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Foreword


For many years my ‘real life’ Roy Grace, Detective Chief Superintendent David Gaylor, was my principal contact in Sussex Police, working closely with me on the planning of my stories and introducing me to any officers he felt would be helpful to my research on each successive Roy Grace novel, to lend my books the authenticity I try hard to maintain. When he retired, I was immensely fortunate to have that baton taken on by his good friend, Chief Superintendent Graham Bartlett, himself a former senior homicide detective, who then became Commander of Brighton and Hove Police.


Graham and I instantly hit it off and he was an invaluable help to me for several years – also becoming a very good friend. When he was coming up to retirement, at the almost ridicuously young age of forty-eight, he again ensured that I had a wide number of officers, at all levels, who would continue to give me all the access and research help that I would need, because he felt that the books gave the public an accurate and informative insight into what is really involved in policing. He also told me that he harboured ambitions to become a published author, and sent me examples of blogs he had written over the years, for me to judge his penmanship skills.


I was very impressed by his writing style, which was clear, lucid, very readable and, most importantly of all, highly engaging. He told me he would like to write a book in his retirement, and asked if I would be willing to offer some guidance. I agreed and arranged to meet up with him for a bite of lunch.


Then I had a true light bulb moment. Many people had been suggesting to me, over the years, that I should write a non-fiction book about my research with the police. As I neared the country pub where we were meeting, the idea crystalized in my head and I became increasingly excited. Throughout his thirty-year career, Graham had the unique experience of policing Brighton and Hove at every rank and had been involved in many of the cases that provided inspiration both for characters and for plots of my novels. He clearly had writing talent. Might he consider collaborating on a book with me about what it was really like to be a police officer in Roy Grace’s Brighton? I felt I could work with him and steer him.


He agreed enthusiastically, so I pitched the idea to my agent and to my publishers who all loved it. I asked Graham to write the first chapter and send it to me.


When I read the opening lines, I groaned inwardly! Unlike in his blogs, he had fallen into the same trap of so many police officers who fancy themselves, after retirement, as authors. He had tried hard but still slipped into ‘plod speak’ from time to time, struggling to shake off his training that had taught him the detailed formality required in witness statements.


Graham needed direction, and if I could give him that, I knew he was capable of brilliance. I wondered how I was going to break it to him gently that his writing ambition was in danger of falling at the first hurdle unless he would accept my advice. Although he had been a very tough cop, afraid of no-one, he had a deeply sensitive side. I knew from those blogs that he was a genuinely capable writer, but would he take my criticism? And more importantly, what guidance could I give him?


I need not have worried. Graham happily absorbed the feedback, always eager to learn and improve. He knew he was a beginner but his passion and dedication drove him on. Together, we chose the stories, I coached him to find a new and more engaging writing style and the rest, as they say, is history. And often, quite a dark one . . . but with more than a few light touches of true gallows humour.


Peter James


Sussex




PROLOGUE


Not long ago, some people would have urged you to buy just a one-way ticket to Brighton rather than bothering with a return – chances were you’d be dead before you could use the homeward part.


‘Slaughterhouse of Europe’, ‘Crime Capital of Britain’, ‘Drugs Death Capital of the UK’. Soubriquets that have consistently defined the town of Brighton – now the City of Brighton and Hove – since Regency days, and with some accuracy.


Two women, separately murdered and stuffed into railway trunks; three members of the same family bludgeoned to death by a fourth; a Chief Constable struck down in his own office with a fire poker and a Prime Minister and her entire cabinet narrowly escaping assassination. All of this happened in and around Brighton.


And as you stroll jauntily down Queens Road from the railway station to the seaside, don’t fantasize about building sandcastles on the beach; there is no sand, just the stones that Mods and Rockers hurled at each other during their pitched battles of the 1960s and again in the 1980s. Rising above you to the east is the hilltop racecourse, with its picturesque downland and coastal views; this was where the Razor Gangs prowled in the 1930s, keen to give a ‘Glasgow grin’ – the scar from a slash from ear to mouth which looks like a joyless smile – to anyone who crossed them.


Aside from these historical horrors, dreadful things still happen in Brighton today. On the surface it is one of the most stunningly beautiful cities in the UK, pulsing with individuality, host to a wide and diverse creative population, a long-favoured home to many great writers, artists and actors, including the late Sir Laurence Olivier, a thriving conference centre enjoyed by both the Conservative and Labour parties, with two renowned universities, one-off shops and a vast array of innovative restaurants and unique hotels. Yet it has always had a contrasting menacing side.


Brighton’s dark underbelly has been its defining feature since it was first ‘colonized’ as a party town in the 1700s by the Prince Regent, who would become King George IV. Following the royal lead, posh toffs from London took to descending on the town for dirty weekends. In the mid-nineteenth century, the new railway line from the capital opened the place to the lower classes, among them, it seems, every enterprising villain who saw opportunity in its riches.


It’s a place where for a few pounds ex-employees have snatched their former bosses off the street and beat them half to death, where bodies can be spirited away, chopped up and left as carrion, where you can be gunned down for just trying to sell a van. And, when the local outlaws aren’t killing each other, they are robbing the elderly and confused or selling brick dust with a pinch of heroin to make a fast buck from desperate addicts. The grubbiness, the seediness and the violence are so powerfully drawn upon by Graham Greene as the backdrop for the wonderfully dark and evil Brighton Rock, the very novel that inspired internationally-acclaimed bestselling author Peter James to become a writer. And he had no further to look than Brighton, his home town, as the perfect setting for the Roy Grace novels.


How do I know all this? I was its police chief for four rollercoaster years. And I had policed its streets for nearly thirty. I loved it. I’m the only person in over a quarter of a century to have served in Brighton at every rank from Police Constable (PC) to Chief Superintendent; I saw it from every angle.


