

  [image: Image Missing]




  Also by Raymond Flynn




  Seascape with Body




  A Public Body




  Busy Body




  The Body Beautiful




  Over My Dead Body




  About the Author




  Raymond Flynn spent 26 years with the Nottinghamshire Constabulary. Starting as a uniformed constable, he later moved to the CID, serving for twelve years as the detective inspector in charge of the Fraud Squad in Nottingham. He turned to writing after taking medical retirement and has written six novels starring D.I. Robert Graham.




  A FINE BODY OF MEN




  An Eddathorpe Mystery




  Raymond Flynn




  [image: Logo Missing]


  www.mulholland.co.uk




  First published in Great Britain in 1997




  This edition published in 2013 by Mulholland Books




  An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton




  An Hachette UK company




  Copyright © 1997 by Raymond Flynn




  © Executors of the Estate of Raymond Flynn 2013




  The right of Raymond Flynn to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




  All rights reserved.




  No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.




  All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.




  A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library




  ISBN 978 1 444 75313 4




  Hodder & Stoughton Ltd




  338 Euston Road




  London NW1 3BH




  www.hodder.co.uk




  To Julie Burrows




  Author’s Note




  [image: Image Missing]




  I acknowledge with thanks the permission granted by the Law Society to reproduce the extract from the 1985 edition of Advising a Suspect in the Police Station.
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  ‘Wave bye-bye to the lodger, darling!’ Angie sat up in bed, and flapped the baby’s arm. Seven-week-old Laura didn’t care; she was far more interested in acquiring a good old bloat of mother’s milk. I didn’t care much either; I’d been woken at twelve thirty, three o’clock and twenty past five, so leaving the house at ten to seven came as something of a relief.




  I blew a raspberry at the women in my life and prepared to depart.




  ‘You two,’ I said, ‘have no souls. Driving the breadwinner out into the storm without so much as a bacon sandwich to his name.’




  ‘Everybody say aaaah,’ murmured Angie. ‘On Bank Holiday Monday, too.’




  ‘It’s all right for you,’ I said untruthfully, ‘lounging about in bed all day.’




  ‘You,’ said my wife bluntly, ‘shouldn’t go around making your bid for fame and fortune, Acting Chief Inspector. Then you wouldn’t get dragged out at these unearthly hours.’




  I finished knotting my tie, collected my jacket from the back of the chair, and distributed my best, my most forgiving smile impartially between the two of them. It ought to have wrung their hearts, but somehow Angie, at least, remained unimpressed.




  Making my way downstairs, I admired the way I’d fitted the new carpet, paying particular attention to the carefully screwed-down bronze stair rods. The operation had taken me hours of time, temper and bad language on the previous day. I could, I reflected, have done with a couple of weeks’ leave to sort out the new house. Instead, I was being hauled out of my pit at the crack of dawn to the scene of a suspicious death. Secretly, I preferred the call-out: I hate DIY.




  Ignoring the usual hellish clamour from the kitchen, I unlocked the front door. The rattle of key and chain encouraged Joe, alias Joe Stalin, my Lakeland terrier, and his half-grown offspring Paddy, to redouble their efforts to break out into the hall. It sounded as if a pair of highly efficient paint strippers were at work.




  ‘You’ll have to let the dogs out,’ I shouted meanly. ‘I haven’t got time!’




  I didn’t quite catch her reply.




  On the other side of the Esplanade, beyond the concrete wall, sea and sky were losing that early morning leaden look. No clouds, and towards the horizon there was a solid band of hard, brassy blue. It was going to be hot. Early or not, there were already one or two thin, trailing groups of pedestrians about at our end of the Grand Esplanade, refusing to lose an instant of their rare day by the sea. Trippers from the Midlands: they must have cut the sandwiches, filled the thermos, and slammed the garage door on their irritated neighbours sometime between 4 and 5 a.m.




  I spared a thought for the hundreds of coach drivers with revving engines, and the uncountable thousands of oil-checkers and radiator-toppers preparing their cars in dozens of inland towns, readying themselves for the long grind to the coast.




  A bucket and spade day; cans of lager and fish and chips. A day for my fellow citizens to smile their sharky smiles, and flex their till-ringing fingers, while they prayed for the arrival of a golden cargo of mug punters to the limited, if over-priced, attractions of Eddathorpe on Sea.




  In the meantime, however, it was back to mystery and romance. Another sudden death: probably an unnecessary panic; hopefully just routine. Beside the slipway this time, at the south end of the Esplanade. And just my luck, right next to the main access to the beach on one of the busiest days of the year, four hundred yards from my new home. I bestowed a passing glance on my ageing Volvo and its residents-only parking ticket, and decided to walk.




