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  Born in York, Mike Pannett joined the London Metropolitan Police in 1988, and became one of the youngest officers in service to be given his own patch.

  He went on to serve on the Divisional Crime Squad, Robbery Squad, Murder Squad and the TSG (Riot Police), where he was also trained in surveillance.




  Missing his native land, Mike transferred to the North Yorkshire Police in 1997, working as a Rural Community Beat Officer and eventually, as a Wildlife Officer. Mike became one of the highest

  commended officers – for intelligence gathering, drug seizures and bravery, to name but a few examples. In 2005 he starred in 26 episodes of the BBC’s Country Cops series. Mike

  and his wife Ann, who is still a serving police officer, live with their three children in a small village in the shadow of the North Yorkshire moors.
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  With great thanks




  to Alan Wilkinson




  and also Algy, Soapy, Walter




  and all of the other characters




  – you know who you are








  

     

  




  •   One   •




  Christmas was a memory. They’d slung the trees out a week since, taken the decorations down and now it was a matter of counting the days – and weeks, and months

  – until spring. To tell the truth, though, I was busy counting the hours till I would get home to a nice warm bed that icy January night. It was minus seven by the patrol car thermometer as I

  sat overlooking the lake at Castle Howard in the moonlight, its edges rimmed with ice, when blow me if a fox didn’t come trotting up from the tangle of last year’s flags and bulrushes

  with a fat mallard in his mouth. I almost choked on my cheese-and-chutney sandwich as he trotted across the pasture and slipped quietly into the woods. Then I started thinking about how long it was

  since I’d eaten duck myself. It must have been the time me and the ex treated ourselves to a dinner in that posh place over by Kirkham Abbey. It was the last wedding anniversary we ever

  celebrated, and it needed to be: the food may have been great but they don’t half know how to charge you out there.




  You get like that some nights, when there’s nothing doing and even your jobbing burglars have decided to stop home by the fireside. Your mind wanders. You sit there looking at the stars,

  and thinking. Then maybe you’ll see a big white owl flit noiselessly down to grab some little creature from a hedge bottom, and you yawn and check your watch again. Ten past three. All of

  five minutes since you last looked.




  Oh well, only a couple of hours to go and I could wend my way back to the station. I drained the last drop of tea from my flask, closed the lid on my bait tin and set off up the long straight

  avenue, the light of a full moon flickering at me from behind the bare lindens. To tell the truth, I’d not had any particular direction in mind; just keep the engine running warm and the car

  nice and snug.




  I decided I might as well take a tour round Sheriff Hutton. If I timed it right I might catch John, the milkman. He usually started out on his rounds about this time. That was some pretty strong

  cheddar I’d picked up from the Farmers’ Market in Malton and I was still thirsty. Maybe I’d get a drink off the back of the float. John was one of my most useful contacts on that

  part of the beat: always on the look-out, keen as mustard; had all our numbers on his mobile – me, the lads from Malton and the other two who covered Kirkbymoorside, Helmsley and Pickering.

  He was dying to set me up with a decent arrest.




  I timed my run perfectly; entered the village and was just passing the school when I saw him, swinging a crate of empties into his truck, right under the street-light, his breath coming in a

  white cloud. He was wearing a bright red felt hat, the sort of thing only a married man could get for Christmas.




  ‘Now then, John. Give us an orange, will you?’




  ‘I’ll sell you one.’




  ‘Aye well, if you must.’ I dug my hand into my pocket as he passed me a bottle. Don’t believe what you hear: there aren’t many perks on this job, not in North Yorkshire

  at any rate. They have deep pockets out here. ‘What’s new, then? Apart from this daft thing?’ I pointed to his hat.




  ‘Hey, I may look like a bloody pixie, but at least I’m warm.’




  I shivered as the icy juice hit my front teeth. Have to see about them some time, I was thinking – except that I hate dentists. ‘So, is there anything happening?’




  ‘Tell the truth, I was on the point of calling you. Seen a car parked in Church View there.’




  ‘Oh aye?’




  ‘Aye, and there’s someone in it.’




  ‘What’s he doing?’




  ‘Reckons to be sleeping, but you’d want a fair drop of beer to make you drop off on a night like this, don’t you reckon?’ He scratched the thick white rime on the

  pavement with his boot. ‘Old car too. Doesn’t belong round here by t’look of it.’




  ‘Okay,’ I said, slinging the empty bottle into a crate. ‘I’ll check it out. Cheers now.’




  •   •   •




  It was a Cavalier, ten years old. No frost on the roof, nor the bonnet. He hadn’t been there long: windows weren’t even steamed up. I pulled in behind him and got

  out. He was squirmed right down in his seat, head tilted theatrically to one side. Doing his best, I suppose. I tapped on the window.




  ‘Now then, young man.’ He reached for the handle and started winding. ‘What are we up to then?’




  Of course, he had to do a pretend yawn and stretch. But he looked more dozy than sleepy. ‘Oh, it’s okay officer. Bin on a night out, like. Tired, tha knows.’




