



  [image: cover]






  




  [image: ]




  





  TO CHRIS, CAROL . . . AND ALYSON




  





  Contents




  Trial and Error




  Cheap at Half the Price *




  Dougie Mortimer’s Right Arm *




  Do Not Pass Go *




  Chunnel Vision *




  Shoeshine Boy *




  You’ll Never Live to Regret It *




  Never Stop on the Motorway *




  Not for Sale




  Timeo Danaos . . . *




  An Eye for an Eye *




  One Man’s Meat . . .




   




  * The stories indicated with an asterisk are based on known incidents (some of them are embellished with considerable licence).




  The others are the product of my own imagination.




  J. A. – July 1994




  





  TRIAL AND ERROR




  





  IT’S HARD TO KNOW exactly where to begin. But first, let me explain why I’m in jail.




  The trial had lasted for eighteen days, and from the moment the judge had entered the courtroom the public benches had been filled to overflowing. The jury at Leeds Crown Court had been out for

  almost two days, and rumour had it that they were hopelessly divided. On the barristers’ bench there was talk of hung juries and retrials, as it had been more than eight hours since Mr

  Justice Cartwright had told the foreman of the jury that their verdict need no longer be unanimous: a majority of ten to two would be acceptable.




  Suddenly there was a buzz in the corridors, and the members of the jury filed quietly into their places. Press and public alike began to stampede back into court. All eyes were on the foreman of

  the jury, a fat, jolly-looking little man dressed in a double-breasted suit, striped shirt and a colourful bow tie, striving to appear solemn. He seemed the sort of fellow with whom, in normal

  circumstances, I would have enjoyed a pint at the local. But these were not normal circumstances.




  As I climbed back up the steps into the dock, my eyes settled on a pretty blonde who had been seated in the gallery every day of the trial. I wondered if she attended all the sensational murder

  trials, or if she was just fascinated by this one. She showed absolutely no interest in me, and like everyone else was concentrating her full attention on the foreman of the jury.




  The clerk of the court, dressed in a wig and a long black gown, rose and read out from a card the words I suspect he knew by heart.




  ‘Will the foreman of the jury please stand.’




  The jolly little fat man rose slowly from his place.




  ‘Please answer my next question yes or no. Members of the jury, have you reached a verdict on which at least ten of you are agreed?’




  ‘Yes, we have.’




  ‘Members of the jury, do you find the prisoner at the bar guilty or not guilty as charged?’




  There was total silence in the courtroom.




  My eyes were fixed on the foreman with the colourful bow tie. He cleared his throat and said, ‘. . .




  I first met Jeremy Alexander in 1978, at a CBI training seminar in Bristol. Fifty-six British companies who were looking for ways to expand into Europe had come together for a

  briefing on Community Law. At the time that I signed up for the seminar Cooper’s, the company of which I was chairman, ran 127 vehicles of varying weights and sizes, and was fast becoming one

  of the largest private road haulage companies in Britain.




  My father had founded the firm in 1931, starting out with three vehicles – two of them pulled by horses – and an overdraft limit of ten pounds at his local Martins bank. By the time

  we became ‘Cooper & Son’ in 1967 the company had seventeen vehicles with four wheels or more, and delivered goods all over the north of England. But the old man still resolutely

  refused to exceed his ten-pound overdraft limit.




  I once expressed the view, during a downturn in the market, that we should be looking further afield in search of new business – perhaps even as far as the Continent. But my father

  wouldn’t hear of it. ‘Not a risk worth taking,’ he declared. He distrusted anyone born south of the Humber, let alone those who lived on the other side of the Channel. ‘If

  God put a strip of water between us, he must have had good reasons for doing so,’ were his final words on the subject. I would have laughed, if I hadn’t realised he meant it.




  When he retired in 1977 – reluctantly, at the age of seventy – I took over as chairman, and began to set in motion some ideas I’d been working on for the past decade, though I

  knew my father didn’t approve of them. Europe was only the beginning of my plans for the company’s expansion: within five years I wanted to go public. By then, I realised, we would

  require an overdraft facility of at least a million pounds, and would therefore have to move our account to a bank which recognised that the world stretched beyond the county boundaries of

  Yorkshire.




  It was around this time that I heard about the CBI seminar at Bristol, and applied for a place.




  The seminar began on the Friday, with an opening address from the Head of the European Directorate of the CBI. After that the delegates split into eight small working groups, each chaired by an

  expert on Community Law. My group was headed by Jeremy Alexander. I admired him from the moment he started speaking – in fact, it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that I was overawed.

  He was totally self-assured, and as I was to learn, he could effortlessly present a convincing argument on any subject, from the superiority of the Code Napoléon to the inferiority of the

  English middle-order batting.




  He lectured us for an hour on the fundamental differences in practice and procedure between the member states of the Community, then answered all our questions on Commercial and Company Law,

  even finding time to explain the significance of the Uruguay Round. Like me, the other members of our group never stopped taking notes.




  We broke up for lunch a few minutes before one, and I managed to grab a place next to Jeremy. I was already beginning to think that he might be the ideal person to advise me on how to go about

  achieving my European ambitions.




  Listening to him talk about his career over a meal of stargazy pie with red peppers, I kept thinking that, although we were about the same age, we couldn’t have come from more different

  backgrounds. Jeremy’s father, a banker by profession, had escaped from Eastern Europe only days before the outbreak of the Second World War. He had settled in England, anglicised his name,

  and sent his son to Westminster. From there Jeremy had gone on to King’s College, London, where he read Law, graduating with first-class honours.




