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by                  
Allen D. Nicklin

Murder at the Mermaid
Chapter One
As I sit in the bar of the Mermaid public house, nursing a sore head I am trying to decide whether to have another pint of Oscar Wilde. It is 4.00pm on a damp, miserable afternoon in February. At only 3.7% this dark mild from the Mighty Oak brewery in Essex has a coffee and chocolate taste which definitely satisfies my palate.  Why, you may ask, am I drinking at this time on the afternoon and not toiling away in some office or factory and doing my bit for society. Simple really; I have been suspended from my position as Lecturer in Mathematics at the St Albans Regional College, which as it happens, is only 25 yards away from this pub. Also, you may ask why I am nursing a sore head. To answer this question I must explain the events of the last seven days and why I was in this pub at the same time last Tuesday.

My name is Nick Allen, I am 54 years old and I have been teaching at the college for 28 years. I lost my wife in a road accident six months ago and have struggled on my own ever since. I have been diagnosed with mild depression and the pills I have been prescribed do not seem to work. This may be due to the fact that I am not actually taking them. So you can understand that work has not been easy; students, staff, in fact most people were getting on my nerves. I was as taut as a bow string and ready to snap at any moment. Normally, I am a placid man, patient with the students and willing to help my teaching colleagues. In fact I was known all round as a good egg. But there is always one, that little turd who gets right up your nose. In this case the turd was called Mike Robinson. He works in the I.T. department, some sort of course coordinator. I teach one of his classes Key Skills Numeracy. Normally this unit would run for 30 weeks, each lesson lasting one hour. Due to some glitch in their timetable this class had a free lesson after mine. So the head of I.T. decided that the lesson should be extended to two hours. I argued against this with my manager but to no avail. So I was lumbered teaching a nice group of lads a subject that they were not really interested in for an extra hour. So the students and I agreed that I would teach formally for seventy five minutes then they would go to the learning centre to research and work on their assignment. A perfect situation, both the students and I are happy. Mr. Nice Guy strikes again or so I thought. My problems began when I received an e-mail from my line manager, who sits no more than six feet away, enquiring why I was dismissing that particular class early. I noticed that this e-mail was originated from the turd. He had first sent the query to his boss; she had sent it to my boss who in turn had sent it to me. What an arse about face way of doing things, if he had a problem why not approach me first? I was incensed, so straight away I e-mailed him stating that if he has a problem come and talk to me. I then went on to say it’s all about communication and perhaps he should brush up on his man-management skills. In hind sight I think that e-mail was a mistake; but at the time it made me feel better. 

It is I think important that the reader should know that I have never actually met Mike Robinson. I know what he looks like and I know him by reputation. A man with ‘Short Person Syndrome’ - ‘an angry male of below average height who feels it necessary to act out in an attempt to gain respect and recognition from others and compensate for his abnormally short stature’. To compensate for his lack of stature he wears Cuban heeled boots. Unfortunately they make his body lean forward i.e. an angle of 70( to the ground. His nose appears in the room five seconds before his feet. It’s a standing joke at the college.

Anyway, my boss, June Thomas, Head of Mathematics, a cross between Penelope Keith and Joyce Grenfell, called me into her office and I agreed to teach the class for the full two hours. Minor bollocking, no problem, end of story; little did I know. Apparently the class was seen by Mike Robinson at 10.30 am. He asked them what they were doing and one of the students asked him why can’t the lesson start at 10.00 am instead of having to wait till 11.15 am for the next lesson. (My lesson started at 9.00 am, tea break from 11.00 till 11.15).

Weekends are the worst when you are alone especially Sundays. I can cope with Saturdays; I have a lay in, read the papers, and drink lots of coffee. Then have a wander around the market, pop to the pub about 1.00 pm for a few beers, watch some football on sky sports. If a few of my mates are around I would stay in the pub and then watch the 5.30 pm game. Pick up a take-away on the way home, hit the Laphroaig whisky, watch Match of the Day and hit the sack. So, on Sundays I usually have a slight hangover which is not a good start when it is the only day you get for household chores. I clean a few rooms, a bit of washing and ironing and tidy the garden. In the afternoon I’ll put on a DVD to try and cheer myself up. In truth I just sit there and feel sorry for myself and I’m sure that the Laphroaig will go off if I don’t drink it soon.    
As mentioned the class in question is my first lesson Monday morning and I was not in a particularly good mood. The lesson started as it normally does. ‘Can I borrow some paper’, I’ve forgotten my pen’, ‘my sister’s nicked my calculator’ and the rest. I always bring a pad, a few pens and a box of calculators. It saves all the hassle of moaning at them and we get some work done. Even when stressed I am a patient person, but everyone has that button. Press the button and you explode. Unfortunately for one student he unknowingly hit that button.

