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SOHO, 1935.

Sergeant Leon Geats’s patch.

A snarling, skull-cracking misanthrope, Geats marshals the grimy rabble according to his own elastic moral code.

The narrow alleys are brimming with jazz bars, bookies, blackshirts, ponces and tarts so when a body is found above the Windmill Club, detectives are content to dismiss the case as just another young woman who topped herself early.

But Geats – a good man prepared to be a bad one if it keeps the worst of them at bay – knows the dark seams of the city.

Working with his former partner, mercenary Flying Squad sergeant Mark Cassar, Geats obsessively dedicates himself to finding a warped killer – a decision that will reverberate for a lifetime and transform both men in ways they could never expect.




Based on a somewhat true story




Carthago delenda est




Part One

SOHO




2002




1

Birds pick at the dead hedgehog Billie has been meaning to see to for a few days.

‘Magpies are back. Eating that hedgehog.’

‘Save you dealing with it.’

Voice catching like sandpaper. His breath worsening.

‘Don’t suppose they’ll eat the bones. Maybe they’ll bury them.’ She turns to him. ‘For later. They do that, don’t they?’

He shrugs with the corners of his lips, unable to raise his shoulders. Billie opens the bedroom window. One of them looks up from its feast, seeing her framed there with its black crow eyes.

‘I think they know us.’

It goes back to what remains of the hedgehog, and she returns to her chair beside his bed and reaches for his hand, a discarded glove beside him. He has no grip.

‘I’m going to tell them you’re not up for it.’

He stirs, head inching round towards her.

‘You’re not well enough. I can talk to them, tell them some things. I’ll explain about how I was there too, from the beginning.’

Wheezing, he builds up to speak. ‘You don’t trust me. What I might say.’

‘Do you?’

‘Seventy years, maybe it’ll finally come to an end.’ His eyes close. Breath tearing like old pages. ‘What does it matter? What can they do to me now?’




2

When the doorbell rings she has made a start on the ironing. There isn’t much as there is a girl who comes, but Billie likes to keep her hand in. Stooping to turn off the iron at the wall, she shuffles out to the front door.

‘Mrs Cassar?’

Two of them, a man and a woman. She’s bad with gauging these things now; at her age it feels as if everyone is at least sixty years younger than her. He looks like he probably has a couple of children, but she is unimaginably young. Billie thinks back to what that was like, the feeling of immortality.

‘Yes?’

‘Detective Sergeant Rathbone. This is DC Duffy. We spoke on the phone.’

‘Of course. Come in, come in.’

She reins back and ushers them into the front room, big floral armchairs and sofas. They take the three-seater and she sits across from them in the two, glad one of them hasn’t taken her husband’s armchair. The darkened antimacassar frightens people off.

She fights to her feet again as soon as she sits.

‘Will you have tea?’

‘We had coffee at the station, thanks,’ Rathbone says.

Billie lowers herself into the chair once more, sitting back with her knees pressed together, hands in her lap.

‘I was doing the ironing.’

‘We’re sorry for the interruption, Mrs Cassar.’

She waves him away. ‘Nobody ever minded ironing being interrupted.’

‘We were hoping we might have a word with Mr Cassar?’

Billie wonders if he always speaks in the plural.

‘As I explained on the phone, my husband is extremely unwell. They have let him come home, but he is confined to his bed upstairs at the moment.’

‘I see,’ says Rathbone, his use of the singular somewhat mitigated by a conspiratorial glance at Duffy.

‘It’s very hard to make plans,’ Billie goes on. ‘He didn’t have a good night, I’m afraid, and he’s sleeping at the moment. I have to let him get his rest whenever he can.’

‘Of course, of course.’ Rathbone nods. ‘We’re very sorry to hear he’s not well.’

‘Not serious, I hope,’ Duffy says.

Billie smiles. ‘He’s fond of saying that at our age everything is serious and nothing is serious. He’s ninety-one years old, and we’ve been married for sixty-four of those.’

‘Good Lord, congratulations,’ Duffy says.

Billie spots the slightly maniacal glint in her eyes; the insistence of youth accompanied by a dreadful fear of those things that have endured.