  The civilian in the Control Room had sounded confused; she was sure about the body all right. Male, she understood, but something about deck-chairs and a plastic sack. It could well be some poor old tramp in his last bin-liner bed. I sighed. Why couldn’t they have called me from Eddathorpe nick, instead of routeing the call via Force Headquarters thirty miles away?




  I knew the answer to that one, of course – somebody at Eddathorpe was just following procedure, merely doing their job. Never mind common sense; they had a set of instructions to tell them what to do.




  I could picture the scene: the early morning shift – A body, you say? Suspicious circumstances, and no inspector on duty till nine! The call to arms: a panic-stricken search through Force Standing Orders, and, oh, the relief when they found they could pass the buck!




  Action Number One: inform HQ. Terrific! Go back to sleep, responsibility discharged; job done. Never mind telling the local CID boss.




  The Control Room Inspector consults his file, confirms the pecking order, and instructs his staff to pass on the vital news; to push it out to everybody from the Detective Chief Superintendent to the canteen cat. I was, I suspected, somewhere down there at the bottom of the list, about as important as puss. Hence the clear and incisive nature of the message: deck-chairs and a plastic sack.




  Which all goes to show, I suppose, that I’m not your man for broken nights. Not to mention the telephonic dawn chorus and a pair of destructive terriers doing their joint impression of the Hound of the Baskervilles on new paintwork within moments of my being ripped out of bed.




  The scene of the incident had already been tarted up. Somebody had been lashing out with the blue and white plastic tape. It stretched from railings to lamp-posts to litter bin, and festooned the safe-bathing notice as well as the post bearing a largely ignored list of local bye-laws covering behaviour on the beach.




  A generous thirty yards of pavement and promenade had been completely cut off. Just as well, really; scarcely seven in the morning, and the crowd at the High Street end of the Esplanade was already beginning to look like an overnight scrum for tickets for the FA Cup. Somehow, the news about the free ghoul show had got around.




  ‘Hey,’ said a disappointed granny, a couple of eight- or nine-year-old brats in tow, ‘no need to shove; they’ll never let you near enough to see what’s going on.’ Then, having noticed the inevitable self-dramatising traffic cop throwing up a salute as I ducked under the tape, ‘So you’re in charge? Bloody disgraceful, keeping my kids away from the sands!’




  If there’s one thing I hate it’s the keen bastard; especially in the early a.m. His uniform was pressed and glitzy and clean, and he’d even bulled his boots. I could practically see him, zooming round in his batmobile, glorying in the blur of blue lights and go-fast stickers, and leering at female speeders in short skirts. Unfair, but that’s how I’m inclined to greet the onset of a brand-new day.




  ‘If you enjoy doing that so much,’ I breathed, ‘why don’t you join the Guards?’ Fortunately for my reputation, he didn’t hear. At his age he probably thought my lips were moving in a senile rehearsal of what I ought to do next.




  I took a look at the deployment of police resources, and my heart sank. Two traffic cars, stationary, lights flashing; both area cars, the entire morning shift including the sergeant, and George. They were not there to provide a guard of honour for a vagrant, naturally deceased.




  George Caunt, my detective sergeant, lumbered forward, his thick grey hair ruffled, the left sleeve of his smart grey suit besmeared with some nameless green gunk. Typical of the Eddathorpe clan; they’d sent direct for the well-established local man. Sod the imported boss.




  ‘Morning, sir.’ This for the benefit of the assembled legions; he usually called me ‘boss’ or nothing at all.




  ‘Anything for us? Morning, George.’




  ‘I think we’ve got one.’ No need to say one what. ‘The victim looks as if he’s been tipped off the top of the slip, and fallen into the gap between the wall and the stack of chairs.




  ‘I managed to force my way through and take a look. I didn’t want to disturb the scene, but the wooden-tops were standing around like wallies when I arrived, and he might not have been dead.’




  ‘What’s all this about a plastic sack?’




  ‘Over his head and shoulders, tied around with string.’




  ‘Any obvious cause of death?’




  ‘Can’t tell. Might be injuries covered by the sack; I don’t think he was glue-sniffing, boss.’




  Inevitable, I suppose; fifty-plus, and still seizing the chance to play the hard-boiled detective; another canteen legend being formed. I scowled; over-sensitive I may be, but there is a time and place. Besides, it wasn’t my joke.




  ‘You can get a good view from the top,’ said George hurriedly, ‘without disturbing the scene. The pathologist and Scenes of Crime are on their way.’




  ‘OK; you haven’t touched the sack?’




  ‘No; he’s dead all right. The body’s pretty stiff and cold.’




  ‘Rigor?’




  ‘Yep.’




  More good news; rigor mortis, the gradual stiffening of the body, commences some four hours after death, beginning with the small muscles of the face and neck, then working its way via the extremities to the whole body. It was beginning to sound as if our victim had been dumped, and left overnight.




