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      ‘Don’t take it too hard, chum,’ sympathised the desk sergeant as Harry handed over his helmet, bringing an end to his short-lived career as a police constable. ‘It wasn’t me who gave you the push.’ He lowered his voice in case he was overheard by his inspector. ‘You weren’t to know the fellow you tried to arrest in the dark was the new Chief Constable… and the fog an’ all didn’t help.’

      Harry Bell heaved a sigh of resignation. ‘Just my luck. If it was only that, I might have got away with it, after getting a right ticking off and a black mark on my records. I should have known better. It was arresting that blonde the next day for being drunk and disorderly that did it – how was I to know it was the mayor’s wife.’

      ‘Ah, well that’s where you made your second mistake, son. It turned out to be his bit of crackling he was meeting on the sly – Saucy Sue, they call her. That wasn’t your day, was it, when it all came out, especially as it happened to be his wedding anniversary. Never mind, my lad, that’s all behind you now.’

      ‘But what am I going to do?’

      Catching sight of his inspector looming in the background, Sergeant Matthews hurriedly straightened up.

      ‘Do? Why, buck your ideas up, young man and turn over a new leaf, that’s what. Bear in mind what the force has been teaching you these past two years – discipline and dedication. Remember that, and you can’t go far wrong.’ He looked cautiously over his shoulder. ‘Has he gone?’ Putting the police helmet away out of sight, he relaxed visibly.

      ‘Where was I? Oh yes. Now, how I see it is this. Forget about those… ahem, unfortunate lapses. Put it behind you and write it off as experience. You’ve got the rest of your life ahead of you.’ He leaned over confidentially. ‘Think of it as a new adventure. Take after your Uncle Ted – he wouldn’t let any upset like that stop him getting where he is today, a respected and retired Detective Sergeant – it takes hard work and determination.’

      ‘You should have heard what he said when I told him about it,’ replied Harry despondently.

      ‘Well, you’ll just have to show him what you’re made of.’

      ‘Don’t tell me, an idiot nephew without a job and no prospects, that’s what.’ Harry sighed. ‘I owe the landlady for a week’s rent, just to start with.’

      Doing his best to cheer him up, the sergeant fished out a sheaf of ‘wanted’ notices and selected some at random. ‘Hold your horses, you’ve still got a good brain and all that training to fall back on, don’t forget. Why not have a go at one of these to keep you going. Look, there’s a hefty reward for this one, if you catch him it would pay your rent for the next year or so.’

      Harry took it with a sigh and read it. ‘“Butch Jones, real name unknown, escaped on remand, wanted for false identity and attempted murder. Armed, do not approach.”’ He handed it back. ‘Urgh! Fat chance, he’ll be miles away by now – that was six months ago.’

      ‘Well, what about this one – “Scarface Willie on the run, convicted of assault and threatening witness.”’

      ‘Charming. He should be easy to find, with a name like that,’ responded Harry drily.

      ‘Oh, and there’s this one that’s just come in. “M. T. Banks, con artist and fraudster.” Blimey, no wonder he took people in, his moniker was a dead giveaway.’

      Harry scanned the details dubiously. ‘The last one looks more promising. At least I don’t need a gun with that character – just a lock-up safe, by the sound of it.’

      ‘Have a go and keep in touch, lad. I don’t usually get this feeling, but my instincts tell me you’re someone worth watching with your background, so don’t let me down. You’re not the only one to find yourself in this position. There’s plenty of others waiting their turn, so be prepared to give a hand when it's needed. Your Uncle Ted has a lot of faith in you, don’t forget – he’s a great mate of mine,’ he ended gruffly. ‘You can always give me a buzz if you need any back-up help, unofficially of course.’

      ‘Thanks, Sarg,’ Harry said. ‘Don’t think I don’t appreciate it. I promise to follow up those tips. Meanwhile, I’ll have a word with my landlady and see if she’ll still have me.’

      ‘Think nothing of it, Harry. Give my regards to Mrs M and don’t forget…’ he whispered, ‘keep clear of that Chief Constable – Slaughter by name and by nature, they call him, with good reason.’

      Without his familiar uniform to comfort and reassure him and attired in his old sport shirt and slacks, Harry felt almost undressed as he made his way out of the station for the last time, the desk sergeant’s words of warning ringing in his ears.

      He picked up his satchel from the cloakroom and was about to step outside when a hand descended on his shoulder and a familiar voice bellowed cheerfully in his ear, ‘And where do you think you’re going, my old china?’

