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  It sounded like a fire bell, the last trump and the call to arms combined, and I was out of bed and halfway across the room before I recognised it for what it was: that blasted telephone again, the volume turned up high. Pitch black outside; definitely the middle of the night.




  However often I try to minimise the noise, however frequently, however forcefully, I try to point out to my wife that her diligence with a duster is likely to earn her a long, unhappy widowhood, she still manages to polish me into a potential heart attack two or three times a month. Anybody would think that a sound moderator on a phone was an unheard-of technological refinement in this neck of the woods. Nineteen years’ police service, and I still achieve maximum lift-off with about half a pint of adrenalin pumping around in my system by the second ring.




  It’s not even as if she ever wakes up herself. The most she ever manages is a luxurious feminine grunt as she gathers up the whole of the duvet and ensures my attention to duty by leaving me pyjama’d and shivering in the dark.




  ‘Hello,’ I said.




  ‘DCI Graham?’ asked a wary voice at the other end of the line. Wary was definitely appropriate. I’d found the switch to my bedside light; it was twenty minutes to four.




  ‘Yes; who’s that?’




  ‘Inspector Rodway, sir.’ Oh God; my newish detective inspector. The guardian of law and decency over heaven knows how many square miles of mud and fen, and stationed on an insignificant bump on the ground next to an estuary, a good twenty miles away. Please, please let this be something we could deal with over the wire.




  ‘Sorry to disturb you, sir.’ Two sirs in ten seconds. That probably meant that he wasn’t sorry at all. Ripping a senior officer out of bed in the middle of the night used to count for twenty-five canteen chuckle-points when I was a junior plod. Fifty if there was a frost on the ground.




  ‘I wouldn’t have,’ he assured me, ‘but it’s a suspected arson. One of Blatt’s battery houses has been burnt down.’




  ‘Battery as in hens?’




  ‘Yessir.’




  ‘You woke me up,’ I said slowly, ‘at three-forty a.m. precisely, because somebody’s torched a hen-coop? Believe me, Derek, this had better be good.’




  ‘It’s a big battery house, boss.’ The voice acquired something of a defensive whine.




  ‘How big?’




  ‘About fifty metres long.’




  ‘Lots of roast chicken, eh?’ Just to show that I too could be callous and macho, whatever the state of the clock.




  ‘No, boss. It had just been cleaned out. It was empty at the time.’




  ‘OK.’




  ‘It’s just that it’s worth about thirty or forty thousand quid, give or take. And Blatt …’




  ‘Sir Jeremy Blatt?’




  ‘Yes, boss, he—’




  ‘Used to be a county councillor,’ I finished. ‘Closely associated, if not friendly with, the Chief. You’d better give me some directions, then, hadn’t you? Or do I just follow the glow in the night sky?’




  Cheap, very cheap; but you can’t expect even your most caring, sharing senior officer to empathise much with his staff when he’s dragged out of his pit on the dim and dusky side of 4 a.m. Besides, it was February, the central heating didn’t come on until seven, and there was an especially hard frost. A steal at fifty points; a hundred as soon as all those sniggering wooden-tops got around to revising the rules.




  ‘Are you awake?’ I said to Angela, using one of the most irritating phrases known to man.




  ‘No.’




  ‘I’ve got to go out.’




  ‘Take care; don’t wake the baby.’ Was that an expression of general concern for my welfare, plus a gentle reminder; or all part of a specific instruction relating entirely to seven-month-old Laura, sleeping in the next room? Opting for the personally flattering interpretation, I kissed Angie on the forehead and struggled into my clothes.




  ‘Take your sheepskin,’ she muttered. ‘I think there’s a bit of a frost.’ Very perceptive, but I’ve already covered that.




  As for the sheepskin, it had been a Christmas present from Angie; expensive, and I’d suggested it too. The trouble is, I’m now having second thoughts. Would you, I keep asking myself, fancy being arrested by a man in a coat like that? Besides, I was going to the scene of an arson; floaters from a dead chicken house were unlikely to enhance the so far immaculate pile. I selected an ancient gor-blimey cap, a thick scarf and my old, heavily lined Barbour instead.




  Angela peered at me through reluctant, screwed-up eyes. ‘You look like a rat-catcher. Or a criminal,’ she said.




  I was outside, starting the engine of my elderly Volvo, against the background cacophony of imprisoned terrier dog, before I got the cream of the joke. This was Saturday morning; I was not on call. This was supposed to be my weekend off; Headquarters cover had been arranged.




  Derek Rodway, I promised, this one had better be really, really good.




  The notice was encouraging:




  DAISY DEW FARM EGGS LTD




  A Division Of The Daisy Dew Group




  Lowbarrack Farm




   




  But that was only the beginning of my troubles; there was an open gate, a cattle grid and a concreted strip masquerading as a road winding around the side of a wood, but that was about all. No immediate sign of my destination, let alone a fire.




