing proof of the benefits of the multicultural society. He had arrived at Charing Cross via Kassim Darwish Grammar School for Boys (‘the true measure of a good education is to explore the limitations of your knowledge’) and a first-class degree from the University of Manchester in Politics and Criminology. A successful spell in the Greater Manchester Police saw him become a sergeant when he had just turned twenty-three.


Umar had arrived in London a little over a year ago. At the time, Carlyle was on a dismal run, having just lost his second sergeant in quick succession. To lose a third would have been deemed more than careless, so he had made an effort to keep hold of Master Sligo, even when the young man repeatedly had seemed more interested in chasing WPCs than chasing criminals.


Just why Umar had decided to up sticks and move to the capital had never become clear. The inspector, who, perversely, lacked the basic curiosity of your average person, had made no effort to find out. Having grown accustomed to working with him, Carlyle was comfortable enough with the younger man. He considered their relationship as ‘okay’, no more than that.


‘Boss.’ Umar waved his notebook by way of greeting.


‘Sergeant.’


‘Not a great start to the day.’


‘No,’ Carlyle agreed, ‘ ’specially not when it’s supposed to be my day off.’


‘Oh, sorry.’


‘Not your fault.’ Carlyle nodded towards the rather pathetic-looking white tent, about thirty yards off to his left, which denoted the crime scene. ‘Who’s the victim?’


‘A guy called . . .’ Umar glanced at his notebook ‘Julian Schaeffer. He was here with his daughter, Rebecca. Apparently they came here quite often. A couple of the mums knew the kid from parties and things.’


Carlyle’s heart sank.


‘She’s fine,’ Umar said hastily. ‘Well, I mean she wasn’t injured or anything. She didn’t see the actual shooting, as far as we can tell. Which is a mercy.’


A very small mercy, Carlyle thought.


‘We haven’t tried to interview her yet. A doctor is checking her out and one of the PCSOs is looking after her.’


Carlyle sucked in a breath. He had a low opinion of Community Support Officers – ‘plastic policemen’ as they were known – but looking after a child for an hour or so should be just about do-able. ‘Where is she?’


‘Over there.’ Umar pointed at a series of illuminated windows off to his right. ‘In the nursery.’


‘Okay.’ Carlyle knew he would have to speak to the child and he was already dreading it. In a situation like this, dealing with adults was bad enough. ‘They’re also sending a child psychologist.’


‘Good.’ He would wait until the shrink arrived before launching into an interview. ‘What else have we got?’


‘The whole thing has caused quite a commotion.’ The sergeant gestured over his shoulder towards a group of twenty or so women and children. They were huddled on the far side of the park, around the tiny café, as far from the tent as possible. A trio of female uniforms went between them, taking statements.


‘Obviously.’ Carlyle sighed heavily. ‘A hit man walks into a playground and shoots a bloke reading his paper while his daughter plays nearby. I can see how that might cause a bit of upset among the yummy mummies and their little ones.’


‘Not many yummy mummies round here,’ Umar observed sadly. Carlyle glared at him. ‘We’ve conducted the initial canvass,’ he added, clearing his throat.


‘And?’ Carlyle never ceased to be amazed how quickly the sergeant could completely exhaust his reserves of patience before the day had even started in earnest.


‘They all want to go home.’


‘Apart from that?’


‘It would appear that no one saw anything.’


Carlyle let out a frustrated yelp. ‘But the guy was shot three times.’


‘A couple of people heard what, presumably, were the shots, but they just thought it was a car backfiring. How many people would know the difference? Anyway, it’s probably just as well. If anyone had noticed what was going on and tried to intervene, they might have been killed as well.’


‘Fair point,’ Carlyle conceded. ‘What about CCTV?’


Umar shook his head. ‘The space doesn’t really lend itself to it.’


Must be the only space in London that doesn’t, Carlyle observed. He pointed at a tall building towering over the park, a block to the west. ‘What about them?’


Umar looked round. ‘I don’t see why they’d be filming a playground, but we can ask.’


‘You know the drill. We need to check any cameras from the surrounding blocks that might show the guy entering or exiting.’ A thought struck him. ‘By the way, how did he get in?’


Umar scratched his ear. ‘Through the gate, I suppose.’


‘I thought only adults with kids were allowed in? Presumably he didn’t bring a child along to facilitate the hit.’


