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As in my first two books, Now Then, Lad and You’re Coming With Me, Lad, all the cases I deal with actually happened. I have changed the names of the characters – police as well as villains – and altered the locations and certain details but only when absolutely necessary to protect people’s identities.

Policing procedures are always being updated; what you read here accurately reflects the way we operated at the time each event took place – which in every case is within the last ten years.

Mike Pannett

North Yorkshire

June 2010


Chapter 1

First Sunset

‘Been a few changes since I was last here.’ Walt had gone ahead of me into the living room and dropped one last armful of logs into the large wicker basket by the hearth.

‘The woman’s touch,’ I said, kicking off my wellies in the kitchen and following him inside with two brand-new, matching mugs filled to the brim with dark, strong tea.

‘Wouldn’t suit me, mind.’ He pulled a piece of bark off his coat sleeve and threw it into the fireplace, then leaned forward to sniff the stubby red candle on the mantelpiece. ‘Couldn’t be doing with all this scented going-on for one thing,’ he added, wrinkling his nose.

‘Why, you’re stuck in the past, mate. Everyone burns them these days. Hey, and take a look at the window. See that? Proper curtains. Not like them old castoffs at your place. Even got matching cushions on the settee there. I tell you what, mate, it’s all the comforts of home.’ I passed him his drink, stepped into my new slippers – neatly lined up beside the brass fire-irons – and plonked myself down in the chair. ‘Connubial bliss, that’s what it is. You won’t catch me going back to bachelor life.’

Walt shoved his old cap back and scratched his head. ‘Aye, but you want to beware of that there tender trap, mate, that’s what I say.’

‘Tender trap? What you on about?’

‘Why, it’s all very well getting your laundry done and your slippers laid out and all these here knick-knacks, but if she’s owt like most of ’em she’ll soften you up with her home cooking and fancy frills and next thing she’ll have you painting and decorating every spare minute and – why, you’ll never have no time for yourself, lad.’

I eased myself back in my recliner and sipped at my tea. May as well let him ramble on, I thought. Walter had made his mind up many years ago. Women were best kept at arm’s length. He was going to see out his days in splendid isolation. ‘Why give half your food away to get the other half cooked?’ and all that. I’d heard it before, and to tell the truth it made me laugh. Good luck to him. But as far as I was concerned, the day Ann moved into Keeper’s Cottage marked a turning point in my life. It had pulled me out of a dive; and here I was, heading for the sunlit heights. Okay, so I’d had to give up the wardrobe and hang my one suit and two or three decent shirts on the back of the door, but, as she pointed out, the rest of my clothes were only fit for the Oxfam shop. As for her collection of shoes, all laid out on the bedroom floor and tripping me up on a dark morning, well, girls will be girls I say – and that’s the way I like ’em. Of course, my sister had to get in on the act and bring us a housewarming gift in the shape of Henry, the manic springer spaniel, and he was already proving a bit of a handful – but hey, I like dogs; and I like a challenge. And Henry was certainly that.

No, I wasn’t having any of Walter’s doom and gloom. I didn’t feel cramped in any way, even though I was now sharing the house. With Ann working her shifts in York there was no chance of us getting bored with each other’s company. There were times when we hardly saw each other all week, and communicated by notes and text messages. Here was I, due to start a late turn, just before she was due back from her early turn. We might pass on the drive, and we might not; and we might have half an hour together when I got home – if she hadn’t crashed out. You never knew.

‘Aye well, I s’pose I’d best be off up that hill.’ Walt had said his piece about entanglement with womankind, supped his tea, and was in the kitchen putting his boots on.

‘And I’d best be getting ready for work.’ I looked at my watch. ‘Hell-fire! Twenty to two?’ I leapt out of my seat and headed for the door. ‘They’ll have my guts for garters.’

‘I shouldn’t worry, lad.’

‘No, cos you don’t have to face the inspector’s wrath.’ I grabbed my packed lunch, tapped my trouser pocket for the car keys, and bustled him out through the door.

‘Why, you’ve no worries now,’ Walt said as I locked up and checked that the dog was in his kennel and his bowl full of water. Henry had worn himself out, dismantling the logpile as fast as we built it up, and now he lay there, half asleep, looking as if butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. ‘Aye,’ Walt continued, ‘no worries at all now that you’re a kept man.’

‘You what?’ I was in the car now, winding the window down. ‘You talk in riddles, you do.’

He grinned and pulled his cap down over his forehead. ‘Why, her on a sergeant’s pay and you a humble beat bobby. Wouldn’t do for me, lad.’

‘You’re only jealous, Walt.’

He ignored my remark. ‘Aye, and another thing, that there Henry of yours... Tell you what, lad, when you’ve had enough of chasing him up hill and down dale, you come and see me.’

