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  Chapter One




  It snowed in the night and the place where they found her body was now all white and winter wonderlandish. You could have stuck the scene on a Christmas card. It would have

  looked even better if Plod hadn’t plonked a great yellow tent over her mortal remains. Also, there were dirty-grey patches of slush where the uniforms had parked their hooves.




  So far we knew nearly nothing. They’d roped off the area and were keeping us at bay until they got a press officer out of bed to say no comment.




  But the betting was that under the big top lay the corpse of one Joni Poelma, last seen, as they say, leaving a disco in Dulwich. Until then none of us knew that Dulwich had a disco. That was a

  week ago. Since then there had been the usual hullabaloo – TV appeals, posters, back checks on miles of video tape, the full bit. But Joni Poelma had stubbornly

  refused to reappear.




  In the meantime nobody else was reported missing in Dulwich, therefore our lightning brains deduced that Joni had finally turned up.




  It is not my usual practice to hang around in the snow waiting for the Old Bill to identify a missing Dutch au pair. But February had been a thinnish month for news, and we’d run two

  splashes and three page leads on the story so far. Plus, in a surfeit of red biddy, our deranged Editor had stuck up a five-grand reward for information leading to Joni’s whereabouts.

  He’d forgotten the proviso that we wanted her alive.




  Unless he managed to worm his way out of that, my bet was the loot would go to the geezer with the frostbitten poodle nattering away to the Law on their side of the cordon tapes. We were perched

  on what in sunnier seasons you would call a grassy knoll so we had a ringside seat to all the action, not that there was any action to write home about. Below us the park fell away sharply before

  rolling into a little dip and finally running out of steam against a row of Victorian railings. The ironwork had a fine tracery of snow. Very chichi. It looked like it belonged in Dulwich.




  Centre stage in all of this was the big yellow tent. We had nothing else to look at so we watched it. Every now and then the walls rippled as some Herbert inside biffed his head against them.

  They were either looking for clues or playing Twister.




  The air was brittle and you could hear the forensic boys panting away in there. Nobody was saying anything. Outside the tent was the lumpish shape of Chief Inspector Tom Skelly in a red and

  white ski jacket. He and the tent clashed. He was standing by the bloke with the dog but they weren’t talking. The dog was playing dumb too. Skelly had got all he wanted from the body-finder

  and pooch. He was just making sure we got nowhere near the man. Every now and then Skelly pitched us a baleful look.




  I suppose if I was him I would have felt likewise. If we hadn’t all made such a fuss about the vanishing Joni Poelma, a mere Det. Inspector would be chilling his toes out there in the park

  while Skelly sat in the station canteen, scoffing bacon sarnies and having the Mirror cartoons explained to him.




  We weren’t feeling too happy either. Everybody was out of fags so we just puffed out white plumes of air and pretended we were smoking. It was still too early for the pubs. Anyway, we had

  to hang around in the outlandish hope that Skelly or the press liaison officer might say something interesting. We shuffled our feet and looked bored. It wasn’t hard.




  Down below, a new character trekked into shot. A low moan of dismay escaped us. ‘Oddjob!’




  He heard it but he acted as if he didn’t. Bob Jobley is a Scotland Yard press liaison officer. He is not a copper. Liaison officers know nothing, except what few crumbs the detective in

  charge bothers to tell them. Oddjob always knows less than nothing, hence our dismay.




  Skelly somehow restrained himself from clasping Oddjob to his bosom and telling him all. They had maybe twenty seconds of chit-chat, then the liaison officer turned to face us. This was our

  signal to slalom downhill and pick his brains.




  ‘Morning, Oddjob,’ I greeted him.




  He has no pride. ‘Morning, Max.’




  An agency hack fired the first question: ‘Is it Joni Poelma?’




  Oddjob simultaneously shrugged, strangled a yawn, squeezed up his eyes and shook his head. The man’s a polymath.




  ‘It’s not Joni?’




  We got a repeat performance.




  I said, ‘Is that on the record?’




  Over his shoulder I could see the great pink ham of Skelly’s face. He was grinning. The only time Plods like him smirk at us like that is when they have something to smirk about, such as

  finally tripping over Joni Poelma’s body. Or having somebody else doing the tripping over bit for them.




  You could see that Skelly had no intention of telling us anything. That’s why he was happy. You could also see that they’d found Joni. If it was some other stiff he’d be back

  down the nick scratching his chilblains by now.




  Oddjob said, ‘It is a body.’ Thereby dispelling any suspicions that the tent might be harbouring Scotland Yard’s camping club.




  ‘Male or female?’ This from someone behind me.




  ‘It’s too early to say,’ lied Oddjob.




  We ignored that. ‘How was she murdered?’




  Oddjob waved his mittens about. That meant our guess was as good as his. Better.




  ‘Has she been here long?’




  Oddjob said, ‘That has yet to be established.’




  After that there was a snowball fight of questions. I refrained from taking part and let the kids enjoy themselves. Anyway, I’m a minimalist. I find the less you know about a story the

  easier it is to write. For starters, you don’t find awkward facts getting in the way. Nor do you get useless chunks of information cluttering up the narrative. I mean, right now a local radio

  hackette was asking Oddjob the name of the dog of the geezer who’d found Joni Poelma. Do the Great British Public really want to know what the dog was called? Indeed not. But just for the

  record, its name was Jack.




