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Chapter 1


Welcome to Yorkshire


OK, so I’d moved out of London in search of a quieter life. Perhaps a simpler life. I’d left behind the streets of Battersea and a career in the Metropolitan Police to come home to my native Yorkshire as a rural beat bobby. I didn’t expect to end up living with a retired farmer in a remote cottage on the Yorkshire Wolds, but when you find yourself on your own, without a place to stay, and someone offers you a spare bedroom you jump at it. Well, I did. Some months later, when I found myself taking the teabag out of my mug, squeezing the juice from it, and placing it on the Rayburn next to one of Walter’s in case I fancied a drink later on – well, that’s when I decided it really was time to think about moving on. Much more of this and I’d be picking up more of his tips on household economy: washing my clothes in the dirty bath water; stashing my loose change in a jam jar every night; smoking half a cigarette and sticking the rest behind my ear.


It had all started out the previous springtime as a stop-gap arrangement, a few weeks’ respite till I got myself sorted. Now here we were about to enter a new year and I was still lodging in his spare bedroom, sitting by his fire on a night toasting crumpets over the hot coals. I’d heard of cabin fever. But it wasn’t until Walt nodded off in his chair one night and I started up a conversation with Tina, his old black Labrador, that I realised precisely what it meant.


As for paying him, he wouldn’t have that. No, he said, I invited you in; you’re my guest. So I’d had to be a bit canny, nipping over to Scarborough and bulk-buying the groceries from time to time. Not that he needed much help: he had an endless supply of game, and always seemed to be fetching home vegetables and fruit from various friends around the neighbourhood. So I just did what else I could, like paying to have the odd load of logs delivered, and making sure there were always a few bottles of beer in the pantry. And of course I tried to do my share of jobs around the place. But whenever I raised the subject of rent he insisted that just having me there was payment enough. ‘The way I see it,’ he said, ‘this is t’best insurance policy I’ve ever had.’


‘How d’you mean, Walt?’


‘Why, break-ins and the like. Local villains daren’t come near me with you on t’premises.’


It was true. He’d had one or two burglaries in the year or so before I moved in. Nothing too serious, but they’d nicked a few odds and ends from his garage and had a go at the back door. Waste of time that was, with his three separate locks. One of them dated from his grandad’s time. Even the locksmith struggled to get through that the time he lost his keys, and if I hadn’t come home when I did and found my spare they’d have ended up battering it down. Once I moved in though, the excitement had all stopped. At first I wondered how everyone knew he had a copper living with him, but when I thought about it was pretty obvious. They always say that every time the landlord at the Jolly Farmers pulls a pint and makes polite conversation with a stranger, someone will be listening. And by the time the stranger has drained that first glass his name, place of origin, occupation and description will be circulating around the village and reaching out across the hills, courtesy of the bush telegraph. And there I was, a regular. Part of the furniture, in fact. They all knew me, and where I lived, and what I did for a living. But no matter how secure Walt felt, the fact was he’d made a policy of living alone all his adult life. I needed to move on.


It was a Sunday morning, and I was sitting at the kitchen table in my dressing gown. I’d never worn one of those in my life, but when the weather turned cold and everyone else in the civilised world reached for the thermostat, the first thing Walter did was pile on a waistcoat, a cardigan, a pair of those gloves with no fingers like bus conductors used to wear, a cravat to make sure he didn’t get a chill in the throat, and as a final resort that old hat of his. Then, if he was still shivering, he’d take a deep breath and crank up his rudimentary central heating – not that it ever penetrated the recesses of the upper floor where I slept. It was a point of pride to him that he’d filled up his oil tank three winters previously and never had another delivery since.


Still, he was a great believer in stoking the inner fires, was Walter, by which he meant getting plenty of food inside you. And today he was treating me to a late breakfast. Well, call it an early lunch, because it was well past noon. I enjoy a good fry-up when I’m working the afternoon shift. It sets you up for the day. You never really know when you’ll get a chance to eat on those turns. Could be as early as four o’clock, but if you get tangled up in a difficult case you can go right through till ten and never find time for more than a quick drink of coffee from your flask.


‘Walt,’ I said, as he shovelled the dry-cured bacon onto my plate and went back to the stove, ‘It’s time I found a place of my own, maybe down in the village.’


‘You’ll enjoy these,’ he said, sliding two enormous fried eggs from his blackened cast-iron frying pan. ‘Them’s duck eggs. I just fetched ’em from my pal Gideon.’


‘Gideon? What kind of a name is that?’


‘His dad were a preacher at t’old chapel in Pickering. Had seven or eight lads and named ’em all from Old Testament. Clever as a cartload of monkeys, they were.’ He put the pan back on the stove, sat down opposite me and shoved that rumpled cap of his to the back of his head. ‘There was Amos and Caleb. I went to school with them. Twins. Used to sit right in front of me. Always chittering they were, and every time the teacher threw the chalk at ’em they just ducked and left me in t’firing line. Then there was Enoch and Jacob. They were a few years older. Set up their own haulage business later on, over at Kirkby. Made a fortune, and I’ll tell you how they did it some day. How’s that bacon I cooked for you?’


‘Hey, I tell you what, Walt, it’s good.’


‘Aye, that’ll be Abel.’


‘Who’s he? Another of Gideon’s brothers?’


