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Two Years Later…



“...and we’ll go live to our Africa Correspondent, Marcus Gerber… Marcus, first reports in say this incident happened during a rest day; is that correct? What can you tell us?”


“…Yes Patrick. I’ve been covering the African Trade Talks in Gaborone where leaders of the industrialised nations have gathered for discussions surrounding the refunding of the region’s mining and agricultural assets, called after the country defaulted on payments to the World Bank made to shore up the country’s degraded economy earlier this year. Yesterday and today were rest days after a week of six sessions of gruelling and sometimes fractious negotiations. A small number of the delegates took the opportunity to fly out and attend an organised tour of a sanctuary…


‘Archie… Oh, Lord… Archie! You need to come and see this…’


“…for elephants orphaned by the continued poaching in…”


‘Archie!’


~




THE MEMORY OF AN ELEPHANT




Sunday – Apologue


A woman and a terrier walk along a country lane the sides of which are hemmed in by a tall stone wall which casts further shadow on this already fast-darkling evening. From behind her out of trees arched over the lane a black, bull-barred Range Rover Sport glides silent, smooth and dark from its woodland womb. The lagging terrier trots to the woman’s side just as a squeal of tyres announces the vehicle changing down, finding extra grip in its acceleration, and only now does it light up, stabbing the inky black and illuminating both woman and dog in the splash of the beam. Realising its intent, she attempts a scramble back up the wall to her left which falls tight to the lane, the moss denying her the climb, but not the dog. She slip-slides back down and makes to cross the lane to where a grass verge and ditch meets the opposite wall that is lower, calling the dog to follow. The vehicle blisters along, the terrier halts mid-lane disorientated like a lamped rabbit and the woman makes the first move back to remove it from harm. The distance too far the approach too fast, she gives the dog a look of farewell as two point one tons of whooshing metal whacks into her, smashing body and soul onto the metalwork. The vehicle’s savage braking releases her, sending the rag-doll replacement of a former life cartwheeling down the lane until her body slithers to an eventual, twitching halt. The Range Rover tail-wags to a stop and backs up to illuminate the bloody mess, exhaust steaming. A man, snub-nosed shotgun in hand, gets out as, from inside the vehicle, a hissed voice follows him.


‘Quick search…and no guns!’


He stands over the body and watches with dead-pan interest as her spot-lit life seeps away; he bends and rummages through the coat, removing a mobile phone. The glint of an ivory netsuke hanging by a leather strip from her belt attracts his attention; an intricately carved baby elephant cradling an acorn through the centre of which is drilled a worm hole. Another single strand of leather is passed through this hole and looped through that are several other strips of leather, some plaited and all of different colours. He cuts the netsuke free then slices through and discards the other leather strips. At the same moment he pockets this prize the terrier locks onto his leg and he yells out, whacking down at the dog’s head with the shotgun in overbalanced shock. The terrier yelps and skittles back to the top of the wall where it stands defiant. It is closely followed by the pattern of BB shot striking the wall just below its feet, pellets ricocheting up to rake across the dog’s face. The terrier yelps and tumbles off the wall, into the wood and out of sight.


‘I said no guns!’ The driver joins him and the two men drag-carry the corpse across the lane. At the grass verge they leg-and-a-wing it back once then fling it into the ditch.


The vehicle doors slam, the car lights up and it purrs rapidly away down the lane.


After a short pause, the terrier appears atop the wall, one eye bloodshot, a red slash across the black muzzle, blood seeping freely from its mouth. The dog slips down the wall and trots nose down along the bloody smear to finally stand at the edge of the ditch. He looks into it with side-cocked head, panting, grinning, waiting for signs of life until he slowly moves down the slope to his companion, accompanied by a low whine…




Sunday – Prologue


‘Thing is you see, fox aint no hyena Jasp; what my country call impisi?’ The jet-black terrier’s gaze never leaves hers. ‘Foxes, they’re chancers…like jackals, but impisi? Killers they are. Would’ve flipped this tin sheet off, rolled him and gobbled the arse straight off; jaws like a vice, couple of bites and gone… Yeah, best part of the kill the arse…for leeu too.’ The dog’s gaze was unaltered. ‘Leeu… Lion.’


The terrier wags its stump of a tail at a woman, sun-and-weather faced, crouching stick in hand by the crabbed human corpse in its makeshift grave. An age-worn corrugated tin sheet part covers the couched body, a discarded thick branch lies nearby.


‘You’re not getting much of this are y’?’ Jasper dabs at the grave’s edge with his front paw. ‘Yeah yeah, I know, it was you found him, I know.’ She scruffs his ear. Jasper lolls his tongue and follows her gaze as she looks around. ‘And no fox covered him over with this stuff that’s for sure. Them Irish an’ them Chinese all with their fighting dogs, they did it… I wonder where his dog went? Buried under him I guess, poor little mite…’ She instinctively puts a hand to her trench coat pocket to quieten the buzz from a vibrating mobile phone, her under-breath voice full of annoyance, ‘Jesus Lin leave us be! When we’re back at camp, I’ll call then, if we’ve got a signal.’ She scrubs the terrier’s neck with grubby fingers, her splintered nails rearranging the dog’s wiry ruff, then clicks her tongue at him.


‘Tch-Tch!’


The terrier reacts, the call to get sharp well drilled into him. ‘This is what you get for choosin’ to live in the world Jasp. We want no part of it, eh?’ She looks back into the woodland. ‘Yeah, them fellas….’ The terrier drops down on his front paws and gives a yap. ‘Shush, isiwula! Don’t want folk knowing you’ve found this.’ She scans left and right then back at the grave. ‘Best not hang around, not if the pay-off’s being stuffed into a pauper’s plot with nothing but a tin sheet for a headstone.’ She pauses, looks at the corpse and shakes her head. ‘Ought we to leave him summat eh? Leave him summat for his journey home?’


Around her waist is a woven leather belt. From this, secured by a thin strip of leather, hangs an ivory netsuke, an intricately carved baby elephant cradling an acorn. She unties a leather strip hanging from it and offers it to the dog.


‘Here, give a lick.’


The dog sniffs, licks, and she drops the leather onto the corpse. ‘A gift from me.’ She looks at the dog. ‘Cockerleg.’ The terrier lifts a hind leg and squirts a jet of urine onto the disturbed soil. ‘And one from Jasper here.’ The dog turns its head deeper into the wood and gives a whine and the woman stands quickly and freezes, following the dog’s gaze. ‘You heard it too?’ She shivers and tosses the stick away. ‘C’mon, let’s slope off, things are not right here.’ She eyes the falling dusk. ‘Usathane about, he just walked over my grave.’ She draws the tin sheet back over the corpse. ‘We’ll be safe back at camp; stones will ’ave cooked supper by now.’ Placing the large branch gently back on top of the sheet she tongue-clicks the terrier.


‘Tch-tch!’


They set off, weaving slowly through the autumn-stripped trees, both living in their shared but separate worlds, the terrier lifting a right hind every now and then. They approach a tall stone wall bordering a lane which slices through the woodland and slow to a standstill. ‘Careful time.’


A full minute of silent study ends with the woman dropping to one knee, placing her hand on the terrier’s head and fixing a stained finger to her chapped lips. ‘No noise Jasp. Fella back there riled them thugs somehow and look how he ended up.’ She holds up her right hand. ‘Tch-tch! Sit and stay.’


The dog sits, watches, his tail sweeping a tiny section of the woodland floor clear of leaves as the woman climbs stiffly to the top of the eight foot high wall, slipping and slithering on the green ice of moss in her efforts. Her stare along the lane is followed by a tongue click and tap of her thigh. The terrier is up the wall in a single scrambled bound where he stands, pants, grins, wags, looking as smug as it’s possible for a dog to look.


‘Ziqhenya, you wait while arthritis kicks in.’ She pauses then they descend in a half scrabble, half slide down the wall’s slippery-wet face, chunks of moss accompanying them.


The woman and a terrier walk along the country lane. From behind her, out of trees arched over the lane, a black, bull-barred Range Rover Sport glides silent, smooth and dark from its woodland womb…




Sunday – Epilogue


The vehicle doors slam, the car lights up and it purrs rapidly away down the lane. The dog slips down the wall and across the road and verge to stand at the edge of the ditch waiting for signs of life; he slowly moves down the slope, a low whine his only companion.


Matt switches the lights of the Range Rover to main beam and rests his hand on the door frame. ‘…An’ I told you no guns!’


‘The bloody dog bit me leg Matt, what was I supposed to do!’


‘Club it.’


‘I did.’


‘I mean to dead.’


‘Too fast for me. It was up on that wall like a rat up a drainpipe, how else was I gonna sort it?’


‘Well I just hope the shot was worth it.’


‘Well fuck you very much for your concern.’ Chris presses the paper handkerchief to the wound.


‘For what? You sound off that gun so I have to help you drag the corpse to the ditch dressed like this! I was goin’ out tonight on a date, remember? That’s why the suit. I didn’t get dressed up just to mow her down did I? Now I’m late already.’


‘I don’t see why we couldn’t just have chucked her into the back of your motor. Take her to the wood yard and into the furnace.’


‘Don’t talk so daft! In case you’ve missed it she’s fresh-dead an’ there was no time to collect a plastic sheet thanks to you!’ Matt changed gear with excessive force. ‘There’ll be traces of her left all over us as it is.’


‘But, she’ll be found in there.’


‘She will, but time and distance all help to confuse. You’re sure you left her tidy?’


‘Yeah, just that phone.’


‘Nothing left?’


‘Just the phone, I said! Ow, me bloody leg…!’


‘It’s just a nip. I’ve seen dogs with far worse fight on an’ win. An’ that fellah she found under that tin sheet, the one them Chinks killed and those Irish just chucked away…’


‘They didn’t do it on purpose!’


‘Convince me. I want him bagged up and shifted, tonight.’


‘Tonight?’


‘Yeah Chris, tonight.’


‘But…’


‘Tonight. Your shit, you scrape it up.’ Turning onto the main road Matt accelerates away. ‘What happened to the dog?’


‘Buried with him I guess.’


‘He was a lot of things, buried wasn’t one of them.’ Matt shakes his head. ‘Check for the dog when you shift him.’


‘It’ll be there, them Irish said they’d sort it.’


‘An’ you believed ’em? Fuck’s sake… Shift the lot then burn your clothes an’ chuck the shotgun in the mere. I want nothin’ even remotely traceable left from this little lot.’


‘It’s just a shotgun, Matt…’


‘In the mere.’


Chris flips open the shotgun to extract the one empty cartridge case. ‘Well, what about your suit then?’


‘I’ll be burning this too, all three hundred quid’s worth of it, and that’ll make me even later…’ Matt eyes the empty cartridge Chris is holding. ‘Black Feather? Where’d you get them from?’