  My own father was a self-made man from the Yorkshire Dales who had insisted I leave school the moment I passed my O levels. ‘I’ll teach you more about the real world in a month than

  you’d learn from any of those university types in a lifetime,’ he used to say. I accepted this philosophy without question, and left school a few weeks after my sixteenth birthday. The

  next morning I joined Cooper’s as an apprentice, and spent my first three years at the depot under the watchful eye of Buster Jackson, the works manager, who taught me how to take the

  company’s vehicles apart and, more importantly, how to put them back together again.




  After graduating from the workshop, I spent two years in the invoicing department, learning how to calculate charges and collect bad debts. A few weeks after my twenty-first birthday I passed

  the test for my heavy goods vehicles licence, and for the next three years I zig-zagged across the north of England, delivering everything from poultry to pineapples to our far-flung customers.

  Jeremy spent the same period reading for a master’s degree in Napoleonic Law at the Sorbonne.




  When Buster Jackson retired I was moved back to the depot in Leeds to take over as works manager. Jeremy was in Hamburg, writing a doctoral thesis on international trade barriers. By the time he

  had finally left the world of academia and taken up his first real job, as a partner with a large firm of commercial solicitors in the City, I had been earning a working wage for eight years.




  Although I was impressed by Jeremy at the seminar, I sensed, behind that surface affability, a powerful combination of ambition and intellectual snobbery that my father would have mistrusted. I

  felt he’d only agreed to give the lecture on the off-chance that, at some time in the future, we might be responsible for spreading some butter on his bread. I now realise that, even at our

  first meeting, he suspected that in my case it might be honey.




  It didn’t help my opinion of the man that he had a couple of inches on me in height, and a couple less around the waist. Not to mention the fact that the most attractive woman on the

  course that weekend ended up in his bed on the Saturday night.




  We met up on Sunday morning to play squash, when he ran me ragged, without even appearing to raise a sweat. ‘We must get together again,’ he said as we walked to the showers.’

  ‘If you’re really thinking of expanding into Europe, you might find I’m able to help.’




  My father had taught me never to make the mistake of imagining that your friends and your colleagues were necessarily the same animals (he often cited the Cabinet as an example). So, although I

  didn’t like him, I made sure that when I left Bristol at the end of the conference I was in possession of Jeremy’s numerous telephone and telex numbers.




  I drove back to Leeds on the Sunday evening, and when I reached home I ran upstairs and sat on the end of the bed regaling my sleepy wife with an account of why it had turned out to be such a

  worthwhile weekend.




  Rosemary was my second wife. My first, Helen, had been at Leeds High School for Girls at the same time that I had attended the nearby grammar school. The two schools shared a gymnasium, and I

  fell in love with her at the age of thirteen, while watching her play netball. After that I would find any excuse to hang around the gym, hoping to catch a glimpse of her blue knickers as she leapt

  to send the ball unerringly into the net. As the schools took part in various joint activities, I began to take an active interest in theatrical productions, even though I couldn’t act. I

  attended joint debates, and never opened my mouth. I enlisted in the combined schools orchestra and ended up playing the triangle. After I had left school and gone to work at the depot, I continued

  to see Helen, who was studying for her A levels. Despite my passion for her, we didn’t make love until we were both eighteen, and even then I wasn’t certain that we had consummated

  anything. Six weeks later she told me, in a flood of tears, that she was pregnant. Against the wishes of her parents, who had hoped that she would go on to university, a hasty wedding was arranged,

  but as I never wanted to look at another girl for the rest of my life, I was secretly delighted by the outcome of our youthful indiscretion.




  Helen died on the night of 14 September 1964, giving birth to our son, Tom, who himself only survived a week. I thought I would never get over it, and I’m not sure I ever have. After her

  death I didn’t so much as glance at another woman for years, putting all my energy into the company.




  Following the funeral of my wife and son, my father, not a soft or sentimental man – you won’t find many of those in Yorkshire – revealed a gentle side to his character that I

  had never seen before. He would often phone me in the evening to see how I was getting on, and insisted that I regularly joined him in the directors’ box at Elland Road to watch Leeds United

  on Saturday afternoons. I began to understand, for the first time, why my mother still adored him after more than twenty years of marriage.




  I met Rosemary about four years later at a ball given to launch the Leeds Music Festival. Not a natural habitat for me, but as Cooper’s had taken a full-page advertisement in the

  programme, and Brigadier Kershaw, the High Sheriff of the county and Chairman of the Ball Committee, had invited us to join him as his guests, I had no choice but to dress up in my seldom-worn

  dinner jacket and accompany my parents to the ball.




  I was placed on Table 17, next to a Miss Kershaw, who turned out to be the High Sheriff’s daughter. She was elegantly dressed in a strapless blue gown that emphasised her comely figure,

  and had a mop of red hair and a smile that made me feel we had been friends for years. She told me over something described on the menu as ‘avocado with dill’ that she had just finished

  reading English at Durham University, and wasn’t quite sure what she was going to do with her life.




  ‘I don’t want to be a teacher,’ she said. ‘And I’m certainly not cut out to be a secretary.’ We chatted through the second and third courses, ignoring the

  people seated on either side of us. After coffee she dragged me onto the dance floor, where she continued to explain the problems of contemplating any form of work while her diary was so packed

  with social engagements.




  I felt rather flattered that the High Sheriff’s daughter should show the slightest interest in me, and to be honest I didn’t take it seriously when at the end of the evening, she

  whispered in my ear, ‘Let’s keep in touch.’




  But a couple of days later she rang and invited me to join her and her parents for lunch that Sunday at their house in the country, ‘And then perhaps we could play a little tennis

  afterwards. You do play tennis, I suppose?’