‘No. Abel is t’owd pig he had slaughtered last back-end. Probably the last one we shall have to deal with.’


‘Why’s that then?’


‘Why, Gideon isn’t as young as he used to be. Reckons to be through with livestock. Matter of fact he’ll be coming round later. He’s been ailing. Doctor says it’s a hernia. Been waiting for an operation this last month or two. And his old lass isn’t so well either. Age, you see . . . ’


Once Walt got onto the woes of old age there was no letting up. So I didn’t get to broach the subject of me moving out that morning. By the time I’d ploughed my way through the fry-up – and a pile of toast smothered in his lady friend’s homemade marmalade – it was time to get into my uniform and make tracks.


Sunday’s always been a special day to me. We didn’t do much in the way of church-going when I was a lad. Maybe Armistice Day, Harvest Festival, Christmas Eve and the like but we did try to keep it as a day of rest. Back then there wasn’t a lot to do on the Sabbath. No shops, nothing much on the telly, and if you ever found yourself in town the streets would be pretty well deserted. As for the villages, well, you might see someone clipping his hedge with a pair of shears on an afternoon, but that was about it. And most likely he’d have his slippers on. If we made too much racket playing outside it wouldn’t be long before someone would be out telling us to quieten down, or clear off and play somewhere else and didn’t we know it was the day of rest?


Things have changed since then, of course. The leisure industry, the pubs, professional sports: they all run seven days a week. And the shops, God help us. But when you’re out on the rural beat, Sunday still has a certain feel to it, especially in the winter months. It’s a well-known fact that there’s a rise in the divorce rate at Christmas, with a surge in what we call domestic incidents. In my experience the same thing applies on a smaller scale to Sundays. Whether it’s that people have spent all their money and are fed up, or they’re bored with each other’s company, I don’t know. Booze will have a bit to do with it, I suppose, blokes coming back late from the pub and getting into trouble because their dinner’s ruined, that sort of thing. Or maybe they’ve had the in-laws round. But the point is that by Sunday afternoon a lot of otherwise well-behaved people are at each other’s throats.


I got to the station nice and early. I was hoping to get all my paperwork out of the way, but I’d no sooner sat down at the desk than I got a call. Would I go out to Rillington to check on some youths who’d been seen larking around in the school grounds? I’d had dealings over there before. It’s only a primary school, but you get the odd group of older kids who like to congregate in the field at the back with a bottle of cheap wine. Trouble is, when the drink gets to work they start getting daft and spray-painting anything in sight, or otherwise vandalising the place.


As I drove east along the main road grey clouds were scudding across a wintry landscape, and a few drops of rain were falling on my windscreen, washing the muddy film that was thrown up by the Scarborough bus as it pulled out in front of me. It had been a horrible back-end. Rain, rain and more rain. The fields were a patchwork of green where the winter wheat had survived and huge yellow stains where it had been waterlogged. Would it recover? Time would tell.


When I got to the old school the rain was coming down in earnest. Not surprisingly, there was no one to be seen. Even underage drinkers would drift home on an afternoon like this. But I made a mental note to ask around and get it sorted. I won’t have that sort of behaviour on my beat.


Sunday bloody Sunday. Who said that? I think it was a film title. I’d had a look around and was just getting back into the car when I got the call. ‘Domestic incident, central Malton. Neighbour reports an argument, female shouting. Husband may have assaulted her.’


‘Righto, show me dealing,’ I answered, and straight away I felt that shiver of something low down in my back.


As I sped back along the deserted A64 I got onto the control room. ‘What have we got on the occupants?’ It’s the first thing you want to know. Have they got a criminal record, and if so what is it? Are they likely to be violent? Do they take drugs? If there’s one thing all of us hate, it’s dealing with these domestic bust-ups. You go in to protect a family from some nutter who’s threatening them with destruction, and as soon as you lay hands on them the rest of the family will turn on you. Wife, kids, the lot. Trust me, it happens all the time. One minute you’re riding to the rescue, the next you’re the black-hatted villain.


‘Have you got a name yet?’ They had, and soon as I heard it I swore out loud. Wood. We knew him OK. He wasn’t from around our area. York, I think it was. Married a local lass. A couple of the lads had had a run-in with him just a few weeks ago. Fuelled up with booze on a Friday night and fighting mad. Decided he’d take on the locals, all at once, dishing out verbal abuse, challenging everyone he came across to a fight. Nasty piece of work by all accounts, but the lads managed to calm him down before he did too much damage. There were minor charges that night, and we were interested to discover that he’d done time for assaulting some poor sod with an axe. You don’t forget a man like that in a hurry.


I called control again. ‘Any firearms held at that address?’


‘Nothing registered.’ Well, that was a relief – always providing he hadn’t got hold of something illegally. Because that’s getting easier, year by year.


‘You got any backup sorted?’ I was into Norton now, driving fast along Commercial Street, down past the car showrooms. I crossed my fingers as I approached the railway. I’ve lost more than one villain there when the crossing gates have come down right in front of me. But there was no train today to slow me down. Over the other side of the river I swung into Sheepsfoot Hill. I still hadn’t had an answer from control about backup and was just going to get onto them when they radioed in. They’d got a dog handler on his way from Scarborough. God knows how long he’d be, but one of the other PCs on our shift was on his way from Sheriff Hutton direction. Gary Ford. New lad. Only recently completed his probation, but he was on the ball. Good in a scrap. Not one of your shrinking violets.