‘It’s not exactly tight security. The place relies on volunteers. There doesn’t seem to have been someone on the gate this morning. Anyone could just walk in.’


Carlyle nodded. Now that he thought about it, he could not recall ever being challenged when he’d come into the park, even if he was alone and Alice was already playing inside. ‘So, in the absence of witnesses, CCTV or anything else, what do we have?’


‘The victim was found by a boy called . . .’ Umar glanced at his notes then closed the book and stuffed it in the back pocket of his jeans, ‘Harry Scott. Aged six. Young Harry saw that the guy had dropped his paper and went to retrieve it for him. When he approached the bench, he got a bit of a shock.’


‘I bet he did.’ Carlyle idly wondered if someone might be on the end of a compensation claim as a result of young Harry’s trauma. Deciding that, even if the youngster’s parents did turn litigious, he personally would be in the clear, he let the question slip from his mind.


‘Even then, it took them a few minutes to find out what he was screaming about. They thought he’d had a fall or something.’


‘Kids do a lot of screaming,’ Carlyle said sagely, ‘as you are about to find out.’


Looking glum, Umar nodded. His girlfriend, Christina, was due to give birth to their first child in a few weeks’ time. ‘Actually . . .’


‘Yes?’ Carlyle watched a couple of young boys arrive at the front gate. The taller had a football under his arm. One of the uniforms stopped them. There was a brief protest from the boy with the ball before they headed off towards the public gardens next door. It wasn’t as good as Coram’s but it would do for their kickabout.


‘We wanted to ask you a favour.’ Umar stared off somewhere beyond Carlyle’s left shoulder.


Let me guess, Carlyle thought sourly, you’re going to leave me in the lurch by taking a monster holiday. The government had just brought in new legislation allowing fathers to take up to twenty-six weeks’ extra paternity leave. Half the coppers in the Met were probably desperately trying to get their old lady up the duff as a result. He tried not to scowl. ‘Sure.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Depending on what it is, obviously,’ Carlyle added hastily.


‘Yes.’


‘I mean, if I can.’


‘Would you be my best man?’ Umar blurted out.


This time the inspector did scowl. ‘What?’


‘Christina and I are getting married next week.’ Umar gestured past a couple of goats in the direction of St Pancras station. ‘Just up at Camden Town Hall. Nothing fancy but we need a couple of witnesses. I wondered if you and Mrs Carlyle would be prepared to do the honours?’


Mrs Carlyle? For a second, the inspector was stumped. Technically, there was no ‘Mrs Carlyle’. After their nuptials, Helen had kept her own name, mainly as a matter of principle but also as a partial hedge against him turning out to be a totally hopeless husband.


‘We need two witnesses,’ Umar repeated, ‘to sign the register.’


Carlyle looked his sergeant up and down suspiciously. Him and Helen? The only guests at the wedding? What about family and friends? Casual acquaintances? Passers-by, even?


‘You know this is supposed to be a celebration, don’t you?’


‘We just want to get married with a minimum of fuss.’


‘Well,’ the inspector observed, ‘you’re certainly going the right way about it.’




THREE


Carlyle had first come across Christina O’Brien during a police raid on Everton’s, a strip club located on a grubby side street near Holborn tube station, in search of illegal immigrants. Taking offence at having her work schedule interrupted, the American pole dancer had become an instant legend by battering an innocent constable senseless with a monster dildo, while wearing not a single stitch of clothing. The assault, captured for posterity by a police cameraman, was well on the way to becoming an Internet sensation, having been viewed more than 900,000 times before some killjoy Met lawyers managed to execute a series of takedown notices, depriving future generations of the chance to see Christina in action.


As far as Carlyle could recall, no illegal immigrants were arrested in the operation. For the feisty Ms O’Brien, however, assaulting a police officer brought not only the threat of arrest, but also of deportation back home to the United States. Not wishing to return to the land of the free and the home of the brave, Christina had offered Carlyle ‘a freebie’ in one of the Charing Cross interrogation rooms in exchange for help to get the charges against her dropped. Always one to resist temptation, the inspector had declined, keeping the matter to himself. He had never told Helen; it wasn’t the kind of thing you recounted as an amusing anecdote when you got home.