  I drove over to Church Fenton on Sunday, and found that the Kershaws’ residence was exactly what I would have expected – large and decaying, which, come to think of it, wasn’t

  a bad description of Rosemary’s father as well. But he seemed a nice enough chap. Her mother, however, wasn’t quite so easy to please. She originated from somewhere in Hampshire, and

  was unable to mask her feeling that, although I might be good for the occasional charitable donation, I was not quite the sort of person with whom she expected to be sharing her Sunday lunch.

  Rosemary ignored the odd barbed comment from her, and continued to chat to me about my work.




  As it rained all afternoon we never got round to playing tennis, so Rosemary used the time to seduce me in the little pavilion behind the court. At first I was nervous about making love to the

  High Sheriff’s daughter, but I soon got used to the idea. However, as the weeks passed, I began to wonder if I was anything more to her than a ‘lorry driver fantasy’. Until, that

  is, she started to talk about marriage. Mrs Kershaw was unable to hide her disgust at the very idea of someone like me becoming her son-in-law, but her opinion turned out to be irrelevant, as

  Rosemary remained implacable on the subject. We were married eighteen months later.




  Over two hundred guests attended the rather grand county wedding in the parish church of St Mary’s. But I confess that when I turned to watch Rosemary progressing up the aisle, my only

  thoughts were of my first wedding ceremony.




  For a couple of years Rosemary made every effort to be a good wife. She took an interest in the company, learned the names of all the employees, even became friendly with the wives of some of

  the senior executives. But, as I worked all the hours God sent, I fear I may not always have given her as much attention as she needed. You see, Rosemary yearned for a life that was made up of

  regular visits to the Grand Theatre for Opera North, followed by dinner parties with her county friends that would run into the early hours, while I preferred to work at weekends, and to be tucked

  up in bed before eleven most nights. For Rosemary I wasn’t turning out to be the husband in the title of the Oscar Wilde play she had recently taken me to – and it didn’t help

  that I had fallen asleep during the second act.




  After four years without producing any offspring – not that Rosemary wasn’t very energetic in bed – we began to drift our separate ways. If she started having affairs (and I

  certainly did, when I could find the time), she was discreet about them. And then she met Jeremy Alexander.




  It must have been about six weeks after the seminar in Bristol that I had occasion to phone Jeremy and seek his advice. I wanted to close a deal with a French cheese company to

  transport its wares to British supermarkets. The previous year I had made a large loss on a similar enterprise with a German beer company, and I couldn’t afford to make the same mistake

  again.




  ‘Send me all the details,’ Jeremy had said. ‘I’ll look over the paperwork at the weekend and call you on Monday morning.’




  He was as good as his word, and when he phoned me he mentioned that he had to be in York that Thursday to brief a client, and suggested we get together the following day to go over the contract.

  I agreed, and we spent most of that Friday closeted in the Cooper’s boardroom checking over every dot and comma of the contract. It was a pleasure to watch such a professional at work, even

  if Jeremy did occasionally display an irritating habit of drumming his fingers on the table when I hadn’t immediately understood what he was getting at.




  Jeremy, it turned out, had already talked to the French company’s in-house lawyer in Toulouse about any reservations he might have. He assured me that, although Monsieur Sisley spoke no

  English, he had made him fully aware of our anxieties. I remember being struck by his use of the word ‘our’.




  After we had turned the last page of the contract, I realised that everyone else in the building had left for the weekend, so I suggested to Jeremy that he might like to join Rosemary and me for

  dinner. He checked his watch, considered the offer for a moment, and then said, ‘Thank you, that’s very kind of you. Could you drop me back at the Queen’s Hotel so I can get

  changed?’




  Rosemary, however, was not pleased to be told at the last minute that I had invited a complete stranger to dinner without warning her, even though I assured her that she would like him.




  Jeremy rang our front doorbell a few minutes after eight. When I introduced him to Rosemary, he bowed slightly and kissed her hand. After that, they didn’t take their eyes off each other

  all evening. Only a blind man could have missed what was likely to happen next, and although I might not have been blind, I certainly turned a blind eye.




  Jeremy was soon finding excuses to spend more and more time in Leeds, and I am bound to admit that his sudden enthusiasm for the north of England enabled me to advance my ambitions for

  Cooper’s far more quickly than I had originally dreamed possible. I had felt for some time that the company needed an in-house lawyer, and within a year of our first meeting I offered Jeremy

  a place on the board, with the remit to prepare the company for going public.




  During that period I spent a great deal of my time in Madrid, Amsterdam and Brussels drumming up new contracts, and Rosemary certainly didn’t discourage me. Meanwhile Jeremy skilfully

  guided the company through a thicket of legal and financial problems caused by our expansion. Thanks to his diligence and expertise, we were able to announce on 12 February 1980 that Cooper’s

  would be applying for a listing on the Stock Exchange later that year. It was then that I made my first mistake: I invited Jeremy to become Deputy Chairman of the company.




  Under the terms of the flotation, fifty-one per cent of the shares would be retained by Rosemary and myself. Jeremy explained to me that for tax reasons they should be divided equally between

  us. My accountants agreed, and at the time I didn’t give it a second thought. The remaining 4,900,000 one pound shares were quickly taken up by institutions and the general public, and within

  days of the company being listed on the Stock Exchange their value had risen to £2.80.




  My father, who had died the previous year, would never have accepted that it was possible to become worth several million pounds overnight. In fact I suspect he would have disapproved of the

  very idea, as he went to his deathbed still believing that a ten-pound overdraft was quite adequate to conduct a well-run business.




  During the 1980s the British economy showed continual growth, and by March 1984 Cooper’s shares had topped the five-pound mark, following press speculation about a possible takeover.

