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Sunday 18th December, 1955
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The simple fact of it being my first free weekend for ages should’ve told me something would come along and spoil it. 

With Christmas only a week away, Frankie Fenwick had allowed me to take a few days off. Knowing I’d be singing at the club right through the festive season, I persuaded my pal Cindy to join me on a short break in York. Heading down there on the Friday afternoon, we’d stayed in a B and B and set our sights on snapping up a few bargains at the Christmas market. After a day of shopping and drinking on the Saturday, we balanced it out with a quiet Sunday walking around the city walls. Now, as the train pulled into Newcastle Central Station, it seemed like we’d never been away. Struggling to keep my eyes open, I glanced over at Cindy. 

‘Glad to be back?’

She smiled. ‘Could ask you the same thing.’ I knew she meant my relationship with Detective Inspector Vic Walton, but I wasn’t ready to talk about it. At least not until I’d told Vic my plans.

The train puffed into the station, grey smoke billowing across the platform, as waiting passengers surged forwards like faceless bodies emerging out of fog. I peered through the gloom, hoping Vic hadn’t decided to come and meet me.  

‘Howay then, pet,’ said Cindy, yanking our bags down from the luggage rack. ‘Back to the grind.’

The train slowed to a halt, its wheels squealing on the rails. Pushing our way along the gangway, we joined a dozen other folk at the nearest door, waiting to escape the crush. We stood like puppets, jammed against each other, leaning first forwards then back as our bodies reacted to the changing velocity. 

Someone slid the window down and leaned out to open the door. I felt myself pushed from behind, trying to avoid bumping into anyone. As we squeezed through the narrow doorway, three kids and a harried-looking mother pushed their way past me, forcing me back into the compartment. A middle-aged couple—the only punters waiting for the train—stood aside to let me step down onto the platform. The woman looked me up and down and gave me a jaded smile before climbing aboard. I glanced at the man behind her, but he turned his head to look at the conductor who seemed intent on getting everyone on board as soon as possible. In turning away, the man missed his footing and tripped, banging his leg against the step. I reached over to help him up, but he brushed me aside, catching his sleeve on my wristwatch. Before I could say anything, he’d ripped his coat free and limped onto the train.

‘You’re welcome,’ I muttered, checking my watch. The strap remained intact, but I noticed something on the ground. Crouching, I picked up a large button and realised it must have come off the man’s overcoat. Mam always said you could never have too many buttons, so I slipped it into my pocket. 

Stepping away from the locomotive, I heaved my bag across the platform and put it down to wait while Cindy rearranged her shopping bags and suitcase.

‘Should’ve brought a bigger case, eh?’

I scowled. ‘It’d be a pain getting them on the bus. Let’s splash out and get a taxi.’

Cindy raised an eyebrow. ‘Vic not pickin ye up, then?’

I looked around. ‘I didn’t ask him to.’

‘Ah.’

‘What’s that mean?’

She shrugged. ‘Ye could call him, eh?’

I looked away, avoiding her eyes. Of course I could call him, but that wasn’t the point.

The conductor scurried past us, slamming doors as he went. I picked up my bag and headed towards the exit. Cindy grabbed my sleeve.

‘Hang on, pet. Ah think me foot’s gone to sleep.’ She hobbled across to a luggage trolley and grabbed one of the rails. ‘Just give iz a minute.’

Dropping my bag beside her, I leaned against the side of the trolley, watching idly as Cindy took off her shoe and rubbed at her foot, slapping and prodding it back to life.

‘Should’ve worn sensible shoes.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Can’t be fashionable and sensible.’

I turned to gaze past the iron bridge that crossed to the next platform. The crowds had thinned out and I noticed a familiar figure lurking near the steps. For a moment, I couldn’t recall where I’d seen his face before, but then something happened that put it out of my head.

‘Ow, ye bugger,’ muttered Cindy, catching herself in the mesh of the trolley.

‘Hang on,’ I said. ‘You’ve got your coat snagged.’ I bent over to see what the trouble might be and as I moved sideways, saw what looked like a hand lying over the lower edge of the trolley.

Crouching, I lifted the tarpaulin that covered the trolley’s cargo. A pasty face and two dead eyes stared up at me, the gash in the man’s throat leaving no doubt that he wouldn’t be leaving the station of his own free will.