  I retraced my steps to the top of the slip; we leaned forward, stuck our heads between the rails on top of the sea wall like a couple of kids and stared down at the corpse. It looked oddly inhuman, sprawled face down, almost in the classic recovery position in a three-foot gap between the dirty, green-streaked wall and the stack of chairs.




  ‘How the hell,’ I said, ‘did anybody manage to discover that?’




  ‘Dog-walker.’ George began to rub the sleeve of his suit. He only managed to make matters worse; green algae on grey worsted spreads. ‘On his way to collect the morning paper. He stopped to light his pipe, apparently, and to admire the view. Propped himself up against the wall for a quiet smoke, glanced down, and bingo! Fame at last.’




  ‘Oh yes?’ I experienced the beginnings of what might have been hope. A potentially productive business, interviewing the ‘finder’ in a case like this. I might be in for a happy holiday, after all.




  ‘His name’s Armstrong,’ said George, reading my mind. ‘He’s well over seventy, and I reckon the miniature poodle he was walking could pull him flat on his face.’




  ‘Unlikely to have committed murder, and dropped the body over the edge?’




  ‘Unlikely,’ said George gloomily, ‘to be able to carry anything heavier than a rolled-up copy of the Sun.’




  ‘Where is he now?’




  ‘Sipping a reviving cuppa in Eddathorpe nick. Statement as soon as you like.’




  ‘Incident log started?’




  ‘Yep.’




  ‘CID call-out?’




  ‘Being done.’




  With a screech of tyres, a dog van, blue lights flashing, the driver doing his best to force a five-hundredweight Ford to perform like a Formula 1, negotiated the High Street island, and jerked to a halt inches in front of the barrier of fluttering tape. The crowd gave an ironic cheer.




  ‘Am I to assume,’ I said, ‘that nobody sent for him?’




  ‘Too bloody right.’




  I watched approvingly while the morning sergeant, his face rigid, stalked over to the van, and distributed a swift round of applause. The first of what was probably going to be a long line of scene-infesting enthusiasts bit the dust.




  I sighed again; unless we got an immediate grip, the usual, the inevitable, was about to happen. We were going to play host to a convention of rubber-necking coppers. There are those among us with the curiosity, not to mention the intellectual capacity, of ten-year-olds.




  I glanced across at George; no need for speech. Jointly, we automatically assumed the standard CID-are-nasty-bastards expression. No chaos, no idlers allowed; no headless chickens rushing around in our particular farmyard. A proper murder enquiry had, by mutual consent, begun. What’s that old saying about the human breast, and hope?
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  I’m not all that fond of sweets, but I offered the packet to Detective Constable Malcolm Cartwright prior to stuffing another Polo mint into my mouth. I’d learned that trick attending sudden-death post mortems as a probationer, in the days when I used to smoke. Half a dozen mints and a fag, both at the same time. It tasted awful, but it masked the smell. Now, nicotine banished, I was left with the mints; besides, I doubted if I’d be allowed to contaminate the evidence with smoke and ash at a murder PM.




  The Home Office pathologist lifted his head for a moment, and gave us a tight, sardonic smile. Thin to the point of emaciation, gowned, aproned, and gloved, Andrew Lawrence was the only one of our select little party, other than the mortuary assistant, who looked at home.




  Malc, I decided, with a touch of the old wishful thinking, looked a trifle green. Fleetingly, I was glad; it didn’t do my ego a lot of good, having foot-soldiers with superior stomachs to the boss. I tried to look as if I was concentrating on the job in hand. Silly, but to tell the truth I was concentrating almost entirely on the presentation of my own stoic image. It doesn’t do for commanders to get a bad report from the other troops at the front.




  I sneaked another look at my newly recruited exhibits officer; his thoughts were apparently elsewhere. The unhealthy tinge, I realised, was nothing but the reflection of the harsh neon lights. He was interested, damn him.




  I’ve attended dozens of PMs; the thirty-minute routines, mostly. The ones done by local men at a fixed fee to establish Granny’s cause of death in circumstances where she hadn’t been expected to die, or she hadn’t been visited by her GP in the past seventy-two hours.




  Acting coroner’s officer; standing beside the necropsy table in graveyard mortuaries, representing law and order, looking and feeling like a waste of space, just in case there’s something wrong, while the local medical contractor did his stuff. Myocardial infarcts, atherosclerosis, the occasional carcinoma of … Preparing the sudden-death report. That doesn’t mean that I’m forced to like attending autopsies, or become even slightly used to them, come to that.




  And I was none too keen on undressing the corpse on behalf of the pathologists, either. Some of ’em, in the absence of a mortuary attendant, expected you to do that. A police task: searching for unusual marks or knife wounds, they called it, but only if you were young enough and daft enough to fall for their line of chat. They used to appease the older, wiser scroungers with the big, munificent gesture; the price of a couple of pints.




