
Stuart McLean 

The Jonah 

 

I hate this man. 

He sits on a wooden chair, his elbows resting against the table.  His fingers form a 

steeple under his chin.  He is skinny and pasty-faced, impeccably dressed in a grey suit.  His 

beard is neatly trimmed; there isn’t a hair out of place.  He looks calm, oozing with 

confidence.  And I hate him.  

 The room is bare, apart from the table and two chairs.  The walls are plain; a layer of 

beige paint covering rough brickwork.  There is no natural light; the room is lit by a single 

light bulb hanging from the ceiling.  The heat is stifling.  A layer of sweat plasters my shirt 

against my skin.  Every time I breathe the warm air sucks into my lungs like liquid. 

 The chair scrapes against the linoleum floor as I sit and face him.  He meets my gaze, 

unconcerned. 

 “Okay,” I say.  “Let’s get the preliminaries out of the way.  Name?” 

 “David Randall,” he replies.  “Doctor David Randall.”  He draws out the word doctor, 

like I’m supposed to be impressed.  “And what do I call you?” 

 “You don’t.  Have you been told your rights?” 

 “My what?  Oh, I see.  You mean the whole ‘right to remain silent’ bit, don’t you?”  

He waves a hand dimissively.  “Yes, yes, that’s fine.  We can assume I know my rights.” 

 “And have you asked for a lawyer to be present?” 

 “A lawyer?  Lord, no.” 

 “All right, then let’s do this.”  I take a pad from my pocket.  It is filled with scribbled 

notes.  I flip through a few pages.  “Can you account for your movements on the night of 

July the seventh?” 

 “What year?” he asks. 

 I bang the pad against the table.  The slap resonates through the room. 
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“Don’t try to be funny.” 

 “I’m not.  It’s just…”  The sentence trails away unfinished.  “Okay, July seventh.  No 

idea where I was.  Can’t remember at all.  How about you?” 

 I ignore the jibe.  “Were you anywhere in the area of Mercer Street, down by the 

harbour?” 

 “Nope,” he replied. 

 “I thought you said you couldn’t remember where you were that night?” 

 “Ah, touché.  You’ve got me there.  I’ll rephrase my answer.  I don’t know where I 

was, but as far as I know I wasn’t anywhere near the harbour.  Is that clear enough?” 

 I run a finger around my collar, pulling the fabric away from my neck, trying to let in 

some air against my skin.  I am roasting.  Randall, on the other hand, looks cool.  He is barely 

sweating. 

 “I know you were there,” I tell him. 

 “Really?” 

 “Yes, really.” 

 He shrugs his shoulders.  I have never seen anyone so relaxed.  He has no alibi, and 

yet he doesn’t seem at all bothered.  That worries me. 

 “Tell me about Lynne Parker,” I say.  “Did you know her personally, or was she just a 

random victim?” 

 “Ah, Lynne Parker.  Now we’re getting somewhere.  Why don’t you talk to me about 

her?” 

 “Christ, you think this is a game?  You getting off on this?  Turn you on, would it, 

hearing me describe what you did?” 

 He shook his head.  “No, not at all.  I’m just trying to understand.  Why don’t you get 

to the point?  Tell me exactly what this is about.” 

 “I’m asking the questions.” 
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 “Yes, and I’m not understanding them, am I?  Please, tell me.  I think it would       

help – both of us.” 

 We stare at each other across the table.  I chew at the inside of my cheek, fighting 

the rage that grows inside me.  I take a hold of my anger, locking it down tight.  I will not 

lose control, I tell myself.  This is too important. 

 “All right,” I say.  I flick through my notebook.  “Lynne Parker was twenty-nine years 

old.  A wife and mother.  Had a ten year old kid.”  I glance at Randall, looking for a reaction.  

Nothing. 

I continue.  “She worked as a waitress down at one of the harbourside restaurants.  

On July seventh she was walking home from work and someone attacked her.  From the 

bruises around her neck we reckon that the attacker came up behind her, grabbing her by 

the throat, and dragging her into a dark alley.  She was raped.  Then, the rapist killed her.  

Stabbed her seven times, left her bleeding to death in the street.  Of course, you know all 

this don’t you?” 

