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    THE VETERAN
  


  
    DAY ONE–TUESDAY
  


  
    It was the owner of the small convenience store on the corner who saw it all. At least, he said he did.
  


  
    He was inside the shop, but near the front window, rearranging his wares for better display, when he looked up and saw the man across the street. The man was quite unremarkable and the shopkeeper would have looked away but for the limp. He would testify later that there was no-one else on the street.
  


  
    The day was hot beneath a skim of grey cloud, the atmosphere close and muggy. The hysterically named Paradise Way was as bleak and shabby as ever, a shopping parade in the heart of one of those graffiti-daubed, exhausted, crime-destroyed housing estates that deface the landscape between Leyton, Edmonton, Dalston and Tottenham.
  


  
    When it was opened thirty years earlier with a grandiose civic ceremony, the Meadowdene Grove estate was hailed as a new style of low-budget council housing for working people. The name alone should have given the game away. It was not a meadow, it was not a dene and it had not seen a grove since the Middle Ages. It was, in fact, a grey poured-concrete gulag commissioned by a borough council that flew the red flag of world communism above the town hall and designed by architects who, for themselves, preferred honeysuckle-twined cottages in the country.
  


  
    Meadowdene Grove then went downhill faster than the Tour de France coming off the Pyrenees. By 1996 the warren of passages, underpasses and alleys that linked the grim residential blocks were crusted with filth, slick with urine and came alive only at night when gangs of local youths, unemployed and unemployable, roamed their manor to ‘score’ from the area drug peddlers.
  


  
    Working-class pensioners, fiercely respectable, trying to cling to the old moralities, the comforting certainties of their own younger days, lived behind barricaded doors, fearful of the wolf packs outside.
  


  
    Between the blocks, each seven storeys high, each door fronted by an open passage with greasy stairwells at either end, were patches of what had been green grass. A few rusted and abandoned cars, stripped to shells, crouched beside the inner roads that traversed the squares designed for public recreation and from which narrow passages ran through to Paradise Way.
  


  
    The main shopping parade had once bustled with retail commerce, but most of the shops had finally closed, their proprietors exhausted by the struggle against pilfering, shoplifting, wilful damage, broken windows and racist abuse. More than half were now boarded up with defaced plyboard or steel shutters and the few that stayed open for business tried to protect themselves with wire-mesh defences.
  


  
    On the corner, Mr Veejay Patel soldiered on. As a ten-year-old he had come with his parents from Uganda, expelled by the brutalities of Idi Amin. Britain had taken them in. He was grateful. He still loved his adopted country, abided by the law, tried to be a good citizen, puzzled by the steady degeneration of standards that characterized the Nineties.
  


  
    There are parts of what London’s Metropolitan Police call the north-east quadrant where a stranger is unwise to roam. The limping man was a stranger.
  


  
    He was barely fifteen yards from the corner when two men emerged from a concrete passage between two boarded shops and confronted him. Mr Patel froze and watched. They were different, but equally menacing. He knew both types well. One of them was beefy, with a shaven skull and porcine face. Even at a distance of thirty yards, Mr Patel could see a ring glint in the left ear lobe. He wore baggy jeans and a soiled T-shirt. A beer belly sagged over his broad leather belt. He took up station foursquare in front of the stranger, who had no choice but to stop.
  


  
    The second man was slimmer, in pale drill trousers and a grey zip-fronted windcheater. Lank, greasy hair fell just below his ears. He slipped behind the victim and waited there.
  


  
    The beefy one raised his right fist, close to the face of the man to be mugged. Mr Patel saw the glint of metal on the fist. He could not hear what was said, but he saw the beefy one’s mouth move as he spoke to the stranger. All the victim had to do was hand over his wallet, watch and any other valuables he might be carrying. With luck the muggers would grab the loot and run; the victim might survive unscathed.
  


  
    He was probably silly to do what he did. He was outnumbered and outweighed. To judge from his grey hair, he was middle-aged and clearly his limp indicated he was not fully mobile. But he fought back.
  


  
    Mr Patel saw his right hand come up from his side, moving extremely fast. He seemed to sway slightly at the hips, turning his shoulders to add force to the blow. The beefy one took it full on the nose. What had been a silent mime was pierced by a shout of pain that Mr Patel could hear even through his plate-glass window.
  


  
    The beefy one staggered back, throwing both hands to his face, and Mr Patel saw the gleam of blood between the fingers. When he made his statement, the shopkeeper had to pause to recall clearly and in sequence what happened next. Lank Hair swept in a hard punch to the kidneys from behind, then kicked the older man in the back of his good knee. It was enough. The victim went down to the pavement.
  


  
    On the Meadowdene Grove estate footwear was either trainers (for speed) or heavy boots (for kicking). Both these assailants had boots. The man on the pavement had doubled himself into the embryo position to protect his vitals, but there were four boots going for him and the beefy one, still clutching his nose one-handed, went for the head.
  


  
    There were, the shopkeeper later estimated, about twenty kicks, maybe more, until the victim had ceased to twist and turn. Lank Hair bent over him, flicked open his jacket and went for the inside pocket.
  


  
    Mr Patel saw the hand come back out, a wallet held between forefinger and thumb. Then both men straightened, turned and ran back up the concrete passage to disappear in the warren of alleys that riddled the estate. Before they went, the beefy one tore his T-shirt out of his jeans and held it up to staunch the blood pouring from his nose.
  


  
    The shopkeeper watched them disappear, then scuttled back behind his counter where he kept the telephone. He dialled 999 and gave his name and address to the operator, who insisted she could not summon any emergency service until she knew who was calling. When the formalities had been accomplished, Mr Patel asked for police and an ambulance. Then he returned to the front window.
  


  
    The man still lay on the opposite pavement, quite inert. No-one tended him. This was not the sort of street where people wanted to get involved. Mr Patel would have crossed the road to do what he could, but he knew nothing of first aid, feared to move the man and make a mistake, feared for his shop and that the muggers might come back. So he waited.
  


  
    The squad car was first and it took less than four minutes. The two police constables inside had by chance been less than half a mile away on the Upper High Road when they took the call. Both knew the estate and the location of Paradise Way. Both had been on duty during the spring race riots.
  


  
    As the car screeched to a halt and the wail of the siren died away, one of the PCs emerged from the passenger door and ran over to the figure on the pavement. The other remained at the wheel and used the radio to confirm that an ambulance was on its way. Mr Patel could see both officers looking across the street towards his shop, checking the address source of the 999 call, but neither of them came over to him. That could wait. The officers’ gaze turned away as the ambulance, lights flashing and siren wailing, came round the corner. A few gawpers had congregated up and down Paradise Way, but they kept their distance. The police would later try to interview them for witnesses, but merely waste their time. On Meadowdene Grove you watched for fun, but you did not help the fuzz.
  


  
    There were two paramedics, skilled and experienced men. For them, as for the police, procedures are procedures and must be followed to the letter.
  


  
    ‘It looks like a mugging and a kicking,’ the constable kneeling beside the body remarked. ‘Possibly a bad one.’
  


  
    The paramedics nodded and went to work. There was no blood flow to staunch, so the first priority was to stabilize the neck. Victims of crash and beating trauma can be finished off there and then if the cervical vertebrae have already been damaged and are then abused even more by unskilled manhandling. The two men quickly fitted a semi-rigid collar to prevent the neck from wobbling side to side.
  


  
    The next procedure was to get him onto a spine board to immobilize both neck and back. That was done right there on the pavement. Only then could the man be lifted onto a gurney and hefted into the back of the ambulance. The paramedics were quick and efficient. Within five minutes of swerving into the kerbside they were ready to roll.
  


  
    ‘I’ll have to come with you,’ said the constable on the pavement, ‘he might make a statement.’
  


  
    Professionals in the emergency services know pretty exactly who does what and why. It saves time. The paramedic nodded. The ambulance was his territory and he was in charge, but the police had a job to do, too. He already knew that the chances of the injured man uttering a word were out of the window, so he just muttered, ‘Stay out of the way. This is a bad one.’
  


  
    The constable clambered aboard and sat well up forward, close to the bulkhead of the driving compartment; the driver slammed the doors and ran to his cab. His partner bent over the man on the gurney. Two seconds later the ambulance was racing down Paradise Way, past the staring onlookers, its high-pitched siren scream clearing a path as it swerved into the traffic-choked High Road. The constable clung on and watched another pro at work.
  


  
    Airway, always clear the airway. A blockage of blood and mucus in the windpipe can choke a patient to death almost as fast as a bullet. The paramedic used a suction pump which yielded a small amount of mucus, the sort a smoker might contain, but little blood. Air passage free, breathing shallow but sufficient to sustain life. To be safe, the paramedic clamped an oxygen mask with attached reservoir bag over the swollen face. It was the rapid swelling that worried him; he knew the sign too well.
  


  
    Pulse check: regular but already too fast, another possible sign of cerebral trauma. The Glasgow Coma Scale measures the alertness of the human brain on a scale of 15. Fully awake and completely alert gives 15 over 15. A test showed the patient was 11 over 15 and falling. A figure of 3 is deep coma, under that – death.
  


  
    ‘Royal London,’ he shouted over the wail of the siren. ‘A and E plus neuro.’
  


  
    The driver nodded, went through a major crossroads against the lights as cars and trucks pulled over, then changed tack towards Whitechapel. The Royal London Hospital in Whitechapel Road has an advanced neurosurgical unit; one nearer to the ambulance’s position did not, but if ‘neuro’ were needed, the extra few driving minutes would pay dividends.
  


  
    The driver was talking to his control, giving his exact position in South Tottenham, estimated time of arrival at the Royal London, and asking for a complete Accident and Emergency trauma team to be ready and waiting.
  


  
    The paramedic in the back was right. One of the possible call signs of major head injury, particularly after an assault, is that the soft tissue of the entire face and head swells rapidly to a great, bloated, unrecognizable gargoyle. The face of the injured man had begun swelling back on the pavement; by the time the ambulance swerved into the A and E bay at the Royal, the face was like a football. The doors crashed open; the gurney was lowered into the care of the trauma team. There were three doctors under the command of the consultant, Mr Carl Bateman; these were an anaesthetist and two juniors; there were also three nurses.
  


  
    They enveloped the gurney, lifted the patient (still on the spine board) onto one of their own trolleys and wheeled him away.
  


  
    ‘I’ll need my spine board back,’ shouted the paramedic, but no-one heard him. He would have to collect it the next day. The policeman scrambled out.
  


  
    ‘Where do I go?’ he asked.
  


  
    ‘In there,’ said the paramedic, ‘but don’t get in the way.’
  


  
    The constable nodded obediently and trotted through the swing doors, still hoping for a statement. The only one he got was from a senior staff nurse.
  


  
    ‘Sit there,’ she said, ‘and don’t get in the way.’
  


  
    Within half an hour Paradise Way was a buzz of activity. A uniformed inspector from the Dover Street police station, known simply in those parts as the Dover ‘nick’, had taken charge. The street up and down from the attack site had been cordoned off with striped tape. A dozen officers were quartering the area, concentrating on the shops along the parade and the six floors of flats that stood above them. The apartments across the road from the scene of the crime were of particular interest, for anyone looking out and down might well have seen it all. But it was uphill work. Reactions varied from genuine apology through bovine denial to outright abuse. The door-knocking went on.
  


  
    The inspector had quickly called for a fellow-rank officer from CID, for it was clear this was a job for detectives. At the Dover nick DI Jack Burns had been summoned from a half-drunk and much-treasured cup of tea in the canteen to the presence of Detective Superintendent Alan Parfitt to be told to take over the Paradise Way mugging. He protested that he was handling a chain of car thefts, a hit-and-run and was due in court the next morning. To no avail. Shortage of staff, he was told. August, bloody August, he growled as he left.
  


  
    He arrived at the scene with his partner Detective Sergeant Luke Skinner just about the same time as the POLSA team. The Police Search units do an unlovely job. Dressed in heavy-duty overalls and protective gloves, their task is to search the areas round crime scenes for clues. Clues are not always obvious at first glance so the general rule is to grab it, bag it and find out what it is later. The job can also be very mucky, involving crawling on hands and knees in some rather unpleasant places. The Meadowdene Grove estate was not a pleasant place.
  


  
    ‘There’s a missing wallet, Jack,’ said the uniformed inspector who had already spoken to Mr Patel. ‘And one of the assailants had his nose bloodied. He was holding the hem of his T-shirt to his face as he ran off. May have sprayed blood on the floor.’
  


  
    Burns nodded. While the POLSA searchers scoured the smelly passages of the concrete blocks on hands and knees and the uniformed men tried to find another eyewitness, Jack Burns entered the shop of Mr Veejay Patel.
  


  
    ‘I am Detective Inspector Burns,’ he said, offering his warrant card, ‘and this is DS Skinner. I gather you were the one who made the 999 call?’
  


  
    Mr Patel surprised Jack Burns, who came from Devon and had been three years with the Met, the whole time at Dover nick. In his native county he was accustomed to citizens helping the police where, when and as they could, but north-east London had been a shock. Mr Patel reminded him of Devon. He really wanted to help. He was clear, concise and precise. In a lengthy statement taken down by DS Skinner, he explained exactly what he had seen, and gave clear descriptions of the assailants. Jack Burns warmed to him. If only all cases included a witness like Veejay Patel of Entebbe and Edmonton. Dusk was settling over Meadowdene Grove when he signed DS Skinner’s handwritten statement.
  


  
    ‘I would like you to come down to the station and look at some photographs, if you would, sir,’ said Burns at last. ‘You might be able to spot these two men. It would save an awful lot of time if we knew who we were looking for exactly.’
  


  
    Mr Patel was apologetic.
  


  
    ‘Not tonight, if you please. I am alone in the shop. I close at ten. But tomorrow my brother returns. He has been on holiday, you see. August. I could get away in the morning.’
  


  
    Burns thought. Court appearance at ten thirty. Formal remand. He would have to leave it to Skinner.
  


  
    ‘Eleven o’clock? You know the Dover Street station? Just ask for me at the front desk.’
  


  
    ‘Not often you meet that sort,’ said Skinner as they crossed the road to their car.
  


  
    ‘I like him,’ said Burns. ‘When we get those bastards, I think we might have a result.’
  


  
    On the drive back to Dover Street DI Burns discovered by radio where the injured man had been taken and which constable was watching over him. Five minutes later they were in contact.
  


  
    ‘I want everything he possessed – clothes, effects, the lot – bagged and brought to the nick,’ he told the young officer. ‘And an ID. We still don’t know who he is. When you’ve got it all, call up and we’ll send a replacement for you.’
  


  
    Mr Carl Bateman was not concerned either for the name and address of the man on the trolley, or yet who had done these things to him. His concern was keeping him alive. From the docking bay, the trolley had come straight through to the resuscitation room where the A and E team went to work. Mr Bateman was sure there were multiple injuries inflicted here, but the rules were clear: life-threatening first, the rest can wait. So he went through the ABCD procedure.
  


  
    A is for airway. The paramedic had done a good job. Airway was clear, despite a slight wheezing. The neck was immobilized.
  


  
    B is for breathing. The consultant had the jacket and shirt torn open, then went over the chest area both front and back with a stethoscope.
  


  
    He detected a couple of cracked ribs but they, like the mashed knuckles of the left hand and the broken teeth in the mouth, were not life-threatening and could wait. Despite the ribs, the patient was still breathing regularly. There is little point in performing spectacular orthopaedic surgery if the patient decides to stop breathing. The pulse worried him; it had left the normal 80 mark and climbed above 100. Too fast: a probable sign of inner trauma.
  


