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“Remember all you cave dwellers, the Cavern is the best of cellars.”

Bob Wooler, the Cavern’s disc jockey


For Andy Jack, who still holds the torch high

 so long after so many others have laid it down.

 

And for Connie, a tiny cat with the heart of a lion and the spirit of an explorer. Wherever you are, Little One, I hope you’re happy.


Author’s Note

Anyone lucky enough to have been familiar with the music scene in Liverpool in those thrilling days of the early sixties – as I was myself – will instantly recognise the fact that the Cellar Club is based very heavily on the Cavern, and that the Mersey Sound bears more than a passing resemblance to Mersey Beat. The characters I have chosen to fill these two venerable institutions with, however, have never done more than live in my imagination.


One

No one even suspected there was going to be a murder. But then why would they? Murders took place in dark alleys and on vast empty commons. They were essentially private acts, shared only by the victim and the killer – not a spectator sport for nearly three hundred people. And it seemed somehow wrong that anyone should lose his life between the hours of noon and one, which nature had decreed was the time when all respectable people should be eating their dinner.

The girls, unaware that anything as horrific as homicide was about to happen, were queuing patiently outside an unprepossessing wooden door on a cobbled street which was just wide enough to allow two small lorries to pass one another at a slow speed. Most of the girls were wearing the kind of high-heeled shoes which their mothers disapproved of, and had their lacquered hair piled high on their heads, in what the newspapers were calling the ‘beehive’ look. They were typists and shop assistants, junior shipping clerks and hairdressers. After work, many of them returned to homes where their fathers’ word was still law; but now, in the middle of the day, they were about to experience true freedom. Though the rest of the world was still ignorant of the musical explosion which was soon to hit it, they knew the revolution had already happened, and that for the payment of just one shilling, they could shimmy and shake to the liberating rhythms of rock’n’roll.

Ron Clarke, the Cellar Club’s resident disc jockey and a grand old man of nearly thirty-five, was sorting through his collection of records and only half listening to the conversation which was going on behind him in the bricked-off alcove at the edge of the stage, generously called ‘the dressing room’.

“Now remember, boys,” said a voice Clarke recognised as belonging to Jack Towers, the group’s manager, “this isn’t just any old performance. It’s never any old performance. This could be the day somebody really important comes into the club, and catches your act – so no messing about.”

Ron Clarke shook his head and clicked his tongue. Would Jack Towers never learn? Hadn’t he been the Seagulls’ manager long enough to know that this kind of approach would never work with a lad like Steve Walker?

“You know somethin’, Jack?” Walker asked. “Listenin’ to you is just like bein’ back at school.” He slipped effortlessly into a middle-class accent. “‘Are you chewing, Walker? You should be listening to me, not doodling, Walker. You’ll never get anywhere in life with your attitude, Walker.’ So what will you do if I misbehave, Jack?” he continued in his normal voice. “Give me the cane? Or just make me write out ‘I must learn not to be a naughty little rhythm guitarist’ a hundred times?”

The disc jockey turned slightly to watch the rest of the little drama between the manager and the guitarist play itself out, though why he was interested he couldn’t really say, since he’d seen variations on the same theme at least a dozen times.

Central to the drama – for the moment at least – was Jack Towers. He was tall and gangly, and always looked to Ron Clarke like a scarecrow who had at last saved up enough for a decent suit, but remained a scarecrow nonetheless. He was standing awkwardly in front of the group, who were lounging with studied cool in four battered armchairs.

Towers lit a fresh cigarette from the stub of the one he’d just been smoking, and shifted his position slightly.

A wiser man would leave things as they were, Clarke thought, but not Jack. The problem with him is, he just doesn’t know when to keep his gob shut.

“What you don’t seem to realise, Steve, is you don’t get to be successful just because your music’s good,” Towers said. “Presentation counts too.” He ran his eyes over the blue jeans, black sweaters and brown boots which the Seagulls wore almost as a uniform. “Now if you’d just tone down your act a bit, and wear nice matching suits like the Shadows do—”

“Dang, dang, dang, dangderang, dang . . .” Steve Walker interrupted, imitating a twanging guitar.

“Listen, Steve—”

Walker sprang to his feet so suddenly that for a moment Ron thought the boy was going to take a swing at his manager. But it soon became plain that the reason he’d stood up was to imitate the synchronised steps the Shadows used in their stage act as he continued to ‘dang dang’, drowning out whatever it was Jack Towers had wanted to say.

Steve had a reputation as a hard bugger, Ron Clarke reminded himself, and he looked the part with his solid muscular body and his face which was all angles – pointed nose, sharp cheekbones and a jaw which looked like it could open tin cans. Even his dark eyes seemed to have a cutting edge to them, especially on occasions like this, when he was starting to get angry.

Walker had finished his performance, and flopped back on to the couch again. “Do you really call that kind of rubbish music, Jack?” he demanded.

“The Shadows are very popular,” Jack Towers said in a long-suffering voice. “They’re one of the top acts in the country – and they look good on television.”

“An’ in twelve months’ time, everybody will be wonderin’ what the fuss was all about,” Steve Walker said. “They’re nothin’ but a novelty act. But we’re real, and we’re goin’ to be bigger than they could ever be – twice as big. So don’t talk about the Shadows to me – we’ll be leavin’ them in the shadows. Only we’re goin’ to do it our own way.” He turned to the pale, thin-faced boy sitting next to him. “Isn’t that right, Eddie?”

Eddie Barnes had huge eyes which were so intense they could look either haunted or haunting, depending on his mood, but now, as he turned them on Steve Walker, they were full of hero worship. “That’s right, Steve,” the young lead guitarist said.