      He turned around, taken aback, and was confronted by his fellow officer and old school chum, Freddie, backed by a row of grinning faces.

      ‘You don’t think we’re going to let you go without a farewell knees-up, do you? Come on, the first round is on me, what d’you say, guys?’

      To a chorus of cheers and slaps on the back, Harry found himself being steered in the direction of the nearest pub and a welcome pint was thrust in his hand to help him drown his sorrows.

      ‘D’you know what?’ appealed Freddie to the others. ‘He was going to nip off without a word to anyone, the cheeky devil. This calls for a toast – to Harry Bell. May he forever be our friend and mate, wherever he goes and whatever the future holds for him. Cheers!’ He followed this up with, ‘Let’s see 1969 goes out with a bang – here’s to 1970 and good luck for better times to come.’

      From then on events became a bit blurred, as far as Harry was concerned. So, when ‘last drinks, gents’ time was announced, Harry was barely conscious of being lifted off his stool and helped to Freddie’s quarters for the night, wearing a blissful smile.

      The next morning, by a supreme effort, he managed to stagger into the bathroom for a shower and a freshen up. Unable to face breakfast, and with the knowledge that his lodgings were a good eight miles away, he cursed himself for not accepting a lift from Freddie. But the thought of talking about recent events was too painful to bear, even with Freddie.

      He had airily declined, offering the lame excuse that the exercise would do him good. To his relief, he covered the first few miles at a good pace with surprising ease, then coming across a signpost indicating that his destination, Tanfield, was still another five miles ahead, his optimism began to wane.

      After taking a breather, he resumed his journey, resolutely putting aside his niggling aches, and after a while he became vaguely aware that he wasn’t alone, despite the fact he was surrounded by miles and miles of bare hills and valleys, without a soul in sight. Pausing to get his second wind, he thought he heard a faint scuffling sound and looking around he caught sight of a scruffy, longhaired dog at his heels, looking lonely and slightly the worse for wear.

      Bending down, he patted the animal, glad of an excuse to stop. ‘Hello old boy, what are you doing in this part of the world?’

      Unable to manage anything except for a muffled croak, the dog merely wagged his tail hopefully.

      Assuming the animal must have strayed or, perish the thought, been dumped by some uncaring owner, Harry patted his head again reassuringly. ‘Don’t worry, we’re nearly there,’ he said pointing to the way ahead. ‘Only a few miles to go.’ He felt around the dog’s collar for a possible clue to the animal’s identity and was rewarded by the sight of a name plate. ‘So that’s what they call you, “Prince”, eh? I shall have to bow before I speak to you in future, with a name like that.’

      The dog managed another croak and looked up appealingly.

      Remembering that he had passed a stream a short while back, Harry took pity at the state the dog was in, and picking him up, carried him back along the path and put him down at a handy bank, within easy reach of the water.

      Wagging his tail feebly, the animal reached out a paw to steady himself and started to lick away happily, only to be rescued at the last minute when he nearly fell in. ‘Steady on, old chap, take it easy. Mind you, it looks as if you could do with a bath. Feeling better now, are we?’

      To his embarrassment, the dog started licking his fingers in gratitude. Carrying him back to the path to resume his journey, Harry patted him on the head encouragingly. ‘There you are, old fellow – how do you feel. Off we go again, not far now.’ It wasn’t until they had gone a few yards that Harry could have sworn he heard the words, ‘Thanks’ being uttered. He paused in his tracks for a split second before carrying on automatically. You idiot, he told himself sternly, it was only the wind you heard, you must have imagined it.

      He laughed at himself – it was not surprising he was feeling so light headed after the shock of parting company with all his mates after that last drinking session, despite all the orderly thinking his training had instilled in him.

      The more he thought about it, the more absurd it all seemed, and he dismissed the idea, putting it down to tiredness, and instead focussed his mind on Mrs M, his landlady, and the thought of a relaxing and welcome cup of tea that would be waiting for him when he got back to his digs, and possibly crumpets, his favourite snack.

      When he finally reached his destination he made for the reception area, secure in the knowledge he would be sure of a warm welcome. He pressed the bell on the counter, signalling he had arrived, and sat back anticipating all the familiar movements Mrs M usually made in the background – first, the kettle filling up, then the whistle of it coming to the boil and finally the delicious sound of tea being poured. As the minutes passed, however, in a deathly hush, he stirred restlessly and finally made the effort to get up, to discover for himself the reason for the unexpected delay.

