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            Chapter One

         
 
         So which was it to be: Balmoral Castle or Sandringham House? This was the sort of decision she hated. Should she choose Balmoral, with its pine trees and purple mountains, or Sandringham, with that impossibly blue sky?
 
         “Oh, for God’s sake! Make up your mind,” she snapped silently to herself, but still no decision came. Never mind, perhaps she’d do better with the light-bulbs. She turned to go, turned back again, reaching out her hand, then withdrew it and almost fled into the aisle marked Electrical. Her heart sank when she saw the stacked shelves. A lightbulb was a lightbulb, she’d always thought, so why were there so many different types? She read the labels in mounting panic: sixty watt, forty watt, a hundred watt, and so on. Then some were plain and some were pearl, whatever that meant, and others had screw caps and bayonet caps. She felt like screaming. “I only want a lightbulb. A common or garden lightbulb. Any friggin’ one will do.” Another woman muscled alongside her, picked up a pack of four sixty watts and moved away. For a moment she thought of asking for help, then realised the stupidity of that and gave an involuntary giggle. How could she possibly have explained what she wanted it for?
         
 
         A female store detective casually walked round the end of the display and watched her. Only two weeks into the job, but she recognised the type: early twenties; hair pulled back and fixed with a rubber band; spotty complexion from chips with everything but usually by themselves. And wearing a cheap quilted jacket with Michigan emblazoned across the back, even though it was a fine summer’s day. Single parent, no doubt, living in one of the project flats after her boyfriend walked out. She’d fill her basket, and perhaps those pockets, with toiletries and hardware here in Wilko’s, then walk round to Lidl to buy groceries. Then she’d have to splash what she’d saved by taking a taxi home because she’d never manage everything on the bus. The bus station was half a mile away and the service erratic, whilst there was a queue of taxis right outside the store waiting for fares such as her.
         
 
         A gaggle of schoolgirls came into the shop and headed for the toiletries, noisy as geese. Wilko’s are good at toiletries, often charging half what the more fashionable stores charge for the same branded items. The detective sighed and looked at her watch. There were still three more shops to be visited before she could go home and make the kids’ teas. She gave the woman in the Michigan jacket a last look and headed in the direction of the noise.
 
         It was easy, the woman in the Michigan jacket realised. Why hadn’t she thought of it before? Choose the cheapest; it was as simple as that. She picked up a bulb – 25p, size and type irrelevant – and placed it in the wire basket she was carrying. What about the tea towels, though? They were the same price, so how would she overcome that hurdle?
 
         She’d choose the nearest. She’d walk round the corner, reach out and pick up the first one. She couldn’t remember which it would be, the Balmoral or the Sandringham, but it didn’t matter. Tomorrow it would be a long way away, in the landfill site, so it didn’t matter at all.
         
 
         It was Balmoral. She almost changed her mind because she’d seen a programme about Sandringham on TV when it was the Queen’s Jubilee, but she summoned what little resolve she possessed and grabbed the Balmoral. At the end of the aisle she checked in the big convex mirror that nobody was following her and stuffed the towel into one of her pockets. At the end of the next aisle she did the same with the lightbulb.
         
 
         The schoolgirls were taking the tops off bottles and sniffing the contents, alternately pulling faces or expressing approval. She pushed between them, saying: “Excuse me” and felt a pang of regret mixed with jealousy as their perfume assaulted her nostrils. She wanted to warn them, tell them that there was more to life than boyfriends and pop music and the latest fashion, but she knew that she wouldn’t have listened and they wouldn’t, either. She picked up a bottle of Revlon shampoo – 95p here, £2.35 in Boots – and dropped it into her basket. Fifteen minutes later she was on the bus home, with a receipt safely in her pocket saying that at 11:59 she had purchased one item costing £0.95.
         
 
         The flat was on the third floor and she had to rest twice on the way up the stairs. Whoever lived below her was still piling stuffed bin-liners out on the landing, and somebody had peed in the corner. The incessant dum-dum-dum of a drum machine came from the ground floor flat where Heckley’s aspiring answer to Bob Marley lived, and the smell of somebody’s curry competed unappetisingly with that of stale urine. She leaned out over the wall, took a deep breath of slightly fresher air, and tackled the last flight.
         
 
         As soon as she opened the door she heard the baby’s whimpering. His tears had dried long ago and his crying was reduced to a low keening noise that grated on her nerves like a fingernail across a blackboard. He hesitated for a moment as she loomed over him, but started again almost immediately with renewed energy. She swatted away the flies that were flying and crawling around the carrycot and picked him up.
         
 
         “It’s OK,” she said, matter-of-fact, as if talking to an adult. “Mummy’s brought something home for you.”
 
         The baby wasn’t placated. He had a flat face with small eyes, and sweat had pasted his hair to his head. She rested him awkwardly in the crook of her arm until the wetness seeped through and she had to dump him roughly back in his carrycot, her face contorted with disgust. The whimpering escalated to full-blown bawling and she fled from the room, slamming the door behind her.
 
         With the television turned up loud she could hardly hear him. The bin men were due in less than an hour so there was no time to waste. The woman laid the tea towel on the work surface alongside the kitchen sink, the picture of Balmoral surrounded by symmetrical pine trees face down, and laid the lightbulb on it. She folded the cloth once, covering the bulb, and stooped to bring a pan from a cupboard.
 
         The first blow was half-hearted and the bulb didn’t break. The second shattered it and the next one reduced the pieces to smithereens. She carefully unfolded the cloth to inspect her handiwork, the shards of glass that clung to the material sparkling in the dilute sunlight that struggled through the uncurtained window. Some too small, most still too large, she decided. Another two blows and she was satisfied with her handiwork.
         
