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Author’s Note


Shepherd’s Bush and White City are real places, of course, but this is a work of fiction, so if certain liberties have been taken with the geography, please don’t write and complain. None of the characters is based on a real person; and though there is a police station at Shepherd’s Bush, my Shepherd’s Bush nick is a made-up one, as are the Phoenix and the Dog and Sportsman pubs; which have no relation to any hostelry living or dead.




In loving memory of Geoffrey Knighton –

Hero, reluctant soldier, teacher, writer,

critic and friend.

“Life’s race well run, life’s work well done.”


CHAPTER ONE


open.guv.ok


There is nothing quite like knocking on a strange door for getting a policeman’s adrenaline going. Slider stood in the hotel corridor, listening to the white noise of the air-conditioning and the interesting tattoo of his own heartbeat, and wondering if he was about to die.

His mouth was so dry he had to pause a moment and manufacture some spit. The kevlar vest under his shirt made him feel hot and awkward, and the tape holding the wire to his flesh was making him itch. He’d had to borrow a jacket from a larger colleague to conceal the fact that he was protected. He looked, and felt, overweight and stupid.

In front of him was an ordinary, typical hotel door, and behind the door was an extraordinary, untypical man, who, moreover, might well be armed, and had amply proved his willingness to kill. Robert Bates, alias The Needle, was being brought to book at last. He had been the subject of ongoing investigations by various CO departments of Scotland Yard, not to mention – because nobody ever did – MI5 and MI6.

Slider’s path had crossed with his during the investigation of a murder, which, it turned out most disappointingly, Bates didn’t do. However, Slider had turned up a number of things Bates did do, including the undoubted murder of a prostitute whom Bates had used, tortured, and then dispatched. Because of the involvement of higher authorities, Slider had been warned off Bates, but such disappointments were commonplace in a copper’s life. Sooner or later, he had reasoned, The Needle would get his come-uppance. Then two days ago he had been summoned to the office of the area supremo, Commander Wetherspoon.

‘Ah, Slider,’ Wetherspoon said, tilting his head back so that he could look down his nose at him, ‘someone here who wants to speak to you, Chief Superintendent Ormerod of the Serious Crime Group Liaison Team.’

Ormerod was a large and serious man, who towered over Slider and would have made two of him in bulk, and at least ten in conscious supremacy. He had a handsome, authoritative face, eyes like steel traps, and the smell of power came off him like an aura. This man was from the far, far end of policing, the place of hard deals done behind closed doors, of anonymous corridors, terse telephone calls, operations with code names and briefings with senior ministers where the senior ministers behaved quite meekly. It was as different from Slider’s place on the street as the Cabinet Room of Number 10 was from the checkout at Tesco’s. Slider felt faint just breathing Ormerod’s aftershave; and when Ormerod smiled, it was even more frightening than when he didn’t.

Ormerod smiled. ‘Ah, Inspector Slider. Bill, isn’t it? I’m glad to meet you. I won’t waste time. Trevor Bates. You did some smart work on that case. I’m sorry you had to take a back seat, but very large things were at stake.’

‘I understand, sir,’ Slider said, since something seemed to be required.

‘We’ve got to the point now where we’re ready to arrest him, and we want you to be the one to do it.’

‘Me, sir?’ Slider couldn’t help it, though it made him sound like Billy Bunter.

‘Thought you’d like to be in on it,’ Ormerod said. ‘Sort of thanks for all your hard work.’

‘Consolation prize,’ Wetherspoon put in, and Slider was glad to see him quelled with a single look from Ormerod. Anyone who could quell Wetherspoon was a Big Monkey indeed.

Also,’ Ormerod said, ‘we think you could be useful to us.’

Ormerod explained. Bates was a high-powered criminal, and as sharp and cunning as a lorry full of foxes. It would be impossible to arrest him in his home, which was better defended than Fort Knox, and pretty hard anywhere else if he saw them coming. Bates often went armed, and usually had armed bodyguards around him.

However, the day after tomorrow he was attending a business conference in a hotel in Birmingham, and staying overnight, and was unlikely to be armed in such a place, especially as they had taken pains to fall back from him over the past few weeks and let him relax. He would not be expecting trouble, and though he would have an ‘assistant’ with him, for which read bodyguard, he would probably not be taking very heavy precautions.

‘All the same, we can’t take him in any of the public rooms, in case his goon gets rattled and starts loosing off,’ Ormerod said. ‘So we have to arrest him in his room at the end of the day. But we don’t want to go kicking the door in and provoking a shoot-out. We need someone to distract him. That’s where you come in. He knows you, you’ve spoken to him before, and he’s not afraid of you.’

With the rind taken off, what Ormerod was saying was that Bates thought Slider was a pathetic dickhead whom he’d already outsmarted once. He would therefore be more likely to open the door to him. Bates was also tricky, smart and strong, and had an unhealthy liking for torture, knives and needles. And guns. The words ‘tethered’ and ‘goat’ had wandered through Slider’s mind, looking for something to link up with.

Which was why Slider now regarded that anonymous hotel door with trepidation. If Bates opened it at all, it might be simply to shoot him, and he didn’t want to die. His pulse rate notched up another level as he raised his hand and rapped hard on it. The team was all behind him, he reminded himself. They had watched Bates to his room, watched the ‘assistant’ to his adjoining one, and were waiting just out of sight, listening to everything that came over Slider’s wire, ready for his signal. He hoped the wire was still working. He hoped they weren’t being deafened by his heartbeat.

He knocked again. Bates’s voice – Slider recognised it, with a shiver – called out irritably from within. ‘Who is it?’

Slider gulped. ‘Detective Inspector Slider, sir, Shepherd’s Bush. Could I have a word, do you think?’

‘What?’ Bates said incredulously. ‘Slider, did you say?’ His voice came again from just behind the door, and Slider guessed he was being examined through the peephole. He held up his brief. ‘I know you,’ Bates said. ‘What are you doing here? What the hell do you want?’

