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Chapter One

The two petrol bombs arced away from the fifteenth-floor balcony of the Grant Flowers flats, their fiery tails flowing behind them in the night sky, briefly illuminating a group of masked youths on the balcony, before falling towards the three liveried police vans parked below. By the early summer of 1976, Handstead New Town, which lay fifteen miles north of Manchester, was a simmering cauldron of discontent. It had long been used by Manchester City Council as a social dustbin for its more troublesome tenants, and as a penal colony by the local police, who staffed it with their own malcontents. Such was the loathing they felt for the town that they had bastardised its phonetic code - Hotel Alpha - and now referred to it by the more appropriate name of Horse’s Arse.

Of all Handstead’s dismal estates, the worst without question was the Park Royal. Built on the former rolling acres of a long-disappeared Tudor royal residence, the  majority of its rodent-like residents spent their waking hours engaged in every kind of criminal enterprise. They regularly went head to head with the local police, who quite unwittingly had embraced the ancient doctrine of the Stoics and resolved to make a difference in a place they hated. The biggest problems in the town as a whole were posed by a gang based on the estate, the self-styled Park Royal Mafia. They were a group of young, lawless hoodlums who regularly ran amok and had become quite dangerous. Even more so when, in January, one of their number had murdered PC Dave Baines. Since his murder, and the subsequent roll-up of the Mafia’s hierarchy, Handstead had seen virtually nonstop outbreaks of disorder, but particularly on the Park Royal.

The knot of police officers standing around the vans moved away swiftly, watching dispassionately as the bombs crashed with loud explosions on to the roof of one of the vehicles, blazing petrol enveloping it and lighting up the surrounding area. Loud raucous cheers went up from dozens of unseen people gathered on the darkened balconies of the flats, and were quickly echoed by the police officers as they noticed that one of the throwers on the fifteenth floor was himself ablaze. Making a petrol bomb was extremely simple, but throwing one required a little care. The two milk bottles had been half filled with petrol, and rags sodden with fuel had been stuffed into the necks before being lit. It was important that the bottle was thrown with  the wick upright, but one of the bombers had tipped his upside down, and petrol had gushed over his arm and upper body and ignited as he threw it. As he thrashed about on the balcony, desperately trying to extinguish himself, his mate left him to it.

Down below, a police officer stepped forward and used an extinguisher to kill the flames engulfing the police van. It was a well-practised routine. All three vans bore the scars of past petrol bombings and stonings. The patrol group to whom the vans belonged, the county’s elite rapid response unit, had spent the last eight days on the Park Royal estate dealing with sporadic outbreaks of violence as the local hooligans flexed their muscles in a show of defiance ahead of the impending trials of the hard-core Park Royal Mafia. The estate was simmering in the early summer heat and the local police were hard pushed to keep it under control. Hence the presence of the patrol group, with a simple brief to deal with the problem in any way they saw fit.

‘Delta Hotel, this is Ranger One,’ reported the group’s senior sergeant. ‘We’ve just taken two petrol bombs from the Grant Flowers flats. We’re redeploying in the vicinity.’ As he spoke, the three vans were being moved to the far side of the road, adjacent to some waste ground.

The operator in the main control room looked anxiously over to her young, recently promoted inspector, who was hovering nervously at her shoulder, listening to the transmission over the speaker. Whilst the patrol group were  under attack at the Grant Flowers flats, other local units were also being subjected to random ambushes around the estate. Hands trembling, the inspector leafed quickly through the well-thumbed operation order detailing police operations on the estate, then glanced at the large situation board at the front of the room that showed the locations of units deployed in Handstead. The situation had recently become so serious that resources from around the county were being deployed into Horse’s Arse to deal with it. The county’s fire-breathing shit-kicker, Chief Constable Daniels, was determined that the town would not go up in smoke without a fight. The control room inspector, however, was a spineless jellyfish with no confidence in himself, and little street experience, and deciding that discretion was the better part of valour, he resolved to withdraw the patrol group.

‘Get the patrol group out of there,’ he commanded in a shaky voice. ‘Deploy back to Hotel Alpha and we’ll reconsider.’

The operator looked quizzically at him for clarification. She was well aware that the bottom line of the operation order was that the town should not be surrendered without a fight.

‘Get them out of there,’ the inspector repeated in what he hoped was a firmer tone.

Shrugging in mute but obvious disagreement, the operator turned back to her microphone.

‘Ranger One, Ranger One from Oscar One, get your  vehicles away from the flats and redeploy to Hotel Alpha. Oscar One will contact you there.’

As the patrol group officers digested this decision and the sergeant responded with a terse ‘Understood’, a mile away the night-duty Hotel Alpha inspector was listening aghast to the transmission. He was made of sterner stuff. Grabbing his vehicle’s handset, he quickly intervened.

‘Delta Hotel, this is Bravo Two, cancel your last, I repeat, cancel your last. We withdraw from the estate now, we’ll never get back. This is my call - Ranger One, you keep your officers up there and deploy as you see fit. All Hotel Alpha units will hold their ground on the estate. We’re not going anywhere. This is our ground, Delta Hotel; we’re going to keep it. Bravo Two out.’