  
    C is for circulation. In less than a minute, Mr Bateman had two intravenous catheters in place. One drained off 20 millilitres of blood for immediate analysis; then, while the rest of the examination proceeded, a litre of crystalloid fluid went into each arm.
  


  
    D is for disability. This was not good. The face and head were hardly recognizable as belonging to a human being and the Glasgow Scale showed the man was now 6 over 15 and fading dangerously. There was serious cerebral damage here, and not for the first time Carl Bateman thanked the unknown paramedic who had spent a few extra minutes getting the man to the Royal and its neuro unit.
  


  
    He called up the scanner unit and told them he would have his patient there in five minutes. Then the consultant called his colleague Mr Paul Willis, the senior neurosurgeon.
  


  
    ‘I think I must have a major intra-cranial haematoma here, Paul. Glasgow is now at five and still dropping.’
  


  
    ‘Get him in as soon as you have a scan for me,’ said the neurosurgeon.
  


  
    When he was knocked down the man had been wearing socks and shoes, underpants, shirt – open at the neck, trousers held up by a belt, jacket and a light raincoat. Everything below the waist was not a problem and had simply been pulled down. To prevent jolting of the neck and head, the raincoat, jacket and shirt were just cut off. Then everything was bagged, pocket contents still in place, and given to the delighted constable waiting outside. He was soon replaced and able to take his trophies back to Dover Street and an expectant Jack Burns.
  


  
    The scanner confirmed Carl Bateman’s worst fears. The man was haemorrhaging into the brain cavity. The blood was pressing upon the brain itself with a force that would soon prove lethal or irreversible.
  


  
    At eight fifteen the patient entered brain surgery. Mr Willis, guided by the scans that showed exactly where the intra-cranial pressure was being exerted, could reach the haematoma with a single insertion. Three small holes were drilled in the skull, then linked with saw-cuts to create a perfect triangle, the standard operation.
  


  
    With this triangle of bone removed, the haematoma was drained of the blood causing the pressure, and the damaged arteries leaking into the brain cavity were tied off. With the blood sacs gone, the pressure was eased and the brain was able to expand back into the full space that had been its natural area.
  


  
    The triangle of bone was replaced and the flap of scalp stitched over it. Heavy bandaging would keep both in place until nature could take its course and heal. Despite the damage, Mr Willis was hopeful that he had been in time.
  


  
    The body is a weird contraption. It can die from bee stings or recover from massive trauma. When a haematoma is removed and the brain allowed to expand back to its full cavity size, patients can simply recover consciousness and perform quite lucidly within days. No-one would know for twenty-four hours, until the anaesthesia wore off. By day two, without recovery, there would be cause for concern. Mr Willis scrubbed off, changed and went home to St John’s Wood.
  


  
    ‘Bugger all,’ said Jack Burns, staring at the clothes and personal effects. The latter included a half-smoked pack of cigarettes, half a box of matches, assorted coins, a soiled handkerchief and a single key on a ribbon, apparently for a house door somewhere. These had come from the trousers. From the jacket, nothing. Whatever else the man had carried, the wallet must have contained it all.
  


  
    ‘A neat man,’ said Skinner, who had been examining the clothes. ‘Shoes, cheap and patched, but an effort has been made at a shine. Trousers, cheap, worn, but a crease down each front leg, made by an iron. Shirt, frayed at neck and cuffs, but also ironed. A man with no money, but trying to keep up appearances.’
  


  
    ‘Well, I wish he’d kept a credit card or a letter addressed to himself in a back trouser pocket,’ said Burns, who was still plodding through the endless form-filling required of today’s policeman. ‘I’ll have to log him as a UAM for the moment.’
  


  
    The Americans would call him a John Doe. The London Met refers to an Unidentified Adult Male. It was still warm, but the night was pitch-black when the two detectives locked away the paperwork and saw they had time for a quick pint before going home.
  


  
    A mileaway, the neat man lay face up in the intensive care unit of the Royal London, breathing shallow but regular, pulse still too high, checked every now and then by the night sister.
  


  
    Jack Burns took a long draught of his beer.
  


  
    ‘Who the hell is he?’ he complained to no-one in particular.
  


  
    ‘Don’t worry, guv, we’ll find out soon enough,’ said Luke Skinner. But he was wrong.
  


  
    DAY TWO – WEDNESDAY
  


  
    For DI Jack Burns it was a brutally busy day. It brought two triumphs, two disappointments and a host of still unanswered questions. But that was par for the course. Rarely is a detective blessed with a case wrapped up like a Christmas parcel simply being delivered to his desk.
  


  
    His first success was with Mr Patel. The shopkeeper was at the front desk on the dot of eleven, as eager to help as ever.
  


  
    ‘I would like you to look at some photographs,’ said Burns when they were seated in front of what looked like a TV screen. In his younger days the Criminal Records Office photos, known throughout the force as the mug shots, were contained in a large album, or several such, shielded behind plastic sheeting. Burns still preferred the old way, for the witness could flip forward and back until he had made his choice. But the process was now electronic, and the faces flashed up on the screen.
  


  
    There were 100 to start with, and they covered some of the ‘hard cases’ known to the police in the immediate north-east quadrant of London. Not that 100 was the limit, not by a long way, but Burns began with a selection all known to the Dover nick. Mr Veejay Patel turned out to be a detective’s dream.
  


  
    As number 28 flashed up he said, ‘That one.’
  


  
    They were staring at a brutish face combining considerable stupidity with equal malevolence. Beefy, shorn skull, earring.
  


  
    ‘You are sure? Never seen him before? Never been in your shop, for example?’
  


  
    ‘No, not this one. But he was the one who took the blow to the nose.’
  


  
    Mark Price, said the caption, and there was an identification number. At 77, Mr Patel got his second, the one with a long sallow face and lank hair falling to the ear lobes on each side. Harry Cornish. He had no doubt on either face and had not even paused for more than a second or two for any of the other faces. Burns closed the machine down. The CRO would come up with the full files on each man.
  


  
    ‘When I have traced and arrested these men, I shall ask you to attend an identification parade,’ said Burns. The shopkeeper nodded. He was willing. When he had gone, Luke Skinner remarked, ‘Strewth, guv, we could do with a few more like him.’
  


  
    While waiting for the CRO computer to come up with the full files on Price and Cornish, Jack Burns put his head round the corner of the CID squad room. The man he wanted was poring over a desk. More form-filling.
  


  
    ‘Charlie, got a minute?’
  


  
    Charlie Coulter was still a detective sergeant, but older than Burns, and he had been on the plot at Dover nick for fifteen years. When it came to local villains he knew them all.
  


  
    ‘Those two?’ he snorted. ‘Right animals, Jack. Bags of form. Not local; moved in about three years ago. Mostly small, low-intelligence stuff. Bag-snatching, mugging, pilfering, brawling, football hooligans. Plus some actual bodily harm. Both done time. Why?’
  


  
    ‘This time it’s grievous bodily harm,’ said Burns. ‘Kicked some old man into a coma yesterday. Got an address for them?’
  


  
    ‘Not offhand,’ said Coulter. ‘The last I heard they shared a squat somewhere off the High Road.’
  


  
    ‘Not on the Grove?’
  


  
    ‘Don’t think so. That’s not normally their patch. They must have been visiting, on the off chance.’
  


  
    ‘Do they run with a gang?’
  


  
    ‘Nope. Loners. They just hang around with each other.’
  


  
    ‘Gay?’
  


  
    ‘No record of it. Probably not. Cornish was done for an indecent assault. On a woman. It fell through. She changed her mind. Probably frightened off by Price.’
  


  
    ‘Druggies?’
  


  
    ‘Not known for it. Boozers, more like it. Pub brawls a speciality.’
  


  
    At that point Coulter’s phone rang and Burns left him alone. The CRO files came through and gave an address. Burns went to see his Chief Super, Alan Parfitt, and got permission for what he wanted. By two p.m. a magistrate had signed a search warrant for the named premises, two licensed officers had drawn sidearms from the armoury. Burns, Skinner and six others, one toting a door-rammer, made up the team of ten.
  


  
    The raid was at three. The house was old and scrofulous, destined for demolition once the developer had acquired the entire row; in the interim, it was boarded up and services had been cut off.
  


  
    The peeling door sustained one very perfunctory knock, then the rammer splintered the lock and they were running up the stairs. The two thugs lived on the first floor up, in a pair of rooms that had never been much but were now a tip of considerable squalor. Neither man was at home. The two Armed Response officers holstered their guns and the search began.
  


  
    The rummage team were looking for anything and everything. A wallet, former contents thereof, clothing, boots... They were not especially gentle. If the place had been a tawdry squat when they arrived, it was hardly home-sweet-home when they left. But they came up with only one trophy. Rolled up and tossed behind a shabby old sofa was a grubby T-shirt, its front crusted with blood. It was bagged and tagged. All other items of clothing went the same way. If forensic could find fibres on anything that must have come from the victim’s clothing, that match would put the thugs on the spot, at the time, and in physical contact with the limping man.
  


  
    While the searchers did their business, Burns and Skinner quartered the street. Most neighbours knew the two thugs by sight, none spoke favourably of them, mainly because of their habit of rolling home drunk and noisy in the small hours, and no-one knew where they were or might be in the middle of an August afternoon.
  


  
    Back at the station Jack Burns started on the telephone. He asked for an ‘all points’ on the missing men, made one quick call with a simple enquiry to Mr Carl Bateman, the A and E surgeon at the Royal London, and then rang around the A and E departments at three other hospitals. A junior doctor at the St Anne’s Road hospital came up trumps.
  


  
    ‘Gotcha,’ shouted Burns as he put the phone down. There is a hunter instinct in a good detective, the knowledge of a nice adrenalin rush when the evidence is coming together. He turned to DS Skinner.
  


  
    ‘Get down to St Anne’s. Find a Dr Melrose in A and E. Get a full signed statement. Take a photo of Mark Price for identification. Get a photocopy of the accident log for the whole of yesterday afternoon. Then bring it all back here.’
  


  
    ‘What happened?’ asked Skinner, catching the mood.
  


  
    ‘A man answering to Price’s description wandered in there yesterday with a sore nose. Dr Melrose discovered it was broken in two places. When we find him, that hooter will be reset and heavily strapped. And Melrose will give us a firm ID.’
  


  
    ‘When was this, guv?’
  


  
    ‘Guess. Just on five p.m. yesterday afternoon.’
  


  
    ‘Three hours after the punch in Paradise Way. We’re going to get a result on this one.’
  


  
    ‘Yes, lad, I think we are. Now get over there.’
  


  
    While Skinner was away, Burns took a call from the sergeant who had led the POLSA team. It was disappointing. Before sundown the previous day they had scoured every inch of that estate on hands and knees. They had crawled into every nook and cranny, examined every passage and alley, culled every patch of weary grass and every slick gutter. They had removed and emptied the only five public garbage cans they could find.
  


  
    They had a collection of used condoms, dirty syringes and greasy food wrappings typical of such a place. But they had no blood and no wallet.
  


  
    Cornish must have stuffed the stolen wallet into one of his own pockets until he could examine the prize at his leisure. Cash he would have taken and spent, the rest he would have thrown away somewhere, but not on the Meadowdene Grove estate. And he lived half a mile away. That was a big area, too many trash cans, too many alleys, too many builders’ skips. It could be anywhere. It could, O blessed joy, still be in one of his pockets. Neither he nor Price would ever be contestants on Mastermind.
  


  
    As for Price, stuffing his T-shirt over his bleeding nose must have kept the blood from falling to the pavement until he was well clear of the estate. Still, one superb eyewitness and the evidence of the broken nose at St Anne’s just three hours after the punch was not bad for a day’s work.
  


  
    His next call was from Mr Bateman. That, too, was a slight disappointment, but not disastrous. His last call was a beauty. It came from DS Coulter, who had more snouts out in the territory than anyone else. A whisper down the line had told him Cornish and Price were playing pool at a hall in Dalston.
  


  
    Luke Skinner was entering the front lobby as Burns came down the stairs. He had a complete statement from Dr Melrose, positive ID and a copy of the treatment log in which Price had identified himself under his true name. Burns told him to lock up the evidence and join him in the car.
  


  
    The two thugs were still playing pool when the police arrived. Burns kept it short and businesslike. He had back-up in the form of a police van with six uniformed men who now protected all the doors. The other pool players just watched with the engaged curiosity of those not in trouble observing someone who is.
  


  
    Price glared at Burns with piggy eyes flanking a broad band of plaster over the bridge of his nose.
  


  
    ‘Mark Price, I am arresting you on suspicion of grievous bodily harm on an unidentified adult male at or about two twenty p.m. yesterday afternoon at Paradise Way, Edmonton. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’
  


  
    Price shot a panicky glance at Cornish, who evidently passed for the brains of the outfit. Cornish gave a slight shake of his head.
  


  
    ‘Piss off, filth,’ said Price. He was spun around, cuffed and marched out. Two minutes later Cornish followed. Both went into the van with the six constables and the small cavalcade returned to Dover nick.
  


  
    Procedures, always procedures. In the car on the way back, Burns asked for the FMO (force medical officer) to be summoned as a matter of emergency. The last thing he needed was a later claim that police brutality had in any way contributed to that nose. Also, he needed a blood sample to compare with the blood on the T-shirt. If there was any of the victim’s blood on that shirt, that would do it.
  


  
    As he awaited the arrival of a blood sample from the man in the coma, he pondered the disappointing reply from Mr Bateman to his query concerning the right fist.
  


  
    It was going to be a long night. Arrest had been at 7.15 p.m. That gave him twenty-four hours before either his chief superintendent gave him twelve further hours, or the local magistrates gave him a further twenty-four.
  


  
    As arresting officer, he would have to fill out yet another report, signed and witnessed. He would need a sworn statement from the FMO that both men were fit enough to be questioned. He would need every stitch of their clothing and the contents of all pockets, plus blood samples for elimination.
  


  
    Luke Skinner, watching like a hawk, had already made sure neither man jettisoned anything from their pockets as they were arrested and marched out of the pool hall and into the van. But no-one had been able to prevent Cornish telling the police constables that he wanted a lawyer, and fast. Until then, he was saying nothing. This message was not for the policemen; it was for his thick accomplice. And Price got the message, loud and clear.
  


  
    The procedures took over an hour. Dusk was descending. The FMO departed, leaving behind his statement as to the fitness of both men to be questioned, and the state of Price’s nose at the time of arrest.
  


  
    Both thugs were lodged in separate cells, both dressed in paper one-piece overalls. Both had had a cup of tea and would later receive a canteen fry-up. By the book, always by the book.
  


  
    Burns looked in on Price.
  


  
    ‘I want a brief,’ said Price. ‘I ain’t saying nothing.’
  


  
    Cornish was the same. He just smiled and insisted on a lawyer.
  


  
    The duty solicitor was Mr Lou Slade. He was disturbed over his supper, but insisted he wished to see his clients before turning in for the night. He arrived at Dover Street just before nine. He met both his new clients and spent half an hour closeted with them in an interview room.
  


  
    ‘You can now conduct the interviews in my presence if you wish, Detective Inspector,’ he said when he emerged. ‘But I have to say my clients will make no statement. They deny the charge. They say they were nowhere near the place in question at the time in question.’
  


  
    He was an experienced lawyer and had handled similar cases. He had got the measure of his clients and believed not a word, but he had a job to do.
  