 
         The bin men came dead on time, the roar of the lorry’s engine announcing its arrival as it emptied the dumpsters and compacted their contents deep within its interior. She stood on the landing, watching, as the evidence of her thieving was engulfed by the collective waste of this end of the housing project. Balmoral Castle and lightbulb were swamped and smothered by waste food, empty cartons, disposable nappies and all the other jetsam of modern society. Cabbage stalks and cereal boxes were mashed and compressed with takeaway trays, rotten fruit, chicken bones and used cat litter. Jam jars and cigarette packets were mixed with ice cream cartons, ketchup bottles and potato peelings in a stinking stew fit for nothing beyond dumping under the earth, out of sight, out of mind. Powerful hydraulics compressed the tea towel between a semen-stained copy of the Littlewood’s catalogue and an unwanted hamster cage, but no one would ever know that. No one at all.
         
 
         The baby was still whimpering, his throat too dry to cry, his narrow eyes too tired for tears. She picked up a plastic spoon and the tin of peach and banana baby food she’d opened earlier and went into the bedroom. He looked at her, wary and confused, lifting his arms as if reaching for her, then dropping them again. She picked him up, sat him on her knee and let him nestle against her breast. When he was comfortable she dipped the spoon into the gooey mix of fruit and brought it out piled high.
         
 
         “’Ere,” she said, touching the mixture against the child’s mouth. “Eat this. This’ll give you something to cry about.”
 
         The baby felt the moist, sweet fruit against his thin lips and liked the taste. He stopped whimpering, opened his mouth wide and gratefully took in the spoon’s contents.
 
         
             

         
 
         When the Earth was still an infant planet its surface was covered by a vast ocean which teemed and boiled with life. A continent arose out of the ocean and the creatures of the sea came out of the water and colonised it. The ocean was called Tethys, and the land was called Gondwanaland.
 
         No, these are not the ramblings of some would-be J.R.R. Tolkein but a rough approximation of modern geological theory, as I remembered it. The sea was alive with a brew of creatures beyond anything that haunted the worst drug-induced nightmare. Primitive planktons and algae competed with and supplied food for life-forms which existed in their billions and have vanished without a trace. Some of them floated on the currents, others developed the means of locomotion. They wriggled and squirmed or flapped protuberances until they moved into more favourable locations, while others squirted about on jets of water. They mated to reproduce, or simply divided, then ate each other and their own young. Many were merely a mouth with a digestive tract hanging behind it, while others were ornate filigrees that hung and hovered in the water, catching the sun that gave life to everything. Some pulsed with luminescence while others had eyes that dwarfed the rest of their bodies. Evolution was practising. Most were in blind alleys, doomed to extinction in a handful of generations, because they were not fast or clever enough, or because they tasted too good. Other’s held tenure for aeons, making Man’s visitation on the planet appear no more than a footnote.
         
 
         Some learned how to convert dissolved gasses and minerals into stone, and developed shells for protection, and for a while they held dominion of the sea. But even these, after a moment or two of life, hardly a blink in geological time, sank to the bottom to join the countless billions of their ancestors. The land rose and sank, rose and sank, in cycles measuring millions of years. Gondwanaland was pulled apart by forces exerted by the Moon and Sun, and by the rotation of the Earth, into a group of smaller continents much like the ones that exist today. Sheets of ice scoured these lands, stripping the soil in some places, depositing it on others, and mountain chains bulged upwards as the new continents crushed against each other.
         
 
         As the climate became more stable Mankind evolved, probably in Africa, and rapidly spread all around the planet. One group, handsomer and more resourceful than the rest, arrived at a place that was as fair as anywhere else they’d seen on their travels. The water was sweet and the climate favourable.
 
         “This’ll do,” their leader declared.
 
         “What shall we call it?” someone asked.
 
         “Yorkshire,” he replied, and so it was.
 
         
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         Ching-ing! Ching-ing! The sound of steel against steel echoed off the far wall of the quarry as Rosie Barraclough attempted to chisel a particularly fine specimen from the limestone wall.
 
         “There!” she declared as it finally broke free. “Who can tell me what these are?”
 
         She handed the splinter of rock to Geoff, who shrugged his shoulders and passed it to me. It was a cluster of crinoids, but I handed it on without saying so. There were six of us in the group, including Rosie, and we all wore yellow helmets and plastic safety glasses. When I read the brochure for evening classes at Heckley High School that plopped on to my doormat, I’d been torn between Geology and Spanish for Beginners. Geology because I was interested and I like to know what I’m looking at when I tramp over the moors and dales; Spanish because it might be useful. I’d decided on Spanish as I walked into the school hall on enrolment night, because I was determined to do more travelling and the learning effort required might keep my brain cells from ossifying. But then I saw Rosie.
         
 
         She was sitting all alone behind a desk with a label on it that said Practical Geology. I cast a glance at the queue waiting to sign up for Spanish, decided that holidaymakers ought to boycott any country that encourages the ritual torture of animals, and veered towards Geology. Whether it was a wise move or something I’d regret for the rest of my life is open to debate.
         
 
         “Charlie,” I heard her say.
 
         “What, Miss?”
         
 
         “Any ideas what this is, or have I been wasting my time?”
 
         “It’s a fossil.”
 
         “Ye-es. But of what?”
 