‘What time are we packing up sir?’              
I turned away from the board, put my pen down.

‘What fucking time do you want to finish?’ I shouted. Their mouths dropped.

'What are you trying to do? Get me the fucking sack. You report me for letting you go early, and then you want to know what time I’m letting you go. We agreed that you could finish early, I was doing you a favour and this is how you treat me. Do I report you for coming in late, not having the right equipment? No, because I’m the good guy here and you lot are a bunch of tossers. In my day I would have taken you behind the bike shed and given you a good thrashing.’        
I walked out of the class and back to my office. I have a bottle of Jack Daniels in my filing cabinet, for emergencies and medicinal purposes. I returned to the class five minutes later, they were still there. I continued the lesson as if nothing had happened.
Nothing much happened for the rest of the week, nothing was said, and everything was calm. It wasn’t until Friday evening that the shit hit the fan.  I’d finished teaching at 3.00 pm and for once didn’t fancy a drink before I went home. Thought I’d cook myself a bite to eat and see how I felt. I could pop out for a beer later.  It was just gone five o’clock when the door bell rung. I answered it and standing there was Paul Vickers, Personnel Manager of St Albans Regional College. A man most would describe as a slug; in his mid fifties, overweight, greasy grey hair, wearing a dull grey suit. 

‘Hello Nick,’ he said. I didn’t reply

‘I have to inform you that you have been suspended. You have been accused of swearing at and threatening students. I have all the details hear.’
He passed me an A4 brown envelope.

‘There will be an investigation and we will let you know when the hearing will be. In the meantime you are not allowed on College premises and you are not to communicate with any member of staff.’
With that he turned and walked away.   
I stood there stunned, then turned, walked back into the house and slumped onto the sofa.  ‘What the hells going on I thought’ I thought. I pulled myself together, opened the envelope took out the contents and read.

Dear Mr. Allen.

 It has been reported to management that you have behaved in a totally unacceptable way towards a class of students. This behaviour could constitute gross misconduct, if the report is substantiated which would result in your dismissal without notice.

Your curriculum Manager Alice Williams has been appointed by the college to investigate the report. Whilst this report is being investigated you will be suspended from duty on full pay pending the conclusion of this matter.

You should not attend college or contact any member of staff or students during this period of suspension, other than your trade union representatives, if you are a member.

The investigating officer, giving reasonable notice, will invite you to an interview to give you the opportunity to respond to the allegations being made against you. You may be accompanied by a friend at this interview, which is part of the investigation, and may be used as evidence at a disciplinary hearing.   

You have the right to appeal against the Principal’s decision to suspend you if the suspension lasts for longer than three weeks. Unfortunately investigations can take longer but I undertake to update you on the progress at three weekly intervals.

You will be informed of the outcome of the investigation, which will either be to proceed no further or hold a disciplinary hearing.

I would stress that at this stage no assumption of guilt has been made but that a report has been made, which needs to be investigated. The Principal has confirmed that in these circumstances suspension is appropriate.

Every effort will be made by the college to keep this matter confidential. I enclose a copy of the Disciplinary Procedure for your information.
If you have any queries about this process please do not hesitate to contact me.

Yours sincerely

Paul Vickers.
Okay, get a grip, first thing to do is phone my union representative. Who is my union representative? Ah yes I remember, Howard South, How do I contact him? Phone him at work. No good, he would have gone home by now. Phone him at home, don’t know his number. Check the phone directory, don’t know where he lives. Phone the college and get his number.
I phoned the college and asked to be put through to the personnel office. It was 5.25pm, might just catch them.

Someone picked up.

‘Hello, personnel here, can I help you?’
‘Hi,’ I replied. ‘This is Nick Allen from the Maths Department; can you give me Howard South’s home phone number?’
‘I’m sorry we are not allowed to give out that sort of information.’
‘Listen, he’s my union representative, this is an emergency, and I need to contact him.’
‘As I said, we are not allowed to give out that sort of information’.
‘So, what am I supposed to do?’
‘Try looking him up in the phone book’
‘What a great idea,’ I replied sarcastically. ‘What is his address?’
‘I’m sorry we are not allowed to give out that sort of information’.

‘Thanks for nothing,’ I moaned and slammed the phone down.