Walker should have left it there, Ron thought, but just like Jack Towers, he didn’t know when to shut up.

“You tell him, Billie,” he said to the group’s drummer, managing to make it sound almost like an order. “You tell him we’re goin’ to be massive.”

Billie Simmons, the only member of the group to favour a cowlick curl over the quiffs the rest wore, let a slight smile play on his rubbery lips. “We’re goin’ to be massive,” he said, but in such a deadpan drawl that it was impossible to say whether or not he believed it – or even if he cared one way or the other.

“So that’s almost unanimous, isn’t it?” Steve Walker said, looking pointedly at Pete Foster, the bass player and the fourth member of the group.

Ron Clarke saw the hesitant expression fill Foster’s boyish face. He doesn’t like arguments, this one, the DJ thought. He prefers to pretend that things are going absolutely fine, even when it’s perfectly obvious to everybody else that they aren’t.

“Well?” Steve Walker asked.

“There’s no point in bein’ a good group if nobody outside Liverpool ever hears us,” Pete Foster argued. “An’ there’s no point in you an’ Eddie writin’ all those songs if we’re the only ones who ever sing them.”

Steve Walker’s dark eyes became almost black. “Is that you talkin’, Pete – or is it your mum?” he said, with a dangerous edge creeping into his voice.

“Leave my mum out of it,” Pete Foster answered, for once seeming on the verge of getting angry himself.

“All right, I’ll leave her out of it,” Steve said curtly. “An’ I’ll leave you out of it an’ all, if you like. You understand what I’m sayin’, our kid? Any time you’re not happy with the way the group’s goin’, you know where the door is.” He turned his attention to their manager. “An’ that goes for you as well, Jack.”

Jack Towers looked crushed. “I only want what’s best for you,” he said helplessly. “You know that. I only want the group to do well.”

His words – or perhaps their tone of desolation – seemed to soften Steve Walker. The coiled-up tension left his body, and he leaned forward to pat the manager on the arm.

“You’re a good lad, Jack,” he said, “but you’ve got to learn that we’re the musicians around here – an’ we’re the ones who make the decisions about the act.” He put his hand in his trouser pocket, and rattled his change. “Must be at least two bob in there,” he guessed. “How about we set up the gear, then nip across to the Grapes for a quick half?”

The other members of the group nodded their agreement. Jack Towers nodded too, and said, with some relief in his voice, “That’s a good idea, but I’m buying, so you’ll all have pints.”

The argument had ended just as he’d thought it would, Ron Clarke told himself – which was to say it had ended not with anything being settled, but simply because Steve Walker had decided he’d had enough.

The drums were already on stage, but the rest of the equipment had been stacked at the far end of the dressing room. Clarke watched the Seagulls pick up their guitars and amplifiers. The guitars were not the best that money could buy, but they were adequate for the job. The amplifiers, on the other hand, were a disaster. They had been cobbled together from pieces of other amps which had long ago given up the ghost, and if they could be relied on to do anything, they could be relied on to break down. Which was a pity, Ron Clarke thought, because the Seagulls were a talented group and really did deserve better.

The group, guitars and amps in their hands, squeezed through the narrow space between the DJ and the wall. As they passed him, Ron Clarke caught a distinct whiff of aftershave. It came as a surprise to him, as he knew the Seagulls had always considered such things effeminate – and though he could not swear to it, he was almost sure that the person who was wearing it was Eddie Barnes.

The big red-haired man opened the door, and the girls began to stream in through the gap. Balanced precariously on their high heels, they clacked and clattered their way carefully down the twenty steep stone steps which led to the club.

The place was, in fact, no more than three parallel interconnected tunnels, each supported by a series of brick archways. The first tunnel could have best been described as a reception area – it was there that the money was paid and the coats deposited. The furthest tunnel, which was shorter than the other two because of the bricked-off dressing room, served as a dance area. But it was the middle tunnel which, inevitably, was the centre of attention. At one end of it stood the snack bar, which served milk, Coke, pies and sandwiches. At the other end was the concrete-floored stage. And between the two were row after row of hard wooden seats.

The stage itself was not much to speak of. Even with the minimal equipment they carried around with them, the groups who played on it found very little room for manoeuvre, often banging into the ancient upright piano which stood at one side of it, or almost falling through the gap in the wall which led to the dressing room on the other.

The cellar had minimal ventilation and once a group had been playing for a while, moisture would drip down the walls, sometimes fusing the crude amplifiers. As the lunchtime session progressed, the place would grow hotter and hotter, clothes would become little more than wet rags, and the atmosphere would be thick with the smell of sweat and cheap perfume. Nor were the cellar’s acoustics much to write home about. Almost anywhere – even a rickety village hall used for a boy scouts’ meeting one day and a Women’s Institute tea party the next – would have allowed a cleaner, clearer sound than was possible in the brick vault.

Noisy, suffocating, muffled. None of that mattered. The echoes of the drumbeats might bounce off the walls, drowning the vocals, but the audience knew, with an absolute certainty, that they were in the most exciting place in the world, and experiencing something they would remember for the rest of their lives.

For a few minutes the girls wandered around aimlessly, patting their helmet-like hairdos, lighting a fresh cigarette or ordering a meat-and-potato pie at the bar. Then a sound like the hiss of an angry snake filled the air – a sign that the disc jockey, crouched in front of a cupboard in the dressing room, had switched on his equipment – and a ripple of anticipation ran through the room.

Ron Clarke spoke, using just the words they’d known he would. “Hi, all you cave dwellers – welcome to the best of cellars.” And before even the first few beats of the pulsating R&B assaulted their ears, some of the girls were already dancing.