  Jeremy had advised me to accept one of the bids, but I told him that I would never allow Cooper’s to be let out of the family’s control. After that, we had to split the shares on three

  separate occasions, and by 1989 the Sunday Times was estimating that Rosemary and I were together worth around thirty million pounds.




  I had never thought of myself as being wealthy – after all, as far as I was concerned the shares were simply pieces of paper held by Joe Ramsbottom, our company solicitor. I still lived in

  my father’s house, drove a five-year-old Jaguar, and worked fourteen hours a day. I had never cared much for holidays, and wasn’t by nature extravagant. Wealth seemed somehow irrelevant

  to me. I would have been happy to continue living much as I was, had I not arrived home unexpectedly one night.




  I had caught the last plane back to Heathrow after a particularly long and arduous negotiation in Cologne, and had originally intended to stay overnight in London. But by then I’d had

  enough of hotels, and simply wanted to get home, despite the long drive. When I arrived back in Leeds a few minutes after one, I found Jeremy’s white BMW parked in the driveway.




  Had I phoned Rosemary earlier that day, I might never have ended up in jail.




  I parked my car next to Jeremy’s, and was walking towards the front door when I noticed that there was only one light on in the house – in the front room on the first floor. It

  wouldn’t have taken Sherlock Holmes to deduce what might be taking place in that particular room.




  I came to a halt, and stared up at the drawn curtains for some time. Nothing stirred, so clearly they hadn’t heard the car, and were unaware of my presence. I retraced my steps and drove

  quietly off in the direction of the city centre. When I arrived at the Queen’s Hotel I asked the duty manager if Mr Jeremy Alexander had booked a room for the night. He checked the register

  and confirmed that he had.




  ‘Then I’ll take his key,’ I told him. ‘Mr Alexander has booked himself in somewhere else for the night.’ My father would have been proud of such thrifty use of the

  company’s resources.




  I lay on the hotel bed, quite unable to sleep, my anger rising as each hour passed. Although I no longer had a great deal of feeling for Rosemary, and even accepted that perhaps I never had, I

  now loathed Jeremy. But it wasn’t until the next day that I discovered just how much I loathed him.




  The following morning I rang my secretary, and told her I would be driving to the office straight from London. She reminded me that there was a board meeting scheduled for two o’clock,

  which Mr Alexander was pencilled in to chair. I was glad she couldn’t see the smile of satisfaction that spread across my face. A quick glance at the agenda over breakfast and it had become

  abundantly clear why Jeremy had wanted to chair this particular meeting. But his plans didn’t matter any more. I had already decided to let my fellow directors know exactly what he was up to,

  and to make sure that he was dismissed from the board as soon as was practicable.




  I arrived at Cooper’s just after 1.30, and parked in the space marked ‘Chairman’. By the time the board meeting was scheduled to begin I’d had just enough time to check

  over my files, and became painfully aware of how many of the company’s shares were now controlled by Jeremy, and what he and Rosemary must have been planning for some time.




  Jeremy vacated the chairman’s place without comment the moment I entered the boardroom, and showed no particular interest in the proceedings until we reached an item concerning a future

  share issue. It was at this point that he tried to push through a seemingly innocuous motion which could ultimately have resulted in Rosemary and myself losing overall control of the company, and

  therefore being unable to resist any future takeover bid. I might have fallen for it if I hadn’t travelled up to Leeds the previous evening and found his car parked in my driveway, and the

  bedroom light on. Just when he thought he had succeeded in having the motion agreed without a vote, I asked the company accountants to prepare a full report for the next board meeting before we

  came to any decision. Jeremy showed no sign of emotion. He simply looked down at his notes and began drumming his fingers on the boardroom table. I was determined that the report would prove to be

  his downfall. If only it hadn’t been for my short temper, I might, given time, have worked out a more sensible way of ridding myself of him.




  As no one had ‘any other business’ to raise, I closed the meeting at 5.40, and suggested to Jeremy that he join Rosemary and me for dinner. I wanted to see them together. Jeremy

  didn’t seem too keen, but after some bluffing from me about not fully understanding his new share proposal, and feeling that my wife ought to be brought in on it at some stage, he agreed.

  When I rang Rosemary to let her know that Jeremy would be coming to dinner, she seemed even less enthusiastic about the idea than he had been.




  ‘Perhaps the two of you should go off to a restaurant together,’ she suggested. ‘Then Jeremy can bring you up to date on what’s been going on while you’ve been

  away.’ I tried not to laugh. ‘We haven’t got much food in at the moment,’ she added. I told her that it wasn’t the food I was worried about.




  Jeremy was uncharacteristically late, but I had his usual whisky and soda ready the moment he walked through the door. I must say he put up a brilliant performance over dinner, though Rosemary

  was less convincing.




  Over coffee in the sitting room, I managed to provoke the confrontation that Jeremy had so skilfully avoided at the board meeting.




  ‘Why are you so keen to rush through this new share allocation?’ I asked once he was on his second brandy. ‘Surely you realise that it will take control of the company out of

  the hands of Rosemary and me. Can’t you see that we could be taken over in no time?’




  He tried a few well-rehearsed phrases. ‘In the best interests of the company, Richard. You must realise how quickly Cooper’s is expanding. It’s no longer a family firm. In the

  long term it has to be the most prudent course for both of you, not to mention the shareholders.’ I wondered which particular shareholders he had in mind.




  I was a little surprised to find Rosemary not only backing him up, but showing a remarkable grasp of the finer details of the share allocation, even after Jeremy had scowled rather too obviously

  at her. She seemed extremely well-versed in the arguments he had been putting forward, given the fact that she had never shown any interest in the company’s transactions in the past. It was

  when she turned to me and said, ‘We must consider our future, darling,’ that I finally lost my temper.