  ‘Where’ve you been?’




  He had to think about that, just for a second. What he came up with wasn’t very original. ‘Er . . . Scarborough.’




  ‘Scarborough? In January? So how’d you end up in Sheriff Hutton?’




  ‘Oh . . . got lost, like.’




  ‘You’re very lost, sunshine. On your own, are you?’




  ‘Aye.’




  ‘And where’s home?’




  ‘Barnsley.’




  ‘Barnsley, eh? And you’re quite sure you’re alone?’




  ‘Aye.’




  ‘Because the milkman reckons he’s just seen a couple of lads out and about in the village. ’Bout your age too.’




  ‘Nah, I’m on me own, honest.’




  I didn’t like the way he kept rubbing his face. He was edgy. He was lying to me.




  ‘You got a job, mate?’




  ‘Aye.’




  ‘Well, what is it?’




  ‘Er, I’m an electrician like.’




  ‘Who d’you work for?’




  ‘Missen.’




  ‘Mind if we take a look in your boot?’ He didn’t like that, but he had no choice. I’d reached into the car and removed the keys from the ignition. Didn’t want him

  doing a runner. ‘What you got in there then?’




  ‘Tools and stuff.’




  ‘Okay, you sit there while I take a look.’




  Tools, he’d said. And he wasn’t wrong. It was stuffed full of them. A super big Stihl saw – that was several hundred quids’ worth on its own; a nice set of Stanley

  chisels, good as new with their little plastic caps still on the cutting edge; a Bosch drill. It was quality gear. And of course, when I asked him what make they were he couldn’t quite

  remember. But they were his, he assured me, and he was still quite sure he was on his own.




  ‘Right, my friend, I’m placing you under arrest on suspicion of burglary.’ I slapped the handcuffs on him and put him in the back of my patrol car.




  I now had a problem. I’d nabbed him, but where were his mates? By rights I should take him back to the station, call my oppos – opposite numbers – from Pickering or Malton, and

  let them take over while I took me-laddo into custody as soon as possible. But that would mean processing him in York, and we all hate that – working away from our own base. You never know

  where the papers are, nor can you count on regular cups of tea and coffee; and when it’s all done and dusted, there’s the long drive back to Malton before signing off. Besides, if I did

  trail across to York with him, why, I’d miss out on two more possible arrests – those mates of his that he wasn’t admitting to. Not to mention a chase. And I know I

  shouldn’t say it, but I quite enjoy a chase. Gets the old adrenalin pumping.




  I didn’t think about it too long. Should’ve done, but didn’t. I called the Malton lads: they were double-manned – I was on my Jack Jones. Here was a chance of grabbing

  three villains in one go. You have to take your chances. I learned that in the Met. Pity York City haven’t got the message yet.




  I decided I’d better radio York, ask them for a van to come and collect the prisoner. Then, with me-laddo in the back, I cruised slowly around the village. No two-tones, no blue lights,

  nice and quiet. Every few minutes I checked the Cavalier, just in case. Nothing. Maybe they’d spotted me and weren’t coming back.




  It was past four when I called York again. ‘Where’s this van got to?’




  ‘They’re in the area, but they can’t find you.’




  ‘Bloody typical. You let a townie out and first thing he does is get lost.’




  I’d no sooner said that than I saw a pair of headlights approaching. It was my mates from Malton, Ed and Jayne. ‘What have you dragged us out here for?’ they asked.

  ‘Can’t you manage?’




  ‘Why, were you wanting to be left alone together?’ Ed had a thing about Jayne. God knows why, but he did. I thought he was happily married – perhaps he was just married.




  No answer. ‘Anyway,’ I said, ‘I think you’ll find it’s policy not to have three prisoners in one car.’ They knew that, of course, but none of us could resist

  a bit of banter. The fact is that you don’t ever want more than one prisoner at a time. The less chance a couple of villains have to talk to each other the better.




  ‘But you ain’t got three prisoners.’




  ‘You’re right, Jayne, my old Cockney mucker, but it’s only a matter of time, mate, only a matter of time. You stick with me and we’ll have one each. And I’ll save

  the good-looking one for you. Now look, why don’t you take the west of the village and I’ll cover this side.’




  •   •   •




  It didn’t take long for the bad guys to break cover. Five minutes later I was passing the Highwayman pub when I heard the squeal of tyres a couple of streets away. The

  Malton lads were on the radio right away, calling out my number. ‘Ten fifteen! Ten fifteen!’




  ‘Aye, go on.’




  ‘Two young males in an Escort, in a hell of a hurry.’




  ‘Heading which way?’




  ‘Terrington, it looks like.’




  ‘I’ll be right behind you. Over.’




  I spun the car around. ‘That’ll be your mates,’ I said to the lad in the back, but he was still in denial.




  ‘I told you, I’m on me own.’