  ‘Sensitive, Chief Inspector?’ Lawrence’s eyes were on me again. He appeared to be enjoying himself.




  I looked from the stainless-steel saw in his left hand to the Y-shaped incision in the body. It spread across the upper chest from just below both clavicles, joined, and swept down to the pubes. I knew what was coming next: saw through the breastbone, and part the ribs, lifting and ripping at the same time to expose the organs beneath. The medical equivalent of the Viking trademark, the mutilation they’d called the Blood Eagle: enough to put your average warrior off the fun side of raiding, raping and looting, I shouldn’t wonder.




  ‘I was just thinking,’ I said disingenuously. ‘We already know the cause of death.’




  He raised his eyebrows. ‘Do we, indeed? Well, if you’ll excuse me, I’d just like to plod along and establish it to my own satisfaction. After all, somebody may have stuffed arsenic down his throat, as well as putting a ligature round his neck.’




  I don’t have to like post mortems, and I don’t have to like you either, pal. I gave him my widest, most appreciative smile. He looked slightly taken aback.




  ‘Tell me.’ He got down to business with his little saw. ‘Are you looking forward to the retirement party?’




  ‘Eh?’




  ‘The ritual bash; you know, Detective Superintendent Hacker’s farewell do.’




  So that was it. The one and only time I’d met Lawrence before. A murder scene, in company with Hacker, the best-hated senior officer in the Eastern District. A man so selfish that his juniors had nicknamed him the Lone Ranger, prior to changing their minds and amending the sobriquet to Silver, because he was only as bright as the masked avenger’s horse. Lawrence had marked me down as a Hacker fan.




  Now the most notorious incompetent in five forces was retiring on pension after thirty years of professional disaster, interspersed with episodes remarkable only for malice, hypocrisy and the playing of dirty tricks. I had, I flattered myself, about as much chance of getting an invite to Silver’s do as I stood with the College of Cardinals when next they elected a pope. Somehow, though, I felt disinclined to tell Lawrence that.




  If the Professor wanted to bracket me with the enemies of mankind, it was perfectly OK by me. Silver might be the biggest constabulary disaster ever pupped, but I wasn’t about to hand out protestations about the purity of my life and intentions to any passing spiritual descendant of Burke and Hare.




  Malcolm Cartwright’s eyes flickered over me for a moment: contrary bugger, he was saying. His best ironic look.




  ‘Are you going to the party?’ asked Malc.




  ‘I wouldn’t miss it for worlds.’




  Still deciding whether to equip himself with a few ounces of Semtex, or gift-wrap a jar of bubonic plague for the occasion, from Lawrence’s tone of voice.




  The pathologist freed the ribs and opened the pericardial sac to take a sample of blood, prior to lifting heart, lungs, oesophagus and trachea from the cavity in one fell swoop. The organs made a horrible slurping noise as he pulled them clear. The Scenes of Crime photographer took some more photographs, swallowing hard.




  At a nod from the chief ghoul, the mortuary attendant separated the organs, weighed them individually, and placed them carefully on the steel side-table. The great man wielded his scalpel again, pulled out the miniature tape recorder he kept slung around his neck, tucked behind the top of his apron, and muttered incomprehensibly for a few moments.




  ‘There we are,’ he said finally, ‘that’s better; all the classic signs.’




  ‘Asphyxia,’ I said wisely. ‘Haemorrhage in the upper lungs?’




  ‘Good enough. Preliminary opinion as to cause of death, asphyxia and vagal shock. Look at these, too.’ He moved back to the head of the still-anonymous male body, and peeled back the lips, then the eyelids, to reveal the telltale spots of blood. ‘Petechia,’ he said, intent on providing me with the full tourist trip.




  ‘No doubt we’ll discover that the hyoid bone is fractured in the larynx, and the cartilages will be crushed. The ligature was applied with considerable force. Normally, the face and neck would be congested too, but the evident post mortem staining here has resulted from fixed lividity – in other words blood settling to the lowest point of gravity, in this case, the face, chest, belly and thighs.’




  ‘Yes,’ I said. I was managing to sustain a modicum of professional interest; no enthusiasm, not by any stretch of the imagination. Nothing so unpleasant as that.




  Malcolm went back to the coiled wire he’d carefully placed in one of his labelled plastic bags, and picked it up. I shared his interest; a two-foot length of thick, flexible steel wire, carefully whipped with copper at either end into two one-inch-diameter loops. Lawrence had severed the ligature a couple of inches to the left of where it had been secured, to preserve the knot.




  ‘Have you ever seen anything like this before, Doc?’




  Principal Home Office pathologists, university professors, are not often addressed as ‘Doc’. Once this lot was finished, Malcolm had just earned himself a refreshing pint.




