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CHAPTER 1
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The early February drizzle gave way to a weak and watery sun, and a biting wind. The woman looked to be in her mid-fifties, had a hangdog, weary face, and lank dark hair. She closed the door of the grimy red brick terraced house, stooped down, put the key under a plant pot by the door, stood, and buttoned up her coat. She took a packet of cigarettes from her handbag and lit a cigarette. The first inhalation of the toxic smoke wrote a hint of pleasure on her otherwise miserable face.

Slowly and gently, she blew the smoke out, in the practised way of a long term smoker, then she walked out of the garden gate and towards Agecroft Road, to catch her bus home. He watched from his car, as he had done most mornings, for over a week now. He assumed she was a cleaner or a home help. She was punctual. Arrived nine thirty on the dot every weekday day, ten on Saturdays. Tomorrow would be the day. 

*

[image: ]


Saturday Morning

Billy was down the mine, gasping for breath, suffocating. He screamed for help, but no one came. He panicked then woke up, his heart thumping like a jackhammer in his chest. The morning light leaked through a gap in the curtains blinding his eyes. He was confused, then remembered. Another nightmare. He lay in bed trying to clear his mind of all the jumble. His breath rasped, as he tried to hitch himself up into a sitting position. He got halfway, gave up and slumped back against the pillows. He felt frightened, but why? Then he remembered. First Geoff, then Joe. Was he next? Then he forgot what he was frightened of but remained anxious. He needed to pee. Billy huffed and puffed, as he manoeuvred his legs over the side of the bed, and eventually made it to a sitting position. 

He remained sitting on the edge of the bed for a while, then stood up and slowly shuffled the short distance to the lavatory, muttering and cursing quietly with every step. After relieving himself, he slowly made his way back to his bed and lay down, pulling the covers up and closing his eyes. The effort of going had occupied his brain and temporarily suspended his anxiety. He slipped into a peaceful doze. 

The nondescript man walked down Regent Park West, stopped at number seventeen and retrieved the key from under the pot.

Was that the key in the door, Mrs Littleton, she’s early, cup of tea? Billy suddenly realised he was thirsty. He kept his eyes shut and waited for her to shout hello, nothing. Then the bed moved slightly, and suddenly he felt the huge crushing weight on his upper torso, his arms trapped. 

He opened his eyes and wanted to shout, scream, but nothing came out. The intruder, sitting astride him, smiled briefly, before slowly pulling a plastic bag down over his head, firmly twisting the ends to form an airtight seal. The plastic bag misted as Billy struggled to breathe, shaking his head from side to side. Then, the last rattling breath, and his body relaxed. The intruder waited a while longer, then held the top edges of the bag between his fingers and thumbs and slid the bag off the dead man’s head.

Getting off the bed, he stood beside it, looking at his victim for a few seconds, making absolutely sure. Finally satisfied, he tidied Billy’s hair with his gloved hand, checked there were no marks on his victim’s neck or face, and no signs of a struggle. Then he straightened the bedclothes, patted them down and left quietly, closing the front door behind him and replacing the key back under the plant pot

.
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CHAPTER 2
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Two Weeks Later

––––––––

[image: ]


Gibson left the clinic in a foul mood and drove his black Saab 900 to the station. He parked up and looked across at the stark, grey bleak building. Pebble dashed sections of concrete tied together with steel rods to create a nondescript square block, resembled the East German Stasi HQ, rather than a British police station. He thought. How could anyone in their right mind have designed and built such a god awful ugly edifice?  It made you depressed just to look at it, never mind working in the place. Its only redeeming feature, thought Gibson, was its proximity to the Buckley Arms where you could get a decent pint of bitter.

Taking a deep breath, he got out of his car. The sharp winter rain stung his face as he ran the short distance to the covered entrance.

‘The DCI was asking after you a few minutes ago,’ said the duty constable as Gibson passed through reception.

‘Thanks Taylor.’ The one morning I’m late, and he’s on my tail, well he’ll just have to wait till I’ve had a cup of tea and something to eat. Gibson made his way to the canteen, which was empty, other than for Big Betty, who seemed to be getting ready to leave. She wasn’t fat, she was just big, in every sense of the word. Jet black hair, and a huge bosom. She glowered at Gibson as he entered the modern, white painted room, with steel topped counters, and metal tables and chairs to match. 

‘Morning Betty, a mug of tea and two poached eggs on toast please, runny.’

‘Bit late for breakfast, aren’t we? My shift was over ten minutes ago?’ 

‘Sorry about that, hospital appointment.’

She poured his tea then put the mug down in front of him, liquid slopping over the top of the mug. 

‘Sit yourself down,’ she said, muttering under her breath as she fired up the gas ring on the stove. 

Gibson took his tea, found a newspaper and sat down at a table to read while his eggs were being prepared. He stroked his chin as he read, then out of habit, ran his fingers over the texture of his mildly pockmarked face, the result of puberty triggered acne. Although he wouldn’t call himself handsome, he’d never had any problems attracting the opposite sex. He had a good head of dark brown hair with flecks of grey starting to appear, a well proportioned face, a crooked nose, and a small scar under his right eye, thanks to a minor fracas early in his police career. The scar added to his slightly rugged look, but his thoughtful blue grey eyes softened the effect. He stood five foot eleven, had a spare physique, liked to dress smartly, and always wore a suit to work. Betty arrived at his table with his plate of eggs on toast. 