‘I’d like to have a word with you, sir,’ Slider said stolidly, Mr Plod to the core. ‘I’d like to ask you a few questions.’

There was a click and a rattle, and Slider’s stomach went over the edge of a cliff as the door was flung open and he waited for the hot flash and burn of a bullet or a knife in the guts. The kevlar was a comfort but it didn’t cover everything.

But he didn’t die. Bates stood there, lean, weirdly attractive, with his pale, translucent skin, clear grey eyes and backswept, shoulder-length fox red hair. He was still in his suit – three piece, exquisitely cut – but he had removed his tie and opened the top button of his shirt.

‘What the devil?’ he said, and looked Slider up and down with amused contempt. ‘You came asking me questions once before about some pathetic trivia or other. A leather jacket, wasn’t it?’

‘It’s a little bit more serious this time, sir, I’m sorry to say,’ Slider plodded. ‘Can I come in? I don’t think you want to discuss your private business in the corridor.’

‘I don’t intend to discuss my private business with you at all,’ he said. ‘What the devil are you doing here anyway? Do your superiors know you’ve come bothering me?’

‘I don’t need permission from anyone when I’m following up a case,’ Slider said, hoping he would take this to mean he was mavericking. Bates had not shut the door on him, apparently fascinated by the absurdity of this idiot policeman following him all the way to Birmingham. Ormerod had read him right: arrogance would be his downfall. Slider took the opportunity to walk past him into the room, noting with huge relief that there was no-one else in it. The goon was still in his adjoining room, the door of which was over to the left. One shout from Bates and he would come busting in, probably with a gun. Slider was not out of the woods yet.

‘I didn’t give you permission to come in,’ Bates said, sounding annoyed now.

‘This won’t take long, sir,’ Slider said. His voice shook slightly, but it probably didn’t matter. Bates would expect him to be nervous of a powerful man like him. ‘And it is rather important.’

‘More lost clothing? Or is it a lost dog this time?’ Bates sneered; but he walked away from the door, and it swung closed with a soft click. Slider cleared his throat, which was the signal. Nearly there now. Just a few seconds more. The team would be creeping towards the two doors, pass keys in hand.

Slider turned towards Bates, so that Bates had his back to the door. Triumph was beginning to sing in his veins along with the adrenaline, a heady mixture. He felt drunk and reckless with it, and knew it was a dangerous state of mind.

‘It’s a bit more interesting than that,’ he said, and the change of his tone brought alertness into the hard grey eyes. Slider saw the nostrils widen as though Bates were scenting like an animal for danger. ‘It’s to do with a certain prostitute called Susie Mabbot. I’m sure you remember her, even among your many conquests.’

‘I don’t know any prostitutes. How dare you suggest it?’ Bates said, advancing grimly. Slider backed a step to encourage him.

‘You used to know poor Susie, in the Biblical sense, anyway. Then one day you got carried away and killed her. Stuck her full of needles, had her, broke her neck, and chucked her in the Thames.’

‘You’re mad!’ Bates said. Outside the team slipped the pass card into the magnetic lock and it gave a faint but unmistakable clunk. Bates’s eyes flew wide as he realised the trap. He yelled, ‘Norman!’ and his small but rock hard fist shot out at Slider’s face.

Without the adrenaline he’d have been felled, but all those flight-or-fight impulses he had been resisting in the last five minutes came to his aid now. He jerked his head aside so fast that he ricked his neck and the fist shot past his head, grazing his left ear. In the same motion, Slider ducked in low and flung himself at Bates, grabbing him round the middle, and Bates, thrown off balance by the missed punch, was just unstable enough to stagger backwards and go down, hitting the floor with Slider on top of him as the rest of the team burst in through the two doors simultaneously.

From the next room there was thumping, crashing and shouting as the bodyguard put up a vigorous resistance. For a moment Bates writhed viciously, but then he suddenly seemed to see the futility, or perhaps the indignity of it, and became still. With his teeth bared, he hissed at Slider, ‘You’ll regret this. I’ll see you regret this, you pathetic moron. You don’t know what you’re meddling with. You’re in over your depth. You’re nobody!’

‘Well, at least I’m not a murderer,’ Slider said. He knew he ought not to provoke the man, but he couldn’t help it. That fist had taken skin off his ear, and his neck hurt.

‘You can’t prove a thing against me,’ Bates said, utterly assured.

‘Oh yes I can,’ Slider said blithely. ‘Poor old Susie got washed up. We found her.’

It was impossible for Bates to pale, but his eyes widened slightly. ‘You found her?’

‘Yup. Got the body, got the semen, got the DNA. You’re nicked, mate.’

A policeman’s life, he thought afterwards, holds few moments so beautiful as seeing an arrogant, vicious, self-satisfied criminal crumple in the face of what he knows is the inevitable. Slider got to his feet, and as Bates began to struggle up, he began his victory chant.

‘Trevor Bates, I arrest you for the murder of Susan Mabbot. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence …’

Bates wasn’t listening. He stared at Slider as though burning his image into his brain. ‘I’ll get you for this,’ he said.

‘… anything you later rely on in court,’ Slider finished. And suddenly he felt very tired, as all the adrenaline got bored with this part of the proceedings and went off somewhere else to look for a fight.

It is an immutable law, formulated by the eminent philosopher Professor Sod, that you will always wake up early on your day off. It was six a.m. when the alarm in Slider’s head went off. He woke in his customary violent fashion, with a grunt. He rarely managed a controlled re-entry: usually he hit consciousness like a man being thrown out of a moving car.

Joanna wasn’t there. He listened for a moment, then got up and padded into the kitchen. She was standing by the sink drinking water, staring out of the window into the small oblong of rough grass and blackberry brambles she called a garden. Since her pregnancy had begun to show, she had stopped wandering about in the nude. In an access of modesty she had taken to wearing a loose white muslin dress by way of a dressing-gown. As it was almost but not quite completely transparent, it was far more erotic than nakedness, but Slider hadn’t told her that. He just hoped that she didn’t answer the door in it when he wasn’t there. The postman didn’t look as though his heart would take it.

