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Yet each man kills the thing he loves,

By each let this be heard,

Some do it with a bitter look,

Some with a flattering word,

The coward does it with a kiss,

The brave man with a sword.

Oscar Wilde (1854–1900), from The Ballad of Reading Gaol
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Tony’s Story

I stepped off the train on to the platform and saw the copper waiting at the top of the ramp that led up to the station exit.

He stood opposite the ticket collector so that any passengers had to pass between the two uniformed men. I felt a slug begin to crawl up my spine. A familiar, cold little slug, known as ‘fear’. Of course, I could have stepped back on to the train but that would have just been delaying the evil moment. Sunderland was the end of the line. The driver would come along to check that the train was empty, find me there and the game would be up.

I slowed my pace and looked around quickly. Perhaps a quick sprint off the far end of the platform. I reckoned I could run along the railway track and into the tunnel a hundred yards down the line. I’d exit the tunnel after a quarter mile and emerge into the overground stretch. It would be a simple climb up the embankment and a jump over the fence. I could then walk back into the town centre that way. Great plan. But I was rooted to the platform.

A porter in a greasy uniform was sweeping cigarette ends about as slowly as it’s possible and watching me. He glanced at the top of the ramp where the stationmaster stood and saw his superior was deep in conversation with the policeman. The porter tipped the contents of the dustpan over the edge of the platform. He shuffled along and saw a discarded cigarette almost unsmoked. He picked it up and blew the platform grime off it before putting it in his mouth. He pulled a fine gold-plated Zippo lighter from his pocket and flicked it. The flame refused to catch.

The man spoke sincerely and eloquently. ‘Bugger.’ He looked across at me, hovering. ‘Got a light, son?’

‘I don’t smoke.’

He looked at the lighter. ‘You’d think people would keep their lighters filled with petrol, wouldn’t you?’

‘It’s not yours then?’

‘Lost property,’ he said confidentially.

‘Shouldn’t it be in the lost property office?’ I asked and even as I said it I knew I sounded priggish.

‘It’s not lost,’ he argued.

‘You said …’

‘It’s not lost because I found it,’ he said reasonably.

‘You’re a thief.’

‘And you’re a fare-dodger,’ he said as he thrust his face towards me.

‘How did you know?’

He sighed. ‘Son, I’ve been doing this job for fifty years, man and Boy Scout. If I can’t spot one then my name’s not Henry the Eighth. You came from Darlington, I’m betting.’ I nodded. ‘You could tell them you got on at Ryhope, the last station. It’s just a few pennies. Trouble is, you have technically dodged a fare so they could send you to court. ’Specially with a policeman on duty there.’

I sighed. ‘I’ve travelled this line dozens of times. There’s never a ticket check at the end … let alone a policeman.’

He nodded wisely. ‘That’ll be because of the incident. They’re looking out for a killer. Didn’t you know?’

‘I’ve been travelling for hours from London,’ I said. ‘I changed at Darlington. There was a bit of a commotion there, but I never stopped to ask what it was all about.’

‘It’s been on the radio,’ he said and as I opened my mouth he held up a hand. ‘I know, I know, you didn’t have a radio on the train.’ Suddenly he looked over my shoulder and gave a broken-toothed grin. ‘Excuse me, miss, you haven’t got a light have you?’

I turned and saw he was addressing a young woman with hair as black as her jeans. It was impossible to see her face behind the curtain of hair. She gave a slight shake of the head and walked straight past us towards the exit ramp. ‘Another non-smoker,’ he sighed. ‘It’ll never catch on.’

My eyes were hypnotised by those swaying hips in black jeans that were either blood-restrictingly tight or painted on. So, I didn’t see where he pulled the piece of beige card from. He waved it under my nose. ‘Here, son. A platform ticket. Tell them you bought it earlier to get on the platform. You look like a trainspotter,’ he said with a sly grin.

‘No, I don’t,’ I objected and realised it was another of his wind-ups. ‘Look, why would I be trainspotting with this suitcase and guitar?’

‘You wouldn’t. But it’s not for them to question it. You have the ticket. Like a ten-bob note, it says it promises to pay the bearer admission to this here platform.’

‘There are no ten-bob notes,’ I said wearily. ‘They abolished them.’

He looked surprised. ‘When did that happen?’

‘About three years ago when we went decimal.’

‘I thought I hadn’t seen any for a while. Bloody Common Market,’ he muttered. ‘You know one of them government fellers jumped off the Wear Bridge last January?’

‘Yes, I met him.’

He looked surprised. ‘Here. You didn’t push him did you?’