‘Is it possible that I might be of any help?’ Billie offers. ‘What exactly was it you wished to talk with my husband about?’

Rathbone touches the knot in his tie. ‘It’s a matter regarding his work, Mrs Cassar.’

‘With Kent County Constabulary?’

‘We don’t think so, no. We believe this goes back to his time in the Met.’

‘Oh, perhaps I can be of some help, then.’

‘I don’t—’

‘I was a constable with the Met too.’

‘Really?’

‘That was how we met. I was with A4, that’s what they called the women’s branch back then. We’d had the volunteer patrols for some years, but they began to realise the value of having us on the force to handle women and children. I was A4, but I was attached to C Division in Vine Street, which was brilliant because even back in the thirties Soho was lousy with bars and clubs and prostitutes.’

Duffy chokes on a laugh.

‘They used to send us in to the underground parties all dressed up. Just to observe. Take notes. Never get involved or make arrests. There were worse jobs.’

Rathbone shifts to the edge of his seat, leaning in. ‘Mrs Cassar, did you know your husband’s partner, Leon Geats?’

‘Oh yes. I knew Leon very well. Worked with him before I ever met Mark. All three of us were on a case together in . . . goodness, when must it have been? 1935? 1936? Scarcely seems believable, does it?’

‘Have you seen much of him over the years?’

‘Leon? Heavens, no. He left the force before the war. I saw him briefly afterwards. He had just been demobbed and looked us up.’ She frowns. ‘He dropped out of sight after that.’

‘Demobbed? We didn’t find any record of him serving during the war, which is strange, because he was of the right age.’

Billie shrugs. ‘I can only go by what he told me, which, to be frank, was very little. Leon always held his cards close to his chest.’

‘There’s no trace of him after his time in the Met, you see,’ Rathbone says.

‘You should check the Gazette.’

‘Gazette?’

‘He was mentioned in dispatches several times. But, you see, my husband and I left the city after the war. Leon never contacted us again. I really don’t understand, Detective Sergeant – these things you talk about happened so long ago, what is it about Leon that you wish to know? And how is my husband involved?’

‘Mrs Cassar, we’re Warwickshire Police. A body was found in a field in the north Cotswolds. Two bodies, in fact. We have reason to believe one of them might be Leon Geats.’

Billie’s hand went to her mouth. ‘Oh God. In a field? So he was . . .’

‘We’re treating the deaths as suspicious. It appears the bodies have been there for a long time. Decades, at least thirty or forty years, possibly longer.’

‘Oh no. Poor Leon.’

‘We’re not completely certain, and making a positive identification is proving tricky. Did Leon have any family?’

‘His mother. She passed away just before the war. I believe his father died in the first war. There’s nobody alive that I know of.’

‘Yes, we have a record of his mother’s death, but nothing about her burial.’

‘I’m afraid I couldn’t help you with that.’

‘Would you know if Leon had ever been hurt? Injured in some way that might help us with the remains?’

‘No, I don’t—oh, yes! Yes, now you say that, that last time I saw him, he did tell me he had been wounded during the war. He broke his leg.’

Rathbone and Duffy share a look.

‘We joked about that, because my husband had broken his badly too, which was why he couldn’t join the army.’ Billie looks to Duffy. ‘He was a policeman throughout the war, you understand. Right through the Blitz, we never left London. At that time, the cities were the worst places to be.’

Rathbone claps his hands on his knees and battles to his feet.

‘Thank you, Mrs Cassar. You’ve been very helpful.’

‘I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you more about Leon.’

‘I understand it isn’t easy, but I think your husband may still be of some help to us.’

Billie nods. ‘It’s just so hard making plans with him. I really don’t like to disturb him when he’s resting. What I can do, I can talk to him about it. I’ll have to be careful telling him, though. They were quite close back then and I’m not sure how he’ll take it.’

‘Of course.’

‘I used to be good at taking witness statements, so I’ll hold a little interrogation, see if he remembers anything that might be of use.’

‘Well, you let us know, Mrs Cassar. And we’ll be in touch if we need anything.’

She opens the door, pausing with it just ajar. ‘You said two bodies. Have you identified the second?’

