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      CHAPTER 1

      
      Bottle Fatigue

      
      IT HAD BEEN QUIET LATELY, a warm sunny spell after a cold wet spring surprising the General Public into good behaviour. If it went on, of course,
         the hot weather would generate its own particular rash of crime and they would all be run off their feet, but for the moment
         people were more interested in enjoying the sunshine than abusing their neighbours.
      

      
      In the middle of the morning the atmosphere in the canteen at Shepherd’s Bush nick was so dense and bland you could have poured
         it over the apple pie and called it custard. Like trench soldiers during a prolonged pause in hostilities, the troops hung
         about drinking tea, playing cards, and swapping half-hearted complaints.
      

      
      Detective Inspector Slider had had a cup of tea brought to him in his office only half an hour ago, but the contagion of lethargy
         found him joining his bagman, DS Atherton, for another. Some previous occupant of their corner table had managed to persuade
         the window open a crack, and a green, living sort of smell from the plane tree outside was pervading the normal canteen miasma
         of chips and sweat.
      

      
      Slider dunked his teabag aimlessly up and down in the hot water, his mind idling out of gear. He didn’t really want the tea.
         These days there was a choice of teabags at the counter: Earl Grey, Orange Pekoe, Lapsang Sou-chong, or Breakfast Blend (cateringspeak
         for Bog Standard). It was a move intended to quell the complaints about the change to teabags, which itself had been the response
         to complaints about the quality of the tea made the old way, which had always been either stewed or transparent. Since Atherton had bought this round, they had both got Earl Grey, which Slider
         didn’t care for. He didn’t like to say so, though, for fear of Atherton’s left eyebrow, which had a way of rising all on its
         own at any evidence of philistinism.
      

      
      Atherton was so bored he had picked up a copy of The Job, the official Met newspaper whose explorative prose style brought out the David Attenborough in him. He turned a page now
         and found a report on an athletics meeting at Sudbury.
      

      
      ‘It says here, “After a slip in the 100 metres hurdles, PC Terry Smith remained lying prostate for some minutes.” That’s a
         gland way to spend the afternoon.’
      

      
      Slider looked across at the front page. The picture was of two cute Alsatian puppies sitting in upturned police uniform caps,
         under the bold headline YAWN PATROL. He began to read the text. At the moment police work might be nothing more than a playful game of caps and robbers to tiny Dawn and Dynasty, but 12 months
            from now… He stopped reading hastily. On the back page was more sports news and an achingly unfunny cartoon. Slider remembered Joanna
         telling him what orchestral trumpet players said about their job: you spend half the time bored to death, and the other half
         scared to death. She was away on tour at the moment. He had managed to get thinking about her down to once every ten minutes.
      

      
      Atherton turned a page. ‘Hullo,’ he said. ‘Here’s a para on Dickson. Obituary.’ He read it in silence. ‘Doesn’t say much,’
         he said disapprovingly.
      

      
      ‘They never do,’ Slider said. Die in harness after thirty years of dedicated service, and you merit less room in the paper
         than tiny Dawn and Dynasty. Of course, to be honest, Dickson had never been that photogenic. And to be fair, they had been
         about to execute him when he forestalled them by having a heart attack. ‘Anything known about the new bloke?’ Slider asked
         to take his mind off Dickson, whom he missed and whose treatment he bitterly resented. ‘What’s his name – Boycott?’
      

      
      ‘Barrington,’ Atherton corrected. ‘Detective Superintendent I.V.N. Barrington.’

      
      ‘I knew it was some cricketer or other.’ Atherton, who had never heard of Barrington, looked blank. ‘I’ve never come across him. Have you heard anything?’
      

      
      ‘He’s from Kensington, apparently; before that I don’t know. Originally comes from oop north somewhere. Carrot country.’ He glanced round at the next table, where DC McLaren – recently transferred from Lambeth to replace
         Hunt – was reading the Sun while slowly consuming a microwave-heated Grunwick meat pie straight from the cellophane. Atherton repressed a shudder. ‘Hey,
         Maurice –you were at Kensington for a while, weren’t you? Did you come across this DS Barrington at all? What’s he like?’
      

      
      McLaren looked up, removing his mouth from the pie. A lump of something brown and glutinous slipped out from the pastry crust
         and slopped onto the table. ‘Barrington? Yeah. He’s a great big bloke, face all over acne scars. Looks like a blemished lorry.’
      

      
      ‘Never mind that, what’s he like?’ Atherton interrupted.
      

      
      ‘What would you be like if you’d spent your teenage years looking like a pepperoni pizza? And he’s ex-army. Boxed for his unit; fair shot, too. Belongs to some snotty shooting club out Watford way. At Kensington we
         used to call him Mad Ivan.’
      

      
      ‘That’s encouraging.’

      
      ‘Cos of his initials – I.V.N.,’ he explained kindly. ‘Anyway, he comes from Yorkshire, and you know what it’s like out in
         the sticks – the top bods think they’re gods. I mean, Met guv’nors are human at least – more or less—’ It was plain that he
         hadn’t seen Slider in the corner. From where he was sitting, Atherton’s tall shape must have screened him.
      

      
      ‘Disciplinarian, is he?’ Atherton interrupted tactfully.

      
      ‘You might say,’ McLaren said with grim relish. ‘You lot’ll have to pull your socks up. He won’t let you get away with murder
         like old Dickson did. Especially you, Jim. No more lying about the office all day reading Time Out, then knocking off early for a trip to Harrods Food Hall.’
      

      
      ‘Do you really do that?’ Slider enquired mildly of Atherton. ‘I didn’t know.’

      
      McLaren started, and reddened. ‘Sorry, Guv. I didn’t see you there.’

      
      ‘That’s all right. This is most enlightening. So Mr Barrington’s a spit and polish man, is he?’
      

      
      ‘Ex-army. Some said he was in the paras, but I dunno if that’s true. But he likes everything smart.’

      
      ‘Well, that suits me,’ Atherton said languidly, leaning back in his chair and stretching his elegant legs out under the table.
         ‘Maybe he can stop Mackay wearing nylon shirts.’
      