I laughed as I drove off down the lane. It was a cracking April day, and nothing Walt said was going to spoil it. As the hedgerows flashed by, tinted with green, and here and there the white splash of a blackthorn in bloom, I thought yet again about what a good move I’d made, returning to North Yorkshire. I reminded myself that it wasn’t just the coming home to friends, family and fishing. It was about quality of life. Up here we had space, and we felt free to enjoy it – in safety. In fact, if I thought about it I’d say that our part of the world is as safe a place to live as you can find. Yes, there’s crime, same as there is everywhere. Whatever you read about happening in Leeds or Manchester or even London, sure, the same sort of stuff goes on here, but it’s all on a much lower scale – and a lower frequency. The only thing is, as a working copper, you never know what’s around the corner.

The inspector, Birdie, was just about to start his briefing as I hurried into the parade room. ‘Sorry, sir. Crossing gates,’ I said. He took his hand out of his pocket and looked at his watch. ‘There’s no train due at this hour, Mike, and you know it as well as I do. Now, take a seat. We’ve a bit to get through.’

It was the usual crew on my shift that afternoon. There was Ed, fresh from a spot of overtime on nights and stifling a yawn; Jayne, just back from her first-aid refresher course; Thommo – who’d been off sick the last fortnight and had his arm stretched out on the desk with a big white bandage for everyone to see; young Fordy, looking his usual eager self, pen poised over his notebook; and there was Chris Cocks, our regular desk sergeant, grinning at me as I stumbled over his legs and grabbed a seat.

‘I’ll start again,’ Birdie said, as I pulled out my notebook. ‘We’ve had some intelligence from our friends up north. Cleveland Police, and Northumbria, have been plagued by a gang – at least, they’re pretty sure it’s all the same gang – who’ve been committing a series of’ – Birdie was measuring his words – ‘relatively high-value non-residential burglaries. Shops, warehouses, supermarkets, those sorts of premises. They plan well, get in fast, and get away faster. They’re disabling alarms, and putting out the CCTV. So they’re not idiots. They’re well organised. And we’ve very little information on them as yet. However, what intelligence we have got leads us to think they consist of four or five members, all male, all white, all of them hardened criminals, all known to their local forces.’ He looked around the room. ‘And all of them willing to assault police officers.’

Thommo stirred in his seat and pursed his lips. If there was one thing that brought out the old beat bobby in him it was any sort of threat to the uniformed officer. He may be an idle, skiving so-and-so, I thought, but if some gang of burglars fancied having a go at me, he’s the man I’d want by my side.

‘Now,’ Birdie continued, ‘the point of all this is that we’ve reason to suspect that they’re planning to move into our area. Their modus operandi suggests that the sort of retail premises and warehouses we have in Ryedale might be attractive to them.’

‘You mean places that are isolated, sir?’ Fordy asked.

‘Isolated, not very well protected, certainly unattended at night. And of course they’ll be well aware that our resources are stretched to the absolute limit.’ He pulled out a sheaf of papers and passed them around. ‘You’ll see we have photographs of some of the suspects.’

I glanced at the pictures as Fordy passed them on to me. I saw that each suspect had a CRO number by his photograph, indicating that they had been in previous trouble with the police. Otherwise there was nothing remarkable about them. You see pictures like these on a daily basis and it’s virtually impossible to remember them all. You try to look for something distinctive, like a scar or a tattoo, a misshapen nose or a missing tooth, but as a rule they’re much of a muchness. These characters, however, did make one strong general impression on me. They looked nasty. Frightening, if you want the truth. Not the sort of people you want to meet when you’re on your own on a night shift.

‘Anyway.’ The inspector was wrapping it up now. ‘It seems that they’re pulling a job every week or two, generally at night. Oh, and they have a name. The Sunset Gang. Don’t ask me, but the Geordies came up with it. Something to do with them going out to work after dark.’

‘It was an advertisement, sir.’

‘I beg your pardon, Thompson?’

‘An advert. Used to be on the telly. There was a woman, washing her hair in a river, and lots of birds singing.’

Jayne was shoving her notebook in a kit-bag. ‘That was Sunsilk, you plonker,’ she muttered. ‘Even I remember that.’

‘Yes. Thank you, WPC Maddocks.’

As I went on my rounds that day I thought about how vulnerable we were to the sort of crime Birdie had outlined. It only took a couple of road traffic accidents, a punch-up outside a pub and a domestic incident of some sort, and that was our entire shift accounted for, leaving six hundred square miles of God’s own country to the mercy of thieves and burglars. And what if we were on our own, single-crewed, and got a call to say that this Sunset lot were in a warehouse somewhere and the alarm was going off? Would you want to confront them on your own?

The dangers were brought into sharp focus just a few days later. I’d come in for an early turn and the first person I bumped into was the sergeant off the night shift just ending. Pete was a tall, powerfully built lad, very capable of looking after himself, and always willing to take on the hard cases. But he’d come off second best this time. No doubt about that.