      At the sight of his landlady huddled over the table in the kitchen, her face buried in a handkerchief and sobbing her heart out, all thoughts of his own problems were instantly banished from his mind.

      ‘Why, what on earth’s the matter, Mrs M?’ He tried to be practical, thinking of all the possible causes that would have left her in such a state. ‘Is everything all right? Is someone ill or something… it’s not… Sheila?’ He forced the words out anxiously, thinking of her attractive daughter who occupied most of his thoughts.

      ‘No, nothing like that – I’m only ruined, that’s all.’

      ‘Whatever is it?’ He tried being jocular. ‘The milkman hasn’t eloped with that girl from the village – what was her name, Enid or something?’

      ‘See for yourself.’ She thrust a piece of paper at him. ‘I’m up to my ears in debt, so my accountant tells me, that’s what.’ At the thought of the shame of it all, she burst into tears again.

      ‘But that can’t be right,’ Harry protested loyally. ‘Why, you’ve got a thriving business here. You’re never short of lodgers and everyone knows you always pay on time. How can he make that out?’

      ‘Then how come he says I’ve got to sell up to pay off all my debts – when I’ve never knowingly owed a penny in my life?’

      ‘That’s ridiculous,’ said Harry scanning the figures. ‘There must be a mistake. It says here you owe a small fortune – what does he expect you to do about it?’

      ‘He wants me to hand the business over to him to pay off all my debts,’ she exclaimed bitterly. ‘I’m ruined.’ She got up wearily. ‘While you’re having a look, I’ll get your usual cuppa, dear.’

      As he was absorbing the figures in sheer disbelief, she busied herself at the sink and handed over a cup of what looked like muddy liquid, forgetting in her anguish to add any milk and sugar.

      Pushing it away gently, not wishing to add to her misery, Harry felt something lick his ankle and saw Prince looking up at him reproachfully. Sighing, Harry reached out for a packet of handy nibbles and tipped some into a bowl. ‘Sorry, old lad. Help yourself.’

      The dog regarded the offering mournfully and nosed it away somewhat disdainfully just as Mrs M handed over a plate of what Harry thought was scraps of leftovers.

      ‘All I could find at short notice,’ said Mrs M apologetically about the offering. ‘I just can’t think straight. Excuse me while I tidy myself up,’ and throwing a handful of tissues in the nearest bin, she rushed off to the bathroom.

      Making the most of her absence, Harry quickly put the burnt offerings down on the floor, hoping his new friend wouldn’t notice.

      The dog took one look at it, sniffed and gave Harry his second shock of the day. ‘Call this food?’

      Still recovering from his landlady’s worries, Harry couldn’t quite believe his ears. He’d put the previous weird experience down to tiredness, but twice in the same day was too much to accept. He held on to the table for support and blurted out the first thing that came into his head. ‘Don’t you like it, old boy?’

      ‘Like it?’ remarked the dog, indignantly. ‘I wouldn’t give it to the birds. By the way, don’t call me ‘old boy’, if you don’t mind. My name is Prince.’

      ‘Of course, old…I mean, Prince,’ he acknowledged feebly. He glanced round desperately, unable to think straight and trying to convince himself he wasn’t going completely round the bend. Rallying, he tried to control his mounting hysteria. ‘Look, I know it’s not much, but I don’t want to upset Mrs M. Can we talk about this elsewhere – like, in my room,’ he found himself gabbling. ‘Meanwhile, I’ll see what I can find in the cupboard for you.’

      Fighting off a strange legless feeling, he managed to get up and make his way to the food store where he knew Mrs M kept all her supplies and peered in furtively. ‘Here we are, a jar of biscuits – will that do?’

      ‘I suppose so, if there’s nothing else going. I’m starving.’

      ‘Here you are then, um Prince. Don’t let Mrs M know,’ he cautioned mechanically, ‘they’re her favourites.’

      Between munching, the dog nodded obligingly. ‘Don’t worry – I’ll keep mum.’

      Wiping his forehead, Harry whispered, ‘Here she comes. Don’t forget.’

      ‘Whatever must you be thinking of me,’ apologised Mrs M, emerging from her room at last, looking distinctly ruffled. ‘I was so upset about what that accountant went on about, I completely forgot about your tea. All I’ve got are a few sandwiches I was going to give him, and he never even bothered to look at them. Good riddance to him, that’s what I say.’