      
      ‘I doubt whether his definition of “smart” will coincide exactly with yours,’ Slider said. He pushed his now tepid tea away
         and stood up. ‘Ah, well, I suppose I’d better go and do some paperwork.’
      

      
      As he walked back to his office, he reflected on the last days of DS Robert Scott Dickson, sometimes referred to – though
         never in his hearing – as ‘George’. He hadn’t quite died at his desk, as freshly-reprimanded DCs generation after generation
         had hopefully predicted, but it was a close thing. He’d been found there unconscious after the first heart attack, and it
         had taken four of them plus the ambulance crew to extricate him from his furniture and get him downstairs into the ambulance;
         for Dickson was a big man.
      

      
      Slider had visited him in hospital the following day, and had found him strangely shrunken, lying immobile in the high white
         bed, patched in to the National Grid and running half a dozen VDU monitors. Small he looked amongst so much technology, and
         very clean and pale, as though he’d been shelled and his gnarled old obstreperous personality cleared tidily away by the nurses.
         Only his hands, resting on the fold of the sheet, had defied the process: the first and second fingers of each were stained
         orange almost to the knuckle, kippered by a lifetime’s nicotine, as though he’d smoked them two at a time. He looked for the
         first time like an old man, and Slider had been suddenly afraid for him, taken aback by this unexpected hint of mortality
         in someone he’d regarded as hardly human enough ever to die.
      

      
      Dickson suffered a second attack the following day, a lesser one, but enough to finish him. But it had not really been that,
         Slider thought, which killed him. There had long been an element that wanted Dickson out, and that element had been baying more loudly recently, despite the good publicity the Department had gained over the clearing-up of what the
         tabloids had dubbed the Death Watch Murders. Even there, though presiding over a successful investigation, Dickson had not
         come across well in front of the news cameras: he was neither a lean, smart, keen-eyed achiever, nor the fatherly, dependable
         copper of public yearnings. Unpredictable of temper and permanently ash-strewn, like a mobile Mount Etna, he had scowled at
         the journalists’ questions and all but told them to mind their own bloody business. Standing at his elbow and wincing inwardly,
         Slider had imagined the local editor hastily changing the proposed jocularly approving headline of DICKSON OF SHEPHERD’S BUSH
         GREEN for an irate and rhetorical WHO DOES HE THINK HE IS?
      

      
      In the end if top brass wanted you out, they’d always find a way, and Dickson’s faults being as many and manifest as his virtues,
         he didn’t make it hard for them. There had been a certain amount of fancy footwork on the part of the area chiefs, and some
         flirtatious meetings with members of Dickson’s team who were not-so-discreetly pumped for incriminating evidence against him.
         Slider, whom Atherton described affectionately as CSN – conspiratorially sub-normal – hadn’t understood at first what was
         going on. When his own turn came he met both veiled promises and veiled threats with puzzled blankness. Later Atherton and
         Joanna together explained it all to him, and when he wanted to go back in there and punch noses, they assured him he couldn’t
         knowingly have done better than he had unwittingly.
      

      
      But it angered and depressed him all the same. ‘If I’d realised what they were getting at—! All those questions –d’you know,
         the bastards even tried to make out that the old man’s racially prejudiced? I didn’t twig it then, but I see now why they
         kept asking why we had no black DCs on our firm—’
      

      
      ‘You’re not allowed to say “black” any more. You have to say “epidermically challenged”.’

      
      ‘Shut up, Jim,’ Joanna said. ‘This is serious.’

      
      ‘I mean, Dickson of all people – he hardly even notices whether people are male or female, never mind what colour they are. And all that guff about his relationship with the press! As if any copper can keep those jackals happy, without
         feeding them his balls in a buttered roll.’
      

      
      ‘We’re all going to have to keep our heads down for a while,’ Atherton said, suddenly serious. ‘When the shit hits the fan,
         it’s better to be a live coward than a dead hero.’
      

      
      ‘I hate you when you talk like that,’ Joanna interrupted plaintively.

      
      ‘That’s from the Michael Douglas books of aphorisms,’ Atherton said in hurt tones.

      
      ‘You sound like some dickhead junior sales executive trying to impress the typists.’

      
      ‘But what about loyalty?’ Slider asked, still angry and ignoring the asides.

      
      ‘Depends,’ Atherton said, on the defensive. ‘Do you think Dickson would be loyal to you?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Not if you’d done wrong.’

      
      ‘He hasn’t done wrong,’ Slider said, frustrated.

      
      ‘Then he’s got nothing to fear,’ Atherton said with maddening logic.

      
      In the end, the Mighty Ones picked on drink; and Slider heard it first from Dickson himself.

      
      It was at the end of a routine discussion in Dickson’s office. Slider, waiting to be dismissed, saw a change come over his
         boss. Dickson said suddenly, ‘I’ve been offered a posting to the computer centre. Letter here from Reggie Wetherspoon.’ He
         made a flat gesture towards his tottering in-tray. Wetherspoon was the Area Commander.
      

      
      ‘Sir?’

      
      ‘Come on, Bill, don’t give me that innocent look! You know what’s been going on. You had a cosy little cup of tea with Wetherspoon
         yourself last week, didn’t you?’ The irritation was feigned, Slider could see that. Dickson’s expression was watchful: a man
         counting his friends, perhaps? Or perhaps merely assessing his weapons. ‘I’ve been given the choice: sideways promotion, or
         a formal enquiry into my drinking habits in which I’ll be found unfit for duty and required to resign. I can make it easy
         for myself, Wetherspoon says, or I can do it the hard way. It’s up to me.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll fight them, sir,’ Slider said. It wasn’t really a question so much as a demand for reassurance. He had seen Dickson
         over the years in many moods and many modes, but this one was new. He seemed neither angry nor depressed nor even afraid;
         only very calm and rather distant, as though he had other things on his mind and was trying to be politely attentive to a
         friend’s child at the same time.
      

      
      ‘Bottle fatigue,’ Dickson said thoughtfully. ‘I don’t know. That would be a stain on the record, all right’

      
      ‘They couldn’t make it stick,’ Slider said. ‘They’ve no evidence. Everyone here—’

      
      ‘—will be invited to an official enquiry. Statements will be required. Names taken for future reference, absences noted, apologies
         not accepted. If you’re not a friend you’re an enemy. Remember that’
      

      
      ‘I’ll pick my own friends,’ Slider said angrily.