‘Christ,’ I said, ‘what happened to you, mate?’ He was sitting in a chair with a mug of coffee in one hand. The other was heavily taped, and he held it to his midriff as if protecting it. He had his tie off, his hair was all over the place, his uniform trousers were out at the knee, and his eyes were red and swollen.

‘Looks like I’ve established contact with that Sunset mob,’ he mumbled through swollen lips. ‘Bastards.’

‘What, were you on your own?’

‘No, I was with a WPC. From Scarborough. We were short-handed, so they sent her across to double up with me.’

What Pete went on to say brought home to me just how vulnerable we all are. It seemed they had got a call about two in the morning. The alarm had gone off at a warehouse just outside town. We all knew the place. One or two people had had a go at it over the years. It was known to store confectionery, cigarettes, booze – in large quantities. A natural target.

‘We were in town, just handy, so we rushed over and – bingo. Or so we thought. Side door open, van parked outside. Well, you know me...’

‘Oh yes, don’t we just.’

‘What was I going to do? Stand there and watch them take off with the loot? I had backup on the way and... well, you know how it is.’ He sipped his coffee, closing his eyes as the hot brew touched his lips, then carefully stretched his left leg out in front of him, wincing as he did so. ‘All I did was poke my torch inside...’

‘Don’t tell me...’

‘Aye, the buggers came swarming out.’ He dabbed at his eyes. ‘Frigging gassed me too. Knocked me flat and sprayed me right in the face.’

‘CS gas?’

He nodded.

‘That’s well out of order. I’ve never known that in this neck of the woods. Bloody outrageous.’

‘That’s what the Scarborough lass said. She got a faceful too.’

‘I take it the buggers got away?’

‘Oh hell, aye. We were in no fit state to give chase. It disorientates you. Totally. Plus the fact that they slammed us into the side of the building. By the time I could see anything they’d long gone.’

We were all shocked at Pete’s story. Shocked and angry. It struck me as a particularly audacious assault – and one that wouldn’t have been perpetrated by your run-of-the-mill local villains. And the realisation that this was probably the work of outsiders really stuck in the throat. Maybe we were jumping to conclusions, but the general consensus was that this was the Sunset Gang that Birdie had briefed us about.

They say it never rains but it pours. Hard on the heels of this incident came reports of a sudden rash of armed robberies around the area. I mean the wider area: Scarborough, Teesside and Humberside. But this wasn’t the work of a gang. This was an individual who carried a sawn-off shotgun. So far, he’d attacked two service stations and a small supermarket. And he was about to show his face on my patch.

I was back on nights. I got into work at a quarter to ten to find the station buzzing.

‘Have you heard?’

‘Heard what, Fordy?’

‘Armed robbery, mate. Out at Staxton. Your Country Watch bloke.’

‘Jack? At the all-night place?’

‘That’s the one. By the roundabout there.’

‘He’s not been hurt, has he?’

‘No, he’s okay; but he was held up. Early hours this morning. Sawn-off shotgun.’

‘Shit, I was there last night – on my two-to-ten shift. Sat there supping tea and saying how quiet it was. What time did it happen?’

‘About two, according to Cocksy. Sounds like that mad bastard we’ve been hearing about.’

‘Has to be. You’re with me tonight, aren’t you?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Right, I’ll give Jack a bell. Soon as things quieten down we’ll get ourselves across there.’

Before we set off I had a word with Chris on the desk. ‘What have we got on this armed robber?’

‘Nothing concrete, but what information there is points to a lad from the Sunderland area. He’s well-known up there. History of violence. CID and the Intelligence Unit are trying to build a clearer picture. Sounds like a bit of a loose cannon.’

‘You mean crazy.’

‘Unpredictable, Mike.’

‘Well, let’s hope the ARV boys are around if we need them.’

It was an odd feeling, walking across the yard with Fordy, wearing my body armour. A lot of officers wear it routinely. I don’t. I find it uncomfortable – restrictive – and generally leave it in the back of the car. But with a nutter like this on the loose I wasn’t going to take any chances, even though I doubted how effective it was. The body armour we had at that time was stab-resistant, but not a lot else. The best you could say was that if a shotgun was fired at you from a distance it might offer limited protection. Mind, it was an improvement on the ballistic clipboard we were issued with in our early days in the Met. That was about as much use as a chocolate fireguard. This stuff – well, whatever I thought about it, I had little choice but to put it on and hope for the best: we’d just had a letter from on high, reminding us that failure to wear our protective equipment on duty could reduce any insurance claim in the event of death or injury.

‘Times like this I wouldn’t mind carrying a gun,’ Fordy said as we drove out onto Old Maltongate. He was waiting for a response. ‘I mean, to protect myself.’