  I soon caught sight of the blue light, maybe half a mile away across the fields, heading north. And beyond that the rear lights of the fleeing villains, flashing red as they braked on the bends.

  They wouldn’t know these roads. But I did, like the back of my hand. ‘Your mates are going to be in dead trouble if they don’t slow down,’ I said, over my shoulder.

  ‘Way they’re going, they’ll roll it. You see if they don’t.’




  ‘You wanna watch it. They’re a bit barmy, them two. They won’t wanna stop for you.’ He was frightened now – both for himself, as I hurled the car round the bends

  and bumped into the dips – and for his mates. The ones who didn’t exist ten minutes ago.




  We were racing up the steep bank that leads into Terrington. I was doing 60 plus, but easing back on the accelerator. There was a T junction at the top – stone wall in front of you.

  ‘They’ll ditch it here if they don’t bloody slow down.’




  My own tyres screeched as I took the 90-degree turn. In the headlights I could see two black furrows where they’d ploughed right across the frost-white verge. Even above the noise of the

  engine I could hear my prisoner shivering. He was rattled; no doubt about that.




  The villains were out of the village now and speeding through Ganthorpe, 70 plus, the Malton lads hard on their tail, and me keeping a safe distance. ‘Another T coming up, matey.

  They’ll be straight through the hedge.’




  The luck some people have. They re-arranged the verge, whacked a flower-tub, but still made the right turn at the top, and were hurtling through Bulmer, heading back towards Sheriff Hutton.

  ‘Now they’ve had it,’ I said. And this time I was sure. Any second now and they’d pass the badger set. After that the road really takes a dive – one in four, I’d

  say. Then wallop – the hairpin bend at the bottom. At this speed they’d have no chance. I hit the brakes, braced myself against the seat, and grabbed the radio mike. ‘Back off!

  Back off!’ I shouted. Did the lads in front hear me? No idea. Next thing it was them shouting at me: ‘Crash! Crash! Crash!’ The Escort had hit the bend, slewed off the road,

  rolled over twice, and was on its side in the hedge bottom, wheels spinning, tail lights still aglow. The Malton car had only missed it by veering right and shooting 50 yards beyond it.




  •   •   •




  You dread going to a scene like that, especially with a full stomach. You never know what you’re going to find. But these blokes had been riding their luck all night, and

  they’d got away with it again. As I yanked the hand-brake on and opened my door, blow me if one of them wasn’t stumbling out of the upturned car. He was making for the hedge when I

  grabbed hold of him, but he still wasn’t going to come quietly. He swung a fist and grazed my forehead before I caught him in the stomach and winded him. It took three of us to get the

  handcuffs on him.




  ‘Well, where’s his mate got to?’ I was looking in the car but he wasn’t there.




  As the other lads looked around I fetched my Dragon light from the squad car. I soon caught him in the beam, about 20 yards away, trying to fight his way through the hedge. I hesitated to go

  after him. It was blackthorn, ten feet high and almost as thick, with a couple of strands of barbed wire on the other side. ‘Give over, lad. You’ll rip yourself to shreds!’ I

  shouted after him, but by the time I realized that he really didn’t care, he’d wriggled through to the other side. Credit where it’s due: the lad was a trier. I did manage one

  swing with my ASP, but I got more hedge than villain, and there he was, racing across the moonlit field like a mad March hare.




  The other lads had got prisoner number two into their car and were standing looking at the wrecked Escort, half-heartedly rocking it as if they were going to right it. ‘Never mind

  that,’ I panted, waving an arm at the fleeing suspect. ‘What about him?’




  ‘He won’t get far.’




  ‘I don’t know so much. He hasn’t done badly up to now.’ I ran along the hedge to where there was a gate, all the while playing my beam into the field. ‘I’m

  going after him.’ I could still see him, heading downhill, dodging a tuft of dead thistles and leaping over a low wall. The land belonged to Mick Easterby, the racehorse trainer, and as I

  galloped after the fugitive I was thinking, ‘If Mick’s looking for a staying hurdler he could do worse than check this lad out.’




  By now I’d reached the bottom of the field where it runs into Bulmer Beck. It’s a only a narrow little thing, but I’d fished in it many a time as a lad. I stopped and listened.

  At first all I could hear was my own pulse pounding in my ears. Either I needed to get back to the gym or find myself a desk job.




  I stood there holding my side. Maybe he’d got away after all. Maybe the other lads were right to let him go. Why bust a gut? He was bound to show up when he got cold enough. I was just

  about to turn back when I heard an explosion of noise – ducks and geese, what sounded like dozens of them, all going off at once, squawking and flapping as if there was a fox in the coop.

  There was a little lake up the rise – I knew it well; caught a four-pound carp in it, back in my school days.




  There was nothing for it now. If that’s where he was, I had to cross the little beck. Would I make it? Well, matey had, and who the hell was he? A common criminal – from bloody

  Barnsley, too. I simply ran at it, fast as I could, and took off. I managed to get one foot on the far bank okay. The other landed just an inch or two short, where the water was a couple of feet

  deep, and just a couple of degrees above freezing. Call it a draw.