  The alleged press briefing wound down to the point where even the bloke from the local weekly had run out of questions. Oddjob promised to meet us all at Dulwich nick around oneish when he

  should have yet more red-hot news for us. We grunted and shambled off for the pubs had opened. I looked back over my shoulder. Oddjob was standing at the cordon with his mitts sticking out, a

  forlorn figure that nobody wanted to talk to.




  In the nearest bar I was on my second Gordons and halfway through a slanderous story about my News Editor when my bleeper went off. It told me that the very same News Editor wanted me to ring

  her URGENTLY. I finished the story, listened to someone else’s lies, ordered in a new round, and gave her a bell.




  ‘Lo, Angie,’ I said. ‘You’re missing me?’




  She wasn’t in the mood for banter. ‘Yes, I bloody well am. I’m just about to go into conference and I need a schedule line on Joni Poelma. Is it her?’




  ‘Yup.’




  She said, ‘Scotland Yard have confirmed it?’




  ‘Nope.’




  ‘But you’re sure it’s her?’




  ‘Yup.’




  She said, ‘So what’s the schedule line?’




  I said, ‘Gazette Reader Finds Murdered Joni.’




  Angela’s a stickler for facts. ‘Does he read our paper?’




  I said, ‘Probably not, but by the time I get to him, even his dog will be a lifelong reader.’




  She said, ‘OK, that’ll do for conference. But before you slope off to the bar, I’ve got a job for you.’




  I didn’t like the sound of that. I said warily, ‘Oh?’




  Angie went all breezy which meant it was a crummy job. She said, ‘I want you to go and see the Cardigans and set up an exclusive interview for features.’




  ‘Who’s doing the interview?’




  She said, ‘Beverley Nephews. She’ll be down—’




  Beverley Nephews! Otherwise known in the trade as Beverley Hills, for two very good reasons. I hauled my mind back to what Angie was saying. ‘ . . . so we need you to stick your foot in

  the door and keep everybody else away from the Cardigans until Beverley gets there. OK?’




  The Cardigans were the couple who until last week employed Joni to ride shotgun on their children. I remembered that he was big in chemicals and they played happy families in something

  marginally smaller than Buck House.




  Angela said, ‘They might need some convincing so we’ll go for a buy up.’




  And what nutter thought that one up? I just said, ‘How much?’




  ‘You can go up to a thousand.’




  I said, ‘Angie, the Cardigans spend that on dental floss. They probably help the Sultan of Brunei when he’s a bit strapped for readies.’




  She sighed. ‘All right, go to two thou, but no more.’




  I holstered my mobile and returned to the bar. There are times when this game is just too silly for its own good.




  Meriel, a hackette from the Mail was thinking along the same lines. She said, ‘You’ll never guess what News Desk have asked me to do.’




  I had a very good idea of precisely what but I listened politely.




  She said, ‘They’ve asked me to try and buy up the Cardigans.’




  I chortled merrily. I said, ‘Don’t they read the papers? Wedge Cardigan uses fivers for wallpaper. How much are you offering them?’




  Meriel stuck her nose in a glass of house white and said, ‘Twenty.’




  ‘Twenty thousand?’




  She nodded. Now this was serious. The Cardigans might just bite on that. I put on my gravest face. I said, ‘I don’t think that’s a very wise idea.’ There was a strange

  undercurrent in my voice.




  She darted me a curious look from under her Shetland pony fringe. ‘What do you mean?’




  I took a mouthful of gin and lit a Bensons before I bothered to answer. I simply repeated, ‘It’s not a wise idea.’ This time my tones were so laden with sinister nuances that I

  sounded as if I was talking in slo-mo.




  Meriel’s fringe eyed me intently. ‘Why?’




  I took another swig and had a shufti around to make sure no one was eavesdropping. I said, ‘Because the police are going to lift Wedge Cardigan.’




  The fringe swished hither and thither. ‘What!’




  I said, ‘Keep your voice down. I’ve just had a tip from a detective mate. Don’t tell anyone else.’




  Meriel squeaked, ‘They think he did it?’




  ‘Sssh. Yes, he’s in the frame, so you’d better forget trying to buy him up. Wait for the one o’clock briefing. They’ll probably announce it then. But don’t do

  anything in the meantime.’




  The fringe trembled with a pitiful gratitude. She said, ‘Thanks, Max. I owe you one.’




  Those of you of a more squeamish disposition, that is to say who are not reporters, might regard this as a scumbag trick on my part. But look at it my way: the Mail has great buckets of

  cash to sling at any passing story. We don’t. Yet my News Desk requires, no, demands, that I deliver the story, regardless of the Mail’s megabucks. If I fail, then I

  am seen to be a lesser hack than Meriel Fringe-face, and that would never do. Therefore I had to use an evil ruse. Besides, it’s more fun playing dirty.




  I licked my glass clean and said I had to hotfoot it back to the office. Meriel squeezed my arm and gave me a conspiratorial goodbye wink. I winked right back.




  





  Chapter Two




  Dulwich is too far from the real world to have itinerant bands of black-cab drivers roaming the streets so I was forced to point my feet in the direction of Wilberforce

  Crescent and leg it. As I walked, I hauled out the photocopied newspaper cuts on Joni Poelma and read them. I also smoked a cigarette and did some thinking. Oddjob isn’t the only polymath

  around here.