  ‘No,’ said Lawrence, apparently unperturbed, ‘I have not. You probably know,’ he continued, speaking directly to Malc, ‘the majority of homicides of this type are committed on women, and they result from manual force. The few that don’t also almost invariably involve females, and the ligature usually consists of the victim’s tights, or a scarf.’




  ‘It’s definitely homicide, sir?’ Coward. I was after information; I didn’t dare do a Malc by calling him ‘Doc’.




  ‘Yes – you’ve seen the angle of the ligature.’ He traced a line with his scalpel, barely clear of the livid, horizontal indentation across the throat of the corpse. ‘You can see how the force was applied from behind, and the garrotte eventually twisted and knotted on the left side of the neck. No signs of suspension, no vee-shaped weal. Homicide: no question about it, in my opinion. Can we get on?’




  ‘Yes, er – just one thing. You say you’ve never, in your professional experience, dealt with anything similar?’




  ‘Never.’




  ‘What about in the literature?’




  ‘Bound to be one or two, Inspector; I’ll look it up. I will also make some enquiries among my colleagues, if you wish.’




  ‘Thank you.’ Things were looking up, apart from him demoting me again. ‘And this garrotte; would you say it was specifically made for the job?’




  ‘So far as that’s concerned, I’m no more expert than you. It seems very probable, however. Yes.’




  ‘And used a bit like a cheese-cutter; pegs thrust through the loops?’




  ‘Evidently; unless our murderer wished to lacerate his own hands.’ Ask a silly question; get some snooty bugger looking down his nose. Never mind; ignorant, uncouth investigator presses on.




  ‘Somebody who knew what he was doing; almost commando stuff?’




  He gave an exasperated sigh. ‘If you say so, Chief Inspector. If you don’t mind, I’ll leave the flights of fancy to you.’




  Steadily, he moved on from torso, to stomach, to head; weighing, taking samples; more blood, stomach contents, urine, and meticulously recording his findings into his miniature tape recorder along the way. He’d jumped to conclusions about my relationship with Hacker, but there was nothing slipshod about his work. Everything was done with an air of such inevitability, an almost rhythmic precision, that I found myself pushing aside my distaste and entering at least a little way into his cool, objective world.




  Totally dedicated; wholly admirable in its way. Not that I’d like my daughter to grow up and marry one, you understand.




  It doesn’t happen often; when it does, however, the crew had better look out. Keel-hauling, walking the plank, the verbal lash; George in his role as Blackbeard, a very convincing performance, but not a pretty sight. I could hear his full and frank opinion of the offenders from the foyer at the bottom of the CID stairs.




  ‘This is not,’ he was snarling, ‘Workers’ bloody Playtime, so stop pratting about and get your arses into gear. You’re supposed to be running an incident room, not a playgroup!’




  I could hear a buzz of semi-sullen, disappointed voices, and George again, unmollified, all too loud and clear. It was not the moment to address a few cheering words to the assembled back-room troops. Leave the bollockings to the senior NCO: he’d give me a résumé of the bits I ought to hear, in due course.




  ‘C’mon, Sarge, it was only a bit of fun.’ An unfamiliar voice rose above the sounds of the dying mutiny as I climbed the stairs.




  ‘Fun? You’re not here to take the piss out of senior officers. Get a few years’ experience, lad, before you start exercising your mouth!’ I slid rapidly past, ignoring the temptation presented by the closed Incident Room door.




  The CID office was surprisingly quiet; one pair of detectives was apparently engrossed in sorting a pile of action forms as I entered the room. Andy Spriggs, Big Malc’s professional other half, looked up hopefully, but I shook my head.




  ‘He’s still bagging and listing exhibits,’ I said, ‘down at the mortuary. Another half-hour.’




  ‘OK, boss.’ He looked embarrassed; there were still noises emanating from next door. ‘The list of enquiry teams and shift rotas are on your desk: half a dozen telephone messages, and the Detective Chief Superintendent is on his way.’




  ‘Thanks.’ Peter Fairfield, the head of CID; no doubt checking on his ersatz DCI. I pushed aside the merest shadow of resentment. I’d have done the same in his position; taking care of the acting rank. Cock-ups and chaos not allowed.




  I was still tempted to enquire about George and the distant rumble. Better not to display an unhealthy curiosity, I finally decided. I cast a single nostalgic glance in the direction of the old glass box, formerly my office, and passed down the corridor to my new abode.




  Logical, I’d thought, in a place the size of Eddathorpe nick, with an excess of office accommodation, not to squeeze everybody together in one room. Too much like spying to insist on inhabiting a glass-partitioned rabbit hutch at the far end of the big CID office.




  Having made the move to my new bay-windowed status symbol at the front of the station overlooking the street, I wasn’t quite so entranced. Peace, a place to spread out, to lay out files and papers on a second desk, had its disadvantages, too.