  The concrete strip soon deteriorated into a narrow semi-metalled track gouged with ruts which wandered excitingly from verge to soggy verge. The Fire Brigade, I hazarded, had recently passed this way. I slowed down to something less than ten miles an hour, and concentrated on keeping my wheels out of the ploughed-up mud, listening to the occasional music of tailpipe against stone. The firemen had probably deployed some imaginative language on the subject of their current call. Apart from a vague glow in the distance it was very, very dark.




  Eventually, I saw the lights and four squat shapes like low-slung aircraft hangars picked out in the distance, with a smaller building which I took to be a packing shed set close by. A cottage of some sort, well lit up, stood about a hundred and fifty yards away. Vehicles, lights, voices, an all-pervasive stink of steam and burning, but no remaining fire.




  Fifty yards from the poultry units a proper road reasserted itself, and I pulled into a big concrete yard. Sodium lights surrounded the buildings, and the Fire Brigade, vehicle doors swinging, radios blaring and vehicle spotlights trained on the blackened hulk of a half-demolished hangar, were still merrily squirting their hoses on a fire that to my untrained eye appeared to be well and truly out.




  I stopped well clear of the two appliances, thanked heavens for foresight, opened the driver’s door and swung my legs out before changing my shoes for a pair of green wellies. Cap, Barbour, green wellies; and why not? These days, I flatter myself, I’ve definitely joined the rural elite. Two whole divisions to supervise; call-outs in the middle of the night. In any case, the centre of the yard was inches deep in water; enthusiasts had been at work.




  Derek Rodway, shortish, stoutish, overcoated, with ruined shoes and soaking trouser bottoms, appeared as if by magic accompanied by two detective constables. They all gazed enviously at the wellies; they didn’t seem all that chuffed. So much more satisfactory when the chiefs have to suffer the same discomforts as the Indians on the ground.




  ‘Sorry to drag you out,’ muttered Rodway insincerely, ‘but it’s arson all right.’




  ‘How do they know?’ I choked back the immediate query that came to mind. Why hadn’t the control room checked the duty rota? Why hadn’t he called out the listed victim instead of me?




  ‘Paraffin,’ he said succinctly. ‘Whole place reeks of it; the station officer reckons they probably climbed on to the roof and poured it through the ventilators; then they threw down the tins.’ He looked at me squarely; that, he was implying, is what they call a clue. I was not alone in resenting being roused in the middle of the night.




  ‘Seems a bit extreme; climbing up on the roof, I mean,’ I added hastily.




  ‘They’ve been locking the doors lately,’ one of the anonymous detective constables said. ‘Animal rights.’




  ‘Trouble?’




  ‘Bit of graffiti, that’s all.’ Rodway was dismissive. ‘Painted a slogan or two a couple of weeks ago. Nothing heavy.’




  ‘Reported?’




  ‘Yeah, to the local rural man. He’s around, somewhere. I called Scenes of Crime as well, but the Fire Brigade say there’s nothing much anybody can do till it’s daylight. They’re bringing in a fire investigation team of their own.’




  If I get out of bed, everybody gets out of bed. The Derek Rodway philosophy at work.




  ‘You didn’t fetch the Chief Constable out, by any chance?’




  ‘Eh?’ The two DCs grinned; their detective inspector was obviously a man on whom irony was a waste of time.




  ‘Nothing much to go on,’ Rodway hastened on. ‘The manager reckons he heard the sound of an engine just after two. Motorbike, he thought. The dog barked, but it was a fairish way off and he didn’t go out. He woke up again half an hour later, looked out of the window and saw flames bursting through the roof.’




  ‘What did he do?’




  ‘Called the Brigade, and shot out to turn off the ventilation systems in the other battery houses in case a hundred and fifty thousand chickens choked to death in the smoke.’




  ‘How many?’




  ‘That’s what I thought, but he reckons it’s true. Standing room only in those ruddy huts; enough to put you off your bit of bacon and two fried, innit?’




  I looked at the blackened hulk of the half-collapsed building, at the gaping hole replacing roughly forty per cent of the roof, and made the obvious remark. ‘Insulated wooden walls with a corrugated roof,’ I said, surprised. ‘It’s a wonder there’s anything left. Says something for the Toytown Fire Brigade, does that.’




  ‘Don’t let their station officer hear you, boss,’ murmured one of the DCs. ‘The farm manager’s already made a funny about the local fire service. We’ve witnessed one serious sense of humour failure tonight.’




  ‘This, er, manager: he’s taking it well, then, I assume?’




  ‘Paul Kinsley? I wouldn’t say that.’ Rodway looked sour. ‘It wasn’t so much a joke, more a nasty remark about the time it took ’em to get here.’




  ‘From the state of the building, I’d say they’d done pretty well.’




  ‘Not them, not us, according to Kinsley. We should have prevented it in the first place, and the firemen should have been psychic and had an appliance ready at the end of the road in case of emergency; that’s his line.’




  ‘One of those.’