He slipped his arms round her from behind and rested his chin on her shoulder. ‘All right?’ he murmured.

‘Hmm,’ she confirmed.

‘Couldn’t sleep?’

‘Not since half past four. Why are you up, anyway? We were going to lie in and cuddle.’

‘Hard to do when you’re in the kitchen,’ he pointed out. ‘Shall we go back to bed?’

He felt her hesitate, and knew what was coming.

‘I’m hungry.’

‘You’re always hungry. It’s just your hormones.’

‘My hormones and I go everywhere together. Why don’t the three of us have breakfast? It’s such a beautiful morning, too good to waste lying in bed.’

He detached himself from her back. ‘I thought pregnant women were supposed to feel extra sexy,’ he complained.

‘You’ve got to fuel the engine,’ she said.

She fried bacon and tomatoes and made toast while he got a shave out of the way, and then they ate and talked.

‘Fried tomatoes are definitely a seventh-day thing,’ Slider said. Joanna had a theory that God had done all His very best creations on Sunday, when He was at leisure. A large amount of food seemed to get into her list: toasted cheese, raspberries, the smell of coffee.

‘It’s such a long time since we did this,’ she said happily. ‘I don’t even remember when you last had a day off.’

He had only known since May that Joanna was pregnant. She had given up her job with the orchestra in Amsterdam and was back home permanently, looking for work for the next few months. With the baby due in November, she could work until about the end of September – if she could get the dates. She’d had no luck so far. Still, it gave her a chance to look for a place for them to live. Her tiny flat had one bedroom, one sitting room, a small kitchen and a breathe-by-numbers bathroom – adequate for them but tight for them plus baby.

Being an old-fashioned kind of a bloke, he was determined they should get married before the baby was born. And before they got married they had to announce everything to their respective families, something which work had made impossible for him. But now, with the debriefing and writing up of the Bates case done at last, he had two days off. Tomorrow he and Joanna were going to spend the day with his father – his only relly – and today they were going down to Eastbourne to see her parents. Slider had never yet met them, and was nervous.

‘What if they don’t like me?’ he asked.

She was good at catching on. ‘They’ll like you. Why wouldn’t they?’

‘Debauching their daughter, for one. Getting you pregnant before marrying you.’

‘My sister Alison was born only six months after the Aged Ps married.’

‘Really?’

‘Mum mellowed one night when Sophie and I took her out for a drink for her birthday, and confessed. She was a bit shocked the next day when she remembered. She swore us to secrecy, so don’t say anything. Apparently the others don’t know.’

‘Except for Alison, presumably.’

‘I wouldn’t even be sure of that. She may not have put two and two together. She was always good at ignoring inconvenient facts.’

Slider reached for the marmalade. ‘Tell me them again. I haven’t got them straight.’

‘Doesn’t matter. You aren’t going to meet them all.’

‘You know me. I like to do my homework.’

‘All right. Alison’s the eldest, then the three boys, Peter, Tim and George.’

‘They’re in Australia?’

‘No, only Tim and George. They all emigrated together but Peter came back.’

‘Oh, yes, I remember now.’

‘Then Louisa and Bobby, then me, then the twins that died, then Sophie.’

‘What a crowd. It must have been nice, growing up with so many people around you.’

‘I’m sure you got a lot more attention,’ said Joanna.

‘But you don’t have much backup when you’re an only child. No insurance. When Mum died there was only me and Dad, and when he goes …’

She reached across and squeezed his hand. ‘You’ll still have a wife, an ex-wife and at least three children.’

He began to smile. ‘At least? What are you trying to tell me?’

She looked casual. ‘Oh, well, I just thought if you’re going to fork out all that money for a marriage licence, you might as well get your money’s worth.’

He inspected her expression and was thinking they might go back to bed after all, when the phone rang. Joanna met his eyes. ‘Oh, no,’ she said, looking a question and a doubt.

He felt a foreboding. ‘It couldn’t be. They wouldn’t. Not on my day off.’ But he knew they could and would. Detective inspectors had to be available for duty at all times, and since they didn’t get paid overtime it was easier on the budget to call them rather than someone who did.

He got up and trudged out to the narrow hall (Never get a pram in here, he thought distractedly) and picked up the phone. It was Nicholls, one of the uniformed sergeants at Shepherd’s Bush police station. ‘Are you up and dressed?’

‘This had better be important,’ Slider growled.

‘Sorry, Bill. I know it’s your day off and I hate to do it to you, but it’s a murder.‘

‘Oh, for God’s sake!’

‘Came in on a 999 call. Female, stabbed to death in Paddenswick Park. Looks as though the Park Killer’s struck again.’

‘Why can’t Carver’s lot catch it?’

‘They’re knee deep in that drugs and prostitution ring. The boss says you’re it. I’m sorry, mate.’

‘Bloody Nora, can’t people leave off killing each other for two minutes together?’ Out of the corner of his eye he saw that Joanna had come out into the hall. At these words she turned away, and the cast of her shoulders was eloquent. All right, on my way.’

Joanna was in the bedroom. She looked up when he came in and forestalled his speech. ‘I gathered.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

‘I know. Can’t be helped.’

He could tell by her terseness that she was upset, and he didn’t blame her. ‘You’ll explain to your parents?’

‘Don’t worry about it.’

‘Will you still go?’

‘No point. I’ll call it off,’ she said shortly, passing him in the doorway.

He rang Atherton – DS Jim Atherton, his bagman – and got him on his mobile at the scene.

‘You don’t need to hurry. Porson’s got everything under control.’

‘Hell’s bells. What’s he doing there?’

‘He was in the office when I arrived at a quarter to eight. I don’t think he’d been home.’