In the event, the charges were dropped without the need for any bartering of services. A combination of a smart lawyer and the embarrassment of the Metropolitan Police at one of its officers being beaten up by a naked Amazon meant that Christina was quickly released and allowed to stay in the country. Soon thereafter she hooked up with an understandably smitten Umar, gave up the stripping for a job in PR and got up the duff. Not necessarily in that order.


Not knowing how to respond to this most unexpected of invitations, Carlyle looked around the empty playground. ‘Coram’s Fields will be handy when you’ve got the kid,’ he mused. ‘It’s a good place. Apart from the odd shooting, of course,’ he added.


‘It’s too far away. We’re living up in Archway.’


Unlucky, Carlyle thought. With the best will in the world, Archway was a soul-destroying dump. ‘You can always get the bus,’ he ventured.


‘Maybe.’ Umar’s expression suggested he was contemplating the loss of his Sunday mornings for the next ten years or more.


‘Worth keeping in mind.’


‘True. Anyway, we’ve got to get married first.’


‘Indeed.’


‘It’s just going to be a very small thing. A quick ceremony, sign the register, a couple of photographs and then maybe we could have some lunch. I thought we could go to the Champagne Bar at St Pancras.’


‘Well . . .’ Carlyle had no idea what to say. The poor bugger must be desperate to be asking him to be his best man. Not to mention the fact that the reception was going to be held in a train station. ‘When is it?’


Umar gave him the date. ‘We need to be at the Town Hall at eleven.’


‘Okay.’ Carlyle scratched his head.


‘You’ll do it?’ A look of relief and gratitude spread across Umar’s face.


‘Um . . .’ Then: Don’t be such a git, the inspector told himself sharply. The kid is getting married; it’s a big deal. Be a supportive colleague for once in your life. ‘I’m sure it will be fine. I’ll talk to Helen.’


‘Great.’ Umar smiled nervously.


‘And congratulations to both of you.’ He tried to think what Helen would say in a situation like this. ‘Good luck.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Just one thing.’


‘What?’


‘When it comes to Helen, don’t call her Mrs Carlyle. It’s Helen Kennedy. She didn’t change her name when we got married and getting it wrong wouldn’t go down well.’


‘Good tip,’ Umar grinned.


‘She didn’t say anything about obeying me either,’ Carlyle grumbled. ‘Something to do with “the vicious hegemony of the patriarchy” and the “terrible shortcomings of the antediluvian wedding vows”.’ Still listening to similar complaints thirty years later, he could recount Helen’s charge sheet verbatim.


Umar’s grin grew wider. ‘I don’t blame her.’


Carlyle shot him a look.


‘Sorry,’ the youger man apologized. ‘I just didn’t think anyone said “obey” these days.’


‘No. Back then refusing to say it was a bit more of a statement.’


‘Christina is going to change her name, though.’


Bad move, Carlyle thought. If you get a divorce, she’ll just have to change it back again. Why bother with all the hassle? Trying to shake all the negative thoughts from his head, he thrust out a hand. ‘Well done.’


Umar shook it warmly. ‘Thanks.’


‘I hope it all goes well.’


‘I’m sure it will.’


You never know, Carlyle thought, maybe it just will. Giving Umar a reassuring pat on the shoulder, he began walking towards the small group of parents and children congregated by the café. ‘C’mon,’ he said cheerily. ‘Let me buy you a cup of tea to celebrate.’


Before he could reach the café, however, a familiar figure appeared from inside the tent and beckoned him over. Desperately needing an injection of caffeine, Carlyle tried to ignore the signals until Umar, bringing up the rear, gave him a tap on the shoulder.


‘Boss, I think they need you over there.’


Muttering to himself, Carlyle reluctantly changed course. As he approached the tent, a smiling Susan Phillips held up a small clear plastic evidence bag containing a wallet and a watch. Under a transparent plastic body suit, he could see that she was wearing a pair of worn jeans and a Cure T-shirt. By the pathologist’s usual standards, it was a very casual ensemble.


Perhaps I wasn’t the only one on a day off, Carlyle mused.


‘I know you don’t like the sight of blood,’ she smiled mischievously, ‘so I thought I’d bring these out for you.’


‘Thank you very much.’ Carlyle grinned, looking sheepish. ‘That’s very considerate of you.’ His squeamishness was a well-known joke around the police stations of Central London. He took the bag. ‘What have we got?’


‘It clearly wasn’t a robbery,’ Phillips said, scratching the end of her nose with a latex-gloved hand. ‘There’s several hundred pounds in the wallet and the watch looks expensive.’