‘We have, but I’m afraid we couldn’t—’

‘Oh, no. Of course, what am I thinking? Just so horrible to think of Leon in an unmarked grave with another body.’

‘I never said they were in a grave.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry. When you said field, I assumed . . .’

‘Again, apologies for intruding, Mrs Cassar. Give your husband our best wishes.’

‘Oh, all right then. Yes, thank you.’

Billie holds the door open and watches them out to their car, waving them off.

Back in the bedroom, he is waiting for her, eyes alert.

‘They found him?’

‘Yes.’

‘They won’t get anything.’

‘No.’

‘And even if they did . . .’

‘Yes.’

Easing herself into the armchair, she stretches her legs out. Noticing him notice, she tugs the hem of her skirt up a little.

‘Still got those Joan Crawford legs.’

He chuckles.

From the bedside table she picks up a book, The Heart in Exile.

‘Now, where were we?’

Behind her, bird’s feet clack along the sill outside the window. Billie doesn’t turn to see if the magpie is watching them again.




1963
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Bed’s empty beside him, duvet straightened and smoothed out. Voices and laughter float up the stairs. She’s brushed down his uniform and it hangs on the outside of the wardrobe.

Washes and shaves. Trousers, shirt and shoes. Leaves the jacket, in case there’s a marmalade mishap he never hears the end of. When he gets downstairs, he leaves it folded neatly on the seat of the hallway chair. Used to hang it on the back until it was explained to him about shoulders.

‘Morning, Dad.’

Marcia fixes a half-slice of toast between her teeth, pulling a cardigan on as she barrels by in the hall, squeezing his arm as she passes.

‘Hey, Marse.’

Says something through the toast and she’s out of the house, door banging shut behind her.

‘She’ll be late,’ he says, entering the kitchen.

Billie’s buttering toast. ‘She’ll be fine.’

‘Isn’t she opening up?’

‘It’s Thursday.’

‘People don’t bank on Thursdays?’

‘Thursdays she gets a lift from the Connolly boy, so no bus.’

Makes a mental note to look into that.

‘He’s so creepy,’ Charlotte says, spooning up porridge at the table.

He kisses her on the back of the head.

‘Da-ad.’

‘You’d done your hair? I couldn’t tell.’

‘Dad.’

Billie slaps his arm as he grabs a buttered slice from her. Something passes between them and he tilts his head. She gives him a look like, later.

‘You’ll be late too,’ he tells Charlotte.

‘No college today, I’m in the salon. Not on till noon.’

‘Oh.’

‘But I’m meeting Siobhan in a bit.’ She rinses her bowl out and leaves it to dry.

Peckish, he eyes up another slice and Billie sighs, handing it to him.

‘Well, remember the rules,’ he says. ‘No hard drugs or getting pregnant.’

‘Not before noon, anyway,’ Charlotte says, dancing towards the front door.

Billie starts after her. ‘Will you be back for dinner? Lottie, will you be back for—’

The door closes.

‘—dinner?’

‘Don’t think she heard you.’

‘She hasn’t been hearing me a lot.’

He munches on his toast. ‘Hmm.’

‘Magpies are back.’

He spies two of them perched on the fence in the back garden. They walk up and down in front of the neighbour’s pigeon loft, either sympathising with or taunting their incarcerated cousins.

In the glass of the dresser’s hutch doors, she watches him and he catches her. Shaking something off, she gathers up her bag and a cardy from the back of a chair, which apparently is all right for her.

‘Popping to the shops.’

‘Bill.’

‘Need bread. Few bits.’

Hooks his fingers in hers before she can go, and she freezes.

‘What is it?’ he says.

In her other hand the keys are jangling like she’s warding off evil.

Pulls out the chair beside him. ‘Sit. Talk to me.’

Her head bobs from side to side, weighing something up, and her fingers break free of his as she goes to the bottom of the dresser and opens the cupboard, pulling out a folded Daily Mirror buried beneath the junk of years.

‘This is yesterday’s,’ he says as it slaps on the table.

‘I wasn’t going to show it to you.’

‘You hid the paper?’

She shrugs.

‘But I saw it at the station.’

‘Page eighteen. Bottom right.’

Licks his fingers and begins to flick through. ‘Best place to bury a story, I suppose.’