         I went off dolly birds a long time ago. Rosie was not too many years younger than me and had grey hair, with silver streaks. But it belonged grey. I couldn’t imagine it any other colour. Her face was strong and mobile, with a mischievous grin constantly playing around her eyes, and she looked great in jeans.
 
         “Um, an ammonite.”
 
         “No, Charlie. You’re about 200 million years too late.”
 
         “Story of my life.”
 
         “Anybody else?”
 
         “Are they crinoids?” Miss Eakins ventured, and as she looked down at the specimen her hard hat fell forward and dislodged the spectacles, as it had done several times before. There are two Miss Eakins in the class, each a mirror image of the other. Identical glasses, identical anoraks and boots, identical hairstyles. Well, style is hardly the word. Frizzy mess is more like it. They did everything together, as far as we could tell, even to the point of speaking in unison. Asking: “Are they crinoids?” was a great departure from the norm for one of them, a blow for individuality. The other Miss Eakin looked horrified.
         
 
         “Well done,” said Rosie,
 
         The other two members of the class were men. Geoff was a retired building society manager and Tom still worked at something in engineering, he said. Like me, they both enjoyed walking and wanted to know more about what was underfoot. I think the two Miss Eakins only joined because it was an ’ology. There were twelve of us in the class at the beginning of term, but a succession of rainy Wednesdays had washed out most of the fieldwork, so Rosie had gallantly taught theory in the classroom. I didn’t mind, still found it interesting, but numbers had dwindled. I’d have been happy if they’d all stayed away. This was the last class of the summer term, and our only foray out into limestone country, to Bethesda quarry, on the southern boundary of the Yorkshire Dales. It was a long way from Heckley, but geology is all about fossils to the amateur, so we’d met an hour earlier than usual and gone looking for them at the bottom of the quarry, beneath the sandstone. And there was a link with the town, Rosie told us: the stone for Heckley Methodist chapel had been donated by the owner of Bethesda quarry.
         
 
         It was also the last chance I’d have to invite her for a drink.
 
         “Are there any dinosaur bones in here?” Tom asked. If all engineers are like Tom I’m not surprised the industry collapsed.
 
         “No, Tom,” Rosie replied without a hint of impatience or dismay. “Down here we are in the Palaeozoic era. The dinosaurs didn’t appear until the Triassic period, which would be up there somewhere if it hadn’t been eroded away.” She waved a hand, still holding the chisel, towards the lip of the quarry.
         
 
         The worst scenario was that I suggest we all go to the pub for an end-of-term snifter, but it wasn’t necessary. As the class started back up the track to where the cars were parked I hung behind, looking for a suitable ledge where I could leave the fossilised crinoids. It wasn’t such a fine specimen to be worth keeping, but a future class might appreciate it. I place it in a niche in the rock wall and sauntered after the others.
         
 
         Rosie was standing by the boot of her car, collecting our hard hats and spectacles. I placed mine in the box and laid her geologist’s hammer, which I’d been carrying, alongside them. None of the others were in earshot, so I said: “Thanks for that, Rosie. It was really interesting and I’ve enjoyed the course. Do you fancy going for a drink?”
         
 
         She picked up the hammer, made a knocking motion towards me a couple of times, then said: “An ammonite!”
 
         “Ammonites, crinoids, I was close.”
 
         “Only in the dictionary.”
 
         “That drink?”
 
         I think she was blushing slightly as she said: “Yes, that’s a good idea.”
 
         I’d brought Geoff and Tom to the quarry, and Rosie had given a lift to the Misses Eakins. We dropped them off in the school car park, said our goodnights and I helped Rosie carry her stuff back into the geology lab. It was almost dark and the school caretaker was waiting for us, jangling his keys. Ten minutes later Rosie and I were seated in the pub sipping gin and tonics. There’s something irresistible about a g and t. I’d gone to the bar feeling quite content and at peace with the world, prepared to order a half of lager for myself, but as soon as Rosie asked for a gin and tonic my salivary glands burst into life and I heard myself say: “That sounds nice. I think I’ll join you.”
         
 
         “So what made you become a geology teacher?” I asked, after that first satisfying sip.
 
         “Ooh, that’s just what the doctor ordered,” she said, lowering her glass and pulling an approving face.
 
         “You must have a different doctor to me.”
 
         “I believe in self-medication. Why did I become a geology teacher?”
 
         “Mmm.”
 
         “I didn’t. I became a geography teacher. Geog’s my first subject. Ask me about the rainfall in Namibia, or the climatic factors affecting the rise of the wine industry in Southern Australia.”
         
 
         “None, and it’s warm and sunny.”
 
         “Well done.”
 
         “So how did the geology creep in?”
 
         She shrugged her shoulders. “I needed a second subject, and there’s a growing interest in it. It’s always held a fascination for me, since I was a little girl. When the other kids received a doll for Christmas, I got a magnifying glass. My dad used to take me and my brother walking along the beach and we’d collect stones and bring them home. Afterwards we’d try to identify them from pictures in books. I suppose that’s where it started, although by the same process I could have become an ornithologist or a biologist, meteorologist, just about anything. Dad was a polymath, in his own quiet way, and encouraged us to be the same.”
         
 
         “What did your brother become?”
 
         Rosie lifted her heavy glass and studied the liquid in it, with its characteristic bloom. “A sailor. He ran away to sea when he was sixteen.”
         
 
         “Ran away?”
 
         “He joined the Merchant Navy. I’ve never seen him since.”
 
         “Your dad sounds a bit like mine,” I told her. “He was interested in everything, taught me to ask questions, never to be afraid of making a fool of myself. ‘There’s always someone wanting to know the same thing but daren’t ask,’ he used to tell me. Was your dad a teacher, too?”
         
