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Chapter 1
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Doves Might Fly

‘There you are, cock-bod.’ Soapy watched as the last of the stout poles rolled down the trailer bed and clattered onto the pile. Then he peeled off a glove and held out his hand. ‘That’ll be thirty smackeroos. And I tell you what, matey, you’ve got yourself a bargain. Nicely seasoned logs. I can get twice that if I take ’em to town.’

‘If this weather keeps up much longer you want to set up a stall in the Saturday market.’ I dipped my hand into my hip pocket and felt for my wallet. ‘Hang on,’ I said. ‘I must’ve left it in the house. Won’t be a minute.’

‘Well, put your skates on,’ he called after me. ‘I’ve no cab on this tractor and I’m frozen half to death as it is.’

It may have been springtime by the calendar, but the weather was still stuck in a wintry rut. We were all fed up with it. An easterly wind had been blowing since the end of March, and the central heating had been working overtime. Ann and I had been lighting the open fire night after night, and now, for the first time since we’d moved into Keeper’s Cottage, I’d got to the bottom of our logpile. Normally, I’d expect to replenish our stocks over the summer months. I knew one or two landowners who’d let me go into their woods from time to time and thin out a few ailing trees, but this cold spell had caught me on the hop. Still, it’s an ill wind and all that, and it was good to be able to throw a bit of business Soapy’s way.

As I prepared my chainsaw he stuffed the money in his jeans and grinned at me. ‘Another bit in the kitty,’ he said.

‘You mean for the wedding?’

He frowned and shook his head. ‘That book,’ he said, ‘is closed.’

‘Oh. Sore point, eh?’

‘I’ve told her straight. If there’s owt else she wants she can pay for it herself.’ He climbed up onto the tractor and fired it up. ‘I’m done wi’ spending.’

‘All sorted then, is it?’ I was shouting above the noise of the engine. ‘The church, the choir, the cake?’

‘You said you were providing the cake, cock-bod. Or was it Walt’s sister? And Ann’s aunt’s doing t’flowers, isn’t she?’

‘Aye, that’s right. You don’t need to have any worries there, matey. That’s all in hand. What happened about the white doves then?’

As soon as I mentioned them I wished I hadn’t. Soapy switched off the engine and slumped in his seat. He sat there with a face like a fiddle. ‘Don’t talk to me about white doves,’ he said. His jaw slackened and his brow was suddenly lined with creases. He looked about ten years older. ‘I’m up to here with them.’

‘Oh, so you’re not sorted after all?’

‘Look, Mike, don’t get me wrong. She’s a grand lass is Becky, and she deserves her special day, but she’s pushing me to t’brink with this one. She got it into her head she wanted them bods releasing outside the church and she won’t budge. I’ve tried to tell her, there’s more to it than you’d think – and it’ll cost a bloody fortune. There’s . . . well, there’s issues.’

‘What, between you and her?’

‘No no no – issues to do wi’ doves. All sorts. First off there’s the weather. You’re talking about homing bods here, mate, and they won’t fly – leastways, the owners won’t let ’em, not if it’s foggy, or raining. Or if it gets too late and the light’s fading.’

‘No, I s’pose not. Might get lost.’ I thought for a moment. ‘But we’re talking late April, mate. High noon you kick off, don’t you? Weather’ll be perfect. Daffodils, blue skies. You’ve no worries.’

He ignored me, held out his hand and started counting the points off on his fingers. ‘No fog, no high wind, no heavy rain. Then there’s distance. I mean, how far have they to fly from t’church, back to their loft? And will they mek it for bedtime? It all has to be accounted for.’

‘Blimey. Complicated business.’

Soapy tapped his head. ‘Teks a lot of thinking about, my friend. And when you read the small print – cos I’ve been looking ’em up, don’t you worry – there’s special clauses for if you’re running late.’

‘Come again?’

‘Well, supposing you’re delayed – like if t’bride shows up late, as they have been known to, or t’car breaks down. And don’t forget, she’s arriving at the church in a 1934 Frazer Nash with a dodgy service history. Why, you fetch them bods back after hours and you’ve a stonking great surcharge on top. I’m telling you, Mike, it’s a bridge too far.’

As he was speaking, I’d been looking into the trees at the top of our drive. A pair of pale doves was perched on a slender branch, billing and cooing. ‘Pity you can’t—’ I began, but Soapy was checking off his list again.

‘Then there’s are you going to release them yourself or are you having a handler to do it for you? And if it’s a handler, who’s to provide t’gloves? And what’s your dress code for the handler? A dress code, mate. Have you ever heard owt so daft? Does he have to have a special costume?’ Soapy reached forward and turned the key in the ignition. ‘Mike,’ he said, ‘I’ve told you before, mate, if you and that lass of yours ever tie the knot, pop down the registry office, then invite everyone out for a drink when it’s all over. Pass round a slice of cake and a few crisps, lad, and slip away quietly.’

‘Tell you what,’ I said, ‘why don’t you let me have a think about it. I don’t reckon you should be paying through the nose for all this stuff. You need all your spare cash for the honeymoon.’

‘No, that’s all paid for. I’m saving up for t’stag night now.’

‘Aye, that. I’m looking forward to our big night out. When did you say it is?’

‘Friday week.’

‘In York, right?’

‘Aye, and they’d better batten down the hatches, cos we’ll tek the place by storm.’