  The cuts told me that Joni was twenty-three, a native of Genk, somewhere in the bowels of Holland. Dad was a civil servant of sorts, mum was something else. There were two snaps of Joni. One

  showed her blonde and chubby. In the other she was blonde and skinny. In both she was reasonably attractive, just a fraction short of tasty. She’d been in England about eight months, loved

  pop, was always smiling and didn’t have a boyfriend. That’s all there was on Joni.




  There was rather more meat on the Cardigans, or on him at least. His first name was Wedge, but don’t ask me why. He was fifty-two, had a three-year-old son, Oliver, and a baby called Ceri.

  That was a girl, I think. There was also mention of a twenty-year-old son, which didn’t make a lot of sense. Mrs C was known to her hubby as Enid. The cuts didn’t have her age. Wedge

  Cardigan, as stated, was the main man at Intraphilyn. Its chief business seemed to be inventing cures for this and that and by all accounts it was pretty good at it too. This explained why Wedge

  Cardigan had an acre and a half of prime Dulwich real estate, plus a swimming pool, plus a Porsche Boxter, plus a villa in Tuscany, plus a Dutch au pair. Or he used to have one of those anyway. It

  didn’t explain why Wedge Cardigan still looked like E.T. on stilts.




  I wheeled up before the Cardigans’ gaff. It was called The White House, probably because it was white and it was a house. I pushed open a lofty gate and ambled up a driveway you could land

  a jumbo on. It curved up to a flight of steps with Greek urn-type things stationed left and right. The house stretched away for a mile or so on either side of the front door. There was no sign of a

  Porsche Boxter in the driveway, but a cherry-bright Alfa Romeo Spyder was out there with its snout buried in the laurels. I reasoned that Enid Cardigan must be at home, seeing as how she was

  presently minus one au pair. I bonged on the bell and waited for Enid.




  Now I want you to close your eyes and picture an Enid. She’s wearing a 1984 Laura Ashley toe-touching frock with cutesy little flowers all over the place. She’s got a long nose

  poking out of brownish hair which needs a good polish. She has eyes that are dulled by something other than a woman’s woes. They are set in a pale oval high-cheekboned face that has been too

  long out of the sun. Her lips are thin and dry and have never bloomed into passion. She looks as if she lives on lentils and brown rice. She is maybe forty-eight or sixty-three. It’s hard to

  tell. That is an Enid. Right?




  Wrong. But we were right about the high cheekbones. The Enid who opened the door to me was the sort of cracker you don’t find growing on Christmas trees. If Country Life had a

  Page Three stunna she’d have been it. She was a whisker or so off thirty. She had blonde hair which curled up under her ears and tickled her chin. She was bouncy in all the best places. She

  had eyes that went halfway round her head. They were green. They knew how to smile.




  ‘Yes?’ said her mouth and her eyes, both at the same time.




  I pushed my fantasy on to the back burner. I said, ‘Mrs Cardigan?’




  ‘Yes. Can I help you?’




  I was standing two steps south of her. I took a squint at the house, the cherry Alfa, the wide open spaces of her front lawn, the laurels carefully nibbled by a housetrained army of whatever

  carefully nibbles laurels. Then I looked at her. She was the sort of shape they build a mega-million-dollar Hollywood movie around. I thought of our stupid offer to buy her exclusive story for two

  grand. It was just too silly. I looked her dead in her iced green eyes.




  I said, ‘Mrs Cardigan, my name is Max Chard. My newspaper has authorized me to pay you five pounds for your exclusive story.’




  She had the good sense to laugh out loud.




  I said sternly, ‘Or if you want to haggle about it, I am prepared to go as high as ten pounds. But that is my limit.’




  She said, ‘You’re not serious?’




  I said, ‘I have never been more serious since the last time I was this serious.’




  She figured that one out. She had her hand on the door knob. She swung the door to and fro while she thought. After a pause she said, ‘Why should I talk to you?’




  ‘Because I listen.’




  She was still smiling. She said, ‘I thought reporters asked questions.’




  ‘So far you’re the only one asking questions.’




  Enid bobbed her head at that. I suppose that meant touché. I could see she was deliberating whether or not to tell me to sling my hook. The smile was fading.




  I said, ‘Anyways, I’m not the interviewer. That pleasant duty goes to one of our feature writers called Beverley Nephews.’ I added as an afterthought, ‘Bev gets all the

  best jobs.’




  That sold it. She said, ‘I’ll give you five minutes.’




  She swung her rump for me to follow and I was up those steps like a spring lamb. Her jeans dearly loved her. If she’d had a postage stamp in her hip pocket I could have told you whether it

  was first or second class. Her bobbly pink sweater wasn’t quite so intimate. It just sort of flumped out over the waist of her denims. She led the way through a big airy hall, across a

  prairie of corn-coloured carpet and into the kitchen. I would like to describe the decor en route but my attention was otherwise engaged. Enid curved round the promontory of a breakfast bar and

  pointed at a stool on the other side for me to park myself on.




  She said, ‘Coffee?’




  ‘Please.’




