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      CHAPTER ONE

      
      The Days of Woes and Rises

      
      When Detective Superintendent ‘Mad Ivan’ Barrington of Shepherd’s Bush nick told you he would make your life a misery unless
         you accepted a transfer out of his station, you defied him at your peril. As the fount of all paperwork he was in a position
         to pour out upon you an unending stream of department fertilizer.
      

      
      Today, for instance, Detective Inspector Bill Slider had been trapped at his desk all morning with a dizzyingly uninteresting
         report on the connection between stress and absenteeism, which Barrington had given him to précis on a most-urgent basis.
         As a result, Slider went up so late to lunch that he got the last portion of the ‘home-made’ lasagne, which had set like crusted
         rubber in the corner of the oven dish. It was cool, but he dared not ask for it to be heated up again for fear of what it
         might do to his teeth. Still, the alternative was shepherd’s pie, and he’d tried that once.
      

      
      ‘Chips with it, love?’

      
      ‘Yes please.’ What other comfort was there in life for a man whose wife and lover had both left him? He sighed, and the canteen
         helper looked at him tenderly. He had the kind of ruffled, sad-puppy looks that made women want to cosset him.
      

      
      ‘I’ll give you extra chips, ’cause you had the last bit and it’s a bit small.’ She shovelled the chips on cosily. ‘Gravy,
         dear?’ she asked, already pouring, and then passed his plate over with her thumb planted firmly in the brown bit; but by the
         time he got to a table the thumbprint had filled in so you could hardly tell. He didn’t like gravy on chips – or on lasagne
         actually – but she had given him extra of that, too, out of compassion. Why did all the wrong people find him irresistible?
         And he still hadn’t finished the report. Mournfully he folded it open beside his plate, speared the driest chip he could see, and continued reading.
      

      
      Research suggests that disorders with psychosomatic components – headache, indigestion, constipation, diarrhoea, high blood
            pressure and ulcers – are more frequent among police officers than among citizens generally. What an attractive bunch they sounded, to be sure. He skipped down. What constitutes stress? the report asked him in a coy subheading. He was pretty sure it was going to tell him so he didn’t answer, and in a minute
         it did, with an angst league-table two pages long. Being Taken Hostage by Terrorists came in at number one, followed by Confronting a Person with a Gun. No surprises there. Ah, here was a little light relief, though: Being Caught Making a Mistake was apparently more stressful than Seeing Mutilated Bodies or Having to Deal with a Messy Car Accident. Still, anyone regularly eating in a police canteen got used to dealing with messy accidents.
      

      
      He pushed the report aside. Was this a fair punishment on a man for refusing to go away and play somewhere else? It wasn’t
         even his fault that he had got so terminally up Barrington’s nose. While investigating the chip-shop murder back in May, he
         had uncovered unsavoury facts about Barrington’s former boss who was also, unfortunately for Slider, Barrington’s lifelong
         hero. A man can forgive many things, but not being robbed of his dreams. There was nothing Barrington could do in the disciplinary
         way, since Slider had only been doing his job, so he had suggested, with all the menace at his command, that Slider should
         accept a promotion to Chief Inspector and move to Pinner station. Slider had known that he was asking for it when he refused,
         but that didn’t mean he had to like it when he got it.
      

      
      Of course, the promotion and transfer to Pinner would have meant a pay rise, and money was always an object; but he had never
         wanted to be a DCI anyway, and he didn’t fancy going to an outer station, where life moved at a more leisurely pace. Why,
         at Pinner they regularly won the Metropolitan Police Beautiful Window-Box competition: they probably had time to read reports
         like this every day. He liked inner stations like Shepherd’s Bush, where you were kept busy. A man needed a stable home-life
         to be able to cope with the opportunities for introspection left by a slower pace at work, and these days his home-life was about as stable as Michael Jackson’s face.
      

      
      He abandoned the report, sawed a section off the lasagne, and pulled out of his pocket a handbill given to him that morning
         by his bagman, Detective Sergeant Jim Atherton. It was a flyer for a concert that evening to be given in a local church, St
         Augustine’s, Addison Gardens. A Mahler symphony with a seriously famous conductor, Sir Stefan Radek. Slider was not, like
         Atherton, a great classical music buff, though he liked some of the famous pieces – Tchaikovsky and Beethoven and The Planets, that sort of thing. The only bit of Mahler he’d ever heard he’d thought sounded like an MGM film-track, which was all right
         in a cinema but not what you’d want to sit through a whole concert of. But the real point here, the reason Atherton had told
         him about it at all, was that the Royal London Philharmonic – the orchestra which was doing the concert – was the one in which
         Joanna was a violinist.
      

      
      Joanna, his lost love. Two and half years ago he had met her while he was on a case, and had – in the police jargon – gone
         overboard, with a resounding splash. He had been married then for nearly fourteen years and had never even considered being
         unfaithful before, believing that promises once made should not be broken and wives once chosen should not be forsaken. But
         he seemed not to be able to help himself, and for two years he had wrestled with guilt and responsibility, desperate to marry
         Joanna but unable to find a way to tell Irene, his wife, that he wanted to leave her. The worst of all possible worlds for
         all of them. At last, after a particularly humiliating evening, Joanna had broken it off with him, and had since steadfastly
         refused to re-attach it.
      