It’s a divisive issue, the arming of the ordinary police officer on the beat. Some are for it, some are rigidly opposed. Personally, I wouldn’t have a problem, but by and large I don’t feel it’s necessary to my personal safety on a day-to-day basis. Not in our neck of the woods anyway. There have certainly been situations when I wished I’d had one, sure there have, but then of course you have to ask yourself the question: How would you feel about using it? About actually having to shoot somebody? It’s not a thing you’d do lightly.

‘I know how you feel,’ I said, and left it at that. Then I handed him the car keys. ‘Here, you can drive. I’ve got a call to make on the mobile.’

Jack picked up right away. ‘Now then,’ I said. ‘Where are you?’

‘Behind the counter, Mike. Where else?’

‘Bloody hell, mate. I thought you’d be at home. You all right?’

‘Oh, not so bad. Bit jumpy, like.’

‘Couldn’t you have taken the night off?’

‘Come on, Mike. That ain’t my style. You fall off your bike, you get straight back on it, don’t you?’

‘Okay, we’ll be over in an hour or two.’ I switched the phone off and turned to Fordy, who was just taking us out onto Old Maltongate. ‘Always a good idea to fly the flag.’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘You know, show your face. Give your support. And who knows, if any villains are watching for an opportunity to do a follow-up raid, at least we’ve let ’em know we’re about.’

I think we both felt edgy. Once you know that you’ve got an armed robber on the loose you’re never going to relax. And of course, lurking in the background, or so it seemed, was this Sunset lot. They could break cover at any point. At times like these you’re on full alert, totally focused and switched on.

We were fortunate that evening. Town was quiet, as indeed were we. Neither of us was saying a lot. I don’t know what was going through young Fordy’s mind but I kept thinking about Jack. He was one of my most loyal and diligent Country Watch members. Always willing to turn out on patrol. He’d spent many a night parked up in some layby watching the ‘crime corridor’ as our senior management team liked to call it – it’s the A64 to you and me – and suddenly he finds himself, dead of night, on his own, staring down the barrel of a gun. It’s frightening enough when you’re trained for it. First time it happened to me was when I kicked down a door in South London and found myself face to face with a youth, high as a kite on crack cocaine, pointing a sawn-off shotgun in my face. Not a nice feeling. Not a nice weapon. And not a very nice youth either. When they take a gun like that and saw the barrel off they only have one thing on their mind. It’s not just what you’d think – to make the weapon easier to conceal; it’s also to make it more lethal. At a distance, a shotgun will hurt you but you’ve a good chance of surviving. Up close, with the barrel cut back to nothing, they’ll kill you. Simple as that. The pellets have no time to spread out. They just punch a large hole, straight through you.

As we made a final turn through the deserted streets of town, Fordy turned on the windscreen wipers. ‘Just what we need,’ I said. ‘A nice drop of rain. That’ll send any miscreants scuttling for cover. Come on, let’s get ourselves over to Jack’s place.’

Jack was, as he put it, shaken not stirred. ‘Didn’t see any point in staying off,’ he said. ‘Mind, this time last night I was wondering whether I’d ever see home again. Like a bloody horror movie, it was.’

‘I bet.’

‘He come in wearing a baseball cap and a scarf round his face. All I could see was his eyes. I knew it was trouble, but Christ – it happened so fast. I was just sat at the till here, reading my paper. Saw this car come in, but instead of filling up he drove straight through, into the Little Chef there. I never thought owt of it. Next thing he’s leaned across the counter pointing the gun at me. “Get the money out the till. Now! Don’t f***ing mess with me or you’re f***ing dead!”’

Fordy was shaking his head. ‘You must’ve been frightened half to death.’

‘I tell you what, mate, I was angry, that’s what I was. Handing over cash to a piece of scum like that? He was only a little bugger too. If he hadn’t had his gun, why, I’d have taken him out with one punch. No, mate, I got frightened afterwards, when I rang the wife. Then I started thinking about what could’ve happened. That’s when I felt the fear, mate. That’s when the old hand started shaking.’

‘But how did he get in in the first place?’ I said.

‘Through t’door, what else?’

‘Thought you locked it at night. Served ’em through the little hatch there.’

‘I do now, Mike. But to tell you the truth I like a bit of company. They’re more likely to stop and chat if they can come inside. Kills a bit of time. I mean, it gets pretty deadly here after about midnight. You’re always hoping somebody’ll call in.’

‘Careful what you wish for, eh?’ Fordy said.

‘Anyway, go on,’ I said, ‘you gave this fellow the cash, then what?’

‘Well, I only had a hundred quid or so. I hand that over, then he starts shouting at me for cigs. I gave him a few packs, maybe a dozen. He grabs ’em, and next thing he’s backing out the door pointing the bloody weapon at me. Trust me, if he’d lowered that gun I would’ve been at him. I could feel it rising in me. Cheeky little sod. Anyway, he shot off to the car and I dashed to the door. Got the number. Then I called your lot. Course, by the time the traffic car got here he was well away.’