Carlyle nodded. ‘Umar told me his name was—’ Too late, he realized that he had forgotten that particular detail.


‘Julian Schaeffer.’ A bead of sweat ran down the side of Phillips’s face. ‘There’s a business card in the wallet which gives his profession as “financial consultant”. He was reading The Times when he was shot.’


‘I’m more a Mirror man, myself. The question is: what was he doing here in the middle of a working day?’


Phillips wiped away the sweat with her forearm. ‘Maybe he couldn’t get childcare. It is half-term, after all.’


Carlyle was less than convinced. ‘Guy who works in finance, expensive watch, well dressed?’


Phillips added, ‘Expensive suit.’


‘Not the kind of bloke you would expect to sign up to do the child minding.’


‘Well, it looks like he did today.’ Phillips started back to the tent. ‘I’ll let you know what else I find out, but you can reasonably assume it was the shots to the chest that killed him.’


‘Thanks,’ said Carlyle cheerily. As she disappeared back inside, he felt a big fat raindrop land on the top of his head. Keen to avoid a soaking, he began jogging across the grass in search of cover.


The Kipferl Austrian café at Coram’s Fields was basically a few sheltered tables in front of a counter at the end of a colonnade. Sitting at one of the tables, Umar was finishing a Coke. Damp and out of breath, the inspector could feel his blood sugar plummeting and his temper fraying. Consulting the menu, written up on a large blackboard, he turned to a hassled-looking girl in a red bandana behind the counter.


‘What’s a Grosser Brauner?’


‘It’s like a double macchiato,’ the girl replied.


‘Perfect. I’ll have one of those, please.’ Carlyle stuck a hand in his pocket, in search of some change. Fortunately, he appeared to be in funds.


‘Anything to eat?’ The girl shuffled behind the counter while Carlyle peered at the selection under the glass. Cee Lo Green’s ‘Forget You’ was playing on a small DAB radio stationed on top of a fridge. The alternative, rather more explicit version of the song was a current favourite of Alice’s; she liked to play it loudly, on a regular basis, in an attempt to irritate her parents.


Carlyle watched the girl handle the shiny Gaggia coffee machine behind the counter quickly and expertly. When she handed him the coffee, he pointed at the sign by one of the plates in the display.


‘Why is it called Jewish applecake?’


The girl shrugged without replying.


The rumbling of his stomach suggested that the origin of the name was an irrelevance, compared to the succulent-looking apples encased in enticing pastry. The inspector pulled a selection of coins from his pocket. ‘I’ll have a slice of that too.’


The cake was delicious. More importantly, the coffee was excellent – hot, sharp and envigorating – just the way it should be. It took Carlyle less than two minutes to polish off both. The inspector liked to consider himself an aficionado in such matters and he was happy to pronounce himself more than satisfied. He licked the crumbs from his fingers and wondered if another Grosser Brauner was in order.


Umar watched his superior’s questionable table manners with obvious distaste. ‘What shall we do now?’


‘I’d better go and talk to the kid.’ Carlyle gestured towards a woman in a business suit marching determinedly towards them carrying a briefcase. ‘Presumably this is the shrink.’ He waited until she had almost reached their table before getting to his feet.


In her buttoned-up jacket and a skirt that came down below her knees, the woman looked like a character out of a 1950s B-movie. Tall and slim, she had short black hair and brown eyes behind tortoiseshell glasses that rested neatly on her cheekbones. It was an austere look but not unattractive.


Stopping in front of Carlyle, she offered a hand and they shook.


‘Sergeant Sligo?’


Umar tittered. ‘That’s me.’


‘I’m Carlyle.’


She looked at him blankly.


‘Inspector John Carlyle. I’m in charge here.’


‘Good to know that someone is. I’m Moira Aust, Central Family Support. Sorry it’s taken me so long to get here, but I was giving a lecture at UCL when I got the call.’


‘What was the lecture about?’ Umar enquired, preparing to ramp up the charm.


‘Well . . .’


‘Let’s not worry about that now,’ Carlyle interrupted. ‘Let’s go and see the girl.’


‘Of course,’ Aust nodded. ‘What’s her name?’


‘Er . . .’ Carlyle looked at Umar.


‘Rebecca.’


‘Good,’ said Aust primly. ‘Let’s go and see Rebecca.’