‘You’re looking a bit off colour if you don’t mind me saying so,’ she said.

‘Just a bit tired, I’m okay.’

‘Well, you should tell that wife of yours to start looking after you properly.’

Gibson was tempted to tell her to fuck off and mind her own business, but he was wise enough to know you don’t diss anyone who serves your food. So, he said nothing, and got stuck into his eggs. They were overcooked. He read on for a while, then finished his toast. He had a last swig of tea and looked at his watch. Shit, forgot all about the DCI.

‘Thanks Betty, lovely eggs,’ he lied as he got up to leave.

‘You’re welcome I’m sure’ she replied disingenuously and went back to clearing up.

He hurried to his office. Unusually for a Detective Sergeant he had his own small office. Not favouritism, just the way it had worked out with the available space. He sat down and was just about to call the DCI, when his phone rang.

‘Taylor here, front desk, a Mrs King here to see you. Said she has an appointment at ten.’ 

Shit, I forgot. ‘Look Taylor, apologise to her will you. Tell her I’ll come and see her later this morning. There’s no real point in me seeing her until I’ve seen the DCI anyway. Just take her telephone number and address and say I’ll call her within the hour to arrange to come and see her, okay?’

‘Will do.’ Gibson put the phone down, then picked it up again and dialled the DCI’s extension. 

‘You wanted to speak to me sir?’

‘Yes Gibson, having a problem with your alarm clock?’

‘No sir, had to go for a blood test, took a bit longer than I thought.’ 

*
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Gibson thought back to how his day had started. He’d planned to be at the clinic early, but a car crash on the A57 made the twenty minute journey considerably longer. He arrived at the hospital haematology department, took a ticket from the dispenser, and sat down on one of the chairs, arranged theatre style in the waiting area. He was number thirty six. The red digital light display suspended from the grubby looking white ceiling showed the number eighteen. So much for my early start! His headache was getting worse. For twelve hours, he’d had to starve for the test, no food, not even a cup of tea, just water. He felt uncomfortable and tetchy. Jill had insisted he go to the doctor, said he was looking “peaky”. And he had felt a little off colour, then again, he thought, I have been hitting the sauce a bit lately. 

‘Okay, so I like a drink, but that doesn’t mean I’m an alcoholic,’ he’d replied when Jill had asked him if he realised how much he’d been drinking lately. ‘Lots of the lads at the station drink much more than me. I consider myself a moderate drinker, compared to them.’

‘Georgie Best would be considered a moderate drinker compared to that lot,’ she’d countered.

So, he’d gone along to the GP, who asked him, amongst other things, how much he drank. Despite lying by cutting approximately half of his intake, the doctor tut tutted and suggested he get a liver function test. And his ‘other bloods’ whilst he was at it. 

He looked around at the others. All ages, shapes and sizes. Then his gaze fell on a lady who looked so like his mother, he felt a lump come to his throat. Memories came flooding back. 

‘Thirty Six,’ said a loud and impatient sounding woman’s voice. Gibson realised she’d shouted the number previously, but he’d been in a trance. 

‘Yes, sorry, me.’ He followed the nurse through the plastic curtain.

‘Take your jacket off, roll up your left sleeve and sit down. Have you got a card...?’

*
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He tuned back into what the DCI was saying. ‘Blood test, what for? Never mind I don’t want to know, just come to my office now and tell me why the fuck you’ve left this William Bowie report on my desk.’ Gibson sighed.

‘William Bowen, I think you mean sir.’

‘Bowie, Bowen, whatever, just come and tell me why you want to waste valuable police time on this.’ 

‘On my way sir.’ Detective Chief Inspector Tom Watson put the phone down and leafed through another file while he waited for Gibson to show.. He looked out of the window at the sleet and rain. He hated February. Tom Watson was stocky, overweight, balding, cantankerous, and seemed permanently ready to erupt. He sometimes appeared distracted and vague but was not to be underestimated. Some made that mistake and had learned a hard lesson. He was a tyrant and glory thief.  

Gibson knocked on the door and entered. He looked around, so much paper, files all over the place, how does he manage to work in all this mess?

‘Sit down Gibson. So, what’s this all about?’ Watson said, pointing to a folder on his desk, ‘as far as I can tell, this man died a natural death with no suspicious circumstances, and no reason for any investigation. So please explain, why this is cluttering my already overburdened desk – and brain? Both of which have limited capacity to cope with more – more stuff,’ he hesitated looking around at his cluttered office, searching for a better word but couldn’t think of one. ‘Yes, stuff,’ he repeated, more to himself than to the hapless Gibson.

‘Well?’

‘Yes sir, sorry. I agree, that on the face of it, it seems pretty straightforward. But his daughter is very insistent that we look into his death in a bit more detail. She claims he was expecting it, er, his death that is.’

‘I think I can say with some certainty Gibson, that “we’re all expecting it”.’ Watson snorted at his own wit. ‘So why did she think “he was expecting it”?’

‘Well sir, the daughter, Mrs King, she says he was worried.  Claims he’d been saying things like he was next, stuff like that. Said he seemed troubled and scared. Then he died, and she won’t accept that he died a natural death.’