  
    ‘If you wish,’ said Burns. ‘But the case is very strong and building steadily. If they went for an admission, I might even believe the victim hit his head on the pavement as he fell. With their records... say, a couple of years in the Ville.’ Pentonville was known locally as the ‘Ville’.
  


  
    Privately, Burns knew there were a score of kick marks on the injured man, and Slade knew he knew.
  


  
    ‘Stinking fish, Mr Burns. And I’m not buying. They intend to deny. I shall want all you have got under the disclosure rules.’
  


  
    ‘In due course, Mr Slade. And I shall need any claim of alibi well in time. But you know the rules as well as I.’
  


  
    ‘How long can you keep them?’ asked Slade.
  


  
    ‘Seven fifteen tomorrow night. Twelve hours extra from my super would not be enough. I’ll almost certainly want an extension in custody from the magistrates tomorrow, around five p.m., the last hearing of the evening.’
  


  
    ‘I shall not oppose,’ said Slade. He knew not to try and waste time. These were two thugs and they had half-killed a man. The magistrates would extend the custody remand without a blink. ‘As for your interviews, I suppose you will insist, even though on my advice they will say nothing.’
  


  
    ‘’Fraid so.’
  


  
    ‘Then as I am sure we both have homes to go to, may I suggest nine tomorrow morning?’
  


  
    It was agreed. Slade went home. Price and Cornish were locked up for the night. Burns had one last call to make. When he was connected to the Royal London he asked for the duty nurse in the ICU. The injured man might, just might, have come to.
  


  
    Mr Paul Willis was also working late that night. He had operated on a young motorcyclist who seemed to have tried to break the land-speed record coming down Archway Hill. The neurosurgeon had done his best, but privately he gave the motorcycle rider a fifty-fifty chance of seeing out the week. He heard about Burns’s call after the staff nurse had put the phone down.
  


  
    The twenty-four hours since anaesthetic was administered had elapsed. With its effects gone, he would have hoped for the first signs of stirring. Before heading home he went to look again at the limping man.
  


  
    There was no change. The monitors indicated a regular heartbeat, but the blood pressure was still too high, one of the signs of brain damage. On the Glasgow Scale the patient still hovered around 3 over 15, deep coma.
  


  
    ‘I’ll give it another thirty-six hours,’ he told the staff nurse. ‘I was hoping to get away this weekend, but I’ll come in on Saturday morning. Unless there is a happy sign of recovery, in which case, not. Would you leave a note that I be informed of a change for the better, either here or at home? If there’s no change by Saturday, nine a.m., I’ll want a rescan. Please book it for me.’
  


  
    The second day ended with Price and Cornish, stuffed with fried food, snoring ox-like in their cells at Dover Street nick. The victim lay on his back wired to three monitoring machines under a low blue light, locked into some faraway private world.
  


  
    Mr Willis cast thoughts of patients from his mind for a while and watched an old Clint Eastwood spaghetti western in his elegant house in St John’s Wood Terrace. DS Luke Skinner was just in time for a date with a very pretty drama student from the Hampstead School whom he had met in the crush bar at a Beethoven concert a month earlier. This was the sort of taste (Beethoven, not girls) that he emphatically did not discuss in the Dover nick canteen.
  


  
    DI Jack Burns returned to rustle up some baked beans on toast in an otherwise empty house in Camden Town, wishing that Jenny and the boys would return from their holiday at Salcombe, in his native Devon, where he dearly wished he could have joined them. August, he thought, bloody August.
  


  
    DAY THREE – THURSDAY
  


  
    The interviews with Price and Cornish turned out to be useless. It was not Jack Burns’s fault; he was a skilled and experienced interrogator. He took Price first, knowing him to be the more dense of the two. With Lou Slade sitting quietly by his client’s side, Burns took the line of sweet reason.
  


  
    ‘Look, Mark, we’ve got you bang to rights. There’s a witness, saw it all. Everything. Start to finish. And he is going to testify.’
  


  
    He waited. Nothing.
  


  
    ‘For the tape, my client declines to make a statement,’ murmured Slade.
  


  
    ‘Then he hit you right on the nose, Mark. Broke your ruddy hooter. No wonder you lost your rag. Why on earth did an old guy like that do it?’
  


  
    Price might have muttered, ‘I dunno,’ or, ‘Stupid old git.’ That would have gone down well with the jury. Admission of presence at the scene. Bang goes any alibi. Price glared but stayed silent.
  


  
    ‘Then there’s your blood, Mark. Pouring out the broken nose. We’ve got samples, laddie.’
  


  
    He was careful not to say he only had blood from the T-shirt, not the pavement, but he did not tell an untruth. Price shot a panicky glance at Slade, who also looked worried. Privately the lawyer knew that if samples of his client’s blood, proved by DNA tests to be Price’s blood and no-one else’s, had been found on the pavement close to the beaten man, there would be no defence. But he still had time for a change of plea, if necessary. Under the disclosure rules, he would insist on everything Burns had got, and long before any trial. So he just shook his head, and Price’s silence went on.
  


  
    Burns gave each defendant an hour of his best efforts, then packed it in.
  


  
    ‘I shall need to make an application for extension of police custody,’ he told Slade when Price and Cornish were back in their cells. ‘Four this afternoon?’
  


  
    Slade nodded. He would be present, but say virtually nothing. There would be no point.
  


  
    ‘And I am setting up two identity parades for tomorrow morning at St Anne’s Road. If I get two results, I shall go for a formal charge and then a remand in custody,’ he added. Slade nodded and left.
  


  
    As he drove back to his office, the duty solicitor had little doubt this was not going to go his clients’ way. Burns was good at his job: meticulous, thorough, not given to silly mistakes that the defence could exploit. He also thought privately that his clients were guilty as hell. He had seen their record sheets and so would the magistrates that afternoon. Whoever the mystery witness was, if he was a respectable person and stuck to his guns, Price and Cornish would not be seeing much daylight for a long time.
  


  
    Years before, the police used to carry out identity parades inside the station. The new method was to have Identification Suites dotted at various places around the city. The nearest to Dover nick was in St Anne’s Road, just down the pavement from the hospital where Dr Melrose worked and Price had had his nose attended to. It was a more efficient system. Each suite was equipped with the latest in parade platform, lighting and one-way mirrors through which the identification could be made without the chance that a real hard case could ‘eyeball’ the witness and terrify him into silence without a word being said. The suites also had an on-call panel of men and women of different sizes and aspects to make up the parade at short notice. These volunteers were paid £15 to appear, stand in line and then walk out again. Burns asked for two parades, giving careful descriptions of his prisoners, for eleven a.m. the next day.
  


  
    Luke Skinner was left to handle the media, to whom Burns had a deep aversion. Anyway, the DS did it better. He was that fairly rare phenomenon, the public-school-educated policeman, with a polish much mocked in the canteen, but very useful on occasion.
  


  
    All press enquiries had to funnel through Scotland Yard, which had an entire bureau dedicated to public affairs, and they had asked for a brief statement. It was still a low-interest case, but apart from a serious wounding there was also a missing-person angle. Skinner’s problem was that he had no good description and certainly no picture, because the injured man was simply unsketchable with his bloated head swathed in bandage.
  


  
    So Skinner would simply appeal for anyone who had gone missing from home or work in the Tottenham/Edmonton area the previous Tuesday and had not been seen since. A man who walked with a pronounced limp, between fifty and fifty-five, short grey hair, medium height, medium build. August was a thin month for news; the media might carry the item, but not intensively.
  


  
    Nevertheless, there was one paper that might give the item a good run and he had a contact on it. He had lunch with the reporter on the Edmonton and Tottenham Express, the local rag that covered the whole area of the Dover Street nick. The reporter took notes and promised to do what he could.
  


  
    The civil courts may go into recess for a long vacation in the summer, but the network of criminal courts never ceases to labour. Over 90 per cent of lawbreaking is handled by the magistrates’ courts and the processes of the law have much to go on seven days a week and every week in the year. Much of the day-to-day work is carried out by lay magistrates who take no pay but work as a civic duty. They handle the mass of minor offences – traffic violations, issuing of warrants for arrest or search, drinking-licence extensions, minor theft, affray. And the granting of extensions to police custody or remands to prison to await trial. If a serious case comes before the magistrates’ court, it is the modern custom for a paid stipendiary magistrate, a qualified lawyer, to take the bench, sitting alone.
  


  
    That afternoon, Court No. 3 at the Highbury Corner court was in the charge of three lay magistrates, chaired by Mr Henry Spellar, a retired headmaster. The issue was so simple it took but a few seconds.
  


  
    When it was over, Price and Cornish were led away and driven back to Dover Street. Burns reported to Detective Superintendent Parfitt.
  


  
    ‘How’s it going, Jack?’ asked the head of the whole CID branch at Dover Street.
  


  
    ‘Frustrating, sir. It started fast and well, with an excellent witness who saw it all. Start to finish. Respectable shopkeeper across the road. Good citizen. No hesitation at ID and prepared to testify. I am short of the missing wallet taken from the victim. Plus forensics linking Price and Cornish to the time and the place. I’ve got Price’s broken nose and the treatment of that nose in St Anne’s just three hours later. It tallies perfectly with the eyewitness statement.’
  


  
    ‘So what is holding you?’
  


  
    ‘I need the wallet, linkage to the thugs; I need forensics to hurry up, and I’d like to ID the victim. He’s still a UAM.’
  


  
    ‘Are you going to charge them?’
  


  
    ‘If Mr Patel picks them out of the line tomorrow, yes, sir. They mustn’t walk on this one. They’re both guilty as hell.’
  


  
    Alan Parfitt nodded.
  


  
    ‘All right, Jack. I’ll try and chivvy forensics. Keep me and the CPS informed.’
  


  
    At the Royal London dusk fell again but the man in ICU did not see it. It had been forty-eight hours since the operation; the effects of the anaesthetics were long gone, but he did not flicker. He was still farawayinhis ownworld.
  


  
    DAY FOUR – FRIDAY
  


  
    The newspaper came out and it had given Luke Skinner a good spread. The story was the second lead, front page. The reporter took the angle: Limping Mystery Man – Who Is He? Police Ask. There was a description of the assault and reference to two local men who were ‘helping the police with their inquiries’. This is one of those much-used phrases comparable with hospital bulletins that describe people in absolute agony as being ‘comfortable’. It means the opposite and everyone knows it.
  


  
    The reporter gave a good description of the victim, his height, build, short grey hair and that giveaway limp, then ended with a query in bold capital letters: DID ANYONE SEE THE LIMPING MAN? DS Skinner grabbed a copy and took it to his canteen breakfast. He was pleased with the coverage. A small sidebar mentioned the renewal of custody and a further twenty-four hours.
  


  
    At eleven, Price and Cornish were taken by van to the St Anne’s Road ID suite. Burns and Skinner followed, with Mr Patel. There were two parades, each with the suspect and eight others of roughly similar appearance. Due to the state of Price’s nose, the other eight burly men in his parade had a strip of plaster across the bridge.
  


  
    Mr Patel did not hesitate. Within twenty minutes he had positively identified both men and again confirmed he would testify to what he had said in his statement. Burns was happy. Neither thug had seen him, neither ran with a gang; with luck Mr Patel would remain unintimidated.
  


  
    They drove him back to his shop. The volunteers were paid and left. Price and Cornish were restored to the cells where Burns intended to charge them formally when he returned.
  


  
    He and Skinner were entering the nick to do precisely that when the desk sergeant called out.
  


  
    ‘Jack, there was a call for you.’ He studied a notepad. ‘A Miss Armitage. A florist.’
  


  
    Burns was puzzled. He had ordered no flowers. On the other hand, Jenny was returning in another week. A bunch of flowers might help with the romantic side of things. Good idea.
  


  
    ‘Something about a limping man,’ said the sergeant.
  


  
    Burns took the address and went back to the car with Skinner.
  


  
    The Misses Armitage, twin sisters of many summers, ran a small flower shop on the Upper High Road. Half of their wares were inside the shop, half displayed on the pavement. The latter blooms fought a battle for survival with the billowing clouds of fumes from the juggernauts heading south towards Highbury or north to the industrial Midlands.
  


  
    ‘It might be the man,’ said Miss Verity Armitage. ‘He seems to answer the description. You did say Tuesday morning, did you not?’
  


  
    DI Burns assured her that Tuesday morning would have been about right.
  


  
    ‘He bought a bunch of flowers. Not an expensive one, in fact about the cheapest in the shop. Oxeye daisies, half a dozen. From his appearance he did not have much money, poor dear. And the paper says he has been injured.’
  


  
    ‘Badly hurt, ma’am. He cannot speak. He is in a coma. How did he pay?’
  


  
    ‘Oh, cash.’
  


  
    ‘In coins, from his trouser pocket?’
  


  
    ‘No. He produced a five-pound note. From a wallet. I recall that he dropped it and I picked it up for him because of his leg.’
  


  
    ‘What kind of wallet?’
  


  
    ‘Cheap. Plastic. Black. And then I gave it back to him.’
  


  
    ‘Did you see where he put it?’
  


  
    ‘In his pocket. Jacket pocket. Inside.’
  


  
    ‘Could you show me a bunch of oxeye daisies?’
  


  
    They lunched back at the Dover Street canteen. Burns was glum, disappointed. A credit card would have left a record: name, and from the credit company an address or a bank account. Anything. But cash...
  


  
    ‘What would you do, on an afternoon in August, with a bunch of flowers?’ he asked Skinner.
  


  
    ‘Take it to a girlfriend? Give it to your mum?’
  


  
    Both men pushed their plates aside and frowned over the mugs of tea.
  


  
    ‘Sir?’
  


  
    The voice was timorous and came from further down the long table. It was from a WPC, very young, just arrived from training school. Jack Burns looked down the table.
  


  
    ‘Mmm?’
  


  
    ‘It’s just an idea. Are you talking about the limping man?’
  


  
    ‘Yes. And I could use a good idea. What’s yours?’
  


  
    She blushed a fetching pink. Very new PCs do not usually interrupt detective inspectors.
  


  
    ‘If he was walking where he was, sir, he would have been heading for the High Road five hundred yards ahead. And the buses. But five hundred yards behind him is the cemetery.’
  


  
    Burns put down his mug.
  


  
    ‘What are you doing now?’ he asked the girl.
  


  
    ‘Sorting files, sir.’
  


  
    ‘That can wait. We’re going to look at a cemetery. Come along.’
  


  
    Skinner drove, as usual. The WPC, who came from the borough, directed. It was a big cemetery, hundreds of graves, in rows. Council owned and ill maintained. They started at one corner and began to patrol, taking a row of headstones each. It took nearly an hour. The girl found it first.
  


  
    They were withered, of course, but they were oxeye daisies, dying in a jam jar of stale water. The headstone indicated that it covered the earthly remains of Mavis June Hall. There was a date of birth, the date of death and the letters RIP. She had been dead twenty years and even then she would have been seventy.
  


  
    ‘Look at the date of birth, guv. August 1906. Last Tuesday was her birthday.’
  


  
    ‘But who the hell was she to the limping man?’
  


  
    ‘His mum, perhaps.’
  


  
    ‘Maybe. So perhaps his name is Hall,’ said Burns.
  


  
    They drove back past the Armitage flower shop and Miss Verity identified the daisies as almost certainly hers. At the Dover nick, Skinner contacted the Missing Persons Bureau for the name Hall. There were three, but two were women and one a child.
  