FOUR


Standing in the empty classroom, Carlyle glared at the scruffy woman in a dirty uniform sitting on a desk, jabbering away into her phone.


‘You know what? I’m not sure I fancy a Mexican tonight – maybe some Thai.’ The PSCO looked up at Carlyle as if to say I’m on the phone here, do you mind? ‘No, definitely not Indian, not after last time.’


Somehow Carlyle resisted the temptation to give her a smack round the ear. ‘Where’s Rebecca?’ he demanded.


‘Hold on a sec.’ The woman broke off her conversation to point over towards the door. ‘She went to the loo.’ She immediately returned to her call. ‘Sorry about that. Yeah, Thai probably.’


Shaking his head, Carlyle left the classroom and headed back down the corridor to the reception. Off to the right were male and female toilets.


‘Let me go and check.’ Aust hurried past him and ducked into the ladies. Seconds later, she came back. ‘Not here.’


Umar dived into the gents, returning almost immediately, alone.


This cannot be happening. Carlyle felt the applecake begin to weigh in his stomach. ‘How many people have we got on site?’ he asked Umar.


‘Including us? Four. Plus one on the gate, the PSCO back there, the forensics team and Dr Aust.’


Oh sweet Jesus, now he really was beginning to feel sick. ‘Okay. I’ll search the nursery. You take the doctor and organize a sweep of the rest of the site. If we’ve lost this kid we’re in real trouble.’


‘So, where is Rebecca?’ Hands on hips, Umar stared across the deserted park. After more than an hour searching, they had come up with nothing. Aust had wisely departed the scene, citing another appointment.


Carlyle ran a hand across his neck. His head could roll for this. What a way to end a long if not particularly distinguished career – losing a small girl in a park in the wake of her father’s murder.


In his hyper-anxious state, the inspector suddenly became conscious of his mobile starting to vibrate in his pocket. Praying for some good news, he lifted it to his ear.


‘I need you to come to my office.’ The voice on the other end of the line was cool and insistent.


The inspector felt his anxiety spike. ‘Now?’


‘I promise that it won’t take very long.’


How long does it take to get sacked? Carlyle wondered if his next call should be to a Police Federation Rep. ‘We are in the middle of—’


‘I know what you’re doing,’ Commander Carole Simpson snapped. ‘I’ll expect you in the next hour.’


The line went dead. Carlyle said to Umar, ‘Looks like I need to go over to Paddington Green.’


An expression of severe dismay crossed the sergeant’s face. ‘What – now?’


The inspector gave him an I’m only obeying orders kind of shrug.


‘So what do you want me to do?’


‘What do you think? See if you can get a lead on what happened to the kid.’


The background hum of children playing was immensely soothing. Sitting on a bench by the café outside the Diana Memorial Playground in Kensington Gardens, Daniel Sands watched the endless flow of people entering the park through the wrought-iron gates off to his right. The sun had come out. A couple of boys, aged six or seven, rushed past, shrieking as they headed for the wooden pirate ship that dominated the play area. A pretty blonde woman followed behind, carrying their jackets. Daniel Sands smiled at the woman as she passed. The woman eyed him warily, conscious that he was an old man sitting on his own outside a space that was commonly the domain of small children and young parents. Understanding her thought process, Sands refused to take any offence.


Taking a sip of his tea, he scanned the front page of that morning’s Telegraph. The main story concerned a ‘super-injunction’ that had been taken out by a so-called ‘leading businessman’, in order to prevent the media reporting details of an alleged affair with a reality TV star turned model. What hope was there for the media, he wondered, when even the Telegraph – previously the most staid and conservative of titles – was obsessed by this kind of rubbish? The reason he bought the paper in the first place was because he expected it to insulate him from the kind of base behaviour that the rest of the world seemed to wallow in.


‘Mr Sands?’


‘Yes.’ Folding up his paper, Daniel looked up at a tall, well-built man standing in front of him, his face partially concealed behind a pair of aviator sunglasses. He was younger than Daniel had expected, probably not yet out of his twenties. His shaven head and no-nonsense demeanour made him look like a soldier.


Getting to his feet, Daniel extended a hand and they shook. ‘I’m Daniel Sands.’


‘Dominic Sandbrook.’