‘He wasn’t at all well, according to the information in your file.’ Watson replied.

‘No, he wasn’t. He had a bit of dementia, but had long periods when he was very lucid, according to his daughter He did have a couple of other medical conditions as well, emphysema and a bit of a dickey heart apparently.’

‘Anything obviously suspicious about the death, I mean other than the daughter’s concerns, any evidence to suggest anything untoward about the way he died?’

‘There was no post mortem. The doctor who attended, specified natural causes on the death certificate. Heart failure I think it said.’

‘And where did he die Gibson?’

‘At home, he had help.’

‘Help?’

‘Visits from a home help I mean. Twice a day, plus his daughter visited when she could.’

‘Who found him?’

‘The home help,’ Gibson looked at the file, ‘a Mrs Littleton. She called twice a day, once in the morning, got him up made his breakfast and all that, and then once again in the late afternoon, to make his evening meal. She found him dead in bed. Said he often stayed in bed till late morning on a Saturday.’

‘And how did this Mrs Littleton get in, if he wasn’t able to answer the door? No, don’t tell me Gibson I can guess, a key under the mat.’

‘More or less sir Under a pot actually.’

‘Jesus Christ Almighty! Why don’t they just put a fucking sign on the door, inviting any passing villain to come in and rob ‘em? You know Gibson, sometimes I wonder, I really do.... people are just so....’ Watson shook his head and sighed in frustration, then carried on. ‘So, had he fallen out of bed, anything like that?’

‘Apparently not sir. The report says he was just lying in bed, looked as if he was asleep. She tried to wake him up, the home help, then she realised.’

And is this, er...’ Watson consulted the file, ‘Mrs King, the daughter, is she the only child?’

‘As far as I know, yes, yes I’m pretty certain she is.’

‘So, no one else who might benefit from his death? Wills and relatives that sort of thing? Insurance pay-outs on his death, sale of the house etc?’

‘I, er, I haven’t checked that yet sir,’ Gibson rushed on before the DCI could bollock him for not checking the obvious. ‘Billy Bowen was a widower, I know that, and the house was rented so nothing there. My guess would be that there’s no insurance pay-out either. I can’t imagine he would be leaving much in the way of money, some small savings maybe, but I’ll check it all out and make sure.’

‘Yes Gibson, you know what they say, “where there’s a will there’s a relation”. Did the daughter say if he’d had a row with anyone, any sort of dispute with a neighbour, anything like that?’

‘No sir, but I haven’t really questioned her properly, I thought I’d better pass it by you first.’

‘Well as far as I’m concerned Gibson, it looks pretty straightforward. And in the circumstances, unless someone administered a drug overdose or something, which seems highly unlikely. I suggest that it was, as the doctor stated, a natural death. But I sense that you harbour some scintilla of doubt.’

‘Well, I’m not sure. if I’m honest. But the daughter, she’s so insistent. And she’s not a nutter, quite the opposite.’ 

‘I take it from that, that you mean she’s a good looking woman, and she’s got you on a sympathy kick? Look, just put it down as a natural death, fob her off and let’s get back to clearing some of the backlog, instead of pissing about with some highly strung neurotic woman with a stupid idea about her father being done in.’  

‘With all due respect sir, I think I should have another chat with her. I mean it wouldn’t look good if she starts complaining that the police didn’t take any notice. Remember that case last year sir, the old lady, the one that complained about the man running round her garden at night, naked. Our lads put her down as barmy, but it turned out she was telling the truth. Took a reporter to stake out the place to prove it, and then he made us look like complete twonkers. It was a bit embarrassing, to say the least.’

‘Yes, yes, okay Gibson, point made. Well go and have another chat with the daughter if you must and let me know if she can come up with any valid reason why she thinks he was killed. Jesus H Christ, if it isn’t enough having to deal with real crimes, now we’re having to investigate imaginary ones.’

‘Yes sir.’

‘Off you go Gibson. Hang on,’ said the DCI looking at the file, ‘This William Bowen lived in Regent Park West, Pendlebury I see.’

‘Yes sir, lived there all his life. Why, has that got some significance sir?’ 

‘No not really Gibson, just that I grew up just a stone’s throw away from there, that’s all.’

‘Oh, right sir. Well, I’ll go back to my office then, if there’s nothing else?’

‘Right Gibson, off you trot.’ He closed the door and winced at the DCI picking him up on not finding out if there were any other beneficiaries.
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CHAPTER 3
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Back in his own office, Gibson sat down, picked up the phone and called Mrs King. He apologised for missing their appointment that morning and told her he’d come along and see her at midday, if that was okay. 

‘I’ll be here,’ she said in a brusque voice, and put the phone down. It clattered in his ear. He replaced his own receiver and frowned. He thought about what the DCI had said and wondered again if this was all a complete waste of time. He understood her distress at losing her father. She was upset, and no one could blame her, but as for there being something sinister about her father’s death? Well, he’d go through the motions, now he’d got the okay from the DCI. Then, like the DCI said, try to get her to accept the obvious, and hopefully, she’d leave him in peace. 

Gibson grabbed a quick coffee before leaving. He had plenty of time to get there on time, but got delayed by the front desk, questions about a recent case. He found her house, rang the doorbell and looked at his watch, ten minutes late shit! Mary King opened the door almost immediately.