‘No …’ and I had to stop myself from adding, But I know who did. It was a professional murderer. At the beginning of the year, I was lucky enough to share a train journey with an unremarkable little man named John Brown who said he was a murderer, and it turned out he wasn’t joking. In what seemed like a blink of an eye, a fellow passenger would ‘fall’ from a bridge, someone else would blackmail me for a crime I didn’t commit, Brown would attempt to assassinate me, two police officers would die, and I would end up working with another police officer, Aline James, in order to unpick all the threads … but that’s another story.1

The girl in the painted-on jeans was near the top of the ramp where the policeman and the ticket collector looked at her with admiration. She waved a ticket at the inspector, but he didn’t bother to do his job and actually inspect it. Maybe they weren’t checking tickets but, as the old porter said, they were looking for something more trivial. Like a killer.

I licked my lips and cursed. I waved the platform ticket at the porter. ‘Thanks, mate.’

‘You can pay me back another time,’ he said.

‘Two pence?’ I asked.

‘Make it five bob,’ he replied.

‘That’s twenty-five pence.’

‘If you say so. Better get on with checking the train, I suppose,’ he said with a sigh.

‘That’s what they pay you for,’ I said.

He glared. ‘No. It’s what they pay the driver for. But I do it out of the goodness of my heart … and to just check if somebody’s left something behind.’

‘Like a gold-plated cigarette lighter?’ I asked.

‘Sod off, son,’ he said.

The long black hair that swayed in time with the hips sashayed past the guardians of the gate and into the entrance hallway. I hesitated to risk the platform ticket. It was dated 23 August 1973 – over two weeks out of date. The porter’s idea of a joke perhaps? I started my acting life in a Gilbert and Sullivan’s Iolanthe in school and the line sprang into my head, ‘I conceive you may use any language you choose to indulge in, without impropriety.’ The language I chose would have blistered the paint on the carriages.

Yet it was the porter that came to my rescue again. I heard a carriage door bang behind me and turned to see him stumble back on to the platform. He called up the ramp, ‘Officer, officer. There’s a girl on the train.’

‘She should be off by now. Tell her this service terminates at Sunderland,’ his railway colleague called back down in one of those officious voices that is such a stereotype I’d never have dared to use it in one of my fiction titles. ‘Too clichéd,’ my critic would have sniffed.

‘She can’t get off,’ the porter panted. ‘She’s too dead to get off.’

The stationmaster straightened his tie to deal with this official business while the police constable dithered. ‘Dead?’ he asked as if his helmet was blocking his ears instead of just bending the tops down in a comical fashion.

‘Looks to me like she’s been murdered,’ the old man said.

There’s nothing a police officer likes more than a murder. The kudos that being part of a murder investigation brings, earns the officer many pints in the pub with the retelling. His dither turned to slither, and his boots skidded down the ramp. The stationmaster followed in a dignified way.

Back in January I’d been the last person to see PC Helen Randle alive, except for her murderer of course. I’d even been a suspect as a result. I was not keen to be involved again. So, as the two officials were distracted, I picked up my guitar and my overnight bag, and hurried up the ramp and out through the entrance hall.

The girl with the black hair had gone and it was quiet in the entrance hall except for a beggar sitting near one of the entrances smoking a roll-up. As I headed for the other exit I saw a woman police officer standing at the ticket office. A familiar figure. Constable Aline James. She was the lover of the murdered PC Helen Randle, and the one had who wanted to arrest me for her murder.

Aline and I shared a guilty secret about that crime and the fate of the killer. She would have to question me about the girl on the train and give me a fair hearing. Her colleagues may not be so kind. In any event I was tired after the journey and didn’t want the bother of answering questions the way a good citizen would.

I felt oddly embarrassed by our past history and by my proximity to another murder, so I slipped out behind her on to the main street through the other exit. It took me a while to work out what was unfamiliar about Aline’s appearance, then I had it: she had three white stripes on her arm. It wasn’t Woman Police Constable Aline James any longer. It was Woman Police Sergeant Aline James. She’d been promoted since I last saw her. She wasn’t so much ambitious as ruthless in her determination to climb the ladder.

As I walked into the droves of shoppers on the main street, I remembered the front-runner for that sergeant’s job was PC Jack Greatorex who’d been the victim of a hit-and-run. Aline was not just ruthless but opportunistic. She’d clearly stepped into the boots of colleague Jack without too much remorse when he died in the line of duty. Aline James made Lady Macbeth look like a jolly, red-coated holiday-camp entertainer.

It seems odd looking back, but I wasn’t curious about the commotion at the station that had allowed me to slip away. A woman had fallen asleep in a compartment, the old porter panicked and cried murder. I hoped the pompous stationmaster wouldn’t be too hard on the porter when the woman woke up and asked what all the fuss was about.

I entered the bank on the High Street and cashed a cheque for £5 in notes. I headed for the number 24 bus. Even a pound note for a ten-pence fare caused a grumble from the bus conductor. He gave me the change in copper to make his point. ‘You should have left that guitar in the stairwell, not taken up a seat on the bus.’

I looked around. ‘The bus is half empty.’

‘Not the point,’ he said. Maybe he remembered me from my school days on this route. I remembered him.

‘Do you have a brother that works as a porter on Sunderland Station?’ I asked brightly.

‘No. Why?’