      
      The really hideous irony was that it was just after Joanna had chucked him that Barrington had suggested, with more than a
         hint of broken arms about it, that Slider should move to Pinner, which was just down the road from Ruislip and the marital
         home – ‘So nice and handy for you,’ Barrington had said menacingly; and Slider for the sake of peace and pension enhancement
         was on the brink of accepting it as a wise career move, when Irene had announced she was leaving him. He must have had a really
         horrible conjunction of his ruling planets for these blows all to have fallen together. And it was a sad fact that in his
         whole life he had only ever been involved with two women, and they had both dropped him in short succession. He’d been left so comprehensively he felt like the slice of cucumber in the garnish
         on a pub sandwich.
      

      
      And now Joanna, the lost and longed-for, was playing in a concert just down the road.

      
      ‘It would be a chance to see her,’ Atherton had said beguilingly when he gave Slider the leaflet. ‘A chance to talk to her.’

      
      ‘But she doesn’t want to talk to me,’ Slider had replied. ‘She said so.’

      
      ‘You don’t have to take her word for it. Anyway, Radek conducting Mahler is not to be missed. You know he’s the world authority
         on Mahler?’
      

      
      ‘What’s he conducting in a church in Shepherd’s Bush for, then?’ Slider objected.

      
      ‘I think it’s for the restoration fund. He lives just down the road, in Holland Park Avenue. It’s a beautiful church,’ Atherton
         added coaxingly.
      

      
      ‘Is it?’ Slider said unhelpfully.

      
      ‘And they’re rehearsing there this afternoon. Two-thirty to five-thirty.’

      
      Sitting over his cooling lasagne, Slider contemplated the scenario Atherton had been urging on him. The shift ended at four,
         and unless something came up Slider would be free then. He could stroll down to the church, quite casually, take a look in,
         wait until they finished rehearsing and then bump into Joanna accidentally on her way out. ‘Oh, hello. Fancy a drink? They’re
         just open.’ But what if she refused? She had told him she didn’t want to see him again, and inviting public humiliation was
         no way to run a life.
      

      
      No, he thought, sighing. Better not. He had a lot to do, anyway. There were two more survey reports on his desk for when he’d
         finished this one, and the car crime statistics to update. He gazed with digestive despair at the lasagne, which had withdrawn
         reproachfully, like a snubbed woman, under a cloak of hardening gravy. In any case, the jumbo dogknob ’n’ beans he had consumed
         in the canteen for breakfast still lay sad and indigestible in a pool of grease somewhere under his ribs, and he didn’t think
         he ought to add to his problems at this stage. He pushed his chair back and headed for the door, and almost ran into Mackay.
      

      
      ‘Oh, there you are, guv.’ Mackay’s face was alight with pleasure: something wonderful must have happened. ‘There’s been a
         shooting in that big church in Addison Gardens, Saint Whatsisname’s – one dead. It just came in from the emergency services.
         Some celeb’s got taken out. Right on our ground, too! Luck, eh?’
      

      
      Slider went cold with fright. ‘Anyone else hurt?’ he heard himself ask.

      
      ‘All we’ve got is that there was a single shot fired, one body, and chummy got away.’

      
      ‘All right. I’m on my way. Where’s Atherton?’

      
      ‘He’s already gone, guv,’ Mackay called after his disappearing back.

      
      Atherton was waiting for him out in the yard. Svelte, elegant, creaseless of suit, wearer of silk socks and an aftershave
         you could only smell when you got close up, outwardly Atherton was nothing like a detective. He and Slider had worked together
         for a long time now, and Atherton was the nearest thing Slider had to a friend. He was an able man who dissipated his abilities
         and was far too dedicated to enjoying himself to get on in his career. If he hadn’t been so intellectually lazy, he could
         have been Commissioner by now. If he hadn’t been incurably honest, he could have been a top politician.
      

      
      ‘We’ll go in my car, shall we?’ he said. ‘It’s hell to park up there.’

      
      ‘Oh, you heard about it, then.’

      
      ‘I heard.’ He gave Slider a quick look and said nothing more until he had edged the car out into the stream of traffic. It
         wasn’t too bad at this time of day – not much of a challenge to a man who loved driving. Not that you could do much real driving
         in a Ford anyway. He’d really like an Aston Martin, but apart from the price there was the parking problem. In London there
         was no point in driving anything you would mind getting nicked.
      

      
      Slider had not spoken, and Atherton glanced sideways at him and had little difficulty in guessing his thoughts. There was
         not much he didn’t know about his guv’nor’s home-life, and what he knew he’d never celebrated. That Slider had been married
         to the wrong woman for sixteen years was bad enough: Irene had no sense of humour and thought that food was something you had to have to stay alive, a combination in Atherton’s eyes so unfortunate as to be bizarre. Add to that the fact that
         the marital home was on an estate in Ruislip, and Atherton had thought things could not get worse for his boss; but getting
         worse is what things notoriously specialise in. The situation at the moment was, in technical language, a right bugger.
      

      
      ‘How are things in the green belt these days?’ he asked sympathetically.

      
      Slider didn’t look at him. ‘It’s life, Jim, but not as we know it.’

      
      ‘It was rotten luck,’ Atherton said. ‘Ironies of fate, and all that.’

      
      Ironies indeed, Slider thought, running on a now-familiar track. He wouldn’t have minded so much if Irene had run off with
         an Italian waiter or a hunky young milkman, but she had left him for her bridge partner, who was the most boring man who had
         ever lived. Ernie Newman had the dynamic personality of a man slipping in and out of coma: he had once been a member of Northwood
         Golf Club but had found the place too swinging for him.
      