‘What a surprise, you’re late. But at least you’ve turned up, so that’s something, I suppose.’

She showed him into her front room.  She was blond, slim, and what Gibson would call petite. She wasn’t difficult to look at, and certainly didn’t look her age, which he knew to be forty five. The house was a post war semi-detached, situated on a quiet road on the Westwood Estate in Pendlebury, a couple of miles or so from where her father had lived. They both sat down. Gibson spoke.

‘Look, I’m sorry I couldn’t see you at the station this morning, but I was tied up. So, what did you want to see me for?’

‘Well obviously, I want to know if you’d made any progress. As in, have you found anything out yet?’

‘No, I haven’t Mrs King. As you know, the doctor who issued your father’s death certificate stated that he died of natural causes. Heart failure, or myocardial infarction I believe was the precise term used I understand he’d been suffering with heart and lung problems for some time. Is that correct?’

‘Yes, like I said before, he worked in the mines till he was well into his fifties, then he got ill, like a lot of miners, emphysema. It was that that led to his bad heart, the doctor said, that and him being a bit overweight. Anyway, he had to give up work and lived mainly on the social from then on, ‘until’ her voice cracked, she gulped and finished the sentence ‘until he died.’

She dabbed at her eyes with a tissue and thought back to happier days.

Every Sunday, her dad and mam would take her to the big field by the canal, where whippets, miners and miner’s wives were milling around waiting for the next race to begin. The men made a big fuss of her but stopped when the race was about to start. Then it was all business. She remembered a man with a big blackboard, dogs names chalked on it. He shouted all the time before the race and people placed their bets.   Her dad’s dog racing name was Perfect Lady, or just Lady when she was at home.

‘You stay there with yer mam and let’s see if Lady here can win us a few bob, c’mon Lady give it your best.’

The men coaxed their whippets into their homemade narrow wooden traps. Then went round to the front and walked backwards down the track waving bits of rag. Lanes were marked out with thin rope and tied at intervals to stakes in the ground. The whippets yelped excitedly pawing at the slatted doors of the boxes, desperate to get out and race to their respective owners. 

As soon as the dog owners reached the end of the track, the man near the traps signalled with his arm and a whistle The front of the traps sprang open, and the dogs were off. The dog owners at the end of the long lanes, bent forwards, batting their thighs furiously and frantically waving their bits of rag, shouting at the tops of their voices to their dogs, spurring them on to even greater speed. 

The bedlam and general pandemonium electrified the spectacle. Dogs accelerating to astounding speeds, their legs lost in a blur of spectacular momentum.

‘Mrs King, are you okay?’ The policeman’s voice brought her back to the present.

‘Oh, sorry, I was... never mind, what was it you asked again?’

‘I was asking about his medication. Was he good at taking, whatever he needed to take?’

‘Yes, he never missed his meds. He had them in a pillbox, all marked up so he would know which ones he’d taken each day, he was very methodical. I hope you’re not suggesting he died, just because he forgot his meds?’

‘I’m not suggesting anything. Just that considering his general medical condition, and I don’t want to seem insensitive, but in the circumstances, maybe it’s not really that surprising that he suffered a heart attack, is it?’ I mean sixty eight wasn’t a bad age for someone who had the problems he had.’

‘I don’t accept that. I think he could have gone on for a few more years at least. And, like I said, lately he’d been frightened, kept saying he was next, and then he died so suddenly. It just seems connected. A bit of a coincidence, don’t you think Sergeant?’

‘Well, there’s no physical evidence that anything untoward caused his death, but let’s put that on one side for the moment. Let me ask you some more questions, and see where that gets us?’

‘Okay, like what?’ 

‘Well, when did your father start expressing these, er, fears, about “being next” and did he say what “being next” meant, did he think he was going to be harmed physically, or killed? I mean, are you sure it couldn’t have been something else he was referring to, such as just dying from his heart problems? People do become more aware of the inevitable as they get older, especially if they’re not well?’

‘He never said what he was afraid of in that much detail, no. I asked him what it was all about, and he sort of wafted me away. I don’t think he wanted me to worry. He said I wouldn’t want to know, and things like that. Then sometimes he’d forget all about it. His mind did wander a bit at times. Like I said, the doctor said he had a bit of dementia. But most of the time he could talk about things in a perfectly normal way, remember stuff, better than I could.’

‘Okay, let’s talk about his life before he became ill. What did he do when he was young? Was he in the army, in the war?’

‘No, being a miner, he was in what they called a reserve occupation I think, which meant he didn’t have to join up. Although he always said he wished he had joined the army, said it would have been better.’

‘What did he mean, better?’

‘I don’t know, he never really explained. I thought at the time he meant he felt he should have been out there fighting the Germans. Perhaps he meant he felt he hadn’t pulled his weight. Funny when you think about it, but it might have been healthier for him in the end.’

‘How do you mean?’ Tears welled up in her eyes as she began speaking again. 

‘I mean, if he’d been a soldier, he might have been wounded, killed even, but maybe that would have been preferable to the years he’d had struggling to breathe and not being able to walk very far. I nursed him during the bad times, when he got a cold or a chest infection. It broke my heart to see someone who’d been such a strong able man, brought to his knees, literally sometimes, by fucking coal dust.’