‘Nice one, guv’nor,’ smiled his sergeant as the inspector slammed the handset back on to its rack. ‘Want to go and meet up with the patrol group boys?’

‘Yeah, come on, Roy, get us up there. Fucking Control, what the fuck was all that about? Withdraw? Christ, we’d never get back. Wankers,’ the inspector spat contemptuously.

In the control room, the operator acknowledged Bravo Two’s very concise instructions and turned back to her inspector, who had turned crimson with embarrassment. He was aware that all the staff in the room were glaring at him, his weak decision exposed by an operational officer with balls.

‘It’s his funeral,’ he finally spluttered, before throwing the operation order on to the operator’s desk and slinking away to his supervisor’s pod on the dais in the middle of the room. The operation order had been drafted personally by Chief Constable Daniels and deliberately included a caveat that the duty inspectors at Handstead would have primacy if there was ever a dispute about tactics on the ground. He had little faith in any of his control room inspectors, preferring to trust the judgement of the officers in the hot seat.

The patrol group nodded their agreement with what had transpired and, keeping a weary eye on the looming, forbidding flats behind them, gathered around their sergeant as he quickly came up with a new strategy. All of them were in fire-resistant overalls and NATO riot helmets, and they were all shattered by eight straight days in Horse’s Arse. They were working twelve-hour night shifts, permanently deployed in and around the Park Royal estate, and would remain there until the trouble died down. There was no immediate prospect of that. The only consolation was that they were earning a small fortune in overtime, though the opportunity to spend it seemed a long way off. In reality their working days were a lot longer than twelve hours. Without fail, each unit was taking prisoners every night, and their practice was that a unit would not book off duty until every member had finished. Not good for the bean-counters at Headquarters, but vital to the camaraderie that bound the three units together.

The patrol group was a rapid deployment unit, comprising three units each of ten constables and a sergeant, overseen by an inspector at Headquarters. The inspector was strictly a figurehead, rarely going out with the vans; the real power lay with the three sergeants. The constables were volunteers from divisions around the county, all of whom had first proved themselves as decent thief-takers and handy in a punch-up. They were an elite unit who revelled in their elitism - a three-year attachment to the patrol group was regarded as a real feather in the cap for all of them. They were there to deal with public disorder wherever it sprang up and had acquired a reputation around the county for preferring to punch first and ask questions later. Unit Three, which covered the Handstead division, accounted for the majority of complaints of assault made against the patrol group as a whole, and they particularly welcomed the decision to remain on the Park Royal estate. They were more aware than most that a withdrawal would seriously undermine their credibility with the local scumbags. At the moment, their arrival in their dark blue liveried Ford Transit vans with grilled windows and lights, heavy rubber skirts and the menacing hooded cobra emblem on the door panels was enough to send the hoodlums hurrying for cover or risk a good hammering. The patrol group was keen to keep it that way.

The night-duty inspector’s intervention had also struck a chord with a serial of officers from an outlying nick,  deployed in the town for the first time. They had been patrolling the outskirts of the Park Royal, as instructed, but had moved on to the estate when the first call about the petrol bombs had come over the air. They pulled their van up on the waste ground opposite the flats and watched as the patrol group extinguished the flames on their own vehicle and then gathered around their sergeant for redeployment. The ambitious Sergeant Miller, in charge of the serial, was no fan of the patrol group, viewing them as hugely over-rated, with egos to match. He had also previously failed to secure a position on the group as either a PC or a sergeant, and his failure still rankled with him.

‘Look at that lot,’ he sneered to his PCs in the back seats, ‘standing around discussing what to do next. Thought it’d be pretty obvious. Got to get into those flats and secure them.’ His constables laughed their agreement, and cast nervous glances at the flats, where they could see shadowy figures moving around the balconies and walkways. They had grown used to listening to the sergeant bad-mouth the group. Militarily he was probably right, but without the option of using lethal force to secure the flats, it was a non-starter. Setting foot in the maze of walkways and stairwells, seemingly built for ambushes, would be a disaster, but it was exactly what Miller decided to do.

‘Come on, guys, whilst they’re screwing about, we’ll get into the flats and sort them out,’ he announced, seeing an  opportunity to make a name for himself and show the patrol group what they had missed out on.

His crew showed little enthusiasm for what he was proposing, looking at him as though he’d taken leave of his senses.

‘You sure, Sarge?’ ventured one of the more experienced officers. ‘The flats are fucking huge and there’s only six of us. What good are we going to be?’

‘Don’t you worry yourself about it. Soon as they see coppers, they’ll be off on their toes. Come on, you lot, with me now!’ he shouted, brooking no argument.

Reluctantly his crew left the van and set off at a jog behind their sergeant. They were all in normal street uniforms and helmets, albeit with flimsy plastic visors fastened to the front rim of the helmet by an elastic strap, and were totally unprepared for what awaited them. Keeping close to a line of saplings and away from the streetlights, Miller led them across the waste ground and halted them behind a grass mound, with just the road in front separating them from the main entrance to the Grant Flowers flats. Keen eyes on the darkened balconies were watching their progress with interest. Miller and his officers were not in the best of shape and were all panting from the exertion of the short jog. The pause at the grass mound was a welcome break for his troops, who were praying that he’d have a change of heart as he got closer to the flats and realised their true size. No such luck.