Porson, their Det Sup, had recently been widowed. Slider wondered whether he was finding home without his wife hard to cope with.

‘The shout came in about a quarter past eight,’ Atherton went on, ‘and he grabbed the team and shot over here. He’s already whistled up extra uniform to take statements, and the SOCO van’s on the way.’

‘So what does he need me for?’ Slider asked resentfully.

‘I expect it’s lurve,’ Atherton said. ‘Gotta go – he’s beckoning.’

So it was away with the cords and chambray shirt, hello workday suit and Teflon tie. Blast and damn, Slider thought. Any murder meant a period of intensive work and long hours, but a serial murderer could tie you down for months. If it was the Park Killer, there was no knowing when he’d get a day off again.

The traffic had built up by the time Slider left the house, and he had plenty of leisure to reflect as he crawled along Bath Road. The Park Killer had ‘struck’ – as the newspapers liked to put it – twice before, but not on Slider’s ground. The first time had been in Gunnersbury Park, the second only a month ago in Acton Park. On that – admittedly meagre – basis it looked as though he was moving eastwards, which left room for a couple more possible incidents in Shepherd’s Bush before he reached Holland Park and became Notting Hill’s problem. Slider wondered what could be done to hasten that happy day. The very thought of a serial killer made him miserable. The idea that any human being could be so utterly self-absorbed that he would kill someone at random simply as a means of self-advertisement was deeply depressing.

It was part, he thought, as he inched forward towards a traffic light that only stayed green for thirty seconds every five minutes, of the modern cult of celebrity. To get on the telly, to get in the papers, was the ultimate ambition for a wide swathe of the deeply stupid. And the newspapers didn’t help. This present bozo had killed two people, and already he had a media sobriquet. No wonder he had killed again so soon. He had a public to satisfy now. He was a performer.

To be a celebrity act, of course, you had to have a trademark, and the Park Killer’s bag was to kill in broad daylight in a public place full of passers-by – people walking dogs, people going to work, people jogging, roller-blading, bicycling. The newspapers had been full of wonder (which the killer probably read as admiration) as to how he had managed not to be seen. Paddenswick Park fitted this MO. It lay between Goldhawk Road to the north and King Street to the south, and was not only a cut-through but was well used by the local population for matutinal exercise and dog-emptying. Morning rush hour was the PK’s time of choice. If nothing else, Slider reflected, it slowed down the police trying to get to the scene.

By the time he reached the area, he had plumbed the depths. To add to the stupid senselessness of every murder, in this case there would be all the problems involved in liaising with the Ealing squad – how they would enjoy having to share with him the fact that they had got nowhere! – not to mention dealing with the inevitable media circus. It looked as though it would be a close-run thing whether he would get to marry Joanna or draw his pension first.

The park and a large section of Paddenswick Road, which ran down its east side, were cordoned off. Atherton was standing in the RV area behind the blue-and-white tape; he came over and moved it for Slider to drive through. Within the area were several marked police cars, Atherton’s and the department wheels and the large white van belonging to the scene-of-crime officers. Inside the park gates he could see that all the people who had been on the spot when the police arrived had been corralled, with a mixture of CID and uniform taking their basic details.

Though Slider kept a low media profile, some of the reporters recognised him and shouted out to him from where they were being kept at bay beyond the cordon. They only had one question, of course. ‘Is it the Park Killer?’ ‘Do you think it’s the Park Killer?’ A nod from him and they’d dash off, click together their Lego stock phrases, and every paper and bulletin would have the same headline: PARK KILLER STRIKES AGAIN. Slider ignored them.

‘What it is to be a star,’ said Atherton.

‘Me or him?’ Slider asked suspiciously.

‘Me, of course,’ said Atherton. He was elegantly suited, as always, and his straight fair hair, which he wore cut short these days, had just the subtlest hint of a fashionable spikiness about it, making him look even more dangerous to women. That sort of subtlety you had to pay upwards of forty quid for. Slider, who had used the same back-street barber for twenty years and now paid a princely nine quid a go, felt shabby and rumpled beside him. With his height and slimness Atherton sometimes looked more like a male model than a policeman. He was also, however, looking distinctly underslept about the eyes.

‘On the tiles again last night?’ Slider enquired. ‘Let me see, it was that new PC, wasn’t it? Collins?’

‘Yvonne. She’s new to the area and doesn’t know anybody,’ Atherton said, with dignity. ‘I was just making friends.’

‘A wild night of friend-making really takes it out of you,’ Slider said.

‘Crabby this morning,’ Atherton observed. ‘Bad luck about your day off. McLaren’s gone in search of coffee and bacon sarnies,’
he added coaxingly.

‘I had breakfast,’ Slider said. ‘I still don’t know what I’m doing here, if Porson’s in charge.’

‘Looks as though you’re about to find out,’ said Atherton, gesturing with his head.

Slider turned and caught Detective Superintendent Fred ‘The Syrup’ Porson’s eye on him across the little groups of coppers and witnesses. Porson was tall and bony and reared above the mass of humanity like a dolmen, his knobbly slap gleaming in the sun. It was still a shock to Slider to see old Syrup’s bald pate. He had earned his sobriquet through years of wearing a deeply unconvincing wig, but he had abandoned it the day his wife died. Slider was forced to the unlikely conclusion that it was Betty Porson (who had been quite an elegant little person) who had encouraged the sporting of the rug. The nickname had been in existence too long to die; now it had to be applied ironically.

Slider liked Porson. He was a good policeman and a loyal senior, and if he used language like a man in boxing gloves trying to thread a needle, well, it was a small price to pay not to be commanded by a twenty-something career kangaroo with a degree in Applied Pillockry.

The Syrup was signalling something with his eyebrows. Porson’s eyebrows were considerable growths. They could have declared UDI from the rest of his face and become a republic. Slider obeyed the summons.