I needed a drink. This could be a heavy session, so I grabbed my bike out of the shed and pedaled the two miles to the Mermaid public House.
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The Mermaid public house was built in the nineteenth century and has been described as a ‘community pub’. Formally consisted of two bars, a Public and a Lounge bar but now is just one ‘L’ shaped bar. I have been drinking in this pub on and off since I was big enough to convince the landlord that I was 18 years old. As mentioned earlier it is situated across the road from the college and very near to the town centre so the clientele is varied, but you get to know the regulars. I describe it as the St Albans version of ‘Cheers’, where everyone knows you name. I’m affectionately referred to as ‘Ol’ Nick’. The landlord is called Ken; a jovial chap, about forty, long hair in a pony tail. Always wears jean and a brewery tee shirt. 
Notable characters in the pub that evening were Angus Gold, late forties, five foot ten, lean, going grey and sporting a goatee beard. Works in mental health, very intelligent, warped sense of humour, loves military warfare and all things Scottish. Very friendly, like him a lot, we get on well. Talking to him was Rodney Black, early forties, five foot seven, normal build, fair hair, in-between jobs; another nice lad. I joined them, checked out the guest beers and chose a pint of Moorhouse’s Pendle Witches Brew. It was that strongest available at 5.1%. I didn’t offer to buy them one as both their glasses were almost full.

Angus was the first to speak. ‘What’s up laddie, you look as miserable as sin?’
‘Just been suspended, don’t want to talk about it,’ I mumbled.
‘Yes you do’ snarled Rodney. ‘Otherwise you wouldn’t have come in here’.
I gave a big sigh and spent the next fifteen minute pouring my heart out to them.

‘So what are you going to do about it?’ asked Rodney.
‘Well there’s not much I can do ‘till Monday. This is so stupid; I really don’t need this now. What I do need is another drink, what you having? Landlord, when you are ready.’  
‘I think I was next old chap.’ 

I looked behind me. It was ‘Posh Ron’; an elderly gentleman in his seventies, tall, shaggy beard with a very upper class accent. He has been drinking in here for a few months now. Keeps himself to himself, always drinks large malts. Sits alone reading the Times; usually leaves about six thirty. 

‘Sorry Ron, didn’t see you their.’ 

‘Need another one urgently, fuels the old grey matter. Today’s crossword is particularly difficult.’
Ron was quickly served and he went back to his seat and attempted to complete the crossword.
‘Bloody English aristocrat, who does he think his,’ Angus was back on his high horse. ‘Who does he think he is? Can’t stand the bastard; I know his sort, think they own the place. Did I ever tell you what they did after the Battle of Culloden in 1746? Outrageous; I’ll never forgive them.’
‘Angus,’ I said. ‘That was over two hundred years ago and you weren’t even there.’  

‘That’s not the point; history is full of examples of English oppression, especially against us Scots.’
‘Okay, we are bastards but can we get back to my problem?’
‘Alright; but he looks old enough to have been there.’
‘Whatever.’
A group of Art lecturers were sitting a table enjoying their end of week drink. They looked over and waved. I wondered what they would say when the news broke on Monday.  The rest of the evening was spent with light-hearted banter and I left about 9:00; managed to cycle home without falling off. Had a quick wash and went straight to bed and spent a troubled night dreaming about hoards of invading Scots raping and pillaging the Personnel department at St Albans Regional College.
Chapter Two (Tuesday)
The weekend passed without incident and Monday was spent on the phone to my Union representative. We arranged a meeting for the following Friday and he told me to write down everything I could remember about the incident and the events leading up to it. He said he would sniff around and let me know if he found out anything. I spent the rest of the day and most of Tuesday preparing my statement before venturing to the Mermaid at about 4.00 pm. 
Angus and Rodney were in their usual position at the bar, both with pints of lager. They were joined by another relatively new punter called Terry. He was tall about six foot two, athletic build, late thirties early forties, difficult to tell, brown hair, slightly receding, talked with a London accent, drinking Light and Bitter. Rumour has it he was a project manager in IT and was staying at a local hotel weekdays and going back to London at the weekends. Posh Ron was in his usual seat with his large malt, reading the Times. I joined them, but wasn’t feeling very talkative so I picked up a copy of the Sun and turned to Dear Deidre. Maybe someone else’s life is worse than mine. The Photo Casebook was showing some chap bonking both his girlfriend and her mother. Which one did he really love? What if his girlfriend finds out? Who writes this shit? Mental note: buy a copy tomorrow and find out.  

At about 6.00 Angus says he has to pop back to his office as he has forgotten something. A minute later Rodney states that he has run out of cat food so he would nip up to Tesco’s before it shut. Then Terry decided he needed a cigarette and went outside. 

‘Cracked it,’ shouted Posh Ron. Downed the last few drops of his Malt Whisky, put on his hat and coat; said goodbye and left. 