‘You lot ready then?’ he panted. ‘On my shout, we’re across the road and into the main entrance. Don’t use the lift, keep to the stairs. We’ll secure the first-floor landings and then call the heroes in.’ He laughed, indicating the still-briefing patrol group.

‘Sarge, this is fucking bollocks,’ hissed the PC who had posed the question in the van.

‘Just wind your fucking neck in,’ snapped Miller. ‘Come on, with me,’ he finished loudly, and crested the grass mound, followed by his reluctant cannon fodder. As the group crossed the road at the run, the patrol group sergeant caught sight of them out of the corner of his eye.

‘Oh sweet Jesus, no!’ he shouted, before stepping away from his officers and bellowing, ‘STOP!’

Miller glanced in the direction of the shout, knowing full well who was calling and why, but he didn’t slacken his pace until he crashed through the front doors to the tower block, holding them open for the rest of the group. The main foyer was dimly lit, covered in graffiti - most of it concerning the local police - and stank of urine. Rubbish littered the floor, and their feet crunched on numerous discarded and bloody syringes. Hearts pumping, wide eyed and fearful, the officers looked desperately to Miller, hoping against hope that he’d see sense and cancel this ludicrous escapade.

‘Don’t use the lifts,’ he repeated, dashing their hopes. ‘Up the stairs with me and we’ll take the first floor. Stay close,’  and he launched himself up the filthy concrete stairs two at a time.

They had reached the second landing, still well short of the first level of flats, when as one they stopped and looked down at the floor. It was soaking wet, liquid running in a steady flood down the steps, and the stench of urine had been replaced by another overwhelming smell. Their boots and lower legs were soaked. Horrified, they looked at each other and then up into the dark stairwell for the source of the torrent.

‘Fucking hell, it’s petrol!’ screamed a young PC. As he did so, they all heard a loud pop and saw a brilliant flash of light. A split second later, the staircase above them burst into flames. Momentarily stunned, the officers watched the fire speed towards them, as overhead, unseen in the echoing darkness, voices screamed abuse. Then they turned, and flew in a panicked dash back down the stairs, pursued by the fiery river, bawling at each other to go faster. Loudest of all was the ambitious Sergeant Miller, right at the back, desperately trying to fight his way through his own officers. None of them was about to make way for him in their frantic dash to escape, leaping two or three steps at a time to get away.

Miller was the first to go up as the fire caught him at the top of the last landing, racing across his feet and up his trousers, quickly enveloping him. He continued to run, the flames flowing behind him as his shoes and uniform trousers  began to burn fiercely. The group crashed down into the main foyer, glancing back in horror at the screaming fiery figure that was Sergeant Miller, and then the whole foyer erupted in flames, mocking laughter from the darkness above adding to the impression of hell.

As the officers fell out of the main doors and on to the scrub grass in front of the flats, the patrol group sergeant and his boys, waiting in the shadows alongside the flats, stepped forward with fire extinguishers, swiftly killing the flames in a huge cloud of choking white powder.

‘You fucking twat!’ bellowed the sergeant, hauling the shaken, scorched Miller to his feet. ‘What the fuck were you thinking of ? You could have got them all killed. Quickly, away from the building, all of you.’ The patrol group were hoisting their smoking colleagues to their feet and dragging them back to the road as petrol bombs began to land where they had been lying. Soon the grass in front of the foyer doors was ablaze, flames twenty feet high licking the front of the building, black smoke billowing up towards the balconies, where an unseen crowd was raucously celebrating its victory.

The two groups of police officers staggered back to the relative safety of the vans, where Ranger One pulled Miller close to him by his still warm lapels.

‘What the fuck were you doing?’ he snarled. ‘Those flats are a death trap. Why do you think no one else has tried getting in there?’

Miller remained silent, eyes down, but before Ranger One could continue with his questions, he felt a tap on his shoulder and turned to see one of Miller’s PCs.

‘Mind if I deal with this, Sarge?’ the constable enquired pleasantly.

Suspecting what was about to happen, but not disapproving, Ranger One let go of Miller’s lapels and stepped away from him. The PC took a step forward and glared at his sergeant.

‘You useless bastard,’ he began quietly. ‘You took us into a death trap. It’s a fucking miracle we got out of there unharmed.’ And then he head-butted Miller square between the eyes, flattening him.

Miller lay unconscious for some time before being doused with water from the patrol group vans, bundled into the back of his own vehicle and taken back to Handstead nick, where his actions had already become public knowledge.

Back on the Park Royal estate, the patrol group and other serials held their ground until the sun came up and the rats scurried back to their holes. The following evening promised more of the same.