      
      ‘Don’t be a bloody fool,’ Dickson said, quite kindly really. ‘They’ll take you down with me if you don’t co-operate. You’re
         a marked man already, don’t forget’
      

      
      ‘I don’t care about that—’

      
      ‘You should care! Christ, this isn’t the bloody Boy Scouts! You’re here to do a job. I happen to think it’s an important job,
         and what good will it do anyone if you chuck your career away? No, listen to me! If they want a statement, give them a bloody
         statement. And if I do leave, take your promotion and get out. Go to another station as DCI and do the job you’ve been trained
         for.’ He forestalled another protest with an irritable gesture of one meaty hand. ‘If nothing else, you should be thinking
         about your pension now. You’re not bloody Peter Pan.’
      

      
      ‘Sir,’ Slider said stubbornly.

      
      Dickson looked suddenly tired. ‘All right,’ he said, with a gesture of dismissal. ‘Suit yourself.’

      
      Slider left him, not without apprehension. The old man would fight – must fight – could not and would not let Them get away
         with branding him a sot and a failure. Yet there was something detached about him, as though he had already let go; as though
         the effort of caring about things had become too great.
      

      
      Slider lived through three days of strange, nervous limbo, waiting for the official notification that there was to be an enquiry, which would be the sign that Dickson had refused the
         posting to computers. But on the fourth day Dickson had collapsed at his desk, refusing either to be captured or shot, but
         launching himself instead Butch-Cassidy-style over the precipice where none could follow him.
      

      
      Slider had sometimes wondered what he would feel in the event of Dickson’s departure for that Ground from which no man returns.
         He had supposed it might be sorrow, though the old man had not been one to court affection or even liking; he had expected
         a sense of loss. He had not been prepared for this anger and depression; but then he had not expected Dickson to be assassinated.
         The only small comfort was that Dickson had left the Job and the world with a stainless record after all. Dead hero. Slider
         reflected that it must have taken the most delicate of footwork for such a nonconformist man thus to avoid the falling fertiliser
         for thirty years.
      

      
      At the end of the corridor Slider heard his telephone ringing, but before he reached his door it stopped. He shrugged and
         went over to his desk to see what had arrived since he had left it half an hour ago. The usual old rubbish. There were periods
         like this from time to time when nothing much seemed to happen, and his duties became almost completely supervisory and sedentary.
         He picked up a circulating file he had been putting off reading for days, and felt nothing but gratitude for the interruption
         of a knock on the door.
      

      
      Jablowski put her head round. She always wore her hair short and spiky, but when she had just recently had it cut it looked
         almost painful. Her little pointed ears stood out from the stubble like leverets in a cornfield, exposed and vulnerable with
         the loss of their habitat.
      

      
      ‘Oh! You are there, sir.’

      
      ‘So it seems. Problem?’

      
      ‘I’ve just had Mr Barrington on the line, asking where you were. He said as soon as I found you to ask you to go and see him.
         He’s been ringing your phone.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve only just got back to my desk. Where was he ringing from?’
      

      
      ‘Here, sir. I mean, Mr Dickson’s office.’

      
      ‘Already? I thought he wasn’t due until Monday.’

      
      Jablowski wrinkled her nose. ‘Dead men’s shoes. Maybe he’s trying to catch us out. Maurice McLaren was saying—’

      
      ‘I think we ought to try to start without prejudices,’ Slider checked her. ‘Give the man a fair chance.’

      
      ‘Yes Guv. If you say so,’ Jablowski said with profound disagreement.

      
      It was unnerving to tap on Dickson’s door and hear a strange voice answer.

      
      ‘Come!’

      
      Slider’s heart sank. He felt that someone too busy to get to the end of a sentence as short as ‘Come in’ would not prove to
         be a restful companion. He entered, and true to his principles searched around for a friendly and cheerful expression as he
         presented himself for inspection.
      

      
      ‘Slider, sir. You wanted to see me?’

      
      Barrington was standing beside the desk, his back turned to the door, staring out of the window. His hands were down at his
         side, and the fingers of his right hand were drumming on the desk top. His bulk, coming between the window and the door, darkened
         the room, for he was both tall and heavily built. It was a solid, hard bulk – muscle, not fat – but he dressed well, so that
         he gave an impression of being at ease with his size. Slider thought of Atherton’s lounging grace which always made him seem
         apologetic about his height. Still, Atherton would approve of the suit at least. Even Slider, who was a sartorial ignoramus,
         could see the quality of it. And a quick glance at the shoes – Slider believed shoes were a useful indicator of character
         – revealed them to be heavy and expensive black Oxfords, polished to that deeply glassy shine that only soldiers ever really
         master. So far so bad, he thought.
      

      
      When Barrington turned, it was impossible to look anywhere but at his face. It was a big face, big enough for that huge body,
         and made bigger by the thick wiry black hair which Slider could see would defy any barber’s efforts to make it lie down quietly. It was a big face which might have been
         strikingly handsome if nature had left it alone, but which in its ruin was simply spectacular. Slider blenched at the thought
         of what the ravages must have looked like which could have left such scars: Barrington ‘s naturally swarthy skin was gouged
         and pocked and runnelled like the surface of a space-wandering meteor.
      

      
      And set in the ruin, under thick black brows, were intelligent hazel eyes, black-fringed; almost feral in their beauty. With
         an unwilling access of pity, Slider imagined those eyes as they must have looked out in adolescence from amidst the fresh
         eruptions; imagined him as a boy carrying his pustular, volcanic face before him into a world which turned from him in helpless
         distaste. Christ, Barrington, Slider thought, reverting in the depth of his pity to police jargon, ain’t life a bitch! He
         was ready to forgive him even for saying ‘Come!’
      