There was never a plan B for me. My mum, I think, quietly worried about my single-minded ambition to become a cop. She always supported me every step of the way, but was anxious of what my reaction would be if I failed. That would never happen.


If Sussex Police hadn’t accepted me that snowy February morning in 1983 – the day the arrest of one of our nation’s worst ever serial killers, Dennis Nilsen, was headline news – I would have hounded the other forty-two UK forces until one swore me in as a constable. Those constabularies were saved! I joined my home force a month later at the youngest possible age, just eighteen and a half, and weighing a mere 9st 10lbs.


Policing was in my blood. I idolized my Uncle Gordon, a lifelong Brighton traffic officer, and my beloved father, John, who ran the Brighton and Hove volunteer Special Constabulary. I grew up wanting to be them. Gordon got to rush around with blue lights blazing and sirens wailing, yet still found time to drop off at our house for coffee and to let me sit longingly in his police car. Dad went to the football for free. His passion for public service, together with so much else about him, made him my lifelong inspiration. It was being a copper or nothing as far as I was concerned.


As my mum never fails to remind me, my first emergency call-out was to escort a family of ducks across a major highway in Bognor Regis. However, I didn’t meet many people as innocent as those adorable creatures in the ensuing days and weeks of my fledgling career. My love for the job was instant. I was made for it, despite my boyish appearance drawing regular taunts of, ‘Does your mum know you’re out?’ I rapidly hardened into an officer with a reputation as a voracious thief taker, and with it I developed the gift of the gab. I’ve heard it said many times, and it is without doubt true, that a police officer’s best weapon is their mouth, whether negotiating with an armed villain, talking down a would-be suicide from a cliff top, or trying to placate an angry mob.


I was gutted when, after two years’ service, I was posted to Gatwick Airport. While always crammed with passengers, the airport had little crime. To alleviate the boredom I joined the firearms team and later a plain-clothes squad. The enforced inactivity did mean, however, that I found Julie, who would become my wife, the love of my life and best friend.


I initially spotted her in her chic British Caledonian uniform checking in holidaymakers to far-flung destinations. It was her sassy smile and sparkling blue eyes that first drew my attention. Plucking up the courage to speak to her, all macho with gun on belt, I was hooked by her confident and playful manner. Nothing I could say drew a serious answer; everything was a joke. Here was a girl who loved life. The fact that she mistook me for another officer when she agreed to my first request for a date still comes up in conversation when I run out of more pithy put-downs.


However, it was after Gatwick, in 1989, that I landed the posting I felt born to. Brighton. I couldn’t believe that they paid me to work there. Whether it was at the sharp end of the job, policing its then rough housing estates where returning after ten minutes to your patrol car you might find all four of its wheels stolen, or a year later starting my detective career in the city’s Criminal Investigation Department (CID), I felt I had died and gone to heaven.


The thrills, however, were equally matched by fear and frustration.


As a young Detective Constable (DC) I had become exasperated arresting a gay couple for the umpteenth time for a series of horrendous attacks on each other. Their drunken rows would culminate in one or the other furiously stabbing his partner or making a similarly vicious and concerted bid to kill. Once, one crashed a marble chopping board on the other’s head, breaking both skull and stoneware. Knowing the lack of protection the police or courts provided for domestic violence victims, particularly gay men at that time, I took the law into my own hands when I heard that our efforts to keep the attacker remanded in custody had been scuppered by the defence solicitor finding a bail hostel, assuring its manager that the crime was just a lovers’ tiff.


When Judge Gower discovered I had phoned the hostel and told them the full violent nature of the charges, prompting them to withdraw their offer, he was incandescent with rage. His Honour spelt out all sorts of career- and liberty-threatening consequences to me but he had no option than to leave the would-be murderer in jail. Privately I am sure he was grateful to me, although he never said so.


Brighton was a place that shocked, shamed and enchanted me every day: racing around its streets on ‘blues and twos’ from pub fight to robbery; dodging bricks and roof tiles thrown by unknown foes while leaping from the police car on the city’s run-down estates; or praying that back-up would get to me before the approaching knifeman carried out his threat. It was all in a day’s work.


My despair when another thoroughly decent son or daughter, brother or sister, husband or wife had been slain by some drunken, jealous or greedy scumbag was always overtaken by a single-minded obsession to go after the bad guys and see them locked up for as long as the courts dared.


It was much later in my career that I met the novelist Peter James. His Roy Grace books had already topped the bestseller lists world-wide, not least because of the precision with which he describes Brighton and Hove and its policing. As the city’s Superintendent, and later its Divisional Commander, I was delighted with the accurate picture Peter painted of the challenges we faced. Together with the Chief Constable, I ensured that we gave him access to every research opportunity we could, while knowing of course that some operations were just too secret to share.


I have had a lifelong ambition to write, but running the UK’s second-busiest police station kind of got in the way. Peter and I had often discussed his interest in writing a non-fiction book about policing his home area of Brighton and Sussex. Me hanging up my handcuffs gave us the chance we needed. This book would be an opportunity to chronicle the events that had the most impact on me during my service – the exciting, the intriguing and the distressing. It would set out the inner conflicts of being an operational and high-ranking police officer in a crazy city, as well as drawing parallels with Roy Grace’s adventures. We felt it would be an absorbing read both for fans of Peter’s crime novels as well as all people interested in the inner world of the police.


For my part, to have such a wise, gentle and hugely successful author as Peter James working alongside me on my first, albeit co-written, book is a huge honour. As he coaxed my style from ‘we were proceeding in a northerly direction’ to something more readable, and restructured the accounts to achieve greater impact, his patience knew no bounds.


We both hope you enjoy the insight this book offers you. It’s been a joy to write but has also awoken some sleeping demons in me. It will show you what it feels like to dedicate your life to policing your own community and the pain, the laughs, the anger and pride that come as part of the package.