  
    ‘Someone must have known this bugger. Why don’t they report him missing?’ fumed Burns. It was getting to be one frustration after another.
  


  
    The pretty and bright WPC went back to her files. Burns and Skinner went down to the cells where Price and Cornish were formally charged with inflicting grievous bodily harm on an unidentified adult male. At quarter to four they set off for Highbury Corner, where the chief clerk had exceptionally managed to find a last-minute slot in the sitting schedule. This time, the two thugs would not be returning to Dover Street. Burns intended that they should be lodged in a real prison on a week’s remand, probably Pentonville.
  


  
    Things had changed at the court. They were in Number 1 this time, where the prisoner’s dock is dead centre, facing the bench, rather than in one corner. The magistrate was now a stipendiary, or ‘stipe’, in the form of the experienced and highly qualified Mr Jonathan Stein.
  


  
    Price and Cornish arrived by police van again, but another van in the livery of HM Prison Service was on standby to take them to jail. Mr Lou Slade was at his table facing the bench, but for the CPS a young barrister would make the remand submission.
  


  
    Years ago, it was the police who handled their own prosecutions up to and through the magistrates’ courts and many old-timers preferred it that way. But for a long time all prosecutions have been handled from the first appearance to the final trial, if any, by the unified structure of the Crown Prosecution Service. Among their tasks is to assess whether a police-prepared case has a realistic chance of a conviction before a judge and jury. If the CPS thinks not, the case is withdrawn. More than one disgruntled detective, seeing a case on which he has worked long and hard against a real villain withdrawn from the lists, has referred to the CPS as the Criminal Protection Service. It is not always a happy relationship.
  


  
    A big problem with the CPS is that it is underfunded, overstretched and pays in peanuts. As a predictable result, it is sometimes regarded as a mere stepping stone for the young and inexperienced before they move into private practice and on to better things.
  


  
    Miss Prabani Sundaran was very bright and very pretty, the apple of her Sri Lankan-born parents’ eye. She was also on her first major case. But this should not have been a problem.
  


  
    The remand in custody was going to be a formality. There was no way Mr Stein was going to grant bail to Price and Cornish. Their records for violence were appalling and he had them in front of him. Remands can only last for a week, so there would be several more yet to come before the defence was chosen, engaged, prepared and ready. Then would come the process of committal, when the prosecution evidence would be produced in full and the magistrate would commit the thugs for trial at the Crown Court, complete with judge and jury. By then, Miss Sundaran would be assisting a full-fledged Treasury Counsel, possibly even a Queen’s Counsel, who would be engaged by the CPS to try to achieve a conviction. All she had to do was go through the motions. The procedures, just the procedures.
  


  
    At a nod from Mr Stein she rose and, reading from her notes, gave the briefest outline of the charge. Slade rose.
  


  
    ‘My clients will deny the charge and in due course will enter a full defence,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘We seek a remand in custody for one week, sir,’ said Miss Sundaran.
  


  
    ‘Mr Slade?’ The stipe was asking if Mr Slade intended to ask for bail. Slade shook his head. Mr Stein gave a wintry smile.
  


  
    ‘Very wise. Remanded in custody for one week. I shall...’ He peered at both lawyers over his half-moons. ‘Put this down to be heard before me next Friday morning.’
  


  
    The entire court knew perfectly well that he meant he would listen to, and grant, a further remand in custody for another week, and so on until both prosecution and defence were ready for committal to Crown Court.
  


  
    Price and Cornish, still handcuffed but now flanked by prison officers, disappeared below decks in the direction of the Ville. Mr Slade went back to his office knowing that by Monday morning he would have an answer to his application for Legal Aid. His clients clearly had no assets with which to pay for their own defence, and he would have to try to find a barrister from one of the four Inns of Court to take the case for pretty small pickings.
  


  
    He already had in mind a couple of chambers whose all-powerful chief clerks would consider it, but he knew he would probably get a freshly qualified sprog who needed the experience or an old blowhard who needed the fee. No matter. In an increasingly violent world a GBH does not set the Thames on fire.
  


  
    Jack Burns returned to Dover Street. His desk was full. He still had a huge workload, now forming a backlog. And on the matter of the limping man he had some problems to solve.
  


  
    DAY FIVE – SATURDAY
  


  
    Mr Paul Willis came in at nine a.m. on the Saturday as promised. There had been no change in his patient and he was becoming worried. The rescan was quickly effected and the surgeon studied the results acutely.
  


  
    There was certainly no fresh haematoma to account for the continuing coma. The blood vessels he had tied off remained leak-proof. No blood was pressing on the brain. It had expanded quickly to its full and usual size. No fresh leaks had developed to create pressure from a different source.
  


  
    And yet, intra-cranial pressure remained too high, and blood pressure was the same. He began to fear the neurosurgeon’s nightmare. If there had been catastrophic and diffuse axonal injury inflicted by those kicks, it would not show up, even on the scan. But if the brain stem or cortex was damaged beyond self-repair, the man would remain in a permanent vegetative state until the life-support system was switched off, or he would simply die. He resolved to do brain-stem tests after the weekend. Meanwhile, his wife was much looking forward to the lunch party in Oxfordshire with the people they had met in Corfu and she was waiting downstairs in the car. He looked down at his patient once again and left.
  


  
    The adoo were coming out of the dead ground near the old stone fort and there were scores of them. He had seen them before on his tour with B Squadron in this bitter and secret war, but they had been distant figures against the dun brown hills and appearing in ones and twos. This was a full-scale mass attack and the fanatical bastards were swarming everywhere.
  


  
    There were only ten of them, him and his mates; plus about fifty mixed askaris from the north, local gendarmes and some levies, the untrained and wild-firing firgas. Among his mob there were two ‘Ruperts’, two sergeants, a lance corporal and five troopers. He put the adoo already at over 200 and they were coming from all sides.
  


  
    Lying flat on the roof of the Batthouse, he squinted down the sights of his SLR and slotted three adoo before they even knew where the fire was coming from. Not surprising, the roar of mortars and shells, the chatter of small arms was unremitting.
  


  
    Had it not been for that single shot as the rebs swept over the outpost at Jebel Ali an hour earlier, they would have been finished already. The alert had given them a few minutes to take position before the first wave of attackers swept towards the wire. As it was, sheer numbers were moving the situation from piss-poor to desperate.
  


  
    Down below, he could see the body of an askari face down on the muddy track that passed for Main Street. Captain Mike was still trying to cover the 400 yards to where Corporal Labalaba, the fiercely brave Fijian with half his jaw shot away, was firing the obsolete 25-pounder field gun over open sites at point-blank range into the oncoming waves of tribesmen.
  


  
    Two keffiyeh-covered heads came out from behind the DG fort to his right, so he blew them both off. Three more came over the low ridge to his left. They were trying to drop the ducking and dodging captain in the open ground. He gave them the rest of his magazine, slotted one and discouraged the other two.
  


  
    He rolled over to change magazines and a bloody great rocket from a Carl Gustav screamed over his head. Ten inches lower and he would have been hamburger steak. Below the rafters on which he lay, he could hear his own ‘Rupert’ on the radio to base, asking for a Strikemaster hit and to hell with the low cloud. With a new magazine, he caught another couple of adoo in the open and dropped them both before they could get Captain Mike, who had just disappeared into the gunpit with Medical Orderly Tobin to try to help the two Fijians.
  


  
    He could not know then, but would learn later, that the fearless Labalaba had just taken a second bullet, this time through the forehead and was dead; nor that Tobin was mortally wounded just after patching up Trooper Ti, who had taken three bullets but would still somehow live. By luck, he saw the terrorist who was manning the Carl Gustav that had nearly killed him. The adoo was between two hummocks of sand just by the torn and sagging perimeter wire. With precision, he put a nice cupro-nickel-jacketed 7.62 NATO round straight through his throat. The Carl Gustav went silent, but the numbing blasts from the mortars and one remaining 75mm recoilless rifle the adoo were using went on.
  


  
    At last, somehow, the Strikemasters came, racing in off the sea below cloud no more than 100 feet up. Bombs and strafing finally broke the will of the adoo to carry on. The attack wavered and then fell apart. They began to run, carrying their wounded and most of their dead with them. Later he would learn that he and his mates had fought off between 300 and 400 of them, and sent about a 100 to paradise.
  


  
    Lying on his roof as the firing died, he began to laugh with relief and wondered what Auntie May would think of him now.
  


  
    In the ICU unit of the Royal London, the limping man was still far, far away.
  


  
    DAY SIX – SUNDAY
  


  
    Jack Burns was a man of simple pleasures and one of them was his Sunday morning lie-in. That day he did not get it. The phone rang at seven fifteen. It was the desk sergeant at Dover nick.
  


  
    ‘There’s a man just come in here who takes his dog for a walk early in the morning,’ said the sergeant.
  


  
    Burns wondered blearily just how long, if he really put his mind to it, it would take to strangle the sergeant.
  


  
    ‘He’s clutching a wallet,’ said the sergeant. ‘Says his dog found it on waste ground, about half a mile from the housing estate.’
  


  
    Burns came awake fast. ‘Cheap, plastic, black?’
  


  
    ‘You’ve seen it?’
  


  
    ‘Keep him there. Do not let him leave. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.’
  


  
    The dog-walker was a pensioner, Mr Robert Whittaker, upright and neat, nursing a cup of tea in one of the interview rooms.
  


  
    Mr Whittaker gave and signed his statement, then left. Burns called the POLSA team and asked the grumpy team leader for an inch-by-inch search of the half-acre of waste ground. He wanted his report by sundown. It had not rained for four days but the sky looked heavy and grey; he did not want any wallet contents degraded by a good soaking.
  


  
    Finally he studied the wallet. He could see slight indentations made by the dog’s teeth, a slick of canine saliva. But what else might it yield? With tweezers, he lifted it into a plastic evidence bag and called Fingerprints. Yes, I know it is a Sunday, he said again, but this is a rush job.
  


  
    During the day the searchers filled eight binliners of rubbish from the patch of waste ground and sere grass alongside Mandela Road and the examination of it lasted into the night.
  


  
    But nothing turned up that could have come from the wallet which, as Mr Whittaker had stated and Burns had confirmed, was completely empty.
  


  
    DAY SEVEN – MONDAY
  


  
    He lay huddled and fearful in the near darkness, a single flickering night light at the end of the room casting strange moving shadows towards the ceiling. Down the length of the orphanage dormitory he could hear the other boys murmuring in sleep and occasionally a whimper from a bad dream. He did not know where he would go, what he would become, now that Mum and Dad were gone. He only knew that he was alone and frightened in this new environment.
  


  
    He might have dozed but he came awake again when the door opened, and there was an oblong of light from the passage outside. Then she was bending over him, gentle hands tucking the sheet and blankets tighter round him, soothing his sweat-damp hair back from his face.
  


  
    ‘Now, now, lad. Not asleep yet? Now, you go to sleep like a good boy, and God and all his angels will look after you until Auntie May comes back in the morning.’
  


  
    Thus comforted, he slipped away into the long, warm darkness of the endless night.
  


  
    It was the duty staff at the ICU in the Royal London. She had tried the Dover nick, but Burns had earlier given the ICU his personal number for emergency calls.
  


  
    ‘DI Burns? Royal London. I am sorry to have to inform you that the patient you were interested in – the unidentified man in intensive care – he died at ten past six this morning.’
  


  
    Jack Burns put down the phone facing another full day. He now had a murder case. At least it would go straight up the priority ladder. There would be a post-mortem and he would have to attend it. The two animals in the Ville would have to be brought back to Highbury and recharged.
  


  
    That meant that the Clerk to the Magistrates would have to be informed, and the defending solicitor, Lou Slade. Procedures, more procedures, but they had to be done and done right. There could be no question of Price and Cornish walking away on a technicality discovered by a clever-dick lawyer. Burns wanted them inside grey stone walls for years and years to come.
  


  
    The Royal London has its own small mortuary and pathology department, and it was here that the PM took place at midday. It was conducted by Home Office pathologist Mr Laurence Hamilton.
  


  
    Odd birds, forensic pathologists, was Burns’s private opinion. They did a job that disgusted him. Some were effulgently cheerful, given to light banter as they cut and sawed a body into bits. Others were more professorial, regarding what they found with boyish enthusiasm, as a lepidopterist finding an amazing new butterfly. Others were dour and spoke in monosyllables. Mr Hamilton was of the first variety. For him, life could not be better nor his job more wonderful.
  


  
    Jack Burns had attended several in his career, but the smell of ether and formaldehyde almost always made him gag. When the disc saw bit into the skull he turned away and looked at the charts on the wall.
  


  
    ‘Good Lord, he’s taken a beating,’ said Hamilton as they surveyed the pale and bruise-covered body lying face up on the slab.
  


  
    ‘Kicked to death. Last Tuesday,’ said Burns. ‘Just took him six days to die.’
  


  
    ‘Unfortunately “death by kicking” is not quite the result I shall have to produce,’ said Hamilton genially. He began to cut, dictating what he found to his theatre sister and the microphone linked to a tape recorder that she held out to him as he moved around the table.
  


  
    It took a good hour. There was a lot of damage and Mr Hamilton spent time on the old wound, the right femur and hip shattered long ago, held together with steel pins, which had caused the man to limp for the rest of his life.
  


  
    ‘Looks as if he was hit by a truck,’ said Hamilton. ‘Terrific damage.’ He pointed out the scars where the bones had come through the flesh and the neater one where the surgeon had opened the victim to get access to the damage.
  


  
    Everything else, and there was much, stemmed from the previous Tuesday: crunched left hand, stamped into the pavement, smashed front teeth, three cracked ribs, broken cheekbone. Burns checked the right fist, but Carl Bateman had been right. There was no damage. Puzzling.
  


  
    ‘Cause of death?’ he asked at length.
  


  
    ‘Well, Mr Burns, it will all be in my official report.’ Of course. He would be a major prosecution witness at the trial. ‘But between you and me, massive axonal damage to the brain. The neurosurgeon did all he could, but he would not have seen this. It doesn’t show on a scan. Assisted by general trauma due to multiple injuries which, though not individually life-threatening, would have had a collective effect. I’ll put him back together for the relatives. Are there relatives?’
  


  
    ‘I don’t know,’ said Burns. ‘I don’t even know who he was.’
  


  
    He spent the afternoon covering all the formalities for the next day: the Clerk to the Magistrates, Pentonville Prison. Lou Slade was suitably regretful. His Legal Aid had come through and he had spent the morning trying to find a barrister to take the case. Like Burns, he had run into the August syndrome; half the people he rang were away. But he thought he had a young junior from King’s Bench Walk who would take it. At least with a murder he would now excite more interest. It is an ill wind...
  


  
    ‘I still have to defend them,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘Don’t try too hard, Mr Slade,’ said Burns and put the phone down.
  


  
    There was bad news in the afternoon, but it was superseded by the good news. Chivvied by Detective Chief Superintendent Parfitt to hurry up, forensics came back with their results. There was nothing in the way of blood or fibre samples on the clothes of Price and Cornish to link them physically with the dead man. The blood on the T-shirt was uniquely from one source, and that was its owner, Price.
  


  
    Burns was philosophical. If the men had wrestled body to body there would have been fibre traces passing from fabric to fabric. Price and Cornish would have been too stupid to be aware of the extraordinary advances in forensic technology of the past twenty years. Clues showed up nowadays that could never have been seen when Burns was a copper on the beat at Paignton.
  