It was already getting gloomy, but the place was easy enough to spot. There was a ground-floor window, the rising sash pulled right up, lights blazing. Across the road stood an elderly couple, huddled under an umbrella, peering towards it through the spiked railings that guarded the front of the house. I stopped the car a little way up the street so that I could approach on foot, nice and quiet. I always try to do that. You can learn a lot just by stationing yourself outside a place and listening.


I was out of the car and putting on my body armour when Fordy pulled up behind me.


‘Now then. You fit?’


He patted his midriff. ‘All suited up and ready to go, matey.’ He was a short, stout lad and with all the kit on he was like a little barrel.


I slipped my jacket on, checked I had my Asp on one side, and gave the CS gas a good shake.


‘What do we know about this guy?’ Fordy asked.


‘Nasty bit of work,’ I said. ‘Assaulted a man with an axe not so long ago.’


‘Bloody hell.’


‘So we treat him with extreme caution. Yes?’


‘Yes.’


As we approached the house we heard our man for the first time.


‘Don’t you give me that, you f***ing bitch!’ he bellowed. ‘Just once more, that’s all. I’m warning you!’


Through the open window we could see him quite clearly. In fact, we could see the whole scene. He was standing there, shaven headed, in a pair of jeans and a red football top, legs apart, fists clenched. Early twenties, I should say. Opposite him, her back pressed against the wall, stood a woman, shorter than him, younger, maybe still in her teens, blonde ponytail, her eyes half closed and her right arm raised as if to protect her face.


‘See that?’ Fordy was pointing. I wiped the raindrops off my glasses and followed his gaze.


‘I don’t believe it.’ There on the settee, right beside his mother under a standard lamp, was a baby, all wrapped up in white with a bonnet on its head. Fast asleep. Quite oblivious to what was going on.


‘I told you before, you f***ing bitch!’ Wood screamed, the veins on his neck bulging. ‘What I do when I walk out that door is my f***ing business. You got that?’ She didn’t answer him; just flinched as he raised his fist. He was well built. Very angry. Very frightening. ‘Any more from you and I’ll f***ing kill you!’


He fell silent for a moment. Above the sound of the rain spilling out from the guttering I heard Fordy talking to control. ‘Aye, and there’s a baby in there with ’em.’ The woman must have heard him too. She glanced our way, her mouth open. Wood turned towards the window.


‘Oh, you fetched the f***ing law did you?’ He was snarling now, his face contorted in anger. ‘Well, I know how to deal with them lot. You just f***ing see if I don’t.’


‘Now then, Mr Wood,’ I called out, as he loomed at the open window. ‘Let’s just calm down and talk this over, shall we? You don’t want to be—’ But as I spoke he turned round and went across to the sofa. For an awful moment I thought he’d lost the plot, that he was about to do something really terrible. Then I saw him reach across the baby and stretch his arms up. On the wall was an ornament, or that’s what I’d thought it was: a long, curved, ceremonial sword of some kind. He pulled it down, strode back to the window and drew the blade out of its sheath.


‘Nah then,’ he snarled, ‘I’m gonna f***ing ’ave you, copper.’ Clasping the weapon in both hands, he stood there, his face reflecting the orange streetlight as he swayed from left to right, brandishing the weapon. All that stood between me and the vicious-looking steel edge was the row of spiked railings.


Fordy was standing beside me. ‘Bloody hell, Mike. We going in after him, or what?’


‘I don’t know what we’re going to do, buddy. But we are not taking him on while he has that thing in his hands. You got your CS gas handy?’


He patted the canister on his hip. I saw he had his Asp in his other hand. ‘If he comes at us, we empty the gas in his face, then whack him – and I mean whack him. You got that?’


‘You’re the boss.’


At that precise moment I wished I wasn’t. Wood was just a couple of feet back from the window, still swinging the sword. He handled it deftly, as though he’d been practising in the mirror for his big moment. Some of them do that. They think they’re starring in their own movie. He was eyeballing me now, his lips wet and twisted, his eyes narrowed. I wondered what was fuelling him. Amphets? Speed? Too much lunchtime booze? Sometimes it’s just rage.


‘Come on, you f*****. Make your f***ing move.’


It’s at times like these that I’m mightily glad of the experience I gained in the Met. I’d had plenty of stand-offs with cases like this young fellow, which is not to say my heart wasn’t in my mouth as I stood there and watched the blade swishing to and fro. I was thinking, I was sweating, I was genuinely fearful as to how it might turn out. Firstly, I needed to keep things as low-key as possible. He was inflamed enough as it was. The last thing you do in a situation like this is to crank it up. My mind was racing as I played through all the possible scenarios. What if he went for the wife or child? How the hell was I going to stop him? If I tried to go through the window I’d most likely impale myself on the railings. So what about the door? It was an old panelled thing with a big brass handle, pretty heavy by the look of it. Would I be able to kick it open? And then, supposing I did get in, how would I tackle him?


‘Listen,’ I called out to him, ‘you’ve got a bit excited. Fair enough.’ As I spoke I slowly lowered my right hand, pulled my radio out of its pouch and pushed my thumb on the transmit button. I needed to let control know just what I was dealing with here, but I didn’t want him to know what I was up to. I spoke in measured tones, loud and clear, emphasising the key words. ‘Now, why don’t you put that sword down. Great big blade like that, you could soon chop someone’s head off if you aren’t careful. You don’t want to be waving that about with the baby in the room, do you now? How old is it, by the way?’