      
      But Irene liked him: he was retired on an enormous company pension and he moved amidst the Volvo set she so admired.

      
      ‘He’s always there. He can spend time with me,’ Irene had said; as succinct a commentary on the loneliness of a copper’s wife
         as Slider had ever heard. And when he had protested about Ernie’s dullness: ‘I’ve had enough of excitement,’ she had said.
         ‘I want a man who thinks I’m exciting.’ Even in their courting days Slider had never thought Irene exciting. She had always been neat, proper, unimaginative
         and conventional; but he had to admit that next to Ernie she was Catherine the Great.
      

      
      She had taken the two children and left Slider in occupation of the house, the ranch-style, modern executive albatross which
         he had always hated with the pungency of a man who loved architecture forced to live with picture windows and an open-plan
         staircase. He had only bought it because it was the kind of thing she liked, and she, after all, would have to spend more
         time in it than him. That was irony for you!
      

      
      Ernie Newman, a widower, had a five-bedroom detached house in Chalfont, so there was plenty of room for Irene and the children.
         She had always wanted to live somewhere like Chalfont. And Ernie was going to pay for Matthew and Kate to go to private school, which was something Irene had long hankered
         after. Ernie had never had any children of his own – Mavis couldn’t, apparently – so he was looking forward to being a father-by-proxy,
         Irene said. All Slider’s masculine instincts had got up on their hind legs at that point, but the concealed knowledge of his
         own guilt had made it impossible for him to attack. Irene had never found out about Joanna.
      

      
      And Joanna wouldn’t have him back, despite the fact that he was now free. Irony number two. He had more irony than a man with
         a steel plate in his head. The events of this summer had left him utterly at a loss. What on earth was he supposed to do with
         the rest of his life? Even work was not enough to fill the void. His sanguine temperament had previously found satisfaction
         even in the routine plod which made up so much of the job; but burglaries, TDAs, possession and the rest of the malarky had
         no power now to rouse him from his puzzled misery. He knew as a Christian he ought not to rejoice in murder, but there was
         nothing like a big case for ‘taking you out of yourself’, as his mother used to say.
      

      
      ‘So how did you know they would be rehearsing this afternoon?’ he asked as they rounded the end of Shepherd’s Bush Green.

      
      ‘Joanna told me, of course.’

      
      ‘Oh.’

      
      Slider resisted the urge to ask where and why Atherton had been talking to Joanna. He had no rights over either of them, and
         certainly had no right to feel bugged that, having given him the chuck, she continued the friendship with Atherton which only
         existed because she had been Slider’s lover. He turned his mind resolutely away from his own problems.
      

      
      ‘I suppose it is Sir Stefan Radek who’s been shot? Mackay just said “some big celeb”.’

      
      ‘That’s all I heard too. There isn’t a soloist, so presumably it’s Radek,’ Atherton said.

      
      Radek was one of the few serious musicians who had crossed over into general, man-in-the-street fame. He’d even been on tv,
         Slider remembered. He’d had that series last year, Classics for Idiots or whatever it was called, explaining the difference between a concerto and a double-bass with the help of computer graphics and a popular comedian to make it all user-friendly. And now somebody had shot him. That’d teach him to go slumming.
         All Slider knew about Radek came from a cheery little spoonerism Joanna had told him one night after a concert. ‘What’s the
         difference between Radek and Radox? Radox bucks up the feet.’ He remembered, too, after another concert when she had been
         seething about the conductor’s iniquities (not Radek, though, someone else), she’d said that if he were found murdered that
         night there’d be eighty-odd suspects in the orchestra alone. ‘Half of us would put our hands up out of sheer gratitude.’ She’d
         been joking, of course; but it made you think. Somebody evidently thought the only good conductor was a dead one, and was
         prepared to do something about it as well.
      

      
      St Augustine’s was an incongruously big church for the streets it found itself in, hinting at larger, wealthier, or at least
         more devout congregations in the past. It was nineteenth-century Byzantine, built of soot-smudged pale-red brick with white
         stone coping, like a dish of slightly burned brawn piped with mashed potato. Inside it was a miniature Westminster Cathedral,
         cavernous and echoing, with lofty arches lost in shadow, pierced-work lamps, gilded wall and ceiling paintings, windows stained
         in deep, jewel shades of red and blue and green, and dark-eyed, beardless El Greco saints with narrow hands and melancholy
         mouths staring from every corner. There were high, wrought-iron gates across the choir, and the orchestra had been set up
         in the space below them on a low platform. Chairs and music stands and the timps were all that was to be seen. The players
         themselves had been ushered away somewhere – presumably to whatever place had been set aside for them as dressing-rooms. Slider
         hoped, anyway, that they had not all disappeared. Like tea, statements were best taken freshly brewed.
      

      
      He and Atherton walked down the central aisle towards the scene, which was lit by overhead spots so that it stood out from
         the cave of comparative darkness around, like a gruesome reverse Nativity. The body was sprawled face down on the small podium
         between the lectern, on which the score lay open, and the long-legged conductor’s chair. He had fallen quite neatly without
         knocking either over, which suggested to Slider that the bullet had not struck him with great force: he had crumpled rather than reeled or been flung off his feet. And in the place of ox and ass there were two people keeping guard over the
         body: one Slider recognised as the orchestra’s fixer, Tony Whittam; the other was a dapper, plumpish, bald man who was kneeling
         on the floor at the head of the corpse and weeping. Every now and then he wiped the tears from his face unselfconsciously
         with a large handkerchief held in his left hand; in his right he held the conductor’s baton by the point, so that the bulbous
         end rested on the floor. It looked like the ceremonial reversing of a sword.
      