  ‘Yep, one of those.’ For the first time Rodway allowed himself a bit of a grin. ‘Personally, I think he’s shit-scared he’s going to lose his job, once the Chief Chicken finds out.’




  ‘Blatt? He can hardly blame his manager for the ways of nutters with paraffin cans, surely?’




  ‘You’ve never met Sir Jeremy, huh? In comparison with him, the late Robert Maxwell was a pussycat boss. And just to make things perfect, Lowbarrack is the apple of the old bastard’s eye. This is where he started out, thirty-odd years ago.’




  ‘The beginning of the empire, eh? In that case you’d think he’d have built a proper road to the place, and replaced these old buildings with something modern by now.’




  ‘His manager says he likes to come and look at it,’ said Derek Rodway. ‘Likes it just as it is – was. Apart from that, he never spends a quid without kissing the coin goodbye. He’s about as willing to put his hand in his pockets as a Glaswegian with amputated arms.’




  One of the detective constables choked; the other gazed dreamily over my head, searching, apparently, for non-existent stars. Silence fell. Their immediate superior looked puzzled; a close observer could almost have seen the wheels turning. Then he caught on.




  ‘Oh yeah, sorry. Graham’s a Scottish name, innit?’ He did his best to look repentant. ‘Always thought of you as English, myself,’ he added generously. ‘Right, well; present company excepted, boss.’




  The assembled peasantry shuffled in an anticipatory sort of way. Worthwhile, after all, all this cold and misery and fire stink; all this night and wet. Their faces brightened: any moment now.




  ‘I think I’ll go and have a word with that rural constable,’ I said equably. Two eager faces fell.




  Time to lumber off, splash through the deeper puddles and give those nice watertight wellingtons an airing. Whatever my ethnic shortcomings, I, at least was weatherproof, waterproof and warm.
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  They call it a harbour, although it’s four miles inland. In reality Aylfleet possesses a single concrete dock, an ageing ferry terminal, three or four grain silos and a couple of cranes. The basin is just wide enough for a smallish cargo ship to swing round to enable it to pass between the mud banks on either side of the river and so back to the sea. Constant dredging keeps the passage open and Aylfleet limps along, making some sort of living as an East Coast port.




  The continental ferry service, such as it is, grubs for a living in competition with smarter, better-financed outfits to both the north and south. If it wasn’t for the low-grade commercial traffic passing through the port, the whole place would curl up and die.




  Not that the locals see it that way, of course. They are the citizens of an ancient, proud, dynamic working town. They have seamen in their pubs, for heaven’s sake! Do not on any account confuse them with that louche gang of Johnny-come-latelies with their sandcastles, amusement arcades and fat, half-naked tourists a few miles up the coast. Aylfleet hates Eddathorpe, and Eddathorpe hates Aylfleet. As Superintendent Teddy Baring would say, a great gap is set between them and us. Fond of the occasional biblical outburst is the Eddathorpe boss.




  Unfortunate, then, that police reorganisation has resulted in this mutual exclusivity being spoiled. Eddathorpe and its surrounding area make up a complete division of the force. Aylfleet, roughly two-thirds of its size, but with better communications and surrounded by a massive hinterland of agriculturally rich reclaimed fen, makes another. As the detective chief inspector for the whole area, I’ve been left to wander uneasily between the two. Nobody at Headquarters had taken this into account when the powers that be reorganised the DCI’s job description into an ersatz detective superintendent’s post. All the kicks and only a few of the halfpence; that was me.




  The moment I got promoted Teddy’s piratical instincts came into play. He promptly appropriated Robert Graham as an extra Eddathorpe body, his very own DCI. On the other side of the estuary. Superintendent Dorothea Spinks, whose elevation to the rank Teddy contemplated with an incredulity approaching total disbelief, didn’t see matters in quite the same light. A DCI, she figured, would nicely make up for perceived deficiencies in her own CID personnel. As the meat in their political sandwich, I was currently being alternately chewed and buttered up by both sides.




  Ten o’clock on the Saturday morning, and it was still my weekend off.




  ‘Sorry,’ said Thea sweetly, ‘to drag you in; but it’s partly your own fault. You should have told that idiot Rodway to get stuffed, the moment he tried to get you out of bed.’ That’s Thea, about as subtle as a Chieftain tank, but she knew all about the mix-up with the duty rota, of course.




  An odd diminutive, Thea; a kind of tribute to her personality, I suppose. Nobody, to my knowledge, has ever dared call her ‘Dotty’. Few, according to canteen gossip, would care to mess her about.




  I smiled my accommodating Foreign Office smile; then I gave her both barrels, straight between the eyes. The way I saw it, if I rolled over now, I’d be rolling over for ever more.




  ‘Derek Rodway,’ I said, doing my best to coat the pill, ‘is a good DI. Not, I admit, the most diplomatic man who ever lived, but he’s well capable of investigating a malicious fire. I’ll give it a couple of hours, make sure everything’s running smoothly, and then I’m going home.’