 
         Rosie gave a tiny involuntary jump, coming back from wherever she’d drifted off to, and smiled as she said: “No, he was a baker. We owned a bakery in South Wales, near a village called Laugharne. Mum was a great fan of Dylan Thomas, who had lived there for a while. That’s how we came to know the place.”
 
         “So you’re Welsh. You don’t have the accent.”
 
         “No, I’m English. We originated in Gloucestershire and moved to Wales when I was three. And that part of Wales used to be known as Little England. Then… afterwards… we moved to East Anglia. Cromer and a couple of other places.”
 
         Afterwards, she’d said, with some emphasis, but I decided not to pry. I wanted to see her again, not learn her life-story. I decided to stay on safe ground. “So it was fresh bread every morning,” I stated. “My mouth is watering at the thought of it.”
 
         “It was wonderful. We lived over the bakery and awoke to the smell. Dad started work at three in the morning but he’d be finished by noon, so he was always there to meet us from school and that’s when we’d go walking on the beach. We looked for fossils and collected various shells and pebbles. He taught me how to identify minerals by doing scratch and hardness tests. Things like that.”
         
 
         I felt envious, and my stomach reminded me that I’d had a canteen pie for lunch and a bowl of corn-flakes before I dashed out to the class. OK, so it was a large bowl, and I’d had a sliced banana with honey on the flakes, but I’m a big lad.
         
 
         “It sounds idyllic,” I told her. “So what brought you to Yorkshire?”
 
         “It was, but it couldn’t last. Dad… he died, and Mum started to follow the same route as her hero, Dylan Thomas. She hit the bottle. We went from warm, loving, nuclear family to totally dysfunctional in less than three months. I scraped into university and married a fellow student who turned out to be a total waster. Took me twelve years to realise it, unfortunately. I walked out on him and headed north, in search of no-nonsense, northern straightforwardness and hospitality.”
         
 
         “Ha! And did you find it?”
 
         “I’m not sure.”
 
         “I’m sorry about the family. I take it you have no children?”
 
         “No. Have you any?”
 
         I looked straight at her, face composed, as I replied: “I imagine so,” but I couldn’t maintain the look and broke into a grin. “No, no children,” I admitted.
 
         “And is there a Mrs Charlie Priest, as in Roman Catholic?”
 
         “That’s my line.”
 
         “I know. That’s what you told me when I asked you your name at enrolment.”
         
 
         “You remembered. I’m flattered.” I held her gaze and saw that hint of a blush again. “No, there is no Mrs Priest. Same story as you, except she walked out on me, left me holding the J-cloth.”
 
         “She found herself a rich boyfriend,” I added, in an attempt to clear myself of any responsibility for the break-up.
 
         “Same again?”
 
         “I’ll get them,” I said, reaching for my wallet.
 
         “No, it’s my turn. G and t?”
 
         “No, just an orange juice, please, with lemonade.”
 
         I watched her go to the bar and decided that there was something I liked about Rosie Barraclough, and it wasn’t just those slim hips and that handsome face. There was a strange mix of vulnerability and strength in her character, a joy that hid a deep sadness, and I knew for certain that I wanted to play a part in trying to ease that sadness. I never dreamed how wrong I could be; how I would make it a million times worse.
 
         “So what about you, Charlie?” she said as she placed my drink in front of me. “You’ve learned my life-story, now it’s your turn.”
 
         When you are a cop, a detective, you learn techniques for getting people to open up and confide in you. You learn all there is about them without giving away a single thing about yourself. Sometimes it’s like opening a bottle of ketchup: nothing comes out for a while and then suddenly you’re covered in it. In the police station, on the job, that’s good, but you find yourself doing it in your private life, too, and that’s not good. I had nothing to hide from Rosie, nothing at all, but I don’t like talking about myself. If you keep quiet, people give you the benefit of the doubt. Why open your mouth and prove them wrong?
         
 
         “There’s not much to say,” I told her. “I’ve lived in Heckley all my life, went to Heckley Grammar School where I was captain of the football team, then art college, one marriage, met Rosie Barraclough whilst studying geology. I do quite a lot of walking, occasionally paint a large abstract when I’m feeling fraught, and like to do all the normal things that you see in the personal ads. I’ve a GSH and WLTM an NS for an LTR, or something.”
         
 
         Rosie eyes crinkled as she smiled at me. “Have you ever advertised?”
 
         “No, honest. Have you?”
 
         “I’ve never been so desperate. I suppose some people are trapped by their circumstances and that’s their only chance to meet people.”
         
 
         “I suppose so.” I was going to add that night classes were a better way, but decided not to. We talked about our families for a while and I learned that Rosie’s mother was still alive, in a nursing home in East Anglia.
         
 
         “Another?” I asked, pointing at her empty glass, but she shook her head and said she ought to be off. As we walked across the car park I told her that I’d like to see her again. Rosie said she’d look forward to that and we agreed to meet on Saturday night. When you are single it’s the weekend evenings that are most difficult to fill. She wrote her phone number on a pay-and-display ticket for me and I put it in a safe place.
 
         “Drink, Chinese, curry, pictures, theatre?” I said. “If we want to go to the theatre I’ll have to get the tickets.” We were standing alongside her car as she held the driver’s door open, and a light drizzle had started to fall.
         
 
         “Not the cinema or the theatre,” she replied. “Let’s go where we can talk.”
 
         “Chinese and a drink?”
 
         “Lovely, and perhaps then I’ll learn a little bit more about the enigmatic Charlie Priest.”
 