‘Soapy,’ I said, ‘we’re going to town for a few drinks. You, me, one or two of your mates, you said.’

‘Aye. And Algy boy, and Walter. Should be a fair few of us.’ He rubbed his hands and started the tractor up again. ‘Out on the town, eh? We’ll tear the place apart.’

‘Steady on, Soapy lad. I mean, check out the age profile. Who exactly is going to take what apart?’

‘Aye well. We can dream.’

‘This is true,’ I said. ‘Anyway, mate, it’s very good of you to be treating us all.’

Soapy snorted. ‘Dream on, my friend. Dream on.’ He’d perked up now that he’d got the white-dove business off his chest. He gave me a wicked grin as he shouted above the roar of the engine. ‘It’s you lot to treat me, Mike. Me last night as a free man, remember? So – brace yourself. I might just go mental.’

I watched as he drove down the lane, bouncing up and down at the wheel of Algy’s old grey Fergie, ducking as the bare branches of the larch trees brushed against his head. Then I started up the chainsaw and sliced through the first of the poles, savouring the sweet scent of fresh ash chippings.

I only had an hour or so before I had to get ready for my late shift, but it was enough time to pile up a decent stack of logs against the side of the garage and wheel a barrowload to the back door. Surely the weather would pick up before we got through this lot. Before I put the saw away I had a look at the huge old log that Ann and I had used as a garden bench these last couple of years. She’d often complained that it was all knotty and uncomfortable, and every chance she got she’d grab the one smooth patch where I’d scooped out a seat for myself before she moved in. I revved up the chainsaw one more time and took out a neat slice, carving a second seat right up against mine. I stood and looked at it for a minute; then it was time to get myself cleaned up and off to work.

The first person I bumped into at the station was Jayne. She’d been down south for a week, and of course the first thing she wanted to know was, had I heard anything?

‘You mean about the exams?’ I said.

‘What else? Couldn’t stop fretting about it all the time I was away. I was hoping there’d be something waiting for me when I got back.’

‘Be a while yet,’ I said. We’d walked through into the parade room to await the briefing. She sat down and started chewing the nail on her middle finger. ‘You’re not worried, are you?’ I said.

‘No, not about passing as such. But I want to get a decent mark, don’t I?’

‘You’ll be fine,’ I said. ‘Anyway, it’s part two you wanna be thinking about. All that role-play malarkey. They really put you through the mill. I’ve heard some right horror stories.’

‘Can hardly wait.’

‘Course,’ I said, ‘the good news is that we can apply for acting sergeant.’

‘You mean if we pass.’

‘When we pass.’ Ed and Fordy had come in and sat down. Chris Cocks would be in any moment. ‘Positive, Jayne. Always think positive.’

‘That what you gonna do then?’

‘What, go for acting sergeant? Depends whether anything comes up in our neck of the woods.’

‘You mean you wouldn’t move away?’

‘Not me. Now that Ann’s settled in York.’

‘Yeah, I s’pose so.’

‘And besides, we’re very attached to our little place in the country. Best bit of business we ever did, buying that place.’

‘Oh, right. D’you know, I’ve never even seen it. Wass it like?’

‘Secluded. We’re tucked away in the woods, a few miles out of town. An island of peace in a sea of turmoil. Wouldn’t suit everyone, but . . . Listen, you should drop by some time. Take a look at it. Might even get a cup of tea if you catch us right.’

‘See how the other half live, eh?’

‘As far as us country folk are concerned, Jayne, it’s you townies that’s the other half. Nothing but trouble, the lot of you.’

She didn’t answer, just carried on chewing her nail. Usually it’s easy to wind her up, but she wasn’t having any today. ‘So,’ I said, ‘how’s that young man of yours, the teacher? Was it him you were visiting?’

‘Yeah. Matter of fact he might be coming to live up here.’

‘What, moving in with you?’

‘Maybe. If he behaves himself. He’s applying for a job in York.’

‘Blimey. He must be keen.’

‘And why wouldn’t he be?’

‘Oh yeah, fair point. Sure.’

Before she had time to respond Chris came in and started the briefing. It didn’t take long. There had been a couple of reports of possible sheep rustling, and the intelligence unit were warning us of an upswing in country house break-ins, possibly the work of an organised gang. Sometimes at briefing you get bombarded with information and you know you’re not going to take it all on board. The trick is to make notes, and read them over when you get a bit of downtime. But Chris’s style was short and sweet, and for that I was grateful.

Ten minutes later I was on the road. I drove through town and out towards the Wolds, slowing to pass a string of racehorses that were spread out halfway across the road in a ragged line, one or two with riders, the rest being led by the reins. Some people get fed up with having to make way for them day after day. Not me. They’re a beautiful sight, a reminder of the area’s rich racing tradition.

As I cruised slowly past I wound the window down. It wasn’t such a bad day. At least the sun was out, and the fields were greening up, looking drier than they had for months. Here and there the hedges were already splashed with white blossom. I grinned, thinking about the fun and games we’d had last year with the sloe gin. I dropped down to Langton crossroads and carried on towards Birdsall, braking sharply to avoid a gaggle of hens and guineafowl that had wandered across the road from a smallholding.