  ‘Mr Graham; Bob …’ She was changing tactics in midstream already. ‘As divisional commander, I have the final say on the deployment of resources in my division.’




  ‘Miss Spinks’ – time for a gentle counter-prod – ‘ma’am. You are the divisional commander, as you so rightly say, and I wouldn’t deny your right for a moment. I am not, however, a divisional resource. I am answerable directly to the head of CID.’




  Awaiting the reaction, I watched her face. Big, bold, handsome once, and on the wrong side of fifty, she started by trying to stare me down. Then she placed both elbows on the table, leant forward and scowled, giving me a view of what it was like to be a six-foot female, cross and fourteen stone. Throwing the hammer for the former Soviet Union, that was the style.




  ‘Is this,’ she said, ‘Teddy Baring’s doing? The Eddathorpe way?’




  ‘No, ma’am; it’s likely that Superintendent Baring and I are also going to have to come to an understanding.’




  ‘He used to be your immediate boss, but times and circumstances change, eh?’




  ‘I’ve now got two divisions to cover; I’ve got two competent inspectors, Paula Baily at Eddathorpe and Derek here. I intend to do my job, but there are only so many hours in a day.’




  ‘You intend to tell that to Teddy?’




  ‘Given a similar opportunity, yes.’




  ‘Good grief!’ As suddenly as the thunderclouds had rolled over, the sun came out. ‘I hope you’re going to sell tickets to that one: may I be there to see!’




  ‘Mr Baring,’ I said hypocritically, ‘can be a very reasonable man.’




  ‘So could Attila the Hun,’ she replied. And what’s all this about senior management presenting a united front? ‘No, sorry; forget I said that.’




  I could save that up for future reference. In the meantime, I ought to deploy a spot of tact. She was either genuinely open to persuasion, or awaiting a battle on ground of her own choosing.




  ‘You’d like me to sort out this egg man, Paul Kinsley?’




  ‘Derek Rodway seems to think there’s some sort of undercurrent there.’




  ‘Kinsley’s worried; he thinks he might lose his job.’




  ‘Exactly. Blatt’s been chewing up the phone already this morning, or haven’t you heard?’ She waited for my reaction and, getting none, she added, ‘Do you know Jeremy Blatt at all, come to that?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Lucky you. Lost his seat, you know,’ she said with unconcealed satisfaction, ‘at the last county council elections. He’s now the chairman of what he calls the Conservative shadow opposition group, whatever that’s supposed to mean.’




  ‘I’d heard that much,’ I said cautiously, unwilling to take sides too soon. The shadow anything group sounded ominous. A gang of self-selected busybodies, probably, all whistling in the wind.




  ‘Did you also hear about his knighthood?’




  ‘No, ma’am.’ Scandal was in the air.




  ‘We-ll, I’m not repeating this just out of malice, you understand.’




  ‘Of course not.’ Mere malice? Perish the thought!




  ‘Just to give you some idea of what he’s like.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Our Jeremy,’ she said, ‘got his knighthood in the birthday honours last year, at the same time as the Chief. Anyway, Jeremy being Jeremy, and wanting to suck up to anybody in authority, he invited him out to lunch on the big day. It was a very long lunch.’




  She paused significantly. Point taken. One new knight, at least, had got well and truly smashed.




  ‘While they were out together his wife telephoned our switchboard and asked where her husband and the Chief Constable were having lunch. This young girl in our control room took the call and said, “Sorry, Mrs Blatt, I don’t know. I’ll find out and get him to give you a ring.”




  ‘About an hour later, Jeremy telephones the control room inspector and starts bawling and swearing down the phone. When he eventually manages to disentangle the message, poor feller, he discovers that Mrs Blatt is not Mrs Blatt, any more. She’s Lady Blatt, and don’t you lot forget it!’




  ‘And the Chief?’




  ‘Relations,’ said Thea dreamily, ‘have not been quite the same since.’




  It did, I silently agreed, tend to put our little professional disagreements into perspective. And Thea sounded as though she was biding her time, awaiting a suitable opportunity for well and truly blighting the life of one Jeremy Blatt, Kt. I was a lucky, lucky man, I decided. Backbiting Eddathorpe as well as feud-infested Aylfleet, both on the same CID patch.




  Paul Kinsley; not what you would call a happy man. He’d come off his high horse, nevertheless.




  ‘Sorry,’ he muttered to Derek Rodway, ‘about last night. Bit of a shock.’




  ‘That’s OK.’




  No need to apologise to me; we’d scarcely exchanged more than a couple of dozen words at the scene. He’d been scooting in and out of the remaining battery houses like a demented fox the night before, and I’d had no intention of following him around. Not with the overpowering stench of ammonia and chicken shit emanating from the three remaining sheds.




  Come to think of it, there was something slightly foxy about the man sat in front of us at Aylfleet nick. Somewhere between thirty-five and forty, brushed-back sandy hair. Not furtive, not bad-looking in an anorexic sort of way. But nervous, very nervous: incapable of keeping still.




