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Letter to the Reader

History has always fascinated me. I see my stories as a time machine. I want to intrigue you with a murderous mystery and a tangled plot, but I also want you to experience what it was like to slip along the shadow-thronged alleyways of medieval London; to enter a soaringly majestic cathedral but then walk out and glimpse the gruesome execution scaffolds rising high on the other side of the square. In my novels you will sit in the oaken stalls of a gothic abbey and hear the glorious psalms of plain chant even as you glimpse white, sinister gargoyle faces peering out at you from deep cowls and hoods. Or there again, you may ride out in a chariot as it thunders across the Redlands of Ancient Egypt or leave the sunlight and golden warmth of the Nile as you enter the marble coldness of a pyramid’s deadly maze. Smells and sounds, sights and spectacles will be conjured up to catch your imagination and so create times and places now long gone. You will march to Jerusalem with the first Crusaders or enter the Colosseum of Rome, where the sand sparkles like gold and the crowds bay for the blood of some gladiator. Of course, if you wish, you can always return to the lush dark greenness of medieval England and take your seat in some tavern along the ancient moon-washed road to Canterbury and listen to some ghostly tale which chills the heart . . . my books will take you there then safely bring you back!  

The periods that have piqued my interest and about which I have written are many and varied.  I hope you enjoy the read and would love to hear your thoughts – I always appreciate any feedback from readers.  Visit my publisher’s website here: www.headline.co.uk and find out more.  You may also visit my website: www.paulcdoherty.com or email me on: paulcdoherty@gmail.com.

Colin Shindler
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‘Colin Shindler has a lively sense of history…evocative and lyrical descriptions’ New Statesman

‘Extensive and penetrating research coupled with a strong plot and bold characterisation. Loads of adventure and a dazzling evocation of the past’ Herald Sun, Melbourne

‘An opulent banquet to satisfy the most murderous appetite’ Northern Echo

‘As well as penning an exciting plot with vivid characters, Doherty excels at bringing the medieval period to life, with his detailed descriptions giving the reader a strong sense of place and time’ South Wales Argus


This book is for my daughter

Amy

who is always kind to Captain Butler
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I’ve seen him crying. Not a lot but quite a few times. And I know it’s about Mum. Has to be. There’s something hollow inside Dad, something he can’t shake. He’s been telling me these stories since I was very small, about him and Mum and how happy they were. I used to like them a lot, particularly one we called ‘High on a Cliff.

It was a story about how he’d been really happy with her in one place, I think it was by a lighthouse or something, and so he scattered her ashes on the grass in front of the lighthouse where a family lived and watched him. I know I liked the last line of the story which was how Mummy’s soul watches over both of us at all times. I was always happy when Dad said that, though I wondered why the family who lived in the lighthouse were so important. I couldn’t work out how they fitted in.

All this, though, was when I a kid and I don’t need to listen to ‘High on a Cliff’ before I can go to sleep any more. It’s been twelve years since Mum died, almost the whole of my life. Surely he should have got over her by now. I don’t mean forgotten her and I don’t mean that he should stop treasuring her memory. I just mean I think he should move on with his life. There’s a hole in Dad’s heart. I want someone to fill it and I’m sure he must. Yet he constantly fights it because whenever there’s a chance that someone might, he blows it.


Non-fiction by Colin Shindler

Manchester United Ruined My Life


CHAPTER ONE

Danny

I CANT REMEMBER A TIME when I didn’t know her and yet I can’t remember a time when I did. She died, my mum, when I was eleven months, three weeks and two days old so there’s no way I can remember much. Sometimes when I can’t get to sleep at night I imagine her coming into my bedroom and kissing me goodnight. She bends over me and I can smell her perfume which is sweet and makes me want to bury myself in her. She is made up and dressed up ready for a night out at a big posh party. I tell her I can’t sleep and she sits on the bed and I crawl out from underneath the sheets and sit on her lap while she tells me of all the things we’re going to do together. Only she died when I was very small, so I suppose it never could have happened like that. Sometimes though, on nights like those, she seems so real.

I know what she looked like of course. Dad has lots of photos of her round the house and three big albums of them when they were students and after they were married. I’ve got the videos she made too but somehow that doesn’t seem like my mum. They’re not videos like homemade things. She was an actress and she made TV programmes — a few of them, anyway. It says ‘Angela Frost’ on the front of the video box and that was her name before she was married. Dad calls it her maiden name. He says all actresses keep their maiden names when they act because if they get divorced they won’t have to change them all the time. But I can’t imagine my dad and mum getting divorced. You’ve only got to look at the pictures to see how happy they were.

Sometimes the other mothers at school look at me with this strange look in their eye. And I know what they’re thinking. They’re thinking how sad it must be for me to be growing up without a mother. But I don’t see it that way. Mothers spend a lot of time saying ‘Don’t do this’ and ‘Don’t do that’. When there are mothers about there are always rules. Stupid rules most of the time. It’s quite annoying really when you go to someone’s house for tea and his mother says, ‘Take your shoes off, wash your hands, turn the sound down, what about your homework?’ over and over again. So why do they look at me as though there’s something wrong with me just because I don’t have a mother? When I see those mothers I’m glad I don’t have one. In any case, I have Dad.