We called back on Jack a couple more times during the night. He never asked us to, but somehow it didn’t seem right to leave him there on his own. We even got the traffic lads to drop by, plus a Filey crew. So when we called in at five o’clock for a last check there were six of us all stood around supping coffee, and the first customers of the day were coming in wondering what the hell was going off.

I got back home about six thirty that morning. Ann was still in bed. I took Henry for a walk down through the woods and around the fields. At least I went for a walk; he hared about like a mad thing. I had him on the long lead, but he still managed to get into the little beck and cover his legs in mud as he came crashing through the undergrowth. By the time I’d untangled him and got back home, Ann was up and dressed and eating toast. I told her the tale about Jack.

And that’s another thing I’d been enjoying since she moved in – having someone to unload to. Many a time I’ve driven home exhausted, emotionally wrung out after attending a nasty accident, perhaps a fatality, or dealing with a violent offender, and having nobody to talk to. It’s the sort of scenario that drives some officers to the bottle. So even though Ann was on her way out, it was a relief to be able to give her the bare outline of what had happened. She was shocked. ‘It’s just not what people are used to,’ she said. ‘It’s not the sort of thing that happens out in the country.’

When I went up to bed I was still thinking about the probable reverberations. Word would have spread like wildfire; any time now my Country Watch people would be calling me; the media would have a field day. And we would be under pressure, as a force, to ‘do something about it’ and ‘get it sorted’.

I was awoken by the phone. It was the duty sergeant. ‘Mike, hope I didn’t get you out of bed?’

I looked at my watch. Just turned one. I’d had five hours, roughly. ‘Go on,’ I said. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘Look, I know you’re still on nights, but can you get yourself down here for the late turn? We’ve had a tipoff. We think we’ve located that armed robber. The Staxton job.’

‘Brilliant, mate.’ I was out of bed and squirming into my T-shirt and shorts. ‘Where is he?’

‘The information is he’s in a flat in Scarborough. We’re getting a firearms team together. We, er – we need your door-opening skills.’

‘Give me thirty minutes,’ I said. ‘No, make that twenty.’ Breakfast could wait, but I needed to get showered before I hit the road.

People think that beating a door in is easy. It certainly is in the films. One good kick, or a shoulder-charge, and they’re matchwood. Wouldn’t it be nice? In reality there’s a fair bit of science goes into gaining access through a locked door. It’s one thing breaking a lock, but you’d be surprised how hard it can be to get the door actually to open – and quickly – so that you can gain access. Because speed is of the essence. If you’ve got an armed suspect on the other side you’ve got to be in like Flynn, before they have a chance to realise what’s happening and grab their weapon. The element of surprise is crucial. So breaking the door in is a job for a trained officer, which was why they’d called me in. As part of my training for the TSG, the Met’s riot police, I’d been taught a number of door-opening techniques, using various pieces of equipment.

I put my uniform on, slapped a piece of ham between two slices of bread, and drove into town. The team had gathered at Scarborough, but I had to call in at Malton to collect my gear, starting with my door opener. This was a piece of real high-tech equipment. Well, that’s what I told the lads. Basically it was a solid metal cylinder about four or five inches in diameter, with a handle at each side so that it could be operated by a single person, or two working together. As I picked it up and heaved it into the back of the car, it reminded me of Algy’s cannon, the one he’d fired off to see in the new year that time. It was the same size, but a bright, fire-engine red. I also packed my goggles and a pair of heavy-duty leather gauntlets to protect myself against splinters of wood or shards of broken glass – again, not the sort of thing you’d see a copper using in the movies. But then those actors, they’re tougher than us. And better looking.

I was driving an unmarked car, standard practice for an operation like this. We keep a couple at Malton, both equipped with blue lights and a siren, and of course the police radio, but all of that’s hidden from view. I was just loading up when one of the late-shift PCs drove into the yard in his patrol car. ‘What’s going off?’ he asked.

‘Can’t tell you, mate. Sorry.’

‘Not that armed robber, is it?’

‘They never told me, bud.’

You don’t like acting coy, but you expect your fellow officers to understand that some jobs can’t be talked about, especially when you’re liaising with personnel from another station. And he got the message. He wouldn’t be offended. Loose lips sink ships, as the saying goes.

As I drove along the A64 I found myself going over the various possible scenarios. You always do when you’re going to a job where you might be putting yourself in danger. You can’t help it. This was going to be the first time I’d worked with the North Yorkshire Police Firearms Team. Part of me was excited. You can’t help that either. This was, after all, why I joined the force: for excitement, to capture the bad guys and bring them to justice. But at the same time I was apprehensive. You never know how these things will go. And when firearms are involved the risks are high – for all of us. Back in the Met I’d been on numerous operations with SO19, their crack firearms team. Those guys were one hundred per cent professional. They dealt with armed suspects on a daily basis. Here in North Yorkshire a live firearms incident is a rarity. So how experienced were the team? How would they cope?