I’m going to tell you all about it. I’m going to tell you of the horrors that happen to people. I’m going to tell you what it really feels like having to clear up the carnage caused by others. I’m going to tell you how we cope, what happens when we don’t and the personal cost we pay.


I’m going to tell you what it’s like to police Roy Grace’s Brighton.




1: MAN DOWN


One of the fascinations of policing is that you never really know what is around the corner. A much-loved and respected Brighton public order inspector I knew, Andy Parr – now sadly deceased – achieved his fifteen minutes of fame by theorizing that increases in violence were linked to the lunar cycle. Andy, almost single-handedly, led the fight against the drunken mobs who, each weekend, seemed hell-bent on turning the city into a war zone. His research indicated that people became more aggressive and anti-social around the full moon. While not entirely scientific, his theory attracted a good deal of media discussion and hilarity. It was as valid as any other explanation for when and why shit happens.


The gripping climax to Looking Good Dead is a prime example of how events can erupt from nowhere. One minute Detective Superintendent (D/Supt) Roy Grace and Detective Sergeant (DS) Norman Potting are methodically studying a list of sulphuric acid suppliers. The next Grace’s sidekick, DS Glenn Branson, bursts in with the final piece of the jigsaw and they race off to evil Carl Venner’s lair to rescue the imprisoned Bryces.


Crashing into the warehouse, the team are confronted by not only the imminent deaths of hostages Tom and Kellie Bryce, but their own too. The shout of ‘Police, drop your gun’ is rudely answered by a muzzle flash and bullets whistling past. Too late to retreat and yell for back-up. Too late for anything but find cover, move forward and save the innocent. Everyone is a target. Rounds ricochet off walls as cement dust showers the cops. Branson takes a hit but everyone else keeps going, drawing fire and rescuing the two captives from certain death.


That is the reality of the danger that police officers face every day. In my career I’ve met many thousands of officers and almost all of them, at some point, have been in a situation where their life was on the line.


Sussex isn’t awash with guns. The county averages thirteen murders a year. By comparison Dallas, which has a similar population, has around ten times that. That is dwarfed by Los Angeles where, the Chief Medical Examiner told Peter James on a recent visit to the morgue, there are twenty-five gunshot deaths on a quiet weekend.


Although armed crime in Sussex is rare, when it happens it is terrifying. In 1984, as a very young bobby, I had an early taste of that.


Nineteen years old and with only a year’s service I was still wide-eyed at the prospect of booking on duty each day. Every time I donned the blue serge uniform, I would be gripped by a rush of anticipation for the thrills or horrors that awaited me.


One Sunday in the March of that year, I’d just started a late shift. For a change I was allowed the privilege of crewing one of the response cars, rather than plodding the empty streets of Bognor Regis, thirty miles west of Brighton. We used to wonder whether Chris de Burgh had Bognor in mind when he wrote his lyrics for ‘Fatal Hesitation’ about empty cafes, sodden streets and the desolation of a holiday resort in the rain.


My partner for the day, Steve Clarke, had not been on our team much longer than I. Unlike me, however, he was not an eager youngster. He was a squat, gruff, roll-up puffing, thirty-something joker, whose CID career had come to an abrupt end due to his marksmanship with a bread roll at the 1982 Christmas party. The Detective Chief Inspector (DCI) whose eye he blacked with the flying food clearly lost his festive spirit and busted Steve back to uniform in his first act of the new year.


Despite Steve’s fall from grace and sometimes brusque manner, he liked me. I think he saw his own early enthusiasm reflected in my exuberance. He took time to teach me the job, warts and all, and I often wonder whether I would have had such an early eagerness to become a detective were it not for Steve.


That dull, dank day he and I settled into the creaking Hillman Avenger ready for an eight-hour shift of who knows what. I fired up the ageing analogue radio as Steve coaxed the car into life. Immediately we heard the call that we all dread and will never forget.


‘Whisky two zero two, ten twenty. Officer shot, offenders made off.’ Ten twenty was the code given for a police emergency: one of our own was being attacked. It always triggered a reflex reaction among all cops to drop everything and dash to wherever help was needed.


I instantly recognized the voice. PC Bob Elliott was a dishevelled, battle-worn thief taker; a real old-fashioned bobby who was at home on the streets. Some coppers attract trouble. If it’s going to happen, it’s going to happen to them, and they have a name – ‘shit magnets’. Bob was, by any measure, king of the shit magnet hill. He’d already won two Queen’s Commendations for Brave Conduct. Police officers take the view that there is a thin line between courage and stupidity. Bob was never stupid and he was braver than most. He used to get mercilessly ribbed for the trouble he attracted but this time we knew it was different. This was really scary.


‘Bloody hell, Graham, did Bob say what I think he said?’ snapped Steve.


‘Yes but I didn’t catch a location.’


‘Right. Let’s go!’ He flipped the blue lights and two tones on and crunched the gears into action.


I hung on for dear life as we two-wheeled out of the police station back yard. With no location yet revealed, I wasn’t sure where we were heading but guessed that Steve’s experience told him to just get on the road. My senses battled with the sound of the roaring engine, the smell of burning tyres and the ordeal of being tossed around in the car. I felt as Grace must do when Branson clicks into his red mist driving skills.


Over the radio came a clamour of units offering help, trying to make sense of what craziness had erupted on this sleepy Sunday afternoon.


Bob and his partner Tim Phillips were on an anti-crime initiative which meant they had free rein to patrol hotspots in and around the resort of Bognor, its neighbour Littlehampton and the majestic inland cathedral and castle town of Arundel.


The details emerging suggested that Bob and Tim had stopped a car on the main Brighton to Portsmouth trunk road, the A27, just as it swept into the shadow of Arundel Castle. Something about the two occupants studiously ignoring the marked police car as they drove past, together with them looking just a bit out of place in the Peugeot 604 they were driving, sparked a hunch that all was not right.