At a quarter past twelve, Ron Clarke put a fresh record on the turntable, then stuck his head out on to the stage to see if there was any sign of the Seagulls. They were just arriving back from the pub, making their way past the hard wooden seats towards the stage. Not that it was an uninterrupted journey, Clarke noted, but then he’d never thought it would be. The Seagulls were local heroes, and it was only natural that some of the people who had come to see them – especially the girls – would want a few words with them before they went on stage.

He watched the way the four of them dealt with their admirers, and decided that in this, as in so many other ways, they were four very distinct personalities. Steve Walker just stood there, soaking up this show of minor adoration as if it were no more than his due. Billie Simmons, his long nose and thick lips twisted in a comical expression, was making the girls around him giggle. Pete Foster had an uncertain half-smile on his face – a smile which said that while he was loving all this, there was a part of him which was already worrying about how long his popularity would last. And Eddie Barnes? Eddie was trying to be polite to the girls who had surrounded him, but it was plain that he saw listening to them as nothing more than a distraction from his real purpose, which was to play his guitar.

They were all good lads, Ron thought. Steve could be a little abrasive, but he had a heart of gold. Pete was insecure – and with a mother like his, who wouldn’t be? – which sometimes caused him to be less than honest, but he’d probably grow out of that. It was impossible not to like Billie, with his droll approach to life. But it was Eddie Barnes, Ron decided, who he had the softest spot for. Eddie was so serious and so gentle. He hardly ever said a word, yet the DJ sensed that it was he, rather than one of the others, that people would go to when they were in trouble.

The four young men climbed up on to the stage. Ron Clarke nodded to them, then retreated into the dressing room. Billie Simmons got behind his drum kit, and the rest of the group picked up their instruments.

The record which had been playing came to an end. There was a click as the needle navigated its way through the empty groove, then another hiss from the tannoy system. The uncomfortable seats were all occupied, and most of the girls who’d been dancing in the third tunnel now stood in the archways, craning their necks to get a good view of the stage.

From the cramped space in front of his record player, Ron Clarke made his announcement. “Put your hands together, boys and girls, and give a big welcome to one of Liverpool’s greatest groups – the Seagulls!”

The young men just stood there while the applause filled the air. “Never start playing until the clapping’s begun to fade,” Jack Towers had told them more than once – and in this matter, at least, Steve Walker was prepared to follow the manager’s instructions.

It was perhaps a minute before the applause did start to die down. Steve Walker and Pete Foster quickly stepped forward, but it was Steve who won the race to the microphone.

“Are you feelin’ good?” he asked his audience.

A couple of hundred voices screamed back that they were.

Walker stamped his left foot on the ground, then dragged his heel a few inches, so that the metal studs imbedded in it threw up sparks. Make a show, they’d been told in Germany. Well, didn’t he always? And with the lads behind him, there was none better.

“I mean, are you feelin’ really good?” he yelled at the girls.

The screaming got louder.

Behind him, Steve could sense Pete’s growing resentment that he was hogging the limelight. “This first number we’d like to do for you is one written by our lead guitarist, Eddie,” he said. “It’s called ‘Lime Street Rock’.”

He took a couple of steps backwards, to allow the pale young guitarist to take the central stage. Over his shoulder, he heard Billie Simmons start the introductory beat. Eddie lifted his pick to play the opening chords.

Instead of the frenetic explosion of sound which
   had been expected, there was nothing more than a weak
   ‘plink’. Eddie shrugged his shoulders in disgust, then
   stepped back, turned, and bent over the crude amplifier, as he had
   done so often in the past. This time, however, it was different.
   This time, the moment his slim fingers touched the bass control,
   he began to writhe like a maniac. The fans turned to look at each
   other – puzzled expressions on their faces. They were used
   to Steve and Pete playing the wild man during the act – but
   Eddie was always the intense one, concentrating on the music as if
   each note was a huge effort. Later, of course, when those same
   fans were recounting the incident to friends who hadn’t been
   there, they would say that they’d known something was wrong
   right from the start. Some of them would even claim that
   they’d been able to smell the burning flesh.


Two

The murder of Eddie Barnes had been splashed across the front page of the Liverpool Echo in screaming headlines, but even before the paper came out, news of the young guitarist’s tragic death had spread across the city by word of mouth. A small crowd had gathered outside the Cellar Club within a couple of hours, and had not dispersed until late in the evening. Another crowd – though perhaps not the same people – had appeared the following morning, and by eight thirty there were more than fifty onlookers standing in the street.

Not that there was much for them to see. True, five police cars were parked near the club door, making it almost impossible for lorries to make their deliveries to the warehouses. And true, behind the heavy wood and metal police barriers which sealed off the club were half a dozen uniformed constables who frowned at anyone who seemed likely to put even a foot inside the restricted area. But the spectators could only guess at the atmosphere inside the club itself. Still, when they did eventually begin to drift away, it was with the feeling that however far the investigation had progressed, it was at least steaming ahead purposefully.

There was very little sense of purpose in the two men who stood on the stage of the club, looking aimlessly into the cramped dressing room.

The elder of the two, a superintendent, glanced down at his watch. “It’s now just over twenty hours since this Eddie Barnes kid got himself fried,” he said. “An’ what do we know now that we didn’t know at the start of this case, Frank? I’ll tell you. Absolutely bugger all!”

“It’s early days yet, guv,” said his sergeant.