  Yorkshiremen are well known for being blunt, and my next question lived up to our county’s reputation.




  ‘Are you two having an affair, by any chance?’




  Rosemary turned scarlet. Jeremy laughed a little too loudly, and then said, ‘I think you’ve had one drink too many, Richard.’




  ‘Not a drop,’ I assured him. ‘Sober as a judge. As I was when I came home late last night, and found your car parked in the driveway and the light on in the bedroom.’




  For the first time since I’d met him, I had completely wrong-footed Jeremy, even if it was only for a moment. He began drumming his fingers on the glass table in front of him.




  ‘I was simply explaining to Rosemary how the new share issue would affect her,’ he said, hardly missing a beat. ‘Which is no more than is required under Stock Exchange

  regulations.’




  ‘And is there a Stock Exchange regulation requiring that such explanations should take place in bed?’




  ‘Oh, don’t be absurd,’ said Jeremy. ‘I spent the night at the Queen’s Hotel. Call the manager,’ he added, picking up the telephone and offering it to me.

  ‘He’ll confirm that I was booked in to my usual room.’




  ‘I’m sure he will,’ I said. ‘But he’ll also confirm that it was I who spent the night in your usual bed.’




  In the silence that followed I removed the hotel bedroom key from my jacket pocket, and dangled it in front of him. Jeremy immediately jumped to his feet.




  I rose from my chair, rather more slowly, and faced him, wondering what his next line could possibly be.




  ‘It’s your own fault, you bloody fool,’ he eventually stammered out. ‘You should have taken more interest in Rosemary in the first place, and not gone off gallivanting

  around Europe all the time. It’s no wonder you’re in danger of losing the company.’




  Funny, it wasn’t the fact that Jeremy had been sleeping with my wife that caused me to snap, but that he had the arrogance to think he could take over my company as well. I didn’t

  reply, but just took a pace forward and threw a punch at his clean-shaven jaw. I may have been a couple of inches shorter than he was, but after twenty years of hanging around with lorry drivers, I

  could still land a decent blow. Jeremy staggered first backwards and then forwards, before crumpling in front of me. As he fell, he cracked his right temple on the corner of the glass table,

  knocking his brandy all over the floor. He lay motionless in front of me, blood dripping onto the carpet.




  I must admit I felt rather pleased with myself, especially when Rosemary rushed to his side and started screaming obscenities at me.




  ‘Save your breath for the ex-Deputy Chairman,’ I told her. ‘And when he comes round, tell him not to bother with the Queen’s Hotel, because I’ll be sleeping in his

  bed again tonight.’




  I strode out of the house and drove back into the city centre, leaving my Jaguar in the hotel carpark. When I walked into the Queen’s the lobby was deserted, and I took the lift straight

  up to Jeremy’s room. I lay on top of the bed, but was far too agitated to sleep.




  I was just dozing off when four policemen burst into the room and pulled me off the bed. One of them told me that I was under arrest and read me my rights. Without further explanation I was

  marched out of the hotel and driven to Millgarth Police Station. A few minutes after five a.m., I was signed in by the custody officer and my personal possessions were taken from me and dropped

  into a bulky brown envelope. I was told that I had the right to make one telephone call, so I rang Joe Ramsbottom, woke his wife, and asked if Joe could join me at the station as quickly as

  possible. Then I was locked in a small cell and left alone.




  I sat on the wooden bench and tried to fathom out why I had been arrested. I couldn’t believe that Jeremy would have been foolish enough to charge me with assault. When Joe arrived about

  forty minutes later I told him exactly what had taken place earlier in the evening. He listened gravely, but didn’t offer an opinion. When I had finished, he said he would try to find out

  what the police intended to charge me with.




  After Joe left, I began to fear that Jeremy might have had a heart attack, or even that the blow to his head from the corner of the table might have killed him. My imagination ran riot as I

  considered all the worst possibilities, and I was becoming more and more desperate to learn what had happened when the cell door swung open and two plain-clothes detectives walked in. Joe was a

  pace behind them.




  ‘I’m Chief Inspector Bainbridge,’ said the taller of the two. ‘And this is my colleague, Sergeant Harris.’ Their eyes were tired and their suits crumpled. They

  looked as if they had been on duty all night, as both of them could have done with a shave. I felt my chin, and realised I needed one as well.




  ‘We’d like to ask you some questions about what took place at your home earlier this evening,’ said the Chief Inspector. I looked at Joe, who shook his head. ‘It would

  help our enquiries, Mr Cooper, if you cooperated with us,’ the Chief Inspector continued. ‘Would you be prepared to give us a statement either in writing or as a tape

  recording?’




  ‘I’m afraid my client has nothing to say at the moment, Chief Inspector,’ said Joe. ‘And he will have nothing to say until I have taken further instructions.’




  I was rather impressed. I’d never seen Joe that firm with anyone other than his children.




  ‘We would simply like to take a statement, Mr Ramsbottom,’ Chief Inspector Bainbridge said to Joe, as if I didn’t exist. ‘We are quite happy for you to be present

  throughout.’




  ‘No,’ said Joe firmly. ‘You either charge my client, or you leave us – and leave us immediately.’




  The Chief Inspector hesitated for a moment, and then nodded to his colleague. They departed without another word.




  ‘Charge me?’ I said, once the cell door had been locked behind them. ‘What with, for God’s sake?’




  ‘Murder, I suspect,’ said Joe. ‘After what Rosemary has been telling them.’




  ‘Murder?’ I said, almost unable to mouth the word. ‘But . . .’ I listened in disbelief as Joe told me what he’d been able to discover about the details of the

  statement my wife had given to the police during the early hours of the morning.