‘F*** off, you piece of shit! This is my f***ing house and I’ll do as I f***ing like. Try coming in here and I’ll f***ing kill ya – and yer f***ing mate. Teks more’n a couple of coppers to frighten me.’


As he raved on I heard control coming through. You get to know them all after a while, and they get to know you. I recognised Julie’s voice on the other end, and she knew who I was straight away. ‘Yes, Mike, got that. ARV on its way.’ In London you could whistle up an Armed Response Vehicle in five minutes. They’re never more than a mile or two away. Ours could be anywhere: York, Scarborough, Harrogate. It could take them forty, forty-five minutes to get through. And more. But the good news was that they were on the case. ‘Also got an ambulance on way and I’ve let the duty inspector know. ETA of ARV about twenty-five minutes.’


‘I’m waiting. I’m ready.’ Wood was silhouetted in the window frame. Wound up as he was he now seemed almost calm. He’d adopted a sort of kung-fu fighter’s stance. He must have spent a lot of time in front of that bedroom mirror. ‘Come on copper,’ he snarled. ‘Let’s be ’aving you, eh?’


I can’t say you don’t get scared in these situations. You do. I was shaking with nerves. And I was still thinking. All sorts of things. How would Fordy stand up if it turned nasty? What if Wood tried to get across the railings to us? He looked crazy enough to try it. Was he just trying to show the wife what a hard case he was? And what in God’s name was a man with a record like his doing with a three-foot-long blade in his possession? What possible need was there for anyone to have such a thing in the house? Why wasn’t there some sort of law against it?


‘Look,’ I said, ‘I can see you’ve got yourself wound up, but you don’t want to be putting your lass and the little ’un in danger.’


‘They’ve nowt to do wi’ this. This is you and me – and yer f***ing pal there.’


‘Look, you’re upset. I understand that. But it’s gone far enough. Nobody’s hurt yet. We can sort it all out if you’ll just put that sword down.’ Sometimes it galls you, having to talk so calmly and reasonably, so civilly, to someone like that. A part of you wonders why the hell you should bother. Does he deserve it? But of course there’s the safety of others to consider. The thing is to remember your training and what you’re there for – to keep the peace. And the softly-softly approach is the one that gets the result, by and large. ‘Now, come on,’ I said, ‘Don’t be daft.’


‘It’s always the bloody same wi’ you!’ The woman was on her feet now, standing behind him, screaming in his ear. ‘You’re always t’bloody same. You get a few drinks down you and you go frigging barmy. Look at you. You’re three sheets to t’bloody wind.’


‘Oh Christ.’ I turned to Fordy. ‘Just when you think you’re getting somewhere, the wife decides to have her two penn’orth.’


Wood turned into the room, the sword held high above his head. For just a moment it really looked as though he was going to attack her. Here goes, I thought, and made a move towards the street door although God knows what I would’ve done had I got inside. But before I got that far she’d backed off and he was shouting at me again. And something in his manner encouraged me. It just didn’t have quite the same grating edge to it.


‘Come on,’ I said, ‘you’re only going to get yourself into trouble.’ When a person’s as enraged as this you just know he’s either going to blow completely or he’s going to cool down. They’re on a kind of high, and there’s no way they can sustain it indefinitely. If they’re on drugs, well, you have a problem, but if you can start some sort of dialogue then the longer you can keep it going the more chance that they’ll calm down before they do something really daft. ‘Look,’ I said, ‘why not put the sword down and let’s talk this through, shall we?’


But he wasn’t listening. He’d turned on the woman now and was raging about money. It was him who put the hours in up the bacon factory, not her, so who was she to tell him how to spend it? And who’d paid for that holiday in Spain she had with her sister?


‘Well,’ Fordy said, ‘he probably feels better for getting that lot off his chest.’


‘Let’s hope so. Get on the radio, will you. Give them an update and make sure they have a door-entry team geared up as well. While you’re on get an ETA.’ For the first time I was aware that we had attracted a gaggle of onlookers. Ten, maybe a dozen of them. Some were passersby with shopping bags and umbrellas. A young couple had come out from a neighbouring house and were standing there with coats draped over their heads. I looked at my watch. ‘Where the hell’s – shit!’


There was a crash from inside the room, then a scream. The woman was on her knees, the lamp was lying across the arm of the settee, and our man was back at the window, all wound up again, leaning right through the opening into the rain. He was barely six feet from me, and his broad shoulders seemed to fill the opening. ‘Are you going to f*** off, or am I gonna come and get you? Eh? What’s it to be? In here or out there? Cos one of us is going down.’ The sword was in his right hand, still tucked behind him. He tried to get it through the window but as he swung it round it clanged against the frame. He clenched his left fist and thrust his jaw towards me. ‘You f***ing coming or what?’


‘Right,’ I said, ‘enough of this.’ As he tried to work the sword through the opening I took a deep breath, leaned forward and let him have it. One . . . two . . . three full seconds, smothering his face and chest with CS gas spray before I stepped back a foot or two. All I had in mind was to give him a shock, take the heat out of the moment and hope against hope that it would calm him down. I didn’t know what else to do. It was just a gut reaction. But it worked. There was a clatter as the sword fell to the floor behind him. ‘You bastard!’ he gasped as he staggered back into the room, screwing up his eyes, coughing, pawing at his face and ripping his shirt off. ‘You . . . bastard.’