Initially the two occupants, both Londoners, had dutifully stood at the roadside while they tried to bluff their way past the officers. However, they had not reckoned on being caught by two of the most intuitive cops in Sussex.


These two took nothing at face value and when the story the men put up of just going for a Sunday drive didn’t ring true, Bob and Tim got suspicious and announced their intention to search them and the car. In a flash the mood changed and the men bolted back towards the Peugeot in a desperate attempt to flee.


Bob grabbed one and a furious struggle followed, the two men grappling on the verge with speeding cars whistling past inches away. As Tim leapt for the other, his man suddenly pulled a handgun and aimed it at the startled officer. Both officers desperately lunged towards him, reaching him just in time to divert his aim. A deafening explosion made time stand still. A fiery pain tore through Tim. Then all four men, fighting furiously, fell into a drainage ditch. A passer-by leapt from his car and dashed to the aid of the officers. Thinking only about his safety, they ordered him away fearing he would be shot too. Then Bob was pistol-whipped across the face with the Luger handgun and was stunned by the heavy blow. This gave the assailants the time to break free. They dashed to their car and screeched off.


In horror, Tim looked at the serious gun shot wound to his groin.


I was shell-shocked. The police is a big family and, even though I did not really know Tim at that time, I felt for him like a brother. It was the first and only time in my career that I was on duty when an officer was shot. That shock never left me.


It was only surpassed fifteen years later when I came on duty, again on a Sunday, to find that twenty-six-year-old traffic PC Jeff Tooley had been callously mown down, dragged along the road and killed while trying to stop a white Renault van for speeding. To this day, a memorial stands where Jeff fell, close to Shoreham Harbour. His killer, John Heaton, has long since finished his seven-year sentence. Jeff’s family are still serving theirs.


A colleague down and gunmen on the loose, this was big. Very big. A frantic search of the area followed.


Almost straightaway another call came over the airwaves. The fugitives had dumped their Peugeot near Arundel’s Catholic cathedral, forced the occupants of a silver/grey Ford Sierra out at gunpoint and sped off in that car.


My instinct would have been to rush directly to the scene but Steve’s, honed by years of experience, was that we would be needed elsewhere. He knew a ring of steel was being set up and we would be part of it. Had we all acted like bees to a honey pot, the attackers would have had their pick of exit routes.


‘We just have to do as we are told now, Graham,’ coached Steve. ‘We’ll sit up somewhere between Bognor and Arundel until we are sent where we are needed.’


A strange silence descended, no chatter from the radio, nothing to distract us from our anxious thoughts. Even Steve’s usual outrageously sarcastic quips had gone. Scouring the road for any sign of the gunmen, we were focused on nothing but what had happened and what we could do about it. We had to find them before they did something even worse. Desperation grew.


Then, about forty-five minutes later, an eerie radio message broke the silence.


‘Whisky three zero three, I think we are behind the gunmen’s car now. Can you confirm the registration number we are looking for? We can see two males inside. We are on the A29 outside Arundel.’


‘Bloody hell, they haven’t got far. Less than ten miles. They must be either lost or desperate not to break out too soon,’ remarked Steve.


‘Shall we head up that way?’ I suggested.


‘We are no use here now. We’ll drift north towards them but let’s allow the radio controllers to do their job and tell us exactly where they want us.’


‘KB to Whisky three zero three, do not, repeat do not, approach. Keep the vehicle in sight only. Back-up is on its way,’ ordered the gruff controller.


Silence.


‘KB to Whisky three zero three, I repeat back-up is on its way, keep your distance. Do you receive, Whisky three zero three?’


Silence.


Suddenly the airwaves exploded with desperate offers from other car crews to rush to assist Whisky three zero three.


‘This is Ops 1. All units except Whisky three zero three, radio silence immediately. Whisky three zero three, come in . . . Whisky three zero three, come in,’ urged the control room inspector.


More dreadful silence.


‘Any unit in the vicinity of Whisky three zero three’s last location, come in.’


Again a cacophony of desperate offers to help.


We edged towards the location, hoping that our stealth would allow us to glimpse the wanted men. We were determined to catch them but more so to find Whisky three zero three and the comrades I’d never met. The silence was terrifying. There was nothing. No update, no response to calls. My blood ran cold. It slowly dawned on me that the crew had been kidnapped. Perhaps executed.


Our focus had shifted from concern about Tim to what was happening now. Tim would be treated; he was safe. Now we had two other cops to worry about. This is part of the police way. Emotion and worry are pushed aside when there is a more pressing hazard. Time was against us if we were going to find the crew of Whisky three zero three alive.


Soon reports were coming in from members of the public at a roadside garage on the A29 of two men jumping from a Sierra into a police car and then speeding off. The few witnesses had their wits about them and realized that something was badly wrong with what they had seen. Other officers rushed to the scene and quickly saw the abandoned stolen Sierra with terrified people around it. The silence from Whisky three zero three could only mean that the crew of that car had indeed been kidnapped and were now in mortal danger.


‘All units stand by for a description of Whisky three zero three,’ came the command through the radio set. We knew it was a marked police car but there were now dozens of those in the area. We needed to be told who was friend and who was foe.


‘All units, Whisky three zero three is a marked Sussex Police Vauxhall Cavalier, registration A280 DNJ. Its crew are PC Liam Codling and PC Robin Rager from Petworth. Any sightings report in as urgent but do not, repeat do not, approach.’


The names meant nothing to me but the model of car was good news. The force had only just started to change its fleet from Avengers to Cavaliers and the registration number indicated that it was one of the newer models. At least we could eliminate on sight the aged rust buckets the rest of us were in that day.