      
      As soon as he saw Slider, Tony Whittam stepped towards him with a cry of relief. ‘Am I glad to see a friendly face! Are you
         the official presence?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Slider. ‘This is on my ground.’

      
      ‘Well, that’s a piece of luck,’ Whittam said. His usually genial face was drawn into uncharacteristic lines of shock and anxiety.
         He was a well-fed, dapper man of fifty-two going on thirty-five, in a light biscuit suit and a tie that would have tried the
         credibility of a twenty-year old. The orchestra’s personnel-manager-cumagony-aunt was much given to gold jewellery, sported
         a deeply suspect suntan and an artificially white smile, and altogether had the air of being likely to break out into a flower
         in the buttonhole at the slightest provocation. He looked like a spiv, but was in fact superb at his job, efficient as a machine
         and genuinely warm-hearted. Many a time Slider had seen him in the middle of a crowd of musicians, all clutching their diaries,
         all hoping to get off one date or on another; and he had always managed to spare Slider a glance and a friendly nod while
         coping patiently with the conflicting demands of, say, Mahler Five and the personal lives of a hundred-odd freelance and therefore
         temperamental artistes. Perhaps it was unkind mentally to have cast him as an ass.
      

      
      ‘Who’s this bloke?’ Slider asked in an undertone with a gesture of the head towards the ox.

      
      ‘It’s Radek’s dresser. He’s a bit upset.’

      
      Understatement of the year. ‘Dresser?’

      
      ‘That’s what he calls himself. Sort of like his valet, personal servant, whatever. Been with him years. Everyone knows him.’
         He was, Slider realised, justifying the man’s presence.
      

      
      ‘Name?’

      
      ‘Keaton. Arthur Keaton, but everyone calls him Buster.’

      
      ‘Okay. And where’s everybody else?’

      
      ‘Down in the crypt – that’s where the dressing-rooms are, and a sort of band room for coffee and warming-up. I thought it
         best to keep everyone together until someone came,’ he said anxiously. ‘Des is with ’em, keeping ’em quiet.’ That was Des
         Riley, orchestral attendant, who set up the platform and loaded and unloaded the instruments – a dark, ripely handsome man
         dedicated to body-building and fornication. Since orchestral attendants were traditionally known as ‘humpers’, these would
         seem to be the two essential qualifications.
      

      
      ‘You did just right,’ Slider said reassuringly. ‘Is everybody all right?’

      
      ‘Oh yes – I mean they’re shocked, as you’d expect, but nobody’s hurt.’ He nodded significantly, to convey to Slider that by
         everybody he understood him to mean Joanna.
      

      
      ‘Who else was here apart from the musicians?’

      
      ‘Well, there was Bill Fordham’s wife and kid – first horn – they’d come to watch; and Martin Cutts’s latest bird, of course;
         and the verger, he was mucking about back there with some keys,’ he gestured with his head towards the back of the church.
         ‘And Georgina, my assistant, but she was through in the vestry making a phone call. They’re all down there in the band room.
         Radek’s agent was here earlier, but she’d gone before it happened. And Spaz – he’d already left as well. He’s taken the van
         away – there’s nowhere to park it here.’ That was Des Riley’s assistant, Garry Sparrow, usually known as Gaz the Spaz, a witticism
         none too subtle for him.
      

      
      ‘All right. You’ve done very well,’ Slider said, and crouched to take a look at the body. Radek had been lean and upright,
         one of those wiry old men who go on for ever and never look much different once they’ve passed fifty. Slider, musical tyro
         though he was, recognised him, as he supposed about seventy-five per cent of people would, whether they were music-lovers
         or not, now that he’d been on the telly. For Radek was not only hugely famous, but physically distinctive. He was very tall,
         gaunt, and had a great beak of a nose and bushy white eyebrows over heavy-lidded eyes, so that he looked like a half-pissed
         bird of prey. His shock of over-long white hair was brushed straight back like a lion’s mane, but once he got going, it flew
         about as if it had a life of its own. It was his hallmark; and his photograph – invariably moodily-lit and against a dark
         background – loured, snarled and brooded famously on a million record-covers, white mane and white hands spiked against the
         blackness, the archetypal image of the super-maestro.
      

      
      Today he was dressed in civvies of course – fawn slacks, with a black roll-neck sweater tucked into them, leather moccasins
         and, my God, pale yellow socks.
      

      
      ‘He doesn’t look as impressive as he does in white tie and tails,’ Slider murmured to Atherton.

      
      ‘Nobody looks their best dead,’ Atherton reminded him.

      
      There was no doubt he was dead, at any rate, Slider thought. Radek’s face was pale grey, with a touch of blue about nose and
         lips, and the skin looked unpleasantly moist, like sweating cheese. His eyes were open and fixed, staring as no eyes ever
         stared in life, and his lips were drawn back from old-man’s long yellow teeth as though he were baring them in defiance. There
         was a bitter smell of sweat about him, a whiff of aftershave, and underneath that a faint, unclean smell, which Slider associated
         with mortality. Radek was lying more or less in the recovery position, one leg slightly drawn up, and both his hands were
         clenched – the right lying beside his head, the other, caught under him, seemingly locked onto the cloth of his roll-neck.
      

      
      The entry wound was in the right lower side at the back, just above the belt of his slacks; quite a neat hole, surrounded
         by a blood stain. Slider examined the podium and slipped his fingers in underneath the body, but there was no blood and seemingly
         no hole on the other side.
      