  
    But the limping man had been felled by a punch and a kick behind the knee. On the ground only toecaps had hammered into his body and after twenty-four hours the boots removed from Price and Cornish had been scuffed and dust-covered by a day’s extra use, and yielded nothing that would stand up in court.
  


  
    But the call from Fingerprints made up for it all. There was the dog saliva and three sets of prints. One matched those of the dead man, clearly the owner of the wallet. One set matched those of Mr Whittaker, who had dutifully agreed to have his prints taken after making his statement. The third set were those of Harry Cornish. Burns was so excited that he stood up, phone in hand.
  


  
    ‘You’re sure? No chance of error?’
  


  
    ‘Jack, I need sixteen points of similarity for a perfect match. I’ve got twenty-one. It’s over a hundred per cent.’
  


  
    The technician from Fingerprints would also be a crucial trial witness. Burns thanked him and put the phone down.
  


  
    ‘Gotcha, you bastard,’ he told the potted plant.
  


  
    There was still one remaining problem and it nagged him. Who was the dead man? What brought him to Edmonton? Was it just to put cheap flowers on the grave of a woman long dead? Did he have family, perhaps away at the coast like his own Jenny? Did he have a job and colleagues? Why had no-one noticed him missing? How could he deliver such a smashing blow to Price’s nose and sustain no bruising to the knuckles? And why did he fight back at all, for a miserable wallet with at most a few notes in it?
  


  
    It was Luke Skinner who came up with an idea.
  


  
    ‘The first constable who reached the scene. He bent over the man and saw his face before it began to swell. And the first paramedic, the one who tended him on the pavement and in the ambulance. If we put them together with a police artist...?’
  


  
    Burns traced the paramedic through the London Ambulance Service and the man, hearing his patient had died, agreed to help. He was on an early shift the next day, but could be free after two p.m. and would happily give his time.
  


  
    The police constable was right there in Dover Street station and was traced through the duty roster and incidents log. A skilled police sketch artist agreed to come up from Scotland Yard the next day at two.
  


  
    Burns finished his day in a long tactics session with Alan Parfitt. The chief of detectives examined every scrap of evidence Burns laid before him and finally agreed.
  


  
    ‘We can get a result here, sir. We have the evidence of Mr Patel, two identifications of the men by Patel, the blow to the nose, the repair three hours later by Dr Melrose and the wallet. We can send them down for life.’
  


  
    ‘Yes, I think we can,’ said Parfitt. ‘I’ll back you. I’ll be seeing a senior bod at the CPS tomorrow and I think I can persuade him that this one will go all the way.’
  


  
    There were statements, statements and more statements. The file was two inches thick. The full reports from the post-mortem and the fingerprints department had yet to come in and be added. But both men agreed it was a ‘go’ and Parfitt was sure he could persuade the CPS of the same.
  


  
    DAY EIGHT – TUESDAY
  


  
    Price and Cornish were back in the dock at Number 1 court, Highbury Corner the next day and Mr Stein presided. Miss Sundaran represented the Crown, and her parents beamed with pride behind the glass panel shielding the public gallery as she handled her first murder case. Mr Slade looked somewhat glum.
  


  
    Mr Stein kept it short and efficient. The clerk read out the new charge, murder, and Mr Slade rose to say again that his clients denied the charge and reserved their defence. Mr Stein raised an eyebrow at Miss Sundaran, who asked for a new remand in custody for one week.
  


  
    ‘Mr Slade?’ he asked.
  


  
    ‘No application for bail, sir.’
  


  
    ‘Then granted, Miss Sundaran. Hearing is set for next Tuesday at eleven a.m. Take them down.’
  


  
    Price and Cornish were led away to the prison van. Miss Sundaran now had the entire file and was pleased with what she had. Back at her office she had been told that this would almost certainly go to trial and that she would be involved. Hopefully the file would be passed by the CPS to Mr Slade in the next twenty-four hours. Then preparation for the defence could begin.
  


  
    ‘Some ruddy defence,’ thought Slade, even this early in the case. ‘I’m going to need a genius in a wig to get them off this one.’
  


  
    The sketching session went well. The paramedic and the constable agreed on the approximate appearance of the man on the pavement a week earlier and the artist went to work. It was a team effort. The artist sketched, erased, sketched again. A face came into view. The cast of the eyes, the short-back-and-sides grey hair, the line of the jaw. Both men had seen the man only with his eyes closed. The artist opened the eyes and a man was looking at them, a man that once was, now battered and sawn meat in a refrigerated drawer.
  


  
    Luke Skinner took over. He had a senior contact in the Scotland Yard press office and he wanted a spread in the Evening Standard for the following day. The pair of them met the chief crime correspondent later that evening. They all knew August was the ‘silly season’. News was thin. This was a story. The crime correspondent took it. He could see his headline. ‘BEATEN TO DEATH. DID YOU KNOW HIM?’ There would be a panel to accompany the sketch, with a full description, stressing the once-shattered right leg and hip, the pronounced limp. It was, Skinner knew, about as good as they were going to get, and the last chance.
  


  
    DAY NINE – WEDNESDAY
  


  
    The Evening Standard is London’s only evening newspaper and covers the capital and most of the South-East pretty intensively. Skinner was lucky. News through the night had been exceptionally light, so the Standard ran the sketch of the staring man on the front page. ‘DID YOU KNOW THIS MAN?’ asked the headline above it, then came a note to turn to more details inside.
  


  
    The panel gave approximate age, height, build, hair and eye colour, clothes worn at the time of the attack, the belief that the man had been visiting the local cemetery to place flowers on the grave of one Mavis Hall and was walking back to the bus route when he was attacked. The clincher was the detail of the leg shattered about twenty years earlier and the limp.
  


  
    Burns and Skinner waited hopefully through the day, but no-one called. Nor the next, nor the next. Hope faded.
  


  
    A brief coroner’s court was formally opened and immediately adjourned. The coroner declined to grant the borough the right to bury in an unmarked grave, lest someone might yet come forward.
  


  
    ‘It’s odd and very sad, guv,’ said Skinner to Burns as they walked back to the nick. ‘You can live in a bloody great city like London, with millions of people all around you, but if you keep yourself to yourself, as he must have done, no-one even knows you exist.’
  


  
    ‘Someone must,’ said Burns, ‘some colleague, some neighbour. Probably away. August, bloody August.’
  


  
    DAY TEN – THURSDAY
  


  
    The Hon. James Vansittart QC stood in the window bay of his chambers and gazed out across the gardens towards the Thames. He was fifty-two and one of the most notable and successful barristers at the London Bar. He had taken silk, become a Queen’s Counsel, at the remarkably early age of forty-three, even more unusual in that he had only been at the bar for a total of eighteen years. But fortune and his own skill had favoured him. Ten years earlier, acting as junior for a much older QC who had been taken ill during a case, he had pleased the judge, who did not wish to abandon the case and start again, by agreeing to proceed without his leader. The senior QC’s chambers had taken a gamble, but it paid off with a triumphant acquittal of the defendant. The Bar agreed it was Vansittart’s forensic skill and oratory that had turned the jury, and the later evidence that showed the defendant was not guilty did no harm.
  


  
    The following year, Vansittart’s application for silk had met little opposition from the Lord Chancellor’s office, which was then in the hands of a Conservative government. His father, the Earl of Essendon, being a Tory whip in the House of Lords, was probably not unhelpful either. It was generally thought at the Bar and the clubs of St James’s that the second son of Johnny Essendon was the right stuff. Clever, too, but that could not be helped.
  


  
    Vansittart turned from the window, walked to his desk and pressed the intercom for his chief clerk. Michael ‘Mike’ Creedy ran the affairs of the thirty barristers in these chambers with oiled precision and had done so for twenty years. He had spotted the young Vansittart shortly after he came to the bar and had persuaded his then head of chambers to invite the young man to join. His judgement had not been wrong; fifteen years later the former new junior had become deputy head of chambers and a star in the legal firmament. A charming and talented portrait-painting wife, a manor in Berkshire and two boys at Harrow completed a pretty successful picture. The door opened and Mike Creedy entered the elegant, book-panelled room.
  


  
    ‘Mike, you know I seldom take Legal Aid cases?’
  


  
    ‘Seldom is good enough for me, sir.’
  


  
    ‘But now and again? Once a year, say? Sort of paying one’s dues, good for the image?’
  


  
    ‘Once a year is a good average. No need to over-egg the pudding, Mr Vee.’
  


  
    Vansittart laughed. Creedy was in charge of the finances and though this was a very wealthy set of chambers, he hated to see ‘his’ barristers taking peanuts for a Legal Aid brief. Still, whims are whims and have to be indulged. But not too often.
  


  
    ‘You have something in mind?’
  


  
    ‘I’m told there is a case at Highbury Corner. Two young men accused of mugging and killing a pedestrian. They claim they didn’t do it. Could even be true. The names are Price and Cornish. Could you find out who their solicitor is and ask him to take my call?’
  


  
    An hour later Lou Slade sat and stared at the telephone as if it had suddenly turned into gold studded with diamonds.
  


  
    ‘Vansittart?’ he whispered. ‘James bloody Vansittart?’
  


  
    Then he collected himself and readdressed the phone, at the other end of which was Mike Creedy.
  


  
    ‘Yes, indeed. Well, I am most honoured. And surprised, I admit. Yes, I’ll hold on.’
  


  
    Seconds later the call was transferred and the QC came on.
  


  
    ‘Mr Slade, how good of you to take my call.’
  


  
    The voice was easy, confident, courteous and beautifully modulated. Eton, maybe Harrow, oh and Guards, thought Slade.
  


  
    It was a brief talk, but covered all that needed to be. Slade would be delighted to instruct Mr Vansittart in the matter of Regina versus Price and Cornish. Yes, he had the prosecution file, it had arrived that very morning and he would be happy to come to the Temple for a first tactical discussion with his clients’ new barrister. The meeting was fixed for two p.m.
  


  
    Vansittart turned out to be all Slade had expected: urbane, charming and courteous, plying his guest with tea in bone china and, spotting a slight yellow stain on the two first fingers of the right hand, offering a silver box of Balkan Sobranie. Slade lit up gratefully. A good East End lad, these bastards made him nervous. Vansittart looked at the file, but did not open it.
  


  
    ‘Tell me, Mr Slade, how do you see this case? Just run over it for me.’
  


  
    Not unnaturally, Slade was flattered. It had already been quite a day. He ran over the events of the past eight days, since he had been called to the Dover Street nick while eating his supper.
  


  
    ‘So, it would seem that Mr Patel is the key and yet only witness,’ said Vansittart when he had finished. ‘The rest is forensic or circumstantial. And it’s all in here?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, it’s all there.’
  


  
    Slade had had one hour in his office and a further hour in the taxi to flick through the CPS file, but it had just been enough.
  


  
    ‘But I think it is pretty strong. And the clients have no alibi except each other. They claim they were either in bed at their squat or mooching around the streets together.’
  


  
    Vansittart rose, forcing Slade to put down his half-drunk cup and stub out his butt before doing the same.
  


  
    ‘It’s been more than kind of you to come personally,’ said Vansittart as he ushered Slade to the door, ‘but I always feel that if we are going to work together an early personal meeting is best. And I am grateful for your advice.’
  


  
    He said that he intended to read the entire file that evening and would call Slade in his office the next day. Slade explained that he had court work all morning, so the call was fixed for three p.m.
  


  
    DAY ELEVEN – FRIDAY
  


  
    The call was precisely at three.
  


  
    ‘An interesting case, Mr Slade, wouldn’t you say? Strong, but not, perhaps, impregnable.’
  


  
    ‘Strong enough, if the witness statement of Mr Patel holds up, Mr Vansittart.’
  


  
    ‘Precisely my conclusion. Tell me, have our clients offered any explanation for either the prints on the wallet or the treating of the broken nose just three hours after the mugging?’
  


  
    ‘No. They just keep repeating “Dunno” and “Can’t remember”. They are not all that bright.’
  


  
    ‘Ah well, can’t be helped. But I think we do need a couple of reasonable explanations. I feel our first consultation is in order. I would like to see them at the Ville.’
  


  
    Slade was jolted. This was damned quick.
  


  
    ‘I am afraid I am in court all day on Monday,’ he said. ‘Tuesday is the further remand in custody. We could see them in the interview room at Highbury Corner before they are taken away.’
  


  
    ‘Y-e-e-e-s. I had hoped to make an intervention on Tuesday. Better if I could know the nature of the ground under my feet before then. I hate to interfere with a chap’s weekend, but would tomorrow suit?’
  


  
    Slade was jolted again. Intervention? He had no idea a high-flying QC would even want to be present for a formal renewal of remand in custody. The meeting at Pentonville Jail was agreed for ten o’clock the next day. Slade would make the arrangement with the prison authorities.
  


  
    DAY TWELVE – SATURDAY
  


  
    There must have been some confusion. Mr Vansittart was at the prison at a quarter to nine. To the prison officer at visitor reception he was polite but insistent. The appointment was for nine o’clock, not ten, and he was a busy man. The solicitor would doubtless come along later. After conferring with higher authority, the man asked a colleague to show the barrister to an interview room. At five after nine the two prisoners were shown in. They glowered at the lawyer. He was not fazed.
  


  
    ‘I’m sorry Mr Slade is a bit late,’ he said. ‘But no doubt he will be along later. Meanwhile, my name is James Vansittart and I am your defending barrister. Do sit down.’
  


  
    The escorting warder left the room. Both men sat across the table from Vansittart. He took his seat and produced the prosecution file. Then he flicked a packet of cigarettes and a book of matches across the table. Both men lit up greedily. Cornish pocketed the pack. Vansittart gave them a genial smile.
  


  
    ‘Now you two young men have got yourselves in a bit of trouble here.’
  


  
    He flicked through the file as they both watched him through a haze of smoke.
  


  
    ‘Mr Cornish...’ he glanced up at the lank-haired Harry Cornish, ‘one of our problems is the wallet. Apparently it was found last Sunday morning by a dog-walker, lying in waste ground, deep in the grass, just over the fence from Mandela Road. No question it belonged to the dead man; it had his prints on it. Unfortunately, it also had yours.’
  


  
    ‘Dunno,’ said Cornish.
  


  
    ‘No, well, memory fades when you are busy. But there has to be an innocent explanation. Now, I suppose you are going to tell me that on the Wednesday morning, the day after the attack, you were walking along Mandela Road to get some lunch at a caff when you saw a wallet lying in the gutter?’
  


  
    Cornish may have been the brains of the outfit, but he was not really clever, just sly. Nonetheless, something gleamed in his eyes.
  


  
    ‘Yeh,’ he agreed, ‘thass wot ’appened.’
  


  
    ‘And if that is what you wish to tell me, then as your brief I shall, of course, believe it. And no doubt your version is that, as anyone would naturally be, you were curious to see a wallet in the gutter, so you bent down to pick it up, thus putting your prints on it.’
  


  
    ‘Right,’ said Cornish. ‘Thass wot I done.’
  


  
    ‘But unfortunately, the wallet was empty? Not a damn thing in it. So, without thinking, a man might just spin it like a playing card high in the air, over the fence into the waste ground, where it lay in the grass until a dog discovered it. Something like that?’
  


  
    ‘Right,’ said Cornish. He was beginning to like his new brief. Clever geezer. Vansittart produced a sheaf of sheets of lined legal paper from his briefcase. He speedily wrote out a statement.
  


  
    ‘Now, I have taken notes of this explanation. Please read them through and if you agree that this is what really happened, well, that would be a pretty fair defence. So you could sign it.’
  