“An’ furthermore, I don’t see how we’re ever goin’ to find out anythin’,” the superintendent continued, as if his bagman hadn’t spoken the reassuring words which bagmen are always supposed to speak. “Look at the case usin’ the standard procedural guidelines – means, motive and opportunity.” He held out three fingers. “Means,” he touched the first finger with his other hand. “Anybody who knew a little bit about electrical wirin’ had that. Opportunity,” he struck the second finger. “A lot of fellers had the opportunity – a bloody sight too many for my likin’. An’ motive?” He brushed the third finger. “There isn’t one! Eddie Barnes, accordin’ to everybody we’ve spoken to, was a little saint. An’ if all that’s not enough to make you despair, there’s the fact that the murderer didn’t even have to be here when Barnes died.”

“Point taken, sir,” the sergeant said. “It’s goin’ to be a very tough case to crack.”

“Tough!” the superintendent repeated scornfully. “It’s goin’ to be more than tough – it’s goin’ to be bloody impossible.”

“So what are you goin’ to do, sir?” the sergeant asked, picking his words carefully. “I mean, we can’t just give up on it, can we?”

“I already have. That’s why I’m goin’ to tell the Chief Constable that we need outside help.”

“Scotland Yard? You’re callin’ in Scotland Yard!”

“Who else?” The superintendent gave his sergeant a piercing stare. “You don’t seem very keen on the idea, Frank.”

“I’m not,” the sergeant admitted. “To tell you the truth, I don’t like the thought of somebody from London invadin’ our patch – an’ neither will most of the rest of the lads on the case.”

“I’m not over the moon about it either,” the superintendent told him. “But look at it this way. We’ve got two choices. We can fail to solve the murder ourselves, or we can let the Yard fail to solve it. If we do the second, then the moment they’ve gone back to London with their tails between their legs, we can start droppin’ hints to the local press that without fancy detectives from London buggerin’ it up, we’d have had the case cracked within the week.”

“An’ if they do crack it?”

“Then we let the local reporters know that we did most of the work. Either way, we can’t lose.”

“Even so . . .” the sergeant said dubiously.

“You talk about them invadin’ our patch, but they won’t be,” the superintendent argued. “They’ll be dealin’ with a liaison officer who I’ll have hand-picked. They’ll be usin’ my lads for their footwork, and they’ll be workin’ out of the local nick. Bloody hell, Frank, we’ll have them under our thumb from the moment they get here.”

“That might be true of most of them, sir,” the sergeant said, with doubt still evident in his voice. “But what if they send us Mr Woodend? An’ it’s very likely that they will, because from what I’ve heard, the top brass at the Yard are never happier than when he’s workin’ a couple of hundred miles away from them.”

The superintendent grinned. “You’re right, they’ll use pretty much any excuse to get him out of their hair,” he agreed. “But I’m not a complete idiot, Frank. As soon as I got the idea of callin’ in the Yard, I was on the phone to a mate of mine in administration. I asked exactly where Woodend was at the moment, an’ it turns out that Cloggin’-it Charlie is up to his neck in a double murder in Birmingham. My mate doesn’t think he’ll be able to untangle himself from that mess until much before this side of Christmas.”

Detective Sergeant Bob Rutter lay on his back in bed, smoking a cigarette and listening to his wife’s slow, careful footsteps as she made her way up the stairs. She would be carrying a cup of tea in one hand, he thought – a cup of tea it had taken her at least ten minutes to produce.

He could picture her making that tea; counting slowly after she’d turned on the tap, so she knew when the kettle was full enough; positioning the tea pot in exactly the right spot on the work surface, so that when she poured the boiling water it wouldn’t spill everywhere; feeling around with her left hand because the sugar bowl wasn’t quite where she remembered leaving it . . .

He had watched her go through the same motions on hundreds of occasions in the previous few months, and sometimes it almost broke his heart. Yet even though he always longed to offer his help, he forced himself to keep quiet because he knew that his offer would at best cause resentment, and at worst, rage.

And who could blame her for that? he asked himself. Who could wonder that she felt the need to demonstrate her independence after the terrible tragedy which had befallen her?

The bedroom door opened, and Maria stepped into the room. As usual, her appearance caused Rutter’s heart to give a little flutter. As usual, he was mildly surprised that he seemed to have forgotten just how stunning her dark Spanish beauty was.

Maria walked over to the bedside table, and placed the cup on it. It was almost as if she could see again, Rutter thought. But she couldn’t. It was simply that she had practised this movement, just as she had practised her walk down the aisle in the church where they had been married.

“So you finally have a day off,” Maria said, with just the slightest trace of a foreign accent in her voice. “What are you going to do with it?”

“Haven’t really given it much thought,” Rutter told her.

It was quite true. He’d expected to be stuck in Birmingham for at least a couple more weeks, but then his boss, Chief Inspector Woodend, had made one of his famous – some said infamous – imaginative leaps, and the case had been wrapped up at breakneck speed.

“It’s nice to be home again,” he continued. “Maybe I’ll just potter round the house today.”

“You don’t have to stay in,” Maria said, almost defensively. “I have plenty to keep me occupied.”

“I thought I might help you.”

“There’s no one here to help me when you’re out on a case,” Maria reminded him. “And I manage perfectly well then.”

“Perhaps I want to stay in,” Rutter said, a defensiveness now creeping into his own voice.

“You used to play tennis nearly every day,” Maria said, “but it’s months since you even picked up a racket.”

I used to play tennis with you, Rutter thought. Can’t you see how painful it is for me now to play against someone else?

“I will not be treated like a child,” Maria complained.

Rutter reached out, and gently pulled her on to the bed beside him. “Is that how I treat you?” he asked. “Like a child?”

“Sometimes.”