Fuck. Now I’d have to call Vic.
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I’d just started my second cup of coffee when Cindy came back into the Station Café.

‘Don’t bother going to the toilet, pet—they’re worse than the ones at the Majestic.’ She slid into the seat opposite me and dunked a biscuit in her coffee. ‘Ah think ye put the fear of God up that porter—poor bugger’s still clutching his guts.’

‘So? He can hardly expect us to stand there guarding a corpse, can he? It’s his train station, not ours.’

‘Ah don’t think he owns the station, Rosie,’ she said, smirking. 

‘You know what I mean.’ Sipping my drink, I noticed the sour expression on the face of the woman behind the counter—clearly, she wanted us to bugger off so she could go home, but I’d no intention of moving, at least not until I’d finished my coffee. Avoiding her gaze, I peered out the window and along the platform. From where I sat, I could see the lower steps of the bridge and recalled the man lurking around earlier. Something about his face pinged in my memory, but I still couldn’t remember where I’d seen him before. 

A raincoated figure leaned in at the doorway. ‘Aye, aye. This is where ye’re hidin yerselves, eh?’

Vic Walton glanced at Cindy, then back at me. I could tell he wanted to ask what my plans were, but instead he muttered something about it being a cold night. 

‘I expect ye’ll be wantin to take statements off us,’ said Cindy, patting Vic’s arm as if he were a dog.

The inspector coughed and stepped out of her reach. ‘Aye, well. All in good time. Come on, Rosie. Better show us where ye were when ye’s found him.’

I took another slurp of coffee and followed him out with Cindy tagging along behind.

Two plods stood next to the trolley, the pallid-faced porter still holding his tummy as if he might chuck his guts up at any moment. 

One of the coppers leaned towards Vic. ‘Mind if we send this bloke home, sir? He’s not ganna be fit for owt tonight.’

Vic nodded. ‘Make sure we’ve got his details.’

The plod took the porter’s arm and led him away.

Vic turned to the other officer. ‘Is the quack on his way?’

‘Yes, sir. It’s Doctor Summerton. They dragged him out of a dinner party.’ 

‘That’s all Ah need. Let’s hope he’s still sober.’

I watched while he knelt next to the trolley and lifted the tarpaulin. For a moment he said nothing. Standing, he let out a long sigh. 

‘D’you know him?’ I said.

‘Rodney Hattersley. Otherwise known as Bent Rodney.’

I stared down at the man’s dead eyes. ‘I’ve heard that name.’

Vic nodded. ‘Had dealings with Billy Dawson once upon a time, though he’s been off the radar for a few years.’

I remembered the name from a list of villains my friend Zadie had given me after the murder of Lucy Clayton. As it turned out, that investigation had gone in another direction, so I’d never met Rodney, bent or otherwise. 

‘We could move the body into a storeroom, sir,’ said the constable.

‘No. Leave it there for now. Summerton likes to view his corpses in situ.’

‘In what, sir?’

Vic shook his head. ‘Never mind. Go an keep a watch out for him. Don’t want him getting distracted by coffee and biscuits before he sees the body.’

The plod set off back towards the main entrance. Vic gazed along the platform to the open arch where snow had started to fall across the empty tracks. 

‘So, ye got off the train and...what?’

I told him how we’d put our bags down near the trolley and how Cindy caught her coat on the wire.

‘Ye mean if ye’s hadn’t walked over this way, ye’d not have seen him.’

‘Probably not.’

‘An ye didn’t see anyone suspicious hanging around? Someone who maybe wasn’t a passenger.’

I glanced across at the iron bridge. ‘There might’ve been someone...’

‘Might’ve?’

I shrugged. ‘Can’t say for sure. It’s just...I saw a feller lurking over there by the bridge.’

‘Lurking?’

‘Kind of. And he looked familiar.’

Vic seemed to struggle to suppress a sigh. ‘An ye don’t know who.’

‘It’ll come to me,’ I said. ‘Eventually.’
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The doctor turned up a few minutes later—a short podgy man in a dinner jacket and patent leather shoes you could see your face in. He spent a few minutes complaining about how he’d ruin his best suit crawling about on a filthy station platform. Eventually, he stooped to examine the corpse before instructing the two plods to lift the body free of the trolley and lay it across some sacking Vic had commandeered.