 Some joker had selected Alone again (Naturally) by Gilbert O’Sullivan on the jukebox. Typical I thought. I sat there thinking about my wife Jane. God how I missed her; what would she have thought of this mess. She would have been very supportive, but not before I received a lecture on all the idiots who worked at the college. How I could have done better for myself and how I should sue the arses of them. We had been married for over thirty years, childhood sweethearts. We had two daughters, both grown up and moved away. I didn’t want to trouble them with my problems. I’ll tell them when it is all over. 
I was feeling depressed again, I ordered another pint of Augustinian from the Nethergate Brewery. A particular favourite of mine and at 4.5% it is just right for a session. When you are feeling down the only thing to cheer you up is a bit of Leonard Cohen. I walked over to the juke box and searched out all the Leonard Cohen songs I could find for two pounds. Suzanne was there, so was Bird on a Wire and So Long Marianne. I eventually found my favourite Chelsea Hotel No 2. I love the story he tells about this song. He said he was in the Chelsea Hotel in New York when he met Janice Joplin in the lift. She said that she was looking for Kris Kristofferson and he replied it’s you lucky day I’m Kris Kristofferson. My favourite line is ‘She told me again that she preferred handsome men, but for me she would make an exception’. Who by Fire, Sisters of Mercy and The Partisan made up my seven choices. I remember a T Shirt I saw a man wearing once it said ‘Sad songs make me happy’. Mental note: must buy one sometime. 
At about 6.30 I heard the police siren wiz passed the pub, a common occurrence in St Albans. I thought nothing of it until someone rushed into the pub saying that a body has been found battered in the churchyard. The few remaining drinkers all got to their feet and rushed out of the door. It was dark outside, not to cold for the time of the year and drizzling slightly. It was easy to spot the blue flashing light about 100 yards to the left. We ventured up, on the opposite side of the road and stood there looking. There wasn’t much to see, the police had taped off the alley that led to the church yard between the Museum and the old church hall. We waited around for a while but we couldn’t see anything so we all wandered back to the pub. 
It was about 8.30; I was just thinking of going home, none of my original drinking partners had returned, when Detective Sergeant Keith Blakely walked in. I’d seen him in here a few times, mainly during the lunch hour, we were on nodding terms.  Rumour has it that he was a good detective but as normal had a drink problem which had put a halt to any promotion. He looked at me. I smiled.

‘Any chance of a chat?’ he asked.
‘No problem,’ I replied. ‘Is it official?’
‘Why did you ask that?’ he snapped.
‘Well if it isn’t I’ll buy you a drink
‘Oh, yer right. Umm, well yes and no.’
‘Whatever; Jameson’s is it?’
I rose and went to the bar. Ken the landlord was serving.

‘Jameson’s - large one.’ 

Ken smiled.

‘Gonna get him talking are yer?’ he asked

‘Well, why not? Might get some useful tit-bits about the murder.’
‘If it was a murder,’ replied Ken. ‘Don’t go jumping the gun.’
I paid for the drink and returned to my seat.

‘So,’ I enquired. ‘Who was murdered?’
‘Actually it was Posh Ron,’ he replied.
‘Bloody Hell,’ I actually felt sick. ‘What happened?’
‘Seems he was on his way home and he was attacked. Head was beaten in.’
‘Was there any witnesses? Did you find the weapon? Was he robbed?’
‘Hang on a minute.’ DS Blakely snapped. ‘I’m the one supposed to be asking the questions’.

‘Sorry,’ I relied. ‘Just making conversation’.  

‘Thirsty work this interviewing,’ he uttered looking down at his empty glass.

‘Same again?” I asked 

 He just smiled and pushed his empty glass towards me. Ken had already poured the drink as I arrived at the bar.
‘How’s it going?’ he whispered.

‘At this rate you’d better get another bottle up.’
I returned to the sliding the glass to Ken

‘Now, let me ask you a few questions’ Blakely said as he took a large sip of his whisky. ‘Did you see Posh Ron in this pub this evening?
‘Yes I did.’
‘And?
‘And what?
‘What time did he leave, was he followed, did you see anything suspicious? 

‘Just after 6.00, no, no.
Is that it? 

He seemed agitated

‘What else do you want me to say?
He raised his eyebrows.

‘What was his real name?’ I asked enthusiastically

He gave a big sigh.
‘His real name was Ron DuCall.’ 
‘Any family?’
‘No more questions,’ he snapped. ‘Now let me get this straight. He was in here as usual, drinking on his own and he left some time just after six. Is that right?’
‘Correct.’
‘Is there any thing else you can remember?’
‘Yes. He finished his crossword’. I smiled

‘God help us.’ And with that he rose and went to question some other drinkers.

Ron DuCall I thought. Unusual name, must google it tomorrow. I was just about to leave when Colin Grande walked in.

‘Have I missed something?’ he enquired

‘Sit down mate and I’ll tell you all the goss’. What do you want?