Mary King obviously found it difficult to carry on speaking and bowed her head, sobbing quietly. Gibson couldn’t think what to say, so he kept his mouth shut. He waited but found her distress hard to take and had to fight the urge to get up and give her a hug. She recovered.

‘Sorry about the language. I don’t normally swear like that.’   

‘You’ve no need to apologise. I’m only sorry to put you through this, but I need to have as much information as possible, you understand?’  She nodded. Gibson carried on.

‘So, what did he do, after he’d retired?’

‘Not much, well he liked to bet a little bit on the horses, and sometimes he’d get the bus to the pub to meet up with Joe, an old friend of his, at the Pack Horse, up on Bolton Road. Then I think Joe moved away, had to go into a care home or something and he lost touch. I’m not even sure if Joe’s still alive, but anyway, Dad didn’t go to the pub that often anymore.’ 

‘Did he have any arguments, fall out with anyone, disputes, rows with a neighbour, anything like that?’

‘No, not that I know of. Look, I know my dad, and he just wouldn’t say anything like that without a good reason. He was worried, someone was going to do him harm.’

‘I understand, but let’s finish these questions. I assume you’re the only child and that there are no other beneficiaries to anything he might leave, in a will, that sort of thing?’

Mary King laughed derisively.

‘No, there are no other “beneficiaries” as you put it. Dad wasn’t in a position to leave anything of value. Well, not money anyway. Some old pictures, the odd bit of furniture. The house was rented so...’

‘Okay, I understand. Well, that’s about it for the time being,’ said Gibson starting to put his notebook away, ‘but you must appreciate, that unless you can come up with a more compelling reason than you have so far, as to why we should investigate your father’s death, I’m afraid I can’t really take this much further. I understand that you’re upset, and you have my deepest sympathy for your loss, but without more to go on, I’m afraid we can’t justify spending any more time on this, I’m really sorry.’

Mary King stood up suddenly, arms straight by her side, tears welling up in her eyes again. Her face was taut, eyes blazing, Gibson blanched.

‘Look here Mr, Sergeant Gibson, or whatever your bloody title is, I’m not prepared to accept that my dad died a natural death. Now you go and find out what happened to him, or I’ll take my case to the papers, the chief constable, my MP, to anyone who’ll listen. So, please get off telling me how sorry you are, stick your sympathy, and get out there, find out what really happened.’ 

With that she fled out of the room in tears. Gibson heard her running up the stairs then she stopped and shouted down, 

‘See yourself out.’  A door slammed upstairs, shaking the house. Gibson stayed seated for a minute, stunned.

‘Bloody hell’, he said out loud, then got up and left.

He sat in his car outside the house and reflected on Mary King’s outburst. Gibson laughed to himself and shook his head in admiration. She certainly knows how to make a point, that’s for sure. Now where did she say her dad went for a drink, the Pack Horse? Good excuse to go for a half on my way home, all in the line of duty of course.

Gibson went back to the station and managed to catch up on most of his paperwork. He was pretty well finished by five, by which time he felt ready for a beer. He drove towards Pendlebury and soon came to the pub he was looking for. Remarkably it was still called the Pack Horse. The brewery or whoever owned it now, had apparently resisted the growing trend to rename the pub, for the time being at any rate. The pub’s original grand façade, a mixture of grey stone with red brick inserts, looked faded and dilapidated in the miserable orange glow of the street lighting. He turned into the pub car park and stopped.  The lights were off, and the place looked deserted. Maybe a bit too early for the evening drinkers? He turned the car round and was just driving away, when he spotted a man in his rear mirror walking across the car park and into the pub. 

Gibson turned his car around again and parked up. He got out and went through the heavy wooden doors and into a large, cavernous room, with a bar running along the left hand side. It was empty. He stood there wondering where the man had gone, when he heard a noise coming from behind a door in the corner. He went through it and found a smaller, well lit room, with a pool table, dart board, and five people variously sitting at the bar and playing pool. It was like going back in time. Behind the bar, was a huge gold framed mirror on the wall, and peeling mauve paint on the walls. There were various faded old signs hanging on the wall, ‘Guinness – think what toucan do’, ‘Mackeson milk stout’ and ‘I’d love a Babycham’. 

The barmaid was sitting on a stool behind the bar, smoking and watching the men play pool. As Gibson walked over, she turned towards him, got off the stool and smiled. She was slightly overweight, had plenty of makeup on her pretty face, and wore a very low black dress, revealing an impressive cleavage. Gibson tried hard not to stare. 

‘Yes love?’ she said in a pronounced local accent

‘Just a half of bitter please.’

The barmaid tapped the ash from her cigarette into a huge red ashtray then left her cigarette balanced there while she pulled his beer. 

‘There you are sweetheart’ she said putting the half pint of bitter on a beer mat in front of him.

He thanked her and paid. She picked her cigarette up, took a long drag, turned away, put her elbows on the bar and went back to watching the men playing pool.

‘Excuse me, but could I ask you a few questions?’

She turned back to Gibson. 

‘Yes love, as long as they’re not too personal,’ then she looked him up and down and said, ‘mind you, good looking bloke like you, I might make an exception.’

