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Murder Most Fowl






Libby Sarjeant scowled round the auditorium of the Oast Theatre.


‘Where IS Bob? Does anyone know?’


‘Probably couldn’t get away from the shop,’ said a muffled voice from backstage.


‘At this time of night?’ Libby looked at her watch.


‘It is nearly Christmas, Lib.’ Peter Parker wandered across the stage with an armful of material.


‘And nearly panto time,’ snapped Libby.


Peter turned and widened his eyes at her. ‘Come, come, old trout! You can’t start moaning at people who have to work at other things, can you? Bob’s a butcher – he’s bound to have extra business just now.’


‘Oh, I suppose so.’ Libby heaved a huge sigh and sank down on the edge of the stage. ‘I wish we could afford to pay everybody.’


‘Even if we could,’ said Peter, coming over to sit beside her, ‘Bob would still have Christmas orders to fill. People would soon lose confidence in him if he stopped providing them with their flash birds and joints of beef.’


‘I know. Hetty relies on him for her beautiful bronze bird each year.’ Libby looked across at her partner, Ben Wilde. ‘I was just saying how your mum relies on Bob for her turkey.’


Ben removed a nail from his mouth. ‘And her ham. Not to mention our joint every week.’


‘There you are, then,’ said Peter, climbing elegantly to his feet and holding a hand out to help Libby, less elegantly, to hers.


Libby’s phone began to warble in her pocket.


‘Speak of the devil,’ she muttered. ‘Hello, Bob?’


‘Libby – I’m really sorry, but my turkeys have been stolen.’


‘Eh?’ Libby frowned. ‘Your turkeys?’


Bob sounded as though he was doing his best not to burst into tears. ‘Ours – all my special orders. All the Norfolk Bronzes.’


‘I thought they weren’t ready yet,’ said Libby, still perplexed.


‘They’ve been stolen from the farmer!’ wailed Bob.


Libby shook her head at Ben and Peter, who were watching her, looking as puzzled as she felt.


‘So I’m talking to the police. And then I’ve got to try and source some more – although that’ll probably be impossible.’


‘Oh,’ said Libby. ‘So you won’t be here…’


‘I can’t! I’ll try and let you know tomorrow.’


And the line went dead.


‘His turkeys have been stolen,’ she told the others.


‘Oh, no!’ Both Ben and Peter looked horrified.


‘From the farmer, he said. I thought they weren’t ready yet? And why is it such a problem?’


‘You know how much those turkeys are, don’t you?’ said Peter.


‘Expensive?’ hazarded Libby.


‘Upwards of £70,’ said Ben. ‘And Bob’s are specially ordered. Mum has a ten-kilo bird.’


‘And that’s £70?’ gasped Libby.


Peter laughed. ‘Oh, no! That’s about £120.’


‘What?’ Libby almost screeched.


‘So if Bob has ten customers who’ve all ordered specific sizes, you’re talking a lot of money.’


‘But he can get more, can’t he?’


Ben and Peter exchanged amused glances.


‘You don’t know much about rearing turkeys, do you, dear heart?’ said Peter. ‘Explain to her, Ben.’


‘The butcher – or the customer themselves – will order a specific size. The breeder will take delivery of his poults – that’s baby turkeys – back in the summer, and bring them on. They’re monitored very carefully for weight, so that by the time they’re slaughtered they will all be exactly the right sizes. The large farmers who supply supermarkets have to have hundreds of the same size, but it’s tricky doing an estimate on that scale. What Bob does is take orders very early to pass on to his breeder, and then he’s got exactly the right number. He has a number of more run-of-the-mill turkeys for customers who don’t want to pay that sort of money, but these are special.’


‘I can see that.’ Libby sat down on the edge of the stage again. ‘I didn’t realise it was so scientific and precise. So he can’t order exactly the right sizes from anywhere else?’


Peter shook his head. ‘It’s too late.’


‘So we won’t get our turkey this year?’


‘We’ll have to have one of the also-rans,’ said Ben.