As they lifted the body, the dead man’s overcoat flapped open. Vic leaned forwards.

‘Got summat here,’ he said, extracting an item from the man’s inside pocket. Holding it up, he looked at the doctor. ‘The murder weapon, I believe.’

‘On the victim?’ muttered the doctor. ‘He slices the poor bugger with a cut-throat razor then pops the weapon into the man’s own pocket?’ He shook his head and gave a dismissive grunt. ‘I hardly think so, Inspector.’

Vic’s jaw clenched and I could see the medic had annoyed him. But he said nothing.

‘Ah ha,’ Summerton continued, turning the body over. Pulling free the dead man’s shirt, he lifted it up and pointed to a long wound. ‘Slashed across the back.’

‘Would that’ve killed him?’ I said.

The doctor swivelled his head around to stare up at me. ‘And who might you be?’

I resisted the temptation to trot out my usual retort to such questions (I might be the Queen of fucking Sheba, but I’m not), and told him my name. 

‘I see.’ Summerton glanced up at Vic and gave him what looked like a knowing smile. It seemed like everyone knew about me and the inspector—even people I’d never met. 

‘No, Miss Robson,’ he went on. ‘It didn’t kill him. I’d suggest it might have been an attempt to slow him down before the real damage, but...’ He pulled the corpse’s shirt free of the man’s trousers and examined the area around the bloody gash. ‘Nope. I’d suggest this might be a warning—tell us what you know, or we’ll do you in, sort of thing.’ He clambered to his feet, dusting his trousers down and swearing under his breath. ‘Expect I’ll have more to impart after the post-mortem, Inspector.’ And with that, he nodded at Vic, winked at me, and sauntered off. 

‘Fuckin know-it-all,’ muttered Vic, watching him go. The doctor shoved his way through the gathering onlookers striving to push past a line of policemen guarding the foyer. ‘He can stick his suggestions up his arse.’

‘At least he wasn’t drunk,’ I said. ‘And he might be right about the stab wound.’

Vic made a hmphing noise. ‘It isn’t the stab wound Ah’m talkin about—it’s that bloody razor. If that belongs to Rodney Hattersley, Ah’m an uncle’s monkey.’

Carrying our bags, Cindy sauntered up behind me, put them down, and tapped me on the shoulder. ‘Are we goin, or what, pet?’

Giving her a glare, I said, ‘Why don’t you go and find a taxi? I’ll be there in a minute.’

Cindy slid her tongue along her lower lip, gave me a saucy smile and walked away, lugging her bags.

Vic rubbed a hand across his face. ‘Ah could’ve run ye’s home, ye know.’

‘I know.’

‘But ye’re not comin back to mine, are ye?’

I stared at the ground. 

He sniffed. ‘No, it’s fine. Saw this comin a few weeks back. Ah might be a thick Geordie, but Ah’m not so daft Ah canna tell when Ah’m not wanted.’

‘It’s not that, Vic,’ I started, but the two plods had come back, and he turned to hear what they had to say.

After they’d walked off to organise transport for the corpse, I gave Vic’s sleeve a tug.

‘I just need a bit of time on my own, that’s all.’

He turned to look at me, his mouth a tight line. ‘Aye, right. Well, do me a favour, will ye? Don’t piss about with half-promises—if ye want to dump me, just say so.’

I coughed. ‘So, I’ll be at Cindy’s.’

Vic looked at me. His face seemed to have sagged and he blinked rapidly as if he might cry.

‘I’ll be off, then,’ I said. Still he said nothing, so, forcing myself to move, I walked away, feeling like I’d given Vic Walton a damn good kicking.

Cindy had found a cab and pushed the door open for me.

‘Bout time.’

I shoved my suitcase along the seat to make more room, then settled myself down. 

‘Where to then, lasses?’ said the driver, his eyes focused on my chest. 

I looked at Cindy. ‘He can drop you off, then I’ll go to my place.’

Cindy made a face. ‘Your place? An where’s that?’

I’d wanted to keep quiet about it for a while longer, but I’d have to tell her sooner or later. ‘I’m staying with Frankie.’

‘Frankie! Ye’re fuckin jokin, aren’t ye?’