My dad is really cool. He’s a freelance sports writer. He writes about lots of different sports and he goes to lots of games and he could do more but he says he likes to stay home with me so he mostly does columns and feature interviews. He brings me back souvenirs when he goes to games — like a Barcelona replica shirt when he flew to Spain to write about a big match with Real Madrid. It made quite a change in the playground from all the Arsenal, Chelsea and Man United shirts that the kids mostly have. I even wore it rather than my Spurs one for a while — but only till we signed Klinsmann.

So the other mothers might feel sorry for me because I have no mother but the other kids think I’m dead lucky and they really envy me my dad and his cool job. In many ways my dad is my mum and my dad all rolled up into one person. I mean, he used to dress me when I was small, he made my breakfast and he’d walk me to school when I was at primary school and he’s nearly always there at the end of the day, waiting outside the school gates. Sometimes I go to my friend Jamie Kirk’s house for tea and Dad picks me up about seven o’clock when he’s been in London for the day. He always makes dinner for us. Dad talks about when he was a ‘latchkey’ kid when he was growing up. He says he doesn’t want that to happen to me. But I’ve got my own key to the house so I suppose I am one anyway. I don’t like to point that out to Dad. Somehow I feel he wouldn’t like it.

My favourite picture of Mum is of her asleep in the garden. She is on a sun lounger. We’ve still got that sun lounger — it’s in the garden shed but the sides of it are all rusty now. In the picture it looks brand new and Mum is wearing a red T-shirt and a pair of white tennis shorts. Dad says they played a lot of tennis that summer. I wasn’t born yet and he says it was a golden time. I know he doesn’t mean it — doesn’t mean they didn’t want me when I was a newborn infant — but he is trying to tell me why those years he had with Mum and himself by themselves were so special.

My dad is a good tennis player so when he says that Mum was really good, he must mean it. She hit the ball hard and timed it well but her backhand was weak. Dad is very keen to make sure that my backhand is as strong as my forehand. We spend hours on the tennis court during the summer and he stands at the net and just volleys ball after ball deep into my backhand court.

If I get back six in a row I get a Crunchie or an Aero on the way home. One day I ran round my backhand and got it back on my forehand but Dad said that was cheating and I couldn’t have the Crunchie. I was very very very cross about that. I like Crunchies, particularly the way the yellow bit in the middle is all hard and brittle when you bite on it but if you let it stay on your tongue it just sort of dissolves. Wicked.

I won the Under-12 school tennis tournament last year so I guess Dad was right because Neil Wilson, the boy I was playing in the final, his backhand was terrible and mine was great and I won easily 6–2, 6–3. I got a £10 book token presented to me by the headmaster (or headbastard as he is usually called) on the last day of the school year. I wish it had been a gift token for Eaden Lilley or Robert Sayle, the big department stores in town. Then I could have bought a computer game or a CD but it’s just typical of my old-fashioned school that they should give out a book token. Who reads books these days unless you have to for school or exams?

My mum was dead sexy. I know boys don’t usually think of their mothers as sexy and in the case of all my friends they’re usually right – except Darren Foxton, whose mother wears low-cut dresses in the summer and everyone thinks she is really sexy but Darren says he’s banned her from coming to school to pick him up any more.

Something must happen to women when they become mothers. You can’t think of mothers as sexy and the ones who think they are — like Darren Foxton’s mum — are just embarrassing to their children. I mean, I wouldn’t even like to be best mates with Darren. Will Stevens is and he gets some fearful stick from the rest of us when he gets into the Foxton Range Rover after school.

But my mum was different from all the rest, just like my dad is different from all the rest. She was an actress, and not just an actress, as Dad keeps saying, but a star. So being sexy was, in a way, what she did for a living. And the reason I like that photo of Mum so much is that I think she looks supercool there. There’s nothing made up about Mum lying half asleep on a sun lounger. She isn’t trying to look sexy which is what those blonde bimbos in the tabloids are always doing. She looks so peaceful there, so contented, so happy. My friends see it and though they’re sort of respectful because after all it’s a photo of my dead mum, I can see they’re thinking she’s dead beautiful too.

I think of her as still around, kind of frozen in time. She died when she was only twenty-three and she met Dad when she was nineteen so there’s only four years of pictures and videos and things. I suppose she might have started to age a bit if she’d lived, like Neville Thornton’s mum who has great gobs of grey streaked through her hair — not that she gives a toss about how she looks. I like her for that. The point is, my mum will never grow old.

There’s a bit in the Founder’s Day service — something about ‘they shall never grow old — at the going down of the sun we shall remember them’. Something like that. I get so bored with that Founder’s Day service. But I like that bit. I always have. It reminds me of my mum. But I don’t need a church service or the sun to set or one special day of the year. She’s with me always. That’s what I mean when I say I’ll always remember her even though I can’t actually remember her.
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