As he tried to shake the pain out of his eyes, I waited. As hyped up as he was I couldn’t be sure that the gas would incapacitate him for more than a minute at best. What would happen next there was no telling. It affects different people in different ways. Some come like lambs. Others don’t. ‘It’s no good rubbing your face, mate,’ I called through to him. ‘You’ll only make it worse. Look, if you’ll just come out now we’ll get you cleaned up.’


He was mopping his face with the T-shirt now. Breathing deeply, spitting on the floor, blinking, eyes streaming, shaking his head, like a boxer who’d taken a fall but was determined to wade back into the fight.


I stepped away from the railings and looked around. Fordy had been doing a good job, summoning help while I kept me-laddo talking. He’d got the traffic stopped and the end of the street blocked off. He’d got the onlookers well out of the way, and now behind me I saw the firearms team, maybe twenty yards away in the shadow of a parked van. There was something very reassuring about seeing those lads. They looked more like a couple of squaddies with their black trousers tucked into their combat boots, their short Hechler and Kock rifles at the ready. There was a third officer with them, holding a baton-round gun. That was good. A single rubber bullet from him and our friend would be disabled instantly. I suddenly felt a lot more confident and reassured. I felt myself able to breathe properly again.


Fordy was beside me, nudging me and pointing to another new arrival. I recognised an inspector from York, a negotiator. Well, I thought, who knows? Maybe he can talk the guy out. But for the moment he stayed back. As he caught my eye he gave me the thumbs up. He was leaving me to do the talking. ‘I’ve filled him in,’ Fordy said. ‘He reckons to be weighing up the options.’


‘I just hope he keeps out the way for now,’ I said. At this stage, the fewer police that were visible the better as far as I was concerned. I had a gut feeling that we were dealing with the sort who might just blow completely if he thought he was trapped. A death-or-glory type who’d go down with all guns blazing. But you never know. None of us really, really know what we’d do in such a situation, and I’d have been willing to bet that matey was now into unknown territory, acting on blind instinct. I couldn’t imagine that he’d ever been this far out on a limb before. As I pondered the situation, he kept rubbing at his eyes, swearing, whacking his head with his open palm as if his brain was fogged and he was trying to clear it.


‘Go on,’ Fordy said under his breath. ‘Hit it a bit harder. Might knock some bloody sense into it.’


I called through the window again. ‘Y’know, if you’ll just come out we can get this sorted,’ I said. ‘Think of the young ’un on the settee there. And your missus. How are they going to feel?’


‘Ask her. It’s her f***ing fault.’ It was the first time he’d actually spoken, rather than just shouted at me. And he shivered as a gust of wind spattered his bare chest with rainwater that was spilling out from above his head. My experience of this kind of case was that if someone’s going to do something really stupid – or violent – they’ll generally do it sooner rather than later. Once they consent to talk to you it generally means they’re going to calm down. So at this stage I was starting to feel just a little bit hopeful. I was able to start thinking about what we were trying to achieve, which was quite simple: to get him out of the house and disarm him, and to remove the woman and her child from any possible danger.


‘Look,’ I said, ‘why not put your shirt back on? You’re gonna feel like crap when you cool off. Looks to me like you’ve had a few beers at lunchtime. You won’t be feeling the cold yet, but you’re gonna make yourself ill, stood there with nowt on.’


For a full minute he remained quite still, eyes half closed, looking at the ground. It seemed we were getting somewhere at last. I carried on talking. I tried to draw him on what was troubling him. Was it money? Had he got a problem with the wife? Was it to do with work? The longer I could keep him there, the better the chance that whatever he had taken would wear off, that the adrenaline would drain away. And in the end he’d start to feel the cold. He had to, because all the time he stood there the rain was running down his upper body and soaking into his jeans.


I kept asking questions, but I now realised he was no longer listening. He had his head bowed, and was taking deep, low breaths like a weightlifter. If you could imagine someone clenching his nostrils, that’s what he was doing. Building up a head of steam.


‘Now listen, mate . . . ’ I didn’t like the look of this. I’d thought he was about to calm down, but now it was as if he’d stopped, had a think and slung himself into reverse gear ready to launch one more assault. He was pulling himself up to his full height now, walking deliberately over to where his wife was sitting. There was no way of telling what was on his mind.


He leaned behind the settee, slow and deliberate, and pulled out a baseball bat. Not a wooden one as far as I could see, but a sort of metallic blue effort that glinted under the bare lightbulb that hung from the ceiling. And now he was back at the window, snarling. ‘You.’ He was barely seven or eight feet away and I could see the colour of his eyes. Brown, and bloodshot. You never feel comfortable being that close to a villain. You can go home feeling dirty some days.


‘You f***ing gassed me,’ he shouted. ‘And you told me to come out. Well, guess what? I’m gonna come out, right? And I’m gonna knock yer f***ing head off. I’ll teach you to f***ing gas me.’


In cold print the words sound ugly, and they sound threatening. But what I always remember about that incident is that I suddenly found myself saying to Fordy, ‘You know what? This guy’s all bluster and hot air. I don’t think he’s got the balls to do more than stand there and shout the odds at us. It’s all show. And anyway looking on the bright side of life, at least it’s only a baseball bat, not a sword.’