Most of the force seemed to have flooded the area and we were all allocated places to search and places to wait. This was before any of the technology that we now take for granted. We were in open country but, in those days, had none of the benefits of helicopters, mobile phones, Automatic Number Plate Recognition (ANPR) or even secure radios. Then, we only had our eyes and ears. At one point my Uncle Gordon drove up in his traffic car to where we were parked. As one of the force’s finest advanced drivers I should have realized that he would be drafted in from his usual Brighton patch. Just a quick hello and check on each other’s welfare was all we had time for. The task in hand was far too pressing for any more pleasantries.


I tried not to think the unthinkable but as the day dragged on I started to fear the worst. Steve knew Liam and Robin well and was getting more and more anxious. Roles were reversed as I, ‘the boy’, spent the next six hours trying to reassure him and keep us both focused on the search.


Finally, as dusk drew in, the hopeless radio silence was broken.


‘Whisky three zero three to KB, do you receive?’


‘Isn’t that them?’ shrieked Steve.


‘It’s their call sign. Listen!’


‘Whisky three zero three. We are safe and unharmed. We’ve been released, stand by for details of the targets.’


With a breathtaking composure they announced to the waiting force that they had been taken to a large secluded house where they, and its residents, were held at gunpoint.


They continued, ‘The offenders have made off with four hostages in a red Talbot Sunbeam saloon car. There are two adult hostages, male and female, and two children. One of the adults is driving and one is in the front passenger seat. The gunman is in the back seat of the car between the two young children. The other offender is secreted in the boot of the car. All caution must be exercised. The man in the back seat is armed. Repeat, the man in the back seat is still armed.’


Just when we thought this couldn’t get any worse we were faced with armed men, mobile, with civilian hostages – including children. However, at least we had a starting point and a swift relocation of officers followed.


Soon, a sharp-eyed police motorcyclist spotted the vehicle. His urgent call drew dozens of police cars to him and a desperate chase through rural Sussex followed. No way were these men escaping.


As we listened to the hurried, brusque radio messages from those units with speed or firepower that were being rushed forward, a very familiar voice stood out. The distinctive Derbyshire brogue could be only one person.


We recently had a cohort of police cadets posted to Bognor Police Station. Jim Sharpe was one of them. He was on my team and became a lifelong friend.


Jim was a scraggy seventeen-year-old who needed a fair degree of help to make his uniform fit for public eyes and often had to be coached not to speak to our old-school ex-paratrooper sergeant ‘Chas’ MacInnes as if he were some long-lost drinking partner. Jim was a work in progress. That said, he learned quickly and was great fun to be around.


During this period he was on his traffic attachment. That day he was being driven by one of Traffic’s most able and experienced officers, PC ‘Micky’ Finn, in the unmarked car whose call sign was Tango one seven one. As he was in a plain car, the commanders seemed eager to move Micky up close to the target. They didn’t seem to know that, rather than it containing two highly trained advanced drivers, one of its crew was barely out of school. Even the excitable updates did not provide the clue.


The convoy was heading west towards Emsworth Bridge on the border of Sussex and Hampshire. Trying to keep up with the commentary and updates became impossible when Hampshire units started to butt in. As we were about to enter their jurisdiction, they would have a say how this chase would continue.


When we arrived at the bridge, I saw the whole carriageway saturated in orange and white light shimmering with strobing blue beacons. It had the appearance of a movie set. I could just make out in centre stage a small red saloon, alien amid the surrounding fleet of high-performance squad cars. A ring of black-clad officers had their rifles trained on the rundown Sunbeam. Even as a rookie I knew the stand-off was on a knife edge. Any decision to force an ending would depend entirely on the safety of the hostages.


The Ops 1 Inspector ordered everyone just to keep watch and no unarmed units were to move closer to the car. The silence across the airwaves was deafening, contrasting sharply to the clamour that had been the soundtrack to the chase just moments ago.


In frustration the inspector demanded, ‘Any unit close to the target vehicle able to provide an update?’


Silence.


‘Any unit?’ repeated Ops 1.


To my horror, his imploring was answered by that unmistakable Buxton accent.


‘Tango one seven one. Well. There’s lots of men with lots of guns. I’m only a cadet and I don’t know what else to say.’


Unbeknown to most of us, and certainly to Jim and Micky (who’d made the mistake of leaving the cadet alone in the car for that moment), the Chief Constable was at Petworth Police Station listening to the manhunt unfold.


‘Who is that on the radio?’ he demanded to know.


Feet shuffled and throats were cleared as a local inspector standing at the Chief’s side divulged, ‘Er, that is, er, that’s. Well, that’s Cadet Sharpe, sir.’


‘Cadet? Did you say cadet?’ bellowed the boss. ‘What the bloody hell is a cadet doing in the car directly behind two men who clearly want to kill police officers?’


Nothing could be done now but some serious explaining would be required when all this was over.


The order came that only armed units and traffic cars would be allowed to enter Hampshire if the target moved off. Suddenly there was a roar of engines as the Sunbeam darted forward and accelerated away. Jim was rudely ejected from Tango one seven one as four heavily armed officers from the Special Operations Group launched themselves inside a split second before Micky joined the pursuing pack.


We waited for about five minutes before we were all instructed to head back to base. We had done our bit. We now had to leave it in the hands of our neighbours and the specialists lucky enough to be allowed to continue.


The last thing I remember as we turned to make our way back to Bognor was seeing a disgruntled Cadet Jim Sharpe shuffling up to departing police cars trying to hitch a lift back.


We learned that on the bridge, while a brave Hampshire officer, PC George Summers, had tried to negotiate with the gunmen one of them twice threatened to shoot a hostage and George himself. In the interests of safety, they had to be allowed through the road block. As the pursuit continued they ended up on the main A3 road where they tried to hijack a lorry. As they did so, one of the kidnappers held a hostage as a human shield. Miraculously, PC Summers was able to fire off one shot, hitting the gunman in the arm. This gave time for the men to be rushed, cuffed and arrested.