Gibson smiled. It was hard not to like her cheeky reply, and he could see why she was a barmaid. Some people just had the personality.

‘Did you know a man, a customer, called Billy Bowen?’

Two older men who had their backs to the bar turned round to look at Gibson. 

‘Old Billy,’ she said ‘yes, poor love, kicked the bucket recently I heard.’

‘Yes, I’m afraid he did. Did you know him well, I mean did you talk to him at all?’

‘And who’s asking?’ she said, not unpleasantly.

‘Well, I’m a police officer, but this isn’t really official, just checking a few things that’s all. So, what did you know about him?’

‘Used to come in fairly regular, Tuesdays mostly I think, met up with his old pal Joe. But that was quite a while ago, he didn’t come in that much lately, not since Joe moved away. Last time I saw him, he’d gone a bit miserable. Not like he used to be, no idea why. I know he had a few medical problems so maybe they were getting on top of him.’

‘Bloody obsessed he was. Thought there was some sort of conspiracy agin him,’ said one of the men at the bar, obviously eavesdropping on their conversation. 

‘Lost his marbles if you ask me,’ said the other one, then went back to sipping his pint. Gibson turned his attention to the two men. ‘What sort of conspiracy?’ he asked.

‘Well, since his mate Joe died last year, he kept saying he was next, wouldn’t say anymore. If you asked him why, he’d just clam up, barmy bugger.’

‘Oh, I was told this Joe had moved to a nursing home. Is that where he died?’

‘That’s what we ‘eard, moved to a care home or whatever they call ‘em. Somewhere near to where his son lived.  Eccles way I think.’

‘Did Billy have any other friends, or old workmates, anyone else that you know of?’

‘Not that I’m aware of, what about you Fred?’ said the man, turning to his drinking partner.

‘Nope, just his old mate Joe. It was just after he jossed it that old Billy started goin’ on about being next. Thinking about it though, he was right, wasn’t he?’ Both men laughed heartily.

Addressing the two men and the barmaid, Gibson asked.

‘What was Joe’s surname?’

‘Martin,’ said one of the men, ‘I always remember ‘cos he had two first names, Joe and Martin.’

‘I don’t suppose you know anyone who might be able to tell me where this care home is, that Joe moved to?’ 

‘Sorry love’, said the barmaid.’

‘No idea,’ said one man, the other shook his head.

‘Like I said, somewhere Eccles way but I don’t know any more than that,’ said the other.

‘Do you know where he lived before he moved then?’

‘Ay,’ said the man called Fred, ‘he lived not far from here, Connor Street, number twenty four. Helped him home a couple of times, when he got a bit the worse for wear, if you know what I mean?’

Gibson wrote the address in his notebook.

‘Connor Street. I think I know where it is, but can you give me directions anyway?’

‘Turn right, carry on towards Manchester, for about quarter of a mile and it’s on your right, can’t miss it, newspaper shop on the corner.’

‘Okay and thanks for your time,’ said Gibson turning to the barmaid and finishing his drink.

‘Anytime sweetheart,’ she said, giving him a smile and a big wink.

He drove back along Bolton Road and found Connor Street without too much trouble. Holes in the tarmac exposed large patches of the original cobbles. Faded red brick terraced houses faced each other, with cars parked on either side of the narrow street making his passage tricky. He found number twenty four but was forced to park some distance further down the street. 

He walked back and knocked on the door. It was opened almost immediately by a pretty little girl with a dirty face, blond hair and pigtails. She was no more than seven or eight years old. 

‘Is your Mummy or Daddy in?’ he asked and wondered at people who would let such a small child answer the door.

‘Who is it Trace?’ came a loud female voice from inside the house.  The little girl ran back into the house leaving the door open, then a woman appeared cigarette in hand. She wore a tight yellow stretch tee shirt showing every contour of her body, tight jeans and dyed blond hair, going dark at the roots, no makeup. 

‘Whatever you’re selling, we don’t want one,’ she said and slammed the door firmly in his face.

Gibson gave his hard police knock, the door opened, and the woman was ready to give him a mouthful. Then she saw the warrant card he was holding up. Her shoulders slumped. 

‘Okay what is it?’ she asked in a resigned manner. 

History there, thought Gibson.

‘My name’s Gibson, Detective Sergeant Gibson and I’m making enquiries about the previous occupant of this house.’ 

‘Don’t know how I can help. I don’t know anything about the bloke who lived here before.’

‘That’s okay; I just wondered if you had a forwarding address, for sending mail on, that sort of thing.’

‘Oh right, yes, I think we did have something his son gave us, but I’m not sure if it got thrown away. I mean it’s been a while since we moved in.’

‘Could you have a look please?’

‘Yeah, okay, just wait there, I think it might be with the rent book stuff.’

She went upstairs and came back down a few minutes later.

‘Is this what you want?’

It was a piece of paper with the name Joseph Martin printed on it and the address of a care home in Eccles called Fairview Gardens.

‘Perfect, thanks. I’ll take this. I don’t think you’ll need it anymore, Mr Martin died last year I’m afraid, but I can make you a copy if you want.’

‘Nah, we never got any stuff for him anyway, so keep it. Can I go now, my hubby’s back in a bit and if I haven’t got his tea on the table there’ll be ructions?’

