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One night in September Lucy Clayton came into my life.  She left it a few days later when someone put a bullet in her head. 

It began innocently enough with an invitation to a dance. The tickets came by way of my barmaid friend, Cindy, who’d wangled herself two free vouchers before falling down the back steps at the club and putting her ankle out. Commitments to Ricky and the band, as well as my new regular spot at the Majestic, restricted my free time, so I looked on the prospect of a night off as something to be cherished.  And given that my current list of friends could be counted on one hand, it seemed like the perfect opportunity to cultivate an authentic social life. With only my drinks to pay for, I quickly ran out of excuses not to go.

Dragging our Sheila along for company ensured there’d be someone to talk to if the evening turned out dull. My sister’s new resolution to return to work, and her need to ‘get back into the swing of things’ after all the trouble with Charlie Box and that bent copper, seemed reason enough—even her husband encouraged her to let her hair down a bit. 

Catching the bus into Newcastle city centre on a Saturday night, made it feel like old times again—two young women out on the town without a care in the world. Sheila seemed to be in a good mood, though hadn’t entirely given up her whinging nature—she complained about her new shoes pinching all the way along Bridge Street, until I insisted she take them off. We reached our destination—the Oxford Galleries—and joined the queue to get in, chatting to a couple of Sheila’s pals. Then Lucy turned up and squashed in front of us, telling the folks behind we’d kept her place.

That Saturday night was the first time I’d gone anywhere remotely exciting since moving into the new flat. It also happened to be the first time I met Lucy Clayton—a flighty blonde-haired school friend of our Sheila’s, who had her heart set on becoming a glamour model and had already appeared in a handful of fashion magazines. Perhaps if I’d taken more interest in Lucy’s conversation that night, instead of drinking too many gin and tonics, I might’ve noticed her slightly odd behaviour, or seen something of the rabbit-in-the-headlights look that Sheila remembered later, when we heard about the shooting. 

I saw Lucy again a few days afterwards, during a rehearsal. The Davy Thomson Blues Band had lost their vocalist and rather than force them to cancel, Frankie Fenwick offered my services for their gig at the Majestic. I didn’t mind, as they were a nice bunch of guys and I knew all the songs, and though it was an extra date to what I’d arranged with Frankie, I didn’t like to turn work down. 

We’d stumbled our way through the agreed song list during the afternoon and were about to take a break, when I noticed a familiar face hanging around at the back of the hall with a couple of the staff. Lucy’s eyes were on me as she talked to Eddie the barman, pulling at his sleeve like a needy child. Eddie made a face at me and jerked his head at Lucy—a sign I took that she wanted to see me.

After retrieving my cardigan from the dressing room, I crossed the hall to the end of the bar where Eddie busied himself washing glasses, upending each one on a tea towel. 

‘Where’d that lass go?’ I said, leaning over the bar.

Eddie gave me a wink and nodded towards the back door. ‘Just nipped oot for a breath of air, pet. Said she’d be back in a minute, like.’

But Lucy never did come back and the next time I saw her face, it had been plastered across the Evening Chronicle, under the headline, Newcastle Model Found Dead. 

I didn’t know it then, but Lucy Clayton’s life—and more importantly, her death—were destined to haunt me until I found the person responsible for her murder.
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Moving into the flat on Westgate Road had been fun. My new best friend, Detective Inspector Vic Walton, made it clear he wanted to be part of my life, and willingly ferried me up and down the road with bags of clothes, furniture and various odds and ends. Though I always felt relaxed in his company, I wasn’t so sure about starting a relationship, and told him I had no intention of rushing into anything. But I liked him a lot and knew it would be pointless telling myself otherwise.

The flat stood on the corner of Westgate Road and Brighton Grove, only a ten-minute walk up the road from Mam’s house. Above an empty shop, it had its own front door leading to the staircase and a passage through to the back of the building. A shared corner yard with the first house on Brighton Grove led onto a back lane. Though no palatial dwelling, it had plenty of space and lay far enough away from the city centre to give the impression, if not the reality, of a quiet domestic street.

The evening I went to look at it, the other tenant—a Marks and Spencer’s cashier called Marnie—explained how her uncle owned the flat, and she didn’t pay any rent so long as she shared with at least one other person who did. The previous girl had gone off to get married, taking most of the furniture in her room, but that posed no problem for me, as my sister had agreed to my taking anything I needed from Mam’s house on Campbell Street. 