I shrugged. ‘He’s just like you. Lovely feller. Can’t do enough for his passengers,’ I said.

‘They said the same about my oldest brother. He was a jet pilot with British Airways.’

‘Was he?’

His dull eyes glowed with a little triumph. ‘No, you daft young nowt.’

He walked away. He’d remembered me.

I let myself into my mother’s house, lit the coal fire and made myself some toast while I waited for her to get back from work in a clothes shop in the town centre.

She burst through the front door a couple of hours later, breathless. ‘Hi, Tony love. You’ll never believe what’s happened at Sunderland station.’

‘A train arrived on time and the passengers fainted in shock?’ I guessed.

‘No,’ she said as she flopped on to her armchair by the fire, kicked off her shoes and massaged her aching feet. ‘There’s been a murder,’ she said.

‘Never.’ I tried to sound shocked.

‘Yes. Just around the time your train got in. A young woman found dead in a carriage.’

‘Really?’

She narrowed her eyes. ‘You weren’t involved, were you? Like the last time?’

‘Me?’ I smiled. ‘Nothing to do with me. I’m not involved,’ I assured her.

Of course I was wrong, so wrong.
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Aline’s Story

That September day in 1973, the northern criminals had been quiet. Too quiet – too good to last and too little for the South Sunderland constabulary to keep their arrest rates up to scratch. Some of the team had taken to lurking on corners where motorists were fond of parking on double-yellow lines and leaping out as soon as they left the car to buy a paper. Or watching someone light a cigarette and charge them with littering when they threw the dead match on the pavement.

It came as a surprise to us all that day to see the local panda car dashing around the town streets, telling the beat officers to get back to HQ as soon as they could because Superintendent Wilde wanted to brief them.

I was on the beat at the end of the Wear Bridge when I got the summons. That was just a quarter-mile from the central police station, so I was one of the first to arrive for the briefing. The others arrived as soon as possible after checking in on their Pye radios as soon as they got decent reception. As the team hurried in from distant corners they all had the same question for me. ‘What’s this about, Sarge?’

They all got the same answer from me. ‘I haven’t a clue.’

I’d not long been promoted from a beat officer to the rank of Woman Police Sergeant. This had happened after the tragic death of my former colleague, promotion rival and general chauvinist moron, Jack Greatorex, back in the January. He’d been mowed down by a mysterious hit-and-run and was mourned by few. Luckily the promotion panel for the sergeant’s job knew I was the best candidate, and they were under pressure from the regional force to join the twentieth century and start promoting women. They were uncomfortable nonetheless. I felt they’d have been happier if I’d simply withdrawn my application and stayed in my humble role as a constable, always available to deal with ‘women’s business’ when it cropped up. After six months in the role, the sniping, sexist, sneering, suggestive constables on my team had started to mellow to my new position. I’d felt I was slowly winning them over, making them feel valued and important. I assured them they were the possessors of all the charms that they thought they had. In short, they were men and susceptible to flattery.

When enough of us were assembled the superintendent entered the briefing room with a couple of CID detectives tailing him like lost whippets. We could tell by the expressions that this was ‘serious’.

Thankfully Superintendent Wilde was a man of few words … unlike my father when he had the job and his briefings were mingled with ‘when-I-was-a-constable’ anecdotes and digressions on the state of the football team.

‘You’ll all know about the bombing campaign on mainland Britain, eh?’ Wilde said. We did. It was rarely out of the news. ‘It hasn’t really touched us yet,’ he said, and that was true. ‘But I have received a call from our colleagues in York – York City to be exact. They had a royal visit today to unveil a memorial in the minster. It was all set to be quite routine, until they had an anonymous phone call over the weekend, alerting them to the fact that a bomb would be planted somewhere in the building.’

The officers shuffled uncomfortably. A bomb threat was not something we had ever had to deal with. It’s frightening because you can’t arrest a bomb. We felt those bomb reports from around the country were as distant as earthquakes in foreign countries – sad, but we are guiltily relieved because we knew it wasn’t us. And memories of distant disasters soon fade. The super’s news brought it to our doorstep … or at least to the end of the garden path that led to our doorstep.

‘After receiving the warning, the York police doubled the guard around the minster and searched every last inch of the place.’

‘Guy Fawkes was from York,’ a constable muttered a little too loud and was shushed by the others. If the team shared a brain cell then he didn’t get a fair portion.

The super went on, ‘The anti-terror squad didn’t get the usual official warning – just that one phone call. This could be a rogue terrorist operating alone to evade our counter-surveillance. Before noon today the royal visit went ahead, and it passed without incident.’

We let out a collective sigh of relief. ‘However,’ Superintendent Wilde went on and the word hung in the air. ‘The bomber was thwarted in his main target but was left with a bomb. He – or she – handed it over in a cardboard suitcase to the left-luggage office at the station at around twelve noon. It exploded ten minutes later. The blast killed the luggage attendant.’ The room groaned. The super swallowed hard and managed to say. ‘It also killed a young mother and her three-year-old daughter when they went to retrieve a pushchair.’