‘Sorry about your day off,’ Porson said briefly. ‘I’ve got things initialated for you, but you’ll have to take over from here. I’ve got a Forward Strategy Planning Meeting at Hammersmith.’ His tone revealed what he thought of strategic planning meetings. These days, holding meetings seemed to be all the senior ranks did – hence, perhaps, old Syrup’s eagerness to sniff the gunpowder this morning. ‘Gallon was the first uniform on the spot – he’ll fill you in on the commensurate part. I’ve got people taking statements from everyone who was still here when we got here, and SOCO’s just gone in. All right?’

‘Yes, sir,’ Slider said. ‘But—’

Porson raised a large, knuckly hand in anticipation of Slider’s objection. ‘A word in your shell-like,’ he said, turning aside. Slider turned with him, and Porson resumed, in a lower voice: ‘Look here, this might be the Park Killer or it might not. It could be, from the look of appearances, but I want it either way. The SCG’s had to send most of its personal to help out the Anti-terrorist Squad, so Peter Judson’s down to two men and a performing dog, and they’re up to their navels.’ The Serious Crime Group had first refusal of all murders. ‘So it’ll probably be left with us, at least for the present time being. If we can clear this one, it’s going to do us a lot of bon. Definite flower in our caps.’

Slider wasn’t sure he wanted anything in his cap. ‘If it is a serial, there’s Ealing to consider,’ he said.

Porson looked triumphant. ‘That’s the beauty of it. They’ve not managed to get anywhere with it. We get the gen from them, and we clear it, see? Who’s a pretty boy then?’ Something of Slider’s inner scepticism must have showed, because Porson lowered his voice even more, and practically climbed into his ear. ‘Look here,’ he said, ‘I’m not trying to blow sunshine up your skirt. The bottom end is that I’m being considered for promotion. I’ve not got long to go. If I can retire a rank higher it makes a big difference to my pension.’ His faded, red-rimmed eyes met Slider’s without flinching. ‘I’ve given my life to the Job. I think I deserve it.’ Slider thought so too, but it wasn’t his place to say so. ‘But you know as well as I do what flavour goes down with the upper escalons these days,’
Porson went on. ‘We’re not young and sexy. Dinosaurs, they call us, coppers like you and me. But a big-profile clear-up, that’s just an incontroversial fact. They can’t ignore that.’

Slider noted that Porson didn’t say, ‘Do this for me and I’ll see you all right.’ He had always been loyal to his troops and simply assumed that they knew it. Slider admired him for it. So he waved goodbye to his time off and did not sigh. ‘I’ll do my best, sir,’ he said.

‘I know you will, laddie. I know you will.’ Porson was so moved he came within an inch of clapping Slider on the shoulder, changed the gesture at the last moment, tried to scratch his nonexistent wig, and ended up rubbing his nose vigorously, clearing his throat with a percussive violence that would have stunned a starling at ten paces.

Slider decided to take advantage of the emotional moment. ‘Any chance you can get me a replacement for Anderson, sir?’ he asked. DC Anderson of Slider’s team had been snatched by the National Crime Squad on a long-term secondment, leaving him a warm body short.

‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Porson said, ‘but don’t hold your horses. You know what the situation is vis-à-vis recruitment.’

Slider returned to Atherton. All right,’ he said, ‘tell me about it. Where’s the corpus, then?’

‘In the bushes,’ said Atherton.

On the Paddenswick Road side, the park was bounded by a low wall topped with spiked iron railings, the whole combination about nine feet high. An iron gate let on to a wide concreted path, which ran straight for twenty feet and then branched to give north – south and east – west walks, plus a curving circumference route round the northern end of the park that was popular with runners. The whole park was pleasantly landscaped, mostly grassy with a few large trees and one or two formal flower-beds beside the paths, filled now with the tidy summer bedders beloved of municipal gardeners – bright red geraniums, multicoloured pansies, edgings of blue and white lobelia and alyssum.

It was all open space, not at all murderer territory, except for a stretch of vigorous shrubbery of rhododendrons, spotted laurels, winter viburnum and other such serviceable bushes, plus a few spindly trees of the birch and rowan sort. The shrubbery ran north to south, bordered on the east by the railings and on the west by the north – south path, which ran down to the gate opposite the tube station. And here, it seemed, among the sooty leaves, the murderer had lurked, and attacked.

PC Gallon, as promised, filled Slider in.

‘It was a bloke walking his dog that found the body, sir, just after eight o’clock. A Mr Chapman, first name Michael, lives in Atwood Road?’ Gallon was young enough to have the routine Estuary Query at the end of his sentences, but in this case he wanted to know if Slider knew where that was. Slider nodded.

‘Well, he had his dog on one of those leads that reels out, and it went into the bushes there. He didn’t notice till the dog starts barking and making a hell of a fuss. So he tries to reel it in, but it won’t come, and he reckons the lead’s caught up on the bushes or something, so he goes in after it, and there she is.’

‘Was it him who phoned Emergency?’

‘No, sir. Chapman comes out of the bushes and stops the first person he sees, bloke called David Hatherley who’s walking through on his way to work, and he calls 999 on his mobile. Call was logged at eight twelve.’

‘All right. Let’s have a look,’ Slider said.

Here, in this short stretch of path inside the gate and before the junction, the bushes grew close together, presenting an unbroken green wall of foliage. ‘Here’s where Chapman went in,’ said Atherton. And presumably where the killer dragged the victim in.’

There were scuffmarks in the chipped bark mulch that had been spread under the shrubs to keep the weeds down. Some bark had spilled over onto the path, and there were two deep parallel grooves disappearing like tram lines into the shrubbery.

‘You’d have thought there’d have been more damage to the bushes,’ Slider complained. ‘There’s a few leaves on the ground, but no broken twigs or branches.’

‘I suppose they just bent and whipped back,’ Atherton said. ‘There’s better access for us round the other side. That’s the way SOCO’s gone in.’