  I took in the kitchen. It was big and mostly white and the bits that were not white were chrome. A shade clinical perhaps. Maybe hubby brewed up his top selling potions in there. Out the picture

  window I could see a child’s tree house, the size of a council flat, lodged halfway up a tree.




  Enid had her back to me. She asked, ‘Are all journalists as pushy as you?’




  I said, ‘I don’t know about journalists. I’m a reporter.’




  ‘Instant coffee OK?’




  I said I never drank anything else. She bashed around with cups and saucers. Her bottom wiggled as she worked. She asked, ‘How do you like it – black?’




  Steady on, Enid, I’ve only had a couple of gins. She made free with the milk and pushed a sugar bowl at me. She was sitting opposite. She hoisted a chintzy little cup to her lips and said,

  ‘You know they’ve found Joni’s body?’




  I nodded yes. We both tucked our smiles away for the present. Enid sighed and shook her hair. ‘She really was a lovely girl. I know people always say nice things when somebody’s

  died, but she was honestly really sweet.’




  I said, ‘What have the police told you?’




  She shrugged. ‘Only that they’ve found Joni’s body in the park, that they don’t yet know how she died, but they’re treating it as suspicious.’




  I said, ‘Did they say if she’d been robbed? Was she still in the same clothes?’




  Enid said, ‘They also told me not to talk to the Press.’ There was a shadow of a smile back in her voice.




  ‘Not even for a fiver?’




  ‘A tenner.’




  I said, ‘The actual offer is two thousand.’




  That didn’t make her go all trembly at the knees either. She just whuffed on her coffee and looked at me in a certain speculative way. It was quite cool and appraising. If I had any

  decency I might have blushed.




  Enid asked, ‘And what do I have to do to earn my two thousand?’




  I thought of several things but I said, ‘Beverley asks the big money questions. I’ve just got one.’




  Her eyes opened wide in mock astonishment the way contestants in TV quiz shows look when they learn they’ve just won a weekend for two in Runcorn.




  ‘Just one question?’




  I said, ‘Why is your husband called Wedge?’




  Enid must have thought that was a funny question for she tossed her head back and laughed. It was nice to see her fillings were up to scratch.




  She said, ‘That’s easy. His first name is William – which he’s always hated. His initials are W.E.G – William Eskill Gilbert. At boarding school he got dubbed

  Weegee. It sort of got trimmed down to Wedge. That’s it.’




  She laughed again. I didn’t. Somehow I always miss the point of middle-class humour. Enid dipped a fingertip in her coffee and licked it, which I didn’t think was a very middle-class

  thing to do. She canted an eyebrow at me. She was back in her cool appraising mode.




  She said, ‘And I have just one little question for you: why do you think you’re here?’




  I could have answered this several ways, but I had the feeling they were all wrong so I stayed schtum. Her eyes were shot through with mischief.




  She let me stew for a moment, then she said, ‘Jason. That’s why you’re here.’




  I don’t know any Jasons apart from a geek on our Picture Desk. Somehow I felt he was not the Jason under discussion.




  I pulled out my Bensons because that was better than just sitting there looking stupid. She slid me a little porcelain ashtray. It might have been my imagination but I think her fingers touched

  mine.




  Enid said, ‘Jason is my stepson.’




  She must have put water or something in the coffee for I wasn’t following this.




  She said, ‘Did you really think I invited you in because you offered me ten pounds?’




  ‘Two thousand.’




  ‘That came later. Anyway, the money’s got nothing to do with it.’




  I said, ‘It must have been my magnetic personality then.’




  On the pretty side of the breakfast bar Enid examined this as if it were a serious statement. She said, ‘Let’s say it was more your chat-up line.’




  There was no answer to that so I just listened for the rest.




  She said, ‘I thought it was very clever. You almost had me won over.’




  ‘What’s this got to do with Jason?’




  She gave me the full blast of her green eyes. ‘Jason is twenty, and he’s doing media studies at university.’




  I said that must be nice for him.




  She kept talking as if I hadn’t spoken. ‘He wants to be a reporter, a newspaper reporter. Just like you.’




  I had the bad manners to smile. Enid didn’t like that. She scrunched up her nose and gave me a sternish look.




  ‘What I’m saying, Mister Max Chard, is he could learn a lot from someone like you, probably a lot more than he’s learning on his course.’




  I said, ‘I am many things, Missus Enid Cardigan: I am not a Joni Poelma, playing nanny to would-be hacks.’




  She nearly poured coffee down her sweater. ‘What did you just call me?’




  I said it again. Missus Enid Cardigan.




  This time she totally cracked up. I’d no idea what the joke was. I sat there and smoked and waited for her to fill me in.




  It took a while for the last ripples of merriment to subside. Even then she had a mirthful tear or two snagged in her lashes.




  She said, ‘Do I look like an Enid?’




  We’ve already been through that. No.




  More little riffs of laughter. Somewhere in the middle of them she said, ‘I’m Gabriella.’




  ‘So who’s Enid?’




  I had to hang about while she plucked a tissue out of the ether and blew her snoot. She said, ‘I’m afraid your newspaper’s morgue is rather behind the times: Enid was the name

  of Wedge’s first wife.’




  I twigged what had happened. Whoever wrote the first story on Joni had got the Enid tag from some old cutting. Every other paper had just copied it. I felt happier knowing she wasn’t an

  Enid.