  
    Cornish did not read fast, but he scrawled a signature anyway.
  


  
    ‘Now, our second problem is your nose, Mr Price.’
  


  
    The plaster had gone, but the nose was still swollen and sore.
  


  
    ‘The records show that you went to have it patched up at St Anne’s Road hospital around five on the afternoon that this unfortunate man was attacked in Paradise Way. The prosecution are trying to make a big thing of this.’
  


  
    ‘Well, it ’urt,’ said Price.
  


  
    ‘Do you two ever go out for a few beers?’
  


  
    They nodded.
  


  
    ‘Went out on the Monday night?’
  


  
    They looked blank. Then Cornish nodded.
  


  
    ‘King’s ’Ead, Farrow Street.’
  


  
    ‘And there you were seen drinking, by others, including the barman?’
  


  
    They nodded again.
  


  
    ‘Monday evening, the night before the attack?’
  


  
    Nods.
  


  
    ‘Now, it could be that you are going to tell me that Mr Price had more than a skinful. That on your way home he wanted to pee in the gutter, but tripped over an uneven kerbstone and crashed face down onto a parked car, busting his nose as he did so?’
  


  
    Cornish jabbed Price with his elbow.
  


  
    ‘You remember, Mark. Thass exactly wot ’appened.’
  


  
    ‘So, now we have a busted nose, bleeding all over the street. So, you take off your T-shirt and hold it to your face until you got home and the bleeding had stopped. Then, being well drunk, you fell asleep until about midday on the Tuesday?’
  


  
    Cornish grinned.
  


  
    ‘Thass it exactly. Innit, Mark?’
  


  
    ‘But there are still five hours between then and going to the hospital. No doubt you are going to tell me that you didn’t want to make a fuss, didn’t realize the nose might be broken, and it was only your pal who finally persuaded you to get medical attention when it just kept on hurting. So, around five, you went to the hospital for a check-up.’
  


  
    Price nodded eagerly.
  


  
    ‘But of course that was after lunch. Perhaps you had a fry-up in a working man’s caff somewhere, sitting there from one o’clock until half past two? Found a copy of the Sun on the table, studied the racing pages, that sort of thing? Can’t remember the name of the caff, can you?’
  


  
    They both shook their heads.
  


  
    ‘No matter. There are scores of them spread all over that manor. But you never went near Meadowdene Grove all day?’
  


  
    ‘Nah,’ said Cornish, ‘we just went into this caff and ’ad egg and chips till about ’arf past two.’
  


  
    ‘Not one of your usual lunch places?’
  


  
    ‘Nope. Just wandered in off the street. Can’t remember the name.’
  


  
    ‘Well, that seems pretty persuasive. Jury ought to believe that. So long as you stick to it. No changes. Keep it short and simple. Got it?’
  


  
    They nodded. Mr Vansittart wrote a second statement on legal paper with Price’s version of events concerning his nose. Price could hardly read. He signed anyway. The lawyer tucked both statements into the bulging file. A rather bewildered Lou Slade came in. Vansittart rose.
  


  
    ‘My dear Mr Slade. I am most dreadfully sorry about the mix-up. I thought you said nine. But never mind. Our clients and I are just finishing.’
  


  
    He turned to Price and Cornish with a friendly beam.
  


  
    ‘We’ll see each other in court on Tuesday, but we won’t be able to talk. As for anyone you share a cell with, say absolutely nothing. Some of them are narks.’
  


  
    He offered the disgruntled solicitor a lift home in his Bentley. On the ride, Slade read the two new statements.
  


  
    ‘Better,’ he said, ‘a lot better. Two very strong defences. I’m surprised they didn’t tell me all this. It leaves Patel—’
  


  
    ‘Ah yes, Mr Veejay Patel. An upright man. An honest man. Perhaps honest enough to admit he might, just might, have made a mistake.’
  


  
    Mr Slade had his doubts, but then he recalled that in cross-examination Vansittart had a reputation second only to George Carman. His day began to look a bit brighter. And the barrister intended to show up at Highbury Corner on Tuesday. Unannounced. That ought to rattle some cages. Slade began to smile.
  


  
    DAY FIFTEEN – TUESDAY
  


  
    Cages were indeed rattled. Miss Prabani Sundaran was at her place at the long table fronting the bench when James Vansittart entered the court and seated himself a few feet away, where the defending solicitors sit. She blinked several times. The barrister gave her a friendly nod and a smile.
  


  
    On the bench, Mr Jonathan Stein had been writing notes from the previous case. Years of training caused him to restrain a flicker of expression. Lou Slade sat behind Vansittart.
  


  
    ‘Put up Price and Cornish,’ called the chief clerk.
  


  
    The two thugs were led up into the dock, cuffed and flanked by prison officers. Vansittart rose.
  


  
    ‘May it please the court, I am James Vansittart and I represent the accused, assisted by my friend Mr Louis Slade.’
  


  
    He sat. The stipe contemplated him thoughtfully.
  


  
    ‘Mr Vansittart, I understand this hearing is for a further remand of the accused for one week more in custody.’
  


  
    He almost used the word ‘mere’. Vansittart bobbed back up.
  


  
    ‘Indeed it is, sir.’
  


  
    ‘Very well. Ms Sundaran, you may proceed.’
  


  
    ‘Thank you, sir. The Crown would like to apply for a further week on remand in custody in the case of Mark Price and Harry Cornish.’
  


  
    Jonathan Stein glanced at Vansittart. Surely he was not going to suggest...?
  


  
    ‘No application for bail, sir,’ said the barrister.
  


  
    ‘Very well, Ms Sundaran. Granted.’
  


  
    Stein wondered what on earth all this had been about. But Vansittart was back on his feet.
  


  
    ‘But the defence would like to make another application to the court.’
  


  
    ‘Very well.’
  


  
    ‘The defence wishes to know, sir, whether there are any further matters that the prosecution needs to investigate, or whether the Crown’s case, as made available to the defence under the rules of disclosure, is now complete.’
  


  
    He sat down and gazed at Miss Sundaran. She kept her composure, but inside she was a mass of butterflies. She was accustomed to a preordained script as taught at law school. Someone had just torn it up.
  


  
    From behind her DI Jack Burns leaned forward and whispered in her grateful ear.
  


  
    ‘I understand, sir, that the deceased has not yet been identified and inquiries in that direction are still proceeding.’
  


  
    Vansittart was back up.
  


  
    ‘May it please the court, the defence does not deny that a man has tragically been brought to his death. For that reason he could not now recover and give evidence or contribute in any way to the case. His precise identity is not therefore germane. The defence must therefore repeat its question: is theCrown readytoproceedtocommittal?’
  


  
    There was silence.
  


  
    ‘Ms Sundaran?’ asked Stein gently.
  


  
    She was like a trainee pilot on first solo flight. Her engine had just blown up and someone was asking her what she intended to do about it.
  


  
    ‘I believe the Crown case is complete, sir.’
  


  
    Vansittart was back up.
  


  
    ‘In that case, Mr Stipendiary, I would like to apply for full committal proceedings this day week. We will both be aware of the adage “justice delayed is justice denied”. My clients have been locked up for two weeks now, for a crime they will vigorously claim they did not commit. With Crown and defence now ready to proceed, we ask for no further delay.’
  


  
    Jonathan Stein pondered. Vansittart was going for a high-risk strategy. At committal, the job of the magistrate is not to find the accused innocent or guilty; it is simply to judge whether a prima facie case exists, whether there is enough evidence to send the case onwards and upwards to full trial at the Central Criminal Court, the famous Old Bailey. Habitually, barristers did not appear until that point. If the formidable Vansittart QC had deigned to appear at Highbury Court, it looked as if he was going for a ‘no case to answer’ tactic.
  


  
    ‘Then, granted,’ he said. ‘Today week.’
  


  
    ‘Sir, the defence will ask, nay asks now, that the Crown will produce all its witnesses for cross-examination at that time.’
  


  
    So, it was going to be a full dress rehearsal. When a defence barrister cross-examines, he reveals the thrust of the defence. Habitually it is the prosecution that must reveal to the defence all that it has got, while the defence can keep its strategy secret until the trial. Only the production by the defence of a sudden alibi which the police have no time to check is not allowed.
  


  
    ‘Granted. Miss Sundaran, you have a week to prepare your witnesses and bring them to court.’
  


  
    DAY SIXTEEN – WEDNESDAY
  


  
    Prabani Sundaran was in a panic and had taken her fears to a senior officer at the CPS.
  


  
    ‘Sir, I need an experienced barrister to lead me next Tuesday. I can’t take on Vansittart.’
  


  
    ‘Prabani, you’re going to have to,’ said her department chief. ‘Half my team are still away. It’s bloody August you know. Everyone else is up to their eyebrows.’
  


  
    ‘But, sir, Vansittart. He’s going to grill the prosecution witnesses.’
  


  
    ‘Look, it’s only a committal. A formality. He’s going for a high-risk strategy and it’s too high risk. The court record will give us his entire defence. Wonderful. I wish it happened every time.’
  


  
    ‘But supposing Mr Stein throws it out?’
  


  
    ‘Now look, Prabani, you are going too far, but you have to keep your nerve. Stein won’t throw it out. He knows a strong case when he sees one. We’ve got the identifications by Mr Patel and his rock-solid statement. If he stands up, Stein will send it to the Bailey. Without Patel we wouldn’t have a case, anyway. Now, just handle it.’
  


  
    That afternoon it got worse. The Chief Clerk to the Magistrates came on. There had been a fall-through. The whole of Friday was free. Could she take it on then? Prabani Sundaran thought fast. Apart from witnesses, Mr Patel and the dog-walker Mr Whittaker, all on her side were professionals. They would have to make the time. She asked for an hour and phoned around. At four she phoned the clerk to agree.
  


  
    James Vansittart took the call at five. He, too, agreed. Pentonville Jail was informed. Friday, ten a.m. Court No. 1. Mr Jonathan Stein presiding.
  


  
    DAY EIGHTEEN – FRIDAY
  


  
    The Crown had eleven witnesses and they began with the first constable to reach the scene. He testified that he had been with a colleague in a parked squad car just after two p.m. on that Tuesday when a call came from the control room requiring them to attend an assault victim on the pavement at Paradise Way. This they had done, arriving four minutes after the call. He had tended to the man on the pavement as best he could while his partner called for back-up. Within five more minutes an ambulance had arrived and removed the victim to hospital. In fifteen further minutes a uniformed inspector had arrived and taken control.
  


  
    James Vansittart smiled at the young man.
  


  
    ‘No questions,’ he said and the relieved constable took his place at the back of the court. The second witness was the uniformed inspector. He, too, was led by Ms Sundaran through his statement. At the end, Vansittart rose.
  


  
    ‘Inspector, at the time of your arrival on the scene, had some spectators gathered in the street?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, sir.’
  


  
    ‘Did you have other police officers with you?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, sir. There were, in all, ten in attendance.’
  


  
    ‘Did you instruct them to interview everyone present with a view to finding any possible eyewitnesses of the assault?’
  


  
    ‘I did, sir.’
  


  
    ‘Did you also have your ten colleagues visit every flat and house that could possibly have overlooked the scene, with the same aim in mind?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, sir.’
  


  
    ‘Penetrating the estate itself, down the passage through which the attackers had escaped, did your colleagues continue inquiries to try to find an eyewitness?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, sir.’
  


  
    ‘In all, how many hours were spent on this exercise?’
  


  
    ‘I called the team off as dusk fell, about eight o’clock.’
  


  
    ‘So, your ten men were intercepting pedestrians in the estate and knocking on doors for nearly six hours?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, sir.’
  


  
    ‘In that time, did they come up with one single eyewitness who either saw the attack or saw two men answering the description of my clients running through the estate?’
  


  
    ‘No, sir.’
  


  
    ‘So, after, what? over a hundred inquiries, you found not one shred of evidence to link my clients to the time and the place?’
  


  
    ‘No, sir.’
  


  
    ‘Thank you, Inspector. No further questions.’
  


  
    Jack Burns was next. He was led through his lengthy statement from the first call in the canteen to the final formal charging of Price and Cornish with murder. Then Vansittart rose.
  


  
    ‘You have conducted a very thorough investigation, Mr Burns?’
  


  
    ‘I hope so, sir.’
  


  
    ‘Left no stone unturned?’
  


  
    ‘I would like to think so.’
  


  
    ‘How many officers were in the search team, the POLSA?’
  


  
    ‘About a dozen, sir.’
  


  
    ‘But they found no trace of Mr Price’s blood at or near the crime scene?’
  


  
    ‘No, sir.’
  


  
    ‘So here is a badly broken nose, streaming blood in a fountain, and not one single droplet fell to the pavement?’
  


  
    ‘None was found, sir.’
  


  
    Burns knew better than to allow a lawyer to bait him.
  


  
    ‘You see, Mr Burns, my client will say that none of his blood was found there because he did not break his nose at that place, because he was never there that Tuesday. Now, Mr Burns...’
  


  
    Vansittart had made a mini speech in place of a question. He knew there was no jury present to be impressed. He was talking to Stipendiary Magistrate Jonathan Stein, who looked at him expressionlessly and made notes. Miss Sundaran scribbled furiously.
  


  
    ‘Penetrating the estate itself, did your POLSA team search for anything else the miscreants might have dropped?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, sir.’
  


  
    ‘And how many binliners did they manage to fill?’
  


  
    ‘Twenty, sir.’
  


  
    ‘And were the contents searched with the finest of toothcombs?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, sir.’
  


  
    ‘And in twenty binliners, was there one shred of evidence linking my clients to the time and the place?’
  


  
    ‘No, sir.’
  


  
    ‘Yet, by noon the next day you were actively looking for Mr Price and Mr Cornish with a view to arresting them. Why was that?’
  


  
    ‘Because between eleven and twelve the next day I had established two positive identifications.’
  


  
    ‘From the CRO photographs, the so-called mug book?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, sir.’
  


  
    ‘And made by a local shopkeeper, Mr Veejay Patel?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, sir.’
  


  
    ‘Tell me, Inspector, how many photographs did Mr Patel examine?’
  


  
    Jack Burns consulted his notes.
  


  
    ‘Seventy-seven.’
  


  
    ‘And why seventy-seven?’
  


  
    ‘Because the twenty-eighth photograph he positively identified as Mark Price and the seventy-seventh as Harry Cornish.’
  


  
    ‘Is seventy-seven the total of youngish white males who have ever come to the attention of the police in the north-east quadrant of London?’
  


  
    ‘No, sir.’
  


  
    ‘The figure would be higher?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, sir.’
  


  
    ‘How many photographs did you have at your disposal that morning, Mr Burns?’
  


  
    ‘About four hundred.’
  


  
    ‘Four hundred. And yet you stopped at seventy-seven.’
  


  
    ‘The identifications were absolutely positive.’
  


  
    ‘And yet Mr Patel never had the opportunity to look at the remaining three hundred and twenty-three?’
  


  
    There was a long silence.
  


  
    ‘No, sir.’
  


  
    ‘Detective Inspector Burns, my client, Mr Price, seen from the neck up, is a beefy, mid-twenties white male with a shorn head. Are you telling this court there are no others like that among your four hundred photos?’
  


  
    ‘I cannot say that.’
  


  
    ‘I suggest there must be a score. Nowadays, beefy young men who choose to shave their skulls are two a penny. Yet, Mr Patel never had the opportunity to compare Mr Price’s photograph with any similar face further down the list of four hundred?’
  


  
    Silence.
  