‘Cider please.’ 
I called over to Ken, ‘Cider please and same again for me.’
Colin is a couple of years younger than me, five foot ten, short fair curly hair, average build,  we go back a long way. We were involved in running a local football team and we regularly turned out for their veterans’ team. I used to kick the ball and Colin kicked ankles. He recently retired from his job as Project Manager and has turned his hand to pig farming. He now owns a healthy herd a Gloucester Old Spot. During mid conversation we were interrupted by Kate, our local alcoholic. Kate, who is about thirty, is a tragic case. Her husband walked out on her two years ago when she found him in bed with her best friend. Rumour has is that after screaming at the pair, she asked ‘what’s she got that I haven’t?’ He replied, ’what apart from bigger tits and a nicer arse?’ The pair moved out of the area and Kate hit the bottle. 
‘What’s a couple of good looking guys like you doing sitting alone in this crappy pub?’
‘Piss off,’ said Colin

‘Ooo, playing hard to get ah?’
So,’ I intervened, ‘how’s it going Kate?
‘I’ve got an interview tomorrow for a job. PA.’
‘That’s good,’ I said, trying to show interested. ‘What company?’
‘Tesco; they are interested in my creative and artistic talents.’
‘In other words – a shelf stacker’ said Colin sarcastically. ‘Heard from your husband lately?’
Kate started to cry.
‘Don’t start sniveling, he was only joking. Come on let me buy you a drink.’ I’m too soft.

‘Thank you,’ she sniffed. ‘I’ll have a Vodka and coke, large one.’
‘Ken,’ I called. ‘Vodka and large coke.’
‘I used to be a model, you know.’
‘Oh yeh’ mocked Colin. ’The new Twiggy were yer?’
‘I wasn’t always this thin; I’ve just lost my appetite. Anyway I know who murdered Posh Ron.’
‘And who would that be?’ I enquired.
‘It was Angus. I saw him hanging around that alley; you know where they found the body.’
‘That’s cos his private office is down there, you silly cow,’ screamed Colin.
‘That may be so, but that nice policeman thought it was interesting, he bought me a drink.’
With that she gulped down her vodka and coke and turned to walk away.
‘I could have shown you two a good time,’ she smiled and went in search of her next free drink.
‘Look on the bright side, Colin,’ I said. ‘It’s not often you get propositioned by a women twenty years younger than yourself. Think of your street cred.’   

‘I think I’d rather shag one of my pigs,’ he replied. ‘Same again?’
Chapter 3 (Wednesday)
Although I’d had a skin full, sleep didn’t come easy. I was thinking about poor Ron. He seemed harmless enough, but did he have enemies? Angus certainly didn’t like him and he wasn’t in the pub when the evil deed was committed. Then again neither was Terry or Rodney. Come to think of it hundreds of people weren’t in the pub at six o’clock last night.  I thought ‘wouldn’t it be great if I could solve the murder’. Well it would at least take my mind of my other problem. I eventually drifted off to sleep and had another restless night. This time I dreamt I was chasing Angus, who was dressed in his complete highland regalia down the High Street. I was wearing a deer stalker and a cape, and he was shouting that he did it for Scotland and death to all Sassenachs.   

I decided to visit the Mermaid at lunch time to see if DS Blakely was there so I could pump him for more information. As it happens he was there propping up the bar looking as if he had all the worlds troubles on his shoulders. 
‘D.S. Blakely, me ol’ mate, how’s it hanging?’ I greeted him with the old arm round the shoulder routine. 

‘Oh, it’s you; what do you want?’
‘Don’t be like that I replied. Let me fill that up for you. Ken!’ I shouted. ‘Another Jameson’s for my friend. So how’s the investigation going?’
‘Slowly,’ he sighed. ‘We found the murder weapon, a brick, it had come loose from the wall, and they used that. No prints.’
‘So,’ I enquired. ‘Any more facts about the victim?’
‘Not a lot, which is strange really. We searched his room, didn’t find much personal stuff. Checked our records, no trace of any family; recently returned to England after living in South Africa for the forty odd years. Also no finger prints to check; seemed to have had some sort of industrial accident to his hands, very odd. But I shouldn’t be telling you stuff like, so no more questions.’
‘No problem, I’ll leave you to enjoy you drink’
I moved away and ordered a pint of Sarah Hughes Dark Ruby Mild, I think at 6% this should get my ‘little grey cells’ working. I read somewhere recently that the personification of mild is someone who has depth, tends to be misunderstood, provokes a knee-jerk action and should be revisited as many times as it takes to understand their greatness, just like Leonard Cohen or me.

