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PROLOGUE


London, 1965


 


The King was in residence: a glossily white-walled Georgian town house, four storeys high and three bays wide, with a classical Ionic-pillared portico. The house sat proud in one of the grandest squares in London, and in one of the most prestigious addresses in town. Tucked away in the basement of this plum piece of Belgravia real estate, a bead of sweat had just dripped on to the King’s eye. Johnny Beresford glanced down at the smiling King, who looked up at him and, with his bulging and magnified eye, bashed him a wink. Johnny Beresford expelled a short mirthless laugh that sounded more like a snort of derision. It was, of course, merely an optical illusion, because the King in question was the King of Spades. But right now, to Johnny Beresford’s mind, there really wasn’t anything to be laughing about, never mind shooting off cocky little winks.


Johnny Beresford held him fanned out alongside four other equally worthless and mismatched cohorts. This mocking King was a redundant King, and ultimately a deadly King who was not about to grant him any pardons or favours. He gave the King – and all the King’s men – another glance, hoping they might change into something else, something to beat his opponent’s lavish line-up of a straight flush. Nothing changed. They stayed the same. They stayed a bad hand of cards.


He took the almost drained bottle of single malt that sat on the table beside him, and tipped a splashing glug of it into the crystal tumbler. He wasn’t drunk. No, that happy mindless state seemed unattainable to him these days, no matter how hard he tried – and he did try, for his industry on that front could never be faulted. But, for all he’d imbibed, he couldn’t dispel the new sobriety that was now settling in on him – and fast. Things were changing and there was no going back, and also nothing he could do about it. He seemed to be moving through time with a lacerating lucidity. The gambler’s optimism was disassembling itself before his eyes like fragmenting clouds. And there was no azure sky, no bright sunlight beyond, and no rainbows with pots of gold at the end of them. Just a dead hand. Unable to bear looking at the reality any more, he threw in his cards. After a moment, he gathered up the rest of the pack and shuffled them, hoping for the chance to deal out another dose of optimism.


But all the King’s horses and all the King’s men . . .


‘What do you say, sport, another hand? Just the one? Come on, you owe me that, no?’


Sport stayed silent. Whoever sport was, he was being very unsporting, and clearly didn’t want to play any more.


Johnny Beresford realized this, squeezed his eyes shut, balled his fists and banged them on the table in a drum roll of percussive powerlessness. More sweat fell from his brow and on to the cards, but it was tinged with red this time. The nasty-looking gash on his forehead, which had earlier dried and congealed, was now liquefying and being carried through the wound on his saline sweat.


He deserved better, he always had. He had the pedigree and the prestige. From his moment of his baronial birth, Johnny Beresford had sat at the top of the pile: fast-tracked and first in line for everything in life, due to his predecessors’ successful efforts in snaffling up great swathes of this green and pleasant land. His family, known as ‘the Battling Beresfords’, were a historically bellicose brood. Murderous loyalty, in the service of the kings and queens of England, had run rife. They had set sail and seen off armadas, shot off arrows at Agincourt, aimed muskets at Roundheads in muddy fields in Essex, gone over the top at Flanders, and taken to the skies and spat fire over the white cliffs of Dover. And, although there were no written records, it wouldn’t have surprised Johnny Beresford to learn that his ancestors had steadfastly refused to hail Caesar, cut up rough with Cnut, and said a big fat ‘No!’ to the Normans in 1066. With the Beresfords’ ability to do the business on the battlefield, at court and eventually in the boardrooms, by the time Johnny Beresford had eased his way into the world, the work had long been done.


With such prestigious lineage stacked up behind him, he had been able to live a life of opulent entitlement. He thus bowled through life working on the principle that money begat money, and good fortune begat good fortune. So when the turn of the cards came, he naturally expected them to come up good. They always had.


‘Come on, Johnny. Let’s do it!’


He registered the instruction and laid down the cards. He knew that he’d played his last hand. He also knew what came next. He’d strung it out for as long as possible, and lost four on the trot. It was official: he’d moved into bad luck and saw little sign of moving out of it. There are those who say that in poker luck has little to do with winning or losing; it’s all about skill. And, time and time again, they’re proved hubristically wrong. Because luck has a lot to do with everything in life. Especially when it comes to dying.


‘Do it, Johnny. Do it!’


In another part of town, and in another world, as the large hours of Saturday night dwindled effortlessly into the small hours of Sunday morning, Marcy Jones walked up Lancaster Road towards her home in Basing Street. The surrounding streets were deserted and uncharacteristically quiet. Even the house on the corner where resided a collective of young musicians – who lived like you’d expect a collective of young musicians to live, and were constantly being told to turn it down during their weekly Saturday ‘happenings’ – was quiet. All Marcy Jones could hear was the click of her own stilettos on the frosted pavement.


Tall terraced houses lined the street, some in bare ash brick, some painted in city-soiled white. Black slate roofs like the scales of an old fish held untidy chimney stacks and spindly TV aerials that serrated the skyline. This part of Ladbroke Grove was thrown in with Notting Hill, and its once grand houses had always been a little unfashionable, a little too far away from the centralized action and affluence of Belgravia, Knightsbridge and Mayfair. And now they had met their inevitable fate, been slummed over, sectioned off, partitioned, truncated and turned into tight little flats and broom-cupboard bedsits. It was a part of town where there were not even signs hung in windows that read: No Blacks, No Irish, No Dogs. Everyone was welcome in this parish, and Notting Hill accommodation offered cheap rents that, once moved into, rose steeply without much rhyme or reason, and deposits that once deposited would never see the light of day again. It was an area controlled by landlords who ruled with iron fists and turned off the heating at the first sign of complaint.


This part of London sang its own song of immigration and unrest. Because when people talked about immigration, they invariably seemed to talk about unrest, and ultimately always pointed to Notting Hill as the example. The so-called 1958 ‘race riot’ had put it on the map, and fuelled all future arguments.


But this neighbourhood was home to Marcy Jones. Her family was one of the first West Indian families to settle just after the war. She’d grown up here, was schooled and churched here, but she knew it wouldn’t be her home for much longer. She had her plans, her dreams, and almost enough money to make them come true.


The taxi had dropped her off on Ladbroke Grove, and, as she walked the rest of the way to her flat on Basing Street, as she was in the habit of doing lately, she took in these streets she’d known all her life with fresh eyes, committing the images before her to memory. Collecting snapshots of the streets she had trodden all her life, in preparation for a time soon when she would be far away from them. Melancholy and memories were mixed with the joy of a fresh start and a new life.


She pulled up the fur collar of her long dark woollen winter coat. The mid-January air held enough of a chill and a bite that she could see her breath exhaling in front of her face. She wanted to be home now; she wanted to make herself a cup of tea, draw a bath, then relax and soak the night away.


Marcy Jones climbed the four steps leading to the street-entrance door of the four-storey terraced house. Her attention wasn’t on the dark green door but on her handbag, as she fished around for her key. The overburdened bag was stuffed with sundry beauty and grooming products: a hairbrush, some hairspray, a comb, a card of hair clips, two shades of lipstick, several mascaras, some nail polish – also two spare pairs of black stockings, a pack of chewing gum, bus tickets and tube tickets and sweet wrappers and a half-read paperback. She tutted and chided herself as she searched a bag badly in need of a clear-out – a good purging to lighten its load. Her slender red-tipped fingers eventually came upon the shiny brass Yale key, the new key that replaced the one she’d lost. As she turned it stiffly in the lock and opened the front door, her mind was still focused on her untidy bag, so she didn’t hear the man behind her until she felt him behind her. And heard his jagged, panting breath. She turned sharply, awkwardly, her hand still attached to the key which was secured in the lock. Her flawlessly pretty face creased into confusion.


‘You?’


There was no reply as a black leather-gloved hand went up to cover her face with such force that the movement slammed her head back against the open door, then pushed her through into the tatty gloom of the communal hallway. One stiletto heel caught in the exposed webbing of the cheap threadbare carpet and, with her hand still gripping the trapped key in the front door, for a moment it seemed to Marcy Jones as if the entire building was working against her. Like a conspirator in her murder.