“Go on.”  

“She wasn’t discovered until early the next morning.  A trawlerman was heading 

down to the docks, stumbled over her in the dark.  Course, by that time she’d been dead 

several hours.  We canvassed the whole town, interviewed everyone.  Nobody saw 

anything.  The Crime Scene boys went over every inch of that street.  They didn’t find a 

thing.  Zip.  It was like the killer was a bloody ghost.  Locals say she was killed by a Jonah.” 

 “Ah, I wondered where the name came from.  What’s that mean, then?” 

“It’s an old sailor’s superstition.  A Jonah.  A bringer of bad luck.  Complete 

codswallop, of course.  Her killer’s a man, flesh and blood.  As real as me or you.  Particularly 

you.”  I point my pen at him.  He doesn’t react. 

 “So you think I’m this Jonah?” asks Randall.  He still looks calm.  He has listened to 

me tell of the death of Lynne Parker without a trace of emotion.   

 “I know you are,” I reply.  “You killed her.” 

 “And why do you think that?” 
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 “We found the knife,” I reply.  “Your fingerprints are all over it.  We’ve got a witness 

places your car in the area at the time of the murder.  And then there’s the little matter of 

the bloody rag we dug out of your back garden.  To be frank, with all this evidence piling up, 

it ain’t looking good for you.” 

 “I see.  And all of this evidence has only just come to light, has it?  I mean, she was 

killed, how long ago?”  He pauses, as if waiting for me to respond.  I keep quiet.  I am getting 

tired of his games.  “Okay, well, let’s just say it’s been a while.  But now, you’re telling me 

that all of this evidence has suddenly appeared out of nowhere.  Rather neat, don’t you 

think?” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “Oh, come on.  All this time without a break in the case.  Then, all of a sudden you 

get this mountain of evidence that blows it all wide open.  How very fortunate.” 

He looks so smug.  There is the trace of a smile on his face, the faintest flicker of 

amusement in his eyes.   

 “What’re you saying?” I asked through gritted teeth. 

 “All this new evidence against me, you must be laughing.” 

 I bang my fist on the table.  “A woman died.  Nobody’s laughing, except maybe you.” 

 “And you.  I mean, it’s your big chance, isn’t it?  Your one shot at being a hero.  You 

get to avenge the death of the poor girl that nobody else remembers.  Bring her killer to 

justice.  Lay her ghost to rest.   God, you must be loving it.” 

 “Shut up,” I warn him.  

 “You’re finally going to get the chance to be a knight in shining armour, to save the 

damsel.”  His lips curl into a smile.  “I’m right, aren’t I?  Go on, admit it.  You want this more 

than anything.  Talk about a wet dream come true…” 

 It’s too much.  I rise, sidestepping the table, and launch myself at Randall, grabbing 

him by the collar and wrenching him out of his chair.  I propel him backwards, his feet 

stumbling against the linoleum floor, and slam him against the wall.  The back of my hand 

slaps against his face.  He cries out. 
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 Behind me, I can hear the door open.  I glance over my shoulder.  There is a man 

standing in the doorway.  Big and heavyset, with closely cropped hair.  I don’t recognise him.  

Just another faceless grunt in a blue uniform. 

 “Jesus,” he mutters.  He races across the room, pulling me away from Randall.  

“Come on,” he says.  “Calm down.” 

 I shrug off his hands.  “Yeah, yeah, okay.  I’m calm.” 

 I take several deep breaths.  Randall leans against the wall.  His face is pale.  A trickle 

of blood leaves his right nostril and drips onto his shirt.  Damn it.  I shouldn’t have let him 

get to me like that. 

 “Are you okay?” the man asks. 

 “Fine,” Randall mutters.  He wipes his nose with the sleeve of his jacket. 

 “All right, Constable,” I say.  “Everything’s okay.  I’m not going to kill him.  You can 

leave.” 

 “Sir?” he asks.  The question is directed at Randall. 

 “Yes,” Randall replies.  “I’m okay.  You can leave us.” 

 “Are you sure?” 

Randall nods his head. 

“Jesus,” I shout, “Just get out will you?” 