Chapter Two

As had been expected, the trial at Manchester Crown Court was a dirty affair. Witnesses were intimidated, and evidence was challenged, particularly that concerning Alan Baker’s involvement in the shooting of PC Dave ‘Bovril’ Baines. Baker had been the number two in the Park Royal Mafia, serving as Bobby Driscoll’s enforcer, and had been responsible for buying the gun used to kill Bovril. Since Driscoll’s recent and still unexplained death whilst out on bail, Baker had continued to run the Mafia from his cell in Strangeways. However, DCs Benson and Clarke were hugely experienced detectives who had seen it all before. Benson had been a detective for fourteen years, eight of them at Handstead, where he fitted in just right, and his career was littered with legendary stories, the latest and best involving a recent trial at the local crown court. His defendant in that case had been a German national who had made a living cashing stolen cheques  around Europe before he was unfortunate enough to cash one in a hotel in Handstead where Benson was on close personal terms with one of the receptionists. She had telephoned Benson when she became aware that the suspicious German was packing his bags to leave, and he had been unceremoniously lifted from his taxi by his hair by a jubilant Benson, who recovered dozens of stolen chequebooks from his suitcases.

After the euphoria of the arrest, Benson found himself with months of inquiries to complete. He was required to locate and take statements from every victim, and that involved an extended trip to mainland Europe. Because of the scale of the inquiry, he had travelled with another DC from Handstead, Jeff Cronin, and for two weeks they had roamed around Europe by train, taking statements and getting drunk. As was the norm when planning trips like this, they had liaised with local law enforcement by falsely identifying themselves as detectives from Scotland Yard. The rationale behind that was that experience had shown that foreign coppers were always hugely impressed by such a claim and would roll out the red carpet, and in the event that things went wrong, the Met would get the blame. The last statement on the trip was due to be taken from a woman in the small Swiss village of Burgdorf, a six-hour train journey from Hanover in West Germany. Benson had telephoned the Chief of Police in Burgdorf and given him the usual story, and the local policeman, ecstatic that  Scotland Yard were coming on to his patch, had hurried off to make suitable arrangements. These included having the unfortunate woman dragged to the police station to save the great detectives the trouble of finding her house. In his mind’s eye he visualised two enormously tall, serious men, probably wearing three-piece tweed suits and with a bit of luck deerstalkers, emerging from the train carrying Gladstone bags and magnifying glasses and with names like Nipper or Farquar. He briefly considered asking them to cast their all-seeing eyes over a couple of inquiries he had on the go but eventually dismissed that idea - the great men would be far too busy.

To alleviate the tedium of the train journey, Benson and Cronin had located the restaurant car and taken up residence, emptying the bar of all its beer and two bottles of Schnapps before retiring to their first-class accommodation and falling into a deep drunken stupor. When at last the train pulled sedately into the station at Burgdorf, the local police chief was waiting with his entire department of uniformed officers (three), the mayor and the town brass band to greet the fabled Scotland Yard detectives. Two of the officers were holding a large sign that read, ‘Welcome Detectives from the Yard’. Cronin had rolled off the cushioned bench seat and was asleep on the floor, blissfully unaware of the reception. Benson, however, had fallen asleep with his face against the window, drooled like a bloodhound and become stuck to the glass. From the  platform he resembled the Elephant Man. As the train came to a stop opposite the welcoming party, he fully opened the bloodshot eye stuck to the glass and tried to prise his mouth free. Despite his thumping hangover, he quickly realised that the reception committee was there for them.

‘Fucking hell, Jeff, wake up,’ he hissed urgently, starting to kick the prostrate Cronin. ‘There’s a bloody reception committee.’

The assembled spectators stood patiently while other passengers disembarked, until Benson and Cronin appeared sheepishly at the open doors and peered out through swollen, red eyes. Their faces were creased and distorted, their hair dishevelled and their clothes soiled and crumpled. The brass band launched into ‘God Save the Queen’ and the mayor stepped forward to shake hands, having first confirmed with his Chief of Police that the two shambling drunks in front of him were indeed their famous guests. Deeply unsure, but reluctant to get it wrong and spoil the town’s biggest day for years, the Chief of Police had answered in the affirmative, and saluted as Benson stepped unsteadily on to the platform. Behind him the bilious Cronin, his face the colour of parchment, caught a whiff of food cooking in the station restaurant and vomited profusely into the stairwell of the carriage. That set off Benson, who promptly leant against the side of the train and spewed on the tracks.

After several minutes of frenzied honking and gagging, Benson and Cronin stood swaying gently in front of the local dignitaries, looking for all the world as though they should be on a park bench or curled up in a cardboard box under some railway arches. The brass band had now moved on to a Beatles medley and were halfway through ‘Yellow Submarine’ when Cronin again lost control and sought refuge down the side of the train. Having deposited his entire stomach contents, he apologised in that special slurred way drunks have, hanging his head, waving his hands about aimlessly and using short nonsensical sentences that made perfect sense to him.

The disbelieving Chief of Police, having hesitantly confirmed with Benson and Cronin that they were indeed their expected guests, now led them to a car to take them to the police station where their reluctant witness waited. The short journey took considerably longer than normal, interrupted as it was by two stops, one for Benson to clear his stomach out, the other for both men to empty their straining bladders. The mayor and his wife, travelling in a car behind them, pulled into the layby for the toilet stop, where they sat in horrified silence as the two shambling drunks pissed like horses just a couple of feet from the lady mayoress’s window.