      
      ‘No exit wound,’ he said.

      
      ‘Still inside?’ Atherton said.

      
      ‘Presumably. He must have been hit at extreme range.’

      
      ‘Or else it was deflected.’

      
      Slider grunted agreement, and stood up, turning to Whittam. ‘All right – you saw what happened?’

      
      ‘Well, yes,’ Whittam said unwillingly, as though it might incriminate him. ‘I was standing at the side, over there, making
         sure everyone was in place, just waiting for Radek to start. Once they were off, I was going to join Georgina in the vestry.
         I’d got a lot to do, and it was a late kick-off already.’
      

      
      ‘Why was that?’ Atherton put in. ‘I’d heard Radek was a stickler for punctuality.’

      
      ‘He is. Woe betide the musician who’s late. He won’t step on the platform if anyone’s missing.’
      

      
      ‘But he’s not punctual himself?’ Slider asked.

      
      ‘Oh he is usually. But he was in a rotten mood today. He’d had me up and down to the dressing-room half a dozen times, complaining
         about everything, and Des couldn’t get away. He treats him like a personal servant, you know, despite—’ He gestured with his
         head towards Keaton, who was still kneeling beside his dead master like Greyfriar’s Bobby. ‘Then when he finally deigned to
         come upstairs he stood over there by the vestry telling me the arrangements he wanted for tonight, as if we hadn’t gone over
         them ten times already. Bloody temperamental celebrities! I tell you, dear old Norman Del Mar was never like that.’
      

      
      ‘All right. Go on,’ Slider urged. He wanted to get the general picture before the rest of the team arrived and the scene fragmented.

      
      ‘Well, he got up on the podium and lifted his stick, and everyone got ready, and he just sort of stood there a minute – working
         himself up to start, I suppose. And then there was this bang – like a big heavy door slamming. It made my heart sink: I thought
         it was the verger frigging around up the back, and there’s nothing a conductor hates more than someone making a noise at a
         moment like that. Breaks his artistic concentration, you see. I expected him to turn round and bawl me out for it, but he
         just crumpled up and fell. And then Martin Cutts’s bird screamed, and old Buster came running past me shrieking like a hen,
         and it was only then I sort of put two and two together and realised he’d been shot. I ran over, but it was obvious he was
         dead.’
      

      
      ‘Did you see who did it?’

      
      ‘No, that was the trouble, you see – everyone was looking at Radek. By the time I even thought to look round the bloke had
         gone, whoever he was, and it was the same for all of us. But the verger was up the back, as I said. I think he may have seen
         him.’
      

      
      ‘Doctor’s just arriving, guv,’ Atherton murmured, looking over his shoulder towards the door. ‘And it looks like the photographer
         behind him.’
      

      
      Slider glanced back. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘We’ve got about a hundred people downstairs to interview. We’re going to need the cavalry. Call home and get everyone here who can read and
         write.’
      

      
      ‘And McLaren as well, sir?’

      
      ‘Get on with it. And when you’ve done that, see if Niobe here’s fit to speak yet.’ He turned to Whittam. ‘Can you take him
         somewhere and find him a cup of tea or something? The doctor will want to get to the body.’
      

      
      Whittam jumped eagerly at the chance to be useful. ‘Yes, of course. I’ll take him in the vestry. It’s nice and quiet there.’

      
      ‘How do I get downstairs?’ Slider asked.

      
      ‘Over there, that door,’ he pointed to the opposite side from the vestry. ‘You can’t go wrong, it doesn’t go anywhere else.’

      
      The door led onto a dank corridor which ran the length of the church. It was lined with an assortment of stacking chairs,
         elderly cupboards, and cardboard boxes full of mildewed bunting, torn crêpe paper decorations, remnants of junior nativity
         play costumes, and other bits of typical church-hall junk. Looking right, he saw at the far end a door onto the street, and
         beside it another door leading back into the body of the church; turning his head to the left he saw stone steps leading down,
         and a whiff of cigarette smoke and a murmur of voices told him he was facing the right way. At the bottom was another corridor,
         and immediately to his left the doorway into a large room furnished with sundry chairs, trestle tables, mirrors, and a ballet
         barre across one end which was largely obscured by coats. A tea urn and trays of cups and saucers filled one table, and the
         orchestra was hanging around, making itself as comfortable as it could in the manner of people accustomed to being kept hanging
         around in various dismal locations all round the world. They were chatting, dozing, smoking, reading and, in the furthest
         corner where the trombone section lurked, playing cards on somebody’s upturned instrument case. Joanna called it the airport
         terminal syndrome, with the emphasis on the terminal.
      

      
      Joanna was sitting on the massive old-fashioned radiator right next to the door, her legs dangling, her hands knotted loosely
         between her knees, her head resting against the wall, her eyes closed. She seemed very pale, and the lines around her eyes
         and mouth looked more pronounced than he remembered. He wondered how close she had been to the podium, how shocked she had been. He was so glad to see her it took him a moment or
         two to find his voice.
      

      
      ‘You shouldn’t sit on radiators,’ he said quietly. ‘You’ll get chilblains.’

      
      Her eyes flew open. She stared at him almost blankly, and then, to his relief, there was a softening of her expression which,
         whatever it betokened, was on the side of pleasure rather than dismay.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ she said, ‘if it isn’t the mild-mannered Bill Slider.’

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      The Dog it was That Died

      
      ‘You’re looking rather pale,’ Slider said.
      