Marnie seemed nice at our first meeting and gushed continually about the first-floor flat’s potential, the local shops and the bus stop close to the front door. She took me through to the vacant room at the back of the house, showed me the small, but reasonable, bathroom, and the attic space above, which Marnie used as a junk room. I know you’re not meant to jump into these sorts of things and that a second look might’ve revealed the room to be totally unsuitable, but with the sale at Campbell Street going ahead, I couldn’t stay at Mam’s much longer, so told Marnie it’d be perfect. We chatted away for another half an hour before she declared the room mine if I wanted it.

It wasn’t until after moving in that I realised Marnie might have a drink problem—empty gin bottles piled up in the dustbin in the back yard on Sunday mornings told a sorry tale. But as she worked days and I’d be out singing at least three nights a week, I reasoned the two of us would rarely be at home at the same time, so it wouldn’t be an issue.

Later, it did become an issue, but by then I had other things to worry about.
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Three weeks after moving into the flat, I’d met Lucy at the Galleries. Seeing her again at the Majestic, I wondered what she’d wanted, but then rehearsals and the gig with the Blues Band on the Saturday, plus a show with Ricky and the lads at a Whitley Bay hotel the next day, put any thoughts of her out of my head. 

On the Monday, I walked over to Sheila’s for tea with her and Bob. The kids were pleased to see me—even Devil Boy, who’d finally stopped calling me Auntie Minger. 

My sister had been down to an engineering firm near Swan Hunters for a job interview and I wanted to hear how she’d got on.

‘So ye gan ter congratulate me, or what?’ she said, wiping her son’s mouth with a dish cloth.

‘You got it, then?’

She nodded, grinning. ‘Start next week.’

‘About time,’ said Bob, pouring gravy over his pork chop. ‘Now we’ll be able to pay for all those new dresses.’

Sheila rolled her eyes. ‘Whey man Ah needed a new frock for the interview, didn’t Ah?’

Bob chuckled. ‘Ah’m only kiddin. Be good to have the extra money, though.’

We’d finished tea and were sitting listening to Bob tell us about a girl at work who’d got herself in the family way, when the letterbox rattled.

‘Ah’ll gerrit, Mam,’ called Devil Boy, galloping down the stairs like a baby elephant.

A few seconds later he appeared in the living room doorway brandishing the Evening Chronicle, swinging it around his head like a medieval mace.

‘Watch what ye’re doin wi’ that, boyo,’ muttered Bob.

The child handed it over, then stuck a grubby hand out, pointing to the remains of the chocolate cake Sheila had made the day before.

‘Away with ye, cheeky sod,’ said Bob, giving him a playful shove. ‘Ye’ve had a slice already.’

The boy pulled a face, then turned to Sheila, giving her his best ‘sorrowful’ look.

‘Oh, he can have another one, can’t he?’ she said, reaching for the plate. ‘We’re celebratin.’

‘God’s sake, woman,’ said Bob. ‘If ye let him keep stuffin cake in his gob, he’ll end up like Elsie Fisher’s bairns.’ He looked at me. ‘A pair of dumplin’s, those two. Ah think their ma must give them lard sandwiches to school.’

Sheila pursed her lips, then put the plate down. ‘Sorry pet, But Ah think yer dad’s right.’

Devil Boy grunted then stomped off, thumping up the stairs.

‘He’s just a bairn, Bob,’ said Sheila, folding her arms. 

‘Aye,’ said Bob, turning sideways on his chair to open the newspaper. ‘An he’ll be a fat bairn if ye don’t say no to him occasionally.’

Sheila said nothing for a moment but let out a long sigh.

Bob looked at her. ‘What?’

She cocked her head in my direction. ‘D’ye have to read at the table? We’ve got guests, ye know.’

Bob coughed. ‘Guest. Singular. Aye, Ah know. But your Rosie doesn’t mind, do ye, pet?’ He winked at me and went back to reading the paper. 

‘It’s fine,’ I said, giving Sheila a conciliatory smile, but my sister wasn’t looking at me. Her head tilted sideways to peer at the front page of the Chronicle. With a quick movement, she leaned forwards and grabbed the paper out of Bob’s hands.