  Gabriella hauled the conversation back to where we were. ‘But we weren’t talking about me. We were talking about you giving Jason some guidance.’




  I said, ‘Sorry. I don’t do that sort of thing.’




  She sat up and flicked her bob with both hands. ‘In which case, you can forget about an interview . . . but . . .’




  ‘But?’




  ‘But if you simply agree to have Jason under your wing for let’s say two weeks, then your paper gets the interview. And it won’t cost a penny. And there is a great deal I could

  tell you about Joni.’




  ‘A great deal?’




  ‘You wouldn’t believe it.’




  I sat back and chewed the filter. This took some thinking about. First of all, the idea of having a snot-nosed kid hanging on my shoulder for a fortnight was deeply distressing. The upside was

  that this way we’d have a foot in the Cardigan camp, therefore we’d stuff the opposition. Therefore our crazed Editor would smile fondly on me and maybe forget that barney over my

  Glasgow expenses. But most important of all, I’d learn what Gabriella knew about Joni.




  We hacks are supposed to be cynical, hard-boiled and all that. The reverse is true. We are the most gullible people in the whole universe. So when Gabriella hinted at some deep, dark secret in

  Joni’s background, she had me hooked.




  I said, ‘So what can you tell me?’




  Gabriella waved that away. ‘Later. It depends on whether you agree to help Jason. You’ll find him a terrific kid. He’s a keen learner and he’ll not get in your

  way.’




  I snapped a sardonic look at her. She didn’t see it. She had another pull on her coffee and said, ‘At any rate, that’s my offer. But I’m sure if you won’t do it,

  some other newspaper would.’




  She was bang on about that but I still wasn’t in love with the idea. I put on my seraphically honest face and said, ‘OK, our paper will take him, but I wouldn’t be the best

  mentor for Jason. He’d enjoy himself more – and learn more – if he was with one of our features people. Beverley, for instance.’




  Gabriella fluted a soprano laugh. ‘Nice try, Max. But you’re the one. Now, do we have a deal?’




  Women are far more devious than civilized folk. I kicked myself, muttered foul curses under my breath, but I nodded yes.




  She said, ‘Good. Jason’s down from university at present so I’ll get him to call you tonight.’




  I said, ‘Now, let’s hear it about Joni.’




  ‘Let’s see how you and Jason get on first.’




  That was a dirty trick. She relented. ‘All right. She took drugs.’




  ‘What drugs?’




  ‘I think she tried Ecstasy and one or two other things.’




  I narrowed my eyes at her. ‘You think?’




  ‘OK. I know. She told me.’




  Sure. That’s the very first thing a prospective nanny would say. ‘Hi. I do drugs. Now can I look after your kids?’




  Gabriella picked up on my disbelief. ‘You see, Joni used to work for me in another capacity. When I took her on as a nanny I specified she stopped taking drugs.’




  ‘And did she?’




  ‘I’m not sure. I thought she’d stopped but recently . . .’




  ‘Recently what?’




  Gabriella waggled her pink bobbly shoulders. ‘Just a feeling.’




  No it wasn’t. I said, ‘You found stuff.’




  She ducked her head into her cup. ‘I’m afraid I looked.’




  ‘What? In her bag? In her room?’




  A nod.




  I said, ‘And what did you find?’




  The big eyes were on me again. ‘Pills.’




  Pills. I’ve got a pile of pills in my bathroom cabinet. It doesn’t mean I do Ecstasy. I said, ‘Just pills.’




  She wrinkled her forehead and squeezed out a couple of little worry lines to bracket the bridge of her nose. They signified she was being ever so serious.




  ‘I don’t want any of this in the newspaper, right?’




  Any of what? I agreed anyway.




  Gabriella said, ‘There was a design on the pills, like a four-leaf clover. I described them to Jason and he said he’d been offered Ecstasy which looked like that.’




  ‘Where?’




  She didn’t understand.




  ‘Where was Jason offered the pills?’




  ‘Oh, I see. At college. At Sussex University.’




  And that’s just about all Gabriella had. It wasn’t much of an exchange.




  She knew it too. She said, ‘I’m sure I’ll hear things from the police which I can pass on to you.’




  Yes. I suppose she could. The deal still stood.




  I was in the process of giving her my various telephone numbers when there came the sound of a distant chime.




  ‘That,’ I said, ‘must be Beverley.’




  And so it was. Gabriella Cardigan let me out and Bev in.




  Gabriella watched me gird myself up for the slog through the snow.




  ‘You don’t have a car?’




  I shook my head. ‘I drink instead.’




  She said, ‘Well then, Jason will be able to drive you around – he doesn’t drink.’




  The boy has much to learn.




  I wandered off, my brain firing twenty questions a second. By the time I hit the end of the Cardigans’ drive I had them all sorted. All but the big one: was there a link between

  Joni’s death and drugs?




  Then a second question bubbled to the surface: how come Gabriella was so singularly unmoved by the murder of her au pair? No tears, no crumpled Kleenex, no tragic stares into the middle

  distance. Downright callous, I call it.




  Maybe she used to be a hack.




  





  Chapter Three




  I found myself a bar where no one else was likely to find me and gave News Desk a shout. Angela Whipple whooped with joy and praised me for my cunning in recruiting Jason to

  our ranks. That’s how I played it. In the bar mirror I caught sight of my face. It had a sickly grin plastered all over it.