‘Aiden. He brought a crate full of ’em with him when he came over. Gave me a couple of boxes.’


‘I thought you didn’t like him.’


‘I don’t.’


‘Huh. Well chuck the empty in the mere as well.’


‘What about the mobile?’


‘I’ll check it then lose it.’


Chris presses the tissue to the still-leaking bite. ‘It’s a cheap and cheerful model, like a burner…’


Matt ignores Chris’ efforts at conversation and talks over him. ‘I’ll report back to the Gaffer when he gets home on Tuesday, but my guess is he won’t be happy so tidy up that corpse proper this time. I’ll drop you at the kennels an’ see you tomorrow, I’ve had enough of your company for one day.’ Matt changes down as he approaches the wide gates and notices Chris lift the pad a little to inspect his leg. ‘Get a dressin’ an’ some antiseptic on it, you’ll live. Just watch the blood don’t drop…’


‘On the seats, yeah, thanks.’


‘And watch your hands on the dash an’ the seat belt.’


‘Jesus, it’s like bein’ in a car with me dad.’


‘If only you knew who he was…’




Monday


Mayflower Rise and Pool Heath were misnomers.


There was no pool. There was no rise. There was no heath. And as for it being a mode of transport for a persecuted people to escape starvation and go in search of a better life? No chance.


Built in the mid-sixties with bricks formed from crushed privation held together with a mortar of hopelessness, the whole venture was supposedly constructed to reflect the white heat of technology. But Mayflower Rise was just another working-class collective, another pigeon-hole for the proletariat glued together in the day when architectural cubism had penetrated every possible orifice of aesthetic design. No personal space was allowed to infiltrate these areas of mass habitation, no differentiation of private or public, no designated, carefully nurtured soft-play area allowed any influence on this act of vandalism perpetrated by the stack ’em high sell ’em cheap ethos of sixties social engineering.


Linden Lea stepped out of flat number fifteen on the first storey, closed the door and breathed in the scent emanating from the scarred and neglected communal refuse bins banned to the basement, their reek rising up like a determined fart. Ripe is that, she thought as she reacted to the opening of a door two flats along and nodded at the elderly, dressing-gowned lady lighting up.


‘Morning Amy.’ A cough and a wave returned her greeting as Lin set off along the walkway. One-woman neighbourhood watch she is; misses nothing…and not long for this world by the tone of that cough.


Lin descended the steps and passed the odd patch of neglected, unkempt rhododendron on her way to the bare-earth track which crossed what had started out as a communal grassed area but was now the scabbed, divoted home pitch of the grubby-kneed tykes from adjoining flats. This scrub area was surrounded on three sides by identical flat-faced buildings, each wall bearing a pock-marked, air-gun-pelleted sign confirming that no ballgames were allowed.


Lin avoided a stooping mongrel releasing the remains of last night’s bin-scavenged kebab back into the wild. And a good morning to you too, ran through her head as, never halting in her progress, she called out.


‘This shitting dog? Belong to anybody? Anybody?’


Her lone voice reverberated off the walls and echoed across the blandscape, only to die in the silence of its return as she set out along Cleveland Road which ran to Chorleton centre. A girl on a mission, she took out the cheap and cheerful mobile phone from her pocket and looked at the screen. I know texting’s beyond you Rene, but pressing the pre-set button to return my call? No one’s that busy. Lin hunched her shoulders, the outward expression of her displeasure. ‘Jobcentre then…’


‘… And do you think it’s a job that would suit?’


‘Absolutely; yes, absolutely.’ Lin hoped her voice sounded earnest but not desperate. ‘It’s my field, it’s what I’m good at.’


‘Up to a point Lin. Your African experience is all very positive, but your extra-curricular stuff…’ Angela Thorne, Employment Technician to the great unwashed, raised an eyebrow. ‘The bee protest thing?’


Lin paused. ‘Well, I think that shows commitment, determination…an understanding of how the environment works…’


‘Yes, it does and Chorleton certainly enjoyed the spectacle, but this is a job working for a company that does research and development into…’ she read, ‘crop diversification and specialist foods.’


‘Genetically modified cereals you mean?’


‘Yes.’


‘Then say it Angie, it’s OK, I’ll not throw a fit, I’m a vegetarian not a nutter. My only surprise is the company are placing the ad here, a job centre in the middle of nowhere.’


‘Thanks.’


‘No offence, you guys are great, just…here, y know?’


Angela nodded. ‘I think they wanted to show they were in support of places outside of London.’


‘And it helps them get their diversification grants.’


‘Bit harsh Lin.’


‘Doesn’t make it untrue though does it? Look, I know you’ve almost given up on me…’


Angela sighed. ‘This’ll be eight months of effort on our part and,’ she looked through the file and counted, her lips moving silently at first, ‘…nine, ten, eleven; eleven job interviews arranged, four you never attended the rest coming to nothing. We all know you’re more than capable, so yes, I would say there’s a level of frustration amongst the staff.’ She smiled. ‘This is a job centre and we’re on first name terms Lin, that should give you a hint.’


‘I’ve got nothing to say to that except I really do think this one could be it. Alright, yes, it could be said I’m in the opposing camp to Braxhams, but do you not think they’d feel the benefit of a voice from a different background? All the stuff I’ve done, apart from the bee thing, has been focussed on getting food to the hungry. I’ve done agricultural college, worked on farms here and in Romania and done three years of summer voluntary work at Kew in their seed bank site. I stopped going there ’cos of money, nothing to do with unsuitability just a lack of cash…and we’ve no need to include anything about the protest…or any other sensitive matters on my résumé, do we? Surely what I’ve done, the good stuff, it’s got to count for something?’


‘Yes, it does.’ Angela sighed. ‘And no, we don’t need to be forensic about the detail…’ She paused, considered, decided. ‘OK right, I’ll put you up for it, but you’ll have to be on your best behaviour, alright?’ Lin nodded. ‘This is a first for us, a company as big as this coming here to recruit. The last thing we need is for them to think we’re sending them unsuitable candidates, or ones that don’t turn up.’ She checked the details. ‘I’ll print these out. Wednesday, three-thirty. OK?’


‘Yup.’


‘It’s at their London head office. You good for the travel fares?’


‘Absolutely. Thanks Angie, really. I’ll give it my best shot; I’ll even get a decent outfit to wear for it.’


The printer whirred as backdrop. ‘Can you afford one?’


‘Well OK, a new coat then.’


Angela got up and handed over the sheet of paper. ‘Here. I’ll ring them and let them know you’re coming, and please Lin, show up…on time?’


‘I will, honest I will.’ She folded the paper into her pocket. ‘Thanks.’


‘Good luck.’


‘Luck’s not needed, just a willingness for them to be creative in their appointments.’


Angela smiled. ‘Creative? This is an agricultural multinational we’re talking about Lin not the National Theatre.’


Lin began to leave. ‘Then they’ll not know I’m acting will they?’ She saw Angela’s expression. ‘Joke, honest.’ The job centre door sealed her to the street. ‘God, I hope I can pull this one off…go and see Sarah.’ She looked into her bag and rummaged. ‘Have I got enough for a pint…?’


~


‘…An’ even now, I can’t believe you trusted ’em to do it anywhere near right!’


‘I had no choice seein’ as how my Chinese is below par and everyone else had buggered off.’


Matt’s expression hardened. ‘You can drop the sarcasm, alright?’


Matt and Chris were standing in a large tractor barn the inside of which was spotlessly clean. Directly opposite this building, across a large concrete yard which housed a fenced off exercise area, was a disused cattle barn which had been bovine-free for many a year. Forming the third side of the rectangle were eight detached, brick and barred kennels each containing a single puppy of different parentage, age and temperament; the final kennel in the line abutted onto a small windowless shed. A tall, metal fence and spike-topped gate completed the corral.


Parked in this yard was a well-used Series 3 long wheel-based Land Rover, poor cousin to the pristine, black, supercharged Range Rover Sport V-8 parked inside the barn. Matt was dressed in blue coveralls, the legs of which were tucked into a pair of green Hunter wellingtons. On a square of carpet nearby were placed his pair of highly polished alligator skin shoes. A fitted kitchen ran along one wall of the barn and next to a stainless-steel sink stood a tall rubbish bin, alongside of which was a standpipe with hose attached. Matt turned on the tap and began to wash the previously applied suds off the Range Rover.


‘Before I left the match site I told you to sort out that bloke’s corpse an’ his dog. You. An’ you knew where we’d gone.’


‘I did but not that fast! One minute we’re havin’ a bit of sport, next I know there’s me left with a corpse, a gang of pissed shamrocks to organise, and the Gaffer to get to the airport for his shootin’ trip. It was like gluin’ a busted jelly back together! They offered to dump the body an’ I said yeah. Told ’em if they did it I’d see ’em right. Paid that one with the peach-fuzz moustache…Josh, that’s him. Shelled out a thou up front to split between ’em, a thou of my own I’ll have you know. Things were bad enough as it was, an’ I couldn’t very well tell the Gaffer I was gonna be late could I?’


‘Would’ve taken you all of twenty minutes, plane wasn’t ’til half nine, bit of inventive drivin’ you’d ’ave made it.’


‘Should never have happened in the first place, Gaffer gettin’ them Chinks involved.’


‘Who d’you think the whole event was put on for? They weren’t just folk he’d dragged in off the street they were his guests, his business guests! Form, Chris, it’s all about form.’


‘Form be buggered, he just wanted to put on a show, be the big I-am, slither his way even further up their factory arseholes. When those bodyguards started in on that chap them Irish had no idea what were goin’ on, you an’ me neither.’


‘Too busy watchin’ their dog.’


Chris’ temper rose slightly. ‘I’m not on about the scrap, I’m on about that chap turnin’ up with his corgi and them bloody Chink bodyguards goin’ ape-shit on him! Next thing I know he’s dead an’ that corgi’s up the road like shit off a shovel.’


‘If that’s the way they do things in China then that’s the way they do things.’


‘But this is England Matt; we don’t do that sort of thing over here!’ His anger turned to sulk. ‘Then I’m told to clean up the mess; their mess.’


‘We were the hosts so, yeah, it was down to us to clean up. Y’ don’t invite folk round for dinner then tell ’em they’ve to clean the bog before they leave do y’?’ Matt moved round the vehicle, sluicing as he went. ‘An’ the corgi? It’s gone?’


‘Gone.’


‘You sure?’


‘As in ‘I can’t find it’. It ran off. Wouldn’t you?’


‘With them Irish after me, I would. There’s no logic to ’em, the fuckin’ idiots. They think they’re back in the Troubles, shoot first ask after. The corpse?’


‘Went straight into the grinder, along with two sacks of deer heads guts and skins from the deer park cull last week. Hunt knacker cart called this morning so hound food by now.’


‘No trace back to here then, and you sluiced out your car?’