Opening it out on the page, he reads quietly. A perfunctory piece, probably taken from a local paper, with no real detail. A young woman was found at a quarry near the A40 in the Cotswolds. Yet to be identified, she was catatonic and had suffered a serious head wound. Local police are treating it as suspicious.

He reads it again, slower this time, but he hasn’t missed anything crucial.

Billie slides into the seat beside him. ‘It’s been over fifteen years.’

‘I know.’

‘A lifetime. Literally, for the girls.’

‘I know. I know.’

‘Do you?’

‘Bill, I’m not daft. But if there’s even the slightest chance, then I can’t—’

She grips his wrist. ‘I know. That’s why I’m showing you this.’

He reads through the story again.

‘Do you think the same man did this?’ she says.

‘There’s not much to go on here.’

‘But?’

He shrugs.

‘Be careful when you go. Nobody has come out of this very well.’

Takes her hand, brings it to his lips. ‘I’ve done okay.’

She smiles, leans in and kisses him.

‘I really do have to go to the shops.’

‘Hold on a sec and I’ll give you a lift.’

‘That’d be nice.’

He gets up. ‘Be right back. Left my jacket on the bed.’

In the hall, he scoops his coat off the chair and takes the stairs two at a time. Bottom of the wardrobe there’s a beaten old leather satchel, a lockbox inside. He opens it, sifts through papers and pictures to find what he’s looking for: an envelope containing two photographs.

A man and a teenage girl in the first, caught in a candid moment, laughing.

Leon Geats and Nell Martin.

He the closest to a father she ever had, and she the first real instruction in family he ever received.

The second picture is different.

Black and white. Poorly developed.

Eyes open but blank.

Jaw hanging slack.

Hair darkly matted, blood from the ear and down the face.

Maybe alive.

Maybe dead.

His partner. Seventeen years ago, and never seen since.
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The brothers had tried hard, by ferula and scripture, to teach Leon Geats how to be a good man, but ten years later there he was asleep on the stairs of his Soho building at well gone noon, gin bottle clamped between his knees.

WPC Billie Massey kicked his foot, to no response. She shook his shoulder, gently at first and then enough to kill a small child. Geats opened one eye and peered up at her.

She grinned. ‘How you doing there, chum?’

‘Oh, fine. Just fine.’

‘Are you sure? Because you’re sleeping on wooden steps two floors below your flat.’

‘Helps with the back.’ His other eye, gummed with sleep, had to be prised open. ‘Tell me something.’

‘Anything.’

‘Do I have on trousers?’

‘In fact, you do.’

‘You see? Things can always be worse.’

Sitting up, a phlegmy cough rattled in his throat and the gin bottle was sent clattering down the stairs.

He’d spilt some.

He hoped he’d spilt some.

Trying to move provoked such pain, the only reasonable explanation was his head was beginning to slide off his shoulders. He held it carefully in both hands so it wouldn’t escape with the gin bottle.

‘Time d’you say it was?’

‘Didn’t. Almost one.’

‘And what could possibly be so important at such an ordinary hour?’

‘Something you might want to look at.’

‘Is it eggs? Is it sausages and eggs?’

‘Dead woman. Round the corner on Archer Street.’

‘Dead? Sounds like detective work. You want to fetch yourself a detective.’

‘They’re on their way, but she’s a pro. We should take a look.’

Geats made another stab at getting up. ‘Lead the way, then.’

She looked him up and down. ‘You going like that?’

‘You don’t think . . .’

Billie shook her head.

He looked round. ‘Up two, you say?’

She took his arm and led him up the stairs. ‘Come on, soldier.’

Geats could remember stopping at the Lyric and having a drink that went down very nicely. He could remember the three or four more that also went down very nicely. What he couldn’t remember was how he got the bottle of gin, or ended up on the stairs a couple of flights short of his rooms; but it wasn’t so out of character that Billie had even tried feigning surprise at finding him there.

He fished around in his pockets for a key, without luck. Sighing, she produced one from the pouch she’d sewn into the lining of her hat.

‘Knew giving you that would pay off one day.’

Leaving his front door ajar, she leaned against the wall outside.