They walked the few yards to the junction and turned left down the north – south path. On this side of the shrubbery the growth was less vigorous, and about twenty feet along there was a good two- to three-foot gap between two of the bushes. The crime-scene manager, Bob Bailey, met them there. He was a tall, lean man with wiry fair hair and a stiff moustache that Slider always thought must be hell on his wife. The scene-of-crime officers were civilians who worked out of headquarters at Hammersmith. In the course of things Slider and Bailey had a lot of contact and got on pretty well.

‘The doc’s been and gone, sir,’ Bailey greeted him. ‘Pronounced at eight twenty-nine.’

‘Dr Prawalha? That was nippy.’

‘Well, he only lives round the corner,’ Bailey explained. ‘We’ve nearly finished with the photographs and the measuring. Then you can come in and have a look.’

The modern trend was towards excluding even the senior investigating officer from the crime scene, and they were working on a 3D laser video camera that would create a digital version of the scene you could walk through on computer screen without ever getting near the real thing. But Slider had to see for himself. It was not self-glorification or thrill-seeking, it was just the way he was. There was so much he could glean from his own senses that he knew would not be the same in virtual reality. Bailey knew his preference, and since Slider was both polite and careful, he tolerated it. Not that he could do anything else, given that Slider seriously outranked him, but there was good grace and bad grace.

‘There won’t be much to be got from this bark,’ Slider observed. ‘No footmarks.’

‘No, sir. And blood patterns will be hard to spot. It’s either brown bark or dark green leaves. And everyone and his dog could have been in here. I hate outdoor scenes.’

‘At least it’s not raining,’ Slider said, to comfort him. ‘Well, let me know when I can come in. I’ll go and talk to the witness.’

Michael Chapman didn’t have much to add to the story as told by Gallon. His dog, a small, jolly-looking terrier, was lying down on the path now, chin on paws, thoroughly bored. Chapman was obviously still upset. He was in his late fifties, Slider guessed, well dressed and neatly coiffed, with a worn look to his face that seemed to predate the present shock. Early and reluctant retiree, perhaps?

‘Yes, I do walk Buster here most mornings,’ he said, in answer to Slider’s question. ‘I take him out later for two or three longer walks, but I generally do the first turn here. I only live just down the road, you see, so it’s convenient.’

‘So, as a regular park user, have you seen this girl before?’

‘I’m not sure,’ he said reluctantly. ‘I might have. I can’t really say. There are so many people exercising here in the mornings, jogging and so on. I don’t really notice them. Anyway, I didn’t really get much of a look at her in there,’ he said, with a jerk of his head towards the bushes. ‘Not to see her face.’ A thought came to him, and his eyes widened in appeal. ‘You won’t make me go and look again?’

‘No, sir,’ Slider said reassuringly. ‘You went in just there, I understand?’

‘Yes, that’s right. Between those two laurels.’

‘Did you notice those marks in the ground?’

‘Well, no. I didn’t really notice anything, except that Buster was barking his head off and wouldn’t come back.’

‘Did you touch the body at all? To see if she was still alive?’

‘No!’ he said vehemently; and then looked worried. ‘Should I have? As soon as I saw her I was sure she must be dead. I didn’t want to go any nearer. I just wanted to get Buster out.’

‘Did Buster touch the body?’

‘Not to my knowledge. When I got in there he was jumping and barking but not actually touching her. She was lying on her back and her eyes were open and there was all that – all that blood – on her – on her T-shirt.’ He swallowed hard, screwing up his eyes as if to force the vision away. ‘I dragged Buster out the same way we went in, and then I saw that gentleman talking on his mobile phone and asked him to call the police.’

The phone owner, David Hatherley, was a different kettle of fish from the shocked and patient Chapman. He was a tall, vigorous, expensively suited young Turk, annoyed at being kept from his turkery by bumbling officialdom. He turned on Slider as he approached, scanned him for authority, and demanded hotly, ‘Look here, how much longer am I going to be kept hanging around? Some of us have work to do, you know.’

‘Yes, I do know, sir. We are doing our work at the moment,’ Slider said.

The nostrils flared with exasperation. ‘Well, I can’t help you. I know nothing about it. I was just walking past when that idiot tried to grab my phone, and then started babbling about dead bodies. I had to interrupt a very important business call to dial 999.’

‘It was very public-spirited of you, sir,’ Slider said soothingly.

Hatherley seemed to suspect irony and snorted. ‘So can I go now? Your man’s taken down every damned detail from me, address, telephone, right down to my shoe size. You don’t seem to realise, every minute I stand here I’m losing money.’

Slider had used those minutes to look over Hatherley’s clothes, his face and hands, his manner. There was nothing there for them. ‘Yes, you can go. Thank you very much for your help, Mr Hatherley. We might be contacting you again.’

When he had gone, Atherton said, ‘He can’t be our man, not in an Armani suit.’

‘No,’ Slider said. ‘I think he just happened by at the wrong moment. Like Chapman. But with Chapman, he was actually on the scene, so we’d better get fingerprints and a buccal swab from him for elimination purposes.’

‘What about the dog?’ Atherton said merrily. ‘Should we get his DNA as well?’

‘I’m glad you’re finding this entertaining,‘ Slider said.

The photographer was coming towards them. Old Sid had retired – not before time given his increasing misanthropy, which was ratcheted upwards by every scene he captured for posterity. The new man was David Archer, young, enthusiastic but with a nephew-like shy deference towards Slider and most of his team. He was a rather delicate-looking creature, so handsome he was almost pretty, and didn’t look robust enough to cope with the things he had to photograph; but he was so passionate about his equipment and the wonderful things modern digital technology could do that Slider suspected the subject of his work didn’t impinge much on him.

‘Bob asked me to tell you you can go in now, sir,’ he said to Slider.

‘Finished your work?’

‘Yes, I’m going back to the van to have a look at it, but I’ll be on hand in case there’s anything more when the forensic biologist arrives.’