Some constables on the beat had heard the public chatting about a bomb incident on the radio but it seemed remote and didn’t involve us. Now, as the details were passed on we were stunned. The woman and child weren’t the intended targets, no doubt. But did the bomber care?

Our senior officer’s delivery was gathering pace. ‘It is pretty certain that the likely suspect then took a train. As it happened there were no southbound trains scheduled in the first twenty minutes after the bomb exploded. There were three that departed to the north, including the twelve-thirty Edinburgh express that stops at Darlington, Durham and Newcastle, which is the one we are interested in, eh? As you can guess, the perpetrator could change to a local service from the Edinburgh express and there are a dozen further stations where they could detrain and escape.’

‘Is there any reason to think they’d head for Sunderland, sir?’ I asked.

‘Scotland Yard have intercepted a message between the Irish Republicans and a group calling themselves the Northern Liberation Army – a group that want to hijack next year’s government reorganisation and declare independence for the northeast of England. Apparently they are based in Sunderland and have sent a message of solidarity to the IRA. They could well offer shelter for someone like the York bomber. We’ve been put on special alert.’

Joe Wilson – an avid trainspotter – put in, ‘They would head to Newcastle on that twelve-thirty express then take the line south to Sunderland. If they’re clever, they’d get off at any station between Newcastle and here. Some of those stations are in our area. We need to check every passenger on every train. We have to question all the station staff – they have regulars and would notice any strange passengers or odd behaviour on their platforms.’

‘Just what we thought, Joe. Squad cars will take you to the distant stations. Phone in when you get there.’

‘No witnesses, sir?’ Constable Will Anderson asked. Will was a bright young graduate from the North Sunderland Division, seconded across the river to my team to replace the deceased Constable Jack Greatorex. He was being fast-tracked and would leapfrog me in promotion within the year. He was a good lad, and I didn’t resent his privileged path to the top. My constables did. I overheard them in the canteen one day. ‘He couldn’t punch his way out of a paper bag in a fight,’ one said.

‘He’s her ladyship’s pet, isn’t he?’ another spat.

No need to ask who ‘her ladyship’ might be. I had leaned over and said quietly, ‘The thing is, Joe, one day soon he’ll be our senior officer. If we look after him now he’ll remember it.’

Joe turned red and said, ‘Yes, Sarge.’

I let my use of the word ‘our’ sink in. My truculent constables and I were in this together. ‘Why do you think I treat him with woolly mittens?’ I asked.

The constables had looked into their teas and let their shared brain cell work on that. Will Anderson would be with us until New Year, I reckoned, and would never be one of ‘the lads’ like his predecessor Greatorex.

Superintendent Wilde turned to respond to Will. ‘No reliable witnesses. There’s one but he’s vague, I’m afraid. Someone saw a teenager with fair hair running for a train. He was not a good witness – his eyesight isn’t the best apparently – and we’ve no time to wait for the York police to squeeze anything more from his memory. Any witnesses in York who saw the bomber leave a suitcase in left-luggage will be miles away on their own trains by now.’

‘And the bomber will be even more miles away,’ Will Anderson sighed.

‘It’ll take hours or days to get a response to a witness appeal. Let’s assume they are headed here. Don’t rule out anyone, eh?’ He turned to me. ‘Do the allocations, Sergeant. We have to work with what we’ve got and treat everyone as a suspect. And let’s hope he is arrested before he becomes our problem. Off you go.’

There was a clatter of chairs while I quickly identified the local stations for us to cover, and then sent pairs of constables to be ferried by the squad cars. I turned to Will Anderson and said, ‘You’re with me.’

‘Yes, Sarge.’

I love Sunderland, even its pits and shipyards. But that station was smoke-blackened and still badly patched from a stray bomb’s damage thirty years after the last air raid. It was due for demolition and a total rebuild. That couldn’t come a day too soon. I’d offer to drive the bulldozer myself.

We went to find the stationmaster so Will could question everyone who came up the concrete ramp from the platforms. The killer was likely to have taken the regular East Coast option – the 12:30 express to Newcastle, changed to the local line and headed back south to Sunderland. But the stationmaster said that there had been a major blockage on the line – a car tried to beat the crossing barriers. The resulting crash had damaged the car and caused the rails to buckle. The car driver was taken away in an ambulance and her next mode of transport would be a hearse. ‘It’ll be a long job,’ the officious official sniffed with a maximum of disapproval and a minimum of sympathy. ‘There’s a replacement bus service.’

Luckily I’d thought to send a patrol car to the Park Lane bus station anyway in case the bomber had avoided taking a second train.

‘No other option?’ I asked.

‘Only a slow and roundabout one. If they got to Newcastle and found their train to Sunderland cancelled, they could head back down to Darlington and change to the Coast Line and head north again. That would be well over an hour and twenty.’

‘Then I need you and PC Anderson to check any train from Darlington, don’t I?’ I told him.