As he stood in the window shaking the bat and mouthing off about what he was going to do to us, I held my hand up. ‘Whoa,’ I said, ‘hang about. Now listen, you’ve had your say, but let me tell you – d’you see those lads over there?’ That got his attention. He actually looked where I was pointing. I could see him half-crouch as he tried to make out the shadowy figures down the street. I noticed the dog handler had shown up too. He wouldn’t like that. They never do.


‘Those,’ I said, ‘are firearms officers. Crack shots. I’m telling you, those lads can shoot a sparrow out of a tree at a hundred yards. No trouble at all. Now, you try anything daft, like coming out of there with that thing in your hands, and as sure as I’m standing here they will shoot you. They’ll try not to kill you, but they will shoot you. And trust me, matey, the bullets they fire will stop an ox.’


He stood there, quite still; just a ghost of a shiver. You could almost hear his brain ticking over. Then his shoulders sort of slumped, as he lowered the bat. ‘Tell you what,’ he said, ‘why don’t you come in and tek me away?’


‘No no,’ I said. ‘That’s not how it’s going to be.’ By now I’d had word from the negotiator, the inspector who’d come from York. He’d told us exactly how he wanted the endgame to be played. ‘What’s going to happen,’ I said, ‘is you are going to walk out of the door onto the street with your arms raised above your head so that we can be quite sure you’re unarmed.’


‘Nah, I’m not ’aving that. You come and get me.’


We started wrangling now. No, I’m not doing that; oh yes you are; well, how about if I do this . . . ? It was a pain in the rear end, because Fordy and I were wet, cold, and starting to feel the strain. But the fact that our man was arguing was a good sign. We knew that. Ever so slowly, Wood was climbing down. He was finished, and he knew it.


‘Tell you what,’ he finally said.


‘I’m listening.’


‘I’ll come out through ’ere.’


There comes a point in these negotiations when you have to throw up your hands and accept that the bloke’s beaten, so what the hell if he does get to act out one last part of his fantasy? Whatever the reason, he’d got it into his head that he wanted to come out through the window, and if that made him feel better did it really matter all that much? People who do this sort of thing are usually attention-seekers. They play to the crowd – if they can muster one. The height of his ambition might have been for us to fetch in helicopters, arc lights, TV crews. Our aim was to keep it as low-key as possible. From his point of view he was a hero in his own video game. From our point of view he was . . . well, let’s say I could think of better ways to spend a Sunday afternoon. So, I thought, if it speeds things along let’s give him a little something. The inspector was standing just a few yards away now, listening to every word. And he was giving me the thumbs up once more. We’d get the result we wanted and nobody would be hurt. The only question was, how would he get across those railings and onto the pavement?


He had the answer. He grabbed a mattress from behind the sofa, dragged it out, all striped and stained, and shoved it through the window so that it hung over the railings.


‘Right,’ I said. ‘If that’s the way you want to come out. But let me tell you what you’re going to do.’


‘Aye, go on,’ he said. Funny, but once a bloke like that calms down the first thing you notice is how he looks a lot smaller than when he’s all pumped up. When he was waving that sword about he really did look dangerous. Now his shoulders were more rounded, you could see he had the beginnings of a beer belly, and as he started shivering he looked young, not much more than a lad. Three or four years ago I could’ve been talking to him about hanging around in school fields drinking lager. He was just a big overgrown kid really. And he was hanging on my every word.


‘You’re going to come out nice and slow, and you’re going kneel on the pavement with your hands above your head. No – don’t be putting your shirt back on. Just come as you are.’ In situations like these you don’t take any chances at all. Even a wet T-shirt can be used to conceal a weapon.


As I spoke his eyes were darting this way and that, from me to the street and back again. He was frightened now. ‘Them firearms lads,’ he said, his voice shaky and low. ‘What they gonna do to me? They ain’t gonna shoot me are they?’


‘You’ve been watching the wrong kind of TV shows, buddy. This is North Yorks, not New York. You do just as I’m telling you and I guarantee you we won’t harm a hair on your head. Now come on, have a care for your family. The quicker you’re out of there the quicker we can get the missus out. I should think the baby’ll be waking up and wanting its bottle in a minute.’


Still he hesitated. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I know what you’re after. You’re after shooting me, aren’t you? Then you’ll say it’s self-defence. I’ve read t’f***ing papers.’


And so he went on, for another five minutes. What he’d seen on the Net, what he’d seen on TV, what he’d heard about from a mate of his who was doing time for armed robbery. It was just a matter of waiting until he’d used the last dregs of his pent-up energy. Then, when he’d had his say, he came like a lamb, a wet, tremulous, half-naked lamb, part walking, part crawling across the mattress before sinking to his knees on the rain-slicked pavement. He had the satisfaction of one or two mobile-phone cameras popping off from the crowd at the end of the street, but his big day was over. The dog handler moved in, Fordy held his shaking wrists while I put the cuffs on, and a minute or two later we were on our way to Old Maltongate.


Later the inspector called in and had a word. ‘They asked me to come over and conduct any negotiations,’ he said, ‘but I have to say I thought you handled it perfectly. You did a hell of a job there. Wouldn’t have done it any different myself.’