      
      ‘Ah yes, Slider,’ Barrington said coldly, surveying him minutely. His voice was big, too, resonant and full. It would carry
         – had carried, perhaps – across a windy northern parade ground. ‘We haven’t met before, I think. Bill, isn’t it?’ he asked,
         having apparently filed Slider’s essential features in some mental system of his own. ‘Relax. I’m not officially here yet.
         I thought we might just have a friendly chat, get to know each other.’
      

      
      ‘Sir,’ said Slider neutrally. The offer to relax was as enticing as a barbed-wire hammock.

      
      Barrington ‘s mouth smiled, but nothing else in the pitted moonscape moved. ‘Well. So this is Shepherd’s Bush. Bob Dickson’s
         ground – which he made peculiarly his own.’
      

      
      The last bit did not sound complimentary. ‘Did you know him, sir?’

      
      ‘Oh yes.’ There was no telling whether it had been a pleasure or not. ‘We were at Notting Hill at the same time. Some years
         ago now.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t know he’d been at Notting Hill,’ Slider said. He felt it was time to nail his colours to the mast. ‘His death was
         a great shock, sir. We’ll all miss him.’
      

      
      ‘He was a remarkable man,’ Barrington said enigmatically. The effort of being nice seemed to be proving a strain. The fingers drummed again. ‘Doesn’t anyone ever clean the windows here?’ he barked abruptly. ‘This one’s practically opaque.’
      

      
      ‘They haven’t been done since I’ve been here, sir,’ Slider said.

      
      ‘Then we’ll have them done. A lick of paint here and there wouldn’t come amiss, either; and a few pot-plants. I’m surprised
         the typists haven’t brought in pot-plants. The two usually go together.’
      

      
      ‘We’ve always been short of civilian staff here, sir,’ Slider said neutrally.

      
      ‘I want the place brightened up,’ Barrington rode over the objection. ‘Can’t expect people to behave smartly if their surroundings
         are dingy.’
      

      
      He paused to let Slider agree or disagree, but Slider let the trap yawn unstepped-in. The bright eyes grew harder.

      
      ‘I was ringing your office for quite a while, trying to reach you. You weren’t at your desk.’

      
      ‘No, sir,’ Slider agreed, looking back steadily. Now was definitely the moment to get a few ground rules clear.

      
      After a moment it was Barrington who looked away. ‘Things are pretty quiet at the moment,’ he said, moving round the desk
         and pulling out the chair as if he meant to sit down.
      

      
      ‘We’re always busy, sir. But there’s nothing special on at the moment.’

      
      ‘Good. Then it’s the right time to do some reorganising.’ He changed his mind about sitting down, and leaned on the chair
         back instead. Slider thought he was like an actor during a long speech, finding bits of stage business to occupy his body.
         Organisation is the first essential – of people as well as the place. I want to find out what everybody’s good for.’
      

      
      ‘We’ve got a good team, sir,’ Slider said. ‘I’ve worked with them for some time now—’

      
      Barrington made a small movement, like a cat in the grass spotting a bird landing nearby. ‘You refused your promotion to Chief
         Inspector I understand. Why was that?’
      

      
      ‘I wanted to stay operational, sir.’ Slider had been prepared for that question, at least. ‘I’ve never been fond of desk work
         and meetings.’
      

      
      ‘None of us are,’ Barrington said firmly. ‘But it has to be done. Someone has to do it.’ To which Slider’s inward answers
         were – Not true, So what? and As long as it’s not me. ‘I expect everyone in my team to pull his full weight. No freeloaders.
         No weak links.’ There seemed to be nothing to say to that, so Slider said it. ‘We’ve got the chance for a new start here.
         Bob Dickson had his own ways of doing things, and sometimes they paid off. But his ways are not my ways. He’s gone now, and
         you’ve got me to answer to. I expect absolute loyalty. And I think you can tell the men that in return they will get absolute loyalty from me.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll tell them that, sir.’

      
      Barrington studied the answer for a moment and seemed to find it short on fervour. ‘Some things are going to have to change
         around here,’ he went on. ‘Things have been let go. I’m not blaming anyone. It happens. But not when I’m in charge. I like
         to run a smart outfit. People are happier when they know what’s expected of them.’
      

      
      ‘Sir,’ Slider said. He was puzzled. The man was talking like a complete arse, and yet he got the feeling of real menace. It
         was as if the worn cliches were a crude code used by a being from a superior species who thought they were good enough for
         poor old dumb homo sapiens, Barrington ‘s higher thought processes were deemed to be too subtle for Slider to understand. And why had he not liked Dickson?
         Was it merely a spit and polish man’s irritation with the effective slob, or was there something else behind it? It must have
         been a fairly steep sort of annoyance for him to let it show like this.
      

      
      Slider had evidently had his allotted time. Barrington came back round the desk and held out his hand. ‘Glad we’ve had this
         little chat.’
      

      
      Slider’s hand was gripped, wrung and let go all in one movement, and Barrington was opening the door for him and ushering
         him out with the sheer force of his physical size. Norma, approaching along the corridor, stopped on seeing Slider, and then
         somehow stopped again from a stationary position on seeing Barrington. He smiled at her with his automatic, unmoving smile,
         his eyes photographing and filing her.
      

      
      ‘I don’t think we’ve met,’ he said. ‘Barrington.’
      

      
      ‘Swilley,’ she responded, mesmerised.

      
      ‘WDC Swilley—’ Slider began to explain, but Barrington cut him off.

      
      ‘Fine. I’ll get to know you all in due course,’ he said, and popped back through his trap door like the Demon King.

      
      Norma turned open-mouthed to Slider, who shook his head and walked away along the corridor. He wouldn’t put it past Barrington
         to be standing just by the door to hear what they said about him.
      

      
      When they had turned the corner and were safe she burst out in a low gasp, ‘Who is that extraordinary, sexy man?’
      

      
      ‘Sexy?’ Slider said, wounded. ‘With those acne scars?’

      
      ‘I can’t help it,’ she said in a baffled voice. ‘I know he oughtn’t to be, but, God! He made my knees go weak.’

      
      ‘He’s the new DS. Stepped into Dickson’s shoes. At Kensington they called him Mad Ivan.’

      
      ‘I bet they did! He’s breathtaking!’

      
      ‘You’re dribbling,’ Slider told her coldly. ‘What did you want, anyway?’