I was on my way to see a farmer who was worried about travellers camping on his land. They came through every year, he said, parked on the verge alongside his fields, and sometimes left a bit of a mess for him to clear up. He wanted to fence off the strip of grass in the hope that they’d move on elsewhere. Having said that, this fellow was more restrained than some. I’ve had people dump a row of boulders along the roadside to keep travellers off a possible campsite, or throw up a pile of rooted-out hedging to form a barrier. This was one of those problems that’s best tackled before it gets out of hand. I needed to make sure this fellow wasn’t about to break the law, or cause unnecessary upset. Maintaining the peace in the countryside is all part of a rural cop’s job.

I drove on through Birdsall village and out the other side. It doesn’t consist of much now: a disused post office with a letter box in the wall, a telephone kiosk, a village hall and a scattering of houses. Plus, of course, the rather grand and imposing Hall. There’s a steep climb out the other side, which takes you right into the beech trees at the top of the Wolds. There I turned left through the woods and started the long slow descent towards Thixendale village. I’d only gone half a mile or so when my mobile rang. I pulled over and dug it out of my pocket.

‘Mike Pannett,’ I said.

‘Oh, thank God I got you, Mike. It’s Jim, Jim Stevens.’

‘What’s up Jim?’

‘We’ve had a vehicle stolen. We’re on our way home from the livestock market. Just coming up to Buttercrambe bridge and there’s our bloody Land Rover sailing past.’

‘Come again?’

‘We’re on our way home from Murton, right? Pulled in at the bridge, as you do. There’s a stream of cars to let through and in amongst them’s our Land Rover. Some bugger’s nicked it. Two of them inside, far as we could see.’

‘You got a look at ’em, did you?’

‘Hell, aye. They passed within two feet of us at fifteen miles an hour, cheeky buggers.’

‘Right, where are you now, Jim?’

‘Why, we’re still at the bridge. I didn’t want to move in case I lost the signal. You know what it’s like out here.’

‘And the Land Rover?’

‘They shot off towards Gate Helmsley.’

‘OK Jim, let’s have the details.’

‘It’s a Discovery; silver-grey, four years old.’

‘Strewth, so it’s worth a fair bit.’

‘We paid twenty thousand for it, Mike. Or let’s say the bank did. We owe them most of that, plus interest.’

‘Give us the registration number so I can get it circulated straight away – and what about the occupants? You say you got a good look?’

‘One was bearded, dark, maybe forty years old . . .’ I could hear Jim’s wife in the background, prompting him. ‘Aye, and heavy-set. The other was just a youth. Fair hair, long . . . baseball cap . . .’ He tailed off. ‘No, that’s about it, Mike. Sorry.’

‘No, that’s plenty. Right, you get yourself off home and check things back at the farm. I’ll get all this out and see if we can’t track them down. Can’t have got far.’

I put the phone down and got on the radio. ‘1015 to control, active message.’

Brian came back straight away. ‘Go ahead Mike.’

‘Just had reports of a stolen Land Rover; registration – with two male occupants heading west towards Gate Helmsley. Could you get on to York and Humberside to get units on the A166?’

‘All received Mike, will do.’

I got my foot down and headed down into Thixendale. I wanted to cut across to Fridaythorpe to cover the 166 just in case they doubled back on themselves. At this stage there was every chance of spotting the stolen vehicle. The suspects would most likely be making their way to York, from where they could go on towards the West Riding. Either that or they could be making for the coast.

But despite the best efforts of a Humberside car, and a unit from York, we drew a blank. Within half an hour I was turning the car around and calling control again. ‘I’m on my way to the owners’ farm,’ I said. ‘See what the score is over there.’ I could leave the wider area search to the other units.

As I drove back I thought things over. I didn’t like the feel of this case, at all. Had whoever nicked the vehicle been watching the farm, checking Jim and Helen’s movements? Or had they just got lucky? I dismissed that last thought. The chances of them just turning up at a farmhouse in the middle of the afternoon, finding nobody home and deciding to nick a Land Rover seemed pretty remote. They must’ve been keeping an eye on the place, and that wasn’t a comfortable feeling.

I wasn’t far from the farm now. I was having to slow right down. The house was at the end of a long, narrow private road, and spotting the turn-off was always tricky. Now my phone was ringing. I pulled over.

‘Mike, been trying to get you.’ Jim sounded breathless, distressed.

‘What is it, mate?’

‘We’re back at the house. I can’t believe this. They’ve forced the front door.’

‘I see. Have you been inside?’

‘Aye, we’ve had a look around. Can’t see anything obvious missing. Helen’s taking a closer look. She’s right upset. We both are.’

‘You will be. But listen, Jim. Tell her not to touch anything if she can avoid it – especially door handles and suchlike. Don’t disturb anything either. If there’s a mess, leave it for now, OK? And listen,’ I said, ‘I’m not far off you. So hold tight. I’ll be there in just a couple of minutes.’

This didn’t sound good at all. It had all the hallmarks of a well worked, professional job. It sounded like a ‘two-in-one burglary’, as we call them. Breaking into people’s homes to steal vehicle keys, then making off with the car. Years ago it used to be a pretty simple affair to steal a car, but nowadays, with sophisticated locking devices, a thief will want the keys. Hence this new type of crime. I got back on the radio and asked control to make a request for Stuart, the scene of crime officer, to attend.