You would’ve thought that an incident like that would lead to a custodial sentence. After all, we were charging the lad with a raft of public-order offences, and with making threats to kill. But no, he was bound over to keep the peace for six months, and given a community-service order. As to the baseball bat and the sword, I was all for taking them out the back of the police station, busting them up and binning them, and I said as much. ‘Oh no,’ I was told, ‘you can’t destroy private property.’


‘Why the bloody hell not?’ I said. ‘How can we trust a nutter like him with weapons like these?’ But no. I wasn’t allowed to touch it. And it got better. Three weeks after the incident, and just a day or two after his court appearance, me-laddo showed up, bold as brass, to ask for his sword back – and got it. Someone tried to explain the legal technicalities of it all to me, that there had been a cock-up between the police, the court and the Crown Prosecution Service over our request for confiscation orders, but after a while I stopped listening. Common sense and the law don’t always talk the same language. I later heard that Wood had gone back to his wife. Yes, she loved him after all. It’s amazing how often you hear that. He’s a good lad really, just that when he gets a bit of drink in him . . . Not surprisingly, we weren’t through with her hubby yet. He’d be making another bid for stardom later in the year – but that’s another story.


Somewhere along the way I’d missed my meal break, of course, and by the time the paperwork was in order it was half past nine. One or two of the night shift had come in early, so the duty sergeant said I might as well call it a day. Driving back to Walter’s, I found myself going back over the day’s events. What was on my mind was all the what ifs. What if he’d killed the baby, or the wife, or me or Fordy? Sure, we’d brought it all to a peaceful conclusion, but there had been one or two moments there when it had all hung in the balance, when it could easily have gone the other way. It’s not so much what happens in these cases that keeps you awake at night; it’s what might have happened.


Well, from the sublime to the ridiculous. I got home and found Walt on his knees in the kitchen surrounded by a scene of bloodshed and carnage. There were skinned rabbits, plucked pheasants, joints of unnamed dark red meat, whole raw livers, a couple of hearts and a few kidneys, all strewn about the place. Luckily they were all frozen solid.


‘Walter,’ I said, stepping over a slab of tripe, ‘are you going to tell me what’s going off – or have I to guess?’


‘It’s Gideon. His hernia’s playing up.’


‘And? No, don’t tell me. You’re rummaging through the freezer looking for a spare part. That it?’


Walt liked that. He sat back on his haunches and laughed. ‘Don’t be daft,’ he said. ‘No, t’owd quack reckons he should put sommat cold on it, reduce the inflammation like. Like a packet of frozen peas.’


‘Well, hasn’t Gideon got any frozen peas at his place?’


‘Gideon? Why, they don’t have no kitchen appliances. They’re living in t’Dark Ages down yonder. Still salt their vegetables and bottle their fruit. If you think my place is owd-fashioned you want to go down there some time. Any road’, and he started putting the various packets of meat back in the freezer, ‘I’ve no peas either by t’look of it. Just meat.’


‘Well,’ I said, picking up a rabbit. ‘What’s wrong with this? This’ll do the job, won’t it?’


‘Aye, you’re right. Should fit nice and neat across his stomach.’ Walt stood up. ‘Right then, I’ll pop down to his place now. He’ll be pleased with this, will t’owd lad.’


‘Till it melts.’


‘Aye, till it melts – then I’d best fetch her back.’


‘Can’t you just give it him?’


‘Give it? By ’eck no we’re having this bugger for our tea tomorrow.’




Chapter 2


In With a Bang


‘I hope she’s worth it.’ Walt shook the raindrops off his tatty old gabardine raincoat and hung it up above the Rayburn.


‘Hey, go easy,’ I said, as I rummaged through his box of boot brushes. ‘Those are my best shoes you’re splashing.’


‘Don’t know that I’d go to all that trouble for a lass,’ he muttered. ‘Here’. He pulled out an old wooden-handled job and shoved it in my hand. ‘This’ll put a shine on ’em. Pure horsehair that.’


‘If we were talking about any other lass I might agree with you,’ I said, buffing away. ‘But not this one. This one’s special.’


‘Aye, so you said, and you know what that means. She’ll have a queue of fellers after her. Women like that, they can pick and choose y’know.’


‘The thing is, Walt, you’ve never seen me in action. When I turn on the charm, they don’t stand a chance. You wait. She won’t know what’s hit her.’


As I polished I digested what I’d just said. I was getting carried away with myself, and I knew it. The fact was I hadn’t stopped thinking about Ann all over Christmas, and asking myself questions. I kept remembering what Chris Cocks the desk sergeant had said, that she was out of my league. Was he right? Had she really wanted to come to the party with me, or was it a case of not knowing how to turn me down? Maybe she’d do what that lass in London did one time: call me and say she’d had a better offer. But then I remembered that goodnight kiss in Malton marketplace. That answered a lot of questions, surely.


‘Anyway,’ I said, looking Walt up and down, ‘what are you wearing to the party?’ He had on a pair of baggy brown cords and a chunky off-white sweater, the kind I’d wear to go deep-sea fishing in. ‘I see you’ve managed to find a matching pair of laces at least.’ I pointed at his trusty black boots. That first time I’d met him, he’d had one brown and one red as I recall.


‘I’ve pushed the boat out for this do,’ he said, ‘being as it’s up at your mate’s big house yonder.’ He lifted his sweater to reveal a broad black leather belt. ‘Got it at Yates’s,’ he said, ‘and this’ – he patted a shiny steel buckle in the shape of a Harley-Davidson – ‘I got in Pickering. They have a shop there, specialises in ’em.’