I arrived at Scarborough nick, parked in the covered station car park, left the battering ram in the boot, and took the lift to the top floor. I headed for what is now the conference room, but used to be a bar where officers could pop in and unwind after work. A dog handler sat in the corner with his German shepherd lying at his feet. A firearms team of six had been mustered, with a sergeant in charge. They had been pulled together from three different ARV units across the force. I recognised one or two of them. They were sitting round a large table with maps of the town spread out in front of them, and a plan of the building where the suspect was supposed to be. The mood was almost jovial, which took me by surprise at first; but then I thought back to my Met days, and the way we’d always have a bit of a laugh and a joke when we were about to go on a dangerous operation. You know you’re not kidding anyone, least of all yourself, but it helps to relieve the tension. God knows what it was like for the firearms lads, all kitted up in their dark overalls and boots, with their gun belts around their hips. They were wearing their handguns but of course in the vehicle they’d have their stubby Heckler and Koch semi-automatics. I couldn’t help making comparisons with the way it had been in the Met. Their teams worked together all the time on such operations. They knew each other inside out. They would unwind together after a day’s work. They had the confidence you gain from that depth of experience, that close co-operation, that team spirit, built up over months and years. In a place like North Yorkshire, where a firearm incident is a rare and headline-grabbing event, the lads just wouldn’t have bonded the way you do when you’re training and working together every day.

Just as I was introducing myself the inspector arrived from Harrogate, and with him came the Tac advisor, a specialist who would advise on the tactics best suited to a given situation.

‘Right,’ said the inspector. ‘I’ll be taking charge on the ground, but I’ll be liaising by phone with the force senior officer who is on the late turn at York.’ He gave us a name, but it meant nothing to me. ‘She’ll be making the final decisions – because she’ll be carrying the can if things go wrong.’

The question was, how best to achieve the desired outcome? ‘Our information,’ said the inspector, ‘is that intelligence has linked a number of armed robberies over the past few weeks with one individual. You’ll all be aware of him from your own local briefings. We have images, a possible ID, and we’re satisfied that we have good information that this individual is now located in a top-floor flat at the building marked on the map there, close to the town centre. We also believe that the vehicle with which he has been linked is parked a couple of streets away. Also marked on the map.’ He prodded at it with his pen. ‘We currently have in place armed obs on both the vehicle and the front door.’

I looked around me. The firearms boys were quiet and still, concentrating on what the inspector was saying. He leaned over the map.

‘Okay then, the building is a Victorian terraced house; three floors and a basement. You’ll proceed to within a hundred yards of the premises in an unmarked van – the late-turn sergeant is getting one now – and then approach on foot. Late-turn officers will cordon off the area around the building – here.’ He pointed to the spot with his forefinger. ‘We’ve got keys to the main front door. You’ll enter together, proceed to the top floor where PC Pannett’ – he nodded at me – ‘will force entry. Once he’s done his stuff we’ll aim to talk the suspect out. If that doesn’t work we’ll send a dog in.’ He referred to his papers once more. ‘Mike, the door is a normal wooden-panelled job with a single Yale lock.’

Yes, I was thinking, but what about bolts? I wasn’t going to take anything for granted.

The inspector continued with his briefing. ‘Just remember, everybody, this is an extremely violent individual. He could be facing twenty-five years inside. He may well be thinking that he has little to lose.’

He was silent for a moment. We knew what he was saying. Up on the wall the clock’s hand ticked forward. I looked around the table again. No one was joking now, least of all the ARV boys. I say boys: they did look very young. A lot was resting on their shoulders. Not only had they got to ensure the safety of the public, their fellow officers and themselves in the face of an armed and potentially murderous criminal, but they also had at all times to maintain the strictest professional standards. Carrying a gun may give you a measure of security, but it doesn’t give you licence to blast away the minute you come face to face with a villain. I’ve said it before: it’s not like on the telly. If the worst comes to the worst and you have to discharge your weapon, for whatever reason and whatever the outcome, you will most likely be suspended from duty and put under investigation just as if you have committed a criminal act. These lads were well aware of that, and to me that was a measure of their courage; that they would go after an armed criminal knowing that if they got it wrong they could, in the worst-case scenario, end up in the dock, facing prison for unlawful killing. I didn’t envy them.

‘Are we all set then?’ asked the inspector. We all nodded. ‘Right, RVP in the car park in ten minutes.’ Just time for a last visit to the toilet, then.