‘Yeah.’


Matt looked out to the yard searching for understanding, ‘Jesus H. Christ this has been harder work than needed. What were that chap doin’ round them old pigsties in the first place anyway? There’s enough no trespassin’ signs about. What is it with the folk of this country that think they can wander where they like with their bloody maps and socks? Then her, that bloody woman we whacked on the lane, wanderin’ about the woods like she owned ’em… Like Piccadilly-bloody-circus round here.’


‘What about where she were stayin’, her camp-site? She’d no backpack when you clobbered her.’


Matt shook his head. ‘No, but with three keepers on the case it shouldn’t take long. Aiden says he’ll be out and about as well, so if he comes across any piles of sticks or such I’ve told him to bring everything back here to get rid of.’


‘Aiden’s an ’alf-wit, he couldn’t find his own cock.’


‘Matt half-smiled at Chris. ‘You really don’t like him do y’?’


‘An’ you do?’


‘I put up with him, he does a good job.’


‘For a dog trainer. For anything else he’s a big-headed prat who’s all mouth and trousers, there’s no bravery in him.’


Matt sighed large and restarted his cleaning. ‘Your clothes are burnt?’ Chris nodded. ‘An’ the shotgun’s in the mere, right?’


‘Yeah, but I don’t know for why. They won’t match the bullet, it’s a shotgun.’


‘I’ve said I want nothing to come back to here, that’s why. You don’t seem to realise how lucky we’ve been.’


‘Lucky? Jesus, if this past couple of days have been lucky…’


‘They have! Our luck Aiden was out checkin’ setts for bait; our luck he saw that woman sniffin’ round and called it in; our luck he could clock which way she were goin’ and bloody lucky we were home and could get across to her just in time! An’ all this from your fuck up on fight night.’


‘I’d not the time, I’ve said! It was a scrum an’ I’m certain-sure you were nowhere to be seen.’


‘No I weren’t! Aiden needed to get Derringer stitched up an’ I ’ad to get everyone away from the scene in case he was followed. I’d enough to do!’


‘An’ me! I weren’t here havin’ tea an’ biscuits was I?’


Matt’s face and sudden slowed speech advertised his mood-shift. ‘This has been a wrong ’un from the start Chris, the last thing I want from you right now is sarcasm, right?’ Matt drew the hosepipe back to the tap with unnecessary force as he curled it into a circle of neatness. ‘When the Gaffer told us to set that match up I said it’d go tits. Too rushed I said. Would he listen? No, he has to have his way. I said we’d have a job sortin’ out safe competition that fast. “Find someone,” he says. “Those Irish have been pestering for a bout,” he says. “Get them”. Just like that. I told him I need more time to vet them properly, but no, he wants it an’ he wants it now. “Affairs of State, Lamb, Affairs of State”. he says. Affairs of state my arse.’


‘Best you could do in the time though weren’t it, an’ that Rebel were supposed to be Derry’s best-of-the-best.’


‘Dog looked the part…’ Matt collected a carefully folded chamois leather, held it under the tap, wrung it out and began to wipe down the car, ‘Pity it showed up with a pair of tossers.’


‘True. Derringer’d turned it twice.’ Chris thought for a moment. ‘Where’d they take it to get that shoulder stitched?’


‘Gyppos’ camp out at Carlington; Aiden’s recommendation. It weren’t much, just a tear.’


‘Why not use the Loveridges?’


‘Nah, that car-breaker lot are permanent and too close to home. Gyppos will be on the move in a couple of weeks, as usual. They’re gonna keep it for a few days ’cos the Irish had to get back to London. Only reason that dog’s still alive is ’cos the rematch is on.’


‘How y’ gonna keep in touch?’


‘Burner. Willis took one across.’


‘Oh. Still a bit risky though, the rematch.’


‘It is but the Gaffer wants it; already got the dates them Chinks are back in the country sorted. No patience. Thinks his class makes him untouchable, arrogant sod. Forgets that what we’re doin’ is illegal and when it goes tits-up-in-a-ditch we’re the ones left to shovel it up.’


‘That’s why I handed on the burial…’


The reminder relit Matt’s smouldering injustice. ‘There’s a laugh!’


‘Could’ve been worse…’


‘You really think leavin’ a discreet burial job to a band of half-wits then havin’ to mow down that lass ’cos of it could’ve got any worse?’ Chris began self-consciously inspecting the now scab-dried remains of Jasper’s attack, avoiding eye contact as Matt bent close to inspect the vehicle’s bonnet. ‘Tch! I can still see traces of the dent she put in this, thought that bull-bar would’ve kept her clear…bugger. I warmed it up and used a plunger but…I still see a trace. I’ll get a hair-dryer an’ some ice on it, then another cut an’ polish…’ Matt continued to wipe down the vehicle. ‘Right, on to matters more pressin’.’


‘Like my money?’


‘Your donation to the stupidity charity you mean? Kiss it goodbye, I’m re-directing it.’


‘What for?’


‘I’ve just said! Them Chinese fellas! They’re due to come back for the rematch at the end of the month; some deal goin’ on, some government initiative. Christ knows why but they were impressed with the entertainment.’


‘That dog won’t do well next time neither.’


‘Against a front-ender like Derringer? No he’ll not, an’ they know it.’


‘Then why send it back into that lot? That aint sport.’


‘’Cos them Irish want a way in to the bigger fights, an’ they don’t come bigger than goin’ against the Gaffer’s line.’


Chris pondered on this before shaking his head. ‘Well I think sendin’ it back in, that’s just stupid.’


‘No Chris, what you did was stupid. What they’re doin’ is cruel, but as stupid as you were I don’t want ’em thinkin’ we’re an easy touch for a grand, not after doin’ nothin’ for it, so your money’s goin’ as a down payment.’


‘On?’


‘The results of my check on that phone you found.’


‘Got friends has she?’


‘Friend; got a friend.’ Matt finished wiping down, squeezed out the shammy and draped it out carefully over the tap before unbuttoning and stepping out of the coveralls, revealing an immaculate tie-shirt-suit combination. ‘Only got one number on it; Linden Lea. That made things easy, Pay-Gee didn’t though.’


‘Ah, right. So…?’


Removing a black plastic bin liner from the shelf and holding the coveralls well away from his clothing, Matt lifted them high before curling them gently into the bin liner. ‘Contacted the network provider, told ’em the tale of the old iron pot, said it was a lost family phone, for the kids…blah, blah, amazin’ how trustin’ folk are. Ran a range trace for me, helpful souls. That narrowed it down a bit. Took a while, but I finally tracked down her council; she’s got tax problems. They were a bit cagey with the personal stuff so I traced things back through the electoral register. Lives in some backwater called Chorleton, out Buckingham way, about thirty miles from here.’


‘Not near her dead mate then?’


‘Nah, thank God. Anyway, this Lea girl called the evenin’ we bowled our lass over; call was missed.’


‘Or ignored.’


‘Or ignored.’


‘Friend? Girlfriend?’


‘Makes no odds, outcome’s the same.’ Matt removed a roll of electrical tape from the shelf and sealed the bin liner as he expanded the point. ‘There were two other calls from the same number over the past week, same area, so, we have to ask ourselves, what did they talk about? Was that her first visit to that corpse or a revisit? Had that dead lass seen us, seen them Chinks in action doin’ that butchery, dumpin’ the corpse, seen the scrap?’


‘Well, I dunno…we don’t know.’


‘Exactly. We don’t know, that’s why it can’t be left, that’s why I look at all the angles, plan for the worst hope for the best.’ Matt placed the bin liner on the work surface. ‘Supposing this Lea does know and blabs, can you imagine it for the Gaffer, for us more to the point? We’d all be down the nick faster than shit through a goose. Can’t run that risk.’ Chris nodded his head in agreement. ‘They can’t bury for shit, but one thing them Irish lads can do is frighten folk; lot of practice they’ve had. They’re gonna acquaint her kneecaps with a gun muzzle, buy the other phone off her with a couple of thou and say how things will lay out should she ever consider talkin’.’ Matt took a soft cloth from the shelf and began to polish the car’s headlights, then stopped to gain confirmation. ‘You sure there was nothin’ else on her?’


Chris gave only the very slightest of pauses. ‘Yeah…yeah. She were clean, just the phone…then that dog…we couldn’t hang about could we?’


‘Not after your clay shoot, no.’


‘One shot Matt; it was just the one.’


‘I just hope it was enough to send it off to die.’ Matt indicated the bin liner. ‘See that?’ Chris nodded. ‘Sealed, into the furnace when I’m done here an’ the phone with it. That’s what tidy looks like.’ He continued polishing, working his way round the various lights, mulling things over. ‘An’ our little run-away. She’s just some outta work drifter caught up in a speeding car mishap. Happens all the time, lack of coppers means most are never solved. Just this little problem of our lass in Chorleton to sort. I’ve got the address. Gaffer only got back from his hunt yesterday; went straight down to London so I had to talk that little shit Quinn through things.’


‘Gaffer’s trip go well?’


‘Apparently. Shot himself another cheetah.’


‘Another one?’


‘Yeah, different spots or summat accordin’ to Quinn…’ Matt shook his head. ‘Mental… Anyhow, we’ve got the go-ahead. Gaffer said he’ll monitor things, Police Commissioner an’ such, but he wants our end of it done clean an’ quick. Said it were a good choice using them Micks ’cos if things get serious an IRA revenge feud can be flagged up to the press; they’ll print any tale that’s got blood-and-crumpet mixed in with a terror threat.’ Matt swapped the cloth for another and began to buff the chrome work, looking along it every now and then to fix the available light from differing angles as he checked for traces of missed marks. ‘That old fella they did for and the burial you fucked up is another thing though. Gaffer’s a bit twitchy about how much might have leaked out, and that bastard Quinn’s got his own agenda, as usual. Gaffer wants me to get some background on the corpse and wants to chat it through with us tomorrow…an’ you know what a chat with ’im can turn into. We just concentrate on this, get it right, we might get a bonus and not a bollocking. When I’m finished here I’ll make a call or two… Your thou is the down payment for the scare and I’ve sorted out another thou for ’em from petty cash. OK?’ He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘I’ll set things up with our Miss Lea for Wednesday evening, after we’ve seen the Gaffer and got confirmation.’


‘Quick as that’?’


‘Can’t be left, an’ if them Irish want any chance in the dog-fight world they’ll make the time an’ do this one proper.’


Chris made a move to leave. ‘Right. That it?’


‘Not quite. You’ll not have heard but Badger’s to stop fightin’. He’s to be yarded so get over an’ help Aiden.’


Chris stopped. ‘Oh Christ, do I ’ave to?’


‘You do since Gerry’s gone,’ Matt smirked. Think of that as y’ bonus.’