Intelligence suggested they may have been en route to confront a local drug dealer – a plan that Tim and Bob seemed to have thwarted. The gunmen, Robert Dew and Rudolf Cooke, received eighteen- and ten-year prison sentences and thankfully Tim was able to return to work and managed two promotions before his retirement. Bob, Tim and George Summers were awarded Queen’s Gallantry Medals.


While these events are thankfully rare and Brighton is neither Dallas nor LA, it has had its fair share of shootings and grudge killings over the years.


In 1976, my uncle Gordon was the first officer at the scene of a shooting in the car park of Grace and Branson’s favourite pub, the Black Lion, on the outskirts of Brighton. Barbara Gaul, the socialite and fourth wife of millionaire property developer John, had been gunned down in cold blood while she was visiting her three-year-old daughter. Gordon had been unarmed and, completely against the safety and forensic conventions of today, had been sent from the scene to the address of a potential suspect. It was almost universally believed that John Gaul was behind the killing. Even some of those who were convicted, as well as Barbara in her dying words, pointed the finger at him.


Another apparent crime of passion involved twenty-four-year-old jailbird Mark Ryder who, in 1993, stalked the sprawling streets of Whitehawk hunting Stuart McCue.


Whitehawk is Brighton’s other large council estate. Sitting in the shadow of the hilltop race course, its transition from being the traditional home of the city’s roughest and most violent criminals, as so accurately described in Dead Man’s Footsteps, to a cohesive proud community was complete by the early 1990s. Ryder eventually found McCue outside the Valley Social Club, a community centre crucial to the regeneration of this once run-down area of east Brighton.


Ryder was on the run at the time, having escaped two years earlier during a boat trip organized by Lewes Prison. He had a history of this; he had previously escaped from a Young Offenders Institute in Kent.


While both Ryder and McCue were in prison, they had fallen out over a girl they shared a love interest in, Emma Devoy. Mark was scared of Stuart and therefore spent much of his time in hiding in New Milton, Hampshire. He would only venture into Brighton armed.


That Saturday afternoon, he and two ‘minders’ cruised the city’s streets. Despite claiming to be frightened of him, it was obvious that Ryder was on the lookout for McCue. Spotting him among a crowd outside the club he calmly stepped from the car and blasted him four times with a sawn-off shotgun. As McCue tried to crawl away Ryder fired his final shot. All this in full view of his victim’s new partner, his young nephew and nieces and several other shocked bystanders.


Ryder leapt back into the car and, at terrifying speed, wheel-spun off the estate, followed soon by a fleet of police cars. He drove recklessly into the city centre, racing the wrong way round a major one-way system close to the Royal Pavilion and eventually crashing through a car park barrier just as crowds of shoppers were heading back to their vehicles. He and his minders abandoned the car in the multistorey and managed to evade the search that followed.


As a DC by now awaiting promotion, I was called to help in the hunt. One of my tasks was to interview the girl at the centre of it all.


Emma came from a lovely family and was a delightful young lady herself. She was clearly torn between the two rogues and had dearly loved them both at different times. Over a twelve-hour period we had to coax all the painful background from her. It was a long, hard slog and we had to tread carefully. I really felt for her; her twenty-five pages of statement showed that none of this was her fault, only that she had been caught in the middle. We treated her well, shopping for her so that she could have a change of clothes, letting her freshen up and giving her something decent to eat.


Painstaking investigations eventually located Ryder and his cronies. Mark himself was caught days later, holed up in a squat in London. He was tried, convicted and sentenced to life imprisonment. Twelve years later, he won further national infamy by escaping from prison for the third time in his delinquent career, eventually being caught in Malaga, Spain.


Each of these incidents serves as a reminder that with an unarmed police force, it is the courageous thin blue line who risk happening upon tooled-up villains willing to kill in the name of freedom or revenge.




2: A VERY BROKEN HOME


There is never a good time to get murdered. Most people would rather avoid it altogether. But if you were going to be bludgeoned to death you probably would not want it to happen when the police were wrestling with transition and turmoil.


Times were changing. In 1985, when I was posted to Gatwick, science and technology were only just creeping into policing.


For those of us of a certain age the mid-1980s seem like only yesterday. It is worth remembering that much of what Roy Grace’s detectives now take for granted, such as DNA testing, had hardly been thought of then.


How would DS Annalise Vineer, Grace’s crime analyst, cope with no internet and computers that were just word processors? What could DS Norman Potting do with next to no CCTV, no mobile phone data and no ANPR system to plot villains’ movements across the country? How about Glenn Branson not being able to readily access information from the Passport Agency, Department of Work and Pensions or hospitals?


Until the early 1980s most murders were the work of local villains and rarely part of a pattern that crossed county boundaries; people were less mobile in those days. The slaying of thirteen women and the attempted murder of a further seven in northern England, which led to the 1981 conviction of the York-shire Ripper, Peter Sutcliffe, was a gruesome exception to that rule. The fact that the investigating police forces operated their own paper-based systems resulted in Sutcliffe being interviewed nine times before being unmasked as the killer. It took this to persuade the police, subsequently, that they had to get their act together and fast.


Detective Inspector (DI) George Smith was a high flyer, the Grace of his time. Quiet, intelligent and ruthlessly professional, he was going places. He was also young and athletic, and a regular starter for the Brighton CID football team. As the perfect role model for any young up-and-coming detective, he was the ideal choice as head of CID training. With that came the responsibility for introducing the technological product of the Ripper failings, the Home Office Large Major Enquiry System (HOLMES), to Sussex Police. The vision was that this computer would be welcomed by all Senior Investigating Officers (SIOs) as the silver bullet to aid any murder enquiry. Sadly, some Luddites saw the system as a needless interference with their tried and tested methods. George, however, was the personification of police modernization.