  ‘But that’s not what happened,’ I protested. ‘Surely no one would believe such an outrageous story.’




  ‘They might when they learn the police have found a trail of blood leading from the sitting room to the spot where your car was parked in the drive,’ said Joe.




  ‘That’s not possible,’ I said. ‘When I left Jeremy, he was still lying unconscious on the floor.’




  ‘The police also found traces of blood in the boot of your car. They seem quite confident that it will match up with Jeremy’s.’




  ‘Oh, my God,’ I said. ‘He’s clever. He’s very clever. Can’t you see what they’ve been up to?’




  ‘No, to be honest, I can’t,’ Joe admitted. ‘This isn’t exactly all in a day’s work for a company solicitor like me. But I managed to catch Sir Matthew Roberts

  QC on the phone before he left home this morning. He’s the most eminent criminal silk on the north-eastern circuit. He’s appearing in the York Crown Court today, and he’s agreed

  to join us as soon as the court has risen. If you’re innocent, Richard,’ Joe said, ‘with Sir Matthew defending you, there will be nothing to fear. Of that you can be

  certain.’




  Later that afternoon I was charged with the murder of Jeremy Anatole Alexander; the police admitted to my solicitor that they still hadn’t found the body, but they were confident that they

  would do so within a few hours. I knew they wouldn’t. Joe told me the following day that they had done more digging in my garden during the past twenty-four hours than I had attempted in the

  past twenty-four years.




  Around seven that evening the door of my cell swung open once again and Joe walked in, accompanied by a heavily-built, distinguished-looking man. Sir Matthew Roberts was about my height, but at

  least a couple of stone heavier. From his rubicund cheeks and warm smile he looked as if he regularly enjoyed a good bottle of wine and the company of amusing people. He had a full head of dark

  hair that remained modelled on the old Denis Compton Brylcreem advertisements, and he was attired in the garb of his profession, a dark three-piece suit and a silver-grey tie. I liked him from the

  moment he introduced himself. His first words were to express the wish that we had met in more pleasant circumstances.




  I spent the rest of the evening with Sir Matthew, going over my story again and again. I could tell he didn’t believe a word I was saying, but he still seemed quite happy to represent me.

  He and Joe left a few minutes after eleven, and I settled down to spend my first night behind bars.




  I was remanded in custody until the police had processed and submitted all their evidence to the Department of Public Prosecutions. The following day a magistrate committed me to trial at Leeds

  Crown Court, and despite an eloquent plea from Sir Matthew, I was not granted bail.




  Forty minutes later I was transferred to Armley Jail.




  The hours turned into days, the days into weeks, and the weeks into months. I almost tired of telling anyone who would listen that they would never find Jeremy’s body, because there was no

  body to find.




  When the case finally reached Leeds Crown Court nine months later, the crime reporters turned up in their hordes, and followed every word of the trial with relish. A

  multi-millionaire, a possible adulterous affair and a missing body were too much for them to resist. The tabloids excelled themselves, describing Jeremy as the Lord Lucan of Leeds and me as an

  oversexed lorry driver. I would have enjoyed every last syllable of it, if I hadn’t been the accused.




  In his opening address, Sir Matthew put up a magnificent fight on my behalf. Without a body, how could his client possibly be charged with murder? And how could I have disposed of the body, when

  I had spent the entire night in a bedroom at the Queen’s Hotel? How I regretted not checking in the second time, but simply going straight up to Jeremy’s room. It didn’t help that

  the police had found me lying on the bed fully dressed.




  I watched the faces of the jury at the end of the prosecution’s opening speech. They were perplexed, and obviously in some doubt about my guilt. That doubt remained, until Rosemary entered

  the witness box. I couldn’t bear to look at her, and diverted my eyes to a striking blonde who had been sitting in the front row of the public gallery on every day of the trial.




  For an hour the counsel for the prosecution guided my wife gently through what had taken place that evening, up to the point when I had struck Jeremy. Until that moment, I couldn’t have

  quarrelled with a word she had spoken.




  ‘And then what happened, Mrs Cooper?’ prodded counsel for the Crown.




  ‘My husband bent down and checked Mr Alexander’s pulse,’ Rosemary whispered. ‘Then he turned white, and all he said was, “He’s dead. I’ve killed

  him.”’




  ‘And what did Mr Cooper do next?’




  ‘He picked up the body, threw it over his shoulder, and began walking towards the door. I shouted after him, “What do you think you’re doing, Richard?” ’




  ‘And how did he respond?’




  ‘He told me he intended to dispose of the body while it was still dark, and that I was to make sure that there was no sign that Jeremy had visited the house. As no one else had been in the

  office when they left, everyone would assume that Jeremy had returned to London earlier in the evening. “Be certain there are absolutely no traces of blood,” were the last words I

  remember my husband saying as he left the room carrying Jeremy’s body over his shoulder. That must have been when I fainted.’




  Sir Matthew glanced quizzically up at me in the dock. I shook my head vigorously. He looked grim as counsel for the prosecution resumed his seat.




  ‘Do you wish to question this witness, Sir Matthew?’ the judge asked.




  Sir Matthew rose slowly to his feet. ‘I most certainly do, M’Lud,’ he replied. He drew himself up to his full height, tugged at his gown and stared across at his adversary.




  ‘Mrs Cooper, would you describe yourself as a friend of Mr Alexander?’




  ‘Yes, but only in the sense that he was a colleague of my husband’s,’ replied Rosemary calmly.




  ‘So you didn’t ever see each other when your husband was away from Leeds, or even out of the country, on business?’




  ‘Only at social events, when I was accompanied by my husband, or if I dropped into the office to pick up his mail.’