‘And that’s it? That’s your New Year’s party outfit?’


‘Why, it cost me a bloody fortune did this lot.’


‘Aye, in about 1973. Anyway, just so long as you’re not planning to make a grand entrance with me and Ann, you scruffy . . . ’


‘No, I shall come along later. I’ve to pick up me brother first, and t’other feller.’


His brother, Cyril, I’d met a few times. The ‘other feller’ would be Ronny, a retired RAF fitter who had a single topic of conversation: the life and times of an RAF fitter. The three of them would get together in the Jolly Farmers, or on a summer night they’d sit on an old wooden bench on the roadside outside Walt’s house and sup beer while they watched the world go by. I called them the Three Wise Monkeys, among other things. Good company for half an hour or so. And not the sort of lads to miss out on one of Algy’s parties, where the beer flowed free.


Thinking of Algy reminded me I needed to ask him about that cottage of his. The one he rented out. It must have been a month or two since he’d first mentioned it, and I was sure he’d said it would come vacant in the new year.


‘Well,’ I said, ‘you three’ll liven the place up.’ I handed back the brush and held up the shoes for him to see. ‘By, that did the job OK. You can see your face in them.’


‘Aye well, it’s quality is that brush. Belonged me dad.’ He took it from me and ran his hand across the thick, soft bristles, looking thoughtful. ‘Got this when he signed up with t’East Yorkshires. Eighty, getting on for ninety years old.’


‘That’s a hell of an age for a soldier, Walt.’


‘I’m talking about t’boot brush, yer daft bugger. He took it off to t’trenches in his kit-bag. That’d be early on, 1915 or thereabouts.’


‘There we are.’ I had the shoes on now. They were positively gleaming. ‘What do you reckon?’


‘They’ll do,’ he sniffed. ‘But I wouldn’t cross that yard in ’em. Standing water and mud everywhere you tread.’


As soon as I opened the door I could see what he meant. It was a wild old night, the rain lashing down, the sycamores bending before a westerly gale, the roof of the garage creaking as the wind got under a loose corner of corrugated iron and tugged at it. But at least it was mild. I put the shoes in a plastic bag and went to find my wellies. ‘And take this too,’ Walt said, handing me an old black brolly.


‘What about you?’


‘I’ll manage. I’m not escorting a lady tonight, am I?’


‘Hey, that’s a point. Where is your lady friend?’


‘Cruising.’


‘What, in Old Malton?’


‘Enough of that. I told you before. She’s in t’Med, on a luxury liner, with her daughter.’


‘She says.’


‘Aye, she says. And I’ve no reason to doubt her.’


‘Right then.’ I opened the door. ‘As someone once remarked on venturing out into the wilds of Antarctica, “I may be some time”.’


All the way to Ann’s place up at Thornton le Dale I rehearsed what I might say. Lovely weather for ducks? Hope Father Christmas brought you something nice? Your carriage awaits?


I might as well have not bothered. As soon as she came to the door I dried up. Opened my mouth and nothing came out. She looked an absolute picture. And when I finally loosened my tongue I told her so.


‘Why, thank you,’ she said, as she ducked under the umbrella, her hair brushing against the back of my hand. ‘And you don’t look so bad yourself.’ She was wearing what women call a little black dress, had a light coat thrown over her shoulders, and her face was illuminated by a broad smile. She smelled divine.


‘Pity it’s not properly flooded,’ I said, as I opened the car door for her and watched her step gracefully over a large puddle.


‘Why’s that?’


‘Well, I would’ve had to carry you.’


She paused, half in the car and half out. ‘Who knows? If it keeps raining like this you may have to by the time the party’s over.’


I hadn’t got an answer for that. I just got in and drove off in silence.


‘What’s he like, this mate of yours? Algy, isn’t it?’ I was leaning forward in the driving seat, peering through the windscreen as the tall thorn hedges loomed over us on either side. I’d never approached his place in the dark before, and I wasn’t quite sure how far down the lane it was.


‘Well, for a start he’s loaded. More money than you or I’ll ever see. And he’s a one-off.’


‘Meaning?’


‘Ah, here we go.’ I recognised the holly trees that stood either side of his entrance. ‘Well,’ I said, as we scrunched our way up the gravelled drive and the car lights swept across the lawn to illuminate the white rose ensign that fluttered proudly from the flagpole, ‘there’s your first clue.’


‘Oh, him. Wasn’t he in the Yorkshire Post?’


‘He was.’


‘And wasn’t he ordered to take it down.’


‘Indeed he was.’


‘So why’s it still there?’


‘Like I say, he is not as other men. Last I heard he was on his way to Strasbourg with it.’


‘Strasbourg? With a Yorkshire flag?’


‘Aye, Court of Human Rights or some such.’


I parked under the copper-beech tree and walked around the front of the car to let Ann out. She took my arm and I escorted her across the drive to the front porch. ‘Very grand,’ she said, looking up at the fluted pillars as we climbed the worn stone steps. I was just about to hit the brass bell-push when the door opened and there was our host, in his black dinner jacket and red-white-and-blue dickie bow, a glass of bubbly in his hand, his head silhouetted against the light of a chandelier.
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