‘But…when I took on the cleanin’ an’ exercise stuff with them pups I thought that’d be all I was doin’. I don’t mind all that, the early starts an’ such, I like the pups…an’ you, you’ve been happy with what I done so far, haven’t y’? You an’ the Gaffer?’


‘We are.’


‘Then how come I’ve gotta get involved…?’


‘’Cos things ’ave changed. I told you that when we were organising Gerry’s departure. We’re the team now; just us. No more outsiders, Gaffer wants to keep it all in-house from now on, ’specially with them RSPCA do-gooders gettin’ all self-righteous again, stirrin’ things up in the red tops, promotin’ their bunny-huggin’ agenda.’


‘Been problems before, we’ve always weathered it.’


‘Up ’til now yeah.’ Matt looked out into the yard, shook his head and sighed. ‘Whole world’s gone soft. All these bloody David Attenborough programmes are to blame, an’ that’s why we’re all in-house now. Less chance of leaks if we see to all of it ourselves, right?’


‘But Aiden’s an outsider aint he?’


‘He is, but he’s a class act so…’


‘Well, yeah, but them dogs, it’s the way he treats ’em.’


‘Trains ’em y’ mean.’


‘Trains ’em then, just, he’s so bloody strict with ’em.’


‘Different requirement now. Remember what it was like before?’


‘Yeah… I do…’


‘Well then. Our dogs are fitter, healthier and fight better ’cause of him.’


‘But he’s a bossy little fucker an’ it’s just ’cos he’s got the Gaffer’s backin’.’ Matt folded the polishing cloth and placed it back onto the shelf before removing his Hunters, placing them regimentally next to the standpipe then stepping into his shoes. ‘And he’s a Yank.’


Matt stopped in his dressing. ‘Oh, so now we’re down to it are we? It’s not because the man we’ve got knows his chops so our dogs are fitter, nor because we treat ’em with a bit of respect, not even because we’re winnin’; it’s because he’s foreign?’


‘Well, he is.’


Matt stood for a little while looking at Chris before sighing and shaking his head. ‘Y’ not big on debate, are y’? Aiden was brought in precisely because he is American, do you not see that? Because he’s never figured on anyone’s radar, and them Southern Yanks know what’s what in the fight game. You think he came all the way from America and we’d have no idea of his pedigree?’ Matt began to tidy the shelving, putting items square along it, lining them up, wiping down surfaces with kitchen roll before dropping the used sheets into the bin. He stopped and nodded in the general direction of the horizon. ‘I put in the work, just like those sties. They were the perfect place for them scraps. Got ’em all nicely set up. Electric, water piped in, nice walled boxes, good size an’ good concrete floorin’; even put in a boiler for the drinks. Now? Now I’ve got to start all over again.’ He sighed at the prospect.


‘I could have a scout about, there’s that disused quarry a bit away from here.’


‘That’s exactly why I do it. First place them tree-huggers look. You’d not be there minutes before Blue Cross, RSPCA an’ a gang of coppers would be there, all of ’em yellin’ about dogs’ rights…’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘They call us cruel. I mean, what do they think they’re for eh? Dogs? These folk, they call themselves dog lovers then give ’em a slow death by overfeedin’ ’em, breed ’em so close they can’t breathe nor walk proper…poor buggers. No idea most folk… No, you leave the scoutin’ to me. There’s a shell of a building near that excuse for a burial site.’ Matt began to fuss with the crease in his trousers, leaning against the wing of the vehicle for balance, then left without further comment.


Chris watched him go then took out the ivory netsuke and stared at it.


‘Well, I’ve got my bonus so, bollocks Matt.’




Tuesday


‘Gum!’


Detective Chief Inspector Archie Arnold halted, one hand holding a sheaf of papers the other on the handle of the office door, before turning back toward the imposing desk. ‘Sir?’ He folded back a misbehaving lank of hair from his forehead, the fingers of his right hand a makeshift comb.


Chief Superintendent James Campbell nodded towards the tea trolley on which were a cup and saucer adorned with tea dregs and spillage, and a plate dressed with Hob-Nob crumbs. ‘The used chewing gum in the spoon holder. You dropped it in there, thought I didn’t notice.’


‘I wrapped it.’


‘Wrapped or not our catering staff, such as they are, don’t want to have to deal with your masticated remains. The removal of it for our short chat is appreciated, your disposal method is not; please take it with you.’


Archie walked back to the tea trolley, dipped his two fingers in the spoon holder and retrieved the wrapped gum. ‘See?’


‘Not interested Arnold, take it with you and dispose of it elsewhere.’ Archie retraced his steps to the door as Campbell picked up his pen to resume his desk work. ‘And I’ll have your report on that search warrant debacle by Thursday, won’t I?’


Archie turned back. ‘Yes Chief; what’s a bit more paperwork between friends?’


Campbell looked up, his tone dismissive. ‘I called you in to impart the need for further procedural efforts on your part; a further post-mortem on your filing oversight will only worsen things. Get the paperwork done.’


‘That’s it is it? You’re just going to bollock me.’ He waved the papers aloft. ‘Not even listen to my side.’


‘I’ve work to do Arnold and so, it seems, do you…’ Campbell saw the set of Arnold’s face, sighed and put down his pen. ‘Right, you have my undivided attention for,’ he looked at the wall clock, ‘four minutes. CPS says the case was a mess…’


‘There’s rich…’


‘A mess; namely, you neglected to hand over what turned out to be an incomplete search warrant but continued with the search despite this little oversight.’


‘Which resulted in the discovery of exactly what we’d been looking for; namely a large quantity of drugs which led to an eventual prosecution and the break-up of a significant drug marketing operation, so I guess CPS are right. A mess all round.’


Campbell’s face showed annoyance at Arnold’s attitude. ‘No one is disputing the success of the operation just the manner in which it was carried out and of how close it came to being abandoned.’


‘It was one sheet of paper Chief, one sheet that I happened to give him late…’ Archie saw the expression. ‘Yeah, OK, and the one I’d added the details to, but only because information was late arriving.’


‘And which turned out to be the very sheet you failed to pass on to the owner of both premises and goods.’


Archie shrugged. ‘Drugs not goods, and I didn’t fail, I was just a bit late. Got it in the end didn’t he?’


‘And that, if I may say, is a prime example of your often-cavalier attitude to policing!’ Through the part-opened door Campbell’s raised voice was heard in the outer offices and heads ducked in apparent industrious endeavour. Campbell adjusted his agitation and thought for a moment or two before continuing in a more level tone. ‘DCI Arnold…despite our frequent run-ins you…you are a damn good detective. Your clear up rate is the highest in the district and some of your successes have surprised even me, someone who’s been in the force for some thirty years. However, you run the risk, not for the first time, of fouling it all up by your continued willingness to play fast and loose with the system; it will be your downfall believe me, and I will not hesitate to follow the book should it require it.’ Archie was about to interrupt but Campbell held up his hand and continued. ‘Your neglect compromised this operation and, in the eyes of the law, was on the cusp of rendering the search and seizure unlawful and the case forfeit.’


‘I gave him the forms!’


‘Waving a warrant in the man’s face as you barged your way onto his property does not count as giving! That warrant had my reputation affixed to it! To compound matters you added the full address to your schedule by hand but failed to transfer that information onto the schedule given to the occupant. Do you not recall any of your case law sessions? Bhatti? Croydon Magistrates’ Court? Ring any bells?’


‘“A copy of the warrant, including particulars of the premises to be searched must be supplied to the occupier as a mandatory requirement: the wording of section fifteen bracket one is plain and non-compliance renders entry, search and seizure unlawful”. Chief, this was the culmination of three months prep work, we were on the clock.’


‘The accuracy of your memory does you no favours detective, if you knew it you should have acted on it. A month; that’s how long you’d had the warrant.’


‘Exactly, a month! The magistrates were picky about the original application as it was ’cos that slippy little sod had set up his main house near that school so he was dealing around places of high human density; y’know, families and kids? We were at the edge of the warrant’s life, last thing I wanted was to have to go back to court for another. We’d forced them to gather all their kit together in one place but they only made their move on the day before it ran out and the magistrate was insistent the locals, the kids, needed to be clear before any raid; I saw a window of opportunity and decided to go in then and there. All came in a rush. Form-filling was the last thing on my mind.’


‘It’s a mandatory requirement Arnold not an afterthought! You had no one else on your team who could’ve handled it? DC Reeve for instance?’


‘He’d enough on with that break-in at the football club; stole the only trophy they’ve ever won, and his sister, Gabrielle, she’d come down for the week-end so… We got him in the end though, didn’t we? That’s what counts.’


‘That’s not the point! We were about to scrub three months of investigative work…’


‘My work.’


‘Paid for by the taxpayer and that I have to account for!’ Campbell sighed before leaning forward. With elbows propped on the table and chin resting on intertwined fingers, he thought for a few moments before continuing. ‘There were only two things that stopped this becoming a full-blown internal investigation; one, the fact that by some diligent and creative office work, backed by the sympathetic support of an out-of-county magistrate and some questionable but effective interview techniques, you extracted a full confession from which you’ll most likely get a conviction.’


‘And two?’


‘Because of my intervention on your behalf. The ripples went all the way up to the Assistant Commissioner.’ Archie’s expression spoke volumes. ‘I thought that would give you pause for thought.’


‘What did he say?’


‘He laughed… What do you think he said! If I say he was less than pleased then you’ll have a measure of it. However, I apprised him of the facts and, with a little embellishment to safeguard my own position should this backfire, I got him to appreciate some of the nuances in the case, but he put me on notice. He informed me that he would expect you to face the full disciplinary measures and the concomitant blemish on your record should you pull such a trick again and that, as your commanding officer, I would be the subject of discussions: Me! So, consider yourself informed and duly warned.’


‘Right. Thanks Sir… Who else knows, about the AC I mean?’


‘The DC, you and I, and that’s the way I want it to remain; clear?’ Archie nodded. ‘Last thing I need is this becoming open gossip and kick-starting an investigation and the possibility of a blemish on my record.’ Once more Archie opened his mouth to speak but was talked over by Campbell. ‘Now, enough of this. Think yourself lucky, get that form filled in and ensure the statements from your attending officers corroborate. That’ll be all.’


‘Yes Chief.’


Archie unwrapped a fresh stick of gum, pocketed the wrapper and began to chew. Folding back the wayward quiff again he closed the door and re-entered the unusual quiet of the team office. DC Adam Reeve looked up from non-existent paperwork and grinned.


Archie scanned them all. ‘Enjoyed that did we? Listening to me having my balls chewed off?’ He moved to the pinboard decorating one of the windowless walls. ‘Right, where are we with this fag-smuggling lot?’