In early 1985, shortly after the IRA bombing of Brighton’s Grand Hotel where Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative Government were staying, and after his stint in training and introducing HOLMES, George had earned his first operational CID command in my then home town, Shoreham-by-Sea. This small but vibrant annexe of Brighton, just a mile and a half west of the city’s boundary, features heavily in Grace’s world. For example, the demise of Vic and Ashley after the car chase in Dead Simple and the horrific execution of Ewan Preece that gave Dead Man’s Grip its name took place in Shoreham.


Real drama happens there too. In a typical blurring of fact and fiction, the hallmark of Peter James’ novels, the day Grace turned thirty and his wife Sandy disappeared he was investigating the death of a biker in Shoreham Harbour. That was, in reality, sixteen-year-old Hell’s Angel Clive ‘Ollie’ Olive, who in 1973 made the error of sleeping with the girlfriend of a rival gang leader. In brutal revenge, Ollie had a weighted chain wrapped around his ankles, and was dumped, still alive, into the harbour. His leathers protected his body from the ravenous lobsters, crabs and eels that inhabit the inky, icy depths but they feasted heartily on his exposed head, providing police divers the grisly find of a skull stripped clean some weeks later.


A few months before that murder, George had dealings with Ollie’s girlfriend over an unconnected matter. His skilful and sensitive way with people was such that after Ollie’s body was discovered, she would speak to no-one but him, even though he was just a young DC.


George was like a dog with two tails when he was given his own CID. As now, in those days the station DI had status. He was in his early thirties, and had risen quicker than most. Even Grace didn’t make DI that swiftly.


Mondays are normally a busy day of catch-up for DIs: assessing the events of the weekend, making sense of crime trends, digesting what the informants are saying and setting priorities for the coming week.


As Grace knows, call-outs have a habit of coming at the least convenient time. Monday, 4 February 1985 was such an occasion. Following a frenetic shift, George was at home slapping coats of paint on the dining-room wall. As he was ruminating on the day that was and the week that would be, the telephone shrilled him back to the present.


‘Boss, we thought you might like to know we’ve had a call to the Lighthouse Club at Shoreham Harbour. There’s a woman’s body. Seems her stepson and his wife have come home and found her there. Looks like a murder.’


‘Right, I’m coming in,’ announced George, before reeling off his list of instructions and requirements to safeguard the evidence which, experience told him, might unlock whatever mysteries this tragedy held. Awful though this would be, he was not entirely sorry that he had an excuse to leave the painting for another day.


Satisfied that he had set enough activity in train to buy himself a few minutes, he jumped in the shower to scrub off the splatters of emulsion. However, even those moments of steam-induced reflection were denied him when, again, the phone rang. Hopefully the station sergeant did not guess that his new DI was dressed in nothing but a fluffy bath towel when he delivered the grim update.


‘Sorry, boss, we’ve found another body. The lads at the scene are saying it could be a murder/suicide.’


‘OK, we’ll see when I get there. Thanks for letting me know.’


This changed nothing at that early stage. One body, two bodies, it didn’t matter. The key was to lock the scene down. No-one was to enter without a reason and a white over-suit. Everyone had to be logged in and out, all witnesses identified and whisked off to make their statements. The balloon that Grace puts up when he goes to murder scenes may be much larger now but, even back then, it still went up.


George’s personal world had now been put on hold for the foreseeable future. He did not have an assistant to cancel everything as Grace does but, like Grace, he would dedicate whatever it took of his life and his energies to get to the bottom of the horror that was just unfolding.


As you drove along the busy Brighton to Worthing coast road, you could have been forgiven for not spotting the squat cream edifice of the now-demolished Lighthouse Club at the mouth of Shoreham Harbour. Adjacent to where I used to go to Sea Scouts, it was nestled between the nineteenth-century limestone Kingston Buci Lighthouse and the warehouse that hosted the twice-weekly Shoreham Car Auctions. In the 1960s it was a sailing club, of which Peter James was a member. He would delight in rigging up the fourteen-foot Scorpion dinghy he kept there, hauling it down to the water’s edge and putting to sea for a day cruising along the Sussex coastline.


By 1985 it had become a private drinking club with celebrity members such as the late world motorcycle Grand Prix champion – and local playboy – Barry Sheene. It was also the place to go for many dubious characters who fancied themselves as movers and shakers. When George arrived just after 9 p.m., it became obvious that no moving or shaking would be going on there for quite a while.


As he pulled up, a dour-faced PC sidled over to him, conscious of the prying ears of the neighbours and would-be customers who had started to migrate to where the action was.


‘Guv, there’s a third body. A child. It’s bleeding carnage in there,’ he muttered.


This news had by now permeated through the gathered ranks of officers. Their silence, their shocked expressions and their preoccupied stares were evidence that this place had witnessed the most horrific of deaths.


George was a stickler for forensics. Like Aussie DS Fletcher who finds his riverside crime scene trashed in Dead Man’s Footsteps, George could explode on sight should an errant PC traipse over evidence in his size elevens. Practising what he preached, George wriggled into the ‘one size fits no-one’ white protective forensic suit carefully selected from the bin bag of similar garments and slipped on matching overshoes. Providing his name and rank to the well-briefed PC guarding the scene, he climbed the steps and gingerly crossed the threshold through the communal door leading to the two self-contained flats above the club.


Had he not been warned, he would have stumbled over her in the pitch black. If he had, she would not have complained. The dead don’t protest. Hilda Teed’s skull could never have survived the pounding it had suffered. In her dressing gown, she blocked the narrow hallway, lying crumpled in a pool of her own blood and pulverized grey matter.


George had seen all he needed. It was time to step back and get the ‘ologists’ in. Then, as with Grace’s investigations now, the scientists were becoming essential in demystifying murder scenes. Making sense out of chaos was the domain of the eggheads who spent their lives poring over the broken remains of humanity.