  A minute later I was standing by the lake in the yard. No sign of the fugitive, but it was suddenly lit up like Scarborough sea-front: automatic security lamps, yard lights, bedroom windows, and

  finally a door opened and I was dazzled by a torch shining right in my face.




  ‘What the bloody hell— oh, it’s you, Mike!’




  It was Pete Jowett, one of our Countryside Watch team.




  ‘We’re after a burglar, mate. Chased him all the way from Sheriff Hutton.’




  ‘Right.’ He switched off his lamp. ‘Which way’d he go?’




  ‘Across that next field, I reckon.’




  ‘Give us a second. I’ll fetch t’Land Rover out. We’ll have the bugger.’




  Next thing we’re bumping over the pasture, Pete at the wheel, me with my head stuck out the window, half blinded by tears, telling him the tale as I swept the frozen landscape with my

  lamp.




  ‘Barnsley?’ He was outraged. ‘Bloody rogues from Barnsley on the loose in our patch? Can’t be doing with that. One thing being robbed by local villains, but bloody South

  Yorkshire? You wanna tell ’em to stop home and steal from their own folk.’




  ‘If we find him, Pete, you can tell him yourself.’ But for the moment there wasn’t a thing we could do. The bird had flown. Half an hour later we were back at the farmhouse,

  frozen stiff and empty handed. ‘Well,’ I said to Pete, as he passed me a cup of hot tea and glugged a generous measure of brandy into it, ‘we’ve got two of ’em.

  That’ll have to do us for now . . . and whoa, that’s enough brandy. I’m still on duty, you know.’




  •   •   •




  It was well after six, and in theory I should have been thinking about home, but we still had one or two loose ends to clear up. Anyway, our sergeant should be on duty any

  minute, and we could now make this a legitimate Ryedale capture. So we shipped the two suspects back to Malton, where we briefed the early turn who then set off to continue the search for the third

  member of the gang. It didn’t take them long to get a result, and they didn’t have to try very hard. They hadn’t been in Sheriff five minutes when a youth, half frozen to death,

  crept up to the car and just managed to stop his teeth chattering long enough to say, ‘I think you’re looking for me.’




  The Bulmer Three, it turned out, were well known to the Barnsley force. Well, two of them were. The driver had been roped in against his better judgement. He’d had no more than a caution

  to his name prior to that night’s events, but his record would make more interesting reading now. As for the other two, they already had form, and now they had four charges of burgling

  premises in Sheriff Hutton. For us, they were three good arrests, especially as we were able to return all the stolen hardware to the rightful owners.




  Back at the station I was going over the circumstances of the arrest with the duty sergeant. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘you apprehended the first youth at what time?’




  ‘Three forty-five, sarge.’




  He repeated the words as he keyed it in. ‘Three . . . forty . . . five.’ Then he looked at his watch. ‘Well, what the bloody hell have you been pratting about at till half past

  seven?’




  I sighed. ‘Don’t ask, sarge, don’t ask.’




  I finally got off duty at lunchtime, but not before I’d been spoken to by a reporter from the Mercury – and got myself into more hot water. It must have been a combination of

  fatigue and exhilaration that prompted me to say – well, this is what came out in the paper the following week:




  

    

      Malton Bobby’s Warning to South Yorks Criminals. Stay off our patch or we’ll have you! If they think they can come and do as they please in Ryedale, I say

      let’s see you try. You’ll have Mike Pannett to deal with.


    


  




  Fatigue? Exhilaration? Perhaps I should put it down to Peter Jowett’s brandy.




  

     

  




  •   Two   •




  Driving to work and back – for ten years it had been something to be endured, a regrettable part of an extended working day, a pain in the neck. Five days a week

  I’d nudge the old Astra along the Balham High Road – accelerator, brake, accelerator, brake, grind my teeth, pop another Rennie in my mouth – then skirt the west side of Clapham

  Common, queue up at the lights to cross Lavender Hill, dip down into the dark underpass beneath the railway lines outside Clapham Junction before heading north in fits and starts towards the river

  along Battersea Bridge Road. It was three and a half, maybe four miles from my gaff to the police station up there. I always meant to measure the journey, but I never did. What was the point? The

  only thing that mattered to me on my daily drive to work was the traffic. Would I get a nice clear run, as I might on the night shift, and make it in a quarter of an hour? Or would I get stuck

  amongst the shoppers, delivery vans, cabs and roadworks, as I might on the afternoon run, meet the occasional ‘incident’, and spend the thick end of an hour edging forward in first and

  second gear, swearing to myself that I could’ve cycled it in half the time if the rain hadn’t been coming down like stair-rods?