Reeve and a couple of the other team members got up and joined him at the board…


~


For the upper echelons of English society living in a class-based system, pedigree is all; for both the three-times-married-three-times-divorced Lawrence Alexandre Perceval Brightwick de Roazhon, 19th Viscount Vichendelle and Middlecombe and his English country seat, Bliss Bank Hall, their pedigrees were impeccable.


Apart from that disagreeable French episode during the Reign of Terror, the Anglo-French de Roazhon family line stretched unsullied from the Lords Bellême of the fourteenth century to the present day. Longevity had been maintained by pragmatic family alignments, occasional bastardy, a willingness to gamble all when selecting sides and sheer, blind luck. Selecting the right side when Henry the fifth took his victory at Agincourt gained the family kudos with the English nobility; selecting the right side when Henry the sixth pruned the upstart white rose put the family on the right side of church and state during the Charles the first reshuffles; aligning their trade efforts with European industry during two world wars increased the family’s international status and fortune, raising it to its present-day beau ideal.


To reflect the family’s elevation to the ranks of the haut monde the construction of Bliss Bank Hall, on what was now the Bedfordshire-Northamptonshire border, was completed in seventeen thirty-two with no expense spared. From an empire on which the sun never set the labour of the world’s disenfranchised and the intimate delicacies of its finest craftsmen had been purchased, bartered or stolen to create this monument to territorial vanity. The finest specimens nature could produce were fashioned by England’s finest craftsmen to dress the Hall and its environs with an artistic finery that became the exclusive diversion of the favoured few. The adventures of profligate, gambling offspring or sexually diverted patriarchs had shepherded many such houses into the arms of the nation’s trust, but for this estate such proletariat gawking was in the land of elsewhere; this family, this estate would never bend the knee to populist demands. A willingness to do business with anyone who had the money to facilitate such trade became the Brightwick de Roazhon modus operandi. Bliss Bank Hall and its owners could rest easy under the arched protection of its wyverns rampant and the family motto Potissimum Suo Custodiat Te which, roughly translated read, ‘after a night out on the piss, always have enough money left to pay your taxi fare home’.


Inside the Hall’s nineteenth century Spanish oak-panelled trophy room Matt and Chris stood quietly, respectfully almost. Chris’ hands were folded across his genitals like a cane threatened schoolboy; Matt had one hand in his jacket pocket, his thumb hanging over the edge like a page marker, his other held a folder which twitched occasionally showing that even he was just a little ill at ease. From a not too distant room the kind of laughter only the privileged can release intruded on their studied silence until, with a suddenness, one of the matching oak doors hissed open. A caparisoned butler floated into the room, approached the two men but spoke directly to Matt.


‘His Lordship will be with you shortly Mister Lamb, but he has asked me to offer you refreshment in the interim.’


Matt’s reply was swift, abrupt. ‘No thanks.’ As Chris opened his mouth to say something Matt trod on the line. ‘And he wants nothing either.’


‘Thank you, Sir.’ The butler left without a sound, the door whispering shut behind him.


‘I wanted a drink,’ commented Chris.


‘You’ll have nothin’. You’ve not done one of these serious sessions before; I have.’


‘Never had cause.’


‘An’ we know why there’s cause now don’t we?’


Chris pursed his lips at Matt’s comment. ‘Yeah, ’s’pose.’


‘No suppose about it. You’ve had a clear two-and-a-bit years here and apart from that upset with Gerry you’ve been kept clear for the most part. Not this time though, front line for you. Gaffer’ll wanna know every detail so he knows whose head to lop off if needed an’ he’ll do it, without a second’s thought. He aint got where he’s got by lovin’ the people. Not a drop of sentiment in him, none; three marriages prove that. All I want is to get this thing sorted as fast as possible then get out.’


‘I was only gonna ask for water. I’m dry.’


‘Nerves…an’ just watch what y’ say. He’ll have that Quinn with him. Had my meetin’ with him earlier,’ Matt flipped the folder, ‘to put this little lot together. Had to fight me corner all the way. You think the Gaffer’s trouble? Got nothin’ on Quinn. Slippery as a shit-house rat an’ uses every chance to make me look bad. Bastard would sacrifice his granny for a shillin’; hates me…feelin’s mutual.’


Listening to the sounds of distant merriment Chris looked around a room dedicated to the hunter’s braggadocio. From every wall at every level stared the stuffed heads of animals, plaque-mounted and mute, their living grace and beauty subjected to the interpretation of the taxidermist’s imagination. Below these decapitations were further testimonies to the unequal contest between hunter and hunted. Glass dioramas filled with exotica: birds, reptiles and mammals, many clinging to a plaster branch for dear death and wearing their grimace of eternity, each glass eye staring unseeingly at other glass-topped cabinets wherein nestled serried ranks of birds’ eggs. Scattered throughout the room were the historical engines of their demise: shotguns, punt guns, rifles and traps, contraptions of capture varying in antiquity and severity. Draped at intervals on the floor were the scatter-rugs favoured by the unthinking wealthy; polar bear, brown bear, tiger and wolf, legs akimbo, heads resting on chins, eyes unflinching in the glare of ceiling-mounted spotlights. On the only bare stone wall in the room were the cunningly fastened pelts of varying species of big cats, each stretched flat, spread-eagled and snarling. Chris spoke in hushed tones.


‘Has he shot all these then?’


‘If not him then his dad or his grandad.’


‘But not the eggs; he’s not shot them eggs.’


Matt smiled in spite of the situation. ‘Well spotted. No, not the eggs.’


Chris stared again at the pelt-bedecked wall. ‘Shot them though?’


Matt followed his gaze. ‘Yeah.’


‘That one you said he shot on that last trip, is that up there?’


‘Not got it back yet.’


‘From where?’


‘Wherever he shot it.’


Chris thought for moment. ‘How’s he do that then?’


‘What?’


‘Get it back to here. Aint there some laws or other?’


‘In the Diplomatic Bag.’


Chris was quiet again. Then eventually, ‘What, like a duffel bag y’ mean? Customs would be on to that.’


‘It’s a special bag.’


‘Smell-proof is it? Lined?’


Matt was quiet for a lot longer, weighing up the effort required in either keeping quiet or trying to explain. Eventually he sighed and answered, ‘Yeah, it’s like a smell-proof duffel bag thing.’


‘Oh right. What’s he want so many for?’


‘Couldn’t say, loves ’em I suppose, loves collecting ’em anyway. Like them eggs. He’s got hundreds but loads of ’em are the same.’


Chris frowned. ‘Jesus…how these rich buggers amuse themselves.’


‘Never understand it me. Only good egg’s on a plate, scrambled and with some bacon.’


In the silence that followed this evaluation Chris scanned the room some more until his gaze alighted on one side of the huge fireplace. A stuffed, Staffordshire bull terrier, its lips drawn back into a snarl, eyes wide and ears pinned flat returned Chris’ stare in glacial recognition. ‘Bloody hell, that’s Cruiser aint it?!’


‘Yeah.’


‘Blimey. I reckon the bloke that stuffed him must’ve been on drugs ’cos he never looked as fierce as that when I saw him, not ever. Couldn’t knock the skin off a rice puddin’.’


‘That’s why he’s been stuffed.’


‘To teach him a lesson.’


‘No idiot, ’cos the Gaffer still wants ’im about. Cruiser was his favourite.’


‘Favourite. Right… Well y’ wouldn’t want t’ be in his bad books then would y’? Barely been dead a couple of month an’ ’ere he is back again, ’cept this time he’s stuffed. Can’t have had time to get cold.’


‘Plenty of time, freeze-dried he were.’


‘What, like frozen peas y’ mean?’


‘Yeah, summat like that…’ Matt looked at Chris. ‘Do we need all this?’


‘What?’


‘This bloody pub quiz.’


‘Well, you keep tellin’ me to pay attention. It’s just hard to believe with all the killin’ he’s done that he’d have such a soft spot for Captain Useless over there.’


Matt’s voice dripped derision. ‘Used to sleep on his bed and everythin’. Ate with him at the bloody table, better food than most folk, then he’d slope off an’ shit it round the house. Hallway and boot room were his hot spots Gemma said.’ Matt sighed. ‘Nah, stuffed and in front of that fire’s best place for him.’


‘Who’s Gemma?’


‘New head of kitchen, nice lookin’ lass…’ Chris looked nonplussed. ‘Just started, a few months back.’


Chris thought for a moment or two before realisation dawned. ‘Oh, hang on, her. Oh yeah, right. Saw her when I was fetchin’ bones from the chiller the other day. Yeah, nice looker… She married?’


Matt raised an eyebrow. ‘No, an’ I’m workin’ on first refusal. That’s who I had my date with when we had to do a test drive over our happy camper on Sunday.’


‘Oh right. Is she settled here d’you think? They never seem to last long. It’s the isolation gets to ’em I heard.’


‘Don’t know. She’s got a sister, said she’s comin’ across for a visit soon, maybe that’ll help…’ Matt saw Chris’ expression. ‘Don’t get your hopes up, you’ll do better tryin’ Cruiser over there.’


Their relaxed chat came to an abrupt halt and both men stiffened slightly as the side door opened. Lord Brightwick, and a couple of paces behind his PPS, Randal Quinn, entered. No preliminaries, straight to it, Brightwick stretched out his hand as he approached. ‘You have something for me Lamb?’ He took the folder. ‘This all?’ Matt nodded. ‘The police have yet to find the poor lady?’


‘Yes Gaffer.’


‘Our meeting is timely then. A name for your victim?’


‘Not yet; provin’ hard to chase up.’


‘And you thought it best to leave things as they were?’


Matt looked firstly at Brightwick then at Quinn and his eyes narrowed a little as he quickly worked out who was really asking this question. His eyes stayed fixed on Quinn. ‘I did, we were strapped for time and that lane’s a regular shaggers’ bolt hole, traffic up and down it like a dog’s hind leg.’ Matt turned to Brightwick. ‘Two reasons clinched it: my need to avoid leavin’ traces in my motor and to be off from there as fast as possible’, he turned to Quinn, ‘before anyone turned up to disturb us. Tragic hit-and-run.’


Quinn smirked. ‘What was to stop you packing some plastic sheeting and then cleaning up your car on one of your seemingly interminable valeting sessions?’


‘Easy from back here aint it Quinn; shows what you know. No matter how hard you scrub there’s always summat you miss. If we’d had a bit of notice then, yeah, I would’ve done things different, but as things were we had to think on our feet, so we did, so no plastic.’


Brightwick could see this conversation was taking a downward spiral and that personal animosity was driving it. ‘The playground is the place for squabbles such as this, we’ll get on to the reasons for your hurried solution shortly.’ Chris shifted a little uncomfortably as Brightwick continued. ‘Her woodland camp has been found and tidied up I hear.’