His left hand gripped the top of her skull and tugged at her hair like he was tearing a hat off her head. The long shiny tresses, worn with a short fringe, came away with ease. Without her wig, Marcy Jones’s pig-tailed and corn-rolled hairdo made her look younger; it made her much commented-on eyes look even bigger and even more luxuriously lashed and gorgeous. But right now they were dilated and struck through with terror so as to be hideously distorted out of shape.


The first blow from the ball-peen hammer took away her voice, but not her life – not all of it anyway. The blow was dealt with such a force that the ball of the hammer lodged in her skull. And, just like Marcy Jones had forgotten to let go of the key in the door and run, somehow now she forgot to lie down and die. Instead she sat bolt upright, her back ramrod straight, her legs splayed and stretched out before her, looking as stiff as a porcelain doll propped against a plumped-up pillow. Her body began to quiver and judder, as if waves of electricity were being sent through her by the executioner’s hand.


The killer squeezed his eyes half shut as he went about his task of closing Marcy Jones’s eyes for ever. The hammer beat down on her shattered skull five more times, to complete the six of the worst. With the job now done, the killer straightened up out of his murderously hunched position of attack, and took on board some heavy panting breaths. He could feel the warmth of her moist body curled lifelessly around his ankles.


The child stood on the top of the first flight of stairs, on the landing. She was no more than ten years old, wearing a pair of brushed-cotton jimjams with daisies dotted over them. She gripped the comforter of a well-worn teddy bear in one hand. She yawned, then balled her other fist and rubbed blunt little knuckles into her eyes to dispel the gritty cobwebs of sleep. Another yawn and a sigh, and she was now wide awake. In the gloom of the landing she stared at the nightmare laid out before her. It was one she would never wake up from.


It had been the sleepy sigh that alerted the killer to someone’s presence on the stairs. He registers the much-loved teddy bear with its glass-bead eyes, its leather-button nose, its matted golden mohair fur and one padded paw clasped in the little girl’s hand; the daisies on the cotton jammies; the brown toes curled over the stair edge. The sheer heartbreaking bloody innocence of it all. But the killer can’t see her face, and he wonders if she can see his. Is she committing all this to memory, like some nightmarish negative that will be fully exposed in the cold light of the day – and then printed on to her consciousness for ever? But then, in a blink of the killer’s eye, the little girl has disappeared from view. For a moment, he questions if he even saw her at all, questions if she ever existed. Was this some ghostly and guilt-ridden presence; the innocent child witnessing an adult murder?


The killer wasn’t about to take that chance, though. With the very real hammer gripped in his gloved and pulsing hand, he took the stairs two at a time.




CHAPTER 1


‘Don’t make me stand up, Philly. Don’t you make me do it!’


‘It’s a pair of threes, Kenny! You’re making a fool of yourself, but you’re not making one of me, you fuckin’ hear me?’


‘Gentlemen, gentlemen . . .’


‘Come on, Mac, I see what’s going on here!’


‘Gentlemen, let’s keep a lid on it. Let’s keep it civilized. It’s just a friendly game . . .’


Detective Vince Treadwell lowered his copy of the Evening News and studied the scene before him, which was a card school. The game they were playing was Kalookie, a form of rummy – and currently all the rage for achieving a quick turnover in profit and losses. It wasn’t much of a card school: two members hadn’t turned up, and two players had already dropped out. DI Bert Jennings, a detective from Vice, who headed up the squad that looked into the illegal gambling activities centred in and around Soho and Chinatown, had done all his money and gone home to the wife in sleepy Dulwich. The other player was Dr Clayton Merryman, one of the most experienced and respected white coats in criminal pathology, and a degenerate horse player and gambler to boot. Doc had been fortuitously called away earlier; he’d been losing all night, going belly up with some dreadful hands, so a trip to the morgue was probably to be viewed as some light relief.


Of the three players left, DCI Maurice McClusky was the highest in rank, and also a calming voice of reason in the room. ‘Gentlemen, gentlemen, let’s keep it civilized . . . no need for any unpleasantness . . .’


Mac, as DCI Maurice McClusky was readily, if somewhat predictably, referred to, was soothing the ire of the two other remaining players, who were shaping up over a pair of threes. They were the redoubtable double act composed of DS Philip ‘Philly’ Jacket, and DS Kenny Block. Philly was accusing Kenny of cheating. It was subtle, unpremeditated, spur-of-the-moment cheating, but cheating none the less – some dealing from the bottom and some doubling up on the laydown. Mac already knew that Kenny cheated on occasion, so he always went in low when he was dealing. And he let it pass and didn’t pull Kenny up about it, because he found it mildly amusing and it also gave him an advantage. He could tell when Kenny was cheating, because Kenny had a series of gambler’s ‘tells’: he couldn’t look anyone in the eye, sweat bubbled up on his forehead and his whole face went capillary red. He might as well have been wearing a sign. Philly, who should have known that Kenny cheated, clearly didn’t and had just found out, hence the tête-à-tête.


Vince considered the two men, who were now standing up, with Mac pointing firmly at both. The reproving gesture was enough to stop them in their tracks. Philly and Kenny were both medium height, medium build, and medium-talent detectives. They were in it for the duration, but unlikely to rise much above their present positions. Both in their mid-thirties, both solid-looking fellows with the blunted features and the cautious eyes of coppers who mixed easily in the pubs and clubs and environs of villains, they’d been partnering each other for as long as anyone could remember, and worked well together. They were so similar in appearance, dress and demeanour that, when they were questioning a suspect, the potential perpetrator soon realized there was no good cop or bad cop in the room: just Block and Jacket. An insurmountable brick wall of sameness, as the two coppers shot off their questions, the suspect’s head would swivel from one to the other like the observer of an especially fast rally in a tennis match, soon realizing there was no way out. It became a blur, and it was the inevitability and monotony of it all that wore the offenders down to confess their sins.


And that’s exactly what Block and Jacket had been doing about three hours earlier. In a salacious case that had made all the papers, a schoolteacher had murdered his wife and her lesbian lover, who just happened to be the school’s lollipop lady – the alliteration alone was enough to crack everyone up. The schoolteacher himself was out of the country at the time – a keen philatelist attending a convention in Germany – when the killer broke into the home of his wife’s lollipop lady lesbian lover and splattered both of their brains all over the hire-purchase furniture with a twelve-bore shotgun. Salacious soon became farcical. The schoolteacher was discovered to be enjoying underage relations with one of his pupils. The girl’s father had found out about the affair and confronted the teacher with a twelve-bore shotgun. And, somewhere in the calming-down process, the teacher and the factory-worker father had come up with the idea of killing the teacher’s wife and collecting on the insurance and on her not insubstantial savings.


Vince and Mac had successfully joined the dots and brought the case in, whereupon Block and Jacket had extracted the confessions. For Mr Chips it had seemed like a good idea at the time, rather like in the film Strangers on a Train – but without the train, of course, or even the strangers.


After their case had been put to bed, still too jagged on strong coffee and victory to go home to bed, the coppers had decided to hang on until morning and thus cop for some more overtime, while playing a few hands down in the Inferno.


‘Unbelievable,’ spluttered Philly Jacket.


‘Sit down, Philly,’ said Kenny Block, ‘it was a mistake. You’re just overtired, you’ve had too much coffee, and now you’re overreacting and making a prick of yourself!’


Every feature on Philly Block’s face widened as incredulity took hold. ‘A mistake? Coffee? Tired? Prick? You were cheating!’


‘The cards are gummy, must have got stuck together, you prick!’


‘Again with the prick! Who you calling a prick?’


‘Easy, take it easy,’ said Mac, standing between them and jabbing his index fingers in both their chests in turn. ‘Let’s play nice now, or not at all.’


‘What did you see, Mac?’ asked Philly.


‘What are you asking me for?’ Mac replied, wisely wishing to stay out of it. ‘Ask Vince,’ he suggested, sitting back down at the table before gathering up the cards and shuffling them.