         “I’m afraid there’s no more to tell. I’m a very shallow person.”
         
 
         “That I don’t believe. I’m still worried about that ammonite.”
 
         “The ammonite?”
 
         “The crinoids. You knew perfectly well what they were, so why did you call them an ammonite? Was it to encourage Miss Eakin, which would be kind of you, or was it because you’re a control freak, laughing at everybody from behind your sleeve?”
 
         “Damn, you’ve rumbled me. It was because I was trying to win the heart of Miss Eakin. Either one. The pair of them would have been beyond my wildest fantasy.”
 
         “I’ll believe you. And you can tell me all about the secret art of the graphic designer. It’s a mystery to me what they do.”
 
         “A graphic designer? Who said I was a graphic designer?”
 
         “You did, the first night. We were admiring the drawing you did of a trilobite and Tom asked you what you did for a living. I thought you said you were a graphic designer.”
 
         “Ah! No. I’m sorry. I didn’t think you’d heard that. It’s just a defence mechanism. If I say what I really do people start asking me all sorts of questions, telling me their problems, laying down the law as they see it. It’s a lot easier to tell a fib. I always say I’m a graphic designer and that usually silences them.”
         
 
         “So what do you do?”
 
         “I’m a policeman. A detective. I’m sorry if I misled you, it wasn’t intentional. You’re getting soaked.”
 
         I’m not sure if it was the lie or the fact that I was a cop that dismayed Rosie, but something did. Her eyes narrowed and the smile left them. “Oh,” was all she said.
 
         “It’s an honourable profession.” I’d lined myself up to lean forward and give her a peck on the cheek as we said our goodnights, but I didn’t get the chance. Rosie slipped into the driver’s seat and I said: “I’ll ring you.”
 
         “Yes,” she replied as she pulled the door shut. I gave her a wave and walked over to where my own car was parked. She was embarrassed about being misled, I decided. When I’d plied her with one of Mr Ho’s special banquets and her fingers were wrapped around another gin and tonic she’d want to know all about my best cases, of that I was sure. Women always do.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two

         
 
         “Crime pattern analysis, Charlie,” Superintendent  Gilbert Wood said. “I need figures, not excuses.”
 
         “Remind me,” I replied. “I’ve lost the list.”
 
         “Percentage increase or decrease in burglary.  Percentage increase or decrease in street crime.  Percentage increase or decrease in car crime. By this  afternoon. I need them for tomorrow.”
 
         “Right. It shall be done. Do you want to show that  we are a thin blue line manfully struggling against  overwhelming odds, or that we are really on top of the  job?”
 
         Gilbert looked exasperated. “The truth would be  nice, for once. Do you think we could have an accurate  picture of what’s happening? The idea is to give the  public, the newspapers and politicians some inkling of  the way trends are heading. It helps formulate government  policy, believe it or not. And, as a matter of fact,  I’d be quite interested myself.”
         
 
         “The truth is the hardest option,”
 
         “I know, but just bloody do it.”
 
         “And it will be meaningless. An informed guess by  someone with my experience would give a much  clearer picture of the situation.”
 
         “Oh no it wouldn’t. And when you’ve done that, get  your hair cut. You look like an unemployed violinist.”
 
         “Do you know how many mobile phones were  stolen in 1982, Gilbert? I’ll tell you: none. Not a single  one. Or how many cars were stolen in Yorkshire in 1950? You could count them on your fingers. That’s at least a ten thousand percent increase. If you don’t weight the figures to compensate for other factors, like nobody had a mobile phone a few years ago, the numbers are meaningless. And do you know how much a haircut costs these days? I don’t have someone to cut mine, in the kitchen with a tea towel round my neck.”
         
 
         “I’ll mention your concerns to the Chief Constable. This afternoon, please?”
 
         “Your wish is my command, mein Fuhrer. I’m sticking round the office if I can, in case the result comes through.”
         
 
         “It will. They gave it what – four hours? – yesterday. They’ll give it another couple this morning to make it look respectable and qualify for lunch, and then they’ll announce their verdict. It’s cut and dried, Charlie, believe me.”
 
         “God, I hope so. The longer it takes the less promising it looks. How’s young Freddie?”
         
 
         “On the mend, thanks. They took his appendix out and he sounded cheerful when his mum rang him.”
 
         Gilbert’s daughter’s son had been stricken with appendicitis while on a school trip. “Where is he?”
 
         “In the General. Apparently they’d just set off when he started complaining of stomach pains. One of the teachers recognised the symptoms, thought it might be appendicitis, and they took him straight to Casualty.”
 
         “Lucky for young Freddie. OK, I’ll get those figures.”
 
         I skipped down the stairs, singing a happy tune – “I don’t want to set the world on fi-yah,” – and burst into the CID office. Big Dave “Sparky” Sparkington was sitting on the corner of a desk with his jacket hooked over his shoulder, like he was ready to be off somewhere, and Pete Goodfellow was tapping away at a keyboard. Everybody else was out making the streets of Heckley safe for children and little old ladies.
         
 
         “I just want to start… a flame in your heart.”
 
         “Blimey, you sound cheerful.”
 
         “But I’m always cheerful. Peter, are those figures available?”
 
         “Won’t take a second to run them off.”
 
         “Good. Deliver them personally to Mr Wood at about ten to five, please. Loosen your tie, roll up your sleeves and splash water on your brow. Make it look as if you’ve spent all day wrestling with them. You might even crawl in on your hands and knees… No, on second thoughts, forget the crawling.”
         
 
         “Will do.”
 