      
      ‘I was looking for you, Guv. A call’s just come in from Dave’s Fish Bar in Uxbridge Road – chip shop, corner of Adelaide Grove—’

      
      ‘Yes, I know it’

      
      ‘A customer just bought a thirty pee portion of chips and found a finger in it’

      
      ‘A finger of what?’ Slider asked absently.

      
      ‘A human finger.’

      
      He wrinkled his nose. ‘Someone else can deal with it, surely? I’m not a public health inspector.’

      
      Norma looked offended. ‘I thought you’d find it amusing, that’s all. There’s so little to do around here. Atherton’s gone,’
         she added cunningly.
      

      
      ‘You’re quite right, of course. Anything’s better than going back and reading circulation files.’

      
      ‘You never know,’ she said encouragingly, following him down the corridor. You might find die rest of the body attached to
         it.’
      

      
      ‘I’m never that lucky,’ he said.

   
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      A Finger in Every Pie

      
      CHERYL MAKEPEACE, AGED FIFTEEN, HAD been on her way to school – Hammersmith County, at the far end of Bloemfontein Road. She’d been to the doctor that morning,
         to consult about what her mother referred to with breathless Jamaican delicacy as Ladies’ Problems, and since her appointment had been for ten forty-five she’d decided happily it wasn’t worth going into school beforehand.
         Coming out of the surgery in Becklow Road and seeing the sunshine, she thought she might as well make the whole thing last
         out until lunchtime.
      

      
      She crossed the Uxbridge Road and mooched along in the sunshine looking idly at the shops. The chippy had just opened, and
         the smell of frying wafted delightfully down to her, spiced with a whiff of solvents from the dry-cleaners next door. It reminded
         her she was hungry. Thirty pee’s worth of chips would just last her nicely down Bloemfontein Road, she thought.
      

      
      The chip shop was in a short row of five shops on the main road between two side turnings. There was the photographic shop
         (portraits in the back and a fast printing service in the front) which had just opened, called Developing World. Cheryl, who
         hadn’t got the joke, thought the name was poncey and that the shop wouldn’t last long in that neighbourhood, in which she
         showed a business judgement beyond her years. Next to it stood the Golden Kebab Take Away, which was run by two devoted Lebanese
         brothers who shared everything, including profits and a wife and three children, and allowed themselves to be called Ali quite indiscriminately by the local customers,
         who all looked alike to them.
      

      
      Next to the Golden Kebab was the Chinese restaurant which had used to be called the Joy Luck Wonderful Garden, but had recently
         been redecorated, and rechristened, for inscrutable oriental reasons, Hung Fat. Next door to that was Mr and Mrs Patel’s dry-cleaning
         emporium, and then Dave’s Fish and Chip Bar – Eat Here or Take Away. On the other side of Dave’s was the alley which gave
         access to the backs of the shops down the next side-street and, incidentally, to Dave’s own back yard.
      

      
      These details did not impinge much upon Cheryl’s consciousness as she entered the Fish and Chip Bar, and were even less to
         the forefront of her mind five minutes later when she shook vinegar over her bag of chips and saw that one of them was a finger
         – pallid, greasy, but well-fried.
      

      
      Afterwards when she told the story to her friends – and she was to tell it often – she always said ‘I just stood there and
         screamed’. But in fact she didn’t scream, or make any sound at all. Instead she demonstrated an extraordinary, atavistic reaction
         arising from a deeply-hidden race memory of poisonous snakes and spiders: she flung the chip-bag instantly and violently away
         from her with a two-handed upward and outward jerk, which sent its contents flying across the front shop. They hit the reproduction
         Coca-Cola mirror and scattered over and under the small metal table-and-seats composite screwed to the wall, which constituted
         the restaurant and fulfilled the Eat Here part of Dave’s advertised promise.
      

      
      Dave himself, in the person of one Ronnie Slaughter, made a sound expressive of indignation and annoyance, but one glance
         at his customer’s dilated eyes and flared nostrils convinced him she was not simply messing about. Naturally enough he didn’t
         believe her when she said there’d been a finger in her chips, not until a hands-and-knees clear-up of the mess under the table
         had discovered the offending object nestling along the skirting board. He expressed the opinion that it was just a pencil
         or a felt-tip pen or something like that and picked it up boldly, only to demonstrate the same animal instinct of rejection, which because
         of the confined space in which he was kneeling resulted in his banging his head quite sharply and painfully on the metal underside
         of the table.
      

      
      ‘I told you so,’ Cheryl moaned, clutching her school blouse tight at the neck as though she feared the finger might scuttle
         across the floor, spring for her throat and wriggle down inside her clothing. ‘Whose is it?’
      

      
      ‘Well it’s not fucking mine,’ Slaughter shouted, perhaps forgivably in the circumstances, and telephoned for the police.

      
      By the time Slider got there the uniformed constable, Elkins, who had been despatched by the section sergeant, was holding
         the door of the shop against a knot of idlers who had gathered to see what was going on. On the other side of the plate-glass
         window, like a depressed goldfish in a bowl, Slaughter was sitting at the table hiding his head in his hands.
      

      
      Atherton came to meet Slider as he went in.

      
      ‘You didn’t waste much time,’ Slider said sternly.

      
      ‘I like to keep my hand in,’ Atherton smirked.

      
      ‘Oh God, don’t start that. Where’s exhibit A?’

      
      ‘On the counter, wrapped in paper.’

      
      ‘And the customer who found it?’

      
      ‘She seemed to think it was time she had hysterics, so I sent her next door for a cup of tea. Mrs Patel’s making her one in
         the back room of the dry-cleaner’s. It’s all right,’ he forestalled Slider’s question, ‘Polish is with her, trying to get
         some sense out of her.’
      

      
      ‘What’s Jablowski doing here?’

      
      ‘Well, seeing she didn’t have anything particular to do, and as it’s so near lunchtime—’ Atherton said beguilingly. ‘We weren’t
         expecting you to come as well, Guv.’
      

      
      ‘So it seems. Well, now you’re here, you’d better make yourself useful. Go and have a look round out the back, and see if
         there’s anything—’
      

      
      ‘Fishy?’