  ‘Are we going to be long?’




  ‘I hope not, Mr Kinsley. A few questions, then we can take a statement, OK?’ A spot of reassurance; no need to get his back up right from the start. A good job he’d started with the apology, all the same; what did he expect, a witness statement drafted via telepathy, no time wasted, no trouble for him?




  ‘It’s definitely arson, I suppose?’




  ‘Definitely. Surely you could smell the paraffin yourself?’ I glanced across at Derek Rodway, who lifted his eyes heavenwards in exasperation, and gave an infinitesimal shrug. A variant on his original opinion; we’ve got a right one here.




  ‘Yeah; just wondered, that’s all.’ Kinsley’s shoulders slumped. He paused for a moment, and added, ‘Much less trouble all round; an accident, I mean.’




  ‘What sort of trouble, Mr Kinsley?’




  ‘Oh, you know … problems with people asking questions; the boss.’




  A vein well worth mining straight away; the man was wriggling on the end of some sort of hook. Short of an instant burst of ‘Please, sir, I done it myself ’cos I’m a nutter!’ I didn’t know what to expect.




  ‘There’s something worrying you, isn’t there?’




  Derek Rodway stared at me as if I’d spontaneously produced a particularly nasty smell. He immediately followed on with his CID special; the hating do-gooders and social workers look. It was all he needed. a compassionate, soft-hearted DCI.




  I stocked that one up for future reference too. Left to himself, he might prefer the bright light and the rubber hose to the softly-softly technique. Metaphorically speaking, of course.




  ‘I got into trouble, you know; reporting the graffiti and stuff.’




  ‘Why was that?’




  ‘I got the blame when the Ministry inspectors came round. He said it was all that nosey copper’s fault; he’d gone and dropped us in the mire.’




  ‘Sir Jeremy Blatt,’ I hazarded, ‘said that about the rural constable, PC Marshall, because he thought he’d reported something to the Ministry of Agriculture inspectors, right?’




  ‘Not Blatt, the divisional manager, David Lang. He said I’d probably get the sack if the old bast … Sir Jeremy ever found out.’




  ‘Blatt is a mean, cruel bastard. Blatt is breaking the law! Prosecute, prosecute, persecute Blatt!’ I was quoting verbatim from the messages painted on the sides of the sheds and recorded in the rural constable’s pocket-book a fortnight before.




  ‘Yeah,’ he murmured, scarcely above a whisper. ‘That’s right.’




  ‘And now you’re worried in case you, er, drop the business in the mire again?’




  He nodded reluctantly.




  ‘Constable Marshall didn’t report you; he put it down to malice. Animal libbers, OK?’




  ‘Yeah, OK.’




  ‘But there was more to it than that, eh? Tell me about it. If the men from the Ministry have already done their worst, you can’t do any damage to your employers now.’




  ‘Yeah.’ A man with a one-word vocabulary; either that or the record had stuck. I gave him time to gather his thoughts.




  ‘We-ll,’ he said at last, ‘there’s these EU regulations, see.’ Derek Rodway deliberately stared out of the window; I could feel myself beginning to disengage. Thank you, and goodnight. This we did not wish to know.




  He took our silence for encouragement and ploughed doggedly on. ‘We used to have four battery houses.’




  Yes, we knew that: one of them burnt down. History, not news.




  ‘No; you don’t understand. The remaining sheds are aviaries – percheries – now, we’ve changed over.’ Very good; they’d changed the image. Rat-catchers, as Angie would say, are now rodent operatives; dustmen are refuse recycling executives. So what?




  ‘There’s different sorts of eggs.’ Nothing there to rivet us to the spot, either. Maybe they were producing them square.




  ‘Battery eggs, barn, deep-litter and so on; get it?’




  Got it, for what it was worth.




  ‘The EU made regulations for the minimum size of cages.’ Well, they would, wouldn’t they. ‘If there’s four or more birds in a cage, each hen has got to have four hundred and fifty square centimetres of floor space, and they’ve got to be a minimum height. Ours were old cages, too small, and we had up to last year to change. Otherwise we were breaking the law.’




  ‘OK.’ I could see it all: sirens, flashing blue lights. An armed response team. Come out with your hands up, you chicken squeezers! Probably.




  ‘We were in the process of changing the policy,’ he said grandly. ‘We’d got rid of the cages in three of the sheds and changed them to percheries to produce barn eggs. The public are turning against battery eggs.’




  ‘So’ – Derek wasn’t exactly dim – ‘your company didn’t have to go to the expense of buying new cages, and the public probably pay more for these barn eggs, right?’




  ‘Sort of, yes.’




  ‘Those hens are still stuffed in like sardines,’ he commented rudely. ‘Go on.’




  ‘We’d not changed the fourth shed; we were waiting for harvest. It only happened the other day, so we haven’t had time to refurbish yet.’




  ‘What harvest?’