The rambling statement that Benson eventually took from their bemused witness was never introduced into evidence as it made so little sense, disappearing instead into  a large box of ‘unused material’. That box was still in a property store at Handstead on the morning of the first committal hearing at the magistrates’ court two months later. The prisoner had been brought through the underground tunnel to the court cells direct from the Handstead nick cells by a seriously pissed-off PC Sean ‘Psycho’ Pearce. He had been called in off the street to help the early-turn gaoler and had been detailed to take the remand prisoners to court. He now sat disinterestedly alongside the dock where the nervous German prisoner, Joachim Gunter, sat on the edge of his seat watching proceedings unfold. ‘For you, my friend, the war is over,’ Psycho had whispered to him as he took his seat. Psycho was the real monster in the pack, whose career to date was a litany of outrageous abuses. He was a beast in every sense. Pig ugly and built like a brick shithouse, he feared nothing and no one, and certainly not getting the sack. He had escaped dismissal from the Force once after he had attacked a toilet fairy and Complaints and Discipline had screwed up the inquiry. Initially suspended, he had been reinstated and sent to Horse’s Arse, where he fitted in perfectly and was virtually fireproof.

The clerk of the court eventually directed the court to rise, and in strode the presiding magistrates, led by none other than the formidable Colonel Mortimer. The unfortunate German hadn’t a chance, but was blissfully unaware of the fact. The three magistrates took their seats  and the clerk turned to inform them of their first piece of business: the case of Joachim Gunter, charged with twelve counts of obtaining property by deception around the United Kingdom and various thefts of chequebooks and guarantee cards. The police, he informed them, were seeking to remand Gunter in custody until his proposed trial at the local crown court.

‘On what grounds are we to remand the prisoner, Mr Drake?’ asked Mortimer pleasantly, glancing over the top of his half-moon spectacles.

‘Your worships, the police consider the prisoner is likely to abscond prior to trial as he has no local ties, is of no fixed abode and is a foreign national.’

‘A foreign national? From where?’

‘He’s German, your worships.’

‘GERMAN?’ shouted Mortimer, who despised the sausage-eating bastards even more than he did the French, before quickly noticing his colleagues’ looks of concern and repeating more quietly, ‘German?’

‘Yes, your worships, he’s a German national. The deception offences he has been charged with today result, it is alleged, from numerous thefts in mainland Europe by the defendant or accomplices. He is also accused of the thefts of chequebooks from hotels around the United Kingdom.’

Mortimer glared at Gunter and said bitterly, ‘Is he now?’ which left no one in the court in any doubt of the outcome  of the hearing. The unfortunate Gunter, who spoke not a word of English, smiled gamely at Mortimer. Mortimer’s right eye began to twitch wildly at this display of Teutonic arrogance. He was about to rise from his chair and physically assault the despicable Hun when he felt the restraining hand of his female colleague on his forearm. She had seen the twitch kick in and astutely predicted what might follow. Like most of the Handstead magistrates, she was in awe of Mortimer and recognised that the reputation they all revelled in as arse-kickers was entirely down to him. She had no wish to see him come unstuck.

‘Steady, Colonel, steady,’ she whispered into his hairy ear. ‘More than one way to skin a cat.’

Snapping out of his rage, Mortimer took a moment to compose himself before addressing the court.

‘Thank you, Mr Drake. Who is representing the prisoner?’

‘I am, sir,’ said a dishevelled little man, getting to his feet alongside the police inspector who would present the case for the prosecution.

Mortimer and his two colleagues glared at the man as if he was something they had stepped in.

‘And who exactly are you?’ asked Mrs Humphreys, Mortimer’s saviour a few moments ago. She didn’t add the phrase, ‘you little piece of shit’, but her tone certainly suggested it.

‘Your worships, Tony Morrison from Palmer and  Tomkinson. I represent the defendant Joachim Gunter and on his instruction would oppose any application to remand him in custody. He is a respectable businessman from—’

‘Yes, yes, Mr Morrison.’ He was interrupted by Colonel Mortimer. ‘Your client can tell us all about himself when he gets the opportunity.’

‘Quite so, sir,’ responded the brief, who was not going to allow himself to be bullied. His company took on lots of legal aid work and specialised in representing no-hoper cases. He was used to dealing with aggressive and biased benches.

‘If the interpreter is ready, I call Mr Joachim Gunter,’ said Morrison.

‘Where’s the interpreter?’ asked Mortimer testily, keen to get Herman the German banged up quickly.

‘Inspector, where’s the interpreter?’ queried the clerk.

‘John, where’s the interpreter?’ hissed the court inspector to DC Benson, sitting behind him in the body of the court.

‘Fuck,’ replied Benson, acknowledging that he’d completely forgotten to book one.

‘You twat,’ growled the inspector before getting to his feet and addressing the bench.