‘The first one would be three o’clock, so you have half an hour. I doubt they’d get here on the two-thirty. Obviously you’ve just missed them if they did.’

I briefed Will to wait for the three o’clock arrivals. On the off chance the bomber had arrived on the 2:30 that we’d missed, I patrolled the station looking for witnesses. A young and very scruffy man sat outside the exit in the early September sun. He had a cap beside him and a sign saying, man and cat to support.

We knew each other well. It was sometimes my job to move him on, and I did – or didn’t – depending on my mood. I said, ‘Oh, Henry, shouldn’t that sign read, “Man and cannabis habit to support”?’

He gave a weary smile and said, ‘You are one funny lady, Sergeant.’

I crouched beside him and explained that I was looking for anyone suspicious – specifically the young fair-haired man that had been described by the York police. ‘They could have come through here about ten minutes ago.’

He waved a lazy hand. ‘I don’t snitch to the Plod,’ he said with all the dignity of a high court judge.

I nodded. ‘Henry Hiles, I am arresting you for possession of cannabis. Anything you say—’

‘Aw come on, Sarge.’

‘Turn out your pockets,’ I said.

‘I have rights,’ he whined.

I thrust my hand into his pocket and pulled out a brown paper bag with scraps of cannabis and a cigarette rolled up with more nuggets inside. ‘Your rights just went out of the window.’

‘That’s medicinal,’ he said, and it was all I could do not to burst out laughing. I slipped it into my pocket.

‘Are you going to tell me who has come through here in the last quarter-hour? A teenager with short fair hair?’

He shook his head. ‘I’m no grass.’

‘No, but you don’t mind having it in your pocket, do you?’

He gave a pained smile and made a display of pulling a zip across his mouth.

‘Do you realise it’s illegal to beg on the streets?’ I asked and scooped about £5 in change from his cap.

‘Come on,’ he cried.

‘Evidence,’ I said.

He exhaled a weed-scented breath and said, ‘I’ve not seen anybody that looks like that. All right?’

I stood up and threw the cannabis into his lap. ‘So why couldn’t you have said that in the first place?’ I said and walked back towards the entrance hall.

‘What about my money?’ Henry wailed.

I showed him my empty hands. ‘What money?’ I asked innocently and turned on my heel.

As I stepped back inside there was a shout from station ticket office. ‘Excuse me, miss,’ the ticket woman called. ‘I wondered if I could help?’

She was sitting in a room crowded with a teleprinter that hummed and rattled, racks of cardboard tickets and stacks of rail timetables. There was a small telephone exchange with cables dangling and criss-crossing in a way that may have made sense to her but no one else. She had a badge that said, Sheila.

‘I heard about that York bombing on the radio news.’ She groaned. ‘Do you think they could have headed up here?’

‘Yes, they could have taken the twelve-thirty express north to Newcastle, headed south to Darlington and changed for the Coast Line to Sunderland. If they’d done that they’d be due at three o’clock, the stationmaster says.’

‘What does that numpty know?’ She sniffed. ‘What a monster that bomber is. Killing a mother and her bairn like that. Hanging’s too good for the likes of them.’

‘Help me out here, Sheila,’ I said. ‘The bomb was handed over to left-luggage in York at twelve and it went off at twelve-ten, so does that mean he couldn’t have got here before three?’ I said.

‘But why are you so sure they boarded a train after the bomb went off at twelve-ten?’ she asked. ‘Why didn’t they leave the bomb in left-luggage at twelve, timed to go off later, and jump straight on the next train? That’s what I would do … not that I’d leave a bomb anywhere, you understand. If he left the bomb and ran then he could have caught the … the twelve-oh-five from York to Aberdeen and got off at Newcastle.’

I should have thought of that myself. Leave the bomb, jump on a train and be miles away when it went off.

‘You’ve a sharp mind, Sheila. Have you ever considered joining the police force?’

‘Yes, but they don’t have women detectives, do they?’

‘Not yet,’ I murmured.

She riffled through a thick book of railway timetables and ran her finger down the page. ‘Let’s say he arrives in Newcastle to find the direct connection to Sunderland has been cancelled – that level-crossing incident. There’s no way out of the station without being stopped and questioned by the bizzies, so he takes that option to go back south to Darlington and change to the Coast Line.’

‘He’d still have arrived here before us,’ I said. ‘Two-thirty, your boss said.’

Sheila concentrated on a rail timetable, her fingers flickering through the pages with practised speed. ‘On the earlier train – with the right connections – he’d have arrived here ten minutes ago, but that two-thirty arrival from Darlington was delayed with all the chaos on the main line.’

‘And?’

‘And it only just arrived here three minutes ago.’

She may have been a detective genius, but I cursed her and made my way to the exit ramp. Three minutes to get off the train, climb the ramp, be checked by Will and then be swallowed by the crowds in the street.