      
      ‘I’ve just seen someone killed,’ she said. ‘You think with television news reports – Bosnia, Northern Ireland and everything
         – that you’ve seen it all. But it’s different in real life. One moment there’s a real human being standing there, just a couple
         of feet away from you, and the next—’ She shook her head. ‘How do you ever get used to it?’
      

      
      ‘We don’t,’ he answered, divining that she meant the question personally. ‘If we stopped minding, we’d stop being effective.
         The flippant remarks are meant to fool us, you know, not you.’
      

      
      ‘Poor Bill,’ she said.

      
      He wished he could take that as encouragement; but he had work to do. ‘How close were you to the podium?’

      
      ‘I was sitting at number four. Close enough, thank you.’

      
      ‘You’ve been promoted,’ he discovered with delight. The front four in the first violin section were permanent positions, while
         the rest of the section moved up and down on a rota system so as to share the work evenly. ‘What does that make you?’
      

      
      ‘Deputy principal,’ she said shortly.

      
      ‘That’s wonderful. Why didn’t you—?’ But of course he knew why she hadn’t told him. He altered course hastily. ‘Well, I’m
         just thankful you weren’t hurt. There was only one shot, is that right?’
      

      
      She raised an enquiring eyebrow. ‘Am I being a witness now?’

      
      ‘You are a witness, like it or not. But you can be especially helpful to us – to me – because you know what we need. You know—’

      
      ‘My methods, Watson,’ she finished for him. ‘All right, what do you want to know?’

      
      ‘Start with your version of the incident.’
      

      
      ‘Well, Radek came out from the vestry—’

      
      ‘I thought he had a dressing-room down here?’

      
      ‘He did, but there’s another set of stairs down from the vestry. The conductor, and soloists if any, go up and down that way
         to avoid having to rub shoulders with the great unwashed, namely us. I’ve done concerts here before, you see. I know all about
         it.’
      

      
      He smiled because she had anticipated his question. ‘You see?’ he said elliptically.

      
      ‘I’ve already accepted the premise,’ she said, giving him a firm look. ‘You’re not bright enough to put a scam by me.’

      
      ‘Thanks. I understand Radek was late starting.’

      
      ‘A bit.’

      
      ‘Was that unusual?’

      
      She shrugged. ‘He’s usually punctual, but they’re a law to themselves, you know, conductors. It’s our job to wait for them,
         not vice versa. It was only five minutes anyway. It was two thirty-five by my watch when he stepped onto the platform.’
      

      
      ‘Did he seem as usual when he came on?’

      
      She made an equivocal face. ‘I didn’t notice anything specific, but I wasn’t particularly looking. He was always an ugly,
         bad-tempered old bastard, not the sort you gaze at rapturously. He seemed to be in a bad mood, but that was nothing unusual.’
      

      
      ‘All right, go on.’

      
      ‘Well, he crossed the platform, got up on the podium, opened the score, picked up his stick—’ He could see her watching it
         replay in her mind.
      

      
      ‘From where?’

      
      ‘He’d put it down on the lectern while he opened the score. Oh, and he took out his handkerchief and wiped the sweat off his
         face. He always sweated a lot. It could be pretty nasty sitting up front. He’d flick his head to get his hair out of his eyes,
         and drops of sweat would fly.’
      

      
      ‘Yuck.’

      
      ‘Exactly. Anyway, he wiped his face, put his hanky away, picked up his stick and said, “Mahler”.’

      
      ‘Telling you which piece you were going to rehearse?’

      
      ‘Of course. So he waited for everyone to find their place and get their instruments up. And then—’ She hesitated.

      
      ‘Go on. However it seemed to you.’
      

      
      ‘Well, he stopped with his stick up, just staring at nothing, frowning. He might have been communing with his muse, I suppose,
         assuming the nasty old thing had one, but it didn’t quite look like that. He looked more as if he’d remembered something bad,
         like he’d left the gas on or he ought to have paid his VAT yesterday or something. He put his hand up and pulled his roll-neck
         – like this – as if he was loosening it, like a nervous gesture.’ She looked at Slider. ‘I don’t want to make too much of
         it, because it all happened so quickly, but it was something I noticed.’
      

      
      ‘You think he was expecting something to happen?’

      
      ‘God, I don’t know. He looked as though he had something on his mind, that’s all I can say.’

      
      ‘All right. Go on.’

      
      ‘Well, then everything seemed to happen at once. There was a terrific bang. I think someone out in the church shouted “No!”
         and someone else screamed. Radek dropped his stick and crumpled up, fell forward. It all happened in an instant. He was on
         the floor while the echoes were still bumping about in the roof.’
      

      
      ‘Did you know it was a gunshot?’

      
      ‘Oh yes. I don’t know why, because I’ve never heard a gun fired in real life, but I knew it was a gun. Of course I looked
         that way, and I saw a man in a light brown coat and a hat with a big brim up at the back by the main door. It was too far
         away for me to see any detail, but he was just standing there, staring. Then he turned and ran for it. There’s a small door
         within the large one, and he went out through that and was gone. It was all over in a second.’
      

      
      ‘Did you see what he did with the gun?’

      
      She frowned. ‘I didn’t see the gun. I think – I’m not sure – he had his hand in his pocket.’

      
      ‘Did you recognise him?’

      
      She shook her head. ‘Too far away, and too dark. We were under the lights, you see. And he had a hat on.’

      
      ‘So you don’t even really know that it was a man?’