Daniel caught the glint in the man’s eye. ‘DS,’ he chuckled. ‘The same initials as mine, and I like the “Sand” bit. That’s not your real name, is it?’


‘No, of course not.’ The man calling himself Sandbrook took a seat on the bench. ‘But it will do.’ A broad grin spread across his face. ‘Unless you would like to call me something else?’


‘No, no, that’s fine.’ Daniel gestured towards the café. ‘Would you like a drink?’


The man shook his head.


‘Well . . .’ Suddenly unsure of what to say, Daniel sat back down.


Behind them came the sudden sound of a child’s scream, followed by a series of sobs which were slowly absorbed back into the general hubbub. The newcomer stared into the middle distance, waiting for the relative calm to return. ‘We are ready to proceed,’ he said, not looking at Daniel. ‘Have you come to a decision?’


Daniel suddenly felt like a fool. An old man unable to put the past behind him. It was all so long ago. What was he doing?


The man waited patiently.


Letting the emotion pass, Daniel watched a squirrel jump on to the next table, sniff the remains of a discarded muffin and scoot away. ‘Yes,’ he said finally, ‘I want him brought back.’


‘That is the harder option.’ The man looked at Daniel with compassion. ‘Not to mention more expensive. A bullet in the head is far cheaper and a lot more . . .’ he groped for a word, ‘definitive.’


A calm descended on Daniel; he had made up his mind. ‘But this is not about revenge,’ he said. ‘It is about justice.’


The man calling himself Sandbrook bit his lower lip. ‘If it was me, it would be about revenge.’


Daniel smiled sadly. ‘Just be grateful that it isn’t you in this position.’


The man nodded. ‘You have the bank account details?’


‘Yes. I will make the transfer today.’


‘Good. In the absence of any unforeseen developments, we will make the delivery within fifteen days of receipt of funds. We will call you twice: once when we have the package in our possession and then to confirm its safe arrival in the UK, ready for collection.’


The package. Daniel grinned. It was like being in a bad spy movie. That would make him who – Alec Guinness? ‘How will you get the package into the country?’


The man got to his feet. ‘Does it matter?’


‘No, I suppose not.’


‘As I said, this is the harder option. Better that you don’t know the details. It is not as easy as it would be on the continent, obviously. The border controls here are stricter. It can be done, but failure to repatriate is one of the risk factors. Success is not guaranteed.’


‘I understand.’ Daniel wished that he hadn’t asked the question.


‘And if we do successfully repatriate, the courts may not hold him.’


‘There is an outstanding arrest warrant.’


‘Which has never been vigorously pursued,’ Sandbrook gently pointed out.


A look of disgust passed across Daniel’s face. ‘The Italians – they do not care. They have a killer living in their midst and no one bats an eyelid. The Germans and the French declined to help. The Swiss wouldn’t even open an investigation.’


Sandbrook nodded. ‘Everyone has their own priorities.’


‘Priorities?’ Daniel let out a harsh laugh. ‘You don’t have children, do you?’


‘I have a couple of nieces.’


‘It’s not the same. When you have your own child, you will understand. When you are a parent, the only priority can be your child. He has to be brought back here. The English have jurisdiction: the English will try him.’


‘Yes, but the alleged crime was a long time ago. And then there are the circumstances in which he is being brought back. A good lawyer will have plenty of room for manoeuvre. It will be a media storm and, even if he loses, there is every chance he will be let out on appeal.’


‘I will have a good lawyer, too,’ Daniel ground out. ‘English justice is the best in the world. There can be no going back.’


‘It is good that you believe that,’ the man said quietly.


Daniel turned in his seat to better look him in the face. ‘And you? What do you believe in? Only the money?’


‘Not at all,’ the man said evenly. ‘My colleagues and I, we have to pay the bills but we are fortunate in that we can choose our clients. We would not have taken you on if we did not believe in your case.’


Daniel thought about the large sum he would be transferring later this afternoon. It would pay for a lot of expenses. ‘Would you have taken me on if I had no money?’


The man smiled. ‘That is a hypothetical question. How can I answer that?’ He gave Daniel a gentle pat on the arm. ‘We approached you, remember?’


‘That’s right.’ Daniel remembered when a man very much like the one now sitting next to him had arrived at the door of his Notting Hill townhouse. It was late one night and the air was fresh following a recent thunderstorm. The man was a ‘friend of a friend’ – he gave Daniel the name of a mutual acquaintance – and he claimed that he represented a group of men who had been moved by Daniel’s plight. They could help resolve the problem that had been eating away at him for years. They wanted to help.