  ‘When the hens come to the end of their laying lives they’re harvested and sent to slaughter.’




  ‘You mean we eat those manky, stinking old boilers?’ Derek Rodway was failing to preserve the objectivity demanded of a police officer. Having had a few lungfuls of the Daisy Dew operation, I was beginning to feel the same.




  ‘No, you don’t eat ’em.’ Kinsley’s voice was reluctant. ‘They’re too tough. They’re made into soups, puree, that sort of thing.’




  ‘Baby food.’ Laura, aged seven months. I was appalled.




  ‘Lots of them go for pet food, too,’ he offered. He’d somehow got the impression that he’d lost the sympathy of the meeting somewhere along the line.




  ‘Anyway, your bosses didn’t get rid of the old cages, therefore they were breaking the law. Somebody found out and spread the message all over the sheds. You got done by the Min. of Ag. before you emptied the last one; then that same somebody came back and torched it. Right?’




  This question-and-answer stuff could go on for ever; it was nitty-gritty time. We’d not even got round to starting a statement, and I’d meant what I’d said. Two hours, top whack, and I was going home.




  ‘We-ll …’




  ‘There’s more?’




  ‘There were these other problems. I might as well tell you, you’re going to find out anyway.’




  ‘Too right.’ Derek sounded as if he knew the whereabouts of the thumbscrews and a working rack.




  ‘The hens go into the batteries at eighteen weeks.’




  ‘Yeah.’ It might be a subject of endless fascination for Paul Kinsley; apart from inducing a certain distant disgust, it bored the pants off me.




  ‘People usually keep ’em a year, then production falls off and they get rid.’ He watched our faces carefully, saw he wasn’t getting through and hurried on. ‘In our case, Sir Jeremy ordered us to, er, continue production.’




  ‘How?’




  ‘Turn the lights out, reduce the feed for a fortnight; force moulting. Then they start again. Anyway, we had this youth working for us—’




  ‘It’s illegal, this method of yours?’ Derek was short-circuiting now. Amazing what these ignorant coppers pick up from time to time.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Let me guess; your little mate spilled the beans to the Ministry men when they called?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘What’s his name?’




  ‘Kevin Cooke.’




  The good news at last. I knew a Kevin Cooke: Kinsley couldn’t have mentioned a nicer lad. Once he made his acquaintance, the judge was probably going to like him too. Kevin was a lad who believed in following up other people’s advertising slogans; especially the one about coming home to a real fire. The nice thing about a comparatively small community from a copper’s point of view: the same old faces, the same old suspects, time after time.




  ‘He got the sack and that gives us another suspect for the fire?’ Derek had the bit well and truly between his teeth.




  Correction; this gave us our one and only suspect, so far.




  ‘More or less. Sack, resign; telling Sir Jeremy to stuff his job. You tell me.’




  ‘And are MAFF going to prosecute the directors as well as you, as a result of all this?’




  ‘Probably.’




  ‘So much for the Chief Chicken,’ said Derek Rodway with blatant self-satisfaction. ‘Egg all over his face.’




  Nevertheless, it was two hours and twenty minutes before the statement was finished and I finally got away. But we’d quite exhausted the subject of ex-employees and their enthusiasm for motorbikes before I left Aylfleet nick.




  It was not, however, the end of the weekend’s entertainment; not quite. Lunch-time, and he did the absolutely unforgivable; he rang me at home. If I ever discover the name of the weak-willed idiot who gave Jeremy Blatt my ex-directory number, he’ll be sorry. I can promise him that.




  ‘Are you in charge?’ blared an angry, hectoring voice.




  ‘In charge of what?’




  ‘Don’t you get smart with me, sonny. It could cost you your job.’




  ‘Who’s speaking, please?’




  ‘Sir Jeremy Blatt!’ He’d forgotten to turn on his recording of the fanfare by the State Trumpeters, but I got his general drift. I was supposed to be incredibly impressed.




  ‘I am not,’ I said politely, ‘running the investigation into the arson at your premises, Sir Jeremy. It’s a local matter.’




  ‘Don’t give me that: Thea told me you were in charge.’




  ‘Superintendent Spinks? Well, I’m the area DCI, but the investigation is being run by Detective Inspector—’




  ‘Passing the buck, are you? You idle, toffee-nosed bastard, we’ll see about that!’




  Crash! Silence; then a soothing, nerve-enhancing dialling tone, courtesy of BT. I know you mean well, I quite like the adverts and I sympathise with your motives, fellers, but despite the cosy image you’re promoting, it’s not always good to talk.




  3
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  ‘It’s not that I’ve got anything against Paula,’ said George.




  ‘You’ve worked with her long enough.’




  George Caunt, Eddathorpe’s bulky detective sergeant, lounged inelegantly against my office window-sill, adopted his earnest expression and ran one hand through his thick, iron-grey hair.