      
      She thought about that. ‘I assumed it was. I suppose it might have been a woman, but if it was, it was a woman hoping to pass
         for a man. It wasn’t a female shape.’
      

      
      ‘Okay, what happened next?’
      

      
      ‘Old Buster came rushing over from the vestry side, screaming, almost before Radek hit the floor. Tony Whittam was behind
         him, and they crouched over the body, and I think Tony said “He’s dead”, or something like that. Des Riley came halfway, and
         then went back into the vestry, presumably to call the emergency services.’
      

      
      ‘How did everyone else react?’

      
      ‘Everyone was very quiet, apart from Martin Cutts’s bird, who was sobbing as if it had happened to her. It’s funny, in films
         everyone rushes about shrieking and fighting to get out, but here nobody moved or made a sound. I suppose we were all too
         shocked. Then Bill Fordham jumped up and went running out to his wife and kid to make sure they were all right.’ She made
         a wry face. ‘Of course Brian Tusser – the first trombone – asked in a loud voice if it meant the concert would be cancelled,
         and would we still get paid, but he’s just a despicable scrote. I mean, I suppose we all thought it, but he had to go and
         actually say it aloud.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose that means no-one in the orchestra would have reason to kill Radek? He was a benefactor to you, really.’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ she said hastily.

      
      ‘Wasn’t he generally liked?’

      
      ‘Not by musicians. He was rude, unpleasant, arrogant, conceited, and had delusions of godhead. If he’d been a good conductor
         we could have forgiven him, but as it was—’
      

      
      ‘Not a good conductor? But he was famous!’

      
      ‘Not synonymous terms, I’m afraid. The critics loved him, but what do they know? On the box he was erratic and his technique
         was non-existent, but he’d got too famous for any of us to criticise. We had to carry him and cover up for his cock-ups; and
         then if we managed in spite of him to give a good performance, he got all the praise and got paid about a hundred times what any of us got for the same concert. So what was to like?’
      

      
      ‘Was he really that bad?’

      
      ‘Are you kidding me! You’ve heard me complain about conductors before.’

      
      ‘Yes, but everyone complains about bosses. It’s a way of getting through life. Was Radek really worse than anyone else?’

      
      ‘Well, just to give you an example, we rehearsed the Mahler yesterday at Morley College, and he brought the entire second
         fiddle section in in the wrong place twice. Then he was so rude to the principal second – you know, Sue Caversham? – that he reduced her to tears, and that’s not easy
         to do, because Sue’s a tough cookie – you have to be, to be a woman and get to the front desk. And then the bastard threatened
         that if it went wrong again today she’d lose her job. I mean, what was she supposed to do? If she hadn’t followed him in,
         if she’d hung back and come in at the right place, he’d have bawled her out just the same.’
      

      
      ‘Can he do that? Get one of you sacked?’

      
      She made a face. ‘Not officially. We’re all self-employed, as you know. Officially we are the orchestra and the orchestra
         is a self-governing body, so it’s us who hire him. But in reality a man as powerful as him can do what he likes, and the management won’t cross him for fear of losing his favour.’
      

      
      ‘But if he’s so terrible, why do you have him at all?’

      
      ‘He’s got recording contracts,’ she said simply. ‘It’s work, you see, what we exist for. The contracts go where he goes, and
         if he doesn’t like us, he’ll take them to another orchestra. So we have to kiss his boots. Had to, I should say,’ she remembered. ‘All contracts are now cancelled, by order of the Great Agent in the Sky.’
      

      
      Slider was silent a moment, absorbing all this. ‘So there may have been people with reason to want to kill him?’

      
      ‘Almost everyone he’s ever met, I should say. Old Buster must have been the only creature on the planet that loved him.’

      
      ‘Well, thank you. You’ve been most helpful,’ he said, but it came out sounding coolly official, and it broke the mood between
         them. He looked at her, felt awkward, and saw her feeling awkward back.
      

      
      ‘That’s all right. Just doing my duty as a citizen,’ she said flippantly.

      
      He plunged, suicidally. ‘Oh Jo, can’t we—?’

      
      ‘Now don’t start that again, please. You know my feelings. Can’t we leave it at that?’

      
      ‘No, we can’t,’ he said, a little angrily, and she looked surprised. ‘It’s crazy to ruin both our lives like this, when—’

      
      ‘My life isn’t ruined, thank you very much,’ she interrupted stiffly.
      

      
      ‘Well mine is!’

      
      ‘That’s not my fault.’

      
      ‘I never said it was. Did I ever blame anyone but me? I do understand your position, but—’

      
      ‘No, I don’t think you do,’ she said with feeling. ‘You think I’m cutting off my nose to spite my face—’

      
      ‘I don’t!’
      

      
      ‘—but you altered the basis of our whole relationship. Look at it from my point of view: for two years you keep me dangling
         in limbo, and then when you find yourself all alone with no-one to come home to at the end of the day, you can’t get to me
         quick enough.’ She looked away unhappily. ‘Maybe you just want a housekeeper, and any woman would do. Someone to wash your
         socks.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t want you for that. How can you think it?’

      
      ‘Well of course you don’t think you do,’ she said, quite kindly. ‘But I don’t know that our being together would make us happy. And I’m not sure
         I want to take a chance on which of us is right.’
      

      
      She said ‘I’m not sure’ rather than ‘I don’t want to’, he noticed. It was little enough to pin his hopes on, but it was all
         he had; and besides, with a serious case to run, now was the time for consolidation rather than trail-blazing.
      