  I couldn’t help thinking about that daily grind as I sped along the deserted lane towards Bulmer, the bare hedgerow flashing by. It may have been coming up to midwinter, but the sky was a

  beautiful pale blue, the trees were thickly rimed with white frost, and with every little stirring of the air it showered down like so much desiccated coconut, glinting in the bright sunlight. As I

  swooped down the hill and approached the beck I looked at the clock on the dashboard: twenty-five to nine – bags of time. I pulled over on the roadside, got out and leaned over the side of

  the little stone bridge, peering through the tangle of woodbine into the slow-moving water. On the low parapet, sheltered by a dense overhang of elder, the moss was damp and soft under my hands. On

  an impulse I brushed aside a glistening dead alder leaf and pressed my face against the green cushion. The chill sensation, the vague scent of wintry dankness, took me back to my childhood days

  when my mate and I used to fish for brook trout off this very bridge. And we caught them too. They may have been no more than a pound in weight, but to a couple of ten-year-olds they were whoppers.

  At the end of the day, when we’d drunk all our fizzy pop and eaten the last of our meat-paste sandwiches, we rushed home with our trophies, gutted them on the back step and got my Mum to

  grill them for our tea with a pile of bread and butter.




  Back in the car, I drove on with the window wound down. It was that kind of day, the air deliciously cold, the sun in my face as I headed east, warming my spirits if not my body. I wondered

  whether my new job would give me time to take in the odd day’s fishing. Perhaps I should make sure it did. At the crossing with the Castle Howard road I checked the time again, swung north

  and followed the long straight avenue past the house and the lake, then took a right turn through the tiny estate village of Coneythorpe and climbed the gentle gradient that took me up to where the

  Moors were visible to one side, the Wold tops to the other. It was an unnecessary diversion, adding a mile or so to the trip, but I wanted to absorb the full beauty of this perfect winter’s

  morning.




  I entered the town a few minutes later, passed the hospital, then cut through the back roads to Old Maltongate. What had I done, ten miles? I checked my watch – 19 minutes including those

  few moments’ day-dreaming on Bulmer Beck. Welcome to the grind of daily commuting, North Yorkshire style.




  As I swung into the driveway I told myself that I must remember to bring a camera to work one day. I wanted to take a picture of the police station to send to the lads at Battersea Bridge Road.

  They wouldn’t believe it. I’ve heard people say it could pass for a vicarage. To me it was more of a parsonage, perhaps a Victorian country house – tall, imposing, faced with pale

  stone and set back from the road amidst sweeping lawns, with a proper old-fashioned shrubbery softening its lines. Vicarage, country house, parsonage, manse – whatever it looked like, it was

  the sort of place where you could imagine Miss Marple snooping around in pursuit of a suspect butler, or a philandering, monocled toff in plus fours having his wicked way with a parlour-maid.




  The first appointment in my diary was with the Superintendent. I ought to explain about ranks in the police force. In the Met it was all very laid-back. Your Sergeant was one of the lads, and

  you’d be on first-name terms with him. (Or her, of course.) The same went for your Inspector – unless you were in trouble, in which case he or she might insist on a degree of formality.

  When it came to your Super – well, they were definitely higher up the evolutionary scale, but they were still ten a penny. You knew who they were and what their rank was but if you stopped to

  salute every time you met one as you walked through Battersea cop shop you’d never make it from one end of the corridor to the other. A nod of the head would do in most cases. If a Chief

  Superintendent happened to come by when you were at your desk, well, that didn’t happen every day. I’m not saying you’d note it in your diary, but you’d certainly expect to

  stand up. Anything higher than that and you’d salute – at least, if you were outside you would. Indoors you’d maybe stand up and give a nod, or push your shoulders back. There was

  no mistaking the serious big-wigs, because they generally swept along the corridors and through the office like visiting politicians, flanked on either side by cronies and clipboard-clutching

  wannabes, and you always worried that they’d jot your number down if you failed to honour the Chief in the approved manner.




  Malton was different. As PC Ed Cowan told it, my move north had taken me back in time to the good old days. I’d been assigned to Ed’s shift, and he had been told to show me the ropes

  and take me on a tour around our beat over the next few days. ‘Just to put you in the picture, mate,’ he told me as he pointed out the essential facilities – washrooms,

  photocopier, teapot and coffee machine – ‘your Sergeant is “Sarge”, your Inspector is “sir”—’




  ‘Bloody hell.’




  ‘Just take note of what I’m saying, Mike. When in Rome . . .’




  ‘Aye well, fair enough. So what’s the Super?’




  ‘He’s God. And he lives out the back there, in the Wendy House.’ He put his hand to the kettle, and withdrew it sharply. ‘Ah, we’re in luck. Fancy a

  brew?’




  ‘Cheers.’




  He glanced up at the clock on the wall. ‘You’ve got ten minutes before your appointment with the Almighty. Here’ – he picked up a file and dropped it in my lap –

  ‘you can familiarize yourself with a few local villains.’