He brushed his lips against hers. “Am I treating you like an adult now?” he asked.

“You’re starting to,” she admitted.

He reached up and caressed her right breast. “And now?”

“Your tea will go cold,” she warned him.

“To hell with my tea,” he said, starting to unbutton her housecoat.

Billie Simmons and Pete Foster sat opposite each other in the Casablanca Coffee Bar, just off Cook Street. In front of them were two untouched cups of cappuccino, which had been steaming when they’d first got them, but now were lukewarm. Neither the slightly plump bass guitarist nor the normally placid drummer looked at all happy.

“This thing with Eddie couldn’t have happened at a worse time,” Pete Foster said, lighting up a Woodbine.

“Oh, so there’s a good time to be electrocuted on stage, is there?” Billie Simmons asked.

Pete jerked his head, as if he’d suddenly received a slight electric shock himself. “No, of course there isn’t,” he said hurriedly. He held his hands out, palms upwards. “Look, I’m as sorry about Eddie’s death as the rest of you. I mean, he was my mate as well.”

“He was Steve’s mate,” Billie corrected him. “As far as Eddie was concerned, you an’ me were just the other fellers in the group.”

“The point is,” Pete persisted, “Eddie’s death leaves a big gap in the band – my mum was sayin’ the same thing just this mornin’ – an’ that’s just what we can’t afford right now.”

“Why right now?” Billie asked, picking up on the last two words. “Do you know somethin’ I don’t?”

“How could I?” Pete asked, avoiding the question. “All I meant was, after all the work we’ve put in we’re finally startin’ to make a name for ourselves, and losin’ Eddie is a big setback.”

He was lying, Billie decided. Pete and Jack Towers were as thick as two thieves, and if the manager had any news to give them, Pete always got it first. But whatever the secret was that he was hiding, there was no way it could pried out of him now.

“When you asked me to come out for a coffee, you said you were worried about two things,” the drummer said. “So what’s the other?”

Pete Foster puffed nervously on his cigarette. “I’m scared, Billie,” he admitted. “Really scared.”

“Of what?”

“Of what?” Pete repeated. “Isn’t it bloody obvious? I mean, it’s not as if Eddie’s death came completely out of the blue, is it? There’s been all the other stuff – like the dead rat.”

“That didn’t have anythin’ to do with Eddie gettin’ killed,” Billie said dismissively.

“Didn’t it?” Pete replied, a hysterical edge creeping into his voice. “How can you be so sure of that? Are you an expert on murders, all of a sudden?”

“There’s a big difference between bein’ willin’ to play a few dirty tricks an’ bein’ willin’ to take somebody’s life,” Billie argued. “The joker an’ the killer just have to be two different people.”

“When I was a kid, there was an old feller lived on his own at the end of our street,” Pete said. “He was a right loonie – always shoutin’ at us, an’ wavin’ his fist. Well, we began playin’ this game with his front door. When it first started, the rule was that all you had to do was run up to the door an’ touch it. But after a bit, that got borin’. So we said that from then on, you had to knock on the door as loud as you could. Finally, you had to knock on the door, an’ actually wait there until he started to open it.”

“What’s your point?”

“That’s what this feels like to me,” Pete said. “First there were the phone calls, then the rat, now Eddie. Whoever’s doin’ this is gettin’ more an’ more extreme every time.”

“You can’t get more extreme than murder,” Billie pointed out.

“Can’t you?” Pete asked, nervously lighting a new cigarette from the stub of his old one. “Well, what about two murders?”

“You’ve got a screw loose,” the drummer told him.

“I don’t think I have,” Pete countered. “It seems to me that somebody’s got it in for the Seagulls – an’ I don’t want to be the next one to end up dead.”

Rutter lay back contentedly, his wife’s head buried in his chest. There were a few difficulties in their situation, he thought. More than a few. But not for a second did he regret marrying his beautiful, blind wife.

The nagging ring of the telephone in the hall cut into his thoughts. “Damn!” he said.

“You don’t have to answer it,” Maria murmured sleepily.

“If I don’t, he’ll only ring back in five minutes.”

“You can’t be sure it’s Mr Woodend.”

“Oh yes I can. I don’t know how he does it, but nobody can make the telephone bell ring like Cloggin’-it Charlie.”

Maria sighed, and shifted her position so that Rutter could swing his body off the bed. Perhaps he was right. The telephone did seem to have a more insistent ring whenever the caller was Charlie Woodend.

Rutter made his way quickly down the stairs. They’d get a phone extension put in the bedroom, he decided. That way, when Maria was upstairs when it rang, she’d have time to answer the phone herself – before the caller hung up in exasperation.

He lifted the receiver. “Hello, sir.”

The man on the other end of the line chuckled. “We’ll make a detective of you yet,” he said.

The voice sounded like the man himself, Rutter thought. Big and square and dependable. He remembered the first time he had met Woodend, on Euston railway station, and how shocked he’d been that a chief inspector should be dressed in a hairy sports coat, cavalry twill trousers and scuffed suede shoes. With the arrogance of youth, he’d assumed that Woodend’s wife was to blame for his scruffy appearance. Now he knew better. Joan Woodend had tried for years to smarten her husband up, but though she could usually bend most people to her will, she’d had no success with her Charlie.

“Got any plans for your unexpected day off?” the chief inspector asked.

“Not really.”

“Very wise,” Woodend said. “A bobby should never count on havin’ any free time.”

“Where are we being sent?”

“Nowhere yet. But from what I’ve just read in the papers, I shouldn’t be surprised if we get a call to say we’re wanted in Liverpool.”