In the car park the firearms boys changed into their protective outer clothing. Fighter pilot meets riot police: guns on hips, helmets with visors and built-in microphones. All I had on was my body armour and the usual uniform. Except today I wore my black rainproof jacket rather than the standard-issue fluorescent one. I took my trusty battering ram from the boot. ‘Who’s gonna carry this?’ I asked.

‘You’re not in the Met now, Pannett,’ one of the lads said. ‘You carry your own tackle.’

‘Bloody hell!’ I said. ‘We used to have a man assigned to t’job. I mean, I’m the star man, me. The striker. You don’t want me staggering into the penalty area all out of breath, do you?’ No answer. I picked the ram up and carried it across to the unmarked hire van, grinning as I heaved it into the back and climbed in with the others.

It only took three or four minutes to get to the rendezvous point, a street or two away from the target house. We parked up next to an ambulance that had been brought in on standby. Not far away I could see the uniformed shift officers, in place and ready to stop any vehicles or pedestrians from entering the area. We got out of the van and moved forward in a line, the firearms team first, then me with the door enforcer on my shoulder, and finally the dog handler. God knows what we looked like. There was a single onlooker, a middle-aged man at his open front door, holding a Tesco bag. He stood there frowning and watched us troop past.

We walked quickly along the side of the building, almost breaking into a trot. When we got to the front the lead man took out the key and opened the communal entrance, a big heavy door with panels and an old brass knocker. We followed him in, our rubber-soled boots squeaking on the tiled hallway floor. All the while I was thinking about the door to the flat. I was hoping that the intelligence was correct and it would go in easily. If we’d had more time to plan this I would have done a recce. I enjoy those. It’s real cops-and-robbers stuff. Subterfuge. One time I got hold of an electricity company ID card, knocked on the door and had a good look around inside before telling the occupant I must have got the wrong address. A few days later when I broke the door in and arrested him for dealing in heroin he looked at me and said ‘Don’t I know you?’.

We were on the third floor now, moving forward quietly. The firearms boys had their guns at the ready as they glided smoothly around corners. My heart was thumping now – and not just from lugging the ram up those stairs. We were approaching the door of the flat, with just two more steps to mount. The lead guy gestured me to the front with his hand. I crept forward and inspected the lock. It looked easy enough. Bending down, I reached out a hand and pushed gently but firmly at the bottom to make sure there was no bolt on the other side, then did the same at the top. I closed one eye and checked down the crack between the door and the frame for any mortise locks. Nothing, just the Yale about a foot above the handle. I turned to look at the lead firearms man, raising an enquiring eyebrow. He nodded. I gestured for him to step back a foot or so, then lifted the ram up over my shoulder, leaned right back, took a deep breath and put everything into a huge swing. If this didn’t work I’d be straight onto the hinges.

Wallop! I’d bust clean through the lock and removed the top half of the flimsy wooden panelling.

‘POLICE! POLICE! Armed police! Show yourself with your hands in the air!’

As the remains of the door swung open I was bundled aside and almost thrown to the floor as the first two lads sprang forward, locking their shields to block the doorway. Two other firearms officers leaned across the top of the makeshift barricade, pointing their weapons into the flat.

A single lightbulb illuminated the little hallway and the opening into the living room. There was no movement, no sound, just a fridge humming in the background. We stood for a few seconds, listening, waiting, sweating.

‘Armed police! Show yourself!’ Still no response. The team held their position for what seemed like several minutes and repeated the challenge. Still nothing. Nobody moved; nobody said a word.

Finally we heard the firearms sergeant updating the inspector by radio. No, he was saying, we had not ‘engaged the subject’.

‘Right,’ he said, ‘let’s have the dog in here.’ The handler moved forward with the German shepherd. He knew what he had to do and he was clearly anxious about it. He was patting the back of the dog’s head, reassuring it. This was his colleague, his friend, his oppo. And he was about to send it into a flat to confront a man armed with a gun. But to the dog this situation might as well have been just another game. It looked intelligent and alert, eyes fixed on the handler, ears pricked forward and its hind legs quivering with anticipation, waiting for the command. But first his handler gave out another warning.

‘Police dog and handler. Show yourself or I’ll send the dog in.’

Still no reply. People don’t realise how deliberate and painstaking this kind of operation is. You give a suspect every chance – and you protect your team. All the way.

‘Police dog and handler, show yourself.’ At a sign from the handler the dog barked to reinforce the message.

Silence. The dog was now like a coiled spring, looking up at its handler, eager to do what it was trained to do.

The Armed Response officer nodded and the handler released the dog and whispered, ‘Find him.’

The dog ran forward into the hallway and disappeared into the living room. Still there was nothing, just the sound of its paws click-clicking and slipping on the vinyl flooring as it sniffed into every corner. When an empty beer can clattered to the floor I braced myself, fully expecting a shot to ring out at any moment. But it was just the dog, nosing around. I was crouched low down, trying to relax the muscles in my leg, but failing.