         I turned to Dave. “Where are you going, Sunshine?”
 
         “Sylvan Fields. A burglary last night and it looks as if the phantom knickers thief has struck again.”
 
         “Happy going on your own?”
 
         “Yeah, no problem. In spite of its reputation, most of the people who live there are quite decent.”
 
         “Blimey, I never thought I’d hear you say that.”
 
         “I know. I must be mellowing with age. All the rest are toe-rags, though. Will you ring me if the verdict comes through?”
 
         “You bet.”
 
         Off he went and I settled down in my little enclave to attack the pile of paperwork that had accrued. I’d spent an awful lot of the last six weeks in court, at a murder trial, and now the jury was out. Most of the time I’d been hanging around in the corridor, in case I was needed, with a couple of days in the witness box. Timothy Fletcher had murdered seven people, seven that we knew about, but had died whilst resisting arrest. He fell off Scammonden Bridge on to the M62, at rush hour, under a sixteen-wheeler loaded with Yorkie bars, but nobody was mourning him. The trial had been to decide how involved his girlfriend was in the murders. Was she an innocent dupe, as she claimed, or was she a fully paid-up partner? We went into court convinced that she had been instrumental in luring at least three victims into Fletcher’s car, but our chief witness was still traumatised by the attack and we had decided not to expose her to cross-examination. Meanwhile, the prisoner and her legal advisers had had six months to prepare a case and they’d done a good job. Now we weren’t so cocky.
         
 
         I read a policy document about Positive Crime Recording rules but most of it went straight over my head. As I understand it, when somebody comes into the station and says: “I don’t want to make a complaint, but…” we’ve got to record it as a complaint. Normally the desk sergeant would nod gravely, make sympathetic noises, promise to have a word in the appropriate ear, and completely forget the whole thing as soon as the non-complainant walked out through the door. Or, if he deemed it serious enough, he might have that word in somebody’s ear. Either way everybody was happy. Now he has to initiate a trail of paperwork longer than Haley’s comet. When the villains learn about it they’ll have a field day. If every one of them came into the nick and said they didn’t want to make a complaint, the whole legal system would grind to a halt. It nearly has already.
         
 
         I wasn’t in the mood for paperwork so I went for a wander. The typists were too busy to chat and the briefing room was deserted. “Where is everybody?” I asked as I drifted into Control.
 
         “Hello Charlie, waiting for the verdict?” the controller replied, turning to face me.
 
         “Mmm. This is the worst bit.”
 
         “She’ll go down, sure as Christmas. They’re all at the hospital. Been a bit of trouble there. Not sure what it’s all about, yet.”
 
         I looked at him. “At the hospital?”
 
         “That’s right. They’re not admitted, although one or two of them are contenders for the malingerers ward. We answered a call and they asked for backup. Bit of a riot outside, by the sound of it.”
 
         “Is Gareth aware of what’s happening?” Gareth Adey is my uniformed counterpart.
 
         “Yeah. He’s at headquarters, in a meeting. Said to let him know if it grew serious.”
 
         “Is that our serious or his serious?” Gareth has a reputation for magnifying things.
 
         “Ah! Good question. Let’s see what I can find out.”
 
         He swivelled his chair round to face the console again and started speaking into his mouthpiece. At the second attempt the PS answered.
 
         “What’s the position, Paul?”
 
         “Confused. Apparently there’s some sort of infection loose in the hospital. They stopped all admissions yesterday afternoon, and this morning they’re refusing to release anyone, including the staff. The doors are locked and the only contact is by telephone or the intercom on the door. There’s people arriving all the time to pick up patients but the hospital won’t discharge them, so they’re growing restless, and visitors are arriving all the time too, which doesn’t help.”
         
 
         “Any ideas what sort of infection?”
 
         “No.”
 
         I said: “Tell him I’ll try to contact the hospital manager.”
         
 
         “Mr Priest’s with me. He says he’ll try to contact the hospital manager. We’ll get back to you, out.”
 
         But the hospital manager wasn’t answering his phone and nobody else was, either. I replaced the handset after ten fruitless minutes, saying: “No doubt all will be revealed in the fullness of time,” because that’s the nature of infections. They flourish or they wither, but either way, they pull the strings.
 
         I walked across the road to the sandwich shop, bought a cheese and pickle and a curd tart and sauntered back to the office. The phone rang six times. Three were to ask if I’d heard anything; one was a reporter wanting a quote – I gave him You don’t need a weatherman to know which way the wind blows – and two were business. Rosie Barraclough didn’t ring. I hadn’t given her my number but she could have worked it out if she’d been really keen. There again, if she’d been that keen I’d probably have run a mile. I found a tabloid and a magazine in the outer office, made myself a coffee and lunched with my feet on the desk. The magazine was Dave Sparkington’s copy of Naked Female Mud Wrestling USA. He takes it for the crossword.
         
 
         The phone rang for the seventh time. “Priest.”
         
 
         “Hi Charlie. It’s that time of year again.” It was an inspector from another division who organised the force’s contribution to the annual Heckley Gala. Part of the show is an art exhibition, open to all but with a special class for cops. We have a surprising number of respectable watercolourists helping keep law and order on the streets. And one mad abstractionist.
         
 
         “Oh God,” I said. “I haven’t anything prepared.”
 
         “It’s not for three weeks,” he told me. “Plenty of time for you to make a few daubs on some hardboard.”
         
 
         “A few daubs!” I exclaimed. “A few daubs! You’re talking about fine examples of abstract expressionism.”
         
 
         “That’s what I said. Can I put you down for two, as usual?”
 