  The next move was to call Mac. Mac is an inspector in the Met. He is unique among his breed because he tells us reporters what the Old Bill are up to. In our gratitude we shower him with stacks

  of readies. He in turn buys us untold quantities of drink. There is something symbiotic about our relationship.




  Mac guessed right away what I wanted – the name of the geezer with the poodle called Jack. For a mere three hundred quid I not only got his name, but his age, his former occupation and his

  address too. Felix Pegg was sixty-four and used to earn his daily crust as a literary agent. It takes all sorts I suppose. Mac didn’t have his phone number which meant I had to swallow my

  drink and go in search of No. 127 Sackville Road. This time I hooked a minicab.




  Sackville Road was a backwater of skinny terrace houses in a street lined with bony trees. No. 127 looked just the same as all the others except it had more snow stacked on the roof. Either

  Felix Pegg had ace insulation or the heating wasn’t on.




  Jack the poodle began kicking up hell before I even banged the knocker. I heard a growling and whuffling, followed some seconds later by a rustling and clumping. The latter I took to be F. Pegg.

  The door swung open and there stood Jack and the bloke from the park. He recognized me too for he started shutting the door on my face. Somehow my foot got in the way.




  I said briskly, ‘My paper has asked me to verify that you have won our £5,000 reward.’




  Felix Pegg had a bristly little moustache which performed handstands when he spoke. ‘Reward? What reward?’




  That meant he didn’t read our mighty organ. I stuck my foot in half a centimetre more.




  I went through the whole sorry rigmarole of how the Editor was forking out five grand to whoever found Joni. I ended with, ‘And the police told me it was you, so you are entitled to the

  reward.’




  Felix Pegg said, ‘Come in.’




  I stepped carefully over Jack and followed Pegg down a narrow hallway which featured mugshots of old fogeys with beards and old dears without them but who might have looked better with them. We

  branched left into a lounge and I peered around. It was one of those manilla coloured jobs but you couldn’t see much of it on account of the high rise bookcases. Pegg must have had a sideline

  in swiping library books. The mystery of the snowy roof was solved – it was stone cold in there.




  Now that I was in, he didn’t know what to do with me. He said the first thing that came into his head. ‘A cup of tea?’




  I’d already had my caffeine quota for the day but I said yes because people don’t chuck you out when you’ve got your pinkie curled around their best china.




  He melted away. Jack stayed, just in case I half-inched any of the books. Pegg returned bearing brown beakers with Mississippi swamp water sloshing about in them. I sipped it like it was a

  single malt.




  I said, ‘I shan’t keep you long. I just have to establish that you found the body.’




  Pegg had bleached-out blue eyes that shied away from you. His teeth were too regular. I’ll bet they sat on his bedside table grinning at him all the livelong night. He was about five nine

  and a couple of stone below his fighting weight. He could also have done with a decent tailor. I guessed there was no Mrs Pegg in his life.




  He said, ‘Chief Inspector Skelly told me I mustn’t talk to the Press.’




  I said, ‘Of course not. Tom Skelly is absolutely right. You know how reporters get in the way.’




  ‘You know Mister Skelly?’




  I gave the impression that Peabrain Skelly and I were as close as two men can be without getting indecent.




  This puzzled him. ‘But you’re a reporter?’




  A light laugh from me. I said, ‘In this instance I am here purely to find out if you qualify for the reward. I don’t want to know anything about the murder.’




  He was still puzzled but the prospect of an easy five grand saw him through it. He told me to sit myself down which I did. He sat opposite on a matching overstuffed chair. His hands hung down

  over his knees. No sign of a wedding ring. His nails were bitten right back.




  Pegg asked, ‘What do you need to know?’




  I said, ‘Were you the first on the scene this morning?’




  He thought back. For God’s sake it wasn’t that long ago. I straightened my creases and waited. After a while he said, ‘Well, it was Jack really who found her.’




  Terrific. We’ll give the poodle the five grand then.




  He rambled on. ‘I took him out for a walk just before seven. I listened to the headlines on Today first. He likes an early run in the park.’




  I managed to hold my excitement in check. Pegg was not the most interesting man in this God’s world. I bet he could remember where he was when Robert Kennedy was shot.




  Pegg was saying, ‘I always take him through the side gate for it’s always left open. There was no one else around and Jack had run on ahead of me. I could hear him barking so I went

  to see what was up. That’s when I saw it. It was just off the path.’




  It, I gathered, was Joni Poelma.




  I said, ‘I suppose it was the blood that attracted Jack.’




  ‘Blood? No, there wasn’t any blood. But I’m not supposed to talk about what happened.’




  I purred, ‘No, I don’t want to know anyway. I just wonder if there were any footprints around the body.’




  He flashed me a suspicious look.




  I said, ‘All I’m trying to establish is whether you were first on the scene. You see, someone might have found the body before you and gone off to phone the police.’




  A distant light shone in his eyes. ‘Ah, I understand. No, there were no footprints. None at all. I’m certain of that.’




  I said, ‘It must have been a shock for you.’




  He whiffled through his moustache. ‘Yes, it was rather. I had to come home and pour myself a glass of Madeira.’




  He must have swigged the whole bottle for he certainly wasn’t offering any around.