‘Do something for me,’ Slider said. ‘Take a long, slow pan around with your video camera at the crowd. All the onlookers. Try not to be obvious about it. Keep as far back as you can and do it on the zoom. Everyone who’s hanging around the scene. I want their faces.’

‘Yes, sir,’ Archer said. He was too polite to ask, but there was a question in his eyes.

Slider took pity on him. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if the murderer came back for a look. He’d want to see who found her, what their reaction was, how baffled we were. That’d be part of the fun. He might be here right now, enjoying himself watching us running round after him.’

‘I’ll get what you want, sir, don’t worry,’ Archer said. ‘Would you like me to make a series of stills, so you can have them to study?’

‘Good idea. Thanks.’

‘He wouldn’t hang about all covered in blood, surely?’ Atherton said, when Archer had left them.

‘No, but he probably wore a protective garment, which he might have discarded somewhere before coming back.’

‘He might even live locally,’ Atherton went along with it. ‘Went home and changed and came back.’

‘You do think of them,’ Slider complained. They walked back to the gap in the shrubbery and clothed up, and then, conducted by Bailey, walked along the stepping boards that had been laid to make a safe path into the scene within the shrubbery.

The rhododendrons were massive specimens, some of them ten or fifteen feet high. They grew their leaves where the light reached them, so on the back side they presented bare trunks and branches. What looked from the path like dense vegetation was in fact a series of hollow caves. With the thick mulch of bark on the ground, there was nothing to mar the uniformity of dark brown except the odd piece of litter. Blown in by the wind? It didn’t seem likely, inside the shrubbery. Left by kids playing, more like – or by someone hiding, lurking? Slider noted a cigarette packet (B&H), a torn strip of a Walkers crisps bag, and two wrappers from chocolate bars: one Picnic and one Double Decker.

‘We’ll have those,’ he said to Bailey. ‘There’ll probably be some cigarette ends, as well.’

‘There are,’ Bailey confirmed. ‘Quite a lot scattered about.’

‘Take them all,’ Slider said. Smokers were so used to throwing away the butt when they’d finished that they did it automatically, either not knowing, or forgetting, that DNA could be recovered from the saliva on them.

‘Thank God there’s no such thing as a non-smoking murderer,’ said Atherton.

In the heart of all this brown, in a clear space, lay the body. It was a young woman, dressed for jogging in knee-length black Lycra shorts, a sleeveless white shirt, trainers and short white socks. She was slim and fit-looking, with lightly tanned skin, and shortish, tousled blonde hair that gave Slider an unpleasant tug because it reminded him of Joanna’s. It was a shade lighter, though. Joanna’s was more bronze. The sunlight filtering through the leaves touched it here and there and made it gleam like true coin.

She was lying on her back, one arm flung out, the other resting beside her body. Her face was very pretty, heart-shaped with a short, straight nose and full lips, parted to show good teeth. Her skin was smooth and lightly tanned, her hands well kept with short, unvarnished nails. She had small gold studs in her ears and a thin gold chain round her neck on which hung a gold disc – a St Christopher, he supposed. Around her waist was a sort of utility belt of elasticated webbing, on which was hung a plastic water-bottle on the right, a CD Walkman on the left, and a small zip purse in the middle. The headset was hanging round her neck, the cord loose, pulled out from the Walkman socket. He noted that the Walkman had been switched off.

The warmth of the day was lifting a pleasant, woody smell from the bark chippings and birds were singing near and far off in the park. Broken by the gently moving leaves of a birch tree, sunshine was dappling the ground and the girl. She might have stretched out for a rest to gaze up at the patch of clear blue sky above, except that her T-shirt was spatched and blotted with blood.

‘Multiple stab wounds,’ Atherton said, breaking the silence. ‘Would that qualify as a “frenzied attack”?’ It was what police reports and the media always called it, a cliché there seemed no escaping. Atherton used it consciously, knowing Slider hated it.

The bark was scuffed in the immediate area, though not as much as Slider would have expected it to be. He hunkered down close to the victim, and now he could smell the clean odours of her shampoo and body lotion, and under them the reek of blood. There were defence cuts on her forearms and the palms of her hands, the blood resting in them, hardly smeared at all. There was definitely blood on the bark immediately around and under the body, but it was impossible to see how much, or to discern any spread patterns.

‘Is there blood anywhere else?’ he asked Bailey.

‘We haven’t found any so far, but it’s impossible to be sure without close examination,’ Bailey said. All I can say is that it looks as though all the action happened in this spot.’

Atherton, looking over Slider’s shoulder, said, ‘What’s that grey mark on the T-shirt? Sort of greyish-brown, a smudge?’

‘I think it’s a footmark – or a toemark, at least,’ Slider said. ‘He turned her over with his foot. She was lying face down and he turned her over. It’s the sort of dirty mark that could be left by a shoe.’

‘I suppose he wanted to check she was dead.’

‘We might possibly get a partial sole pattern from it,’ Slider said.

‘Yes, sir,’ said Bailey. ‘We have photographed it.’

Slider stood up and looked back towards the north side of the shrubbery. ‘I don’t understand why he dragged her in that way. Much easier the way we came in.’

On both his previous outings, the Park Killer had dragged his victim under cover, once into a shrubbery and once into a rose garden, stabbed her to death, and escaped the scene without anyone’s seeing or hearing anything. Speed had to have been of the essence. Probably that was why he had not robbed or molested either of his victims. It was getting away with murder that interested him, it seemed.

Atherton considered. ‘The bushes give better cover on that side. If he’d lurked on the more open side, someone might have seen him.’

‘I suppose,’ Slider said. He looked around to fix the scene in his mind, and then again down at the body. She was out jogging, listening to her music, perhaps thinking about the rest of her day. He looked at her pretty face, all animation gone, her softly muddled hair, the yielding shape of her body against the earth, still warm and pliant, but pointlessly so now. He imagined the killer turning her over with his foot, thought how it would have felt, heavy and soft. In his country boyhood he had handled dead rabbits and knew that limpness. A dull anger filled him. Partly it was because she had reminded him fleetingly of Joanna, and he felt newly vulnerable about her. But the anger was for this girl as well, and especially. When she had got up and dressed in the morning, she had not planned to die this day.