‘What the hell ye doin, man?’ said Bob.

Pushing plates aside, Sheila flattened out the newspaper on the table. ‘Look.’ Her hand lay across the paper underneath a black and white photograph.

Moving over so I could see, my eyes slid over the image and the headline, took in the sub-heading and a few phrases from the first paragraph.

‘Jeezaz,’ said Bob. ‘It’s that lassie ye went to school with, isn’t it?’ 

‘Lucy. Aye—we just saw her the other day.’ Sheila had gone pale, a trembling hand at her mouth.

‘You alright, love?’ I said, touching her arm.

She nodded, staring at the image of a smiling Lucy Clayton. I recalled seeing the same photo in a fashion magazine—it showed Lucy standing in front of a posh-looking house, showing off a tweed two-piece countryside outfit.

‘Her first proper job as a model, that,’ said Sheila. ‘Dead chuffed, she was.’ 

The three of us fell silent as we each read through the story. Sheila finished first and sat back, eyes glistening.

‘Ah canna believe it.’
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The following Friday I’d arranged to meet Vic for a drink after a gig at the Prince of Wales in Byker. Ricky and the lads were on good form and we’d added a few new songs to our set list, which went down well with the punters.

It’d gone ten-thirty when we finished our second set and as the lads began packing up the gear, I went to find Vic. 

‘Good gig, Rosie,’ said a woman’s voice, as I shoved my way through the crowd.

Turning, I found myself looking at Patsy, the young WPC who’d saved me from intruders in Vic’s flat a few months earlier.

She pushed a hand through her short blonde hair and nodded towards the bar. ‘Inspector Walton’s through there.’ Looking back at me, she added, ‘Expect ye’ll be wantin to chat. Etcetera.’

I felt my stomach tighten. ‘Think I fancy him, do you?’

‘He fancies you.’

‘Takes two,’ I said. ‘And as it happens, we haven’t got as far as ‘etcetera’ yet. So, feel free—I’ll not stop you.’ I waved a hand towards the bar.

She laughed a bit too heartily. ‘No, ye’re alright, pet. Wish Ah could say Ah had him wrapped around me finger, but it never really got started.’

Her eyes slid downwards. I saw her knuckles tighten around the glass in her hand.

‘Sorry,’ I muttered. ‘Didn’t mean to tread on your toes.’ 

‘No,’ she said, a note of friction in her voice. ‘Like Ah say, he’s not interested in me. Not really.’ 

We stood looking at each other for an awkward moment, then I said, ‘How’s it going at work?’

She shrugged. ‘Same old. When they change the law and give the lasses equal pay an a bit of responsibility, it’ll be great.’

I squeezed her hand. ‘Aye. Not as bad as it used to be, though—they’ve got women reading the news now.’

‘Aye—one woman. An d’ye think it’ll last?’ She rolled her eyes. ‘A gesture, that’s what that is.’

I could tell she wasn’t in the mood, so didn’t bother arguing. ‘Well. Nice to see you.’

Walking through into the main bar, I recalled my reactions when we’d first met—the notion that something had been going on with her and the inspector. The pub might be her local, in which case she’d every right to be there. Still, I couldn’t help wondering if she’d come to see Vic. Shaking the thought out of my mind, I told myself not to be so daft. Besides, it wasn’t as if me and Vic were an item.

A shroud of smoke hung like a misty blanket over our heads, making the atmosphere stuffy. One of the few non-smokers had wedged open the door to the toilets and outside, letting in fresh air, which helped. The crowd had thinned out, drifting off in twos and threes to look for drinking dens that wouldn’t kick them out at half-past ten. Vic, and a few other men I recognised as police officers, stood around knocking back the dregs of their pints. Propping one elbow on the bar, Vic winked at me. ‘Here she is—the star of the show.’ Clicking his fingers at the barman, he mouthed something I couldn’t hear.

‘Fuck’s sake, Vic,’ grumbled the other man. ‘Ah’ve called time, ye know?’

‘Ah’ll call time on you, if ye divvent look sharp.’

The barman shook his head. ‘Aye, fine. But if Ah lose me licence...’ Taking a wine glass off the rack above his head, he poured a gin and bitter lemon and passed it across the bar.