  Isolated from the to-ing and fro-ing, the gossip, the give-and-take of the CID office, I now had to make a deliberate decision to enter the main room. Relationships seemed to have changed a bit; it might be my imagination, but tongues didn’t seem to wag quite so spontaneously since the move. I had the feeling that casual visits were achieving the status of state occasions. I hadn’t intended that.




  I had, admittedly, an ulterior motive for the move. Rumour had been winging its way, as usual, throughout the force. The contents of the government-inspired Sheehy Report had come as something of a shock to the police. The so-called law-and-order party and its pals had started counting their cash. Somebody in the Byzantine depths of the Home Office had decided to take on those vulgar, money-grubbing coppers, and put them in their social and economic place.




  Following the report, and once the flea-bitten Whitehall lion had roared, it gave birth to the usual administrative mouse. No more deputy chief constables; no more chief supers, apply the financial screws a bit more tightly, and that was about it. The existing incumbents continued to carry their ranks on a personal basis only, until they retired.




  The brave new cost-efficient world of ten-year contracts, locally negotiated pay, increments on merit and impossible-to-achieve pensions, had been quietly shelved. For the time being, at least. They had not, as they had threatened, even managed to abolish the chief inspector rank.




  Reluctantly – tardily, according to the Home Office Inspectorate – our force was therefore busy reorganising. Or, as the cynical said, saving money and finally coming up with something for the idle three-pippers to do. The only real sufferers had been the new recruits – no more rent allowance, and a substantial chop in probationers’ pay.




  Chopping chief superintendents meant reorganising the urban divisions, and handing uniform superintendents the responsibilities of the former rank. Area detective superintendents were out, so far as thinly populated parts of the county were concerned, and detective chief inspectors were the new flavour of the month.




  Three ageing senior detectives, disgruntled, were about to depart with their bat and ball. Not to mention the pension and the county council cheque. Moving office on the basis of my acting rank could be seen in the light of a preliminary move in my personal promotional bid. If I was appointed the area DCI, hopefully without vacating the town, Eddathorpe would get a new detective inspector. He – or even she, nudge, nudge, – was welcome to move in down the corridor, and inhabit my old glass-sided box.




  It’s great to have ambitions, to set out the life plans, to participate in the the wishful thinking and the inter-departmental plots. If only drab reality would step aside for a bit: all those side issues. Unidentified bodies, for example; having a murder to solve.
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  Detective Chief Superintendent Fairfield slumped comfortably against my window-sill, hands thrust deep into the pockets of his old grey suit. He was, as usual, smiling, but I had the feeling that he would have preferred to have been sitting behind the desk, with me occupying the petitionary spot in front.




  The man with the slipping fifty-inch chest and the big, open boozer’s face, busy promoting the ever-so-slightly crumpled image; the simple country boy. Little or nothing against him, myself, but I wouldn’t trust a detective playing hayseed as far as I can spit. No more than he was prepared to accept me uncritically in the role of the eager subordinate, I suppose.




  ‘Doesn’t look like one of those five-minute jobs, does it?’ The gentle lead-in, waiting for my response.




  ‘Too early to say, sir. Once we identify the victim it might all fall into place: an obvious suspect, a quick arrest.’ I’d no intentions of whingeing; making excuses in advance.




  He looked at me slyly out of the corners of his eyes for a moment, before spreading his bucolic beam across the room. ‘That’s the style,’ he said. ‘Get stuck in there, right from the start. Tell me what you’ve got.’




  ‘The body of a male, mid-twenties, five foot eight, one hundred and fifty pounds; fair hair, thin face, poor teeth – five extractions – tattooed on the right forearm with a dagger, skull and snake. Clothing consists of a good-quality casual blue silk shirt, jeans with a CSA belt, blue Y-fronts, white socks and Instep trainers. Line round the right wrist, presumably where there used to be a watch.’




  ‘And the cause of death?’




  ‘Garrotted – asphyxia and vagal shock. According to Lawrence, it was very efficient, very slick.’




  ‘What’s this about a CSA belt?’




  ‘Confederate States of America, on the belt buckle.’




  ‘Scumbag,’ said Fairfield succinctly, ‘taking into account the socks and the tattoos.’




  ‘Perhaps.’ The farm-boy image had slipped a bit; or was there such a thing as the village snob? I’d have added the trainers and the incongruous shirt for good measure: all things considered, he could well be right.




  ‘Watch gone,’ I continued, ‘no wallet, no cash in the pockets. He could have been mugged.’




  ‘Any property at all?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Time of death?’