  
    ‘You must answer, Mr Burns,’ said the stipendiary, gently.
  


  
    ‘No, sir, he did not.’
  


  
    ‘Then there might have been another face, further on, remarkably similar to Mr Price, but Mr Patel had no chance to make a comparison, go back and forth, stare at both of them, before making his choice?’
  


  
    ‘There might have been.’
  


  
    ‘Thank you, Mr Burns. No further questions.’
  


  
    It had been damaging. The reference to beefy young men with shorn heads being ‘two a penny’ had scored with Mr Stein. He, too, watched television and saw coverage of football hooligans at play.
  


  
    Mr Carl Bateman was purely technical. He simply described the arrival of the unconscious man at the Royal London and all he had done for him before the patient went to neurosurgery. Nevertheless, when he had finished, Vansittart rose.
  


  
    ‘Just one very brief issue, Mr Bateman. Did you at any point examine the right fist of the patient?’
  


  
    Bateman frowned, puzzled.
  


  
    ‘Yes, I did.’
  


  
    ‘At the time of admission or later?’
  


  
    ‘Later.’
  


  
    ‘Was this at someone’s request?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘And whose, pray?’
  


  
    ‘Detective Inspector Burns.’
  


  
    ‘And did Mr Burns ask you to look for knuckle damage?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, he did.’
  


  
    ‘And was there any?’
  


  
    ‘No.’
  


  
    ‘How long have you been in Accident and Emergency?’
  


  
    ‘Ten years.’
  


  
    ‘A very experienced man. You must have seen the results of many violent blows delivered with the fist, both to the human face and to the fist itself?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, I believe I have.’
  


  
    ‘When a human fist delivers a blow of such force as to shatter the nose of a much bigger man, would you not expect to find knuckle damage?’
  


  
    ‘I might.’
  


  
    ‘And what would be the chances of such damage occurring? Eighty per cent?’
  


  
    ‘I suppose so.’
  


  
    ‘Abrasions to the skin of the knuckles? Bruising over the metacarpal heads, the thin and fragile bones that run up the back of the hand between the knuckles and the wrist?’
  


  
    ‘More likely the metacarpal bruising.’
  


  
    ‘Similar to the Boxer’s Injury?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘But there was none on the right fist of the man now tragically dead?’
  


  
    ‘No.’
  


  
    ‘Thank you, Mr Bateman.’
  


  
    What Carl Bateman could not know was that when the limping man smashed Price in the face, he did not use a bunched fist, but a much more dangerous blow. He employed the hard heel of the hand, driving upward from the waist, hammering into the nose from the underside. Had Price not been of almost ox-like strength and an accustomed brawler, he would have been knocked flat and possibly senseless.
  


  
    The brain surgeon, Mr Paul Willis, gave his evidence and left the witness box with no questions from Vansittart, but not Dr Melrose of St Anne’s Road Hospital.
  


  
    ‘Tell me, Dr Melrose, when you examined Mr Price’s nose between five and five thirty on the afternoon of last Tuesday fortnight, was there blood in the nostrils?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, there was.’
  


  
    ‘Crusted or still liquid?’
  


  
    ‘Both. There were crusted fragments near the end of the nostrils, but it was still liquid further up.’
  


  
    ‘And you discovered the nose bone to be fractured in two places and the cartilage pushed to one side?’
  


  
    ‘I did.’
  


  
    ‘So you set the bone, reshaped the nose and strapped it in order to let nature take its course?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, I did.’
  


  
    ‘If the patient, before coming to the hospital, had very foolishly and despite the pain tried to reset his own nose, would that have caused fresh bleeding?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, it would.’
  


  
    ‘Bearing that in mind, can you say how many hours before you saw the nose the injury had been inflicted?’
  


  
    ‘Several hours, certainly.’
  


  
    ‘Well, three? Ten? Even more?’
  


  
    ‘That is hard to say. With complete accuracy.’
  


  
    ‘Then let me put to you a possibility. A young man goes out on the Monday evening, gets lamentably drunk in a pub, and on the way home wishes to urinate in the gutter. But, stumbling over an uneven paving stone, he falls heavily forward and smashes his nose into the tailboard of a jobbing builder’s lorry parked by the kerb. Could that have inflicted the injury you saw? The previous night?’
  


  
    ‘Possibly.’
  


  
    ‘Well, Dr Melrose, yes or no? Is it possible?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘Thank you, Doctor. No further questions.’
  


  
    Vansittart was speaking to Jonathan Stein; in code, but it came through loud and clear. What he said was: that is exactly my client’s story and if he sticks to it, we both know the prosecution cannot disprove it.
  


  
    At the back of the court Jack Burns swore inwardly. Why could not Melrose simply have insisted the injury could not possibly have occurred more than four hours before he tended it? No-one would ever have known. Damn scrupulously honest doctors.
  


  
    Mr Paul Finch was the head of forensics. He was not a police officer, for the Met has for years used civilian scientists on contract for its forensic work.
  


  
    ‘You received into your possession a large quantity of items of clothing taken from the flat shared by the accused?’ Vansittart asked.
  


  
    ‘Yes, I did.’
  


  
    ‘And every stitch of clothing worn by the victim during the attack?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘And you examined everything with the latest state-of-the-art technology to see if any fibres from the one set could be found on the other set?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘Were there any such traces?’
  


  
    ‘No.’
  


  
    ‘You also received a T-shirt soaked in dried blood?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘And a sample of blood from my client, Mr Price?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘Did they match?’
  


  
    ‘They did.’
  


  
    ‘Was there anyone else’s blood on that T-shirt?’
  


  
    ‘No.’
  


  
    ‘Did you receive samples of blood taken from the pavement in the area of Paradise Way or the streets of the Meadowdene Grove estate?’
  


  
    ‘No.’
  


  
    ‘Did you receive samples of blood taken from beneath and around a builder’s truck in Farrow Road?’
  


  
    Mr Finch was totally bewildered. He glanced at the bench, but received no help. DI Burns had his head in his hands. Miss Sundaran was looking out of her depth.
  


  
    ‘Farrow Road? No.’
  


  
    ‘Precisely. No further questions.’
  


  
    Mr Hamilton presented his post-mortem report with cheerful self-confidence. Cause of death, he pronounced, was due to severe axonal damage to the brain stem caused by repeated and heavy blows to the skull, compatible with blows administered by boots.
  


  
    ‘Did you,’ asked James Vansittart, ‘examine every inch of the body during post-mortem?’
  


  
    ‘Of course.’
  


  
    ‘Including the right hand?’
  


  
    Mr Hamilton referred to his notes.
  


  
    ‘I have no reference to the right hand.’
  


  
    ‘Because there was no damage to it?’
  


  
    ‘That would be the only reason.’
  


  
    ‘Thank you, Mr Hamilton.’
  


  
    Unlike the professionals, Mr Whittaker, the elderly dog-walker, was slightly nervous and had taken some trouble with his dress. He wore his blazer with the Royal Artillery badge; he was entitled: in his National Service he had been a gunner.
  


  
    There had already been a pleasing stir at the Over Sixties Club when it was learned he would be a witness in a murder trial, and a grateful but bewildered Mitch had received a lot of petting.
  


  
    He described to the bench, led by Miss Sundaran, how he had taken Mitch for his daily walk just after dawn, but how, fearing rain was coming, he entered the walled-off waste ground via a missing panel and headed for home by a short cut. He explained how Mitch, running free, had come back to him with something in his mouth. It was a wallet; so, recalling the appeal in the Friday paper, he had taken it to Dover Street police station.
  


  
    When he had finished, the other man rose, the one in the West End suit. Mr Whittaker knew he represented those bastards in the dock. They would have been hanged in the witness’s younger days, and good riddance. So this man was the enemy. But he smiled in a most friendly fashion.
  


  
    ‘Best hour of the day on a summer’s morning? Cool, quiet, no-one about?’
  


  
    ‘Yes. That’s why I like it.’
  


  
    ‘So do I. Often take my Jack Russell for a walk about then.’
  


  
    He smiled again, real friendly. Not such a bad cove after all. Though Mitch was a lurcher cross, Mr Whittaker had had a Jack Russell when he was on the buses. The blond man could not be all bad.
  


  
    ‘So you are walking across the waste ground and Mitch is running free?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘And there he is, suddenly back beside you, with something in his mouth?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘Did you see exactly where he found it?’
  


  
    ‘Not exactly, no.’
  


  
    ‘Could it have been, say, ten yards from the fence?’
  


  
    ‘Well, I was about twenty yards into the field. Mitchcameupfrombehindme.’
  


  
    ‘So he could have found the wallet about ten yards from the sheet-metal fence?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, I suppose so.’
  


  
    ‘Thank you, Mr Whittaker.’
  


  
    The elderly man was bewildered. An usher beckoned him down from the witness stand. Was that it? He was led to the back of the court and found a seat.
  


  
    Fingerprints is another discipline the Met contracts out to civilian experts and one of these was Mr Clive Adams.
  


  
    He described the wallet that had been delivered to him; the three sets of prints he had found; how he had eliminated those of the finder, Mr Whittaker, and those of the owner, now dead. And how he had matched the third set exactly to those of Harry Cornish. Mr Vansittart rose.
  


  
    ‘Any smudges?’
  


  
    ‘Some.’
  


  
    ‘How are smudges caused, Mr Adams?’
  


  
    ‘Well, one fingerprint imposed over another will cause a smudge that cannot be used in evidence. Or rubbing against another surface.’
  


  
    ‘Like the inside of a pocket?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘Which were the clearest prints?’
  


  
    ‘Those of Mr Whittaker and Mr Cornish.’
  


  
    ‘And they were on the outside of the wallet?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, but two prints from Cornish were inside, on the inner faces.’
  


  
    ‘So, those of Mr Whittaker were imposed on the plastic when he held the wallet in his hand and never smudged by being shoved inside a tight pocket?’
  


  
    ‘So it would seem.’
  


  
    ‘And those of Mr Cornish were also imposed in the same way and also remained clear because after that point the wallet was not rubbed against the fabric of an inside pocket?’
  


  
    ‘So it would seem.’
  


  
    ‘If a man, running from the scene of a mugging, opened the wallet, plucked from it all its contents, then shoved the wallet into the rear pocket of his jeans, it would have his clear prints on the outer cover of the plastic?’
  


  
    ‘Yes,it would.’
  


  
    ‘But would the denim fabric, the tightness of jeans pockets and the running motion, blur those prints within, say, half a mile?’
  


  
    ‘That might be the effect.’
  


  
    ‘So, if our runner half a mile later plucks the empty wallet from his rear pocket with forefinger and thumb in order to throw it away, he would leave just that forefinger and thumb print for you to find?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘But if a finder came along and so covered the plastic surface with his own prints, could he not over-smudge the forefinger and thumb?’
  


  
    ‘I suppose he might.’
  


  
    ‘You see, your report says that there were some smudges, over-covered by fresher prints, that could have come from another hand.’
  


  
    ‘They are only smudges. The prints under the smudges could also be those of the owner or Cornish.’
  


  
    In the back of the court Jack Burns’s stomach turned. Miss Verity Armitage. She had picked up the fallen wallet from the floor of her flower shop.
  


  
    ‘Mr Adams, the wallet was plucked from the deceased’s pocket just after two last Tuesday fortnight. By the same hour on Wednesday or shortly afterwards, Mr Cornish was in police custody. He must have put his prints on that wallet within that twenty-four-hour period?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘But the wallet was only found on Sunday morning. It must have lain in that grass for between four and a half and five and a half days. Yet the prints were clear.’
  


  
    ‘There was no sign of water damage, sir. In fine dry conditions that is perfectly possible.’
  


  
    ‘Then can you say precisely whether Mr Cornish’s prints were impressed onto the plastic on Tuesday afternoon or the Wednesday morning?’
  


  
    ‘No, sir.’
  


  
    ‘Wednesday morning two young men are walking down Mandela Road when they see, lying in the gutter, a wallet. With quite normal curiosity, one of them stops to pick it up. He opens it to see what it contains. But there is nothing, neither money nor papers. It is a cheap wallet, worth nothing. He flicks it high over the sheet-metal fence separating Mandela Road from some waste ground; it lands some ten yards into the area and lies in the long grass until discovered by a dog on the Sunday. Feasible?’
  


  
    ‘I suppose so.’
  


  
    ‘Yes or no, Mr Adams. Would the prints then match the ones you found?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    Another message for Jonathan Stein. That is what Harry Cornish is going to insist happened, and it is a complete explanation of his prints on that wallet. Mr Jonathan Stein stared down thoughtfully and made notes.
  


  
    There remained Mr Veejay Patel. His two identifications and his statement were completely unambiguous. Miss Sundaran led him through his evidence stage by stage. At the back, Burns relaxed. He would get his committal. Vansittart rose.
  


  
    ‘Mr Patel, you are an honest man.’
  


  
    ‘I hope so.’
  


  
    ‘A man who, if he thought, just thought, that he might have made a mistake, would not be too arrogant to admit the possibility?’
  


  
    ‘I hope not.’
  


  
    ‘You say in your statement that you saw Mr Price quite clearly because he was facing towards you.’
  


  
    ‘Yes. He was to my right, from the shop window, facing three-quarters towards me.’
  


  
    ‘But he was also facing the victim. So the victim was facing away from you. That was why you could not later help in the identification of his face.’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘And you say the second mugger, whom you believe to be Mr Cornish, was standing behind the victim. Surely he also was facing away from you?’
  


  
    ‘Well, yes.’
  


  
    ‘Then how did you see his face?’
  


  
    Mr Patel looked worried.
  


  
    ‘I did not do so, then. Only when they began to circle the man on the ground, kicking him.’
  


  
    ‘Mr Patel, if you were kicking someone on the ground, where would you look?’
  


  
    ‘Well, at the man.’
  


  
    ‘Meaning, downwards?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘If I may crave the court’s indulgence, sir. Mr Cornish, would you stand up?’
  


  
    In the dock, Harry Cornish rose, as did the prison officer to whom he was handcuffed. Mr Stein looked startled, but Vansittart would not pause.
  


  
    ‘Mr Cornish, would you please look down at a spot in front of your feet.’
  


  
    Cornish did so. His lank hair fell in a screen covering any sign of his face from the court. There was a stunned silence.
  


  
    ‘Sit down, Mr Cornish,’ said Vansittart. He addressed the Indian shopkeeper quite gently.
  


  
    ‘Mr Patel, I suggest you saw a thin, sallow-faced man with ear-length hair at a distance of thirty yards. The next day when you saw a photo of a thin, sallow-faced man with ear-length hair you assumed it must be the same man. Could that be what happened?’
  


  
    ‘I suppose so,’ mumbled Veejay Patel. Burns tried vainly to catch his eye. He would not make eye contact. He’s been got at, thought Burns in despair. Someone has been on the blower to him, a quiet voice in the middle of the night, mentioning his wife and daughter. Oh God, not again.
  


  
    ‘Now, regarding Mr Price. Do you ever go to watch Arsenal at Highbury, Mr Patel?’
  


  
    ‘No, sir.’
  


  
    ‘You see, looking across that road on that terrible day, you saw a beefy young white man with a shorn skull, did you not?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘And if you went to Highbury, you would see a hundred of them. And if you look behind the windscreens of fifty per cent of the white vans that cut up other drivers on the roads of north London every day, you would see another hundred. And do you know what they wear, Mr Patel? Blue jeans, usually grubby, leather belts and a soiled T-shirt. It is almost a uniform. Have you ever seen men like that before?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘All over the streets of London?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘On television when we are all shamed by the spectacle of foreign policemen trying to cope with English football hooligans?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘Mr Patel, the victim could not have punched his attacker with the force you describe. It would have grazed his right knuckles, probably bruised the bones of his hand. I suggest you saw him raise his right hand, probably to ward off a blow to his face he thought was coming. Could that be what you saw?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, I suppose it could.’
  