‘Your worships, I have liaised with the officer in charge of this investigation, who informs me that shortly before the court convened this morning, he received a telephone call from the interpreter stating that because of a family crisis he  would not be able to attend court this morning. Despite his best efforts, the officer has not yet been able to secure the services of a substitute. Your worships, please be assured that we will be bringing this unacceptable state of affairs to the attention of senior officers for the appropriate action to be taken. I can give the court an assurance that this will not happen again and ask for a brief adjournment so the officer in the case can take steps to bring an interpreter to court as quickly as possible.’

Mortimer looked suspiciously at the inspector. ‘We can’t delay this unnecessarily. Surely we can find an interpreter somewhere. Is there anyone in the court who could assist - someone who might speak German?’ His colleagues nodded their agreement.

‘Is there anyone in the court who speaks German who could help with a basic interpretation?’ asked the clerk, getting to his feet. There were no takers, so the clerk asked again, this time directing his question towards the public gallery and the press benches where a few pensioners had gathered to save the cost of heating their own homes for the day as the library was closed. All stone deaf, they smiled at the nice man in the gown who appeared to be asking them if they were comfortable before resuming their crocheting.

‘Does anyone speak German?’ shouted the clerk.

Inspiration had struck, and Psycho had spotted the opportunity quickly. Getting to his feet alongside the dock,  he announced dramatically, ‘I may be able to help your worships. I speak a little German.’ He felt those present in the court gaze at him with new-found respect. Jesus, a copper who spoke German, what next?

‘Oh no, stop him, for fuck’s sake,’ hissed Benson urgently to the court inspector, but before the inspector could get to his feet, the clerk had taken matters into his own hands.

‘Thank you, Constable.’ He smiled at Psycho. ‘Please ask the prisoner to confirm his name and date of birth for the court.’

Clearing his throat loudly, Psycho turned to Gunter and said in his best Colditz guard accent, ‘Vot ist your name?’

Benson and the court inspector dropped their heads on to the desks in front of them as an incredulous Colonel Mortimer bellowed, ‘What did you say?’

Psycho repeated himself to the still beaming Gunter, at which Mortimer exploded, ‘Get him to the cells!’ and pandemonium ensued. Unsure whether Mortimer’s instruction related to Gunter or Psycho, Benson quickly moved to the dock area and took them both down the stairs to the underground calls whilst Mortimer ranted and raved from his seat and the court inspector tried to calm him.

‘What the fuck is the matter with you, Psycho?’ asked Benson as he locked Gunter up again. ‘Why the fuck would you pull a stunt like that? You’ll be lucky if Mortimer doesn’t bang you up for contempt of court.’

‘Nah, I’ll be fine,’ Psycho assured him. ‘Don’t worry about Mortimer, he’ll get over it soon enough.’ Inside, he was glowing. He’d added another chapter to the myth of Psycho.

Upstairs in the court, an irate Colonel Mortimer had eventually been placated by the offer of a long lunch at Handstead nick bar, during which time an interpreter would be located.

 



 



The Manchester Crown Court trial would require all Benson and Clarke’s expertise. Long before the days of witness protection programmes, witnesses were left very much to their own devices and often endured days of misery in the corridors outside the courts subjected to threats, ridicule and intimidation from the families of those they were giving evidence against. Like many career detectives and years ahead of their time, Benson and Clarke cared for their witnesses like mother hens. A week before the trial they had moved their star witness, the pub landlord who had been viciously attacked by the Park Royal Mafia, out of his flat and into a hotel owned by a mate of theirs. Once the trial started, he and the other witnesses were kept during the day at Bootle Street police station and only called over to the court, escorted by two enormous Greater Manchester uniformed officers, when required to give evidence. The two huge coppers remained at the court door,  barring entrance to any but officials, before escorting the witnesses back to Bootle Street. At the end of each day, the witnesses were driven back to their homes or safe houses by circuitous routes to ensure they had not been followed. The reverse happened each morning. At the weekends, all the witnesses were contacted every couple of hours by telephone and could phone either Benson or Clarke at home at any time if they had concerns. The detectives were absolutely determined to get their convictions.

The jury, however, could not be wrapped in cotton wool. Benson had spotted two well-known Mafia staring from the public gallery at a young female jury member. She had spotted them too, and Benson had seen the colour drain from her face as she realised she was being targeted. One afternoon after the court had broken for lunch, Benson had followed her down to Bridge Street, where she had gone into the Golden Egg café. He had slid into the seat opposite her, causing her to look up, initially startled but relaxing a little when she recognised the officer leading the investigation.

‘Don’t worry, I’ve seen them too,’ he said quietly.

‘Seen who?’

Benson smiled. ‘I won’t be telling anyone about this chat, and neither should you. But don’t lose any sleep over the two pricks who’ve been giving you the silent treatment from the gallery. They’ve decided not to come to court again.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yeah, they won’t be back after this afternoon, trust me. Just do the right thing and don’t worry,’ he said, easing his huge frame out from behind the table and walking out of the packed café.