      
      ‘Out of the ordinary,’ Slider corrected firmly. ‘I’ll have a word with this bloke. What’s his name?’
      

      
      Atherton told him. ‘He’s a bit nervous, Guv – afraid we’re going to finger him for the crime.’

      
      ‘Just go, will you?’ Slider said patiently.

      
      ‘Even police work’s gone digital these days,’ Atherton said, going.

      
      Ronnie Slaughter was an overweight, pudgy-faced man in his late twenties who had already gone shiningly bald on the front
         and top of his head. Perhaps to compensate, he had grown his hair long at the back, and it straggled weakly over his collar,
         making him look as though his whole scalp was slipping off backwards like an eiderdown in the night. He was dressed, unsurprisingly
         for the 1990s, in jeans, tee-shirt and the regulation filthy trainers. A bump was rising raffishly on the right side of his
         forehead, which combined with the single earring – a plain gold sleeper – in his left ear and the rose tattooed on his left
         forearm made him look like a pudgy pirate.
      

      
      He was obviously upset by his experience. His meaty face was damp and pale, and he lifted strained and reproachful eyes as
         Slider addressed him pleasantly.
      

      
      ‘I’m Detective Inspector Slider. Are you the owner, sir? I’d like to have a little chat with you.’

      
      ‘I don’t know nothing about it,’ Slaughter said plaintively. ‘I’ve never had nothing like this happen before. I keep a clean
         shop, everybody knows that. You ask anyone. I don’t know how that bloody thing got in there, and that’s the truth. I never—’
      

      
      ‘That’s all right,’ Slider said soothingly. ‘Just let’s take it from the beginning. What time did you get in this morning?’

      
      ‘Arpast ten, same as usual.’

      
      ‘You open at half-past eleven?’

      
      ‘That’s right. Tuesday to Sat’day, arpast eleven till two, arpast four till eleven. Closed Sunday and Monday.’ He seemed to
         find the familiar recital soothing.
      

      
      ‘You come in early to prepare things, I suppose?’

      
      ‘S’right.’

      
      ‘And where did the chips come from? I suppose you buy them in from a wholesaler?’
      

      
      Slaughter looked almost scornful. ‘Nah, only Wimpy Bars and them sort of places buy their chips in. They’re never any good.
         Fish an’ chip shops always make their own.’
      

      
      ‘You peel the potatoes and cut the chips yourself?’ Slider was mildly surprised.

      
      ‘Yeah. O’ course, in the old days there used to be a potato boy come in to do it. That’s how I got started in the trade, as
         a spud boy, every morning before school. Better than a paper round. Learn the ropes an’ that. But nowadays what with the recession
         and every think I ‘ave to do’ em myself.’
      

      
      ‘You have some kind of machine, I suppose?’

      
      ‘Yeah, a peeler and a cutter. I’ll show you’ He half rose, eager to display his expertise, but Slider checked him gently.

      
      ‘Yes, later. Just a few more questions. So you cut up a new lot of chips this morning, did you? How do you suppose that finger
         got into them?’
      

      
      ‘I dunno,’ he said, shaking his head in perplexity. ‘It couldn’t have been in the new lot. How could it? I haven’t lost a
         finger.’ That seemed indisputable, but he spread his hands out on the table before him, as though for reassurance. ‘It has happened,’ he conceded, ‘with the old style of cutters. They was dangerous. There was a bloke over in Acton a couple o’ years
         ago with one of them old sort lost two fingers. But with the new rotaries—’ He shrugged, displaying his firmly attached digits
         again.
      

      
      ‘That’s what you’ve got?’

      
      ‘Yeah. An’ they’ve got safety cut-offs.’

      
      Slider shuddered at the choice of words. ‘Who else works here?’

      
      ‘No-one. There’s only me, except at weekends for the busy time, then there’s the part-timers, school kids mostly. But they
         only help serve out front. I’m the one that does all the preparation.’
      

      
      ‘So the chips you cooked this morning were peeled and cut up this morning by you?’ Slider asked.

      
      Slaughter’s frown dissolved suddenly. ‘Wait a minute I’ve just remembered! I had half a bucket of chips left over from last night. They was what I put in first thing when I opened
         this morning. It must have been in them.’ He seemed happy to have solved the mystery.
      

      
      ‘And who prepared yesterday’s chips? You?’

      
      ‘Yes. I keep telling you, there is only me,’ he said almost crossly.

      
      So they were no further forward. It was a mystery, Slider thought, and not a particularly interesting one, either. Someone
         must have planted the thing as a joke. ‘Let’s just take it slowly from the beginning,’ he said patiently. ‘When you arrived
         this morning, did you come in by the front door or the back door?’
      

      
      ‘Through the shop. I let meself in through the shop like I always do.’

      
      ‘And did everything seem normal? Was there any sign of disturbance?’

      
      ‘No, it all looked all right. We’ve had break-ins before, mostly after the fruit machine. Nicked the ‘ole bloody machine once,
         took it out the bloody front door right in the street in broad daylight – well, under the street lamps. No-one saw nothing,
         o’ course,’ he added bitterly. ‘They never do.’
      

      
      How true, thought Slider. ‘But this morning everything was all right? And what did you do next?’

      
      ‘Went through into the back room to start work.’

      
      ‘Did everything seem normal there?’

      
      ‘I never noticed anything different.’

      
      ‘The back door was shut?’

      
      ‘Yeah. I opened it to let some air in. It gets stuffy in there ‘cause I had to brick the window in, ‘cause kids kept breaking
         in through it.’
      

      
      ‘What sort of lock have you got on the back door?’

      
      ‘A Yale lock, and two bolts, top and bottom.’ He seemed to experience some qualms about this, as though realising it was not
         much of a high-tech response to the modern crime wave. ‘It’s kids mostly,’ he added apologetically. ‘Little bastards.’
      

      
      ‘And was the door locked and bolted when you arrived this morning?’

      
      Slaughter hesitated, and then said, ‘Yeah, it was bolted.’
      

      
      ‘You’re quite sure?’

      
      ‘I always bolt it last thing before I go home. I wouldn’t forget that.’