  I was speaking almost to myself. ‘She was such a pretty girl too.’




  He turned his head away. Whatever he’d seen, it wasn’t pretty. I let him think about it for maybe thirty seconds. I said, ‘These are violent days.’




  Felix Pegg nodded his bonce in vehement agreement but he still wasn’t saying anything. I weighed in with, ‘The sex killings are the worst.’




  He had his head down and I could hardly hear him. He said, ‘At least she was spared that I think.’




  I laced my voice with 80 proof sympathy and asked, ‘Did the police give you a bad time of it?’




  ‘Not really. They wanted to know what time I’d left the house, and where I lived. Just routine, really.’




  I said, ‘That’s good. Sometimes the police – I don’t mean Tom Skelly – but the young officers can be very insensitive. They make witnesses feel like suspects,

  asking them silly questions, like, “Did you see a handbag?” ’




  The thin edge of a smile rippled Felix Pegg’s moustache. ‘Funnily enough, they did ask me that. But I didn’t mind. Then they asked me why I wasn’t wearing a

  scarf.’




  I said, ‘Ah, the red scarf.’




  He gave me a sharp glance. ‘It was green.’




  I goggled. ‘I’m sure Tom told me it was red.’




  ‘No, he must have meant the coat. The scarf was patterned, but it was definitely green. Paisley patterned.’




  And that, basically, was all Pegg had to say for himself. I promised him we’d have the cheque posted post-haste. On the way out I lingered in the hall before the whiskered snaps just so

  that I could steal a glance at the phone and memorize the number.




  Behind me Pegg was saying something, speaking so softly I could hardly hear him. He said, ‘She was smiling.’




  He was not being chatty. He was just reliving the scene out loud.




  I said, ‘Smiling?’




  ‘Well, I suppose it couldn’t have been a smile. More a sort of death rictus.’




  Rictus is a word that our readers don’t have hanging about their houses.




  I said, ‘Like a grimace?’




  He preferred rictus. I looked closely at him but his eyes were far away. He said, ‘Her face, her cheek was in the snow. She was just lying there, smiling.’




  I didn’t say a word. Pegg was still back there in the park. ‘She was on her side, facing the path. I could see her eyes. She was a dreadful colour. You knew right away there was

  something wrong. But she was smiling.’




  He left it like that for a moment and then he got himself together.




  ‘Sorry,’ he said.




  He pulled the front door open for me. We didn’t shake hands but Jack wagged his tail. I turned as I hit the street and said, ‘Don’t forget what Tom Skelly told you.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘You mustn’t talk to reporters.’




  ‘Oh, I wouldn’t open the door to them,’ Pegg promised.




  Now that I’d got the day’s funny business out of the way, it was time to write the story. This needed a stiffish Gordons or two to coax the brain out of hiding. I

  grazed through the cuts until I had all the relevant facts, ages and so on. I fetched out the mobile and phoned Mission Control. They patched me through to copy and Dorian, whose real name is

  Ernie, but we needn’t go into that right now.




  I told him to call the story ‘Joni’.




  Dorian said, ‘Is this for News, Max?’




  No, you fool, it’s for Sport. I started dictating:




  

    

      MISSING disco girl Joni Poelma was found strangled yesterday in a kiddies’ playpark.


    


  




  I’d got as far as ‘Poelma’ before Dorian chipped in, ‘Spell that.’




  I said, ‘P as in ptarmigan, O as in Oedipus, L as in Llandudno, M as in mnemonic, A as in aisle.’




  Dorian said, ‘Stop mucking about, Max.’




  I spelt it properly and got on with the story:




  

    

      

        And last night police were quizzing pushers after it emerged she was hooked on rave drugs.




        The nationwide hunt for the stunning blonde was called off when a Gazette reader stumbled across her body.




        Joni – au pair to multimillionaire scientist Wedge Cardigan – was half-buried in snow.




        A shocked Felix Pegg who found her said, ‘At first it looked like she was smiling.




        ‘But the smile was only her death grimace. It was chilling.’




        Forensic experts are now probing a silk paisley-patterned scarf found knotted tightly around Joni’s throat.




        The vivacious 23-year-old Dutch girl was murdered less than a mile from the smart-set disco where she was last seen.




        But detectives are baffled over where Joni was in the seven days since she vanished in the upmarket London suburb of Dulwich.




        Gazette reader Mr Pegg made the grim discovery while taking his poodle Jack for an early morning walk in Victoria Park.




        He said, ‘We follow the same path every day and if Joni had been there before, we would have found her. She was lying just beside the path, her cheek in the snow.




        ‘Her eyes were open but she was a dreadful colour and I knew right away there was something wrong.




        ‘Her death smile will haunt me forever.’




        A senior officer said, ‘She was not the victim of a sex attack.




        ‘Her handbag was stolen but we have also ruled out robbery as a motive.’




        Police suspect that Joni – a known Ecstasy user – was killed after a drugs deal went sour.




        They are quizzing clubgoers and . . .


      


    


  




  And about another 300 words, among which were snappy quotes like ‘She was a pretty girl but it was an ugly crime’ (Pegg), ‘The children keep asking me where Joni

  is’ (Gabriella Cardigan), and ‘She may have double-crossed a drug pusher’ (our old friend, the senior police officer).