      ‘Don’t give it another thought,’ said Harry hastily. ‘Sandwiches would be fine for us… I mean for me. I’m not very hungry – in fact, I’m feeling a bit worn out – it’s been a long day after everything I’ve been through. I think I’ll have an early night, if you don’t mind,’ he added, deciding it would be best to save news of his own situation until the morning, when she might be in a better state to take it in.

      Before she could ask any more questions, he picked up a copy of her accounts with a sudden thought. ‘Look, I know just the chap to put us in touch with someone who might know what it could all mean. Leave it to me, Mrs M. All I can say at this stage is, it doesn’t seem right – I can’t believe you owe all this money he’s talking about.’

      ‘Ooh, I’d be ever so grateful if you could, Mr Harry, I really would. I don’t know how I’m going to tell Sheila – and the staff will have to go at this rate. It’ll be a wrench. Whatever happens, I’ll get a proper breakfast for you and I won’t charge you any rent for a whole month, if you come up trumps. I just know it can’t be right.’

      ‘Don’t worry, leave it to me,’ repeated Harry, accepting the sandwiches gratefully. ‘By the way, you don’t mind if I have the dog in my room, do you? He’s done his business, so he’s perfectly respectful.’

      ‘If you say so, Mr Harry,’ she decided after catching sight of Prince. ‘I don’t usually allow dogs, but I’ll make this a special case. Breakfast at the usual time then, good-night.’

      After the door closed behind him, she looked at the clock reflectively. ‘Funny time to go to bed, it’s only six o’clock. Still, you never know with that police lot, they must be working him too hard, poor little devil.’

      Once in the safety of his room, Harry collapsed in the nearest chair. Dabbing at his face, he laid the sandwiches at the dog’s feet, finding he’d lost his appetite after the day’s shattering events. ‘Here you are, Prince old chap, help yourself.’

      As he watched the dog tucking in, he did his best to work out what he was going to say that would help to make sense of the incongruous situation he found himself in. He tried out one or two opening remarks to himself, to see what it sounded like. “Tell me old fellow, how long have you been able to talk like this?” and “Who taught you to speak?” until all he could come up with weakly was, ‘How did it happen?’

      Pausing to take a breath after satisfying his immediate hunger, the dog looked up searchingly and put the question as if he was addressing a witness in court. ‘Before I answer, will you swear that anything I tell you will not be repeated to anyone, at any time, outside these four walls?’

      Comforted by the thought that nobody would believe him, even if he did, Harry replied feebly, ‘I do.’

      The dog nodded, as if satisfied, and replied darkly, ‘All I can say is that if you did let it out, my head would be on the chopping block, and no mistake.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ appealed Harry, completely mystified.

      Ignoring his remark, the dog followed up with another question. ‘Have you ever heard of a kingdom called “Palmesia”?’

      ‘No,’ said Harry with conviction, feeling rather like a school boy being put on the mat by his headmaster.

      ‘That’s where I come from – or came from,’ the dog corrected himself. ‘After the revolution,’ he added, as if that explained everything.

      ‘What revolution?’ asked Harry, feeling slightly bemused.

      ‘Don’t keep interrupting – you made me forget what I was going to say.’

      ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Now listen,’ said the dog, settling down and making himself comfortable. ‘This is where you might find it difficult to believe.’

      It sounded like the understatement of the year. Past caring, Harry nodded obediently and tried to concentrate.

      ‘It was like this,’ said the dog getting into his stride. ‘It was all set up for me to take over as the next in line, when this blasted cousin of mine decided he’d put a spanner in the works and collar the lot for himself. Are you with me?’

      ‘Yes – at least, I think so,’ said Harry cautiously, trying to keep up with him and hoping it wouldn’t take too long to explain.

      ‘Well, luckily my valet, Jazz found out what he was up to and tipped me off. But before we could do anything about it, that traitor of a cousin had gone and raised a rabble of an army and forced his way into the palace and took over.’

      ‘What happened after that?’ asked Harry bewildered. It was becoming too much for him to take in, and he found himself nodding off, despite the drama unfolding in front of him.

      ‘What we didn’t know was that old Jazz was a bit of a magician on the quiet, with powers nobody knew about, and guess what he did.’

      ‘What was that?’ asked Harry, feeling he was losing the thread of the conversation.

      ‘He turned me into a dog, of course, so we could escape. Here, wake up – did you hear what I said?’

      ‘Sorry… then why didn’t he turn you back again, after you’d got away?’