‘It’s fine. He’s got a massive house in Jesmond with loads of empty rooms. It’ll be fine.’

‘Christ, ye’re not shaggin him, are ye?’

I rolled my eyes. ‘I’m not that desperate.’

The driver coughed to get our attention. ‘So, where we goin, then?’

Cindy gave him her address and the cab lurched away.
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Frankie Fenwick, or Festering Frankie, as Ricky called him, owned the Majestic night club where a fair bit of my work came from. He wasn’t the most attractive bloke I’d ever met, with a bald head and a puckered mouth like a cat’s arse, but after my initial concerns about his motives, I had to admit he’d treated me well. A few weeks earlier, he’d mentioned he might have a room to let. Though he hadn’t offered it to me specifically, I got the impression he wanted someone he knew to rent it rather than a simple business arrangement.

Two days before Cindy and I went to York, I’d gone round to Frankie’s house to view the room. With four floors, the place had more than enough space for half a dozen tenants. Frankie kept himself to the ground and first floors, where he had his bedroom and study, two large sitting rooms and a library, as well as the largest kitchen I’d ever seen. After I’d stopped gawping at the fitted cupboards and the latest model in gas cookers, he pointed me towards the stairs and told me to have a look around. Leaving me alone while I explored the upper floors of the house, I discovered several empty bedrooms and a beautiful tiled bathroom that had a distinctly feminine feel to it. Not being sure about Frankie’s previous relationships, I didn’t want to assume he’d been married, but it felt like there’d been a woman’s influence in the house. 

I told him I’d need to think about it, knowing fine well I’d already made up my mind. Things with Vic were okay, but every time I walked through the door, I could still hear my mam’s voice telling me single lasses don’t shack up with single lads—not if they wanted to hang on to their reputations.

Of course, as Frankie was a single bloke and old enough to be my dad, I’d told myself it wasn’t the same thing at all. And anyway, it wasn’t Mam’s voice that put the idea of moving out of Vic’s flat into my head, but the feeling I’d somehow given away part of my independence, even though Vic never tried to push me into the role of the little housewife image that seemed so popular with other women my age.

I’d also begun to realise that five years living in London had given me a desire to make my own decisions—even if some of those decisions turned out to be the wrong ones. I didn’t want anyone telling me what to do. 
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Fernwood Road lay just off Osbourne Road, a row of four-storey terraced houses. Frankie’s house stood at the far end of the row and had the benefit of a larger garden than its neighbours. I told the taxi driver to drop me off at the junction of Osbourne and Fernwood. I’d no reason to think the driver would know Frankie Fenwick or where he lived. He was a cabbie, so I guessed anything he did know would be ripe for gossip with his mates. It wouldn’t do to have folk thinking I’d shacked up with a man old enough to be my father, so I wanted to keep a low profile until I’d made more definite plans.

Waiting until the cab disappeared around the corner, I walked along to the house. There were lights on in the downstairs rooms which surprised me, until I remembered the Majestic closed at ten on Sundays, so Frankie would’ve been home for an hour.  

Though he’d given me a key, I rang the bell, feeling like a late-night visitor.

My new landlord opened the door, dressed in a velvet smoking jacket and sporting a matching lounge cap with a tassel hanging down the side. It made him appear a little silly, but I thought it best to keep any comments on the flattering side, so I made some remark about how sophisticated he looked. 

‘Good evening, madam,’ he purred, bowing low. ‘Ah’ve given the butler the night off.’ He chuckled and took my bag, heading for the main living room at the rear of the house.

I followed him in, wondering again if I’d made the right decision. 

‘Have a good weekend, did yer?’ He dropped my bag at the foot of the stairs. ‘Thought ye’d have been back ages ago.’

I really couldn’t be bothered to go into the whole story again, but he’d hear about it soon enough, so I told him about finding the body.

‘Bloody hell. Turnin into a right Miss Marple, aren’t ye?’

I shrugged. ‘I only found him. Not planning to lead the investigation.’

He nodded. ‘Well, there’s plenty food in if ye want to knock somethin up. Ah had fish an chips on the way home.’

I wasn’t hungry and had no wish to try and be sociable, so we stood looking at each other for a moment, before making goodnight noises. Frankie went into the living room, while I clumped up the stairs, weighed down by the excitement of the day. 