That afternoon was indeed the last time the two threatening Mafia members attended the Crown Court. As they left, shortly after five p.m., and walked back along Crown Square towards Bridge Street, two very large men, previously seen wearing immaculate Greater Manchester Police uniforms, slipped out of a side door and followed them. As the two Mafia walked past an alleyway, they were aware of suddenly being whipped effortlessly off their feet and taken very quickly and efficiently out of sight to the rear of a derelict pub. There, without any discussion, the two large men began chanting, ‘I will not come back to court again,’ each word delivered to the accompaniment of the Mafia men’s heads hitting the wall. The message was received. The Old Bill were fighting fire with fire.

 



 



Three weeks after the trial had started, the judge, His Honour Marcus Carter-Smith, turned to the jury in Number One Court to address them.

‘Members of the jury, my role is a simple one, in that all I am required to do is to direct your attention towards the relevant evidence that has been presented to you. You will  have digested that evidence and accepted or rejected it, just as you have assessed the integrity of the witnesses delivering that evidence. And the integrity of the witnesses in this case is, I would suggest to you, paramount. The police officers who have given evidence so professionally have done so, in my view, in the face of a cynical and shabby effort by several of the defence team to denigrate and belittle them. That those police officers remain above such slurs is to their enormous credit, and their evidence is, I would consider, enhanced because of it.’

At this, two members of the defence team looked at each other aghast, whilst the Crown’s counsel, Mr Russell Pengelly QC, sat back and contemplated the high ceiling and its ornate architecture. The defendants, all intellectually incapable of understanding the implications of such a biased summing-up, remained slack-jawed in the dock as the legal juggernaut thundered towards them with the one-eyed Judge Carter-Smith at the wheel.

‘Allow me to take you through the sequence of events leading to the arrest of the defendants,’ continued Carter-Smith. ‘Under the malevolent influence of an individual who does not appear with them, the defendants entered a public house in Handstead, where the relief landlord received a beating that nearly resulted in his death. The pub was then looted. The victim has courageously given evidence to this court and unequivocally identified the defendants he says attacked him. Forensic evidence offered  by the Crown corroborates his version of events. The landlord owes his life to the prompt medical attention he received from some of the officers who arrived shortly afterwards.

‘Some of the defendants were arrested at the scene; the others escaped to a flat owned by the defendant Alan Baker. Sometime over the next few hours, Myra Baldwin, the sole female member of the group, was subjected to a horrific sexual attack by two men. Forensic evidence identifies one of the offenders to be an individual who does not appear before you. The Crown states, and the defence does not refute, that the forensic evidence identifies the second man as the defendant Alan Baker. He has, however, offered a defence that the sexual activity was consensual. You must decide if you believe it likely that a vulnerable young woman would submit willingly to a brutal sodomy by Mr Baker as she had consensual sex with another man. The evidence of that vicious assault has been corroborated with sound forensic evidence post-mortem.

‘Local police officers then entered Mr Baker’s flat to detain the defendants who had escaped from the public house. PCs Baines and Petty went to a bedroom where they found the unfortunate Myra Baldwin. She was now in possession of a handgun that forensic evidence showed had at some time previously been in the hands of the defendant Alan Baker and another person. Indeed, Mr Baker’s fingerprints were found on the empty cartridges recovered  from the weapon. The Crown’s thoroughly reasonable case is that Alan Baker supplied Myra Baldwin with that handgun in the certain knowledge that she would use it to kill or injure someone. Which is exactly what happened. Myra Baldwin shot PC Baines in the chest before shooting herself in the head. Both she and PC Baines died at the scene. PC Petty gave this court an extraordinary account of those final fatal moments despite outrageous attempts by the defence to denigrate his testimony overall.

‘Let us consider the evidence given to this court by the defendants,’ continued the judge, almost laughing out loud as he spoke, ‘particularly the monotonous litany of claims of police malpractice. Allegations of torture to extract confessions, fabricated interviews and statements, planting of evidence to implicate the defendants and so on. Members of the jury, you have had three weeks to observe and listen, to make your own informed decisions and judgements, and so I ask you one final question. Who do you believe? If you believe the thin tissue of lies and half-truths offered as a defence, then you must acquit. For example, do you really believe that Mr Baker’s fingerprints found on the handgun and cartridges were planted there by police officers? If on the other, more likely, hand you believe the version of events proposed by the Crown, then you must find the defendants guilty.

‘I would ask you now, dear members of the jury, to retire to consider your verdict, which I would expect  to be unanimous. I do not anticipate you will have much difficulty in reaching a decision, but you may of course come back into court for further advice, direction or guidance. I am confident, though, that the Crown has presented you with some very compelling evidence,’ he finished, smiling over his half-moon glasses, gimlet eyes sparkling.

He gave the jury a long, hard look as they filed quietly out before turning his gaze to the motley collection in the dock. That animal Baker was chewing gum again and staring around with his usual arrogance and lack of respect. Carter-Smith promised himself he’d add an extra year when the jury came back with their guilty verdict. He yearned for the days when he had first sat on the bench, just after the war. He was one of the few remaining judges on the northern circuit who had actually sentenced a defendant to death. He still had his square of black silk, which he kept as a memento in his pocket and rolled through his fingers when he became particularly irate with a defendant or, more usually, their counsel.

Once the jury had retired, Carter-Smith spoke again, this time to Baker in the dock.

‘Mr Baker, are you chewing gum again?’