The first of these to arrive was the renowned Home Office pathologist Dr Iain West. A veteran of countless homicides across the UK, Iain was the ‘go to’ expert for grisly and complex murders. It always seemed to be either Iain or his wife, Dr Vesna Djuruvic – the real life Dr Nadiuska de Sancha, Roy Grace’s favourite death-doctor – who was on call.


To fill the time while Iain made his way to the scene, George drove the short distance to the police station where DS Dennis Walker was already taking a statement from Paul Teed, Hilda’s twenty-three-year-old stepson. He and his wife Helen had found the bodies, having apparently returned from a trip to Yorkshire.


Paul struck an unremarkable form. Barely 5’8” tall, pasty and not hindered by excess muscle, his quiet, reserved manner meant he would never stand out in a crowd. However, his lack of emotion was puzzling the experienced detective. Helen, who was being interviewed and comforted in another part of the station, was inconsolable.


Police witness interview rooms are soulless places. The poisonous Ashley Harper’s first encounter with the police in Dead Simple was in such a facility. Described brilliantly as ‘small, windowless, painted pea green and reeking of stale cigarette smoke’, they can be a wonderful preparation for a lifetime of imprisonment for those whose dark and macabre secrets are yet to be exposed.


George did not have long until he needed to be back at the scene but he had heard members of staff confiding to officers there that a shotgun was kept on the premises. He was keen to hear what Paul had to say about that. He had offered nothing on this so far. Apologizing politely, George joined Dennis in the interview.


‘Paul, do you remember a shotgun being in the club?’ he asked.


‘A shotgun? No, I don’t think so. Why?’


‘Other people remember seeing one. Don’t you?’


‘No. I don’t think so.’


‘Oh, come on, Paul. You lived there yet you seem to be the only person who can’t remember it. Now is not the time to hold back.’


‘Oh, right, that shotgun. Yes I do, now you mention it.’


Dennis and George gave each other an almost imperceptible knowing look.


‘Right, that’s better, Paul,’ said George. ‘Now where is it?’


‘I threw it in the sea.’


‘You did what?’


‘I hate guns so I threw it in the sea a few days ago.’


‘Convenient,’ muttered Dennis beneath his breath.


‘What did your dad say about that?’ insisted George.


‘He didn’t know,’ came the reply.


George and Dennis banked that loose end for tying up later.


Arrangements were made for Paul to stay at the police station. Since he had not yet been arrested, they applied gentle persuasion on him to remain. George made his way back to the club.


Back at the scene, observing the forensic protocols, George, Dr West and SOCO (Scenes of Crime Officer) DI Tilt wrapped themselves in their forensic suits and tiptoed inside. Gently stepping over Hilda, Dr West crouched to examine her injuries by flickering torchlight. They all knew what he was about to say, but he had to announce it nonetheless.


‘Killed by extensive and repeated blows by a blunt instrument to the head. No chance of survival.’ The formal post mortem would come later but in all probability the cause of death would boil down to just that.


They moved on into the flat. Knowing there were at least two more tableaus of horror awaiting them.


George Teed had had a reputation for being larger than life. Now, in death too, he made an impact.


Usually he wore designer suits and gold bling, but that night he was as naked as the day he was born. Lying on his back, he looked as if he had been caught by surprise while leaping out of bed to meet his murderous attacker. Again, a blunt instrument to the head, with which he was struck many times and with great force, was the last thing he would have known. No chance of retaliation; not the slightest sign of a defence wound. The walls, carpets, bedding and furniture looked as if they had been showered by crimson dye. The scene was straight off the set of Hammer Horror.


The worst was saved until last. David Teed was only thirteen. He had been entitled to look forward to a life of hope and achievement. He had harmed no-one. His last memories would have been of running for his life around the flat.


He was still dressed in his pyjamas, and forensics revealed that he’d had no option but to run through his own mother’s blood as she lay dead or dying in front of him. Surely knowing that his dad too had been battered to death, he’d made a frantic attempt to wrench open the patio doors to escape. He had pulled at the full-length floral curtains when his own metal American baseball bat was crunched into the back of his skull. He stood no chance. He died where he fell. There were to be no survivors and no witnesses, apart from the family’s black Great Dane.


To most people, such carnage would be overwhelming. It would shroud all rational thought. In the staring, startled eyes of the dead you can sometimes see the horror of their last moments, the disbelief that their life was about to be so brutally quashed. You may detect a fearful plea for help. Police officers know dwelling on that is no good whatsoever. You have to put that to one side. The dead deserve your professionalism. They don’t need your tears and pity.


There is always some clue, some mistake made by the killer if you know where to look. As Peter James often reflects, the perfect murder is the one that never comes to the attention of the police so with all the others there is always a giveaway, a product of the killer’s panic or poor planning. In the same way that Grace looks for that tiny slip-up when analysing the chicken shed torso murder in Not Dead Yet, so twenty-seven years earlier George had to find the murderer’s Achilles heel by thinking outside the box.


It’s often the simple things that get missed. Some people try to be just too clever. There is a reason Grace talks of ‘clearing the ground under your feet’. The clues are invariably there. You just have to know how to look for them.


Such as the flashing digits on the radio alarm clock that George had spotted, possibly indicating a break in the power supply. Not unusual in itself but, applying the dogged determination of the inquisitive detective’s mind and by layering the little things together, significance starts to shine through. The detectives’ code: ABC – Assume nothing, Believe no-one, Check everything.


He looked at clues, like that flashing clock and the normally ferocious black dog that witnessed the slaying, from a slightly different angle. They started to take on new meaning. Did the clock indicate that something had happened to cut the power temporarily? Assuming the clock reset itself at 00.00, could it be telling George how long it was since the brutal attacks? Did the fact that the guard dog had seemingly not intervened indicate that he knew the killer?
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