‘He’s not even playing.’


‘Exactly, therefore he hasn’t got a stake in this game. Both you mugs owe me, and I’m not siding with anyone.’


In unison, Kenny Block and Philly Jacket looked at Vince. ‘You been watching the game?’ asked Kenny.


‘Uh-uh.’


‘Then why d’you come down here?’


‘The scintillating conversation.’


Philly and Kenny looked at each other, then back over at Vince. They wanted to take their frustrations out on the young detective.


‘Don’t drink, don’t gamble. What do you do, Treadwell?’


Vince glanced over at them and winked.


‘I bet he does,’ said Kenny, ‘the little bastard! And lots of it. A face for the ladies has Treadwell.’


Vince considered winking again, but realized the two men were very tightly wound up and looking for an excuse to hit someone – anyone – and were happier for it not to be each other. So he just smiled and carried on reading his paper.


‘Don’t worry,’ said Philly Jacket to Kenny Block. ‘Those looks won’t last, not in this job. Someone will knock that smile off his face.’


‘Until that day comes, gentlemen, until that day comes . . .’ said Vince in a distracted sing-song voice.


‘Oh, it’ll come, and sooner than you think,’ muttered Kenny Block to Philly Jacket.


‘Don’t take it out on me because you can’t win a hand,’ said Vince. ‘Which, by the way, I was listening to and believe me, Kenneth and Philip, you can learn as much about a game by listening as you can from watching. Just by hearing how the betting goes.’


‘You know nothing about gambling.’


‘I know everything about gambling. That’s why I choose not to do it. And I know what I heard.’


Block and Jacket’s eyes met in silent conference, both looking for verification of this fact. And, like a mirror image, both faces drew a blank. So they turned to Mac for guidance. Mac weighed it up, and seemed to nod encouragingly in Vince’s favour. Mac then sparked up another Chesterfield.


‘Go on then, enlighten us. What did you hear?’ demanded Block with a begrudging and cynical grimace.


Vince was perched on a cardboard box that was crammed full of files, with his feet up on another box which contained more of the same. The contents of a hundred or so similar boxes should have been either destroyed or filed away long ago, but no one had yet got around to it. And so the sagging containers had been turned into reasonably comfortable furniture, making up the stools the men were sitting on and the table they were playing at.


The four coppers were currently in a storage room located in the basement next to the ‘Tombs’, the old holding cells of Scotland Yard. The bright red NO SMOKING sign was habitually ignored, and the smoking was regularly accompanied by lots of drinking and gambling. Ground-out cigarette butts studded the floor. Discarded matches were tossed over shoulders with drunken abandon. All of which could be viewed as more than a little careless, considering the place was a veritable tinderbox of cardboard boxes filled with parched old files, therefore likely to ignite at any minute. Someone had once commented that this basement storage room had the smoky and hellish atmosphere of Dante’s Inferno. The name had stuck. No one, Vince suspected, had read that epic poem, but they were all pretty sure that hell must be something like it – especially when you were on the end of a losing hand of cards.


Vince considered the other men, felt the weight of expectation on him, the potential for a punch-up, and the shredding of a reputation. And the opportunity for a good wind-up. He pulled a wicked grin internally, but externally remained poker-faced. He finally put down his paper, swung his legs around and planted his feet firmly on the ground, striking a Rodin pose as he gave the enquiry some serious rumination.


‘Come on, Treadwell, what did you hear?’ barked Philly Jacket.


After a hefty sigh, Vince said, ‘Well, gentlemen, from what I heard, I reckon . . .’


Vince was saved by the bell. The fire alarm. And soon that was all that any of them could hear. Its repetitive note ricocheted around the room, almost sending ripples through the fug of smoke in the Inferno.


‘Ah, what in the sweet name of?’ cried Mac, standing up, shaking his head, and stubbing out his Chesterfield in the coffee dregs in a Styrofoam cup.


‘What’s all this about?’ demanded Kenny Block, doing the one-footed twist as he ground his Benson & Hedges into the floor.


‘Unbelievable! Un-fucking-believable!’ crowed Philly Jacket, chipping a just-lit Rothmans and putting it back in the packet.


Vince didn’t smoke – he didn’t need to with the amount of time he spent in the Inferno.


The alarm stopped as suddenly as it had started, and PC Barry Birley, the most lanky and long-limbed copper that anyone had ever seen, stretched his presence into the room.


‘What’s it all about Shirley?’ barked Mac. The Birley/Shirley joke had happened to the lanky copper’s surname a long time ago.


‘The Guv’s idea. He assumed you lot would be down here.’


‘What’s Markham doing here, Shirley?’ pressed Philly Jacket, looking at his watch, and not liking what he saw. It was 8 a.m.


Mac threw Philly Jacket a stupid-question look. He knew exactly what the Supe – a church-goer, then an avid golfer – would be doing in the office at 8 a.m. on a Sunday morning.


‘Where is it, Shirley?’


‘There’s two of them. One in Notting Hill, one in Belgravia.’




CHAPTER 2


The murder of a black girl of limited means in a not too salubrious part of town, and the murder of a very well-heeled and very well-connected white male in a very salubrious part of town? No one dared say that one murder outweighed or took priority over the other but, given institutional thinking in places like the Met, Vince couldn’t help but be quietly satisfied at having been handed the Belgravia caper (every crime was described as a caper, from gruesome murders to frauds and thefts). All things being equal, Vince, being Vince, might rather have got the Notting Hill caper. He’d spent time in that area, while working Shepherds Bush, his first posting, and still had friends and contacts there. But being thrown the Belgravia caper did tell him one thing: that, after being in CID’s Murder Squad for all of four months, he was now trusted with a high-profile case.


But, of course, he was partnering DCI Maurice McClusky, an officer with an outstanding record. And, over the three months they’d been working together, he’d not only learned an immeasurable amount but had grown fond of the older detective.


Mac was a tall slim man, who, though only in his late forties, looked well north of his late fifties. He had a slow burn about him: professorial, methodical, walking with meandering stooped gait. He reminded Vince of the actor Jimmy Stewart, who, with his willowy frame and cautious demeanour, always managed to look older than his years. Mac had a long, gaunt face with deep lines running down it, like the folds in a theatrical curtain, all of which just accentuated his serious expression. His skin had an ashen pallor, perhaps accounted for by the constant haul of smoke he took on board through his beloved Chesterfields or his trusty pipe. Smoking aside, he wasn’t the type to get flustered and red-faced, and Vince had never seen him break into anything resembling a run, never mind a sweat. He took everything in his stride, seeming the most measured man Vince had ever met. Mac had a full head of thick wavy hair that was now salt and pepper in colour but impressively white at the temples; like a dove had perched on the back of his neck and was hugging his head. And he always wore the same grey flannel suits, always a crisp white shirt and a black tie. With this monochrome appearance, he looked as if he’d stepped out of a black-and-white film into a Technicolor world. Or from Kansas into Oz, if you will.


Vince wheeled his shimmering petrol-blue Mk II Jaguar out of the car park and headed west. Hands planted at ten to two on the knotted wood of the steering wheel, looking down at the burr-walnut dashboard that framed the polished binnacles housing the various dials with their jolting needles, Vince gunned the engine to a steady purr as he made his way around Oxford Circus, along Park Lane, down to Victoria then finally Belgravia. He kept the Mk II at a sedate pace, allowing them to take in London’s pomp – its history, its vanity, its palaces, its arches, its grand roadside gestures memorializing bloody battles – while roundabouting its stalled one-way traffic systems. Bronze eighteenth-century warriors sat proudly astride their mounts, looking down at First World War troops crawling all around an insurmountable stone block that marked their mass grave. They, in turn, were looking up at the Second World War Tommies standing aloft on their plinths, too occupied to appreciate their luck in being born a generation later because they were busily eyeing up a couple of scantily clad older birds: Britannia and Boudicca, rendered in marble and sitting safely in their squares.