‘Cheers, Gerry,’ said Vic, taking the glass. ‘Ah’ve always said ye’re one of the good ones.’

We walked over to a quiet corner and leaned against the wall.

‘Were you watching?’

He nodded. ‘Most of the time, except when some fat bugger stood in front of me during the last bit.’

‘Should’ve arrested him for loitering.’

He laughed. ‘If only Ah could.’

The phone behind the bar rang and Vic’s head turned towards it. I watched his smile fade as the landlord held out the instrument towards him.

‘For you, Mr Walton,’ he called.

The inspector sighed. ‘Isn’t it always.’

Watching him lean over the bar, I saw his face harden as he listened to the voice on the other end.

Finishing his drink, he walked across the room. ‘Sorry, pet. Duty calls.’

‘Fat man blocking your view, again?’

‘Sadly, no.’ Glancing over his shoulder, he lowered his voice. ‘A woman’s gone missin. From what they’re tellin me, there could be a link to modelling.’

‘Like Lucy Clayton?’

‘Aye. Just like Lucy Clayton.’
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Ricky took me home after dropping the lads off. Pulling up at the corner of Brighton Grove, he hauled on the handbrake and knocked the gear lever into neutral. Shuffling round in his seat, he looked at me for a moment.

‘Yer new flatmate—alright, is she?’

‘Think she’s got a drink problem, but yes, we’re getting on well enough.’

‘Room okay?’

‘Not bad.’

‘An everythin’s sunny an bright with Mr Walton?’ He emphasised the name as if it were a dirty word.

I turned to gaze out of the side window. A couple of drunks hobbled along the pavement towards the corner. Watching them stagger round and out of sight, I muttered, ‘Yes, thank you.’

‘That’s good, then.’

‘Yes.’ 

‘Keepin ye happy, is he?’

The sigh slipped out before I could stop it. ‘Look, Rick. I’m not shagging him, alright?’

‘Didn’t say ye were.’ He sniffed. ‘Nowt to do wi’ me, anyway.’

I glared at him. ‘Aye, that’s right—it’s nowt to do wi’ you.’

We sat in silence for a minute then I gathered my things together. ‘Better go.’ Reaching for the door handle, I felt his hand on my arm. 

‘Rosie, man...’ A low groan escaped his lips. ‘Ah just care about ye, that’s all.’

‘I know. And I care about you. But that’s going to have be enough. Okay?’

He forced a smile. ‘Aye. Okay.’ He leaned over and pushed the door open. ‘Go on then, bugger off.’

I gave his hand a playful slap and climbed down. 

He waited until I’d got in the house before driving off. Closing the door, I leaned against the wall and shut my eyes. I’d known it’d be like this. Me and Ricky were never going to be what he wanted us to be. Not any more. He’d just have to get used to it. 

I trudged up the stairs to find the door unlocked. Marnie lay on her back on the sofa, fast asleep and snoring, an empty glass in her hand. A disc had been left on the Dansette and the speaker hissed quietly. Several record sleeves were strewn across the floor, along with an empty bottle of gin. She’d had herself a party.

I gave her a shake. No response. Pulling her forwards, I slid a couple of cushions down behind her, propping her up on her side, in case she decided to spew her guts up later. Then I switched off the record player and went to bed. 
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It wasn’t my idea to go and visit Lucy Clayton’s mam.

‘It’ll be fine,’ said Sheila, dragging me towards the bus stop. ‘We have to pay wor respects, don’t we?’

‘She’s probably fed up with people paying their respects. I think we should leave her alone.’

‘Looka, Rosie. It’s important she knows folk are thinkin about her, isn’t it? Same as when Mam went.’

‘I suppose so.’

‘Well, then. That’s all we’re doin. Don’t have to stay long. Probably got other visitors anyway.’

‘Fine. But remember I’m singing tonight. Can’t hang around there all afternoon.’

‘Here’s the bus.’ She waved a hand and hurried me across the road. ‘Don’t worry, pet. We’ll be back by three.’

Agnes Clayton lived in a nineteen-thirties terraced house on Hampstead Road. Normally we’d have walked—the house being less than a mile from my flat, but Sheila’s new shoes were playing up and she didn’t want to be going into her first day at work with sore feet. I’d offered to lend her a more sensible pair of mine, but she wouldn’t have it.