Baker grinned at him and continued to chew like a cow grinding grass. Carter-Smith’s face tightened with rage and Baker’s counsel, noticing the danger signs, gesticulated wildly at his client from his seat on the bench. Sourly, and  very reluctantly, Baker removed the large wad of chewing gum and rolled it between the fingers of his right hand. Then he flicked it into the well of the court. There was an audible gasp from the assembled ushers, police officers, lawyers, stenographers and members of the public. All eyes turned to Carter-Smith. His face was a mask as he looked unblinking at Baker. Then he smiled like a wolf, revealing sharp, perfectly white teeth - and winked.

 



 



‘Members of the jury, have you reached a verdict?’ asked the clerk to the Court an hour and a half later.

The young girl Benson had followed into the Bridge Street café got to her feet and glanced over at the two DCs sitting at the back of the court, giving them the briefest of smiles.

‘We have,’ she said loudly.

‘Very well, for the defendant Daniel Morgan, on count one of attempted murder, do you find the defendant guilty or not guilty?’

‘Guilty.’

A gasp went through the crowded court like a wind through a cornfield. Morgan slumped back in his seat, staring into the middle distance, his young life over. The youngest of the Park Royal Mafia, arrested for the attack on the relief landlord, he had also made a statement implicating the other members of the gang. He had, however, been  encouraged to do so by Detectives Clarke and Benson with the aid of large elastic packing bands. His guilt was not in question, just the means by which it had been proved beyond a reasonable doubt.

‘On count two, robbery, do you find the defendant guilty or not guilty?’

‘Guilty.’

‘For the defendant Alan Baker, on count one, conspiracy to murder, how do you find the defendant, guilty or not guilty?’

‘Guilty.’

A louder gasp went through the court. The colour drained from Baker’s face and he glanced at Carter-Smith, who had fixed him with his piercing eyes and was almost licking his lips.

‘You cunts!’ screamed Baker. ‘They fitted me up,’ he continued, pointing at the policemen sitting at the back of the court, all of whom were pointedly looking elsewhere. Baker was restrained from vaulting the dock by two prison officers, who remained holding his shaking arms as the clerk continued.

‘On count two, unlawful possession of a Section 1 firearm with intent to commit an indictable offence, do you find the defendant guilty or not guilty?’

‘Guilty.’

‘Fucking hell!’ exploded Baker, and the prison officers increased their grip on him.

‘On count three, buggery, do you find the defendant guilty or not guilty?’

‘Guilty.’

‘On count four, assault with intent to inflict grievous bodily harm, do you find the defendant guilty or not guilty?’

‘Guilty.’

‘On count five, robbery, do you find the defendant guilty or not guilty?’

‘Guilty.’

Carter-Smith was almost beside himself with glee and nearly pulled out his black silk square and put it on over his powdered wig. Instead he contented himself with some thoughtful stroking of his chin as he calculated Baker’s sentence.

And so it went on, with every one of the defendants receiving guilty verdicts on every indictment. A few muted protests from friends and family in the public gallery were quickly stamped on by the numerous uniformed officers placed up there.

The court fell silent as it caught its breath after the jury’s verdicts and waited eagerly for Carter-Smith to administer the coup de grace.

‘Alan Baker, you are a deeply unpleasant and violent young thug,’ began Judge Carter-Smith, ‘whose reign of terror has at last, and not before time, been brought to an end. You stand before me convicted quite properly of  extremely serious offences, not least an appalling sexual assault on a young woman who subsequently murdered a police officer before taking her own life. Who knows how your assault unbalanced her and led to the chain of events and consequences that followed. The murder of Constable Baines is, I believe, firmly in your area of responsibility, in that the court accepts that you provided Anna Baldwin with the firearm she used to murder the officer and then kill herself. Your malevolent influence and aura is all over this case, Mr Baker, and I have a duty to protect the public from individuals like you. For the offence of conspiracy to murder I sentence you to twenty years in prison; for the offence of buggery you will go to prison for ten years; for the offence of robbery you will also serve ten years; for the offence of assault with intent to commit grievous bodily harm you will go to prison for fifteen years, and for the firearms offence you will serve five years’ imprisonment.’

He noticed the defence counsel trying desperately to tot up the total sentence given before he added reluctantly, ‘These sentences will run concurrently.’

Baker neither moved nor reacted to Carter-Smith’s words. He was going away for twenty years. Still, it was better than the life sentence Carter-Smith had handed out to Danny Morgan. Morgan had collapsed when he heard the verdict and had to be carried from the dock. Whichever way you looked at it, the hard-core Mafia were well out of play for a long time, though Baker knew he would be able  to exercise a degree of control over one or two of the older survivors back in Handstead. That was due more to lack of intellect than to misguided loyalty, but it would not yet be true to say that the King was dead, long live the King. Whilst changes at the top of the Mafia were inevitable now, it would not be a straightforward process.




Chapter Three

PC Bob Young and his partner Alfie had been cruising a division north of Handstead since midnight, whiling away the time with idle chit-chat and argument, waiting for a call. Nothing had yet merited a visit from them and they were becoming bored and restless.
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