The two men had talked late into the night yet, at the end of it all, nothing about the man or his group had been explained. It seemed that they were a band of brothers – mercenaries? vigilantes? – who existed only in the shadows. No proof was offered that they could do what Daniel required.


As he was leaving, Daniel’s mysterious guest handed him a scrap of paper containing the number for a mobile phone. Daniel had initially been sceptical. The whole thing sounded like a scam. Still, he had spoken to his acquaintance and taken up references he had been given and made a few enquiries of his own. If the results were not enough to give him a complete picture of his would-be saviours, it was enough to reassure him that they had the necessary skills and training to do the job. The seeds of hope had been sown. Anyway, what did he have to lose? Only money. He didn’t know what he was going to do with his wealth. Without a child to pass it on to, it seemed an almost intolerable burden.


After hesitating for several days he had called the number. Now here he was, a man who had never had so much as a parking ticket discussing a kidnapping.


‘We are not in this to make money,’ the man insisted. ‘Equally, there are costs involved in the project. If things go wrong, there can be no refund.’


‘I understand,’ Daniel repeated. ‘What do you think of our chances?’


The man stared at the horizon for several moments before venturing his opinion. ‘I am more of a pessimist than some of my colleagues, so I would say small.’


Inwardly, Daniel groaned. ‘How small?’


‘Small but not zero.’ The man gave him a reassuring smile. ‘Don’t worry, we will not let you down. I know that you have waited a long time for this.’


‘Yes,’ Daniel mumbled. ‘Yes, I have.’


‘Keep your phone switched on. We will be in touch.’


Watching the man walking away, heading towards Kensington High Street, Daniel pulled a tattered photograph from the pocket of his jacket. Blinking away a tear, he stared at the image of his daughter; his daughter, as he liked to remember her, an inquisitive, happy thirteen-year-old girl in jeans and a T-shirt, sitting on the steps of the National Gallery, drinking from a Coke can. It had been the first time that Lillian’s mother had let her come back to London to stay with her father, and he could recall every minute of their outing. When the picture had been taken, they had just been to see Georges Seurat’s Bathers at Asnières, for part of a school project that Lillian had been doing. From there they went off to have a pizza on Regent Street, followed by a trip to the theatre.


It had been, by some margin, the best day of his life.


It was the last time he saw her alive.


Daniel Sands felt the tears roll down his cheeks as he gazed at the picture. It was the only thing of value in his life. He would take it with him to his grave.




FIVE


The inspector popped the last of the banana into his mouth and chewed it unhappily, wondering what to do with the skin. Sighing audibly, Commander Simpson pointed to a waste-bin by the side of her desk. A true status symbol in the twenty-first century hierarchy, since everyone below the rank of Chief Superintendent had had their bins taken away. It was supposedly an initiative to encourage recycling but mainly to do with cutting costs and avoiding the embarrassment of having cleaners who turned out to be illegal immigrants.


Getting out of his seat, the inspector dropped the skin into the bin. ‘Thanks.’


Waiting for him to sit back down, Simpson clasped her hands together, as if in prayer. ‘Dino’s asked me to marry him,’ she said abruptly.


Jeez, Carlyle thought, why does everybody suddenly feel the need to tell me about their nuptials? He raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re not going to ask me to be a bridesmaid, are you?’


‘What?’ Simpson’s face clouded and she looked like she was already regretting raising the subject. Sitting behind the desk in her office at Paddington Green station, she glanced around the bare walls. Apart from the cheap, threadbare furniture, the place was empty. Over the years he had been coming here, Carlyle noticed that the personal touches were becoming fewer and fewer. It was almost as if Simpson didn’t want her colleagues to know that she existed outside of the uniform.


‘Nothing,’ he replied hastily. ‘Well, that’s great, I suppose. Congratulations.’


‘I haven’t said “yes” yet,’ Simpson muttered testily.


‘Mm.’


She grimaced. ‘What does that mean?’


‘Nothing.’ For some time now, Carlyle had wondered whether Dino Mottram, an old-style entrepreneur, ten years or more Simpson’s senior, was in line to become the second Mr Carole Simpson. The couple had been stepping out together for a while now and, initially, it had seemed to the inspector like a good idea. Husband number one – Joshua Hunt – had crashed and burned quite spectacularly: a conviction for fraud and jail, followed by terminal cancer, bringing the Commander’s career progression in the Metropolitan Police to a grinding halt as a result.