 “Okay, if you’re sure.”  The man backs out of the room and shuts the door. 

 I point to the chair.  “Right, sit down.” 

 Randall drops onto his chair.   I do the same, watching as he wipes a bloody streak 

onto the sleeve of his jacket.  I pull a handkerchief from my pocket and toss it across the 

table.  “Thank you,” he says.  He dabs at his face. 

 I can feel the sweat running down my back, soaking into the seat of my pants.  The 

air is thick and sticky.  It seems to envelop me.  My breathing is laboured, ragged.  I feel like I 

am drowning. 
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 I know I’ve blown it, losing my temper like that.  Only, Randall doesn’t react.  He just 

sits there, calmly mopping blood from his nose.  Most suspects would be clamouring for a 

brief about now.  Instead, he says, “Shall we continue?” 

 I open my notebook, taking a moment to read through a few pages.  Trying to regain 

my composure.  “What were you doing at the harbour the night Lynne Parker was killed?”  

He doesn’t reply.  “And don’t try to deny it.  We’ve got a witness that saw your car parked 

on the dockside.” 

 He still doesn’t reply.  He shakes his head and says, “This isn’t getting us anywhere, is 

it?  I’ve got a better idea.  Give me a pen.  And your notebook.” 

 “What?” 

 “I’m going to make you a deal.”  He grins.  “An offer you can’t refuse.” 

  “I don’t make deals.” 

 “You’ll like this one.  Give me a pen and paper and I’ll write you a full confession.  I’ll 

put my name to it, sign it.  Wrap it up in a nice little bow for you.  How does that sound?” 

 “And the catch?” 

 “All you have to do is answer three questions of mine.” 

 I don’t like the sound of this.  The bastard’s up to something, playing with me.  But, 

he’s right.  It’s an offer to good to refuse.  I hand over the pad and pen. 

 “Good.  My first question is this; tell me your name.” 

 “I don’t have time for games.” 

 “No games,” he says.  “Your name?” 

 “Mike Parker,” I tell him. 

 He raises his eyebrows.  A smirk tugs at the corner of his mouth.  “Mike Parker,” he 

says.  “Well, well.  Isn’t that interesting?  Got the same name as the murder victim.  Could 

be a coincidence, I suppose, if you believe in coincidences.  Or maybe you’re related.” 

 “She was my…”  I bite my tongue.  Screw him.  It’s none of his business. 
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 He waits for me to continue, but I’m saying nothing.  We stare at one another in 

silence.  There is no noise apart from the sound of our breathing.  Finally, he relents. 

 “Second question.  When was she killed?” 

 That’s an easy one.  “I already told you, July, seventh.” 

 He leans forward, rubbing one hand against his chin.  “Yes, but what year?” 

 I pull at my shirt, trying to feel some relief by lifting the sodden sweat-filled cloth 

away from my skin. 

 “What year?” he repeats. 

 The walls feel unbearably close.  I am now struggling to breathe. 

 “It’s a simple question,” he says.  “What year was she killed?” 

 “Eighty three.” 

 He leans back.  His face is triumphant.  “Nineteen eighty three.  Wow, that’s nearly 

thirty years ago.  So, you must’ve been, what, ten years old?” 

 I don’t reply.  

 “Last question.  Where were you, the night she was killed?” 

 “I was at home.” 

 “Doing what?” 

 Sweat stings my eyes.  I feel exhausted.  I don’t even have enough energy to hate 

him any more.  I just want to lie down.  “I’ve answered your questions,” I snap.  “Now write 

the bloody confession.” 

 “Not good enough.  What were you doing at home?” 

 “Nothing,” I tell him.  “Just watching telly.  Waiting.” 

 “Waiting?  For who?” 

 “Shut up.” 
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 “Who were you waiting for?”  He almost shouts the question at me.  For the first 

time, he seems agitated, throwing his words at me so forcefully I can’t ignore their impact.  

He repeats, “Who were you waiting for?” 

 “I’ve had enough of this.” 

 “Answer the question, damn it.” 

 “My mother.  All right, I was waiting for my mother.” 

 “And that would be Lynne Parker, right?” 