Two uniformed coppers stood sentry before the columns supporting the portico of number 57 Eaton Square. Marked and unmarked police cars were double-parked immediately outside. Getting out of his car, Mac stretched and took in a deep and sonorous sniff of the crisp morning air, then said: ‘You smell that, Vincent?’


Vince sniffed the air too, but nothing came to mind.


‘Money,’ Mac said. ‘Unmistakable.’


Vince laughed. ‘Any idea how much a place like this might cost?’


‘More than our public-sector pay packet could ever spring for.’


‘Maybe I’ll marry well.’


‘Wouldn’t surprise me. If you’re in need of a butler, keep me in mind.’


Vince couldn’t actually smell it, but he could see it. There was something coolly aloof about this square: the ordered affluence perhaps. No kids playing out in the street – for that matter, no one on the street at all. Even the litter seemed to have picked itself up and put itself in the bins. And, for all the police presence and the potential for excitement and scandal, there were no gawpers, no rubber-neckers. Doubtless the neighbours were concerned, but they were metropolitan enough not to appear openly surprised. This was London – this was the middle of it – and it wasn’t always a box of chocolates. And even if it was, no matter how rich and creamy the centre, there was always a hard carapace surrounding it. So the local residents stayed secure inside their alarm-belled and white-walled castles.


The two detectives unnecessarily badged the two uniformed coppers, who had known who they were the minute Vince and Mac had parked across the street and come striding over to the house. Not that they looked especially like coppers – Vince himself was threaded-up in a Prince of Wales check suit, worn with a pale blue shirt with faux French cuffs and a black knitted tie subtly flecked with dark blue dots. A beige three-quarter-length Aquascutum raincoat kept out the wind, which held a bitter bite, and he was shod in a pair of black Chelsea boots polished to within an inch of their life, so the puddled pavement didn’t prove too much of a problem. He was also road-testing a new haircut, for his black hair, normally worn swept back, was now worn with a side parting. It was more Steve McQueen in The Great Escape than Ringo Starr in A Hard Day’s Night, and he liked it. He liked looking in the mirror in the morning and fussing around for a few minutes, trying to re-establish his parting as he thought about his day ahead. Cutting a dash seemed compulsory these days, and everyone was at it. Vince Treadwell could thus have been anyone he wanted to be, from a fast-talking Ogilvy & Mather’s advertising man off to a pitch, or a suited and booted rock-and-roller attending a court appearance on a dope pinch. The boundaries were breaking up: this was the age of reinvention and upward mobility. Yes, in 1965 you could be anyone you wanted – or at least that’s what the man from Ogilvy & Mather was selling you, and what the rock-and-roller up on a dope pinch was singing about.


No, it wasn’t the duds that marked Vince and Mac out as a pair of detectives; it was the attitude, the way they crossed the road and walked up to the house. They were at work from the minute they got out of the car. They took in the street, their eyes subtly scoping and scouring and absorbing the scene, as they looked for people watching, curtains twitching, scaffolding erected nearby that might offer vantage points into the house itself, flower sellers, taxi stands, kiosks, tented builders digging up the road, checking on anyone who might have witnessed the ins and outs of the victim’s home; anything that might just look out of place or provide a witness. And that was why Mac, the experienced and wily copper, kept to such a meandering pace, because he was assessing and assimilating the world he was entering, and capturing mental film footage that would be stored up for future reference. And Vince was absorbing Mac’s movements and was learning to slow his pace, too.


Nice and easy does it.




CHAPTER 3


In one of the downstairs reception rooms, scene-of-crime officers were deep in discussion with the white coats of forensics and pathology. Clayton Merryman had already inspected the body and was making his preliminary notes. Nearby came the flash of magnesium, as cameras popped and pictures were taken. Details of the victim had been gathered, and teams of uniforms were being sent out to ask the neighbours what they had seen, or heard, or knew. Mac went straight over to join the huddle of coppers and white coats, while Vince hung back and studied the room. It was cathedral-like in its proportions, and the ornate decoration on the ceiling looked as if it had been piped on by a master cake decorator. Two stalactite crystal chandeliers, which wouldn’t have looked out of place in an opera house, hung miraculously. Small, and not so small, expensive figurines stood in every available space on the richly hued mahogany furniture. A long-cased clock skulking in one corner of the room struck the hour with a gloomy chime. The gilt-framed paintings on the walls featured dark and serious portraits of men dressed for war, from a fey-looking Elizabethan in doublet and hose to a First World War officer encased in a greatcoat, amid warriors and soldiers from every war and imperial skirmish along the way. The women all looked the same: stiff and starched in lace and festoons, with powdered hair and alabaster doll’s skin and brightly painted pinched lips. Meet the family! The whole room looked as if it needed a red rope sectioning it off, and a uniformed guide to talk you through the contents.


It wasn’t until Vince looked more closely that he spotted the details that assured him he hadn’t time-travelled back a couple of hundred years. Tucked away in a corner was a shiny hi-fi; a record sat on the turntable and some 45s, out of their sleeves, were scattered on the floor nearby. On a marble-topped coffee table stood two fluted glasses, one bearing the distinctive lipstick print of a woman – the colour was red. Vince spotted two empty champagne bottles by the Parian marble fireplace; another sat on the floor by a red-striped, silk-covered chaise longue. They all bore the eyecatching, wallet-thinning, burnished-gold shield label of Dom Perignon. Resting on a French marble-topped commode, next to an enormous bronze figure depicting the god Atlas supporting the world, about the size of a football, on his back, was a heavy cut-crystal ashtray. It was brimming with the butts of thirty or so thoughtlessly smoked cigarettes. Vince went over to take a look. Bending down, he saw that among the biscuit-coloured filtered butts were three hand-rolled joints smoked down to the roach.


Mac meandered back over towards him, and Vince said: ‘It looks like our man had company last night. A little party? I bet it wasn’t with his wife – if he’s even married.’


Mac nodded in agreement, but wanted this deduction explained. ‘What makes you say that?’


‘When was the last time you and your wife got drunk and danced around to Lulu’s “Shout!” – just the two of you?’


‘You’d be surprised, Vincent, what me and Betty get up to. And she much prefers The Rolling Stones.’


‘That explains it. Do you and Betty get stoned on pot, too? Because there’s some reefer butts in the ashtray.’


Mac gave a concessionary nod to this point and said: ‘His name was John Charles Samuel Beresford, but known to everyone as Johnny. And an Honourable, too. Thirty-four years old, ex-army man, officer class of course. His occupation now was City investments. He comes from a big-money family, landed gentry, so was mainly managing the family estate and its financial interests. And you’re right, he wasn’t married.’


Clayton Merryman came over and joined them, looking as if he had big news to impart. ‘I think Philly Jacket cheats at cards,’ he said.


‘That’s a hell of an accusation, Doc,’ said Mac, as dry as you like.


‘And it’s wrong, anyway,’ said Vince. ‘It’s Kenny Block that cheats at cards.’


Doc Clayton shook his head at this, as though a game of cards in the Inferno, for chump change, actually mattered. He was still shaking his nebbishy little head with its thinning crinkly red hair, a liberal sprinkling of freckles, and round wire glasses, when Vince prompted him for information about something that actually did matter.


‘Where’s the body, Doc?’


‘Downstairs,’ said the good doctor, leading the way with the sweep of a gossamer-gloved hand. On the way he filled in the two detectives, checking his just compiled notes during their progress. ‘The maids found the body at seven thirty this morning. I won’t know the exact time of death until I get to the lab and open him up but, by the freshness of the wound and the blood clotting, I’d say he was shot around midnight.’


‘Does he employ live-in servants?’ asked Mac.


‘No, but he does have a team of three cleaners who come in twice a day to tidy up.’


‘Is he that messy or just that much of a cleanliness freak?’ asked Vince.


‘He’s just that rich,’ said the doc, chuckling. ‘But he does also like everything just so, apparently. He has fresh flowers delivered every day and everything has to be precisely in its place.’


Mac sighed and shook his head in amused disapproval.


‘Don’t worry, Mac,’ said Vince. ‘When I get to marry into money, you won’t have to lift a finger on that score.’