  ‘Are you certain that those were the only times you saw him, Mrs Cooper? Were there not other occasions when you spent a considerable amount of time alone with Mr Alexander? For example,

  on the night of 17 September 1989, before your husband returned unexpectedly from a European trip: did Mr Alexander not visit you then for several hours while you were alone in the

  house?’




  ‘No. He dropped by after work to leave a document for my husband, but he didn’t even have time to stay for a drink.’




  ‘But your husband says . . .’ began Sir Matthew.




  ‘I know what my husband says,’ Rosemary replied, as if she had rehearsed the line a hundred times.




  ‘I see,’ said Sir Matthew. ‘Let’s get to the point, shall we, Mrs Cooper? Were you having an affair with Jeremy Alexander at the time of his disappearance?’




  ‘Is this relevant, Sir Matthew?’ interrupted the judge.




  ‘It most assuredly is, M’Lud. It goes to the very core of the case,’ replied my QC in a quiet even tone.




  Everyone’s gaze was now fixed on Rosemary. I willed her to tell the truth.




  She didn’t hesitate. ‘Certainly not,’ she replied, ‘although it wasn’t the first time my husband had accused me unjustly.’




  ‘I see,’ said Sir Matthew. He paused. ‘Do you love your husband, Mrs Cooper?’




  ‘Really, Sir Matthew!’ The judge was unable to disguise his irritation. ‘I must ask once again if this is relevant?’




  Sir Matthew exploded. ‘Relevant? It’s absolutely vital, M’Lud, and I am not being assisted by your lordship’s thinly veiled attempts to intervene on behalf of this

  witness.’




  The judge was beginning to splutter with indignation when Rosemary said quietly, ‘I have always been a good and faithful wife, but I cannot under any circumstances condone

  murder.’




  The jury turned their eyes on me. Most of them looked as if they would be happy to bring back the death penalty.




  ‘If that is the case, I am bound to ask why you waited two and a half hours to contact the police?’ said Sir Matthew. ‘Especially if, as you claim, you believed your husband

  had committed murder, and was about to dispose of the body.’




  ‘As I explained, I fainted soon after he left the room. I phoned the police the moment I came to.’




  ‘How convenient,’ said Sir Matthew. ‘Or perhaps the truth is that you made use of that time to set a trap for your husband, while allowing your lover to get clean away.’

  A murmur ran through the courtroom.




  ‘Sir Matthew,’ the judge said, jumping in once again. ‘You are going too far.’




  ‘Not so, M’Lud, with respect. In fact, not far enough.’ He swung back round and faced my wife again.




  ‘I put it to you, Mrs Cooper, that Jeremy Alexander was your lover, and still is, that you are perfectly aware he is alive and well, and that if you wished to, you could tell us exactly

  where he is now.’




  Despite the judge’s spluttering and the uproar in the court, Rosemary had her reply ready.




  ‘I only wish he were,’ she said, ‘so that he could stand in this court and confirm that I am telling the truth.’ Her voice was soft and gentle.




  ‘But you already know the truth, Mrs Cooper,’ said Sir Matthew, his voice gradually rising. ‘The truth is that your husband left the house on his own. He then drove to

  the Queen’s Hotel, where he spent the rest of the night, while you and your lover used that time to leave clues across the city of Leeds – clues, I might add, that were intended to

  incriminate your husband. But the one thing you couldn’t leave was a body, because as you well know Mr Jeremy Alexander is still alive, and the two of you have together fabricated this entire

  bogus story, simply to further your own ends. Isn’t that the truth, Mrs Cooper?’




  ‘No, no!’ Rosemary shouted, her voice cracking before she finally burst into tears.




  ‘Oh, come, come, Mrs Cooper. Those are counterfeit tears, are they not?’ said Sir Matthew quietly. ‘Now you’ve been found out, the jury will decide if your distress is

  genuine.’




  I glanced across at the jury. Not only had they fallen for Rosemary’s performance, but they now despised me for allowing my insensitive bully of a counsel to attack such a gentle,

  long-suffering woman. To every one of Sir Matthew’s probing questions, Rosemary proved well capable of delivering a riposte that revealed to me all the hallmarks of Jeremy Alexander’s

  expert tuition.




  When it was my turn to enter the witness box, and Sir Matthew began questioning me, I felt my story sounded far less convincing than Rosemary’s, despite its being the truth.




  The closing speech for the Crown was deadly dull, but nevertheless deadly. Sir Matthew’s was subtle and dramatic, but I feared less convincing.




  After another night in Armley Jail I returned to the dock for the judge’s summing up. It was clear that he was in no doubt as to my guilt. His selection of the evidence he chose to review

  was unbalanced and unfair, and when he ended by reminding the jury that his opinion of the evidence should ultimately carry no weight, he only added hypocrisy to bias.




  After their first full day’s deliberations, the jury had to be put up overnight in a hotel – ironically the Queen’s – and when the jolly little fat man in the bow tie was

  finally asked: ‘Members of the jury, do you find the prisoner at the bar guilty or not guilty as charged?’ I wasn’t surprised when he said clearly for all to hear, ‘Guilty,

  my lord.’




  In fact I was amazed that the jury had failed to reach a unanimous decision. I have often wondered which two members felt convinced enough to declare my innocence. I would have liked to thank

  them.




  The judge stared down at me. ‘Richard Wilfred Cooper, you have been found guilty of the murder of Jeremy Anatole Alexander . . .’




  ‘I did not kill him, my lord,’ I interrupted in a calm voice. ‘In fact, he is not dead. I can only hope that you will live long enough to realise the truth.’ Sir Matthew

  looked up anxiously as uproar broke out in the court.




  The judge called for silence, and his voice became even more harsh as he pronounced, ‘You will go to prison for life. That is the sentence prescribed by law. Take him down.’