But Will and the stationmaster had abandoned their post. I cursed them even more loudly than I had the ticket office clerk. I looked around wildly to see where they’d gone. As I did I saw a young man with a sports bag and a guitar case disappear quickly through the other station exit – the one to the high street. He must have waited until the guardians of the ramp had deserted and slipped out unnoticed – by everyone but me.

He was dark-haired, not fair, and there had been no reports of the suspect carrying a guitar. I let him go for now, knowing I could find him later if I needed to. I heard shouting from the bottom of the ramp and thought I could hear Will’s voice in the confused babble. I set off to jog down to the platform.

When I reached the bottom of the ramp, a porter – who must have been around when Stephenson was loading passengers into his Rocket – was shouting. ‘A girl. A dead girl.’

I ran towards the carriage he was pointing at. Will was shakily emerging. He looked at me and managed to speak through trembling lips. ‘She’s not breathing.’

‘Find a phone, Will. Call the station. Get CID here as quick as you like.’

‘Yes, Sarge,’ he said, relieved to be away from the grim scene. I looked into the compartment. A young woman with striking red hair sat upright with a black stocking tied around her neck. I felt for a pulse. Nothing. As dead as Will had said.

I backed away knowing I shouldn’t contaminate the crime scene. I waited for CID to arrive.
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John Brown’s Story

I kill people. It’s what I do for a career. (I almost said, ‘for a living’.)

Yes, I am a paid assassin. If I told you that was my job then you’d probably express disbelief, disgust, even horror. Yet, when – early in my career in the late sixties – I told a man I was a professional assassin he expressed none of those sentiments. He was simply curious.

‘Really? How did you get into that business?’ he asked as he drank a pint of bitter in a dockland pub in the charming city of Hull. The pub was themed to look Irish. The shamrock draped over the bar could have passed for the real thing. The plastic leprechaun could not.

‘My father was a sniper in the Second World War,’ I explained. ‘He went ahead of a tank regiment when they were about to face a Panzer division. If an enemy commander lifted his head through the hatch my father put a bullet through his brain – a very small target on a Nazi soldier.’

‘Amazing,’ my confidant murmured.

‘Father told me that he was so good he would bet with his comrades which eye he would put the bullet through.’

‘And he taught you?’

‘He took a job as a gamekeeper when he was demobbed, and I was born. We went out culling deer as soon as I could walk. I had my own rifle for my sixth birthday. Before I left junior school we were betting which eye of a deer I could put a bullet through.’

‘Did he use his skills – you know – on people?’

‘He planned to go into that business, but he died before he could set it up – as a sideline to the gamekeeping.’

‘What happened? An accident with a gun? It exploded, did it?’ the man asked. His lips and eyes were wet with a sadistic excitement.

I shrugged. ‘He was assassinated one night. Not far from here.’

‘Ironic.’

‘Messy,’ I sighed. ‘The bullet went through his throat. The arterial blood soaked my best shirt. Ruined it.’

‘You were there?’ he gasped. As stupid questions go that was in the top percentile.

‘On the side of the docks one midnight. I’ll show you the exact spot if you like.’ I swallowed the dregs of the dreadful ale and walked to the door. He scurried after me. We walked from the well-lit street down a dank lane to the greasy quayside. It stank of fish but there were no trawlers berthed there that night.

I stopped and turned. We were lit by the security lights from a distant container terminal. ‘My father’s killer used a K98k Mauser 8-mm rifle,’ I explained. ‘So, we knew it was a German sniper. Probably on some revenge mission ten years after the war had ended,’ I explained.

‘You must have been terrified,’ my companion breathed.

‘I did feel a tremor of nerves when he turned the Mauser on me,’ I admitted.

‘He was going to shoot you?’

‘Of course. A professional leaves no witnesses.’

‘But you lived?’

The man’s stupid questions were irritating. I could understand why his wife felt she had suffered long enough.

‘The tip of a dum-dum bullet is modified,’ I explained. ‘When it strikes the target it disintegrates into fragments that shred whatever it hits. Humans can survive a bullet wound but rarely a dum-dum. They were illegal in the First World War but that didn’t stop their use in the trenches.’

‘Damned Bosch,’ he moaned.

‘The British and French used them mostly,’ I corrected him. ‘Anyway, the German sniper who killed my father took a hit to the head with a modified bullet and his head disintegrated.’

‘You shot him.’ The man nodded with an attempt at sympathy.

‘No, my mother did. She’d heard a stranger was asking questions in our district about my father, grabbed her rifle and ran to the woods to warn us. She was too late to save father but saved me.’

‘Your mother?’

‘She had been a sniper in the Russian Army. She met father in the post-war occupation of Germany, and they paired up. They always knew they could become targets. As she used to say, “with what measure ye mete, it shall be measured to you again”. The Bible, I think.’

His brow was furrowed as a thought circulated around his limited brain. ‘But you said you would show me where your dad died. Down here at the fish quay. Now you’re saying this all happened in some woods?’