  
    ‘But if you could make a mistake like that, could you not also make a mistake about a human face at thirty yards?’
  


  
    Burns held his head in his hands. Whoever had briefed the frightened shopkeeper had done a good job. Patel had not withdrawn all co-operation from the police, for then he could have been treated as a hostile witness. He had just changed ‘absolutely’ to ‘possibly’ and ‘definitely’ to ‘maybe’. Maybe is not enough; a jury cannot convict on maybe.
  


  
    When the abject Mr Patel had left the witness box, Miss Sundaran said to Mr Stein, ‘That is the case for the prosecution, sir. We would ask for a committal to Crown Court on a charge of murder.’
  


  
    The stipendiary raised an eyebrow to James Vansittart. Both knew what was coming. One could have heard a pin drop.
  


  
    ‘Mr Stipendiary, we both know the meaning and the significance of the Law’s Test. You have to have before you sufficient evidence upon which, if uncontradicted...’ Vansittart dragged the last word out slowly to stress how unlikely this was, ‘... a reasonable jury, properly directed, could safely convict.
  


  
    ‘It just is not there, sir. The Crown had three real pieces of evidence. Mr Patel, the broken nose and the wallet. Mr Patel, clearly a thoroughly honest man, has come to the view that he could, after all, have picked two men bearing a similarity, but no more, to the ones he saw that afternoon.
  


  
    ‘That leaves the matter of the broken nose of Mr Price and the fingerprints of Mr Cornish upon an empty and discarded wallet. Although you here today, sir, are not strictly concerned with what may, or may not, be said at another date in another court, or indeed with the obvious lines of defence which arise in this case, it must be clear to you from your considerable experience that in due course the allegations regarding both nose and wallet will be comprehensively and indeed compellingly refuted.
  


  
    ‘There is a perfectly logical explanation both to the broken nose and the wallet. I think we both know that a jury cannot safely convict. I must ask for a dismissal.’
  


  
    Yes, thought Jonathan Stein, and a jury will see your clients looking spruce and clean, shirt, jacket and tie; the jury will never see the records of these two homicidal thugs. You will get your acquittal and waste a deal of public time and money.
  


  
    ‘It is with the most considerable reluctance that I must concur with Mr Vansittart. The case is dismissed. Let the accused be discharged,’ he said. Thoroughly disgusted by what he had had to do, he left the bench.
  


  
    ‘All rise,’ shouted the clerk, a bit late, but most of those present were rushing for the doors. Cornish and Price, uncuffed, tried to reach from the dock to shake Vansittart’s hand, but he stalked past them towards the corridor.
  


  
    It takes time to get from the second to the ground floor: the several lifts are usually busy. By chance, Jack Burns made it first and was staring gloomily and angrily.
  


  
    Price and Cornish, free citizens, swaggering, swearing and snarling, came out of a lift and walked towards the doors. Burns turned. They faced each other across twenty feet.
  


  
    In unison, both thugs raised rigid middle fingers and jerked them up and down at the detective.
  


  
    ‘So much for you, filth,’ screamed Price. Together they swaggered out into Highbury Road to head back to their squat.
  


  
    ‘Unpleasant,’ said a quiet voice at his elbow. Burns took in the smooth blond hair, the lazy blue eyes and languid, self-confident manner and felt a wave of loathing for Vansittart and all his type.
  


  
    ‘I hope you are proud of yourself, Mr Vansittart. They killed that harmless old man as surely as we are standing here. And thanks to you they are out there again. Until the next time.’ His anger boiled over and he did not even make an attempt at courtesy. ‘Christ, don’t you make enough taking cases for the mega-rich down in the Strand? Why do you have to come up here for Legal Aid peanuts to set those animals free?’
  


  
    There was no mockery in Vansittart’s blue eyes, but something very like compassion. Then he did something strange. He leaned forward and whispered into Burns’s ear. The detective caught a whiff of an expensive but discreet Penhaligon essence.
  


  
    ‘This may surprise you, Mr Burns,’ the voice murmured, ‘but it has to do with the triumph of justice.’
  


  
    Then he was gone, out through the revolving doors. A Bentley with a driver at the wheel swept up as if on cue. Vansittart threw his attaché case onto the rear seat and climbed in after it. The Bentley eased away and out of sight.
  


  
    ‘Triumph of my arse,’ snarled Burns.
  


  
    It was the lunch hour. He decided to walk the two miles back to the nick. He was halfway there when his pager sounded. It was the station. He used his mobile. His colleague on the front desk came on.
  


  
    ‘There’s an old boy here wants to see you. Says he knows the deceased.’
  


  
    He turned out to be an old-age pensioner and a Londoner to his boot heels. Burns found him in one of the interview rooms, quietly enjoying a cigarette beneath the ‘No Smoking’ notice. He took to him at once. His name was Albert Clarke, ‘but everyone calls me Nobby.’
  


  
    Burns and Nobby Clarke sat facing each other at the table. The DI flicked open his notebook.
  


  
    ‘For the record, full name and address.’
  


  
    When he reached the borough where Nobby lived, he stopped.
  


  
    ‘Willesden? But that’s miles away.’
  


  
    ‘I know where it is,’ said the pensioner. ‘I live there.’
  


  
    ‘And the dead man?’
  


  
    ‘Of course. That’s where we met, dinwee?’
  


  
    He was one of those cockneys who feel obliged to turn statements into questions by adding an unnecessary interrogative at the end.
  


  
    ‘You came all this way to tell me about him?’
  


  
    ‘Seemed only right, ’im being dead an’ all,’ said Nobby. ‘You got to get the bastards what did that to ’im. Bang ’em up.’
  


  
    ‘I got them,’ said Burns. ‘The court just let them go.’
  


  
    Clarke was shocked. Burns found an ashtray in a drawer and the old man stubbed out.
  


  
    ‘That’s well out of order. I don’t know what this bloody country’s coming to.’
  


  
    ‘You’re not the only one. Right, the dead man. His name?’
  


  
    ‘Peter.’
  


  
    Burns wrote it down.
  


  
    ‘Peter what?’
  


  
    ‘Dunno. I never asked him.’
  


  
    Burns counted slowly and silently from one to ten.
  


  
    ‘We think he had come this far east on that Tuesday to put flowers on a grave in the local cemetery. His mum?’
  


  
    ‘Nah. He didn’t have no parents. Lost them as a small child. Orphan boy. Raised at Barnardo’s. You must mean his Auntie May. She was his house mother.’
  


  
    Burns had an image of a small boy, bereft and bereaved, and of a kindly woman trying to put his shattered little life back together. Twenty years after her death, he still came on her birthday to put flowers on her grave. Eighteen days ago it was an act that cost him his life.
  


  
    ‘So where did you meet this Peter?’
  


  
    ‘The club.’
  


  
    ‘Club?’
  


  
    ‘DSS. We sat side by side, every week. They give us chairs. Me, with the arthritis, ’im with the gammy leg.’
  


  
    Burns could imagine them sitting in the Department of Social Security waiting for the crowd of applicants to thin out.
  


  
    ‘So while you sat and waited, you chatted?’
  


  
    ‘Yeah, a bit.’
  


  
    ‘But you never asked his surname?’
  


  
    ‘No, and ’e never asked me mine, did ’e?’
  


  
    ‘You were there for your pension? What was he there for?’
  


  
    ‘Disability money. ’E had a thirty per cent disability pension.’
  


  
    ‘For the leg. Did he ever say how he got it?’
  


  
    ‘Certainly. ’E was in the army. In the Paras. Did a night jump. Wind caught him and smashed him into a rock pile. The chute pulled him through the rocks for ’arf a mile. By the time his mates got to him, his right leg was in bits.’
  


  
    ‘Was he unemployed?’
  


  
    Nobby Clarke was contemptuous.
  


  
    ‘Peter? Never. Wouldn’t take a penny wot wasn’t due to him. ’E was a nightwatchman.’
  


  
    Of course. Live alone, work alone. No-one to report him missing. And the chances were the company he worked for had closed down for August, bloody August.
  


  
    ‘How did you know he was dead?’
  


  
    ‘Paper. It was in the Stennit.’
  


  
    ‘That was nine days ago. Why did you wait so long?’
  


  
    ‘August. Always go to my daughter on the Isle of Wight for two weeks in August. Got back last night. Good to be back in the Smoke. All that wind off the sea. Catch me death, I nearly did.’
  


  
    He had a comforting cough and lit up again.
  


  
    ‘So how did you happen on a nine-day-old newspaper?’
  


  
    ‘Spuds.’
  


  
    ‘Spuds?’
  


  
    ‘Potatoes,’ said Nobby Clarke, patiently.
  


  
    ‘I know what spuds are, Nobby. What have they got to do with the dead man?’
  


  
    For answer Nobby Clarke reached into a side pocket of his jacket and pulled out a torn and faded newspaper. It was the front page of the Evening Standard of nine days ago.
  


  
    ‘Went down to the greengrocer this morning to buy some spuds for me tea. Got ’ome, unwrapped the spuds and there ’e was staring at me from the kitchen table.’
  


  
    An old-fashioned greengrocer. Used newspaper to wrap potatoes. From the paper, grimed with stains of earth, the limping man stared up. On the reverse side, page two, was the panel with all the details, including the reference to Detective Inspector Burns of the Dover Street nick.
  


  
    ‘So I come straight over, din’t I?’
  


  
    ‘Want a lift home, Nobby?’
  


  
    The pensioner brightened.
  


  
    ‘’Aven’t been in a police car in forty years. Mind you,’ he added generously, ‘we ’ad real rozzers in those days.’
  


  
    Burns called Luke Skinner, told him to grab the key on the ribbon that was taken from the pocket of the dead man and bring the car to the front.
  


  
    They dropped Nobby Clarke at his sheltered accommodation, having taken details of the local Social Security office, and went there. They were about to close and the staff was accessible. Burns flashed his warrant card and asked for the supervisor.
  


  
    ‘I’m looking for a man. First name, Peter. Surname unknown. Medium height, medium build, grey hair, aged about fifty to fifty-five. Pronounced limp, collected a thirty per cent disability pension. Used to sit...’ He glanced round. There were several seats by the wall. ‘Over there with Nobby Clarke. Any ideas?’
  


  
    DSS offices are not very chatty places, at least not between the staff behind their bars and grilles and the applicants outside. Finally one of the female clerks thought she recalled such a man. Peter Benson?
  


  
    The computer did the rest. The supervisor punched up the file on Peter Benson. Due to extensive benefit fraud, photographs of applicants have been required for years. It was a small passport-sized photograph, but it was enough.
  


  
    ‘Address?’ asked Burns, and Skinner took it down.
  


  
    ‘He hasn’t been in for about three weeks,’ said the clerk. ‘Probably on holiday.’
  


  
    ‘No, he’s dead,’ said Burns. ‘You can close the file. He won’t be coming again.’
  


  
    ‘Are you sure?’ asked the supervisor, clearly worried by the irregularity of it all. ‘We ought to be officially informed.’
  


  
    ‘He can’t do that,’ said Burns. ‘Inconsiderate of him.’
  


  
    The two detectives found the address by using the London A–Z and asking a few neighbours. It was another housing estate and the small one-bedroom flat was on the fourth floor. Walk up; lift broken down. They let themselves in.
  


  
    It was shabby, but neat. There was three weeks of dust and some dead flies on the window sill, but no mouldy food. Washed plates and cups were on the draining rack beside the sink.
  


  
    A bedside drawer yielded bits of army memorabilia and five military medals, including the MM, awarded for courage in combat. The books on the shelf were well-thumbed paperbacks and the pictorial decorations were prints. Burns finally stopped by a framed picture on the sitting-room wall.
  


  
    It showed four young men, staring at the camera, smiling. In the background was what looked like a stretch of desert and the edge of an old stone fort. Beneath the picture was printed ‘Mirbat, 1972’.
  


  
    ‘What’s Mirbat?’ asked Skinner, who had come to stand beside him.
  


  
    ‘A place. A small village. Dhofar, western province of Oman, at the end of the Saudi peninsula.’
  


  
    The young men were all in desert cammo. One wore a local Arab keffiyeh of chequered cloth, held in place by two rings of black cord. The other three had sand-coloured berets with a badge at the front. Burns knew that if he had a magnifying glass he would make out the emblem of a winged dagger with three letters above it and three short words beneath.
  


  
    ‘How do you know?’ asked Skinner.
  


  
    ‘The Queen came to Devon once. I was on Royal Protection duty. There were two from that regiment attached to us. Bodyguard duty involves long periods of waiting. We all began to reminisce. They told us about Mirbat.’
  


  
    ‘What happened there?’
  


  
    ‘A battle. There was a war going on. A secret war. Communist terrorists were being sent over the border from Yemen to topple the Sultan. We sent down a British Army Training Team, the BATT. One day a force of between three and four hundred terrorists attacked the village and garrison at Mirbat. There were ten men from that regiment and a group of local levies.’
  


  
    ‘Who won?’
  


  
    Burns jabbed a finger at the photograph.
  


  
    ‘They did. Just. Lost two of their own, downed over a hundred terrorists before they finally broke and ran.’
  


  
    Three of the men were standing, the fourth was on one knee at the front; twenty-four years ago, in a forgotten desert village. The one at the front was the trooper; behind him were a sergeant, a corporal and their young officer, or ‘Rupert’.
  


  
    Skinner leaned forward and tapped the crouching trooper.
  


  
    ‘That’s him, Peter Benson. Poor bugger. To go through all that and end up kicked to death in Edmonton.’
  


  
    Burns had already identified the trooper. He was staring at the officer. The smooth blond hair was covered by the beret and the arrogant blue eyes were creased by the glare of the sun. But that young officer was going to go home, leave the army, attend law school and a quarter of a century later become one of the great advocates of his country. Skinner had made the connection with a sharp intake of breath near Burns’s ear.
  


  
    ‘I don’t understand,’ said the detective sergeant. ‘They kicked his mate to death and he went out of his way to get them off.’
  


  
    Burns could hear the public-school voice murmuring in his ear.
  


  
    ‘This may surprise you, Mr Burns...’
  


  
    Staring at the faces of the four young warriors of a generation gone by, Jack Burns realized too late that the deceptively languid lawyer was not talking of the justice of the Old Bailey, but of the Old Testament.
  


  
    ‘Guv,’ said the troubled young man at his side, ‘with Price and Cornish back on the streets, what will happen if that sergeant and that corporal ever come across them?’
  


  
    ‘Don’t ask, laddie. You really do not want to know.’
  


  
    DAY TWENTY–FOUR – THURSDAY
  


  
    A burial took place at the private plot of the Special Air Service Regiment near their base at Hereford. The body of an old soldier was laid to rest. There was a bugler who played the Last Post and a salvo over the grave. About a dozen attended, including a noted barrister.
  


  
    That evening, two bodies were recovered from a lake near Wanstead Marshes, east London. They were identified as those of Mr Mark Price and Mr Harry Cornish. The pathologist recorded that both men had died of ligature strangulation and that the instrument, most unusually, appeared to be piano wire. The file on the case was opened, but never closed.
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