CHAPTER 4


Downstairs in the basement were to be found a surprisingly small kitchen, a utilities room, a single bedroom, and a very large private study-cum-den containing the very dead body of Johnny Beresford.


‘What’s this?’ said Vince, peering down at a nasty two-inch gash on Johnny Beresford’s forehead.


‘It’s fresh,’ said Doc Clayton. ‘Not caused by a fall, though. It looks like he’s been hit with something. There was blood on the base of one of the champagne bottles upstairs. When you’re done here, we’ll measure that up against the wound.’ The pathologist looked at the two detectives with lively eyes and then offered, ‘I bet it fits.’


There were no takers for this bet. But, nasty as the head wound was, it was clear to the three men standing over Beresford that the blow wasn’t responsible for his death.


‘As you can see, gentlemen, one shot to the right temple. It looks like the work of a 32 mil.’


Vince enquired, ‘No exit wound from a 32, right, Doc?’


‘Depends on the angle, Vince. In this case, it looks like the bullet was aimed upwards, sending it into the top of the cranium. Toughest part of the skull, so no exit wound.’


Vince considered the weapon, which was perfect for up-close work, but not powerful enough to blow the victim’s brains out or make a mess on the walls. The bullet would just ricochet around inside and bounce off the walls of his skull, making its own internal mess by tearing through tissue and turning the grey matter into mush. Did he feel it, Vince wondered. Did he feel his life being torn up behind his eyes?


‘Looks like a straight execution to me,’ observed Doc Clayton, with an assured nodding of his head. ‘Judging by how relaxed he was, sitting in the chair watching TV, he probably knew the chap who did it, I’d say.’


The two detectives stared at Doc Clayton, whose wire-framed and magnified eyes were fixed firmly on the stiff sitting in the chair. He looked as if he couldn’t wait to get his hands on this cadaver: to cut it up and probe, and come up with further details of the death, and any other sinister little secrets that the body decided to give up. The white coats always thought they had all the answers, but it was Vince and Mac’s job to come up with who did it and why they did it. And you didn’t have to be a detective to come up with the notion that this victim knew his killer. Most of them did.


‘Well, Doc, like with most things in life, looks can be very deceiving,’ said Mac, as he ambled around inspecting the body. ‘And dead bodies are the worst: they’re full of lies and deceit. But, somewhere about them, the truth will be bursting to get out. Right, Vincent?’


Vince gave a distracted nod. He too had his eyes and attention solidly fixed on Johnny Beresford, as he lay slumped in a green leather button-back armchair. The TV in front of him hummed and thrummed away, and was hot enough to suggest it had been on all night. Glancing around the room, Vince noticed that where the upstairs was all Georgian panache, elaborate and grand, this room was Edwardian and cigar-chompingly masculine. In the oak-panelled room there was a moderately sized billiard table and laid on top of it was the horse-racing game Escalado, with all its little painted-alloy gee-gees set up for a race. Next to take Vince’s eye was a large mahogany partners’ desk. On top of it there were three telephones, a stock-market ticket machine, a green-shaded banker’s lamp, and an in- and an out-tray, with more in ins than outs. Business papers, files, folders and documents were scattered about the desktop in the kind of ordered disorder that marked it out as a fully functioning workspace. Also fully functioning, and looking much used, was a small corner bar with three shelves holding serried ranks of booze bottles in various stages of depletion; while a selection of wines stacked in a forty-celled wine rack stood next to the bar. There was a side table in polished rosewood that looked as though it folded out into a dining table. This was borne out by the silver condiment set holding salt, pepper, oil and vinegar and the stack of six cork table-mats that sat on it. Four antique-style balloon-backed chairs were gathered around it. In a corner of the room stood another of those ominous-looking long-cased clocks, making a mechanical clacking sound, a racket that Vince knew he could never get used to.


As well as being the room that Beresford had died in, the young detective had a hunch that this was the room that Beresford did most of his living in: the engine room of the house, the epicentre of his life, the room he felt most at home and comfortable in, and the room that would probably tell them more about the victim than anywhere else.


The very walls called out his life story. Adorning them were paintings and framed photos of his regiment, the Coldstream Guards, including a portrait of the victim himself in full officer regalia. There were also lots of sporting scenes, a large print of a pair of eighteenth-century boxers shaping up: Mendoza vs Gentleman John Jackson, the pair striking a pose before they proceeded to strike each other. And oils depicting fox hunting, horse racing, shooting and fishing, and shiny-coated gun dogs clasping pheasants in their mouths. On the shelves were ranged many silver trophies and cups for various sporting achievements, from water skiing to leading the line for the first eleven. And Beresford wasn’t the only dead thing in the room, which included a couple of very lively-looking stags with long fearsome antlers, who looked as if they’d just rammed their heads through the wall, while a seriously lethal-looking swordfish in his glass coffin looked as fresh and slippery as the catch of the day. But, impressive as they all were, the centrepiece of the room remained Johnny Beresford himself. Even dead, and slowly decomposing as he must be, he looked vibrant and anomalously alive; just ripe for the taxidermist’s hand. Vince felt he could tap the dead man’s shoulder and he would have sprung to life, as if awakening from a nap in front of the TV.


It was clear that the evolutionary process had been very good to Beresford. He was a big man, at around six foot three, and would be considered traditionally handsome with his thick flaxen hair scraped back from what Vince assumed would be classed as a noble-looking brow, and a strong jawline that was almost Desperate Dan in its solidity and confidence. The nose had a slight hook to it, and looked as though it had been broken at some time, perhaps at school, on the rugby field was Vince’s guess, but it still fitted the proportions of his face perfectly. The wide and full-lipped mouth looked as easily suited to sensuality as to barking out orders on the parade ground or in the boardroom. Vince crooked his head, as if to bring into focus another slightly hidden aspect of the victim’s physical appearance: the stuff that doesn’t get written up in the reports, yet composes the metaphysics of murder. And, with this adjustment, Vince saw that Beresford looked almost contented. Even slumped and dead, there was a certain confidence in his posture, as if he was right where he wanted to be. Which went against everything one knew about death: The last thing in the world we want to be, is the last thing in the world we end up being.


Next to the corpse was a small side table with a phone and an open black notebook on it. In the notebook were written the names of what could only have been racehorses, and columns of arithmetic that included the odds regarding each of the runners. The question was whether Beresford had been backing or laying? Vince looked again over at the Escalado racing game set up on the billiard table. Only an innocent parlour game, a toy, but he’d known serious money change hands on the result of those little metal jockeys seated on their mounts being mechanically propelled along the green vinyl track.


‘Go on then, Vince,’ said Mac, ‘talk me through it.’


Vince crouched down to take a look at Beresford’s shoes: an exotic-looking pair of low-cut loafers fashioned out of what looked like crocodile skin. Vince wasn’t just admiring them, he was wondering why a pair of bespoke shoes had both slipped loose at the heel. He stood up and considered the big man’s posture.


‘Doc’s right, he does look relaxed and contented, like he knew his killer and wasn’t expecting anything to happen. But . . . it looks wrong to me. Contrary to how it seems, I don’t think he was killed in this chair. I think he was moved here. His shoes are off at the heel, like he’d been dragged. And look at his crutch.’


Mac and the doc leaned in to look, and saw how eye-wateringly tight and uncomfortable it looked.


Vince continued: ‘The way all the material is gathered up looks like it’s squeezing the life out the boy. No, you’d have done some serious trouser adjustment before you sat down like that and relaxed in a chair to watch TV. You’d have made yourself comfortable.’


‘Yeah, he certainly does look uncomfortable,’ Doc Clayton retorted with a smile. ‘But who wouldn’t with a bullet in their head? So he was killed upstairs? That’s where all the action was, right, Vince?’


Mac shook his head. ‘Vince is right, he does look like he’s been moved, but my money’s on him being killed in this room.’


‘Me too,’ agreed Vince. ‘Upstairs may have been for the entertaining, but this is where Beresford did his business. This is where he kept his secrets.’