Leaving my case next to the wardrobe, I closed the bedroom door and shucked off my coat. Wanting to take a few minutes before getting undressed, I flopped across the bed, allowing its comforting softness to envelope me. The next thing I remember is bright sunlight flickering through the net curtains. 
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With nothing lined up for the day except a rehearsal with Ricky and the band late afternoon, I had no reason to rush around, so, pulling on my dressing gown, I made my way downstairs where I found Frankie in the kitchen making toast. He wore a smart pinstriped suit which definitely wasn’t his usual garb.

‘Going for a job interview?’ I quipped.

He smirked. ‘Nah. Just visitin my accountant. Don’t want the fucker thinkin Ah’m a slob.’

‘If you’re paying him, it doesn’t really matter what he thinks.’

‘Ordinarily, no, but this is a new guy. A bit picky about who he takes on. With any luck he’ll help me put things on a more...a more legitimate footing.’

I couldn’t help smiling. ‘Putting the past behind you, eh?’

He looked at me and I saw his lower lip quiver. Closing his eyes for a moment, he nodded. ‘Aye. Summat like that.’

Only a few months earlier, Frankie’s son Arnold had been murdered. Frankie then discovered that Charlie—the son of his old business partner Bernie Box—wasn’t Bernie’s offspring at all, but Frankie’s. Unfortunately, the revelation didn’t last long. In a confrontation at the Majestic, Charlie was shot.

I leaned over and rested a hand on Frankie’s arm. He stared at my hand for a moment, then coughed and rubbed his face.

‘Better get on.’

I watched him pick up a slice of toast and head for the front door. As the door banged shut, the house seemed to close around me, as if the building itself wanted me to feel its presence. In any case, it gave me the jitters. I made two slices of toast and a cup of coffee and hurried back to my room.
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The rehearsal wasn’t until four o’clock and hanging around alone at Frankie’s place would take a while to get used to. By the time I’d showered, faffed around with my hair and dressed, I still had nearly four hours to kill. Sitting on the edge of the bed staring out the window, I couldn’t think of a single thing to do.

Then the phone rang.

I knew it wouldn’t be for me and wasn’t sure Frankie would be happy having me answer his phone. Then again, it might have been important. If I didn’t answer it, I’d never know.

I reached the foot of the stairs where the telephone sat on an occasional table in the hall. Picking up the receiver, I put on a deep voice. 

‘Frank Fenwick’s residence...’

Silence, then a man’s voice said, ‘Rosie? Is that you?’

‘Oh, Vic?’ I cringed, wishing I hadn’t put on a silly voice. ‘Yes, it’s me. Just got a frog in my throat... How did you know where I’d be?’

‘Oh, aye. Well...’

It turned out he’d gone to the Majestic looking for me and after what sounded like not much persuasion, Cindy had dropped me in it. I wasn’t sure if I should be angry or relieved.

‘Ah wondered if ye’d remembered that feller ye saw lurkin around last night.’

I opened my mouth to apologise—I hadn’t given it a second thought since going to bed—but then, as if the problem had been working away in my subconscious, the image of the man’s face popped into my head. ‘Actually, yes. I have.’
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Vic arrived in a black saloon. I grabbed my bag and skipped down the garden path. I didn’t want to give Vic the opportunity to get into the house—Frankie wouldn’t be chuffed if I let a copper nose around his property.

I jumped into the passenger seat and glanced at Vic, trying to decide how to greet him. But the inspector didn’t bother saying hello—just launched straight into interrogation mode.

‘So, ye don’t know this bloke’s name, but ye think ye’ll recognise him, eh?’

The car moved off and turned right at the end of the road, heading towards the West End police station.

‘I think so.’ I glanced at him again, but his face had a stony look to it. I guessed he must still be angry I’d moved out of his flat. ‘He’s definitely one of the men I saw at Billy Dawson’s nightclub.’

Vic pulled up at a junction. ‘If this feller’s out and about, he can’t be in jail.’

‘No.’

He drew in a long breath, then let it out, shaking his head slowly. ‘Billy Dawson’s crew... Aye, there were eight or nine of them altogether. That only leaves...’ He gave me a sharp look. ‘Ah hope it’s not who Ah think it is.’
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