‘Right okay, well thanks and goodbye.’

‘Yeah, bye,’ she said and shut the door.

Gibson drove home wondering once again why he was pursuing this matter. He had plenty of other cases on the go, but something kept niggling away at the back of his mind. Perhaps it was the dead certainty of the daughter that something wasn’t right about her father’s death. Tomorrow, he’d pay a visit to Fairview Gardens and if that didn’t turn up anything, he’d tell Mrs King he couldn’t do any more unless something new came to light. 

He put the matter of Billy Bowen to the back of his mind, turned the car radio on to catch up on the news and started to wonder what he’d be having for dinner. Thursday, so it could be steak and kidney pie, and the half of bitter had just put that extra edge on his appetite. He’d been married previously for a couple of years, but it didn’t take. Not her fault, he always said, it was the job, he told people if they asked.

Now he was married to Jill. They’d met two years ago at a friend’s dinner party. He’d been going through a rough patch at the time and nearly didn’t go to the dinner, but at the last minute he decided to make the effort, try to get back to something like normal. They’d hit it off right away. As soon as he laid eyes on her he felt she was different. He didn’t believe in all that ‘love at first sight’ stuff, but with Jill, it was as though they already knew each other. He instantly felt at ease and sensed she felt the same. She was slim, had auburn hair, an oval face, expressive brown eyes, and full generous lips. 

She reminded him of an old fashioned film star - classical, if he had to choose one word to describe her. It wasn’t long after they met that they moved in together.  They married a year later, and Gibson thought they were doing okay so far. She was a qualified pharmacist and had chosen to work in a city centre at a twenty four hour chemist. She hated normal routine and enjoyed shifts and the odd hours, and the odd characters she met there, she said. This fitted in quite well with Gibson’s own unruly hours. She was a great cook, and he’d put pounds on since they moved in together, but what the hell, he thought, happy days.

*
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The man sat on the sofa with a copy of the local paper and the Manchester Evening News. He read through each paper carefully. No mention of the death of Billy Bowen. Nothing, nor had there been since the third of February. He smiled to himself. He wondered if the police would ever catch on, he doubted it. He was safe, he would never be caught, he was far too clever, but then again, he would like some acknowledgment, some appreciation of why he’d had to kill. He’d think about it, maybe write to the police anonymously, tell them what it was all about, and still, they wouldn’t be able to catch me - I’m already dead. He laughed out loud and went into the kitchen to make himself a cup of coffee.
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CHAPTER 4
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‘Morning Sherlock.’

‘Morning Sir’ Gibson replied as DCI Watson entered his office.

‘Any headway with the “mystery” of Mr Bowen’s death?’ The DCI said the word “mystery” in an exaggerated manner, sarcastic bastard, thought Gibson.

‘Not so far sir, I went to see Mrs King, and she couldn’t really offer me any more reasons than she already had, but she did tell me where I might be able to talk to someone else who knew him, mates that sort of thing so I went to the pub he used to go to.’

‘And?’

‘Not much, just that he’d told them a similar story, that he was next. Been saying it since his drinking pal died a year ago or so, bloke called Joseph Martin, friends since childhood apparently, but then Joe moved away to a care home near Eccles a while ago, where I’m told he died.’

‘So, what’s your next move?’

‘Well, I got the address of the place he moved to from the people who moved into Joe Martin’s old house, so I thought I’d try to clear my desk of the more urgent stuff, call the care home, then pop along there early this afternoon, confirm the details of this Joe Martin’s death. Then I can go back to Mrs King and tell her we’ve looked into everything, and, well nothing, no suspicious circumstances etc., etc., and put the lid on it. What do you think sir?’  

‘Yes Gibson, you might as well, then at least we can get his sodding nuisance of a daughter off our backs. In fact, I think I’ll come along, I’ve got plenty on, but a trip out of the office and away from that bloody desk is just what I need.’

‘Of course, sir, you’re more than welcome.’ What’s the old git up to, he wants to make sure we ditch this investigation as soon as possible.

‘And on the way, we can make a bit of a diversion, go and have a quick look at Regent Park West where your mystery murder took place. Did I tell you I grew up not far from there Gibson?’

‘Yes sir, you did mention it.’

‘Did I? Right okay, well let me know when you’re ready to go.’

‘Will do sir.’ It was midday before Gibson got up to date with his case files. He called the DCI and they drove to Pendlebury in Gibson’s Saab. The DCI gave directions and soon they were turning off Bolton Road and driving down Agecroft Road into the Irwell Valley. DCI Watson began a nostalgic commentary. 

‘That war memorial we just passed on the left Gibson, that was erected to the miners from round here who died in the First World War, colliers they called them then, no reserved occupation for those poor sods, and all these houses Gibson,’ said Watson gesturing to the left as they drove further down the hill, ‘are built on the fields I played on as a kid. Slow down, turn right here, this is Regent Park West.’ They drove slowly along a pot holed road with terraced houses on each side, the houses on the left finishing halfway down the street, the ones on the right continuing to the end of the road.

‘Stop here Gibson, and look over there, you can still see Agecroft Colliery, all but finished as a working mine. They say it’ll be demolished in the next couple of years.’