Mac, thinking obviously and out loud, said, ‘So the question is, why bother moving him from the place he was killed, unless you want to distract us?’


‘Yeah, and he’s a big fellow,’ said Vince. ‘Whoever did it knew they had time.’


Mac said, ‘Well, it’s not robbery, because all the pictures in the house look in place according to the maids. And there’s a couple of old masters hanging up that would definitely be missed – along with all the silverware and everything else. Plus the fact the place is fully belled-up and the alarm goes straight to Buckingham Palace Road police station.’


Vince then went over to take look at a collection of silver-framed photographs gathered on a shelf. There were a dozen or so of them, and all featured more or less the same cast of male characters in various locations: a shooting party on a country estate, a group on the deck of a large yacht with palm trees and a secluded white-sand beach as a backdrop, a team shot of them skiing in Klosters. The largest photo sat in the middle of the pack and featured Beresford and his five friends, in dinner jackets, sitting around the green baize of a card table. They all held cards in their hands. Of course Vince couldn’t see the cards they were holding, but every one of them looked as if he was holding the winning hand – holding all the best cards that life’s little game had to offer. They seemed so cocksure, pumped up and pleased with themselves. A shared sneering arrogance burned through the photo, which was both a little nauseating and compulsively magnetic. Vince reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and pulled out that most celebrated of detecting devices: the magnifying glass. Gone were the days of the ebonized handle and the big round lens, for this one was made of plastic, and about the same dimensions and with the same sliding cover action as a box of matches. He picked up the photo and, on closer inspection, all the above assessment was confirmed by the name printed in white on the green baize of the card table. It was the most exclusive gaming room in London, and probably in Europe for that matter. The Montcler Club in Berkeley Square.


Vince and Mac left Doc Clayton alone with his corpse and went for an investigative wander upstairs. There were fresh white lilies in every room, and the place was five-star spruced. The phalanx of maids that swept through the place, with their artillery of brooms and dusters, had certainly put their backs into the task.


Upon entering the master bedroom, the first thing to catch their eye was the bed. In a room containing a full suite of expensive French furniture stood a huge round bed designed to look like a giant open scallop, with a headboard covered in fanned pink satin to form the striations of the shell.


‘Will you look at that?’ gasped Mac, with a whistle.


The cream-coloured carpet was so thick and luxurious that it physically slowed down the two detectives as they waded across it. Mac pressed down on the mattress, which gave way with an undulating ease. The older detective pulled a face of supreme disapproval.


‘It’s a water bed, naturally,’ Vince informed him.


‘No good for me.’ Mac shook his head. ‘I need a mattress that’s firmer than Doc Clayton’s morgue slab.’


The bed itself was unmade, with the rumpled pearl-coloured satin sheets pushed over to one side and cascading on to the floor. They padded over to the en suite bathroom, which featured a shower cubicle and a circular bath that would have happily accommodated a five-a-side football team. Sandwiched between the washbasin and the toilet was something else.


‘What is that?’ asked Mac.


‘A bidet.’


‘A be what?’


‘A be-day.’


‘What do you wash in that, your feet?’


‘Your jacksy.’


‘You’re kidding?’


‘It’s French.’


‘What the hell’s wrong with those people?’ asked Mac, shaking his head in mild disgust.


‘Sirs!’


Both men turned round sharply. ‘Jesus Christ, Shirley! Do you have to shout?’ demanded Mac.


The craning copper, Barry Birley, stood doubled up in the doorway, addressing no one in particular because everyone here was of higher rank than him, and therefore called Sir.


‘Sorry, guv.’


Vince and Mac joined him back in the bedroom.


‘Just got some information from the maids – not the ones who found him this morning, but one of those who was working here last night.’


Vince said, ‘Mr Beresford had a visitor, a female?’


‘That’s right, his girlfriend apparently,’ said Birley. He consulted his notebook. ‘A Miss Isabel Saxmore-Blaine. She turned up at around six p.m., and was crying and upset. But apparently, according to the maid, that was nothing new or unusual.’


‘Turning up at six p.m., or crying and being upset?’ asked Vince.


Birley gave a quizzical frown, then hesitantly said: ‘Crying and being upset . . . I guess.’


‘You guess? The devil’s in the details, Shirley. The devil’s in the bidet.’




CHAPTER 5


Isabel Saxmore-Blaine lived in Pont Street, Chelsea, a brisk tenminute walk from Beresford’s Eaton Square house. The proximity didn’t surprise Vince, who reckoned you could throw a net over Belgravia, Mayfair, Knightsbridge, Kensington and Chelsea, and snag up most of Beresford’s cohorts – if they weren’t away for the weekend at their country seats. Pont Street was composed of rows of very tall Victorian red-brick terrace houses that had been mainly converted into spacious luxury flats and maisonettes.


As Vince and Mac walked from the car towards Isabel Saxmore-Blaine’s flat, Mac said: ‘I’ve been thinking, Vincent, and I want you to take the lead on this one.’


Vince gave a neutral nod. He could see that, with retirement looming, Mac wasn’t losing his enthusiasm for the job; he was just ceding control, slowly but surely. All good murder detectives are ultimately control freaks: they like to have power over every aspect of the investigation. They’re like the killers they hunt – they like to play God. Vince noted a melancholy in Mac’s voice. This man was going to miss being a copper. Mac had his family, a wife and two daughters, one of them at a private school and the other at university. And he had his hobbies – reading and tending a garden in Friern Barnet that was alive with colourful roses – but he was already getting the jitters about retirement.


He wasn’t one of those coppers who joined the force because of job security, early retirement and a handsome pension, or because he liked pushing his weight around. He did it because he loved and understood the art of detection. On his days off, when he sat in his easy chair smoking his pipe with a book in his lap, the book was invariably a work in the area of criminal psychology, the expanding field of forensic science, and occasionally a hard-boiled American detective novel. But they all had something to do with the crooked human condition and the unearthing of unpalatable truths. He’d lent Vincent various books over the last few months, the most recent being a work of fiction, The Moonstone. With its opium-induced otherness, Vince was surprised to learn that it was the book that first fired Mac’s imagination as a kid. Vince hadn’t got around to reading it himself yet, but he would.


Under Mac’s tutelage, Vince felt that he was being well and truly schooled in the subtler, less prescriptive and more intuitive arts of detection. Mac wanted Vince to know what he knew and read what he read. He wanted to retire safe in the knowledge that Vince was going about things the way he would have done them himself. Of course, that could never be the case, as the two men were too different. But Vince appreciated the fact that Mac saw qualities in him that were worth nurturing, and made him worth passing the torch on to. And he knew Mac wanted him to take the lead in this case, possibly Mac’s last, so he could gauge and critique his junior’s performance. As Vince put these facts to himself, he gave an involuntary roll of his shoulders like a prize fighter, the young contender, limbering up and stepping into the ring.


As they approached the big house in Pont Street, there was a ripple of net curtains on the ground floor flat – always a good sign. Vince rang the bell but no one was in, or at least no one was answering. He went to press the bell again, when the front door sprang open and out she popped: the neighbour who policed the whole building and knew the movements of its every occupant. A walking, talking (far too much) and breathing burglar alarm and information bureau. Always in, always watching, always alert and, as far as the two detectives were concerned, manna from heaven. Vince let Mac deal with the old bird. And Mac, with a flash of his badge and some second-generation Irish charm, elicited all there was to know.


Isabel Saxmore-Blaine had not been seen in a month; she was away somwhere. Her younger brother, Dominic Saxmore-Blaine, had been staying there and was looking after the flat for her. There were lots of late-night comings and goings from the young man, who was just down from Oxford and obviously gadding about town and enjoying London’s nightlife.


The nosy neighbour adjusted the eagle-eye-shaped glasses that were wedged on to her beaky nose, and wanted to know what was afoot. Mac, who had won the old crow over by now and had her eating out of his hand, spun her some enticingly harmless yarn, gave her his card, and told her to call that number as soon as Dominic Saxmore-Blaine turned up again. She chirped: ‘You must think I spend my whole day at that window.’