  After I’d filed it all, I did a routine check with Press Bureau. The story was already all over page one of the Standard so they were forced into confirming that it was indeed

  Joni. But as to the cause of death, they were heroically unhelpful.




  I said, ‘I have it on good authority she was mauled to death by a polar bear.’




  They told me to go away. People sometimes think I am hypercritical of Scotland Yard’s press officers. But I ask you, who else in the world believes that alsatians have fingers? I know for

  a fact that Press Bureau does, because one night back in the eighties, an emergency plumber called Mike was tackling a blocked drain in Muswell Hill when he found human fingers poking out of it. He

  called in the Old Bill and somebody tipped us off. I gave Press Bureau a bell.




  ‘It’s only an alsatian,’ they said.




  It was nothing of the kind. The fingers were the first human remains of serial killer Denis Nilsen’s many, many victims.




  Some hours later I was sitting in Hampton’s, drinking something which pretended to be champagne, when my mobile gave voice. At first I pretended not to notice in the

  fond hope it would give up. It just kept on keening. I clicked on.




  ‘Hello,’ said a voice.




  I’d never heard this voice before but I groaned anyway. It was a middle-class voice and it sounded too young to be awake at this time of night.




  I said, ‘Hello, Jason.’




  ‘How did you know it was me?’




  ‘It’s a gift I have.’




  He wanted to know where I was so I told him. I even gave him directions on how to get there.




  He said, ‘How will I recognize you?’




  ‘Don’t worry, I’ll recognize you.’




  This wouldn’t be difficult. Hampton’s, as usual, was knee deep in Fleet Street’s less discriminating drunks, their numbers swollen by a jellied mob of blokes who put on black

  frocks during the day and act like lawyers. The appearance in this charnel house of a fresh-faced teetotal youth would be as unusual as finding intelligent life on News Desk.




  I forgot about Jason because I was seriously involved in trading blank meal receipts with a circle of hacks. This was very important as I’d just blown a thousand quid more than I owned on

  clothes and I needed to rack up a few weeks’ expenses. The time passed merrily. Suddenly I looked up and there was Jason, standing just inside the door with his eyes bright and his mouth

  agape.




  This much I’d expected. What I didn’t expect was the earring and the pigtail. For more than a moment I was tempted to knock the whole thing on the head. But curiosity got the better

  of me. I slid from the bosom of my cronies and made myself known.




  Up close Jason was as previously described. I’ve left out the facts that he was tall and made up entirely of bones. His chin was speckled with week-old stubble. The overall effect was

  enough to frighten the horses. Jason split his mouth in an amiable beam. ‘Hello, Mister Chard,’ he said.




  Behind me I could hear Hampton’s roar diminish to a startled hush.




  I said briskly, ‘Follow me’, and marched to the tacked-on restaurant at the tail end of the bar where illicit lovers mauled each other between mouthfuls of E-Coli. I knew Jason was

  following me from the way the lovers looked up in morbid curiosity.




  I sat him down in the dimmest most distant corner of the dive. He said, ‘I’ve got the car outside now.’




  I said, ‘Good. They don’t like you parking inside.’




  Jason was oblivious to the stir he’d caused. He rubbernecked around the bar. ‘Is this your local, Mister Chard?’




  ‘Call me Max.’




  ‘All right.’




  I said, ‘Your name is Ben.’




  He looked as if he was going to dispute that.




  I said, ‘Your name is Ben and you’re my nephew. I don’t want anybody here knowing who you really are.’




  He said, ‘Why?’




  This was going to be harder than I feared.




  





  Chapter Four




  My glass was empty. I waved in the direction of Babs the marauding waitress who promptly came over and sat on my lap; she’s friendly like that. She ruffled my hair and

  fiddled with my tie, but a man has priorities. Besides, Babs is heavier than she thinks. I dislodged her gently and told her to unbung a bottle of house champagne for me. She tilted her head

  interrogatively at Jason.




  He said, ‘Just a coke, please.’




  I said, ‘In a clean glass.’




  Jason and I were silent for a moment while we watched Babs weave and wend through the tables. She was worth watching.




  He said, ‘What did you write about Joni?’




  He had brown eyes, as soft as a little floppy bunny’s. In another age he might have been a poet. Maybe he still was.




  I just shrugged. ‘The usual. Plus a bit your mum told me about the drugs link.’




  ‘Ah,’ he said.




  Not ‘What!’, not ‘Drugs!’, not anything. So the boy Jason knew what connected Joni with drugs.




  I said, ‘What was she on?’




  He opened his mouth to say something but Babs breezed up clinking glass. She made a production out of serving us, leaning right over the table as she poured. One of these days she really ought

  to get herself a bigger blouse. Either that or industrial strength buttons.




  We watched her go again.




  I said, ‘You were saying?’




  He said, ‘Wow! She’s up for it.’




  Babs has that effect on first time viewers. I rolled bubbles around my mouth and waited for his brain to find its way home. After a while he remembered me.




  Jason said, ‘Sorry.’ When he grinned he showed you his teeth. They were probably still milk teeth.




  I said, ‘We were talking about Joni and drugs.’




  ‘Ah, yes.’




  I wasn’t sure whether he didn’t want to tell me or he was just plain woolly-headed. I changed direction.
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