Rutter nodded at himself in the mirror. If there were a case in Liverpool, it would almost definitely be theirs. “So what’s the job?” he asked. “Does it sound interesting?”

Woodend chuckled again. “Oh, it sounds interestin’ enough,” he said. “An’ it should be right up your street, an’ all.”

“Right up my street?” Rutter repeated, mystified.

“Aye, it’s what you might call a
   rock’n’roll murder. Maybe the first one there’s
   ever been.”





Three

The ferry chugged stoically across the grey-blue water towards Liverpool’s Pier Head. It was a mild morning in early April. The sun shone down benevolently on the docks – those same docks which had made Liverpool rich during the height of the slave trade, and had been the target for so much of the German Luftwaffe’s fury during the war. Overhead, sea birds glided on the air currents and cawed incessantly. Underfoot, the boat’s engine sent vibrations throbbing through the deck floorboards. An hour earlier, the ferry had been packed with commuters, but now the two men on the upper deck pretty much had it to themselves.

“We didn’t need to take the train to Birkenhead, you know, sir,” Bob Rutter said. “I checked up in the timetable. There was a direct connection from Euston to Liverpool Lime Street.”

“So I believe,” Woodend replied. “But if we’d gone direct, we wouldn’t have had the pleasure of arrivin’ in the ’Pool in style, would we?”

Rutter permitted himself a grin. He supposed he should be grateful that the ferry trip was putting his boss in such a good mood, because the journey up from London had been by diesel train, and Woodend – who thought that the only manly way to travel was under steam power – had been distinctly grumpy about it.

Woodend reached into one of the voluminous pockets of his hairy sports jacket and pulled out a package carefully wrapped in greaseproof paper. Rutter made a private bet with himself it contained corned-beef sandwiches, with the bread cut doorstep thick, and when his boss had unwrapped it, he saw that he was right.

“Dickens used to like comin’ to Liverpool, you know,” Woodend said, before taking a generous bite out of his sandwich.

“Did he, sir?”

“Aye, he did that. He said that it was his next favourite town after London. He used to take the ferry across the Mersey regularly. Claimed it helped him to clear his head.”

Rutter shook his own head, wonderingly. Charlie Woodend and his Charles Dickens. The chief inspector was fond of saying that his favourite author should be used as part of the police training course, and though there were other officers who thought he was only joking, his own sergeant knew that he was deadly serious.

“I’ve got some old friends in Liverpool,” Woodend said. He paused. “Some old enemies, an’ all, if it comes to that.”

Rutter simply nodded. That was how things were with his boss, he’d learned – either people liked him so much they’d climb a tree for him, or else they felt much happier when he was out of the way.

The chief inspector examined the dock front. Cranes were busy unloading cargoes from ships weighed down with fruit fresh from Africa. Liners, heading for American and Australia, bobbed quietly in the water and waited for the right tide. Even from a distance, he could sense the bustle.

“Bein’ a southerner, you’ll not have been here before, will you, Bob?” he asked, somehow making Rutter’s unfamiliarity with the town sound like a character defect.

“No, sir, I haven’t,” the sergeant replied, deadpan.

“It’s a grand place,” Woodend told him. “There’s a lot of life – a lot of excitement – in it. Do you know, I’m rather lookin’ forward to workin’ on this case.”

“Are you indeed,” Rutter said, raising a surprised eyebrow.

“An’ what’s that supposed to mean? Is it some clever grammar-school way of takin’ the piss?” Woodend asked, without rancour.

Rutter grinned again. It was not the first time that Woodend had brought up his grammar-school education, and he was sure it would be far from the last.

“It’s just that I thought a country boy like you would be much happier working in a village,” he explained.

The chief inspector sighed – a clear indication that he thought his sergeant had missed a fundamental point.

“You can’t just define villages by geography,” he said. He tapped his forehead. “Villages are up here – in your noggin.”

“Would you care to explain that, sir?” Rutter asked, knowing his boss would, whether he wanted him to or not.

“Nobody lives in a city,” Woodend said. “It’s too big for the mind to take in. No, what people do is they build up their own little world which is bounded by their house, the pub they drink in, the place they work, an’ their corner shop. They might venture out into the rest of the city now an’ again, but when they do, they’re only visitin’.”

He was probably right, Rutter decided, thinking of his own childhood in north London.

“An’ then there’s the other kind of village,” Woodend continued. “The village that is made up by havin’ shared interests. It could be an amateur dramatic society, or a pigeon-fanciers’ association, but when all those people who share that interest get together, what you have is a community.”

“I see your point, sir,” Rutter said, but what he was thinking was, ‘Read your Dickens, Sergeant. You’ll find it all there in Dickens.’

“Read your Dickens, Sergeant,” Woodend told him. “You’ll find it all there in Dickens.”

He had finished his sandwich and now reached into another of his pockets, and pulled out a packet of Capstan Full Strength cigarettes. He did not offer one to Rutter, having long ago accepted that his sergeant – for some strange reason of his own – preferred to smoke fags with an American cork tip.

“You’ve been on the blower to the Liverpool bobbies, haven’t you, lad?” he asked, striking a match and lighting up.

“Yes, sir. Just before we left London.”

“So what did they have to tell you?”

“The dead man . . .” Rutter began. “Well, the dead boy, really – he was only just twenty—”

“A bit younger than you, then,” Woodend interrupted, a look of amusement flashing briefly across his face. “Carry on, lad.”

“The dead boy belonged to a band called the Seagulls.”

“Should I have heard of them?” Woodend asked. “Are they famous, like this Buddy Ivy you’re always listenin’ to?”