I was making my way down the long track, squinting against the bright sun as I weaved to left and right, dodging the ruts of dried mud, the sunken half-bricks and random stretches of tarmac, straddling the strip of coarse grass that ran down the middle of this typical farm drive. Away to the west the rooks were busy in the woods that made up a part of Jim and Helen’s land, putting the finishing touches to their nests. Perhaps a third of a mile ahead of me was the pale brick double-fronted house, overshadowed on one side by a clump of cypresses, to the other by a tall Dutch barn. Theirs was an attractive looking set-up, and you could be forgiven for assuming that they were living off the fat of the land, but the fact is they were just typical North Yorkshire farmers. Always working, never seeming to get their noses in front, and, as they liked to say, ‘worth more dead than alive’. They were also recent recruits to my Country Watch scheme. Yes, they ran a decent vehicle, but they needed it, and they paid the bank for the privilege. Banks will always lend money to farmers; it’s one of the safest bets in the business. If things go belly up, they’ve got the best collateral you can have: productive land and a nice big detached house. I always remember what a farmer told me one time; that he was rarely more than a couple of poor harvests away from complete failure. But these are the kind of people who keep farming because they love it, and for no other reason. Sometimes you can’t help wondering why they aren’t treated with more respect.

I parked in the yard and got out. Jim was there, edging out from the front door, which was hanging at an awkward angle, barely half open. A black and white Border collie was at his heels. ‘Now then,’ he said. ‘Glad you got here.’ He looked at me from under a cap pulled low over his eyes, and jerked his head towards the house. ‘She’s in a bit of a state.’

‘Not surprising. You can do without uninvited people tramping around your house, can’t you?’

‘We couldn’t believe it, Mike. Just driving home like that after a morning at the market and there’s your blooming Landie coming right at you. Worst of it is, that’s the one she likes to take the kids to school in. I mean, there’s all sorts of personal stuff in there. Coats, gloves, boots, car seats . . .’ He paused as Helen came out to join us.

‘Aye, not just ours either. We had a pile of the children’s schoolbooks,’ she said. ‘All their homework. They won’t be happy when they come home tonight. Nor will their teachers. Games kit as well. It’ll all want replacing.’

I approached the door. It was an old wooden thing and it looked heavy enough, with its black metal studs, but whatever they’d attacked it with they’d managed to pull the hinges clean out of the frame.

‘Have you got an alarm system?’ I asked as we went through the doorway and into the hall. Helen looked at Jim and Jim looked at the ground. ‘Nah,’ he said. ‘We haven’t got one. I mean, who’s gonna hear it out here? Besides,’ he added, ‘the dog always barks the minute anyone comes into the yard.’

‘Trouble was he was out with us,’ Helen added.

I went outside to look at the door. It only had a single Yale type lock on it. When we went back inside and into the kitchen, I could see that the dresser drawers had been opened, but apart from that the place looked relatively undisturbed.

‘Do you think anything’s been taken?’ I asked.

‘Doesn’t look like it,’ Jim said. ‘Not that we’ve had a proper look around yet. You said not to disturb anything.’

‘I did pop upstairs,’ Helen said, ‘just to check my dressing table. I’ve a few bits and pieces in there – old jewellery. Nothing too fancy. Sentimental value, mostly.’

‘And?’

‘No, they haven’t touched it. Don’t think they’ve even been up there.’

‘Doesn’t make sense, does it?’ Jim said. ‘I mean, breaking in and taking nowt.’

Unless it was a recce, I thought; but I didn’t say anything. As well as the car keys theory, there was the possibility that this was the sort of gang who might come back to take anything else that had caught their eye – whether that was from the house or the farm. The fact is, you do get different types of burglars. As well as the two-in-one thieves, for example, you get those who target residential homes for cash, jewellery and electrical goods. They might even do a total house clearance, although that’s not very common. Then you get the ones who target pubs or other non-residential properties: outbuildings, sports clubs, shops, churches and factories. This job didn’t seem to fit in with the trend Chris had outlined at briefing.

What struck me as slightly odd in this case was that the house was mostly furnished with fairly nondescript stuff: modern, most of it. There was little that looked to be of any antique value, just a nice big flat-screen TV and a couple of computers. As daft as it seemed I found myself hoping that this was the kind of gang who were only after the vehicle keys.

‘Where did you keep the Land Rover?’ I asked.

‘In there, look.’ Jim was at the window pointing across the yard to an open garage. ‘Next to the Dutch barn, d’you see?’ There was a quad-bike tucked away in the far end.

‘Not locked up, then?’

‘The garage? No, but we always lock the vehicle, and bring the keys in.’

‘And where do you keep them?’

‘Over there,’ Helen said. ‘Just inside the door.’ There was a little side window, and on the side of the cupboard next to it a length of wood, maybe nine inches long, with a row of brass hooks on it and various keys hanging from them. Jim followed me outside. ‘Plain as day,’ I said, pulling a face as I tapped the window with my hand. ‘That explains them smashing the door – although they could almost have reached them from the window. Anyway, point is . . . your keys are on display for all the world to see, I’m afraid. You need to sort that out right away. Tuck ’em away somewhere where they can’t be spotted.’

‘I suppose it was a daft place to put them,’ Helen said. ‘But you don’t think. You want them convenient, don’t you?’

I was about to answer when the radio cut in.

‘Control to 1015.’

‘Go ahead, Brian.’

‘Mike, I’ve got the SOCO on his way. Should be there in a quarter of an hour, over.’

I turned to Jim and Helen. ‘That’s to say our scene of crime officer’s coming through. Stuart. He’s a decent lad, and very good at his job. He’ll go over everything with a fine-tooth comb, see if there’s any fingerprints, fibres or marks of any kind. If we can find some forensic evidence, it could help us identify the offenders.’