Neither man answered that, but they knew she would be nailed to her perch, peering out through the gauzy net curtains and awaiting the return of Dominic Saxmore-Blaine, and would then get straight on the blower to report what she’d seen, hoping to quench her thirst for a narrative of other people’s misfortunes.


As the two men walked back to the car, Vince suggested they take a quick look in at the Notting Hill caper, to see how Kenny Block and Philly Jacket were getting on.


‘You’re the boss,’ said Mac, with a smile that suggested Vince was slipping easily into Mac’s sure-footed and industrious steps.




CHAPTER 6


‘Pretty girl.’


‘She’s a nurse – worked at Charing Cross Hospital.’


Vince stood with Mac and Philly Jacket in the communal hallway of 27 Basing Street, now a taped-off crime scene. They were looking down at the face of Marcy Jones, who was strapped to a gurney that was about to be taken to the morgue. Her head had been covered by a blue paper cap, to mask and also preserve the horror of her skull injuries. All that was available to the detectives was therefore her face. But the masking of these injuries didn’t extend to the walls or carpet of the hallway, which pretty well told the story. It looked like the scene of a massacre.


The three men were standing over the dead girl with heads bowed and hands clasped in front of them, as if they were offering up a prayer for her – and maybe they were. For as the news had filtered through that the victim had been a nurse, there was a collective sigh from them, in unconscious beatification of Marcy Jones.


Philly gave the two men attending the gurney the nod, and they moved it solemnly into the waiting black windowless limousine.


‘Twenty-four years old,’ said Philly Jacket. ‘She’s got an eight-year-old daughter.’


‘Where’s the kid now?’ asked Mac.


‘The neighbour said she usually stays with her grandmother when Marcy works night shifts at the hospital. We’re contacting the grandmother now.’


‘What was the weapon?’ asked Vince.


‘Pathologist says, for now, that the wound looks like a hammer blow. Struck with some force too. There was no messing about, and whoever did it meant to put her away for good. And it’s no robbery, either. Her handbag was with her, and she had sixty pounds in her purse.’


This sum got raised eyebrows from Mac and Vince. They turned and walked up the stairs into the dead woman’s flat, which turned out to be a maisonette taking up two floors. The lower part featured a decent-sized living room with a little dining room to one side, and a galley kitchen. Vince noted that the flat was in stark contrast to the scruffy communal hallway: it looked freshly decorated, with nice crisp curtains and fitted carpets. The three-piece suite looked plump and new, while the dining chairs still had their plastic coverings on the seats. Taking up pride of place in the living room was a shiny new Radio Rentals TV set in a faux walnut-finished cabinet. It looked as though nurse Marcy Jones must have been caning the HP.


A quickening clumping sound echoed up the stairs, and Kenny Block came huffing and puffing into the flat. Flushed and out of breath, he’d taken the steps three at a time. ‘Guess what?’ he asked, not waiting for an answer. ‘Marcy’s mother, Cecilia Jones, says Marcy didn’t drop the kid off last night. She hasn’t seen her since Thursday night, which was the last time Marcy worked a night shift at the hospital.’


‘Marcy was dressed up,’ noted Philly. ‘High heels, nice dress, and she was wearing a wig too. Must have been out for the night?’


‘Where’s Cecilia Jones now?’ asked Mac.


‘With the doctor and two WPCs. She’s in pieces. And she suffers with a heart condition. I thought she was going to keel over and fuckin’ die on us.’


‘Watch your mouth, Philly!’


‘Sorry, Mac.’


‘So who was looking after the kid?’ Kenny and Philly shrugged heavily in unison. ‘Looks like you’ve got an abduction on top of murder, maybe worse.’


‘Before the doctor gave Cecilia Jones a sedative,’ said Kenny, ‘I got some interesting stuff from her. Seems Marcy used to go out with a right villainous spade called – and get this – Tyrell Lightly. Ring any bells?’


No bells rang, and it was certainly the kind of name that would ring them.


‘How about this: Michael de Freitas?’


Vince clicked his fingers. ‘That does. Real flash, used to dress like Al Capone – white fedora with a feather in it and snappy purple suits. He worked for Rachman, collecting rents and general terrorizing.’


Kenny Block: ‘Tyrell Lightly got six years and the birch for cutting a PC who broke up a fight he was involved in on the All Saints Road. He got out of the Scrubs six months ago and got shipped back to Jamaica. He slipped back into the country three months ago. A right vicious little fucker, cut you to pieces if he got the chance.’ Kenny looked at Mac, to check his language again. Mac was deep in thought, however. Kenny rightly assumed that Mac only disapproved of swearing in the context of talking about grandmothers and little girls. But blade-wielding rude boys who cut up coppers were ripe for some colourful language. ‘Michael de Freitas has quite a little team working for him. They’re into everything from screwing warehouses to controlling all the drug dealers in the area – plus he gets a pension from most of the spade pubs and clubs. De Freitas fancies himself the King of Notting Hill, and Tyrell Lightly does most of the heavy work for him.’


‘So what was Marcy the nurse doing with a lowlife like him, Kenny?’ asked Vince.


‘Marcy met Lightly when she was still a kid, and they split up years ago, but Marcy’s daughter Ruby is Lightly’s. He didn’t have anything to do with her until recently, but apparently he’s been hanging around Marcy, trying to get back into her life. But, get this, Marcy was planning on moving out of London, as she has family in America . . .’ Kenny Block consulted his notepad, ‘living in a place called Trenton, New Jersey. Marcy was sure she could get work as a nurse out there, so she wanted to make a fresh start for herself and the kid. Lightly found out about that, and all of a sudden he didn’t like the idea of losing his daughter, so he started making threats.’


Then, with a click of his fingers, Mac snapped out of his deliberation and took control. ‘Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. We need to find out who Marcy Jones was out with last night . . .’


Vince left Mac in a huddle with the two detectives, and went upstairs to look about. A crayon drawing of a teddy bear tacked on to the door alerted Vince to Ruby’s room. The teddy-bear theme carried on into the room itself, with teddy-bear wallpaper and hanging mobiles and lampshades. But there were other toys, lots of toys. In fact there was a piratic haul of goodies spilling out of a wooden toy chest in one corner of the room. Again, this all confirmed the presence of money coming into the house. In Marcy’s bedroom there was a wardrobe with a full-length mirror as its centre panel. Vince checked himself out in it: he looked frayed. He hadn’t slept in twenty-four hours, and the fuel of adrenalin and strong coffee was running its course, and exhaustion was catching up and kicking in. He sat down on the bed and could have easily sunk back on to it and caught forty winks. So he did, just to rest his eyes, until someone would call for him. As he lay back, the bed made a squeak. A squeak of surprise? A squeak of distress?


Vince sat up again quickly. Then he stood up and examined the bed. Around the mattress was a polyester covering as frilly as a petticoat and serving much the same decorous purpose. He lifted it up to expose a box-spring frame that included two concealed storage drawers. He then slipped his fingers into the groove that worked as a handle for one of the drawers, and gave it a tug. It wouldn’t budge. He got down on his knees to get more leverage and yanked at it again. It opened a couple of inches, then quickly closed again. The bed was alive! Vince flipped the mattress off the bed, grabbed the drawer with both hands, put his back into it, and yanked it open. Inside the drawer, a stack of folded bed sheets quaked and quivered. Vince lifted the sheets gently and found the tear-streaked face of Ruby Jones.


She lay curled up in her burrow, as small as she could make herself, and peered up at Vince as if not knowing what to expect from him – because now she knew fully what grown-ups were capable of. The little girl squeezed her eyes shut. Salted tears had dried and crystallized to leave white powdery deposits on her hot brown skin, and she had soiled herself. As Vince lifted her out of the drawer, there was no resistance, no fight in her. Yet he felt a current of fear run through her that gave a tremulous hum to her sweat-soaked little body. She gripped her companion, a teddy bear with large button eyes, who looked equally terrified. Holding the little girl close, Vince closed his eyes and intoned softly, ‘It’s okay, it’s okay, darling, you’re safe . . . no one can hurt you now . . .’