         “I suppose so.”
 
         “Do they have titles?”
 
         “Yes.”
 
         “What?”
 
         “Untitled 1 and Untitled 2.”
 
         “You’re a toff, Chas.”
 
         “I know. Have you rung Woodturner Willie yet?”
 
         “No, he’s next on my list.”
 
         “Ask him to make me two frames for them, please.”
 
         “Okie-dokie. How big?”
 
         “Um, oh, about four by three.”
 
         “Inches, feet or metres?”
 
         “Feet, numbskull.”
 
         “Will do.”
 
         I carefully replaced the phone. The pictures might sell for fifty pounds each, which will go to charity. The frames will cost me twenty, the board a tenner and the paint at least that. There’s something about business that I haven’t grasped, yet.
         
 
         Eighth time. “Priest.”
 
         The voice that answered was one that I’d grown sick of over the last six months, but today it was sweet as music. It was the CPS barrister, from the court. “Not guilty on the first five, Charlie, guilty on the next two and the kidnapping. Twenty years tariff for each. Crack open the champagne.”
 
         I didn’t leap up with joy, fisting the air like some second-rate sportsman who’s done what he’s paid to do. I thanked him, told him well done, and slowly replaced the receiver. I was glad nobody was there with me. I buried my hands in my hair and gave an involuntary shudder of satisfaction and relief. Justice had been done and it was over. Over for me and the team, that is. It would never be over for the relatives of the victims, but now perhaps they could start thinking about the future.
 
         I was glad I hadn’t been in court, waiting, as those first five Not Guilties were announced, watching the face of the accused. Her spirits would rise imperceptibly with each one, and those of the prosecution team would sink a similar amount. “Was she going to get away with it?” everybody would have been asking as the charges were dismissed, and then came those golden words: “Guilty… Guilty… Guilty,” and she would have crumbled. And I wouldn’t have liked to see that either, because my feelings towards her might have softened, just a degree, which would have been a betrayal of seven women and a young boy.
         
 
         I brushed the hair out of my eyes, pulled my shoulders back and took three deep breaths. Gilbert’s phone was engaged when I tried to pass on the verdicts, so I went up to see him. A sergeant crossed me on the stairs and shook my hand when I told him the news. “Well done, Charlie, well done.”
         
 
         Gilbert’s arm was stretched out, his hand holding the phone as I went in and he looked up at me, fumbling with the handset, having difficulty replacing it. His expression was as bleak as a January dawn, his eyes wide and his mouth hanging open.
         
 
         “Three life sentences,” I announced. “Twenty years tariff.”
 
         “Good,” he said, half-heartedly, his thoughts a million miles away. “That’s good. Well done.”
         
 
         “What is it, Gilbert?” I asked, sitting in the chair opposite him. “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”
 
         “Do I? I’m sorry. It’s young Freddie, Charlie. He’s in the General, you know.”
 
         “What’s happened to him?”
 
         “Well, nothing, but they won’t let his mother in to see him. There’s an infection loose and they’ve quarantined the whole place.”
         
 
         “I’ve heard about it. They’re always having infections in hospitals, Gilbert – it’s all those sick people. And the cuts. He’ll be all right, mark my words.”
         
 
         But he wasn’t listening. “I rang the medical director,” he said.
         
 
         “I couldn’t get through when I tried.”
 
         “I rang his wife and she gave me his mobile number.”
         
 
         “Don’t tell me – he’s a lodge member.”
 
         “It has its uses. This is in confidence, Charlie. It mustn’t go outside these walls, you understand?”
 
         I shrugged my shoulders. If galloping salmonella was rampaging through the corridors and wards of Heckley General I was hardly likely to go shouting it from the rooftops, but it was unfortunate for young Freddie.
 
         “There’s a virus loose in the place,” he told me.
 
         “What sort of virus?”
 
         “It’s Ebola, Charlie. They’ve got Ebola virus in Heckley General.”
 
         
             

         
 
         There was no need for me or anybody else to shout it from the rooftops, because even as we spoke the news was being disseminated by more efficient means. The nurse who started the scare rang her parents, who recognised the dreaded word Ebola in the midst of her hysterical rantings, and from then on it spread like a bloodstain through the community. At five o’clock it was on the local news, at six the nation heard about it and by twenty past the more daring camera crews started arriving.
 
         A couple of weeks ago there had been a TV special about the 1994 outbreak of Ebola in the Central African Republic, so the public was well clued-up. The Ebola River is a tributary of the Congo, and the people who live along its banks hunt monkeys for food and to sell for medical research. Back in the seventies another virus that the monkeys carry suffered a mutation in its DNA that gave it the ability to exist in their close relative – Homo sapiens. This virus has an incubation period of several years and is only passed on by the most intimate contact, but it spread stealthily – an invisible cloud of poison that chose its victims all the way from the mud huts of Africa to the marble mansions of the most privileged people in the world. When they started to die it was given a name – AIDS.
         
 
         Ebola probably has the same origins, but its MO is different. Ebola can be transmitted through the air, like the common cold, and it kills nine out of ten of its victims in fifteen days. There is no cure.
         
 
         Residents of Heckley who had caravans or bungalows at the coast suddenly decided that now was a good time for a visit. Others decided that an extended weekend away was long overdue and hastily threw a few belongings in the back of the Mondeo. The queue of vehicles leaving town gridlocked with the rush hour traffic trying to get home, anxious to see if the wife and kids were feeling OK, and Heckley ground to a stand-still.
         