While we waited for Stuart I talked them through a few security pointers. If someone really is determined to break into your house, I told them, they will do so. But they knew that. The object, I said, is to make it as hard as possible for the intruder to gain access. That’ll help see off the opportunist, or the amateur. I also pointed out that even for people living in a remote area, having a good alarm system is a great deterrent. It can be linked to an alarm-handling centre, and staff there can alert the police as soon as it’s activated. And the criminals, I pointed out, know it.

By the time I’d finished they agreed that they would fit a solid front door with a stout mortise lock, and a set of good-quality window locks, as well as security lights. And, despite the costs involved, they would look at some alarm systems.

‘Reckon I may as well put a gate in too,’ Jim said, sitting down at the table. ‘But I tell you what, it’s an expensive business this security lark.’

Stuart had arrived by now and set straight to work. The main area he worked on was around the door. On his hands and knees he used a little brush to apply a greyish powder, then used adhesive tape to lift any fingerprints. It’s laborious work, but it suits a fellow like Stuart. He’s not the type of chap to be rushed.

While he worked I glanced out at the yard. It was unfenced, bounded only by the house and outbuildings. ‘Where you going to put this gate, Jim?’ I asked.

‘Along the lane there. There’s a sheep-proof fence cuts across it – about a quarter mile from the house, and a cattle grid. I could stick a metal gate across there and put a lock on it. Be a pain in the neck unfastening it every time we go down the lane, like, but . . .’

‘Doesn’t matter,’ Helen said. ‘Being broken into once is – well, it’s once too many for me.’

‘Hel-lo. What’s this then?’ Stuart said, on his knees by the front door.

‘You found something?’

‘I have. A nice impression of a shoe print, right on the door. Barely visible but looks about the right height for a kick. I’ll take a photograph and then try to get some kind of lift. Won’t be brilliant, but you never know.’

‘Tell you what we haven’t looked at,’ I said, turning to Jim. ‘Firearms. Where d’you keep your guns?’

‘Oh hell. Clean forgot about them.’ Jim led me through the kitchen into a passageway that led to the back of the house. ‘In here,’ he said, opening the door to a little cloakroom under the stairs. He unlocked a steel cabinet and showed me three guns, all neatly stored, the cartridges sitting in a carton on a shelf at the top.

‘All as it should be?’

‘Aye, thank goodness. Don’t want them going missing, do we?’

‘All done, gents.’ Stuart had come through to join us. He’d completed his survey of the place. ‘Not a lot, I’m afraid. Just that footprint. So – time I was on my way.’

‘Right,’ I said, turning to Jim, ‘I’ll leave you and Helen to tidy up. Where is she, anyway?’

‘On the phone – to her sister, I expect.’

‘Right, well, I’ll make sure the station knows what’s happened, and get it on the briefing. I’ll also ring round the Country Watch members. And if the Land Rover turns up, I’ll let you know straight away.’

‘What d’you reckon?’ Jim had followed me out to the car, leaving Helen inside. ‘Was it just some opportunist, or are we to expect a return visit?’

I tried to reassure him that it was just the Land Rover they had been after. It was a classic two-in-one burglary, I explained, and I doubted that the thieves would return. I just hoped I was right.

Back at the station I circulated the details of what had happened to Country Watch, filled in a crime report on the computer and submitted a copy to intelligence. It was getting on for six o’clock by now, and time for my break. And I needed to get back to this farmer out at Thixendale before it started to get dark. I grabbed my lunchbox, got in the car and set off towards Leavening. Might as well get a free cuppa along the way.

By the time I’d driven back out to Walter’s place the sun was down behind the sycamores and the wind was slicing through my uniform jacket, but there he was, in his vegetable garden, balanced precariously on a long plank, setting out his onions in an immaculately raked bed.

‘Bit cold for that sort of work, isn’t it?’

He readjusted his line and shifted his plank a foot or so to one side, ready to start another row. ‘It has to be done, lad. And me shallots, and t’garlic and such-like.’ He stood up and grimaced, holding a hand to his back. ‘Should’ve had these in a few weeks since, but it’s been so blinking wet.’

‘Well, don’t let me stop you, Walt. If you’re busy . . . I’ve not got long.’

‘There’s just this row to do. Rest of ’em can wait while tomorrow. With a bit of luck I shall have me hands thawed out by then.’ He walked along the plank towards me. Go on. You get yourself inside and put t’kettle on. I’ll be with you shortly.’

‘Right you are, mate.’

Five minutes later we were sitting at his kitchen table enjoying a brew, and talking about . . . wedding dresses.

‘Tek me sister,’ Walt was saying. ‘When she got wed all she had to buy were the material for her frock. Cost her eleven shillings and sixpence – old money, that is – from that haberdashers in town. ’Tisn’t there now, of course. And her mother, as used to be a seamstress, like, she made it up for her on her old treadle sewing machine. And d’you know, she still has that dress in her attic, all folded up wi’ tissue paper in a suitcase.’

‘That’s really interesting, Walt, but what I asked you was, how’re we going to get Soapy through this wedding caper without him losing his sanity – and his life savings?’

‘Well of course the daft bugger shouldn’t have said yes in t’first place, should he?’ Walt wrinkled up his nose and sniffed. ‘I told you what me dad used to say about marriage, didn’t I?’