‘He said he’s going to try and source some more, but he’s talking to the police at the moment.’ Libby sighed. ‘I’m really sorry for him, but…’


‘He won’t let it interfere,’ said Peter. ‘Now come on. We can do something without him, can’t we? Ben or I can read in for him.’


After rehearsal, Libby rang Bob.


‘Any news?’


Bob sighed heavily. ‘Reported to the police and the NRCN, but -’


‘What’s the NRCN?’


‘National Rural Crime Network. Ben knows all about it.’


‘I expect he does. He knew all about raising turkeys. So did Pete.’


‘Farming family,’ said Bob. ‘Rural crime’s such a problem these days.’


‘Oh,’ said Libby, feeling rather ashamed of herself for not knowing. ‘So what’s happened?’


‘The breeder had already reported it, and the police have been round, but it’s really only poaching – although the animals were already dead.’


‘Doesn’t that make it theft instead?’ asked Libby.


‘I suppose it does. Anyway, there doesn’t seem a lot anybody can do. The rural patrols are run off their feet at the moment what with all the Christmas tree thefts as well.’


‘Christmas tree thefts?’ squeaked Libby.


‘Yes, loads. Joe and Nella up at Cattlegreen lost some last year.’


‘Golly. I didn’t realise,’ said Libby. ‘I’m so sorry.’


Bob sighed again. ‘Not your fault, is it, Lib? I’m just sorry that you won’t get your lovely Bronze this year. Anyway, sorry I let you down tonight.’


‘That’s OK,’ said Libby. ‘Ben read in for you. We’re going for a drink now. I don’t suppose you’ve got time to join us?’


‘Yes, I have.’ Bob immediately sounded more cheerful. ‘Too late to do anything else tonight. I’ll see you there.’


When they arrived, he was already waiting for them in a corner of the bar by the fireplace. Their favourite large round table was already taken, but Bob had commandeered the banquette seat in the alcove and they all managed to squash in.


‘Is there anything we can do?’ asked Peter, as he and Ben passed the drinks round. ‘Bob shrugged. ‘No, not really. Keep your ears open for any knock-offs, I suppose, but no one’s going to offer a veggie restaurant a turkey, are they?’


Peter was co-owner of The Pink Geranium, Steeple Martin’s vegetarian Mexican restaurant, of which his partner Harry was chef patron.


‘You’re right there,’ he said with a grin.


‘And they won’t offer us one, either,’ said Ben.


‘What will they do with them, then?’ said Libby.


‘Markets – in towns, mainly. There are always people ready to buy cheap stuff,’ said Bob gloomily. ‘What you could do, though, is see if you can find anyone with any decent birds still available. I didn’t find anyone this evening, but we might stand a better chance tomorrow.’


Peter and Libby agreed they would both do some research in the morning. Ben would be in the estate office at the Manor and after lunch they had arranged to pick up their Christmas tree from Cattlegreen Nurseries.


‘Joe and Nella might have heard something,’ suggested Libby.


‘No – I spoke to them earlier.’ Bob shook his head. ‘But they’ve got their ears to the ground. And their Owen’s girlfriend’s tapped into a whole different network, isn’t she?’


‘Tessa? Yes, I suppose so, but not criminal.’


‘Her family, though? Weren’t they travellers, or something?’


‘Now, Bob,’ warned Libby, ‘don’t go falling into the trap of tarring all travellers with the same brush. Anyway, Tessa’s been living in a house for years now. Since young Davey was born, at least.’


‘It’s the poverty, though,’ Bob persisted. ‘That breeds crime.’


‘Yes, but not in this case. But we’ll ask, won’t we, Ben?’


By the time they arrived at Cattlegreen Nurseries on Saturday afternoon, Libby had spent a good couple of hours on the phone trying to track down available turkeys for Hetty, with little success. The best option appeared to be the supermarkets, which Libby was loath to use, although Bob had told her that it was fine, the large ones used reputable farmers and breeders – but again, it might be too late.
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