      
      ‘All right,’ he said meekly, ‘but you will help me with this case, won’t you? You know how helpful you can be to me, someone
         who knows the music scene, and knows my world; one foot in each camp so to speak—’
      

      
      ‘If you want a native interpreter, Jim Atherton knows the music scene,’ she said shortly.

      
      ‘But I don’t fancy him.’

      
      It was probably a stupid time to risk a joke. Cancel probably: she was looking at him with narrow suspicion.

      
      ‘I told you, you can’t put a scam past me. I’m a witness, and I’ll do my duty as a citizen, but that’s all. This isn’t a foot
         in the door, Bill. It’s over between you and me.’
      

      
      ‘Between you and me, maybe, but not between me and you,’ he said painfully.

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, and she looked as if she meant just that. ‘For it to work, I would have to have come first with you, and I didn’t. You can’t change that.’
      

      
      The troops had arrived and were disposed about the band-room taking statements, which would later all have to be read and
         evaluated. Talk about making work for yourself, Atherton thought, coming back up to the vestry; but at least most of them
         would be short. ‘I didn’t see anything, can I go now?’ The police doctor who had come to pronounce Radek’s life extinct also
         pronounced Keaton unfit for further questioning, gave him a tranquilliser, and recommended he be sent home. Atherton could
         see for himself that the old boy was past anything at the moment: he sat pale and trembling like a vanilla blancmange, and
         any time he tried to speak it spilled over into helpless tears again.
      

      
      ‘We’ll get you a taxi to take you home,’ Atherton said. ‘Is there someone we can contact for you, who can come and be with
         you?’
      

      
      That brought more tears. Keaton, it seemed, had lived alone with Radek, doing everything for him, and going home to the empty
         house was going to be painful.
      

      
      ‘Is there somewhere else you’d prefer to go?’

      
      But no, when he managed to get the words out, Keaton made it plain he wanted to go home. ‘I just want to be alone. You’re
         very kind, but I need to be alone.’
      

      
      Atherton let it go, and Whittam went to look for a taxi. ‘We’ll have to come and see you, and ask you some questions,’ Atherton
         said. Keaton raised sodden eyes. ‘You must be the person who knew Sir Stefan best. You can help us understand the situation.’
      

      
      ‘Very well,’ Keaton said wearily.

      
      ‘Can you tell us who his next of kin is?’

      
      ‘His daughter,’ Keaton said. ‘Fay Coleraine. She’s his only relative. Do you want her telephone number?’

      
      Atherton took it down. ‘We’ll break the news to her,’ he said. ‘I’m sure you won’t feel like doing it.’

      
      ‘Thank you,’ Keaton whispered. ‘You’re very kind.’

      
      ‘I must just ask you now, before you go – did you see the man who did it?’

      
      ‘I – I caught a glimpse. I was more – more concerned – with Sir Stefan.’

      
      ‘I understand. But did you recognise the man?’ A shake of the head. ‘Have you ever seen him before?’
      

      
      ‘No. I told you, I only caught a glimpse of him.’

      
      ‘Do you know of anyone who might have wanted to harm Sir Stefan? Had he any enemies?’

      
      Another shake of the head. ‘No. How could he have? He was a wonderful man. A great artist. The nation loved him.’

      
      The nation was not in the frame, Atherton thought; but there was evidently no point in pursuing it now. Whittam came back
         in. ‘We’ve got a cab at the door. Do you want me to come with you, Buster?’
      

      
      Keaton shook his head numbly. Whittam glanced at Atherton, who shrugged minutely. It was only five minutes away, and the man
         had said he wanted to be alone. One had to assume that adults could decide such things for themselves.
      

      
      ‘I’ll see you into the cab, anyway,’ Whittam said kindly, and put his hand under Keaton’s elbow to help him to his feet. The
         old boy did look very doddery, but that might have been the trank taking effect.
      

      
      ‘We’ll call on you tomorrow morning, Mr Keaton, if that’s all right,’ Atherton said. ‘Just to ask you a few questions.’

      
      Keaton turned and fixed Atherton with a red and angry eye. ‘Find him,’ he said in an unexpectedly strong voice. ‘Find the
         man who did this terrible thing.’
      

      
      ‘We will,’ Atherton said, and Keaton gave him a nod and shuffled away on Whittam’s motherly arm.

      
      Atherton went downstairs to Radek’s dressing-room. Some effort had been made here to soften the ecclesiastical grimness of
         the basement: the bare brick walls had been painted with cream gloss, and there was crimson carpet on the floor, whose sumptuousness
         was only marred by the number of component pieces it was in. It must have been an extremely narrow left-over – presumably
         a spare bit from an aisle somewhere. There was a table against one wall, with an upright chair before it and a large mirror
         on the wall over it, with a strip light above. A four-hook coat rail was fixed to the wall in the corner behind the door,
         and a dark overcoat was hanging on it – presumably Radek’s. Against the wall opposite the mirror was an ancient armchair,
         and a smaller table on which stood a water carafe and a tumbler. Both were empty and dry, presumably put there in readiness
         for the evening. On the other side of the table was a minimalist two-seater sofa, upholstered in a rather loud purple and orange
         velours which went with the crimson carpet like sardines and blancmange. Its apparent lack of conviction as a sofa suggested
         it might turn into an equally unsatisfactory bed, as though performing two functions badly were the same as performing one
         well. On the sofa was a large, double-depth briefcase, open, and a narrow black fibreglass briefcase, closed.
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