I took out my notebook and looked at the name Ron DuCall; strange name. I recall that people who change their name use the same initials or perhaps rearrange it. Seems they like a small link to their original identity. I was just finishing off my third pint when it hit me. Oh….my….god. That’s impossible. I looked again, it is. Wow, if this is right, I have stumbled on a mystery that has gripped the nation for nearly forty years. This calls for some serious googleing.        
I grabbed my coat rushed outside and managed to cycle home without to much difficulty. My head was spinning, a mixture of intoxication and excitement, but I managed to focus on my web search and after a couple of hours I had formulated a plan of action.
Chapter 4 (Thurdsay)
My mobile started ringing as I was enjoying my breakfast, honey on toast. It was Rodney.’
They’ve arrested Angus,’ he exclaimed.
‘When?’ All I could think of to say.

‘Yesterday afternoon, they kept him in overnight, and they gave me a right grilling yesterday as well.’
‘Why’ I said. ‘What have you done?’
‘Well I wasn’t exactly telling the truth when I said I was buying cat food, they checked.’
‘Right, so what were you doing?’
‘You don’t want to know. I tell you later. It’s a long story. Are you up the pub lunchtime?’
‘No, I have business in London. It might help to save Angus.’
‘Interesting; okay I’ll see you when you get back.’
‘Maybe, see you.’ I disengaged. 

I finished my breakfast and finished preparing for my London trip. I cycled to the station and bought a one-day travel card and waited for the old Bedpan train. (Bedford to St Pancras). After reaching St Pancras I transferred to the Victoria line and boarded a tube train for Victoria. I exited the tube station opposite the Apollo Theatre. A big sign indicated that they were staging ‘Wicked’ there. I must take a look at that soon. I maneuvered my way through all the tourists and commuters and found Buckingham Palace Road. My destination, Lower Belgrave Street, was just on the right. It didn’t take to long to find what I was looking for; The Plumbers Arms public house. This 19th century pub was built by the builder Thomas Cubitt and was named in honour of the tradesmen who helped build the magnificent houses that surround it. The pub consisted of just one bar, typical Victorian style with wood panels and little alcoves. I checked out the Real Ales and ordered a pint of Celt Golden Crafted Ale. I also ordered a Chicken and Bacon sandwich in white bloomer. I took a sip of my beer; not bad; turned and looked at the clientele. The pub wasn’t crowded but most tables were taken. I had to be careful who I chose. My luck was in; sitting in the corner by himself was an elderly gentleman, smartly dressed, maybe late sixties or early seventies hard to tell. I walked over to his table.

‘It’s a bit crowded may I joined you?’ I asked

‘If you like,’ he replied.

‘Nice pub I remarked,’ pretending to take an interest in the surroundings

‘It’s okay.’

‘Been drinking here long? I enquired

‘Since twelve o’clock, when it opened.’
‘Very good’ I laughed. ‘I meant……..’
‘I know what you mean? Are you a journalist?’
‘Do I look like a journalist?’
‘What does a journalist look like?’
‘No idea. I was just making conversation.’
He smiled.

‘Or are you just one of the Ghouls interested in the murder?’
He’s not stupid I thought.

‘Actually I’m interested in historical pubs; if they are connected to a murder all the better. I’ve visited the ‘Magdala’, you know the Ruth Ellis connection. The ‘Blind Beggar’, the Krays; and the ‘Ten Bells’, Jack the Ripper. So naturally this one was next.’
‘I knew her,’ he whispered. ‘You know, Sandra, the girl who was murdered.’  

‘Did you, that is interesting,’ I said. ‘I’ve done a little research; I believe she had two sons, Stephen and Gary?’
‘That’s what they all think,’ he smiled. ‘Actually she had a third son. He was adopted by her sister Teresa, they called him Terry.’ 

‘Wow,’ I exclaimed. ‘What happened to him?’
‘Now that is an interesting question, because I seen him in here a few times over the passed few months. He was always it bit strange. When he found out who his real mother was he vowed to find the killer and kill him. Well everybody knows that the real killer must be dead by now.’
‘So what was he doing in here then?’ I asked.
‘He was always in here with a couple of mates.’
‘And who are they?’ I was getting excited now. 

‘Those two at the bar who have been giving you evil looks since you sat down.’
I discreetly looked around and saw two hefty men dressed smartly in suits in deep conversation.

I finished my pint and sandwich, said goodbye to the old gentleman and made my way out of the pub. I turned right and made my way through Belgravia. Thought I would see how the other half lived, then pick up a tube at Knightsbridge.  I hadn’t been walking for long when I sensed that I was being followed. I glanced round and sure enough there were the two heavies from the pub. They soon caught up with me, so I turned quickly round to face them.

‘What?’ I snarled.
‘We would like a quick word,’ replied the one on my right.

‘What about?’ I enquired.
‘Don’t go messing into things that don’t concern you,’ said the one on my left.