‘Yes, Gaffer. Yesterday. Aiden eventually found it stashed inside a hollowed-out tree trunk topped with some fresh bent bramble; took some findin’. Just a backpack with some clothes in it, scruff-stuff, an’ a kit bag full of hippie things, leather bracelets and necklaces, nothin’ of value. Oh, and there was a tin plate an’ a mug. All disposed of now.’


‘No letters, no social security information?’


‘Nothin’ Gaffer. Only that ticket thing.’ Matt indicated the folder Brightwick was holding. ‘In there.’ Brightwick took out the dog-eared card at the top of which were printed the words, RMS ST HELENA. Underneath this was an ink line-drawing of a steamship and at the bottom were the words, PASSAGE TICKET WALLET. He scanned the heading then opened it.


‘Empty?’


‘Beats me too. Hard to trace a name and history from that, but at least she’s off the grid as far as your super-spy government’s concerned so some good there.’


‘Unless she’s a terrorist, Lamb, unless she’s a terrorist. You’ve seen this Quinn?’


Brightwick passed it across and Quinn gave it a cursory glance. ‘Yes Minister. Certainly not current judging by the state of it.’


Matt took it from Quinn. ‘Only reason you’d keep a piece of tat like this is sentiment.’


Brightwick nodded. ‘Agreed. She’s of mixed parentage I gather?’


‘Half-caste, yeah.’


Brightwick raised his eyebrows at Chris’ contribution. ‘Thank you, Phillips. So, from your questionable description of her parentage and this wallet we can deduce that at some point she or someone close to her has maybe crossed from Africa.’


Matt nodded. ‘Strong possibility.’


‘And she has a friend?’


‘She does.’


‘Name?’


‘Linden Lea. Lives in Chorleton. Sortin’ things out now.’


‘So I’ve been informed. First things first.’ Brightwick slipped the wallet back into the folder then scanned the other handwritten sheets. ‘Stanley Mason…and dog, a corgi?’


‘Yes Gaffer.’


‘I like corgis. Her Majesty owns a number.’ He turned to Chris. ‘This Mister Mason. Disinterred and used as dog nourishment I’m informed.’ There was a silence. ‘Dug up and fed to hounds?’


‘Oh, yes Gaffer.’


Brightwick held up a card. ‘This?’


Matt developed the theme. ‘Mister Mason’s bus pass.’


‘Bus pass?’


‘It’s for old folk, pensioners,’ Chris began helpfully. ‘For cheaper travel on the buses, that go…into…’ His voice tailed off as he saw he was reeling off unwanted information that no one was listening to.


Matt talked over him. ‘It’s where I got most of the information from before I followed him through the electoral roll. Penfore Close, Wynington… He’s a widower so that plays out well for us.’


Brightwick tapped the card on the folder, ‘As for your country lane events, I’m not entirely happy with them, but, right decision, lack of preparation and an unfortunate outcome. Quinn said you and he had a meeting yesterday to discuss options, your arrangements concerning the friend?’ Brightwick looked at his watch. ‘You have my undivided attention for the next six minutes, make the most of it.’


As Matt began the group dropped easily into official mode, something they were well practised at. ‘I’ve broken down the jobs into three boxes: search of Mason’s place, Irish lads and the payoff of the dead lady’s friend, their travel plans. They’re comin’ up by train.’


‘From?’


‘London, Wednesday evenin’. I texted them on their burner. Aiden went down on Monday afternoon,’ Matt nodded at Quinn, ‘soon as our meetin’ was over.’


‘With cash?’


‘Yeah. Travel money, a second burner and the retainer envelope with the girl’s address in it.’


‘Price?’


‘The promise of the rematch and two thousand. Half from petty cash…’ Matt flicked Chris a look, ‘half from elsewhere.’


‘Delivered to?’


‘The Irish Centre in Reading. Them Irish will collect from there.’


‘Transport for the task?’


‘Hire car.’


‘From?’


‘Newbury. Aiden’s usin’ cash an’ a set of false documents from the stash we’ve been gifted by them Chinese fellas.’


‘Why Newbury?’


‘Good as anywhere and far enough away from us. Small affair, happy to do cash, don’t go through the books that way.’


‘The working man’s off-shore accounting system. Sufficiently discreet?’


‘We’ve not used ’em before and never will again. Aiden’s dropped the car outside Chorleton station, keys inside the wheel trim and the rest of the cash for the job in the glovebox. Irish will pick it up from there, motor over, have their chat with that lass, pay her off then drop the car back at the station for Aiden to collect and return to the hire company early Thursday mornin’. That way he don’t have to see them again. Keys through the letter box an’ away.’


Brightwick considered the information for a few seconds before nodding. ‘All seems in order. You’re sure these Irish gentlemen will make a good fist of persuading this lady? They do have fuck-up form.’


‘Yeah I know, but the re-match should cut it and I left them in no doubts about how serious this lot was.’


‘And the friend, she’s persuadable?’


‘I had a chat with her local council. Turns out she’s behind with her council tax, probably the rent too. That means she’s probably been out of work for a good while and on her uppers so the money should clinch it. Friendship or not, that sort of money when you’re broke cuts a lot of ties.’


Brightwick nodded then snapped the folder shut and looked at his watch. ‘And now, quickly on to the hit-and-run lady and the late Mister Mason. Do we need to be proactive in the matter?’


‘In what way Gaffer?’


‘Is there any risk of either of these events returning to confound us, that Mister Mason’s appearance wasn’t by accident, that he had foreknowledge?’


‘Highly doubtful. He’d not been seen about by anyone on the estate and if he’d known anythin’ beforehand he’d ’ave arrived with a posse of cops.’


‘True. Well, myself and Quinn have done all we can to minimise any aftershocks with the Chinese delegation, let’s just put their bodyguards’ reactions to his arrival down to poor timing and our bad form.’


Chris shook his head at this. ‘Hardly ours Gaffer.’


‘Ours Phillips. Business is won and lost on knowing the little peccadilloes of those with whom you’re dealing with.’


‘Well I thought it was way over the top; not the English way.’


‘We aren’t paid to like them Phillips, we’re paid to work with them.’


Like a dog with a bone Quinn picked up an earlier thread. ‘Regarding Mason, Sir. Widower he may be, but we have to consider he was dear to someone. Are we not being foolish in the extreme if we believe for one minute he’s not going to be missed by someone, him and his dog.’


‘We are. His dog, Lamb?’


‘Ran off in the scrap. Not turned up yet.’


‘Did those Irish gentlemen not catch it?’


‘Not that we’ve heard Gaffer, and I don’t want to phone ’em and leave a trace.’


‘Good point, but, loose ends?’


‘Yes Gaffer, we’re on it.’


‘Good.’ Brightwick looked once more at his watch. ‘Time is pressing. The follow up of Mister Mason?’


‘Goin’ there this evenin’ to do a search. Needs to get done, find out if he knew anythin’ else.’


‘Quite, report back on your findings. We must be assured we can cater for any surprises you uncover. What I would like is some insurance on this.’


Quinn nodded. ‘Agreed, Sir.’ He turned to Matt. ‘Suggestions, Lamb?’


Quinn’s attempt to wrong foot Matt was wasted. ‘We’ll do a search then set up an accidental fire for future use.’


‘Good. Attention to detail Phillips, thinking ahead, that’s what will allow us to operate with impunity.’ He turned back to Matt. ‘And finally, the rematch, where are we with that?’


Quinn was in fast. ‘You’d suggested the twentieth of this month Sir.’


‘So, less than ten days away.’


‘Yes, Sir.’


Matt spoke over him. ‘I was wantin’ to talk about that, Gaffer.’


Brightwick looked at the door from behind which the rising chatter of satisfied guests leaked. ‘Now?’ Brightwick sighed deeply. ‘Very well; briefly.’


‘Perfect as they were, I say to continue usin’ the sties is just askin’ for trouble.’


‘Good point. So, alternative suggestions please.’


‘Postpone it.’


‘Absolutely not!’ Brightwick sighed in impatience and frustration. ‘The Chinese delegation are pivotal to my businesses, both there and here. They are the ones we work with the most, the ones who make and supply the false documents which play such an important part in my import-export business. But before any of that can be put in place they come first to test our security, our hospitality and our ability to work with discretion…in short, our commitment to their cause and our ability to keep the heads of their government and their leading trade delegates satisfied, amused and out of the public eye. There is much at stake. This is about entertaining clients central to government policy initiatives which are about to be put into the public arena; about jobs and security and all events must run smoothly. They must, I’ve gone to considerable effort and expense to cater for it; powdered rhinoceros horn for the drinks, the importation of the tiger parts for the Hǔbiān tāng…’ He turned to Quinn. ‘Where are we with that?’


‘The powder has arrived through the usual pathways; the tiger parts have proved a little more troublesome.’


‘But they will be here?’


‘Absolutely Sir, just not via the diplomatic bag. We’re using other routes.’


‘That’s how advanced we are Lamb, and I want the rematch on the twentieth to complement it.’


‘Providin’ I can find a place.’


‘Find one. All will culminate at the reception here on the twenty-first, which is timed to run alongside my appearance on the Gov.UK Show on Sunday the eighteenth, just two days after the Prime Minister announces…’ Brightwick and Quinn spoke together, ‘the new trade deal with China.’


‘Timing Lamb, it’s all about the timing.’ Brightwick made his way to the door, closely followed by Quinn. ‘And find that corgi; I don’t want to hear you’ve fucked up again Phillips.’


With that they were gone leaving Matt and Chris to stare at the door. The butler re-entered. ‘I’ll see you two gentlemen out if I may? This way sirs.’


As they left Chris whispered to Matt. ‘Which one of them Chinky thugs was Hoobin Tang then?’




Wednesday


DCI Arnold, the collar of his open-necked shirt showing a lack of familiarity with an iron, stepped out of the car, his silk tie knotted but pulled down to dangle ineffectually. He swapped a stale piece of chewing gum for a fresh stick, wrapping the old gum in the paper sleeve, and resumed his rapid chewing without missing a beat.


‘Evenin’ Martin, where is it?’


PC Martin Coombes pointed down the lane to the hastily discarded and totally ineffectual arc lights. ‘In that ditch, tucked well down. Comes over the top like a banshee.’


Archie looked around the site then at his companion, DC Adam Reeve, who was leaning on the open passenger door. ‘Like a banshee Adam, so not subtle like us lot then?’ The fast-glooming location had been transformed from quiet country lane and trysting place to a scene of crime. Vehicles bearing differing police logos were parked in the lane. The area was cordoned off, a generator and floodlights installed along with a mobile operations room, a forensics laboratory made operationally ready and, in a single nod to civility, a small mobile canteen had been set up and was in imminent danger of boiling a kettle. He sighed. ‘Where are we operating from?’


‘Penngorse.’ Archie shook his head, Reeve elaborated. ‘Country station, five, six miles away; near Callow Green.’