I can’t take this any more.  I jump up.  My chair falls backwards, clattering against the 

floor.  I run for the door, grabbing desperately at the handle and flinging it open.  Outside, 

the guy in the blue uniform stands guard.  He reaches out a thick arm, barring my path. 

 “Whoa there,” he says. 

 I try to push past.  He holds me back, wrapping his arm against my chest.  I struggle, 

but he is too strong.  “Let me go,” I complain. 

 Doctor Randall appears at my side.  “Come on, Mister Parker” he says.  “This is good.  

We’re getting somewhere.  Okay, Wilson, you can let him go.” 

 I stop struggling.  The man in the uniform releases me.  He pushes me gently towards 

the wall, one hand against my chest, making it clear that he’ll stop me if I try to run.  I look 

him over.  He is wearing a blue uniform, but he’s not a Constable.  He isn’t a copper at all.  

His uniform looks more like medical scrubs.  A nurse. 

 I look over his shoulder, run my eyes up and down the corridor.  There are several 

people nearby, simliarly dressed in hospital scrubs.  Others wear are wearing white coats, or 

shuffling around in pyjamas and dressing gowns. 

 “What’s going on?” I mutter. 

 “Your mother was killed thirty years ago,” says Randall.  “Try to remember.” 

 “I can’t,” I tell him. 

 “Yes, you can.  She was raped and murdered.  Butchered in the street.” 



Stuart McLean 

 “Shut up.” 

 “You were only ten years old.  It must have been one hell of a traumatic experience 

at that age.  Come on, Mister Parker.  Don’t shut it out.  Try to remember.” 

 “Shut up,” I repeat. 

 But, as much as I try to fight it, I find myself remembering. 

 I was ten years old.  Dad was on shift, so I had to look after myself.  I made myself 

spaghetti hoops for tea and watched the Goodies on the telly.  All the time, keeping one eye 

on the clock, waiting for Mum to appear. Only she didn’t come home.  She was dead.  The 

Jonah killed her. 

 I fell asleep on the sofa.  When I woke up, my Dad was standing there with two 

policemen.  I remember Dad’s eyes were red.  It was the first time I had ever seen him cry. 

 “She’s dead,” I mutter.  I sink to my knees.  A moan builds up from the pit of my 

stomach, growing into a wretched pitiful sob.  I begin to cry uncontrollably.  I can feel tears 

run down my face. 

 A hand rests on my shoulder.  “You had a breakdown a few weeks ago,” says Randall.  

“It brought all of your childhood trauma to the surface.  Ever since then, you’ve been acting 

out this fantasy about being a detective, catching your mother’s killer.  Sorry if this little 

charade was a bit rough on you, I just needed to see if I could get you to face reality,  

 I am still confused.  I struggle to recall the details  “She was really murdered?  Jesus, 

who killed her?”   

 “Nobody knows.  The Jonah was never caught.  That’s why it’s been buried so firmly 

in your subconscious.  You’ve never had any closure.  Do you understand?” 

 I nod my head. 

 There is a pause, then he says, “I need to make some notes. Wilson, take him to the 

common room.  He shouldn’t be on his own right now.” 

 The man in the uniform gently helps me to my feet.  He guides me down the 

corridor, leading me through a pair of double doors into a wide open room.  Three men in 
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white pyjamas sit at a table, playing cards.  Behind them, there is a pool table.  A lone man is 

playing by himself, knocking one ball after another into the same pocket. 

 Wilson guides me to one side and sits me down on a chair. 

 “You going to be okay if I leave you here?” he asks. 

 “Yeah,” I sniff.  “I’ll be fine.” 

 He backs away and leaves the room.  The pool player begins racking the balls into a 

triangle.  He looks over, as if noticing me for the first time. 

 “Fancy a game?” he asks. 

 I shake my head. 

 “I can’t,” I reply.  “I’m sick.” 

 He shrugs.  “We’re all sick in here, mate.  That’s why they call it a hospital.” 

 “You don’t understand.  I don’t even know who I am.” 

 “Great.  You can be Ray Reardon.” 

 He holds out a cue.  I take it.  Its texture is solid, firm and yet smooth to the touch.   

 It feels real. 

 