‘Are you threatening me?’ I asked.
They moved a little closer, they were a little taller than me, maybe an inch or two, well built; looked like they worked out regularly. What would Reacher
do here I thought. Make it quick and decisive. I slowly raised my arm and combed my hair with my fingers, then swiftly elbowed the guy to my right in the face. The second guy turned to see what happened and caught him full in the face with my fist. They both fell to their knees. Both men down in less then two seconds, Jack would have been proud. I was shaking, but still in control as I ran towards Belgrave Square Gardens. When they were out of sight I stopped running, well I thought that was an adrenalin rush. I followed the road till it met Knightsbridge, turned left and made my way to the tube station.
I didn’t go out Thursday night; I put on a Chris De Burgh CD, The Love Songs, and poured myself two fingers of Laphroaig. So, I thought to myself, if our Terry is Sandra’s third son, he could be the killer. Do I report it to DS Blakely or try to find Terry myself. I came up with two logical reasons for not telling him. One, I don’t think he would believe me; two, with all their resources I’m sure they already know. So tomorrow I’ll track down Terry. I’ve had enough excitement for one day.
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Chapter 5 (Friday)
The best place to start looking for Terry would be the Mermaid. So I made my way there at about 1.00pm to catch the lunchtime crowd. I ordered a cheese and ham sandwich with crisps and a pint of Colley’s Dog from the Tring Brewery at 5.2%. Rodney was in and I joined him.
‘How’s the job search going?’ I enquired.

‘Not bad” he replied. ‘Got a few irons in the fire.’
‘Seen Terry lately?’ I asked.
‘Funny that,’ he said. ‘I haven’t seen him since Tuesday. Normally he’s in here most lunchtimes and most evenings.’
‘Do you know where he’s staying?’
‘No, I didn’t think to ask, can’t be far away.’
‘Who do you think would know?’
He thought for a while.

‘He’s always talking to June, she’s bound to know.’
June was the part-time barmaid, early forties, some would call voluptuous, others overweight, platinum blonde. Good worker, always friendly. Rodney ordered another round which gave me a chance to question her.

‘Do you know where Terry is staying?’
‘He never told me,’ she replied. ‘But I did once see him go into the Ardmore Hotel just round the corner.
‘I know it, my sister-in-law used to stay there when she visited us from America. Run by Italians.’
I finished my drink and told Rodney I had some business to attend to and I’d see him back here in about an hour. It was about a half a mile walk to the hotel, just enough time for me to formulate another plan. I didn’t know Terry’s surname, which could be a problem when asking if he was staying there and which room was he occupying. I then remembered that they did have a bar there, so that was my first call. The bar was empty; I pulled up a stool and waited. A young Italian girl eventually appeared and asked me what I would like.

‘Peroni please.’
‘No problem,’ she replied in a strong Italian accent.

‘I’m meeting Terry here for a drink, I’m a little early.’
‘Mister Terry has just booked out, he is leaving us today.’
‘Has he left the hotel?’ I asked.
‘Not yet, he is just finishing his packing.’
‘In that case I’ll pop along to his room. What number is he?’
‘He’s in room 16, through the dinning room in the annex.’
I followed her instructions and easily found the room; I knocked on the door. Terry opened the door; he didn’t look surprised to see me.

‘I was expecting you last night,’ he snarled ushering me in.

‘Sorry to disappoint you,’ I replied.

As I turned to face him, I noticed he was pointing a gun at me. Reacher would now describe the gun, but they all look the same to me. Not that I’ve seen many guns; well none actually, only on the telly. 

‘Sit down.’
I obliged.

‘I’m interested to know what put you on to me?’ inquired Terry. 
‘A few things really, the first was when you left on Tuesday night you said you were popping out for a cigarette. It didn’t strike me for a couple of days but then I remembered you don’t smoke.’
‘Silly mistake,’ he replied.
‘Then once I’d figured out whom Posh Ron really was all I needed to do was find a motive. That’s when I went to the Plumbers Arms. After that it was, as you would say “Elementary my dear Terry”.’
‘Yes I heard that you met my mates.’
‘And how are they?’ I asked with a large smirk on my face.

‘Julian has a depressed fracture of the cheekbone and Charles has a broken nose.’
‘I’m pleased about that.’ 

‘So, how did you find out Posh Ron’s real identity?’
‘Easy, it was just an anagram, but how did you find out.’
He sat down in front of me, still pointing the gun, took a deep breath and told me.

‘After murdering my mother he fled to Sussex, some friends hid him away until they could arrange a private plane to smuggle him to France. He stayed there for a few months whilst his influential friends could arrange a new identity for him. When all the paper work had been completed he went to South Africa where he has lived ever since. But in the last few years he had become homesick so his friends arranged for him to come back to England and live out his remaining days somewhere quiet, someplace where no one would recognize him. So they chose St Albans.’  