  As he fiddled about at his desk and the tea brewed in the big brown china pot – we never had one of those in Battersea – I looked through a sheaf of papers containing details of

  various ‘wanteds’. I’ve a good memory for faces, and I like to keep up to date with the latest memos, especially if we have a decent photo. A lot of the lads I worked with down

  south would spend all their spare time playing cards or chewing the fat. They used to take the mick out of me for always studying the mug-shots; called me a Yorkshire geek. But once in a while it

  paid off. You just never knew.




  ‘Right, sup up, buddy. Time to go and meet your Maker.’




  I was glad I’d had Ed’s little tutorial. It put me in the right frame of mind for my introductory talk with the resident deity.




  ‘Well, PC Pannett,’ the Super said, offering me a seat at his huge antique desk as he lowered himself into a leather wing-chair and flipped open a beige folder, ‘I see

  you’ve come to us from the Met.’




  ‘That’s right, sir.’




  ‘So you’ll know all about policing. Modern methods, psychological theories, task forces. And I see you’ve done time in the TSG, what the public like to call the, ah, Riot

  Police.’




  ‘Yes, sir.’ I didn’t know quite where this was leading, but if I’d learned one thing from my dealings with top brass over the years it was to restrict myself to one-word

  answers wherever possible. They hate being de-railed when they’re trying to get a point across. Also, of course, the shorter your answer, the less chance you’ll put your foot in it.




  ‘Well,’ he said, ‘you’d best forget most of what you learned in the Met. Country policing is another matter altogether.’ He threw the folder on to the desk between

  us. ‘But that’s an impressive record, and one or two fine commendations, so I’m assuming you’re a fast learner.’




  ‘Yes, sir.’




  ‘Any experience of country life, Pannett?’




  ‘I grew up just down the road, sir.’




  ‘Ah, really.’ He didn’t sound that interested. ‘Well, you’ll know that North Yorkshire is unique – and so is its police force. I expect that in London you

  guarded your privacy somewhat jealously.’




  ‘You mean not telling people what I did, sir?’




  ‘Exactly so. And I should imagine you were particularly careful where the criminal fraternity were concerned.’




  ‘Indeed so, sir.’ I love the way some of the high-ups talk. Sort of Dickensian. I often wonder whether they send them on a course – how to sound important. And the funny thing

  is they soon have you imitating them.




  ‘Up here, let me tell you, if you do a good job as a policeman, just about everyone – all your local malefactors, that is – will know precisely who you are, what your nickname

  is, and probably where you live too. They’ll be on first-name terms with you. You will be known to all and sundry. You will have a reputation – and that reputation will be no more and

  no less than a reflection of the kind of policeman you are. In short, you will be remembered for the way you treat people – be they criminals or ordinary law-abiding citizens.’




  I kept expecting him to let me say something, but it slowly occurred to me that this wasn’t an interview. It was a pep-talk, a lecture, and it was going to be a short one. In no time at

  all he was out of his chair and opening the window, as if to let an unpleasant smell out of the room.




  ‘If I ever see you in this office again, PC Pannett, it’ll be for one of two purposes.’ He nodded at my folder. ‘Either you’ll be here to be congratulated on

  receiving another of those commendations, or’ – he was at the door now and I was on my feet, heading towards it – ‘or you’ll be on the carpet for a

  bollocking.’




  ‘Very good, sir.’




  Back in the main building, Ed wanted to know how I’d got on. ‘Er, he made himself painfully clear.’




  ‘Meaning?’




  ‘Well, you know him better than I do. Basically, I have it all to learn, from scratch.’




  ‘And he’s right, buddy. Come on, let me drive you around your new patch.’




  We got in his squad car and headed into town. ‘We’ll do the eastern part today,’ he said, as we drove down to Malton’s solitary set of traffic-lights. ‘Leave the

  rest for tomorrow.’




  Bear in mind that in Battersea we patrolled a square mile, perhaps two. I realized that Ryedale was a large area, most of it rural, but it had never really occurred to me to consider just how

  huge it was – and that even on a good day there would be no more than four or five of us on a shift to cover every square inch of it, and that if there was something so simple as an RTA (road

  traffic accident), it could tie up every man jack of us. We were soon out of town and heading along the A64, and within 20 minutes were on the outskirts of York, approaching the roundabout on the

  ring-road.




  ‘This is where our patch starts,’ Ed explained.




  ‘So that’s what, about 15 miles?’




  ‘From Malton? More or less.’ We circled the roundabout and headed back the way we’d come. ‘We’ll meander through a few villages south of the main road, give you an

  idea. You’ve got a map with you, I take it?’




  ‘No. But I come from around here.’




  ‘Oh. Local lad, eh?’




  ‘Aye, I grew up in Crayke there. Used to get around this area a fair bit on my bike.’




  ‘Well, just bear in mind that we’re looking at half of the area you’ll be patrolling.’




  ‘You mean there’s more?’




  ‘Hell, aye. If you go from York, Malton’s about halfway to the far end – and all we’re looking at today is the half that lies south and east of the main road.’




  ‘So you mean when we call for back-up . . .’