I nodded. ‘I only said that because I wanted to show you something,’ I explained as I pulled a piece of concrete from my pocket. It was around the size and weight of a brick. He leaned forward to examine it in the faint light.

‘What is it?’ he asked.

That was his last stupid question. I placed my left hand behind his head and brought up the concrete with my right, so it smashed into his forehead. I pushed down with my left hand and he fell forward. I needed him to fall forward so his legs and chest showed damage.

Now, I have as much respect for the constabulary as the next man or woman. Their detective inspectors would make admirable inspectors of tickets on the buses. I know they like a ‘narrative’. A simple sequence of events that can explain what happened. They piece together what happened like a child puts building blocks together. They follow the Occam’s razor theory. The simplest solution to a problem should be the most likely one. Anyone examining the body of the man would see he fell forward, hit his knees, his chest and then his head and conclude he had an accident. Our noble police would not arrange the building blocks in the order they really happened – smashed head first – because that would infer murder … and all the paperwork that would involve. They would be much happier arresting harmless motorists on a technicality and improving their arrest rates … as my Sunderland constabulary acquaintance Sergeant Aline James used to say.

That woman police officer acquaintance had explained the motivations of her colleagues to me. Aline James was lacking in empathy, as I am. She would argue that, unlike me, she was capable of love for a fellow human – something I had only ever experienced for my mother and father. I should be kind and apply the epithet ‘ruthless’ to her when it comes to her career. My other associate in that town – the actor Tony Davies – would call her ‘Lady Macbeth’. I noted that he never used that name to her face.

But back to my victim … who would be an irritating husband no more. A forensic pathologist would find traces of the concrete in the skin of the man’s forehead and – simplest solution – conclude it was from the quayside. He would take a blood sample and find a half pint of whisky in the man’s veins because I injected it there while he still had a pulse. Our idle doctor would not look for the hypodermic puncture wound because that was not part of the narrative. He would find the empty whisky bottle in the man’s coat pocket. The narrative was clear: the man drank, he fell and dazed himself, stumbled to his feet and slipped off the edge of the dock into the water where he drowned.

When the man’s bloodstream was full, I rolled him over and let him fall into the oily water. My appearance was so bland and ‘ordinary’ no one in the pub would remember me even if the Hull police had the energy to trace his last hours.

His wife would have the cast-iron alibi she had created – with my advice – and I would be richer by a thousand pounds for ridding her of her marital mistake. My mother would be pleased that our business plan to create a bureau of assassination – delayed by the death of my father – was coming to fruition.

The police would have a slim folder of evidence – concluding with a coroner’s verdict of ‘accidental death’ – that they could close quickly, and everyone would be happy for now. The wife would have the insurance and the freedom to live openly with her lover – her driving instructor, I believe. The victim would be too dead to worry.

The only person who would have anything to worry about – at some time in the future – would be the driving instructor. I did not envy him sharing a precarious existence with that woman. But then he would not know just how disposable he was, so he’d not fret as he spent his predecessor’s insurance. Not even when his new love insured him for another hundred thousand pounds. She would change to a new love as smoothly as she changed gear on her luxury car. But he was another problem for another person for another day. I threw my brick-sized piece of concrete into the water and my job was done.

As I said, I kill people.

Am I immoral, amoral and unprincipled? I would argue that I am not. There are certain commissions I will not accept, as you shall see. There are others where your moral self may find you tempted to applaud me.

Incidentally, if you ever need my services, just quietly pass the word around the more disreputable characters in the worst sorts of pubs and clubs. (Even your local Women’s Institute, which has often proved to be a source of gainful employment for me.) Leave your phone number and I shall get back to you.

I mentioned that there are commissions that I refuse no matter what the financial gain. I received an enquiry in September 1973. I had returned to one of my dwelling properties in the east of Yorkshire. I wanted to be near my mother, who was in a nursing home in the village of Rudston suffering from an early stage of dementia. On my last visit she had complained, ‘My son John never visits me.’

I said, ‘I am John, and I visit you at least once every week.’

She simply murmured, ‘I wish John would visit.’ I moved closer to the Rudston Care Home so my visits could be more frequent.

That day when I arrived I was disturbed to hear raised voices and entered her room to see a large ‘carer’ standing over Mother and shouting at her until she was red in the face. The woman swung round and switched on some facial grimace that was meant to be a smile. ‘She was just having a little tantrum,’ she explained. The badge on what I may politely call her bosom announced to the world that she was Nurse Judith Foxton.

‘I only wanted a drink of water,’ my mother whispered. I said nothing but filled a plastic cup and watched her drink greedily. It was clearly time to move Mother to a better care home.

That night I searched and found an ideal place – a little too near Hull, but highly recommended. When I called Mother’s Rudston home to arrange the move the next morning, the matron said she was about to phone me. Mother had fallen sometime in the night and had been found lying on the floor in the morning.