  This had, I realised, been coming for some time. George and Paula had always got along; as colleagues, as detective sergeants, that is. Paula at Retton and George in the seaside town. Joy, risky jokes and the occasional tingle of sexual frisson had been unconfined.




  Detective Inspector Paula Baily directly supervising her senior by twenty years was a different cageful of stoats. Male chauvinism didn’t rule any more; probably never had, OK? It wasn’t that she was overbearing. Paula had been the soul of tact; consulting, conferring with George, taking care not to tread on his toes. Could that be part of the problem?




  ‘Look,’ muttered George, ‘I’ve always liked her, I’m glad she’s got on. I’ve nothing to complain about ’cos I never took my inspector’s exams, but we’re always under each other’s feet. And she’s so careful when I’m around; she’s so bloody nice.’




  ‘So you want a transfer. Don’t you think that’s just a bit extreme?’




  ‘It’s not exactly a transfer, is it? She’s the Eddathorpe DI; her old job at Retton hasn’t been filled, so why can’t we have the detective inspector at Eddathorpe, and a substantive sergeant at Retton, four miles down the road?’




  ‘And the new detective sergeant, whenever he’s appointed, comes here?’




  ‘Exactly. Then you’ve got a proper supervisory officer at both stations, and you can cut out Retton’s acting rank.’




  ‘George,’ I said warningly, ‘I rate Paula, and however we juggle it, she’s still your immediate boss whether you work from Retton or work from here.’




  ‘I haven’t got a problem with that. But she’s new, she needs to find her feet; she doesn’t need an old feller like me lumbering around. If she gets a new sergeant here, she’s in charge right from the start.’




  ‘And you can go a few miles down the road and declare UDI, is that it?’




  ‘No, boss. But I do get to breathe a bit easier.’




  ‘Eddathorpe’s bigger than Retton,’ I said cunningly, ‘so in some senses, this is the senior sergeant’s post.’




  ‘Seniority,’ said George, ‘goes with a spot of autonomy. It’s difficult, boss, teaching an old dog new tricks.’




  I could do it; no problem at all. Sure, I’d consult Teddy Baring, the divisional commander, but he’d say it was up to me to decide where I was going to deploy my staff.




  Retton, under the control of a detective constable acting as the DS, left Paula scuttling between the two stations to keep an eye on whatever was going on. George was a safe pair of hands … On the other hand I could be setting up the conditions for a feud; George with a semi-independent fief, and Paula feeling slighted because she thought I was criticising her ability to deal with the male menopause. Oh hell.




  ‘George,’ I said, ‘how long have you been stationed at Eddathorpe?’ Not that I didn’t know perfectly well.




  ‘Eighteen years.’ Mentally, I measured that against my fifteen months. Would I become as downright sneaky as one of its average isolated, tourist-twisting seaside citizens in the due course of time?




  ‘Almost as long as I’ve been on the job, right? And practically not a sparrow falls unless either you or Sarah gets to know about it, eh?’




  Mrs George was, as he hardly ever tired of telling me, related to half the town. The National Crime Intelligence Bureau was a pale, semi-competent shadow in comparison with the network of hard information, gossip, innuendo and downright misrepresentation tapped by Sarah Caunt.




  ‘We – I, that is – know a lot about Retton. I wouldn’t let you down.’




  I sighed. ‘I’ll think about it,’ I said.




  ‘OK.’ It’s far worse when he turns casual; enough to make senior officers worry. He’s very devious is George.




  ‘I suppose you know about Kevin Cooke?’




  Knowing about Kevin Cooke was something I did fairly well. Kevin, my up-and-coming arsonist. He’d attempted to set a house on fire less than a year before. The fact that the house in question had been a murder scene had piled complication on top of complication in an already difficult enquiry. Kevin, now on probation, motorcycle owner and ex-employee of Daisy Dew. A youth with career ambitions as a Ministry of Agriculture grass, and currently appearing, I hoped, in the Aylfleet police station cells. What else did I need to know?




  ‘He denies the arson,’ said George.




  ‘He would.’




  ‘Derek Rodway says he’s got an alibi.’




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘He says he was in bed with his bird at the time of the fire. In fact he says he was in bed with her all night. And Inspector Rodway’s checked.’




  ‘What am I supposed to do, award him a sexual endurance trophy or something?’ I’m not inclined to be pleasant when our one and only viable suspect gets flushed down the pan. As soon as I’d heard his name from Kinsley, I’d had these very satisfying thoughts about putting Young Lochinvar away for a couple of years.




  If Kevin was out it was back to plan B: why, for example, was Daisy Dew insured to the tune of sixty thousand pounds (including fittings) for what this ignorant copper could only describe as a big wooden hut?




  George suppressed a self-satisfied grin. Irritating; I didn’t see that he’d much to grin about. He was supposed to have a long memory for insults, and George had been well and truly insulted by Kevin Cooke. Something to do with a spot of graffiti scrawled on a police car, and the misspelling of the old and honourable name of Caunt.




  ‘Kevin says he wants to talk to you.’