The dog returned to the hallway and looked at the handler. He gestured with open hands for the dog to return to him, then turned to the firearms sergeant. ‘It’s clear,’ he said.

‘You sure?’

‘Sure as I can be. No indication given. He’s a reliable dog.’ He moved back from the door a little way down the corridor, where he knelt and tousled the dog’s head. Both of them then resumed a standby position, eyes fixed on the door. The handler was probably praying that the dog had got it right. If the dog had missed the suspect and he had wrongly given the all-clear, he would be putting his colleagues at risk when they entered. But that wasn’t going to happen until the inspector had been consulted by radio.

The whole operation was tightly controlled, with the important decisions being made by the late-turn senior officer. Only when she gave the go-ahead did the firearms team move slowly into the flat to begin their search. The silence that followed made my heart pound as hard as if we’d been in action. From the outside I could hear furniture being moved around, and the shouts of ‘Clear’ as each room was searched in turn. Eventually they returned to the hallway, beckoning me to come inside.

‘The bird has flown – if he was ever here,’ the sergeant said.

‘He was here okay – or someone was.’ I was in the kitchen with my hand on the kettle. ‘This is still warm.’

In the living room a rising sash window was half open. I leaned out and looked around. ‘Sarge?’ I said. He came over to the window. I pointed across the garden to where a uniformed officer could be seen in his fluorescent jacket, just a street away.

The sergeant swore. ‘Plain as bloody day. No wonder matey disappeared.’

‘Christ. Thought we’d sorted those cordons out.’

‘Might as well have sent him a bloody telegram telling him we were on our way,’ someone said.

While we stood there, taking in what had happened, the CID arrived with a search warrant and went through the premises looking for anything connected with the armed robberies. I could feel the tension go out of my body. Disappointed we may have been, but the immediate danger was past. And my job was done – or should I say my involvement was over. The last thing I heard on the scene was the sergeant radioing all the officers we had around the area.

‘Yeah, suspect believed to have escaped through the window and made off across the rooftops.’ That meant there was a good chance he was still in the area. ‘So we’ll take no chances. We’ve got the Humberside police helicopter on its way. We’ll continue the search when it gets here.’

I lugged the battering ram wearily back down the three flights of stairs, out the front, and along the road to the van.

You always go over these things afterwards. You ask yourself what lesson could be learned, what you would have done differently. There was only one answer in this case: be more discreet. If there was a single crumb of comfort to be taken from that cock-up, it was that nobody had got hurt. On the other hand, we still had an armed robber on the loose. That was not a good feeling.

Back at Scarborough nick we had the usual debriefing session. It was a sombre affair. You feel angry, frustrated, a little bit stupid. You can’t wait for it to be wound up. The conclusion was that the firearms team had done a good job but had been let down by the uniformed officers being clearly visible – and of course the poor positioning of the cordons. There was no getting away from the fact that the local inspector had stationed them too close to the target address.

So – a painful lesson for him. But this is why you have debriefing sessions, to learn from your mistakes and iron things out for the future. The blessing in this case was that the cop I’d seen from the window hadn’t been used as target practice by the suspect.

It was past midnight by the time I got back to Keeper’s Cottage. Ann was fast asleep and due up at five for an early turn. I let Henry out and was soon kicking myself as he disappeared into the distance. It was a full half an hour later when I slipped into our nice warm bed – to be greeted by Ann grumbling sleepily about my cold feet.

She’d already left by the time I woke up next morning, so I didn’t hang about. I wanted to get into work early. I was still on edge, still angry about that cock-up at Scarborough. I felt as if I had unfinished business. But the look on Chris Cocks’s face when I walked into the station was a joy to behold. He was grinning from ear to ear, and he had his thumbs up. ‘We’ve got him,’ he said.

‘What, here?’ I said.

‘No, no. Northumbria police. Sounds a bit hairy. He pulled another job, took off in his car, but they spotted him and gave chase. Reckless bastard, he took a pop at them.’

‘Bloody hell. Anyone hurt?’

‘No. Could’ve been nasty though. Thankfully, he crashed the car.’

‘What happened to him?’

‘Survived – unfortunately. Knocked unconscious and woke up to find four firearms boys pointing their guns at him.’

‘I tell you what, Chris, it makes you wonder what he would have done – I mean, what if we’d cornered him in that flat?’

‘Forget it, Mike. All that matters is he’s banged up now.’

‘Well, let’s hope they throw the bloody book at ’im. I know what I’d give the little...’

‘I know what you mean, Mike. Let’s hope the court feels the same. We’ve done our bit. Now it’s up to them.’

‘Aye but sometimes the sentence doesn’t quite seem to reflect the crime.’

‘No. Don’t even think about it. Just make yourself useful and get that kettle on.’
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