‘You did,’ I said, ‘several times.’ But he took no notice. It was one of his favourite sayings and he loved to repeat it at every opportunity.

‘Why give half your food away to get the other half cooked, eh? There’s a lot of truth in that, lad.’

‘Yeah yeah yeah, but the point is, he’s made his mind up. He’s getting spliced. And there’s no going back. By his reckoning he entered into the agreement voluntarily, too. I just want to see that he doesn’t put himself in the poorhouse – permanently. Thing is, he’s provided every last item Becky’s asked him for, all bar one thing.’

‘Aye? And what’s that?’

‘He still hasn’t managed to sort out any white doves.’

‘Can’t they have pheasant?’ Walt asked. ‘I’ve plenty pheasants in my freezer. He could have ’em casseroled. They go further if you stew ’em up, y’know.’

‘Walt, we are not talking wedding breakfasts here. We are talking about snow-white birds to be released outside the church – as you well know. A symbol of beauty, purity and hope. So enough of your funny stuff, mate. It’s time to put our thinking caps on. White doves. What we gonna do, eh? Cos I’ve told him not to worry. Told him you and me’ll fix it.’

Walt just sat there and said nothing for a minute or two. ‘That means me, doesn’t it?’ he said. Then he scratched his chin and screwed up his face. ‘Well,’ he began, then fell silent again. The only sound was the ticking of the clock, and Tess’s tail thumping against the side of the dresser when she caught me looking at her.

After a few minutes Walt stood up. ‘Aye, it’s a proper poser,’ he said, ‘but I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll have a word wi’ Gideon.’

‘Gideon who has pigs and turkeys – and had a hernia?’

‘Aye, him. He’s always kept a few birds in an aviary, like. Wouldn’t be surprised if he has what we’re after.’

‘You reckon so?’

‘I do. He used to be a bit of pigeon fancier, and I remember he bought an old dovecote at one of them country house sales. I’ll see what he reckons. Leave it to me, lad. If Soapy’s daft enough to promise that lass of his . . . well, I s’pose it’s up to them as care for her to give her what she wants.’

‘Oh, cheers Walt. I know it’s a big ask, and – well, tell you the truth I’m surprised Soapy didn’t tell her it was a non-runner, but he wants to do his best for her. Desperate to please. You should’ve seen him when he came round this morning. Right wound up, he was. Good job he has his big night out to take his mind off things for a bit. By the way, you are coming, aren’t you?’

‘What, on his bachelor party?’

‘Yeah. Friday week.’

Walt shook his head. ‘Thought he were a North Yorkshire lad,’ he said.

‘He is. Born and bred. What’re you saying?’

‘Why can’t he have his night out in North Yorkshire, then?’

‘It’s in York, Walt. What’s the matter with that?’

‘I don’t reckon to go outside of the North Riding, that’s what.’

‘Don’t be daft, mate. York’s part of the North Riding, surely?’

Walt shook his head once more, and folded his arms across his chest. ‘You go and read your history books, lad. It’s never been one of t’three Ridings. It’s always been the City and County of York. That’s what they taught us in school, and I’ve never forgotten it.’

‘I’m not sure about that, Walt. There’s been a few changes since you were in short pants – like brave people venturing out on a night further afield than the little house at the bottom of the yard, for a start. Look, this is our mate’s stag night. Think yourself lucky he isn’t having it in Prague. Cos that’s where they’re going these days, y’know. Budapest, Vilnius, anywhere you can get a cheap flight and a decent drop of beer.’

‘I’ve made me position clear. I’ll not budge.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘I am.’

‘I don’t believe you. Or is it your age?’

‘How’s that?’

‘Why, it’s made you come over all cantankerous. Not to mention plain wrong. I know – I’m dead sure – you’re wrong on this one and I’m going to show you. You’ve been overtaken by events, mate. And I’ll prove it. Now then.’

‘You do your worst, young feller. I’m not budging out of North Yorkshire and that’s that. I don’t see why we just can’t go down the Spotted Cow in Malton. Nice and handy, and it’ll be a sight cheaper.’

‘Come on, Walt. Where’s you sense of adventure?’

‘Adventure lad, adventure? I don’t need adventure at my age. Every day I get out of bed and mek it down them stairs, that’s adventure enough for a feller my age.’

‘I seem to remember you enjoyed that little expedition to York races not so many moons ago. Now then.’

Walt sat down in his chair and pushed his cap back, exposing his forehead. ‘That were different, Mike.’

‘Different?’

‘That were a special occasion. And, more important – it was outside of the City walls. D’you see, lad?’

I didn’t, but I hadn’t the stomach for an argument. I grabbed my coat and left without another word. I don’t often fall out with Walt, but there are times when he digs his heels in and won’t listen to reason, and it makes me mad.

As I left I shouted over my shoulder, ‘You’re wrong, Walt, and I’m going to prove it.’


Chapter 2

[image: image Missing]

The Micklegate Run

For its size, the bird seemed very light in my hands, maybe three or four pounds at most. Seeing the white head-feathers and the yellow around its beak, I had a shrewd idea as to what it was, and once I’d opened one of the wings I was sure. Its wingspan was a full three feet, and there indeed, on the underside and towards the outer end, was the broad splash of white feathers. Had I seen it in flight, I dare say the forked tail would have given me a clue, but then again maybe not: I’ve never been the best at identifying birds on the wing.