“Buddy Holly,” Rutter corrected him. “No, sir, they’re not. Most of the famous groups are either American, or are based in the London area. Coming from the North is a little . . .” He groped for the right word.

“Unfashionable?” Woodend provided.

“I suppose so.”

“Aye, your lot from down south never did give my lot much credit,” the chief inspector said. “So, you were tellin’ me all about these singin’ sea birds.”

“According to the local sergeant I talked to, they’re very popular around the Liverpool area,” Rutter said. “They’ve played in Germany, too. Hamburg, I think. Anyway, they were booked to appear at in a place called the Cellar Club the day before yesterday. They started playing, but the lead guitarist’s amplifier wasn’t working properly. He bent down to adjust the bass control, and was electrocuted. Someone had wrapped a live wire around the spindle. The Liverpool Police are convinced the re-wiring was done with malice aforethought.”

“What I still don’t understand is why it should have killed him,” Woodend said. “I got a shock from the mains once, an’ I’m still here.”

Rutter looked a little embarrassed. “It’s a bit technical, sir.”

“You’re a bright lad. You should be able to explain it even to a stone-age bobby like me,” Woodend said.

“All right. Where were you when you got your shock?” Rutter asked.

“Upstairs. In the front bedroom.”

“Eddie Barnes was in a cellar, much closer to the ground. Were your hands wet when you got the shock?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“There’s apparently very little ventilation at the club. Even if he’d only been there for a few minutes, Barnes would already have been sweating – and electrical current loves to travel through moisture. What were you wearing on your feet?”

“Carpet slippers.”

“With rubber soles. Good insulation. Eddie Barnes was wearing leather boots with metal studs in them.”

“I still don’t see it,” Woodend admitted.

“Think of electricity as water and you and Eddies Barnes as dams. The current wants to get through you and out again on the other side, but because you’re well insulated – because there’s no crack in your dam – it can’t. Eddie’s a different matter. The electricity finds a number of gaps in his dam, and it gushes through destroying everything in its path. Do you get it now, sir?”

“Aye, I think so,” Woodend said. “So somebody wanted him dead, an’ re-wired his amp. Does anybody have any idea when this re-wirin’ might have been done?”

Rutter shrugged. “Sometime between the last time he used the equipment and the moment it killed him.”

“That’s not much help,” Woodend mused. “Witnesses?”

“Round about three hundred of them actually saw the murder, but the police haven’t managed to turn up anyone who saw the murderer tampering with the equipment.”

The chief inspector threw his cigarette end over the side of the boat, and watched it fly through the air current until it crash-landed in the grey-blue river.

“Nasty things – murders by remote control,” he said. “The killer’s got no problems with an alibi, has he? He could have been right in the room when the poor lad got himself electrocuted. On the other hand, he could have been miles away, havin’ a coffee with his mates.”

Rutter smiled in a way which alerted his boss to the fact that he thought he was about to score a point.

“It’s not like you to be prejudiced, sir,” he said.

“Prejudiced?” Woodend repeated. “What are you talkin’ about?”

Rutter’s smile broadened. “You keep saying ‘he’. Does that mean you’ve ruled out the possibility that the murderer’s a woman?”

“I can’t say I’ve even thought about rulin’ it out consciously,” Woodend admitted. “But now you mention it, I suppose I have.”

“Because of the murder method?”

It was rare to see the chief inspector look uncomfortable, but he did at that moment.

“Well, you know,’ he said awkwardly. “Women and electricity. They don’t really mix, do they?”

Rutter laughed. “You’re behind the times, sir,” he said. “Girls brought up since the war have a different attitude to ones you would have gone out with when you were young. Why, Maria wired her whole study herself. Of course, that was before her accident.”

Her accident. Woodend marvelled at the calm, controlled way his sergeant could say the words, but he knew it was taking Bob Rutter a considerable about of effort to maintain that calm.

“I don’t often ask about Maria,” he said. “The way I see it, if you want to tell me anythin’ about her, then you will. But I’m always thinkin’ about her – worryin’ about her.”

“I know you are, sir,” Rutter said gratefully. “But you shouldn’t worry. She’s treating the whole business of finding her way around as a challenge – almost an adventure.”

“She always was a kid with spirit,” Woodend said admiringly. “You’re a lucky man.”

“You don’t need to tell me that,” Rutter replied.

They had almost reached Pier Head, and could see a uniformed police inspector standing on the pier and gazing up at the boat.

“That’ll be our reception committee,” Woodend said. “Wonder how long it’s goin’ to take me to get him house-trained?”

Near the stage of the Cellar Club, the two old women who supplemented their state pensions with a cleaning job were mopping the floor. Standing by the snack bar, and half watching them, were a man and a woman. The woman was Alice Pollard, the owner of the club, a brassy blonde who would never see the right side of forty again. The man was much younger, perhaps no more than twenty-three or twenty-four, and had muscles which threatened to burst his shirt buttons every time he breathed out. His name was Rick Johnson, and for the last six months he had been employed as Alice Pollard’s doorman.

Alice looked down longingly at the whisky bottle which was resting on the counter. It was a bit early in the day for her first drink, but what with the murder and everything, she reckoned she deserved one. She poured herself a generous measure, and knocked it back in one gulp.

“I’d go bit easier on that if I was you, Alice,” Rick Johnson advised her.

Ignoring the warning, the woman poured herself a second shot.

“It said in the paper that the local bluebottles have given up trying to solve the case themselves and have called in Scotland Yard,” she said.

“You don’t have to tell me that,” Johnson replied irritably. “I can read, you know.”