      
      ‘All right, Mr Slaughter. What did you do next?’

      
      ‘Just what I always do. Get stuff ready.’

      
      ‘What stuff is that?’

      
      ‘Well, I wash out the batter buckets and mix up the new lot, cut up the fish, peel the spuds and cut the chips.’ The words
         recalled him to the present mystery. He shook his head dolefully. ‘I dunno how that thing got in there. I cut them chips up
         yesterday morning. It didn’t half give me a shock when I saw it. Bumped my head on the table.’ He touched the lump gingerly.
      

      
      ‘And were you here alone all day yesterday?’

      
      ‘Yeah. I only have helpers on Friday night and Sat’day.’ He looked up suddenly as an idea occurred to him. ‘Maybe that kid
         put it in herself, for a joke,’ he said hopefully.
      

      
      But before this possibility could be explored to its conclusion, which admittedly would have taken all of a microsecond, they
         were interrupted. Atherton appeared in the doorway between the front and the back shop, looking distinctly pale. ‘Guv?’
      

      
      Slider got up and went to him. Atherton glanced significantly at Slaughter, and then jerked his head towards the back room.

      
      ‘Something nasty in the woodshed,’ he murmured.

      
      Across the tiny back room the back door stood open, but Slider caught the smell well before he reached it. The sun had risen
         high enough to clear the surrounding buildings and shine into the tiny yard, which contained an outside lavatory and a number
         of bulgingly-full black plastic sacks, neatly stacked round the perimeter, their necks tied with string. The sickly stink
         of rotting fish was terrible, mitigated only now and then by the chemical odour rolling over the fence from the dry-cleaner’s
         next door. Cleaning fluid would not normally have been high on Slider’s list of Things to Smell Today, but it was still considerably
         ahead of rotting fish – if that’s what it was.
      

      
      Breathing shallowly Slider turned, and found that Slaughter had wandered after them and was standing in his back shop, staring in a puzzled way at his equipment as if it might
         speak and obligingly solve the puzzle.
      

      
      ‘Mr Slaughter – does it always smell as bad as this out here?’ Slider asked.

      
      Slaughter started a little, plainly having been far away with his thoughts. ‘Well,’ he said apologetically, ‘it does get a
         bit – you know – whiffy, especially in the warm weather. It’s the fish trimmings and that. But the dustmen only come twice
         a week. I tie the sacks up – well you have to with the cats and everything – but the smell still gets out. You get sort of
         used to it after a while.’
      

      
      ‘You get used to this?’ Atherton said disbelievingly.
      

      
      Slaughter took another step or two to the door and sniffed cautiously. ‘Maybe it is a bit worse than usual,’ he admitted.
         ‘I dunno. I don’t think I’ve got all that much sense of smell, really. Working with fish all the time – and the frying smell
         gets in your clothes—’
      

      
      ‘These bags, sir,’ Slider said. He gestured to one at random. ‘That one there, for instance. What’s in that?’

      
      ‘Rubbish and that. You know, just the usual. Potato peelings, fish trimmings, left-overs and stuff. Just rubbish.’

      
      ‘Is that how you tied it up yourself?’

      
      ‘I suppose so,’ said Slaughter cautiously. A certain reluctance was coming into his expression, perhaps as the magnitude of
         the smell came home to him at last.
      

      
      ‘Would you mind opening it, sir?’

      
      He plainly would mind, but equally plainly didn’t feel he could refuse. He untied the string and parted the neck of the sack,
         pulling his head back out of the way as the smell rose up. On the top were some broken, soggy chips and several portions of
         battered fish.
      

      
      ‘Red herrings, I suppose?’ Atherton enquired.

      
      ‘Left-overs,’ Slaughter corrected him, with some relief.

      
      ‘The piece of cod which passeth understanding,’ said Atherton. ‘But what’s underneath, I wonder?’

      
      He looked round him, picked up a yard broom, turned it up the other way, and used the end of the handle to push aside the
         top layer of rubbish. Underneath the left-overs was a left foot.
      

      
      ‘Bloody ‘ell,’ Slaughter said softly, transfixed with horror.

      
      ‘I thought it’d been too quiet lately,’ Slider murmured.

      
      ‘The game’s afoot, Guv,’ said Atherton.

      
      ‘I was afraid you were going to say that,’ said Slider.

      
      Slaughter burst surprisingly into tears.

      
      ‘I think we’re going to need help here,’ Atherton said under cover of the noise. He licked his lips, and Slider could see
         that his nostrils were flared with some emotion, distaste or excitement – either would have been appropriate.
      

      
      ‘We certainly will. I’m not looking through a sackful of dead fish for evidence,’ Slider agreed.

      
      ‘And that’s just one sack. There are enough of them out here to hold the whole body, assuming it’s in pieces.’

      
      ‘Right,’ said Slider. ‘Take Slaughter inside to the front shop and stay with him. I’ll call in. And be gentle with him. If
         there is a body out here, he must know about it.’
      

      
      ‘Okay,’ Atherton said. The colour was returning to his face, and with it the blood to his head. ‘If there is a body out here,’
         he gave the words back with minor relish, ‘we’ve got ourselves a murder.’
      

      
      ‘You don’t have to sound so pleased about it.’

      
      ‘It’s better than endless burglaries and domestics.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Slider assented minimally. His own pulse had quickened at this first, far-off sound of the hunt, but he never liked
         the part of him which felt excited at the beginning of a murder enquiry. It was someone’s life, after all. ‘Well, get on with
         it.’
      

      
      The circus – forensic, fingerprinting, photography – had been and gone, and now Slider stood alone in the back shop looking
         round it contemplatively. It was small, drab, and even with the door open, stuffy. The floor was tiled in a chequerboard pattern
         of black and red, scuffed and pitted with age. The walls – what you could see of them –were tiled with large white ceramic
         tiles of the sort which first gave rise to the expression ‘bog standard’. The back door was a massive thing of plain, impanelled wood, painted black, and with a splintered notch three inches above the lock
         where it had been forced on a previous occasion, according to Slaughter. The window, as Slaughter had said, had been blocked
         in rather crudely and was still awaiting any kind of finish to its raw bricks and mortar.
      