‘Cutting edge of policing then. Why not our base at Northampton? It’s got all the kit. I’ll wager Penngorse struggles for a phone connection.’


‘Especially seein’ as how it’s due for closure next year.’


Archie rolled his eyes. ‘Right. Thanks.’ He indicated the handkerchief wrapped round Coombes’ one hand, a half-eaten tuna-mayo-on-white in his other. ‘Banshee nailed you did it?’


‘Yeah, me and WPC Arne. We were first on the scene. Barely saw it was a body before the dog was amongst us; must’ve been under the clothes or summat. Jet-black it is. I only saw it ’cos it were snarling and the moon lit up its teeth. Forensics wanted to set up their butcher’s shop.’ He pointed, ‘They only got those two arc lights to there before it saw them off as well.’


Archie looked across at the blazing arc lights, one laying on its side and pointing roughly towards the ditch, the other erect and helpfully lighting up the leaf-lost branches above. ‘They won’t do a lot of good there, not unless we’re spotting owls. Where’s WPC Arne?’


‘Went to A&E. Only nipped me but really nailed her, on her leg.’


Archie looked at the group of forensic workers huddled well clear, their conversation, like their courage, hushed. ‘Who’s running SOC?’


‘Jay Millar’s CSM.’


‘Sweet. Not managing this crime scene very well is he? Did he get nibbled?’


‘Not quite.’


‘Shame.’


DC Reeve pulled the discussion back on track. ‘So, Martin, a dog and a…?’


‘Well… A body.’


Reeve glanced in the direction of a car containing two people parked on the verge. ‘What about that pair?’


Coombes smirked. ‘Them? Not a lot of use. He jabbered summat about the dog appearing when they first parked up, yapping and bouncing round the car. Bloke gets out, the dog runs along the road and disappears into the ditch. He follows and barely gets a glimpse of what’s in it before the dog comes out, chases him back to his car then dodges front and back of it to stop him leaving, clever little sod. He phoned us, the bloke not the dog, it’s not that clever; he phoned us ’cos she started screamin’ for him to watch the dog, not to run it over like. That’s when he realised it wasn’t gonna let him go anywhere and he made the call to us.’


Archie smiled. ‘Bet he was thrilled when you hoisted that hazard tape round him then.’


‘Thrilled. Said he tried to report it straight away, “Honest, Guv”, bad signal on his mobile, said he was only tryin’ to drive away to find a better location so’s he could call it in… “Honest, Guv”.’


‘And she’s not got a phone?’


‘She has. Her signal was iffy too.’


‘Convenient.’


‘He said he saw the body about five ’o clock but it could’ve been earlier.’


‘So somewhere between four and five.’ Reeve pursued the line. ‘Not much from him and nothing from her then?’


‘No. She seems a bit traumatised, but I suspect it’s not by our situation but by hers. Our trained WPC might’ve helped had she not been savaged. Dog didn’t give up ’til me and Arne arrived, that’s when it slunk back into that ditch. We went over there, like walking into a bloody Ninja movie. Talk about fast.’ He held up his wrapped hand as evidence. ‘Mister Millar’s cavalry turned up and tried to get things rollin’ with them lights, but it wasn’t havin’ any of that either. Now it only comes up for air and blood.’


‘You didn’t think to warn forensics then?’


‘We did! I said it was a bit frisky. They said they could handle it, well Mister Millar did, said he’d owned a dog as a kid.’ Coombes shrugged. ‘That went corkscrewed real fast. Millar was on the blower straight away, injured pride I’d guess. Called up the RSPCA and the firearms lads as back-up ’cos it’s been classed as a dangerous dog.’


‘Firearms; right. What sort of dog is it?’


‘A terrier.’


Archie ceased his machine-gun chewing and almost laughed as he looked from the constable to Reeve. ‘A what?’


‘A terrier.’


‘You’re joking right?’ Coombes shook his head. ‘I thought we were talking a fighting-weight Bull Mastiff at least!’


‘Size and sense don’t come into it. This little sod’s a fruit-loop. Made up of tail and teeth, everything between is missin’.’


Archie looked across at the arc lights again. ‘Does it have a collar, a name-tag?’


‘I think I saw a collar yeah, but, a name tag? Are you serious? No one’s got anywhere near close enough to see that.’


Archie continued to look in the direction of the arc lights. ‘Victim’s got a guard of honour and we’ve got an uncorrupted crime scene then. Do we know how long it might have been here?’


‘Dunno; for as long as the body has I guess. Won’t let anyone near enough to find out.’


‘Poor little sod.’ Archie took stock. ‘Have Traffic been informed?’


‘Yup, but they’ll be late. There’s been a multiple shunt on the M40, twelve car pile-up and the fog’s as thick as a smoker’s cough. They’ve called in the troops from three divisions to cover it so they could be some time.’


‘Their lateness nothing to do with the staff cuts then?’ Archie resumed his chewing and flicked the hazard tape up and over his head. ‘Give us your sandwich.’ He took both halves from Coombes even before it was offered and spoke to him as he put the one half in his trouser pocket and handed back the empty pack. ‘Go and tell Jay I want absolute quiet. Adam, hold off the traffic cowboys if they turn up, and calm the firearms lot down too. I know how they work, they’ll just as likely shoot me.’ He folded back his wayward flop of hair. ‘And see if you can get some more grub from the canteen.’


Coombes shook his head. ‘You’ll regret it.’


Reeve smiled. ‘Best leave him. Ex farmer-cum-backwoodsman. He reckons he can communicate with ’em.’


‘What, like doctor whatshisname?’


‘Doolittle. Yeah, just like him.’


Coombes moved across to speak to the forensic team as Archie walked to the edge of the nearby ditch, picking up a wind-dislodged branch a couple of feet long from the roadside on the way. Testing its elasticity as he went, he slowed as he approached the outer circle of the ineffectual arc lights, unplugging the one illuminating the tree before moving across to the other. Once there he hunkered down behind it before removing his tie, fashioning it into a noose and attaching it to the end of the stick. He turned his jacket inside out so that the sleeves showed white before placing it just to the side of the light then flicked the old gum into the ditch as a calling card. This action released a low growl from the ditch’s bowels. Archie pressed the back of his hand to his lips and sucked in air, the squeal this caused mimicking the sound of a rabbit in distress.


After several seconds Jasper appeared slowly over the top of the ditch like a sniper; head low, flight-fright-fight reactions on red alert. Archie squinted, That’s one black dog. He squeaked again and gently slid the warming jacket a little further out of the beam’s pathway, illuminating the terrier some more as it continued to slink forward down the beam towards what appeared to be an easy supper. Archie, picking up the stick as the terrier drew closer, could see the scabbed and dried blood on his mask. Poor little mite. He pressed his lips harder to his hand now, making the squeal higher pitched as Jasper moved slightly to the side in an effort to see beyond the light. Archie twitched the jacket’s sleeve with his foot to gain the terrier’s fullest concentration and Jasper locked on to the half-seen movement.


Even though Archie was up and over the arc light in an instant the terrier reacted just as fast and purely by instinct, rising up on his hind legs and snapping at ghosts. This reaction only served to help Archie as the outstretched neck and head allowed the noose a free run over the dog’s head. The passage of the tie over the dog’s muzzle re-opened the wounds, adding to the terrier’s distress as Archie jerked the noose backwards completing capture; now Jasper showed his full disapproval. Snapping, snarling, jumping and twisting the enraged terrier lunged at Archie as, like a badly rehearsed heelwork-to-music duo at a silent disco, they pranced and puckered, side-stepped and frothed for several seconds. Unable to get close to his captor, Jasper, even with his gaping face-wound, attempted to take his temper out on the branch.


‘Hey hey, steady now lad, steady. Not gonna hurt you.’


Jasper responded to Archie’s soothing tones by letting go of the branch and lunging at him. Archie danced back away. Nice. That worked. Try again…you know how this works Archie Arnold. ‘Steady now lad, steady.’ Archie clicked his tongue at the dog. ‘Tch-Tch!’ He saw a momentary change in the terrier’s demeanour, almost a full-stop and he clicked again and saw a flash of recognition in the dog’s eyes. Know that sound do you? There’s lucky. He clicked again and the terrier stopped chewing but continued growling, cocking his head to one side and looking from Archie to ditch, ditch to Archie.


‘Let’s just draw breath, eh? You and me? Here.’ He took out one portion of the sandwich, bit it in half and tossed a chunk at the dog’s feet. ‘You must be starved.’ The scent of tuna billowed up and the terrier jumped forward, snaffling up the sandwich and growling throughout. ‘That nice eh? Nice? I’ll bet. How long you been here? Eh? You poor sod. Is that your owner down there is it? Tch-tch!’ The terrier took a pace toward Archie’s outstretched hand which now held a further portion of the sandwich ‘’S’alright, not gonna hurt y’, been hurt enough I reckon. What’d you do to that nose eh? Come on… Tch-tch!’ The terrier gave a little whine and a wag of his stump, then took another step toward Archie. ‘Let’s get you sorted out eh? Good lad.’ Jasper’s head dropped a little and he clawed along the ground towards the outstretched hand; when the terrier jumped forward to snatch the food Archie felt the kiss of teeth. Wolfing it down Jasper stood, emitting a distant rumble, surveying the situation, juggling his options.


Archie sat down.


The terrier looked almost taken aback.


‘Nothing to fear here lad, really. Tch-tch!’ Archie threw another small section of sandwich to the terrier and waited patiently, talking steadily in the same reassuring tone. ‘You not wanna leave your partner eh? I know.’ He shifted slightly. ‘Let me share summat with y’.’ He leant forward a little and tossed the rest of the sandwich to the dog. ‘I know that feelin’, believe me. I’ve been there so…you and me both. Thing is, if you come with me you’re not bein’ disloyal y’know. We need to put things right, but we can’t do it from here and you can’t help in that state, do you see…? Come on. Help me help you, eh?’ Archie slowly stood up and gently made his move towards Martin’s car, coaxing the terrier with him. The dog looked back at the ditch and Archie squatted down. ‘I know, I know, it hurts. We’ll be back I promise, but you’ll be no help to anyone if that cut goes bad will y’? Here.’ Archie took out the second half of the sandwich, bit a piece off and threw it, noticing he was fast running out of bribes. ‘Tch-tch! Come on lad, come with me.’


As their distance from the ditch increased so the group of cowed forensics staff regained their courage, moving back to the ditch and abandoned arc lights with a purpose.


‘Open the back door Martin then call dog support at Balsall Common. Tell ’em an injured terrier needs seein’ too. Food Adam?’


‘Yeah. Ham on brown. Where d’you want it?’


‘Toss it on the back seat.’


‘Can’t we just get a local vet in? Be easier.’


‘Nope, he’s our only material witness to all this an’ he’s not well. I want to make sure he gets the best.’


‘Witness?’