“Course you can,” Alice Pollard said in a soothing voice. “The thing is, it’s obvious that these fellers from London are going to be a lot more thorough than the bobbies we’ve had to deal with so far.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Johnson demanded.

“You know what it means. It means they’ll be taking a much closer look at you than the Liverpool Police did.”

“An’ what if they do? I had no reason to kill Eddie Barnes,” Johnson protested.

Alice Pollard sighed loudly. “They won’t see it like that, and you know it,” she said.

“Then to hell with them!”

“It’s not that easy, luv. I only wish it was. They’ve got to arrest somebody for this murder, and the way things are looking you’re a pretty good candidate.”

“What do you want me to do?” Rick Johnson asked, more sulky than annoyed now.

“Just keep your head down for a while. Don’t go charging around like a bull in a china shop like you usually do. If they talk to you, try smiling at them now and again, instead of looking like you’d like to catch them alone down a dark alley.” She reached across and put her hand on his arm. “I’m only saying this because I care about you. I care about you very much.”

“I know you do, Alice. An’ I care about you an’ all.”

“So you’ll follow my advice, will you?”

“Yes, I’ll follow your advice,” Johnson said, without much conviction.

Babysitting the men from London had not been a job anyone else had wanted, Inspector Brian Hopgood thought, as he watched the Birkenhead-to-Liverpool ferry docking – but that only showed what a lack of foresight his colleagues had.

Woodend’s reputation had put the others off, and prevented them from seeing the fact that this investigation presented a tremendous opportunity. At the very least, the officer who worked with the men from Scotland Yard would get some of the kudos if the case were solved. And that was the very least. At best, if all went according to plan, Hopgood could take Woodend’s findings, add his own local knowledge, and make the arrest himself.

He could imagine the newspaper headline – ‘Local inspector succeeds where Scotland Yard fails’! Oh yes, this was the chance he’d been looking for ever since he’d joined the force, and he wasn’t about to blow it just because a few of the spineless bastards back at the station had been muttering about just how difficult Cloggin’-it Charlie Woodend could be.

The ferry mooring ropes had been tied firmly around the capstan, and now, slowly and creakingly, the gangplank was being lowered. Hopgood lit up a Player’s Navy Cut, and steeled himself to meet the ogre whom lesser men stood in dread of.

His first sight of Woodend was reassuring. Certainly he was a big feller, as ogres are supposed to be, but from the way he was looking around him with obvious – almost naïve – interest, he seemed more like a rustic on his first visit to a large city than he did a hotshot up from New Scotland Yard.

The inspector stepped forward and held out his hand. “Brian Hopgood, sir,” he said in the firm but reassuring tone he’d spent long hours perfecting. “I’ll be your liaison with the Liverpool Police.”

Woodend shook the hand, and ran his eyes quickly up and down the local flatfoot. Hopgood was in his mid-thirties, the chief inspector guessed. He had probably only just made the height qualification, had thin pointed features and the sort of eyes which suggested craftiness rather than intelligence. He probably wasn’t a bad bobby in his own way, but he was certainly not one Woodend wanted to let anywhere near a murder investigation.

The chief inspector cocked his head in the general direction of Rutter.

“This is my sergeant,” he said. “Bob Rutter. He was a grammar-school boy, you know, which means that he probably has more brains in that head of his than you an’ me have between us. Which is another way of sayin’ that he’s got my complete an’ utter confidence, so if he asks for anythin’, there’s no need to check back with me if he should have it. Understood?”

So much for the pleasantries, Inspector Hopgood thought. “Yes, sir, it’s understood,” he said.

“Right,” Woodend continued. “Have you booked us in at a bed an’ breakfast or summat?”

“We’ve got you rooms at the Adelphi, sir.”

Woodend raised an eyebrow in mock astonishment.

“The Adelphi!” he repeated. “My, but we are grand. We’d better make this case last as long as possible, then, Sergeant.”

“Sir?” Rutter asked quizzically.

“The Adelphi is probably the best hotel in Liverpool,” Woodend told him. “You’ll not be stayin’ in its like again – not on a bobby’s wages, you won’t – so like I say, we better make the investigation last.”

A look of concern appeared on Inspector Hopgood’s face.

“That’s just Mr Woodend’s little joke,” Rutter explained.

Hopgood turned his attention to the chief inspector, as if looking for confirmation.

“Aye, I’m a great one for makin’ little jokes,” Woodend assured him. His eyes narrowed. “I sincerely hope, Inspector, that the Adelphi Hotel – as grand as it is – isn’t too far from the scene of the crime. Because if it is too far, it’s no bloody good to me.”

“How far is too far, sir?” Hopgood asked.

“If I can walk it from one place to the other in fifteen minutes, that’ll be good enough for me.”

“You won’t need to walk, sir,” Hopgood pointed out. “You’ll have a car and driver at your disposal.”

“An’ sometimes I might actually use them,” Woodend countered. “But you don’t solve murders by lookin’ out through the windows of a police Bentley. You have to clog it around. Get a taste of the place. Feel the pulse of it through the soles of your feet. So I’ll ask you again, Inspector. Can I get from the hotel to the scene of the crime in fifteen minutes?”

“I should think so,” said Hopgood, who had pretty much given up walking anywhere since he’d been promoted out of foot patrol.

“It’ll do champion then,” Woodend said. “Have our suitcases sent up there, will you?”

“Won’t you be going there yourself, sir?” Hopgood asked.

“I’ve never really felt comfortable in posh hotel bars.”

“I beg your pardon, sir?”

“It’s thirsty work,
   travellin’,” Woodend told him. “So where’s
   the nearest ordinary, decent pub?”
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