      
      Two walls were lined with open shelves on which were stacked bags of powdered batter mix, boxes of Frymax cooking fat, jars
         of pickled eggs and pickled gherkins, cartons of crisps and outers of soft drinks. Along the third wall were ranged a large
         fridge which was mostly full of individual meat pies and drink cans; a huge chest freezer which contained nothing more sinister
         than packets of frozen fish, chicken portions and sausages; and a pallet stacked with paper sacks of potatoes.
      

      
      Along the fourth wall, nearest the door, was a large sink with a stainless steel drainer to one side and a steel-topped work
         table to the other, above which, on the wall, was a rack containing an impressive array of butcher’s knives. Under the work
         table there was a small drain set into the floor, and a brief glance around confirmed that the floor was sloped to drain into
         it, presumably so that the whole thing could be hosed down for ease of cleaning. Next to the work table stood the peeling
         machine, a large metal drum on a stand, which looked like a cross between an old-fashioned ship’s binnacle and a What-The-Butier-Saw
         machine. Next to that was the chip-cutter. Slider tentatively felt one of its blades, and withdrew his hand hastily.
      

      
      He stepped again to the back door and looked out. The yard had high wooden fences all round and one gate, secured by a padlock,
         leading to the alley. The alley had a high brick wall on one side, behind which were the back yards of the shops in the adjacent
         side-street, and on the other side the gardens of the houses down the opposite side-street. The back windows of those houses
         were out of sight because of a large sycamore growing in the nearest garden. The only windows which might have a view of the
         yard were upstairs in the dry-cleaners next door, and he had already ascertained that the Patels used the upper floor only for storage – they lived in a semi-detached house in Perivale.
         So anyone might have come and gone through the alley-way with a good chance of not being seen.
      

      
      The pathologist, Freddie Cameron, came looking for him. ‘I’m off now, Bill. I’ll let you have a preliminary report as soon
         as possible.’
      

      
      ‘What’s the hurry?’

      
      ‘The smell, old boy.’ Cameron shuddered delicately. ‘It’s the sort of stink you can’t get out of your nostrils for days.’

      
      ‘That’s something, coming from you,’ Slider said.

      
      ‘Not a Linger Longer Aroma,’ Cameron amplified, in retreat.

      
      Slider smiled inwardly, wondering how many people would remember that particular advertisement, and nearly missed his chance.
         ‘Oy! Can’t you tell me something before you go? Anything, even if it’s only I love you.’
      

      
      Cameron turned back reluctantly. ‘About the body?’

      
      ‘Certainly about the body. It is animal, vegetable or mineral? Can you eat it?’

      
      ‘Preliminary shufti suggests there’s just enough bits for one male Caucasian, rather small and slightly built, youngish. But
         it’s in a lot of pieces, so I’ll have to have time to lay them out before I can tell you any more about it.’
      

      
      ‘Have you got a head? If I can get a photograph right away—’

      
      ‘We’ve got a head, but I’m afraid a photograph won’t do you any good. It’s been rather heavily altered. The face has been
         obliterated.’
      

      
      ‘Obliterated?’

      
      ‘Removed,’ Cameron said uncompromisingly. ‘I suppose the bits may be in the sacks somewhere, but whether we’ll be able to
         make anything of them—’
      

      
      ‘Someone didn’t want him recognised, then.’

      
      ‘Right. And we haven’t found the hands, except for the one finger. Oh, and there’s no hair, either. The entire scalp has been
         removed. We may find that, of course, but—’
      

      
      He let the sentence hang for Slider, who would just as soon not have had it. Scalped? It sounded unpleasantly obsessive. Were they going to have to look for a homicidal Wild West
         fan?
      

      
      ‘I suppose the body’s badly decomposed?’

      
      ‘No, I’d say it was quite fresh. Probably not more than twelve hours old. I think you’re probably looking for a murder committed
         during the dark hours last night.’
      

      
      ‘Then it was the fish making the stink?’

      
      ‘Just the fish,’ Cameron agreed. ‘Ironic, isn’t it? If friend Atherton hadn’t been so fastidious, it might all have been carted
         away by the dustman and no-one any the wiser.’
      

      
      He turned to go again. A murder during the dark hours, Slider pondered. ‘Freddie, all this cutting up – wouldn’t it have taken
         a hell of a long time?’
      

      
      ‘Not necessarily. There was that case last year, don’t you remember, of the serial killer who dismembered his victims. The
         first took him thirteen hours, the second he managed in just two and a half. It all depends on knowing your way round a carcase.
         With a skilled hand and good sharp knives – and I’d say this was a skilled hand. There’s no haggling. The body’s been disjointed
         very neatly.’
      

      
      ‘What about the cause of death?’

      
      ‘Impossible to say yet. I’ll keep you posted.’

      
      ‘Okay. Thanks,’ Slider said absently. A skilled hand and sharp knives – the back room with its steel table and floor drain.
         And yet Slaughter had seemed genuinely puzzled by the finger. Well, yes, perhaps he was – puzzled by how he came to miss it.
         A lot of pieces, Cameron said – not surprising one went astray, perhaps. Fell unseen into the chip tub. And Slaughter opened
         up the shop again just as usual the next morning. He must be a cool hand – God, he had to stop using that word! But then what
         could he do but open up? Anything else would have been suspicious. And when the schoolgirl began shrieking, what else could
         he do but call the police?
      

      
      Step by step, landing himself in the soup. Or, as Atherton would undoubtedly say, the chowder.

   
      
      CHAPTER 3

      
      Definitely Queer

      
      POLLY JABLOWSKI, THE POLISH PLONK, was in Slider’s office putting a folder on his desk. Slider stopped dead just inside the door, feeling a nameless sense
         of unease, almost dread. Something was not as it should be. It was like one of those dreams where something enormously familiar,
         like the house where one was born, suddenly takes on an air of inexplicable menace.
      

      
      Atherton, just behind him, stopped perforce, and stared hungrily over his shoulder at Jablowski’s little spiky head and nude
         neck. The air crackled with impure thoughts; Slider’s ear grew hot.
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