      ‘That’s what I kept asking him. He said it was all part of the magic ritual and unless I did exactly what he told me, I’d find myself back where I was in the first place. I had to promise faithfully to follow the rules of the spell he used – I didn’t have any option.’

      ‘Ah,’ said Harry, relieved to think that they seemed to be getting somewhere at last. ‘What were those?’

      ‘I wondered when you were going to ask me that. He said I’d have to carry out some sort of programme of helping others before he could use his spell to put it all right again. If I breathed a word about what happened to anyone, I might as well forget about the whole exercise – and I wasn’t to contact him about it, unless it was urgent.’

      ‘What kind of help do you think he meant?’ asked Harry, glancing hopefully at his bed.

      ‘He said I’d know when I’ve done it,’ answered Prince, nudging him hopefully. ‘You have any ideas?’

      But Harry found he could no longer think up an adequate answer that would make sense after such an extraordinary story. Exhausted by the shattering events of the day and the recent astonishing revelations, all he could do was reach out and seek the comfort of his bed, and as soon as his head touched the pillow he was lost to the world.

      

      Turning over restlessly in bed in the small hours, Harry woke up and tried to get to sleep again, but all he could think about was Prince’s extraordinary tale. How could anyone in his right mind, especially a Prince – if he was to be believed – allow himself to get into such a situation, without being able to do anything about it. It didn’t make sense.

      Drowsily, he thought back to his own family history that Uncle Ted was fond of relating when he’d had too many drinks after a Saturday night out, and began to see a parallel of some sort emerging. What if that old wives’ tale about Grandad’s past was true after all, and he himself was a distant relative of an earl, even if he was not likely to be ever recognised as such given the circumstances.

      He’d looked up pictures of the old boy in the family album whenever he had time and his grandad had been strikingly handsome, and no doubt attracted attention from a number of female admirers, even though he was only a butler when the picture was taken. According to the family records, he was always on the lookout for a more adventurous life and at the first opportunity volunteered for active service overseas to escape domestic duties. His bravery in battle soon marked him out and after gaining his stripes, he was promoted from the ranks to an officer and awarded a medal for gallantry, and that was probably how he caught the eye of the Earl’s daughter, Lady Mary, when he was home on leave, resplendent in his uniform. Unfortunately, having served the family as a butler, their blossoming romance was not regarded at all favourably by the Earl, and when Lady Mary fell pregnant the whole affair was hushed up and his grandad was shown the door.

      To safeguard the family’s reputation, the Earl persuaded his daughter to marry a distant cousin called Percy to keep it in the family and hopefully avoid any scandal. Then it all came to an end when Lady Mary died in childbirth, and his grandad was left with no claim on the estate. Although he eventually married and settled down, it was said that he never got over his first love and later died of a broken heart.

      All this came to light when Harry discovered a bundle of letters in a desk drawer one day, written by his grandad at the time he tried to gain access to his baby son, without success.

      It was a secret romance and remained secret, and one that Harry’s father carried to his grave, for despite his repeated requests, the Earl ignored his entreaties and refused to recognise him; and his son, the present Earl, carried on the tradition.

      Uncle Ted was left with the responsibility of bringing me up and paying for my education, reflected Harry as he turned over in bed, seeking a more comfortable position. He refused to take any credit for it. Not only that, he encouraged me to join the police force as a cadet, and a fat lot of good it did him. All I did was to muck the whole thing up by being sacked, so how can I ever repay him? He would never be in a position to propose to Sheila at this rate even if they did say that 1970 was to be a year of opportunities. Fat chance.

      Then he remembered the comforting things his desk sergeant had said about facing up to challenges and by helping others, and the last thought that crossed his mind as he dozed off was… Don’t forget about those accounts…
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      The next morning, it was the insistent knocking on the door, followed by his landlady’s familiar voice, that woke him up.

      ‘Breakfast in ten minutes, Mr. Harry.’

      ‘Right-Ho,’ he mumbled, turning over and rubbing the sleep from his eyes. As he did so, last night’s events started flooding back, making him wince at the memory. He peered over the side to see if the object of his thoughts was still there.

      The sight of Prince spread out happily on the carpet convinced him that he hadn’t dreamed it all and reminded him of the problem that confronted him, and one he had to try to solve, if he was to remain sane.

      What on earth was he going to do about it? The recollection of what Prince had told him was so bizarre he still couldn’t take it in. All that talk about his valet being a magician and turning him into a dog left an awful lot of questions to be answered, before it could even begin to make sense. For instance, where was that blighter of a valet he was talking about while all this was going on, and why didn’t he turn up when Prince started following him home yesterday?