  Two prison officers stepped forward, gripped me firmly by the arms and led me down the steps at the back of the dock into the cell I had occupied every morning for the eighteen days of the

  trial.




  ‘Sorry, old chum,’ said the policeman who had been in charge of my welfare since the case had begun. ‘It was that bitch of a wife who tipped the scales against you.’ He

  slammed the cell door closed, and turned the key in the lock before I had a chance to agree with him. A few moments later the door was unlocked again, and Sir Matthew strode in.




  He stared at me for some time before uttering a word. ‘A terrible injustice has been done, Mr Cooper,’ he eventually said, ‘and we shall immediately lodge an appeal against

  your conviction. Be assured, I will not rest until we have found Jeremy Alexander and he has been brought to justice.’




  For the first time I realised Sir Matthew knew that I was innocent.




  I was put in a cell with a petty criminal called ‘Fingers’ Jenkins. Can you believe, as we approach the twenty-first century, that anyone could still be called

  ‘Fingers’? Even so, the name had been well earned. Within moments of my entering the cell, Fingers was wearing my watch. He returned it immediately I noticed it had disappeared.

  ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Just put it down to ’abit.’




  Prison might have turned out to be far worse if it hadn’t been known by my fellow inmates that I was a millionaire, and was quite happy to pay a little extra for certain privileges. Every

  morning the Financial Times was delivered to my bunk, which gave me the chance to keep up with what was happening in the City. I was nearly sick when I first read about the takeover bid for

  Cooper’s. Sick not because of the offer of £12.50 a share, which made me even wealthier, but because it became painfully obvious what Jeremy and Rosemary had been up to. Jeremy’s

  shares would now be worth several million pounds – money he could never have realised had I been around to prevent a takeover.




  I spent hours each day lying on my bunk and scouring every word of the Financial Times. Whenever there was a mention of Cooper’s, I went over the paragraph so often that I ended up

  knowing it by heart. The company was eventually taken over, but not before the share price had reached £13.43. I continued to follow its activities with great interest, and I became more and

  more anxious about the quality of the new management when they began to sack some of my most experienced staff, including Joe Ramsbottom. A week later, I wrote and instructed my stockbrokers to

  sell my shares as and when the opportunity arose.




  It was at the beginning of my fourth month in prison that I asked for some writing paper. I had decided the time had come to keep a record of everything that had happened to me since that night

  I had returned home unexpectedly. Every day the prison officer on my landing would bring me fresh sheets of blue-lined paper, and I would write out in longhand the chronicle you’re now

  reading. An added bonus was that it helped me to plan my next move.




  At my request, Fingers took a straw poll among the prisoners as to who they believed was the best detective they had ever come up against. Three days later he told me the result: Chief

  Superintendent Donald Hackett, known as the Don, came out top on more than half the lists. More reliable than a Gallup Poll, I told Fingers.




  ‘What puts Hackett ahead of all the others?’ I asked him.




  ‘’e’s honest, ’e’s fair, you can’t bribe ’im. And once the bastard knows you’re a villain, ’e doesn’t care ’ow long it takes to

  get you be’ind bars.’




  Hackett, I was informed, hailed from Bradford. Rumour had it among the older cons that he had turned down the job of Assistant Chief Constable for West Yorkshire. Like a barrister who

  doesn’t want to become a judge, he preferred to remain at the coalface.




  ‘Arrestin’ criminals is ’ow ’e gets his kicks,’ Fingers said, with some feeling.




  ‘Sounds just the man I’m looking for,’ I said. ‘How old is he?’




  Fingers paused to consider. ‘Must be past fifty by now,’ he replied. ‘After all, ’e ’ad me put in borstal for nickin’ a toolset, and that was’ –

  he paused again – ‘more than twenty years ago.’




  When Sir Matthew came to visit me the following Monday, I told him what I had in mind, and asked his opinion of the Don. I wanted a professional’s view.




  ‘He’s a hell of a witness to cross-examine, that’s one thing I can tell you,’ replied my barrister.




  ‘Why’s that?’




  ‘He doesn’t exaggerate, he won’t prevaricate, and I’ve never known him to lie, which makes him awfully hard to trap. No, I’ve rarely got the better of the Chief

  Superintendent. I have to say, though, that I doubt if he’d agree to become involved with a convicted criminal, whatever you offered him.’




  ‘But I’m not . . .’




  ‘I know, Mr Cooper,’ said Sir Matthew, who still didn’t seem able to call me by my first name. ‘But Hackett will have to be convinced of that before he even agrees to see

  you.’




  ‘But how can I convince him of my innocence while I’m stuck in jail?’




  ‘I’ll try to influence him on your behalf,’ Sir Matthew said after some thought. Then he added, ‘Come to think of it, he does owe me a favour.’




  After Sir Matthew had left that night, I requested some more lined paper and began to compose a carefully worded letter to Chief Superintendent Hackett, several versions of which ended crumpled

  up on the floor of my cell. My final effort read as follows:




  

    [image: ]


  




  I reread the letter, corrected the spelling mistake, and scrawled my signature across the bottom.




  At my request, Sir Matthew delivered the letter to Hackett by hand. The first thousand-pound-a-day postman in the history of the Royal Mail, I told him.




  Sir Matthew reported back the following Monday that he had handed the letter to the Chief Superintendent in person. After Hackett had read it through a second time, his only comment was that he

  would have to speak to his superiors. He had promised he would let Sir Matthew know his decision within a week.




  From the moment I had been sentenced, Sir Matthew had been preparing for my appeal, and although he had not at any time raised my hopes, he was unable to hide his delight at

  what he had discovered after paying a visit to the Probate Office.
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