As it happened, the Clayton residence lay at the lower end of the street, so after getting off the bus we still had a fair walk to get to it. The house had bay windows and looked well kept. Like many others in the surrounding area, the iron railings had been removed in the nineteen-forties to be melted down for the war effort, leaving a row of stubby bases along the top of the sandstone wall.

A car stood outside the house, wheels skewed to one side as if the driver had parked in a hurry. Any car parked on Hampstead Road would’ve been unusual, but this one had only two seats—useless as a family saloon.

‘That’s an Austin Healey,’ I said, running my fingers over the shiny red bonnet. ‘New, as well. Someone’s got money.’

‘How come you know so much about it?’ said Sheila.

I coughed. ‘Oh, nothing. A bloke I knew in London had one.’

‘Hmph. Well, it’ll not belong anyone round here, that’s for sure.’

We were still looking at the car when Agnes Clayton’s front door opened. A fair-haired man in a light blue suit backed out, his low voice making placatory noises to the person standing beyond him in the shadows. As he turned and saw us, his downturned mouth slid into a grin.

‘Awright gels? Admiring deh motor, ey?’ His voice had a Liverpudlian twang to it and from the lack of laugh-lines on his face, I guessed his age to be around thirty. 

Mrs Clayton appeared at his side, her eyes on me. Then, recognising Sheila, a hand fluttered to her face, and she began to cry.

‘Oh, fer Christ’s sake,’ said the man in the suit. ‘She’s only off again, isn’t she? Now look here, Aggie. Just remember I’m only at deh end of a phone, awright? Give us a call any time.’ He walked down the short path and opened the gate, standing aside to let us through. ‘Bye, gels...’

The three of us watched him squeeze into the small car and roar off up the road.

Agnes threw her arms around Sheila, her hand clutching a hankie.

‘Eeh, Ah’m sorry pet. Ah just canna stop bubblin.’

Sheila patted the woman’s shoulders. ‘Ye’ve had an awful shock, Mrs Clayton. Ah think ye’re entitled to shed a few tears an that.’

We eventually got into the front room of the house to find two older men and three women who I guessed must be Mrs Clayton’s brothers and sisters. They sat around the room like statues, the three women glaring at us as if we’d stood in dog shit and traipsed it into the house. I sensed a tension in the room, though couldn’t tell if we were the cause of it. I knew Lucy’s father had died years before and had no clue if the young woman had any siblings. Maybe these were all the family she had.

Introductions were made, and Agnes scuttled off to make more tea, leaving Sheila and I sitting on a sofa like a pair of lemons, under the gaze of the Clayton clan. Dressed in black, like many bereaved families, they’d stuck to the tradition of closing all the curtains for the period of mourning. I glanced at each of them, trying to remember their names.

‘Ye must be the singer, then, eh?’ said one of the women. ‘The one from London.’

‘I’m from Newcastle, actually, Sarah.’ She didn’t correct me, so I must’ve got her name right.

‘Lost yer accent, then,’ she said, studying my shoes.

I thought of giving my stock reply then thought better of it. ‘Who was the gentleman with the sports car?’

The older man leaned forwards and placed his empty teacup on the mantlepiece. Without looking at me, he said, ‘He were Lucy’s boss.’

The woman next to him said, ‘Might’ve been her boss, but he’s no fuckin gentleman.’

‘Ellen!’ said the other sister. ‘Can ye not watch yer tongue?’

‘Am Ah wrong, then?’

Her sister glanced at me and tried a smile. ‘Maybe not, but this isn’t the time.’

Agnes came back in with a tray bearing a teapot, carefully centred on a lace doily. Surrounding it were two cups and saucers, a matching milk jug and a plate of biscuits. Two pristine teaspoons lay to one side.

‘Ah’ve drunk more tea this week then ever Ah did.’ Lucy’s mam stood in the middle of the room, looking round for somewhere to put it. One of the brothers took the initiative and relieved her of the tray, placing it on a small table next to the sofa. 

Agnes squashed in next to me and we sat for a long moment, each of us staring at the teapot. I wondered how long we’d need to wait for the tea to mash. Mam always gave it at least six minutes, but she liked her tea strong. Glancing at the others, it looked like we might sit there all day in mute contemplation. Eventually, I couldn’t bear it and broke the
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