      He scratched his head and finally gave up. His more immediate problem was how he was going to help Mrs M get out of the awful mess she was in, before he decided what to do about himself; and that meant finding someone to check those accounts to get at the truth. His mate Freddie was bound to know – his knowledge of useful contacts was a by word amongst all their friends, or was before he got the chop, he admitted ruefully. Meanwhile, what was he to do about the dog?

      The thought of leaving Prince behind when he might come out with some rash remark in an unguarded moment, sure to upset Mrs M, made him go hot and cold all over. It would be enough to send her over the edge and end up with her getting herself carted off to the loony bin, as if she didn’t have enough to worry about already. In the short time he had got to know her, she had become more like a motherly aunt than a landlady, in the same league as his Uncle Ted.

      No, his only solution was to take Prince with him and find something for him to do that wouldn’t ring any alarm bells while he was following up the mystery about the accounts. A sudden thought struck him.

      Of course, after being thick as thieves with that magician valet, he might come up with a trick or two that we haven’t thought about, that might solve everything, he reminded himself optimistically. His mind settled, he dressed in double quick time and waking up Prince, led him into the kitchen.

      ‘Ah, there you are, dear,’ greeted Mrs M. ‘Get stuck into that lot and you won’t come to no harm. I’ve rustled up something for that dog of yours as well. Sit yourself down. Oh, by the way, I’ve made a copy of those dratted accounts, so you can hang on to them as long as you like, no hurry as far as I’m concerned.’

      ‘Thanks, I was just wondering about those,’ confessed Harry, relieved to see that a bowl had been set aside for Prince, full of tasty treats. He added casually, anxious not to spoil her present mood, ‘When are you expecting that accountant to come back, did he say?’

      ‘I told him I’d think about his mouldy offer, and he had the cheek to invite me to go to that village ‘do’ with him tonight while I made up my mind, as if I would,’ she said indignantly. ‘Now you’re looking into it, he can blessed well wait, the worm – he didn’t give me any warning about the accounts getting in the state they’re in, so why should I?’

      ‘Quite right,’ agreed Harry, pleased to see she was adopting the right spirit. Pushing his plate away at last with an effort, he grinned his appreciation. ‘That was a feast, Mrs M. I won’t want anything more until supper. Now, if you’ll excuse me,’ he said as he made for the phone, ‘I’ll give my friend Freddie a buzz and see if he can help.’

      ‘While you’re doing that I’ll go and give Sheila a shout. Poor duck, she was all set up about going to that village do herself tonight. That dreadful news of mine has probably put the dampers on it.’

      ‘Don’t worry. Knowing Sheila, they’ll be queuing up to take her, especially her boyfriend,’ said Harry enviously, wishing he was in a position to ask her himself.

      Putting aside his cherished hopes, he broke off as Freddie answered. ‘Hi, Freddie, have you got a minute?’ and in a few short sentences explained what he wanted. ‘You know someone, great. Look, I wonder if you could do me a favour. I need to see him asap, but I haven’t got any transport. You will? That’s brilliant. In ten minutes? Right away, even better. Look forward to seeing you.’ Catching sight of his landlady’s anxious face, he added reassuringly, ‘That’s all fixed, he’s off duty. Come on, Prince, it’s time we were off.’ Slipping on his jacket, he picked up a copy of the accounts and turned to go. ‘Must dash. Oh, and don’t worry about Sheila,’ he said awkwardly, ‘I’m sure she’ll be all right. Bye.’

      ‘Thanks ever so, Mr Harry.’ Mrs M waved him off. ‘Hear that, ducky,’ she called up the stairs, ‘Harry says no need to worry about the dance, he’ll sort something out for you.’

      

      Sitting back comfortably as he adjusted his seat belt, feeling they seemed to be getting somewhere at last, Harry enquired, ‘He’s good, is he, this chap, Morrison, the one you were talking about?’

      ‘None better,’ assured Freddie, putting his foot down on the pedal. ‘With a bit of luck, we’ll catch him before he goes off duty. Not that he’s on a regular beat,’ he explained, ‘he’s one of the backroom boys at HQ. He’ll tell you all about it when we see him. Now, what are you up to these days? Doing a bit of freelancing on your own, are you?’ He chuckled. ‘I hear you tried to arrest our dear old Chief – I’d love to have been there and seen his face when it happened.’
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