But even as these words fell from his lips, they sounded implausibly hollow, even for impromptu words of comfort. And Vince had the feeling that such reassurances had come far too late for little Ruby Jones.


Far too late.




CHAPTER 7


The curtains twitched as Vince and Mac again approached Isabel Saxmore-Blaine’s flat in Pont Street. The old bird in the ground-floor flat had come up trumps and phoned Mac’s number to inform him that Dominic Saxmore-Blaine had re-entered the house. The message came just after a traumatized Ruby Jones had been taken off to hospital. It was clear she was suffering from severe shock, of a kind she might never escape from.


Before Vince had time to press the bell, the front door swung open, and there stood a thin-faced young man. On a hunch, Vince asked if he was Dominic Saxmore-Blaine. He confirmed that he was, and that he was just on his way out. Vince and Mac badged him.


Five minutes later, Dominic Saxmore-Blaine was perched on the scrolled arm of a long white sofa, holding a fully charged tumbler of whisky and soda, to steady his nerves, as he claimed. He’d just been given the news that Johnny Beresford was dead. It had been delivered in the solemn tone of informing the next of kin; and not with the urgency of chasing down his sister because she was the main suspect.


Vince considered the visibly shaken young man before him. He was about five foot nine and rail thin, all his features small and slender apart from his eyes, which were now large and startled. In fact, on further consideration, he had one of the narrowest faces Vince had ever seen; it looked as if it might snap in two if anyone punched it, though Dominic Saxmore-Blaine didn’t look the type to get involved in that kind of rough and tumble. His hair was a stand-out feature, however: a sumptuous shade of chestnut brown with a shine that looked like a mirror finish; public-school floppy with one of those swooping fringes that constantly needed a vigorous half-head rotation, or a continuous raking with the hand, to keep it out of his eyes. Its impressive impracticality annoyed Vince; just looking at it made him want to reach for a pair of shears. But maybe that was the haircut’s main purpose, its aesthetic flamboyance being a lesson in loucheness. The floppy foppishness of it matched the rest of his garb, for he was wearing a suit of deepest blue velvet, a waistcoat of mustard-yellow silk with gold braid blazingly checking through it, and a bow tie of flushed red taffeta. He’d obviously been out for the night, and still had the acrid tang of stale booze and oozing spirits wafting about him; which he was even now topping up with a generously poured single malt and a quick burst of soda. He drank deeply, then said, ‘Poor, poor Isabel. She’ll be devastated, absolutely devastated.’


‘Where exactly is your sister, Mr Saxmore-Blaine?’ asked Vince.


‘She’s been away staying with some friends.’


‘For how long?’


‘I don’t really know . . .’


Vince, for the benefit of Saxmore-Blaine, creased his brow as if in confusion and threw a consorting look over to Mac, who was seated in a boxy-looking armchair. Mac played along with him, and batted back an equally confused glance that appeared more than a little tinged with disbelief.


Saxmore-Blaine picked up on this exchange, and was quick to continue: ‘She was abroad, you see, for a few weeks, and then she came back . . . I think.’ He put his whisky down on the side table, then put his head in his hands, sinking long fingers into the lustrously thick veil of his fringe. Then he scraped the whole lot back from his face to reveal red-rimmed eyes glistening with tears.


‘I’m sorry, gentlemen, but I have to go out now. As I said, I’m meeting my father for lunch.’


Mac and Vince made no effort to move or indicate bringing the conversation to a close. Vince glanced down at his watch and saw it was just gone 1 p.m. Then he scoped the room: obviously not as luxurious and grand as Beresford’s place, not fifteen minutes’ walk away, but a nice set-up none the less. And it looked like the furniture and décor were chosen by Isabel herself, and not inherited off some aunt who had read Jane Austen on its first publication.


There were some big floor cushions scattered around, covered in panels of bright-coloured silk, while lots of Aztec and Mexican-style throws covered the furniture. On the floor lay Moroccan and Indian rugs with naps so deep you could hide out in them. Around the room were other knick-knacks and ornaments from those countries too, like the large bronze figure of the elephant-headed Indian god Ganesh sitting heavily on the mantelpiece. Running up one of the walls was a range of fine pencil drawings of ballet dancers, and a large bookcase was bulging with paperback and reference books on dance, fashion, travel and the arts. There was a modern glass and chromium-tubed desk against a wall, with a blue Underwood 5 typewriter resting on it alongside a well-thumbed OED, a frazzled-looking Roget’s Thesaurus, and stacks of text-covered typing paper. Next to the desk was a long magazine rack packed with glossies. On almost every available flat surface stood framed photos featuring Isabel Saxmore-Blaine on her travels, and invariably posing with Johnny Beresford. She was decorously draped around him in exotic and expensive locations, and they made for quite an eye-catching couple. Dressed up or dressed down, caught mid-laughter or unawares, from every angle she looked as though she oozed class. It was as plain as the perfectly poised nose on her face that this woman was on very good terms with the camera – it lapped her up.


‘May I ask,’ said Vince, picking up a picture of the happy couple on holiday in Sardinia, ‘how long had Mr Beresford and your sister been going out with each other?’


The swathe of Dominic Saxmore-Blaine’s hair was yet again hiding half his face. Vince glanced briefly at Mac, as if to check with him what the rules were regarding annoying haircuts, but from Mac’s neutral expression, apparently there weren’t any. Vince would soon change all that once he ruled the world, but right now he contented himself with watching as Saxmore-Blaine did the mental calculation, then his pinched little mouth twitched into life as he spoke.


‘Oh, gosh, let me see. They met around about the time I first went up to Oxford . . . so about three years now.’


Vince put the photo back on the shelf. ‘It’s very important that we talk to your sister soon. Do you have the phone number of the address she’s staying at?’


‘No . . . no I don’t.’


‘You’re staying here in her flat, yet you don’t have a number to contact her? Not even in an emergency?’


‘I’m sorry, but she always calls me, you see, so I don’t. I’m sorry.’


Vince noticed that Mac was noisily lighting up a Chesterfield, almost as a means of disguising the fact that he too didn’t believe a word he was hearing. ‘Okay, Mr Saxmore-Blaine,’ said Vince, reaching into his jacket pocket and handing him his card, ‘when you next talk to your sister, can you tell her to call us straight away?’


‘Yes, of course I will.’


Dominic Saxmore-Blaine stood up and walked the two policemen to the door. Vince turned sharply to face him and said, ‘You’re not driving, are you, Mr Saxmore-Blaine? Because it’s recommended that if you’ve been drinking, you really shouldn’t drive. Apparently they’re even thinking of bringing in laws against it.’


‘No, no, of course not. I’ll get a taxi.’


‘Where are you meeting your father?’


‘The Ritz.’


‘Of course. We happen to be going right past Piccadilly, right, Detective McClusky?’


‘Right past it, Detective Treadwell.’


‘We’ll give you a lift.’


Dominic Saxmore-Blaine did that annoying thing with his hair again, a sharp upward jolt of the head, and, for good measure, dealt it a double scrape back with both hands. ‘No, no, but thanks. That’s awfully kind, but I need to get changed first, you see.’


Vince made a show of checking out young Dominic Saxmore-Blaine’s duds – and, yes, he could see that. They left him to it.


[image: image]


Vince and Mac sat in the Mk II opposite the Pont Street flat, waiting for Dominic Saxmore-Blaine to emerge.


‘You allowed him a choice,’ said Mac, shaking his head.


‘I know that.’


‘Why?’


‘Because, “Can you give me your sister’s number?” is a leading question, because I’ve made the assumption that he does have her number, because it’s a logical conclusion – because of course he does. By posing the question, “Do you have her number?”, there’s no assumption, no following logic, and he has a choice. And it’s the choice he then makes that nails him.’Vince studied Mac’s reaction; the older detective smiled and nodded in agreement. ‘But you knew all that already, right, Mac?’


Mac lit a Chesterfield and said: ‘She’s quite a looker.’
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