The world was not safe. There were people in it who would do this hideous, hateful thing. Life, which was so strong and tenacious and filled you tight to the skin when you were young, could be taken from you so easily, slip away through a hole in you like a mist dissolving. The solid reality that you walked on was in fact no more than a thin sheet of ice, through which you might fall at any moment into the black water of oblivion beneath.

Everything this girl had, had been taken from her in the name of conceit. All Slider could do was to find the killer and hope to see him punished. He was glad now that Porson wanted it. It was his case now. He would find the killer. The really depressing thing was that even cornered, caught, accused, charged, tried and sentenced, the murderer would probably never really see the enormity of what he had done. What had they done to themselves as a society to have bred a person who would kill to get his name in the papers?

He pulled his mind back to the scene. ‘I wonder why there’s no blood on the footmark. You’d have thought with all this stabbing going on he’d have stepped in at least some of it, especially as he wouldn’t have been able to see it.’

‘Just lucky, I suppose,’ Atherton said. ‘Our first problem is going to be identifying her.’

‘Yes,’ Slider said. ‘People don’t go out jogging with their passport and driving licence in their pockets.’

‘People don’t go out jogging with pockets,’ said Atherton.


CHAPTER TWO


Close Enough for Jazz


The CID room was quiet, with most of the troops still at the scene, helping with the search for blood, bloodstained clothing, and a murder weapon. Speed was of the essence. There was constant pressure on the police to reopen a cordoned-off area.

Slider was in his room making a start on the paperwork when the gorgeous DC Kathleen Swilley, always known as ‘Norma’ on account of her machismo in the field, came in. She was an expert in martial arts, could kick the eyebrows off a fly at five paces, and bring a man to his knees by use of just a forefinger and thumb. Or, indeed, without them, Slider reflected.

‘Nothing so far, boss,’ she said. ‘Everyone in the park’s had a preliminary interview and they’re starting on the bystanders. And I’ve put in an enquiry to the traffic department about any parked car or MTI activity for this morning. The SOCOs are still going over the ground looking for more blood. The body’s been taken away now.’

‘Is that the deceased’s effects?’

‘Yeah. No help with her ID, though.’ She put them down on the desk and went through them with him. The little purse on the victim’s belt contained nothing but a Kleenex tissue and a set of door keys – one Yale and one deadlock – on a ring whose tag was one of those articulated metal fish. That, and her gold medallion, were the only personal items they had to go on.

‘We got some good lifts off the Walkman,’ Swilley said. ‘Presumably the victim’s. We’re waiting for her tenprint to compare. I’ve run them through records but there’s no previous.’

The medallion turned out not to be St Christopher after all, but St Anthony. An unusual choice,’ Slider commented. ‘It may help to confirm her identity once we know it.’

‘Ditto for the door keys,’ said Swilley. ‘So what’s a St Anthony medal for, boss?’

‘He’s patron saint of the poor and afflicted, I think,’ Slider said. ‘And lost things. And travellers.’

‘I thought that was St Christopher?’

‘It’s not exclusive. And some people think St Christopher didn’t exist.’

‘The things you know,’ Swilley marvelled.

Slider sighed. ‘What I don’t know is how to ID our victim without trawling through the neighbourhood with a mugshot. And I really hate doing that when the only mugshot I’ve got is taken from the corpse.’

‘It’s early yet. Someone may miss her and come forward,’ Swilley said. ‘The report of the murder’s going to be in all the noon bulletins. If someone hasn’t turned up to work …’

While Slider was contemplating this slender possibility, Atherton came in, back from the scene. ‘No clothes or knives as yet,’
he reported. ‘There were eight cigarette ends in that part of the shrubbery, but most of them are obviously not fresh.’

‘He might have staked out the area beforehand,’ Slider said. ‘Keep them all until we see what else we get, before having them DNA tested.’ There was always the budget to consider.

Atherton resumed. ‘Mackay and McLaren are on their way back with the first stack of statements to go through, and the photographs have arrived. Hollis is putting them up on the whiteboard with the stuff we got from Ealing.’ He looked at Slider’s desk. ‘Is that her Walkman?’

Slider smiled slightly. ‘It would hardly be mine, now, would it? I’m a dinosaur, didn’t you know?’

Atherton blinked, but let it pass. ‘What was she listening to?’ he asked.

‘She wasn’t listening to anything, if you remember. It was turned off and the headset was unplugged.’

‘It probably came unplugged in the struggle,’ Norma said.

‘Yes, but it does seem odd to me—’ Slider began, but Atherton interrupted him. He had picked up the evidence bag containing the CD.

‘Ah, now, look at this! This isn’t a commercial CD – it’s a demo disc. This could be something. It might give us a lead on who she is.’

‘How come?’ Swilley asked.

Atherton was always glad of an opportunity to impress her. Since he had got his new haircut, he had shown a renewed interest in Swilley, even though she was now married to the man she had lived with for years. Atherton, who was not one to let logic spoil a good prejudice, insisted that the husband didn’t exist – despite the fact that Slider had been at the wedding. He said nobody would really marry a man named Tony Allnutt. And anyway, even if he did exist, Norma would surely be regretting her folly by now, and be ready for Atherton’s sophistication and non-joke surname.

‘When a band makes a demo CD,’ he said, ‘they don’t go on sale, they’re distributed to the A and R people at record companies and to promoters and festival organisers and so on, which would cut down the field anyway. But this is even better. You see, the label’s not printed, it’s hand-written, and there’s nothing on it but the band’s name, the studio name and the recording date. That suggests that it’s a master, or a band copy – something only a very few people would have. It would mean that our victim was closely connected with the band, or just possibly the recording team.’
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