‘Archer Street?’ he called from the bathroom, splashing water on his face.

‘Flat above the Globe.’

‘Do we know her?’

‘I don’t know the building, except for the clubs underneath.’

He padded into his bedroom and threw on the least offensive mufti he could find, then hurried down the stairs with her into the alley the building let out into.

One of those disreputable folds in the city, the Yard fingered its way thinly behind drab buildings in the Piccadilly corner of Soho in such a fashion that the sun never made its way more than halfway down its sooted walls. Mildewed bricks wore the constant shine of damp, the ground a mash of fag ends and flung food.

At any given moment it was home to two or three seedy clubs serving as hangouts for gangsters and fiends, patrons stumbling out in the wee hours and spicing the place with dashed glasses and the odd gutful of vomit.

Directly across from the mouth of the Yard was Archer Street, a narrow road lined with four- and five-storey buildings, its sun-starved pavements in a perpetual cool. It was always busy, as the London Orchestral Association called it home, and musicians cluttered the place with their cases, waiting outside to see if there was any work going, breaking out into impromptu sessions that echoed down the street.

The Windmill Club had its own street-level entrance, with a separate door for the Cairo Club in the basement and the upper floors, with the Globe on the first, and four flats across the two floors above that. Boyle, uniformed constable and giant of a man, stood sentry, nodding as Billie led Geats up to the third floor.

‘Charwoman, old French widow, found her,’ she said, pushing the door to the flat open. ‘She unlocked the door when she arrived.’

There were no signs of the locks having been tampered with.

The door opened into a thin hallway running almost the length of the building. The ceilings were low, but not head-dippingly so. Four doors led off the hall: a bathroom, a kitchen, a sitting room, and the bedroom spanning the full width at the front. Another uniform, a young constable named Everett, stood in the hall and they nodded to him.

Geats wandered into the kitchen, finding a single plate on the small table, crusts of a sandwich abandoned on it and an empty glass fogged with milk standing beside.

He nudged the plate. ‘Milk and sandwiches. Seem like a tart’s breakfast to you?’

Billie shrugged. ‘Milk lines the stomach.’

A coin meter for the electric protruded from the hallway wall. The sitting room was dark but neat. A teddy bear with a yellow checked scarf sat tucked in the corner of a settee with blankets hung over the back of it.

The bedroom was the largest room by far, and housed a big double bed. Thick curtains hung in the windows, but had been pulled together only loosely, shafts of light spilling in. Most of the floor was uncovered boards, a woollen rug either side of the bed and a mat at the foot that had creased over. That was the only sign anything had been disturbed, except for the dead woman draped on the bed.

Her legs hung out over the side, wide apart with feet flat on the floor. She wore a grey jumper and tweed skirt. A faux-silk stocking covered her right leg, the foot slipped into a blue glacé court shoe. Her left leg was bare; other shoe on the floor, matching stocking twisted round her neck and knotted beneath her ear. Other than that, her clothes were not disarranged in any improper way.

Billie stood over the body, head a-tilt to mirror the dead woman’s. Her eyes heavy, partly closed, as if maybe just in muddy half-sleep.

‘What d’you think your final thought is, when you know it’s coming like that?’

‘Don’t reckon your final thought ever feels final,’ he said. ‘You always believe you’ll get just one more.’

‘You know her?’

Geats looked closer. ‘Maybe. One of the French ones. Fifi?’

‘Where’s her patch?’

‘Piccadilly Circus, if she’s the one. Corner of Regent and Glasshouse, and up Regent on the Quadrant sometimes.’

‘A Café Royal and Oddenino’s girl.’

‘Bit of ooh-la-la goes a long way over there.’

Down the hallway a furore broke out with Constable Everett.

‘Come on out of th—ow! You little . . .’

Geats ran to the bathroom door, finding Everett on his hands and knees groping around beneath the tub.

‘You lose something, Constable?’

‘No, I—Goddammit and blast it all to hell!’

He snatched his hand back, blood streaming down from a wound on the back.

‘She bit me.’

‘She?’

He pointed under the bath. Then, getting up, he slid past Geats into the hallway, clutching his hand to his chest.

Geats crouched down and squinted into the dark, two wild eyes peering out at him.
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