‘Aye,’ Baz said, reaching out to stroke the feathers, ‘it’s a handsome bird is the red kite. We’ve started seeing one or two of them these last couple of years. Since they started that release scheme.’

I was glad that Baz had called me out to his place. I’d heard about the red kites that were being released from locations such as Harewood, over near Leeds, and I’d heard one or two comments from gamekeepers about the advisability or otherwise of their reintroduction, but until now I’d not encountered one close up. All the more sad, then, that this one was dead.

‘Where did you say you found it?’

Baz pointed to a thick thorn hedge across the far side of a field sown with barley. ‘It was under there. Can’t have been dead long or something would’ve been at it.’

‘What d’you reckon killed it?’

He didn’t hesitate. ‘Poison,’ he said. ‘That’s the most likely.’

‘But why?’

‘Well Mike, if I wanted to be controversial I’d say that any bird with a hooked beak and a set of claws – gamekeepers don’t like it. There now.’ He looked at me, his mouth set in a straight line.

‘Blimey.’

‘It’s only my personal view, mind. You speak to a keeper and he may tell you otherwise. In fact, I’m sure he will.’ He placed the dead bird back on a cardboard tray and handed it to me. ‘These birds don’t do any harm. They’re scavengers mostly. Eat carrion. I s’pose they might take the odd chick if they got the chance, and maybe that’s why they aren’t popular. There’s a lot of value tied up in young pheasants and partridges and suchlike.’

‘So why’s it being reintroduced?’

‘Cos it belongs here, Mike. That’s one reason. It’s native, like you and me. And – unlike you and me – it’s beautiful, isn’t it? So you could say there’s a bit of sentiment behind the whole thing. Not that everyone feels that way, as you’ll find out if you raise the subject in the pub.’

‘So you think it might have been deliberately poisoned?’

Baz held his hands up. ‘Listen Mike, I’m saying nowt. It could just as easily have eaten a rat that’s been poisoned. But do you call that accidental? I don’t. Anybody as lays down poison for rodents should be taking their responsibilities seriously. They’ve a duty to make sure the bait can’t be taken by anything other than a rat – and they should make damned sure to pick up the dead ones, shouldn’t they?’ He sighed. ‘Then again, it could as well have been a dead rabbit, laced with insecticide and left there for a scavenger to find.’

‘That’s nasty, that is.’

‘It is. But you know, and I know: it happens. And of course it’s completely’ – he looked at the dead bird – ‘completely indiscriminate.’

‘Well, if it is a case of poisoning, that’s a serious business. I’ll need to get a postmortem carried out by a vet. I need to know one way or another.’

I made a search of the immediate area to see whether I could find anything linked with the bird’s death. The trouble was, the kite could have flown some distance before the poison had taken effect – if, that is, it had in fact been poisoned in the first place.

I laid the bird in the back of my van and placed it in a clear plastic evidence bag. It really did seem a sad ending for such a beautiful creature. I closed the door and said, ‘Well, I’d better take it back to Malton and get it preserved. Thanks for calling me out, Baz. I appreciate it.’

‘Aye well, I’m all for eradicating pests, but this isn’t a pest. In my book, what you’re looking at is wanton killing. Just for the sake of it.’

As I drove to the station I cast my mind back to what I’d been taught on my wildlife course, four or five years ago now. The red kite had been persecuted for long enough before it was effectively wiped out in Britain. That was well over a hundred years ago, nearer two hundred. That much I knew. And I also knew that a number of pairs had been raised in captivity and released in selected areas over the past few years – although this bird lacked the identifying tag that you’d expect to find on one of them. I was also aware that the red kite has greater protection than almost any other bird. Not only is it an offence to kill or harm them, it’s even an offence to disturb them when they’re in or near their nests. If my memory served me right, the penalties allowed under the law are pretty severe: a fine of up to £5,000 or a six-month prison sentence. All you have to do is secure a conviction.

As Baz had suggested, opinions on the release scheme vary. Birdwatchers love to see them – and claim that they do a useful job, as any carrion species does, in cleaning up dead carcasses and so on. Other people tend to lump them in with vermin, and treat them accordingly. Well, I’d have to let the experts decide what the cause of death was in this case, and take it from there – although God knows, the chances of finding the culprit were pretty slim.

Back at the station I placed the dead bird in the freezer. I then entered the incident on the computer. I marked it as ‘no press’; the last thing we wanted at this stage was to have details of the find circulated by the media. That could wait until I had a few more facts at my disposal. And that wouldn’t happen today. I’d just about got to the end of my shift and I wanted to be away home. I’d call the vet tomorrow, see when I could get him to have a look at it.

As I drove home I was thinking about what the next day had in store. It was going to be a long one: an early turn followed by a few domestic chores and, after that, as I reminded Ann when she got home, Soapy’s big night out.

‘You do realise I’m on duty tomorrow evening, don’t you?’ she said. ‘Late turn, through to about two o’clock?’

I was only half listening. I hadn’t taken Henry out for his walk yet and it would be dark before long.

‘What’s the problem?’ I asked, clipping Henry’s chain to his collar. He made one more leap towards a cock pheasant that had wandered into the garden and was browsing among the gooseberry bushes. ‘You weren’t thinking of joining us, were you?’

‘What, me? On a blokes’ stag do? Wandering round town as they relive their youth? I don’t think so, Mike.’

‘Hey, that’s a bit harsh.’