On the bright side, professional catastrophe had made things easier between Commander and Inspector. Once Simpson had accepted that her climb up the greasy pole was over, she relaxed considerably. Since her troubles with Joshua, Carlyle had found her much more agreeable, both professionally and personally. He liked the idea that their relationship had improved as her career had nose-dived. Being more than a little perverse, it made him feel slightly less alone working inside the Metropolitan Police Force.


Carlyle knew that he should keep his mouth firmly shut but his resolve lasted less than ten seconds. ‘I suppose you’ve discussed a pre-nup?’ he grinned. Dino, well known as a serial monogamist, was a regular presence in the various ‘Rich Lists’ so beloved of Sunday newspapers.


‘It’s a common enough practice these days,’ Simpson observed. ‘Anyway, it’s not like I need his money.’


‘Not very romantic, though,’ Carlyle chided her, ‘is it?’ If anyone deserved a bit of domestic bliss it was Carole Simpson. However, over the last year or so, the inspector had first-hand expereience of dealing with Dino and his company, Entomophagus Industries, on a professional basis. Now that he had seen the man in action, he wasn’t so sure that the Commander wouldn’t be better off staying single.


Simpson gave him the gimlet eye. ‘You don’t like Dino, do you?’


Carlyle mumbled, ‘I don’t really have a view . . .’


‘John, I know you. You are incapable of bullshitting your way through things like this.’ A smile crept across her face and she immediately looked ten years younger. ‘When they were handing out diplomacy genes, you simply didn’t get any.’


Carlyle laughed. ‘Seriously, I don’t have a view on Dino. I don’t have to have a view on Dino. It’s not me that he wants to marry.’


Simpson drummed her fingers on the table. ‘That’s hardly a ringing endorsement.’


Sitting up in his chair, Carlyle spread his arms in frustration. This wasn’t what he had come here to discuss. ‘What do you want me to say? You’re a grown up, you have to make your own decision.’


Simpson looked down at her desk.


‘If things are going so well with Dino,’ he burbled, trying to fill the silence, ‘why do you need to get married? It’s hardly a big deal.’


‘You’re married.’


‘True.’ Carlyle shifted uncomfortably in his seat. How did the conversation get round to him? ‘But Helen and I lived together for years before that. In the end, we formally got married just before Alice was born.’


Simpson smiled. ‘A shotgun wedding?’


‘Not at all.’ Carlyle sat forward in his chair, feeling quite defensive now. His family was his family. He didn’t need to explain it to anyone. ‘It was just a bit of fun. The sun shone and we had a picnic in Hyde Park. It was a beautiful day. I’m happy to be married but it doesn’t really mean anything. It certainly didn’t change anything at home.’ He broke into a grin. ‘Helen has remained firmly in charge.’


Simpson gestured at his hand. ‘Is that why you don’t wear a ring?’


‘Not really.’ Carlyle rubbed his ring finger with his right hand. Looking across the table, he realized that the Commander was still wearing a simple gold wedding band. ‘I don’t like jewellery, that’s all.’


Simpson thought about it for a moment. Her gaze belatedly fell on the Clash London Calling T-shirt that he was wearing.


‘I was on a day off,’ Carlyle explained, scratching his stomach.


Simpson couldn’t have cared less. ‘Tell me about Julian Schaeffer.’


‘Shot in the chest at close range. No messing about. From what we can tell so far, it looks like a professional killing.’


Simpson frowned. ‘In a kiddies’ playground? This is London, for God’s sake, not . . .’ she tried to think of somewhere suitably dangerous, ‘Mexico.’


‘It’s a strange one,’ Carlyle agreed. ‘The priority at the moment is to find Mr Schaeffer’s daughter.’


He glanced at the screen of his BlackBerry. While he had been on the tube, it looked like Umar had finally come up with some additional information.


Simpson nodded, waiting for him to go on.


Squinting, he read from the screen. ‘Rebecca Schaeffer is six. She was an occasional visitor to the drop-in centre at the park. According to one of the volunteers who works there, the parents are separated, maybe divorced, we don’t know yet. It appears the father was looking after her for half-term.’
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