Gibson stopped the car and looked at the area Watson was pointing to. He could see some big concrete towers, some fields and what looked like industrial buildings, but it looked bleak and derelict to him. It was obvious that Watson could see a quite different picture in his mind’s eye. The DCI carried on speaking.

‘When I was a little kid, the original mine only occupied a smallish area on the far side, over there, and the rest of that land was made up of fields and Chapman’s farm. Then eventually the mine expanded, took virtually all of the land, the fields and even the farm got gobbled up in the process. Further over there were the woods where we used to go birds nesting, Oats’s woods, which were actually the old grounds of Agecroft Hall. And would you believe Gibson, someone bought the hall in the nineteen twenties and shipped it over to America and re-built it stone by stone.’ 

Gibson said nothing, it was all very interesting but hardly had any bearing on his investigation, still it was useful to get a feel for the area he supposed. As if reading his mind Watson said.

‘C’mon Gibson enough of this nostalgia crap, let’s go and see this old peoples’ home or whatever it is.’

They drove out of Regent Park West back up Agecroft Road up a steep hill that Watson said the locals called Smithy Brew. They then made their way to Eccles and eventually arrived at the Fairview Care Home. The place looked deserted. They parked and entered through the double doors of the neat modern building. The first thing Gibson noticed was the smell, or the lack of it. He’d been in a few old peoples’ homes in his time and the most depressing thing was the musty smell of stale piss. But not in this place, the air smelt fresh and clean. There was a small, unmanned reception desk with a bell push screwed to the top. Gibson pressed it and heard the distant ding-dong somewhere in the building. A small, neat woman appeared as if from nowhere. 

‘Yes gentlemen, what can I do for you?’

‘I called earlier. I’m Sergeant Gibson, and this is my colleague DCI Watson.’ 

‘Ah yes. They said you wanted to ask some questions about a previous resident I understand.’

‘Yes, we do, is there anywhere we can talk in private?’

‘Oh sorry, I’ve just got so much on at the moment, I’m not thinking properly, please follow me. Would you like a cup of tea or anything?’ She showed them into a small ante room. They both declined the offer of a drink and sat down. 

‘My name’s Dorothy Green, I’m the care home manager, so how can I help you?’ Gibson looked at Watson who nodded for him to take the lead.

‘Well, it’s just an informal enquiry at this stage, but it’s about a Joseph Martin who we understand was a resident here and passed away last year?’

‘Yes, that’s correct. Poor Mr Martin, Joe, he passed away at the end of January, or was it February? My memory’s not what it used to be. Have there been, er, developments?’ 

Watson looked at Gibson and raised his eyebrows, Gibson looked confused.

‘Sorry, developments?’ 

‘Well, I always thought it was unsatisfactory, accidental death my left foot.’

‘Sorry, I assumed he’d died in here, I mean...,’ Gibson immediately felt foolish and realised he should have checked to see what Joseph Martin had died of before coming out here, especially as he was accompanied by the DCI – shit again, I can’t believe this! He had a name and address, and it wouldn’t have been that difficult. He looked at DCI Watson who was smiling his nasty smile. Watson took over.

‘Er, Mrs Green, was it? We’re not from the local police so we’re not familiar with what happened to Mr Martin. We’re here informally, on a related matter but we’re not looking directly into the circumstances of Mr Martin’s death, so maybe you could tell us briefly what happened.’

‘Oh, I see, well he, Joe went out for his usual walk along the canal and fell in, according to the police. They said he died of shock and, what’s that word..., hypothermia, said he must have slipped. I know it was freezing cold that day, but Joe was good on his pins, and he wouldn’t have been stupid enough to go near the edge. Truth is, he was an old man, and it was easier for the police to put it down as an accident. They dismissed the idea of him being attacked or anything, and I know there was nothing stolen but still....’ She trailed off. 

Watson and Gibson sat there in silence letting the information sink in. A loud jangling noise suddenly started up.

‘Oh dear, that’s a patient alarm, urgent, I’ll have to go, sorry gentlemen, please call back if you find out any more.’ And with that Mrs Green left. 

‘Well Gibson, what excuse do you have for not checking the cause of death? Made us look like a right pair of idiots.’ Watson said as they drove away from the care home. Trust him to be with me every time I make a cock up!

‘Yes, sorry sir, I should have checked how Martin had died, I mean it might not make any difference, probably a genuine accident despite what the lady says, but still, it just throws a bit more doubt into the pot.’

‘Yes Gibson, on both counts, and you should have checked, you really must be more thorough. You’re never going to get that promotion if you carry on like this.’ Gibson couldn’t think of anything to say. The DCI continued. ‘You see Gibson, you have to be methodical. Establish the facts then analyse, consider and evaluate. So, let’s think about what we have, which is two deaths, about a year apart, one officially an accident and the other stated as natural causes by the doctor. The only link being that they were both friends, both miners who worked together, but they were both old men as well, so two old people died who knew each other and worked together. If we used that as a basis for investigation we’d be well and truly overwhelmed, so why should we take this any further Gibson?’

‘I take it you’re playing devil’s advocate here sir?’

‘I am indeed the devil incarnate some people would say, so convince me Detective Sergeant Gibson, why waste any more time on this?’

‘Okay, well there’s Mary King, who said her father knew he was next, and he did die.’
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