  Ed knew what I was going to say. ‘’S right, buddy. It can be anywhere from 30 to 40 miles away. You could be stuck out in a field with a gang of poachers from Warrington, ugly

  bastards without a scruple between the lot of ’em, and the nearest squad car is half an hour away dealing with an RTA. And the best of it is, the bloody villains know it. Now, most of the

  baddies round here are fairly respectful.’




  ‘Meaning?’




  ‘Well, if you pull ’em over or stop ’em in the street, like, they’ll co-operate.’




  ‘That’ll make a change. In the Smoke they’ll pull a knife on you.’




  ‘Aye, but . . . you cop ’em out in the wilds and they know bloody well you’re single-handed. So they can take liberties. Which they do.’




  •   •   •




  I was struggling to take in the fact that this was to be my new working environment. We were driving through places I knew from my youth: Bossall and Howsham, where the road

  crosses the Derwent; up past Howsham Woods and down towards Kirkham where the ruined abbey stands beside the river and the railway line to Scarborough snakes its way between the wooded hillsides.

  We used to lark about on the weir there. Now my job would be to stop kids from doing likewise and endangering their lives.




  We were soon back on the main road, speeding along the Malton by-pass and looking out over Eden Camp, where a Second World War Spitfire stands guard over the museum, once a POW camp.




  ‘So where we off to now?’ I asked.




  ‘Far end of the beat. ’Bout 17 miles.’ By that he meant the Staxton roundabout, where the road forked: Filey in one direction, Scarborough in the other.




  ‘And how big did you say this patch is, in total?’




  ‘Ooh, now you’re asking.’ Ed drummed his fingers on the wheel as he slowed down for the lights at Rillington. He was quiet for a moment, then, as we passed the Coach and

  Horses, he said, ‘This is where I grew up. Had me first pint in there.’ He paused again, then said, ‘Aye, sweet 16. The lads dragged me in after I’d played my first game for

  the village footie team.’




  ‘Oh aye?’




  ‘Mind, they weren’t up to much by then – not like their glory days.’




  ‘What glory days?’




  ‘When we won the Scarborough League Cup. 1967.’




  ‘But that’s 35 years since. How old are you?’




  ‘Not that bloody old, bud. No, I heard all about it from me Dad. He was there watching ’em. Shoulda been playing but he hurt his foot harvesting. We had a picture of ’em with

  the cup. Pride of place, right next to me Mum and Dad’s wedding picture on the sitting-room wall.’




  Ed was smiling distantly. As we cruised through the village and by the broad pastures and stately cedars of the Scampston estate, he recited the whole team in measured tones. ‘Watson,

  Johnson, Bramley B, Oxendale, Bramley K, Blanchard, another Johnson, Whitty, Temple B, Temple A, Christie. I think I’ve got that right; have to ask me brother. Aye, they played old

  Scarborians in the Final at Scarborough Town’s ground. Two goals to one we beat ’em. Temple and Christie the scorers. And here’s one for the pub quiz – Oxendale was booked

  in first minute, which was a rare occurrence in them days. Guess what for?’




  ‘You’ll have to tell me, mate.’




  ‘He entered the referee’s little black book . . . for smoking while the game was in progress. Smoking. Now then, how often d’you think that’s happened in the history of

  the game?’




  I was still chuckling to myself when he went on, ‘He was built like a pony, skinny body and great stout legs, hard as a shithouse wall. And his shirt – I’ll show you the

  picture some time – his shirt stands out paler than the others; he used to boil it after every game. He was always squinting through his eyes, on account of always having a fag on. My Dad

  reckoned he always lit a fresh roll-up as the game kicked off – to see him through to the break. So there he was, crunching into the tackle with a half-smoked ciggy between his lips.

  According to Dad, one time he even got up and scored with a header while he was still puffing on it. Then he flicked the tab end away as he ran back to his position – and the bugger dropped

  right down the opposing centre-half’s shirt and burned half the hair off his chest. Spent the rest of the game chasing after old Oxendale, miles out of position of course, and when he caught

  him he chopped him down in the box and gave away a pen. Got a right bollocking off his team-mates.’




  ‘You should write a book, matey.’




  ‘That’s what they used to tell me Dad,’ he said quietly. ‘And then it was too bloody late.’




  •   •   •




  We were in Heslerton, East or West, one of them, when Ed suddenly said, ‘Call it 600.’




  ‘Eh?’




  ‘I’d say we cover 600 square miles.’




  ‘Oh . . . our patch, you mean. Now I see why you asked about maps.’




  ‘Yep. You’ll want a full set. There’s too many ways of getting lost on a beat this size.’




  ‘Where do I get ’em from?’




  ‘From the bloody shop, like the rest of us.’




  ‘What, and then claim for ’em, like?’




  ‘You can try claiming against tax, but you’ll get bugger all off North Yorkshire Police, buddy.’