There had been a mix-up in rotas (Matron claimed) and the appropriate nurse had not checked her. She could have lain there six hours or more. The verdict of the doctor was that Mother had been given too much sedative, tried to get out of bed and fell. ‘No one was to blame,’ he said … as he was obliged to. ‘The dosage will be adjusted.’ But he confessed that the fall would shorten her life somewhat.

I went to the home and thanked the hospital staff graciously. I decided it would give me great pleasure in eliminating the obese Nurse Foxton.

When I returned home the phone was ringing. I lifted the receiver and simply said, ‘Yes?’

‘Mr Brown? Mr John Brown?’ a woman asked. I recognised the accent.

‘Who wants to know?’

‘I believe you are in the business of solving problems. People problems.’

I said nothing.

The woman went on, ‘This year we are conducting a new campaign against the oppressive and unjust rulers on the mainland. We wish to strike at the very top of the establishment and send a message to the world.’

‘Very laudable,’ I said. ‘How do you plan to do that?’

‘We want to eliminate a member of the establishment close to the top of the English royal family. He will be visiting York on the tenth of September.’

‘Good luck with that.’

‘The thing is,’ the woman went on, ‘many of our members are in danger of being recognised by the fascist intelligence forces if they set foot within fifty miles of York on the day. We need to hire an independent contractor. Someone who can get close enough to plant a bomb at York Minster, timed to go off at the right moment. We can provide the materials.’

‘My skills with bombs are not of the highest quality,’ I said, sighing as I remembered my attempts to blow up a sports car in Sunderland. The car burned to twisted metal, but the victim escaped. He forgave me.

‘Your fee, I understand, is a thousand pounds. We’d be after paying you double that.’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Four.’

‘No.’

‘Final offer. Five thousand pounds.’

‘No.’

‘Are ye mad?’

‘I once knew an independent contractor – as you call us – who worked for your organisation. After a successful project you not only refused to pay him but then tracked him down and tried to kill him … “in the interests of our own security” was your excuse, I believe.’

‘I’ll pay up front.’

‘Thank you but the answer is still no.’

She sighed and sounded as though she was having a muffled conversation with her God before coming back with, ‘We know where you live, and we’ll kill you anyway.’

‘I doubt either of those statements is likely,’ I said with a smile in my voice and placed the receiver back on its cradle.

The threat did not bother me, but one thing did. You may find this hard to believe after what I have just told you, but I am a royalist. I believe the royal family adds a stability to our society and that without it there would be anarchy. People would be killing one another at random. They should not do that. That is my job.

So, the thought that they may succeed without my being employed disturbed me. For once in my life, I was unsure what to do. I knew I had to do something.

I drove several miles to a village with a single red phone box that wasn’t overlooked except by a field of cows. I dialled 999 and asked to be put through to the police. I covered the mouthpiece with a handkerchief to muffle my voice for any recording. I quickly and efficiently explained the threat to the exchange and was put through to an officer. ‘Where did you get this information?’

Naturally, I did not say that I had been approached to carry out the bombing. ‘I overheard two people planning it in a York pub.’

‘Can you describe them?’

‘No, they were the other side of a partition. I think they had Irish accents,’ I said.

‘And your name, sir?’

I put the receiver down. Anonymous calls are the bane of law agencies everywhere, but I was sure they would have to play safe and take my report seriously. I was only doing what any dedicated royalist would do. Yet I felt an absurd glow of pride that I had done some good. I wiped the receiver and door of any fingerprints and drove away. My mother would be proud of me. But then, she always was.

I drove my Cortina at a sedate pace back to the East Yorkshire home. I had other safe-houses around the country depending on where I was called to fulfil a contract. I needed those houses. I could not have worked in Cornwall or Kent, Edinburgh or Elgin and driven home after I had completed a job. I needed a base in each of those regions.

When I visited Rudston Care Home two days later – Monday 10 September – I was pleased to see my mother was having one of her better days. We both noted that Nurse Judith Foxton was not on duty. Foxton’s absence always seemed to coincide with my mother’s improvement. The young replacement nurse fussed and fretted over making Mother comfortable so she could sit up to chat. ‘Terrible news from York,’ the nurse said tearfully.

‘What’s that?’ I asked since I rarely read a newspaper or listened to the radio.

‘A bomb exploded at the station while the duke was doing an event at the minster. A woman and toddler killed in the left-luggage office. So cruel. I only hope they didn’t suffer. And to think it’s only thirty miles from here.’ She sniffled and left the room.

‘That wasn’t you then, John?’ Mother asked.

‘No. I turned down the job when it was offered. The duke was the real target.’

She nodded. ‘Quite right to turn it down.’

‘I couldn’t have guessed a mother and child would die instead,’ I said. ‘I warned the police about a plot, and they saved the duke. I am guessing the bomber was forced to leave their device somewhere else. In the left-luggage office. That was down to me. I know you brought me up to have no regrets, Mother, but I do feel a little guilty.’

‘Don’t,’ she said and some of the old steel was back in her voice. Her hand was cool and dry as paper as
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