‘Fascinating,’ I said. ‘But where do you fit in?’
 ‘Julian’s dad is a member of the ‘committee’ that arranged his come back. Julian overheard them planning his return and told me. It didn’t take long to track him down. I have been watching him for weeks. Once I had established a pattern of his movements the rest was easy. I knew he always walked through the churchyard after his evening tipple. So I just waited for him and…..well you know the rest.’
He stood up, still pointing the gun. I felt helpless. 

‘Well, as nice as it talking with you, I have to go.’
‘You’ll never get away with it.’
‘Same old cliché.’ 

He walked behind and hit me on the head with the gun. I passed out.

 Chapter 6 (The weekend and Monday)
I vaguely remember coming round in the ambulance, but it wasn’t till Saturday morning that I was fully conscious. I had a blinding headache and eight stitches. The doctor said I was lucky my skull wasn’t cracked. Apparently I have very dense bones. My first visitor was my daughter Sarah who was here first thing. She insisted that I go and stay with her as soon as I was released. I didn’t want to tell her about my other problem, but I thought it was best to. She gave me a right good lecture, her mother would have been proud. My next visitor was DS Blakely. I gave him my statement; he gave me a rollicking saying that I should pass all information to the police. I argued that they wouldn’t have taken me seriously and he went on about bloody amateur detectives. He explained that they had discovered Posh Ron’s true identity through old dental and medical records. But he had to admit that they hadn’t made the connection between Posh Ron and Terry. I asked if they had caught him yet, he replied it was only a matter of time. I asked him why he had arrested Angus; he replied that they were acting on information received.

‘You’ve been talking to Kate, haven’t you,’ I said.
‘She said that she had seen him lurking around the churchyard just before the body was discovered.’
‘He most probably nipped out for a cigarette, the door to his office is only ten yards away,’ I exclaimed, shaking my head.

‘How was I to know that?’ he snapped as his face was turning a very bright shade of red.
‘And what about Rodney? I heard you gave him a hard time.’
‘Ah, that was different, he lied to us,’ the colour was coming back to his face.

‘Go on,’ I urged.
‘Apparently he was feeling a bit guilty about not bringing in any money on the account of being out of work. So he had taken up gambling and he didn’t want his partner to find out. As it happened, that day he actually had a win and he was going to collect his winnings, Two hundred quid. She forgave him but he had to promise not to gamble again and spend more time looking for a job.’
On Sunday Howard South, my union representative appeared. We went over my statement and he filled me in on recent developments. Apparently the class in question was attending a tutorial session in the afternoon following the incident. Their tutor, Mary Oswald, overheard then talking and questioned them. She reported her findings to the ‘turd’ Mike Robinson, who in turn made them write statements to the affect that I swore and threatened them. These statements were presented to the Vice Principal and so the enquiry started. The rumour-mongers at the college insist that Mike and Mary were having an affair, which would explain a lot. Because all the students involved would have to be interviewed, with parents, separately, no date for the hearing has been made.         
I was discharged on Monday morning. I phoned my best friend Don Patrick, who had been visiting his in-laws in Devon for the past week to collect me. He drove me home in his new BMW and gave me a bottle of Laphroaig to help me recover.
Chapter 7 Tuesday
I was feeling a lot better this morning; I showered, shaved then watched my favourite Harry Potter film The Prisoner of Azkaban on DVD. It was now 13.00 and I was feeling a little peckish. Maybe, I thought, I’ll pop along to the pub for some lunch. I parked by bike in the Mermaid and walked to the High Street, I needed some cash and the nearest hole in the wall was at the Barclays Bank. I was lost in my thoughts but still aware of my surroundings; then I saw him on the other side of the road, the turd, Mike Robinson. He was about fifty yards walking in my direction. I looked around, not much traffic about, so I crossed the road. Up to this point I still didn’t know if he actually knew me. As he walked towards me he gave no indication that this was so. The path was standard size with a three foot high wall on one side. I kept near to the kerb so that he would have to pass between me and the wall. As he approached I gradually narrowed the gap so there was just enough space for him to pass. A quick glance around told me that there was no one close by. What would Reacher say? make it quick, no witnesses, and no marks. As he squeezed between me and the wall I hit him in the Solar Plexus. I carried on walking. Don’t look back; I heard a voice in my head say. But I couldn’t resist a quick look; he was on his knees gasping for breath. I smiled; yes that did feel good.

I bought a newspaper on the way back to the pub and now I’m enjoying my pint and looking at the headlines on the front page:

LORD LUCAN MURDERED

 KILLER DISAPPEARS
Nb: All characters in this novel are entirely fictitious and any similarity to actual people is purely coincidental
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