  ‘Oh yes?’




  ‘Says he’ll pop up and see you sometime.’




  ‘How nice.’ More bad news; he was not only denying it, he’d obviously got police bail. Besides, I didn’t care for George’s sly turn of phrase. I was not suffering from an identity crisis, and he seemed to be implying some sort of connection between me and the late Mae West.




  ‘Derek Rodway thinks that Kevin thinks you might hand over some informant’s money.’




  ‘Pigs might fly,’ I muttered ungraciously. And what the hell was Rodway doing in any case? He was supposed to lean on the little toe-rag and suck him dry. Information; the price of freedom, that was the usual form.




  George departed; I brooded. Criminals one, policemen nil, and I wasn’t pleased. Kevin had apparently run rings round an experienced DI. It was, however, possible, I reluctantly concluded, that he was turning out to be quite a versatile lad.




  ‘We’ve got a hijack, boss!’ Paula burst in like a fragrant cyclone, struggling to extract her blond hair from under her winter coat; glittering, animated, rarin’ to go.




  It’s not that I’m getting old and crotchety. I do not yet need a post-prandial snooze to set me up for the rest of the day, but I do not go in for giddy enthusiasm and people rushing around crying, ‘Where’s my hat!’




  ‘What sort of hijack, and where?’ Damn all this eagerness, as Wellington used to say. Paula looked at me with a tinge of pity; poor old man. I’m slightly less than six years older than the new Eddathorpe DI.




  ‘You aren’t going to believe this,’ she said, trying to maintain the momentum. Want to bet?




  ‘Somebody’s nicked a lorry-load of frozen chickens, boss. The driver only stopped at Forster’s Tranny for a cuppa and a wad. Came out twenty minutes later and his lorry had gone.’




  ‘That,’ I said severely, ‘is not exactly a hijack, is it? You know – stocking masks, sawn-off shotguns, drivers beaten up?’




  ‘No-oo …’ She sounded truly deflated. ‘What would you call it, then?’




  ‘Joyriding,’ I suggested crushingly. ‘Taking a motor vehicle without owner’s consent.’




  ‘A great lumbering mobile freezer, full of frozen poultry?’ She was, I had to admit, on safer ground here. And this was the point where I experienced a growing sense of unease.




  ‘Daisy Dew?’ I said.




  ‘Daisy Dew,’ she confirmed, ‘Poultry Division. Straight from the Farm to Your Home!’




  ‘Or your friendly metropolitan fence, as the case may be,’ I murmured sourly, getting to my feet, reaching for my coat at as steady, as unexcited a pace as I could manage. Exhibit the highly experienced air, the unflappable manner to the junior ranks.




  Then in the distance, but trundling ever closer, I saw this great big ball of manure rolling in my direction. Graffiti, treachery, arson and now theft. Scarcely coincidental, not just your average run of industrial bad luck. It sounded as though somebody was definitely out to put the skids under Daisy Dew and its principal director, Sir Jeremy Blatt. Telephones would be ringing, wires would be melting at divisional, or even force, level, even as I thought. To hell with the stoic image – time to get out of here!




  We almost made it to the door, and a man of lesser public spirit and moral fibre would have ignored the shrill of the phone. Then again, there’s not a lot of future in trying to ignore the boss.




  ‘On your way out, Bob?’ Teddy Baring, and it was more of a command than an enquiry.




  ‘Yessir.’ No need for either of us to ask where.




  ‘I’ve just had a telephone call from the man Blatt.’ And no need whatsoever to enquire further into the Blatt ancestry, present attitudes or future prospects from Superintendent Edward Baring’s point of view.




  ‘He’s heard, then?’




  ‘I think you can safely say that he’s heard.’ Teddy, I could almost have sworn, was amused. ‘He says he’ll meet you at the scene; personally.’




  ‘I’ll look forward to it, sir.’




  ‘He also says that most of his employees are liars, or thieves, or both, and this was undoubtedly an inside job. He feels you can get the driver to confess to being part of a conspiracy, and he hints that a bit of strongarm stuff wouldn’t come amiss.’




  ‘He gives us his permission, huh?’




  ‘Quite.’




  ‘Anything else I ought to know?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Teddy. ‘I’m sure I don’t really need to say this, Bob, but don’t think you have to take any bullshit from a man like that.’




  There was a click on the line, and I was left staring incredulously at the handset. There’s a first for everything, I suppose, but our highly ethical, religiously motivated boss never, never swears. It was a bit like discovering the Pope spaced out in a pew at St Peter’s, sniffing a line of coke.




  It wasn’t just a form of words, I was looking forward to it. Not only did I fancy a rematch myself, but anybody who had that sort of effect on Teddy after a single phone call must be pretty special. I’d always thought that it would take somebody with the public relations skills of Torquemada to entirely piss him off.




  We assembled what was for us an impressive display of CID strength. Then I entertained Paula with details of the life and times of our self-made millionaire throughout the journey to Forster’s Café.
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