‘OK,’ she laughed, ‘present company excepted. But my point is that I do not want you lot getting in any kind of trouble.’

‘Us? At our age? Who’s gonna cause trouble?’

‘Look, you know very well who I mean. Algy, for one: daft as a brush once he’s got a drink inside him. And Soapy: doesn’t even need a drink to start acting the goat. As for Walter: well, he should learn to keep his opinions to himself. Listen, Mike, the last thing I want is one of you lot being brought in to the cells.’

‘Oh hell,’ I said. ‘Walter. Nearly forgot about him. I need to drop by his place. I’ve some news for him.’

‘I thought you said he wasn’t coming? Something about the price of drinks in York?’

‘I think that is a factor, yes. But it goes deeper than that. Anyway, trust me. We’ll have a couple of beers, give the lad a spin around a club or two, then whistle up the cab before he starts getting too frisky. And talking of frisky, this dog needs his run. Now. See you in a bit.’

Henry was soon pulling me down the lane, pausing only to dive into the ditch now and then in pursuit of sounds and smells that were off my radar. We made our way out onto the road and started climbing the hill. It wasn’t as cold as it had been lately, and the wind had dropped. It was a calm evening, still just light, with a perfect half moon poking through a veil of mottled cloud. Who knows, I thought, maybe spring’s on the way at last.

At Walt’s place I walked round to the back, opened the door and called out to him. No answer. I tied Henry to the cast-iron downpipe and stepped inside. The place was almost in darkness; just the glow of his fire reflected off the low ceiling in the hallway.

‘In you come, lad. Don’t be shy.’ He was sat in his old armchair, leaning forward towards the hearth, his wire-framed spectacles on his nose, a magnifying glass in one hand and a copy of the Countryman in the other.

‘Why don’t you put the light on?’ I said.

‘You want to ask t’electricity board about that,’ he said. ‘It’s them that keeps putting t’price up. Besides, I allus reckon when it’s too dark to read it’s too late to be up.’

‘Yeah, I remember. You didn’t like me burning my bedside lamp when I lodged here, did you, you old skinflint. Anyway, I’ve told you before, you want to get yourself a set of them low-energy bulbs, mate. Burn less and last longer.’

He snorted. ‘I’ve seen the price of ’em, lad. Beggars belief.’

‘Yeah, but the idea, Walt, is they don’t keep popping – so you get your money back in the long run. The clue’s in the name: long life. Get it?’

‘There you are. That’s what I’m talking about.’

‘Walt, you’re at it again, mate. Talking in riddles.’

‘Think on, lad. I mean, what happens if I fill me under-stairs cupboard with these fancy bulbs you’re on about and then – and then I pop me clogs? What then? It’d be a proper waste of money, wouldn’t it?’ He tutted and shook his head, as if he’d just had to explain some blindingly obvious point of economics to a schoolboy. ‘No,’ he continued, shuffling his seat nearer to the hearth, ‘I’ve enough old-fashioned ones under the stairs there to see me out. We can’t live for ever, y’know. Leastways, nobody has yet.’

‘Have it your own way,’ I said. ‘Now listen, I’m not here to argue about cost-effectiveness. I’m here to put you right on another matter.’

‘Oh aye?’

‘Aye. Geography. And to tell you you are coming to York for Soapy’s stag night.’

‘I’ve told you, lad. I don’t venture outside t’North Riding.’ He sighed, looked into the dying embers of his fire and said, wistfully, ‘Otherwise, d’you know, I might quite like a trip out.’

‘Aha! Well, that’s where I’ve done you a big, big favour.’ I went and switched the light on, then sat down and put my hand in my pocket. ‘He may not deserve it,’ I said, ‘but Walter shall go to the ball.’

He leaned forward and peered suspiciously at the notebook I now had in my hand. ‘What’s that in aid of?’

‘I have been doing some digging, my friend. Research. I have been on the telephone, running your problem past a young lady at York Tourism.’

Walt snorted. ‘Tourism? Bloody waste of taxpayers’ money, always trying to rake in more visitors. What do they want tourists for? Place is crowded enough. From what I’ve seen on Look North, why, they haven’t room to breathe.’

I ignored his comment. ‘And not only that,’ I said, ‘but I have also consulted the Yorkshire Ridings Society. And don’t tell me they’re a waste of money . . .’ I waited for a reaction, but there was none. Walt was looking at the light I’d switched on, and frowning. I carried on, holding my notebook close to it to get the full benefit of the 40-watt bulb. ‘The Yorkshire Ridings Society,’ I read. ‘You’ll like this bit, mate: actively working to protect the integrity of Yorkshire. How about that, eh?’

‘They blooming want to, lad, else it’ll disappear – like Rutland did, aye, and Westmoreland. They used to be counties, y’know, before they got swallowed up.’ He put his magnifying glass down. ‘Go on, then, what did them Ridings lot have to tell you that I can’t?’

‘That you’re both right and wrong. York is indeed a separate entity.’

‘Aye, I said so, didn’t I? Everything within them bar walls.’

‘But,’ I let the word hang for a moment while he poked the fire and stirred up a few flames from the last of the coals. ‘But – your North Riding extends all the way to Doncaster.’

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
“The James Herriot of policing’ Daily Express

MIKE PANNETT

UP BEAT

AND

DOWN DALE

A8y Lifeand Crimes in th Yorkshire Countryside






OEBPS/images/img001.jpg





OEBPS/images/img002.jpg
NS





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