‘Witness, trust me. Watch him close enough and he’ll talk.’


Archie and terrier drew closer to the car as PC Coombes, in the process of making the call, saw Reeve open the box and toss the ham sandwich onto the rear seat. ‘Jesus, he’s gonna wreck my motor.’


‘Get ready to close the door Adam, gentle now.’ Archie climbed backwards onto the rear seat and slid along it, shoving the ham sandwich towards the terrier. He held out the last square of the tuna sandwich. ‘Here y’ are fella, surf ‘n’ turf; in y’ get. Tch-tch!’


Jasper paused at the door, scenting the interior of man-and-tuna layered with a background hum of ham. Lifting his front legs onto the sill the terrier stretched forward as far as he could, his back legs still refusing to commit as Archie drew back both hand and food before tossing the tuna into the footwell. The terrier, leaning forward to his fullest extent, drew his back legs up and over the sill and into the car to retrieve the food. Archie then offered the first of the ham sandwich. ‘Door.’


Reeve stepped forward and gently clicked the door shut just as Jasper leant forward to take it from Archie’s hand. ‘Good lad.’


After a slight reaction to the sound of the closing door, Archie could see and sense a shift in the dog’s attitude. Unwrapping a fresh stick of gum from his pocket, he began chewing and tossed a quarter of the ham sandwich to the terrier. ‘Look, supper continues. In y’ get Martin, but slowly.’ Jasper swallowed the last of the sandwich then sat for ham seconds, swaying slightly. Archie folded back his wayward flop of hair and obliged. After finishing, the terrier sat once more in the footwell before dropping flat. ‘You must be exhausted. No sleep ’til rescue, eh?’ He surveyed the damage. ‘I’m surprised you can eat with that mouth; that’s some cut.’


Coombes closed the door and started the engine. ‘There’ll be blood and snot everywhere.’


The terrier reacted to the tone of conversation and engine noise by letting out a low grumbling growl. ‘No no, steady there fella, nothing to hurt, just a grumpy policeman.’ Archie threw another chunk of sandwich which Jasper began to eat but with less energy this time, not even bothering to rise up fully. Archie part lowered the window. ‘Adam?’ Archie indicated the couple still ensconced in their vehicle. ‘See what you can get from those two. Another WPC would be good. There’s a few arrivin’ on scene with the search team, get one of them. I’ll drop him off then come back, shouldn’t be more than a couple of hours. What’s the time now?’


‘Time you had a watch…’


‘Time you had a new joke.’


‘Just gone six.’


‘Right, back by eight, then we’ll see what you and forensics have come up with.’ Reeve lowered his face to the part-opened window. ‘Oh, an’ get me coat will you, it’s…’ In a flash the terrier was up out of the footwell and onto the back seat alongside Archie, snapping and snarling, blood-stained spittle peppering the window.


Reeve jumped back with a yell and Coombes moved hastily forward in his seat pressing his chest against the steering wheel and setting off the horn as Archie put pressure on the stick causing Jasper to drop to the seat still growling and snapping. ‘Now then fella now then. Tch-tch! He’s alright, steady now, he’s not gonna hurt you.’


‘I wouldn’t get the chance,’ Reeve’s distant voice floated in through the window. ‘Jesus but he moves fast.’


‘See if you can do the same. My coat?’


Reeve walked to the scene of capture and retrieved the damp and scuffed coat that had been dumped aside by the forensics team as Coombes’ voice came shakily from the front of the car. ‘Christ, I was expecting him up and over the seat then.’


‘Reeves’ fault. Daft sod’s got no understanding of the canine mind, shoving his face into the gap like that.’


‘Never mind the canine mind, I nearly had a bowel movement.’


‘I’ll keep control here you just keep control there. He’ll soon settle.’ Archie reached through the open window and took his coat from Reeve’s distant, outstretched grasp. ‘If Traffic deign to turn up tell them to leave things ’til I get back, I want a scout round first.’


‘They’ll love you for that.’


‘My case so they’ll do as they’re told.’ Archie fussed at the terrier as it lay down in the seat well once more. ‘Alright lad, everybody relax. Here, some more ham. Did you get through to Balsall, Martin?’


‘Yeah, duty vet’s on his way in, they’re settin’ up and waitin’ for you.’


‘Right. Home Coombes, and don’t spare the horses.’


The firearms unit turned up just as PC Coombes’ patrol car moved along the lane and out of sight…


~


Would you employ me after that car crash of an interview? No, I wouldn’t. So, definitely no job.


A minor station bleached its way past Lin’s window as the train gathered momentum for the final push in the hope that this time, one time, it might arrive on time; something told her the dice were loaded against it. She took the headed letter from her battered, mock-leather briefcase and re-ran the day’s events as if a revisit would change the outcomes. It didn’t. This is as close as you’ll ever get to working at Braxhams. That interview panel looked like they’d seen one candidate too many and I was it. Felt about as welcome as a debt collector…a black one at that. She closed the briefcase, snapping the one remaining clip reluctantly into place and looked out onto the tail end of this overcast and thoroughly beaten day; a day where only fools and entire tomcats were out with any relish. Finally her gaze shifted onto the leopard-print coat draped across her knees. And I bought this new rain-bloody-coat for it; what a waste. Lin attempted to put the letter into the coat pocket; the fit was inadequate. And who is it making these fashion things anyway…more to the point who are the idiots who buy them? She tried to force the letter downwards, crushing it out of shape in her silent, frustration-fuelled fit. You Linden! You’re the idiot who buys them. Neither use nor ornament these pockets, nothing fits…oh, bugger it! She let go and the letter began to uncurl, protruding from the pocket like a tongue. About as useful as that interview. She remembered those soulless faces gazing from across that table in a room bereft of art and pity. That cup of coffee I should never have accepted. She winced inwardly as she re-ran seeing the contents spread across tabletop and paperwork when her sleeve caught it as she expanded lavishly on her scientific abilities. Like a bloodstain that coffee…the life of my interview draining away right there. Ah well, your loss Braxhams… Ha! Just as sure as my flat will be when I tell the council I’ve no money for council tax…again. She took out her mobile and scanned the screen. Why is it you only get in touch on your terms Rene? One call ages ago to ask what I know about Rutland then nothing for a week. Why? To worry the life out of me, that’s why. Lin sighed and pocketed the phone. As happened whenever she felt stressed her hand went instinctively to her netsuke, an intricately carved baby elephant cradling an acorn through the centre of which is drilled a worm hole and which was attached round her wrist by a leather strap. Fondling this comforter with her free hand she gazed around the carriage, pushing back into the angle between wall and seat back. I’m just a wild animal really; mistrusting all, guarding my territory. Gazing round she assessed the other passengers. Just like everyone else in here.


In her present, melancholic state Lin’s thoughts meandered on. What I wouldn’t give for a regular wage. What regular wage? Enough left over after food shopping to buy a regular pint on a regular basis would be nice. Jesus but I’ve got to get some money from somewhere soon. Lin shook her head and settled back to doze. Soon be back in my sunny hometown of Chorleton-cum-Deadend-in-Backwater. Thank Christ the rich folk from London still retire to their country estates round there otherwise the station would’ve been slammed shut years ago and I’d be searching for a non-existent rural bus service right about now.


These half-doze musings on the unfairness in her personal life and on social injustice in general were broken when a movement flickered across her slatted gaze. One of the occupants had moved to Lin’s side of the carriage to stand just ahead of her, one hand gripping a seat back, the train’s motion causing him to sway like a babyless mother. He stared through the unscrubbed window into the unscrubbed landscape, trying to separate the outer blackness from the inner grime and spoke to no one in particular.


‘Is’t ’Allam next?’


Lin noticed the man’s effort to cover the mediocre beginnings of a pale moustache with his hand, as if he was afraid of having it stolen in the rough and tumble of everyday conversation. No prizes for guessing where you’re from. As his face was turned more Lin’s way, she thought it would be churlish not to reply.


‘Hallam? Yea.’ She nodded at the bleak vista. ‘Should’ve been fifteen minutes ago, but, y’ know…railways?’ The man grunted, stroked his lip again and moved to a seat behind her. Thank you. You’re welcome. All the way from Ireland just to fail your good manners starter-for-ten…and you stink of alcohol.


Trackside houses, part-hidden behind poorly maintained shiplap fencing, gradually became more visible and more frequent as, like a reluctant weed-trapped pike, a jaundiced Hallam was reeled in. Now the density of housing increased and along with it the designer curtains of suburbia. Fire-ash, garden hackings, the occasional corpse of unwanted white goods some naked and bruised, some respectfully shrouded with old carpet, dressed the embankment. Lin shook her head at the sadness of it all. She pressed the recall button on her phone and listened to it ring out and play the ‘not-available’ message. She closed the connection. Oh, come on Rene!


As the train protested to resting at Hallam Halt Station Lin rose from her seat, collecting her raincoat and taking her other briefcase, courtesy of Lidl’s, off the luggage rack. Chorleton was the next stop, her stop, but with the myriad little kinks in the line between Hallam and Chorleton she always found it safer to stand and grip a seat back, luggage in hand as the journey progressed rather than try and wrestle with her belongings as Chorleton grew closer; the last thing she needed was to be sent bustle-over-bonnet into the laps of strangers. The man with the face-fuzz looked away from the window to take in her movements. After the briefest of pauses he moved further down the carriage before taking yet another seat just beyond a large middle-aged woman.


Lin looked at the only other man sitting in the carriage and something in his appearance, his relaxed manner, made Lin think of the universal guy on the Friday night door at any one of the clubs or pubs in the dance-and-drink hot spots. She recognised the type; didn’t look up to much but had ‘on the door’ written all over him. She placed her raincoat and bag onto the seat and held on tightly as the train bellyached its way out of Hallam Halt. Her eyes closed. In five minutes she would be back in Chorleton and today would mist into crisps-and-domino small talk in the company of friends. Thank Christ…


~


DC Reeve opened the passenger door of the squad car and Archie got out, gum-chewing as if his life depended on it as PC Coombes switched off the engine.


‘Thanks Martin.’


‘You’re welcome.’ Coombes closed the driver’s door and immediately left them to join a group of other officers gathered by the mobile canteen.


Archie watched him go. ‘Don’t let us keep you.’ He turned to Reeve. ‘Anything from forensics yet?’


‘Bits, they’re still workin’ on it.’


Archie looked at his watch. ‘Jay’s got fifteen minutes before I rattle his cage. Tea for two?’


‘I will if you will. How’s the dog?’


‘Doin’ alright. After we’d got him doped-up I left him with Bob. Says he knows you.’


‘Bob Lord? Yeah. Each time I’ve been back to Ashford to give a talk to the new recruits he was there to talk about the dog unit and its H&S routines. Good vet. If anyone can fix that dog up it’ll be him. Best hands in the business.’
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