  As we drove back by the scenic route I realized that maps – even if they were at my own expense – were top of my shopping list. I was well out of my depth, and suddenly aware that

  despite having grown up in North Yorkshire there was a whole world of tucked-away villages and farms, a huge network of by-ways that I’d never got to know. Hell, I’d left for the big

  city when I was barely an adult. I’d certainly never ridden my bike as far as Foxholes or Butterwick, nor explored the wonderful dry valleys on the Wolds, like Thixendale, where the lady who

  kept the post office stores sold home-made honey, post-cards, bundles of rhubarb in season, or plums from her garden. I’d never seen, either, the fantastic views from Leavening Brow, which

  was where Ed parked up so that I could have a quick smoke. You can see fifty, sixty miles and more, south to the power stations at Drax and Eggborough, west to the Pennine chain, north to the

  Moors, with the effluence of Teesside forming a grey-green stain over the northern horizon.




  •   •   •




  ‘Hell fire,’ I said. We were in a gateway, looking out over a field of winter wheat, brilliant green in the low sunlight. Across the far side, where it dipped

  towards a stand of bare, grey-green ash trees, a man in a deer-stalker hat and wellies was walking a couple of black Labradors, a shotgun in the crook of his arm. ‘It’s going to take

  some getting to know.’




  ‘Well, as I said, buddy, this is a whistle-stop tour of the eastern half of our beat. Really, we haven’t started yet, certainly not on the good stuff.’ He pointed to the north.

  ‘There’s Kirkbymoorside, Helmsley, Pickering – you can see ’em all from up here. Then the Moors yonder – Bilsdale, Farndale, Rosedale, Newtondale and all the rest of

  them, right across the other side to Grosmont and Goathland. Take you a year or two to get settled in, I’d say. Find your way around, then show the Super what kind of reputation you can build

  up.’




  As it happened, I started to make a name for myself that very first week. And the funny thing was, I was off duty and well away from my new home patch. It was my first rest-day, and I’d

  decided to pop over to York and look around for some new hiking boots. Now that I was back in Yorkshire I was determined to make the best of it and get out into the hills as much as I could. As

  well as wanting to enjoy the countryside, I was on a bit of a campaign to get fit – although that didn’t stop me popping into my favourite restaurant before I hit the shops. The way I

  look at it, what some people call retail therapy is a stressful business, and for a professional Yorkshireman, always in search of a bargain, you need your wits about you. No good trying to strike

  a deal with a wily salesman when your blood sugar is depleted. What I needed was a decent start – and for that there’s no better place than Betty’s, world renowned for a number of

  good reasons, not least among them its cooked breakfasts.




  So there I was, strolling down Coney Street, and all was well with the world. Full stomach, nice charge of caffeine flowing through the veins, cash in my pocket, and whistling a happy tune. I

  was weaving my way through the crowds, about to pop into one of the record stores when I spotted a familiar face. Vaguely familiar, and definitely not friendly. He was actually walking beside me,

  faster than everyone else, and the reason I turned to look at him was that he’d nudged me as he went by. In fact, I could’ve sworn I felt his hand rub against my hip pocket. This was

  nothing to do with the pressure of the crowd – it wasn’t that busy yet. No, my first instinct – and I’ve learned to trust my gut feelings over the years – was that he

  was a pickpocket and he’d been looking for my wallet, although I learned a long time ago not to keep it back there.




  I let him get a few yards ahead, then followed him, and as he turned to mutter something to a passing woman I got a better look at him. He had a thin sort of face, bony, with reddened eyes

  darting everywhere. He looked decidedly edgy – and to my mind that spelled trouble. I was sure he was up to no good; he was probably on drugs, I wouldn’t have been surprised if

  he’d turned out to be armed.




  Despite the crowds, and although he was only of average height, it was easy enough to follow him. He walked on the balls of his feet, and turned his head to look at people as they passed, not

  casually, but giving them a steady stare. It really was quite menacing. He looked the sort of person you’d cross the road to avoid. I followed him as he passed British Home Stores and turned

  left, which gave me another look at his face. That’s when it clicked. He’d been in the ‘wanted’ file that Ed had given me when I was waiting to see the Super. Top of the

  bloody list – burglar, drug user, and violent with it. He was wanted for three separate assaults, one on a police officer. But here I was, off duty, and in mufti. What should I do?




  If I’d had my mobile with me it might’ve turned out differently, but I didn’t. Never did at that time; I preferred to be inaccessible when I was off work. I had to think fast

  – although to my surprise the suspect had now stopped and sat down right outside Mothercare, just behind an open door where he was almost hidden from view. I walked on past, nice and steady,

  to where I could keep an eye on him, then turned to face the shop window a few yards away. I could hardly believe what I saw next as he rolled up his trouser leg, pulled a needle from his coat

  pocket, and injected himself just above the ankle. Christ, he must be desperate – dangerous too. I turned away – if he saw me watching there was no telling what he might do. Some of

  these people will stab you with a used needle as soon as look at you, never mind whatever else he might be carrying.
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