  ‘Nine, maybe ten hours prior to discovery. The rigor was becoming well established, lividity fixed, the corneas of the eyes—’




  ‘Please,’ said Peter Fairfield fastidiously. ‘I can do without that. An unknown male, killed with a purpose-made garrotte, around eight or nine o’clock last night. Location unknown; dumped on the beach. Alcohol in the body?’




  ‘Nothing significant.’




  ‘Too early,’ he muttered half to himself, ‘for a chucking-out time fight. Besides, a ruddy garrotte … Bank Holiday weekend, you don’t half choose your times. What’s your population here?’




  I shrugged. ‘Out of season, around forty-five thousand in the town; double for the division. In the summer season it’s anybody’s guess: ninety thousand in Eddathorpe area alone in a good week, perhaps. Plus the caravan sites, chalets …’ My voice trailed away; the more I said, the more I appeared to be making excuses in advance, after all.




  Fairfield smiled thinly; no need to mention the trippers, the massed ranks of punters up for a day, indulging their triple obsession for brown ale, electronic amusements and fish and chips.




  ‘D’you know about your latest nickname, Bob?’ He changed the subject with the speed of a striking snake.




  ‘No, sir.’ I kept my voice neutral. ‘I don’t think so.’ What the hell was this?




  ‘Jonah,’ he said, and stopped.




  I can play that game too; I gave him my puzzled, innocent look. We didn’t know each other all that well; hardly at all, in fact. Of my nineteen years’ service, seven as an inspector, I’d spent a bare ten months on the East Coast. Apart from that, I’d left my previous force under a bit of a cloud. Colossal cheek, no doubt, to have ambitions, all circumstances considered. With my feet scarcely settled under the Eddathorpe table, too. I must have an ego as big as a house. Nevertheless, I had hopes; I flattered myself that I could see further through a brick wall than some. A detective ought to be able to do a bit of that.




  Fairfield knew me mostly by a reputation that smelled a bit like the curate’s egg; good in parts. I was marked down in his book as a local success. On the other hand, he probably knew me even better as the one who’d been shunted out of his previous force in a hurry, after decking a whiz-kid superintendent for, ahem!, having this relationship with his wife. Angie’s ex-boyfriend, I suspected, was always going to haunt my professional past. Paranoid, perhaps, but the canteen version of the story also had a tendency to keep one or two people in my present slightly out of punching range.




  ‘I called in at the Incident Room on my way up,’ said Fairfield. ‘Chris Bowyer was there.’




  ‘Oh yes?’ Detective Inspector Chris Bowyer, the guy in charge of the drafted-in computer team. The office manager for the duration of the murder enquiry. Another comparative stranger; I’d been wondering about him.




  ‘Apparently—’ Fairfield was being elaborately casual, ‘—he had to pop out for a few minutes, earlier. Your Detective Sergeant Caunt took it upon himself to storm into the Incident Room during his absence, and bollock all his staff.’




  ‘I did,’ I admitted, ‘hear something as I came up the stairs.’




  ‘The computer team,’ he said, ‘were having a bit of a joke about murder enquiries, and the way you attract ’em. It is your third murder since you’ve been here, after all.’




  ‘Yes,’ I said boldly, ‘but one of ’em was a left-over from Mr Hacker. Six or seven years old.’




  His face seemed to lose a bit of its glow. Hint of incompetence; home-grown Detective Superintendent Hacker being criticised by foreign junior rank.




  ‘You, ah, didn’t have a sense of humour failure, yourself?’




  ‘Sorry?’




  ‘Jonah: people taking the mick? You didn’t have a few words with George Caunt? Get him to, er—’




  ‘Nossir, I’ve got better things to do.’




  ‘Quite. Well, no doubt he did it off his own bat. Chris seemed a bit concerned … It’s his team, after all. Don’t want to ruffle too many feathers at the outset of an enquiry, eh?’




  That’s all I needed, a broody mother hen; an office manager with a part-time job as detective chief superintendent’s pet. Without so much as a chirp in my direction first, he’d concluded that I’d put George up to poisoning his departmental bird-seed, and promptly gone clucking to the boss.




  ‘I will,’ I said ambiguously, ‘do my best to put him right.’




  I was not, as it happened, talking about my politically incorrect detective sergeant. Nor, with twenty enquiry teams and the usual gang of door-knocking uniform staff to handle, was I intending to spend too much time pandering to the sensibilities of a tale-bearing, regular-dayshift DI.




  By nine o’clock that night, we had two hundred and eight computer-processed actions under our collective belt; forty-one of them complete. House-to-house enquiries on the Esplanade – tick. Newspaper boys, postmen and early-rising milkmen traced and statements taken – tick, tick, tick.




  We’d had suggestions as to the identity of our body from surrounding forces, and lists of possible missing-from-homes. Five unaccompanied female trippers, hopefully or tearfully, according to temperament, had traipsed into and out of the downstairs office to audition for the role of grieving widow.




  Two of the missing loved ones were over fifty, and all of them had vanished during the course of a disputatious, highly alcoholic Monday beside the sea. Our lad had been a corpse a good fifteen hours prior to the earliest candidate going AWOL from his anxious spouse. One of them, as it turned out, had been captured by Traffic, after making a valiant effort to drive a Ford Granada all the way back to Nottingham on the right-hand side of the road.




  No murderer, no name for our roughly stitched-up body, but our little event did achieve one minute and twenty seconds of microphone-thrusting inaccuracy on the part of a female presenter on the regional news. Personally, by early evening I was wilting under the snow-storm of paper, and the pressure of non-events.




  I sorted the shifts, I briefed the troops, I formulated policies and enquiry parameters, and I conferred with people until I was sick. I even talked to the press, including one cocky Mancunian with a Coronation Street accent, who seemed to want to impress me with his big-city ways. An exile, I gathered, working for a regional newspaper and behaving as if it was a combination of the News of the World and the Sun. The only thing I seemed to have missed was anything to do with practical policework throughout the day.




  I’d been backwards and forwards to the Incident Room for most of the afternoon. Bowyer, a stiff-backed thirty-year-old with a striped shirt, conservative blue suit, and a Staff College tie, was barely polite. He answered questions, he flourished statements, he showed me action sheets and handed over forms. No intention of burying the hatchet, though; not a word about his gripe. It was all ‘Inspector Graham’ to my face; even so, he dropped a few spots of acid on the side.




  ‘I’d already prepared a press release,’ he said after the first briefing, and examining my own effort with an air of disdain. ‘You could have used that.’




  Scarcely an enquiry team passed through his office to collect a new action form without scrutiny, and a brief lecture as to how it should be done. Ambitious, I decided; pushing his own interests, and out to ensure that the rest of the world understood how important he was.




  He reminded me vaguely of Angie’s former light o’love, fistically challenged Superintendent Clive Jones. He too, prior to becoming a staff officer to a Home Office Inspector of Constabulary shortly after breaking-up with my wife, had talked a good career. I find I have this problem; I kid myself about it ninety per cent of the time, but I still have a thing about Jones.




  Difficult: not something I can say too much about at home. Back with Angie; new house, new life, and learning to love Laura, aged seven weeks. And a genuine ninety per cent along the way, so far as I can judge. She’s a happy baby; looks like Angie; scarcely a hint of you-know-who.




  Slightly sad about Chris Bowyer, though. Unfair to condemn a man for the sake of a fancied resemblance, and I’ve no excuse. Given time, I’m sure I could have pushed aside the damaging psychological profile I’d conjured up, and come to dislike him for his own sweet self.




  Slightly shaming, though, to be a bit of a softie at heart. Just after nine I went to make something that might have passed for peace: long day, invite the newly met colleague for a pint and a chat at the Links Hotel, the collective refuge of the Eddathorpe CID. Clean slate: I had every intention of putting our little misunderstanding to one side.




  Three pairs of suspicious male eyes moved briefly from visual display units to boss and back again, the moment I entered the room. Most of the computer team had gone home, leaving a detective sergeant as action allocator, and two detective constables to receive and analyse messages, to hold the fort.




  The office manager’s desk was vacant, its blotter dead centre, a brace of biros, a couple of well-sharpened pencils placed neatly to one side, and a stack of plastic filing trays, each bearing its burden of carefully squared-off copy messages, set exactly parallel with the right-hand edge of the desk. Cleaned and garnished: impressive, in an arid sort of way.




  I glanced at the switched-off, plastic-shrouded VDU on the trolley by the side of their leader’s desk.




  ‘Has he gone?’ Superfluous question of the day.




  ‘About half an hour ago, sir.’ The sergeant kept on tapping away at his keyboard, doing a creditable imitation of the busy, busy man.




  ‘Everybody else off at ten?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Anything new?’




  ‘Nothing much: action file over there.’




  Not unfriendly, exactly, but I was getting the message. This was the Team, and, investigating officer or not, I was not in their world. Enquiries came, enquiries went, they stuck together and they ran the show. And hours and hours ago, some crude outsider, probably under my instructions, had lumbered in and rattled their cage. Group loyalty ruling to the nth degree.




  ‘OK.’




  Casually, I wandered across the room and took down the box file. It was almost full, the torn-off messages pressing against the top of the spring. I glanced through the last dozen, keeping my back to the group, then I snapped the file shut. I don’t know what possessed me, probably feeling as cussed as them, I suppose. I reached for the signing-on book, and slapped it down on the nearest desk. Once again I became the target of the eyes.




  Deliberately, I ran a finger down the entries: signatures of officers, times of arrival, the times they went home. C. H. Bowyer, 8.00 a.m.–9.30 p.m.
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