 
         I went home, made myself a salad sandwich and watched it on TV. The usual pundits were there, outside the hospital, spouting their limited knowledge at the camera, scaring everybody sugar-less. First symptom was a headache, we were told, then the whites of the eyes turned scarlet as the capillaries burst, followed by bleeding from all the body’s orifices.
         
 
         “I feel like that everyday,” I mumbled, fielding a piece of tomato that fell out of my sandwich and reaching for the remote control.
         
 
         By eight o’clock it was all over. False alarm. “A patient was admitted who had recently travelled in Africa and showed the early symptoms of Ebola,” a hospital spokeswoman told the waiting cameras. “The hospital was quarantined as a precaution, but tests for Ebola have proved negative and the quarantine can now be lifted. This was a routine safeguard and at no time was any member of the public or staff at risk.”
         
 
         Pull the other one. God, what a farce. I went into the garage, cut some hardboard to size and painted it white. In less than three weeks I had to produce a couple of paintings worthy of my not-inconsiderable reputation. Something that “my five-year-old daughter could do,” as numerous friends and colleagues would take great delight in pointing out. Would it be a couple of Picassos, or maybe a pair of Modigliani ladies? They always went down well. When I’d finished I thought about phoning Rosie, but it was too late. I’d ring her tomorrow, make arrangements for Saturday. Mr Ho, the proprietor of the Bamboo Curtain, was a friend of mine. One of his special banquets was an event rather than a meal. I was sure Rosie would enjoy it. Before I went to bed I found the bottle of cheap champagne I’d been saving and put it in the fridge.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         We didn’t make the front page, which was a disappointment for the troops. A Town in Fear was a better headline than The Face of Evil, so the first six pages of the tabloids were filled with graphic descriptions of Ebola symptoms and primary school diagrams of DNA, showing how red triangles could mutate into blue hexagons with deadly results. The broadsheets used the scare to highlight the multi-million dollar trade in living primates, printing hard-hitting articles from their libraries to pad out the pages and demonstrate their concern.
         
 
         Our PR people had prepared a couple of statements from me – one for if we lost the trial; one for if we won – so I read that I was pleased with the result and hoped that it would be of some comfort for the families of the victims.
 
         “See!” I announced as I went into Gilbert’s office for our morning meeting. “Nothing to worry about. When’s he coming home?”
 
         “Tomorrow, all being well,” he replied, pushing the file he’d been reading to one side. “But it was a worry, Charlie. Did you see that programme on TV about it? If that gets loose it could be the end of the world.”
 
         “Nah,” I said. “A comet. That’s what’ll do it, like it did for the dinosaurs, sixty-five million years ago.” I’ve been swatting up on dinosaurs recently.
 
         I opened the champagne in the office and we drank it from our coffee mugs. It was just a little ceremony to mark the closure of the case: a collective sigh of relief and mutual back-slap, expressed in fizzy pop. We’d had a major piss-up the weekend after the arrest, but the job’s not over until someone has the key turned on them.
 
         Most of the troops knew what cases they were on with, and I had a couple of others to hand out. Prioritising the work is a big part of my contribution, but it sometimes makes me unpopular with the public. Each detective has at least five or six crimes to deal with at any time. If there’s a chance of an arrest in one of them it moves to the front of the queue, if there isn’t it goes backwards. So victims sit at home, surrounded by what’s left of their scattered belongings, waiting for the handsome crime-fighter to come knocking at the door to detect the villain. But he doesn’t come, not for three days, because he knows he has a better chance of finding the youths who screwed the filling station in full view of the CCTV cameras.
         
 
         One of the DCs approached me, more hesitantly than normal. “Um, can I have a quick word, Boss?” he asked.
 
         “Oh, what do you want, my blue-eyed son?” I asked.
 
         “It’s the coffee fund. You’re a bit behind.”
 
         I delved into my jacket pocket and produced a handful of coins. “How much?”
 
         “That’s not enough.”
 
         “Go on.”
 
         “Twelve pounds.”
 
         “Twelve quid! Twelve quid! Just for coffee! It’s highway robbery.”
         
 
         “You haven’t paid anything for three months.”
 
         I found a twenty pound note in my wallet and handed it over, saying: “Make sure you enter it in your book. I think you must have forgotten, the last time.”
 
         Dave Sparkington hung back as the team dispersed.
 
         “How did you get on with the knicker thief,” I asked.
 
         “Great. We got a description.”
 
         “Go on.”
 
         “Black lace, open crotch. I’m looking into it.”
 
         I exhaled, slowly and deliberately, casting my gaze towards the ceiling. Sparky likes to tell you things in his own way.
         
 
         “About fourteen years old,” he added. “Short, with fair hair. Wears a grey football shirt. Not sure what it is but it could be something like Leeds United second team Tuesday morning away strip.”
 
         “Good. Any other ideas?”
 
         “We’ve a couple o’ names.”
 
         “OK. Keep on with it.”
 
         He dangled a telephone report sheet in front of me, saying: “They can wait. This came in about five minutes ago while you were upstairs. It’s from the General Hospital. They had an admission yesterday afternoon that might be a poisoning. Non-fatal but it could’ve been. Victim thinks his ex-wife is trying to kill ’im. Thought I’d go along and talk to him but wondered if you wanted to come.”
         
 
         “The hospital?”
 
         “Mmm.”
 
         I shook my head vigorously. “Er, no, Dave. I think you can manage that one yourself.”
 
         “OK. See if I care. I’ve had my flu jab. Apparently the ex-wife was runner-up in the Miss Ferodo brake-linings beauty contest.”
         
 
         “On second thoughts,” I said, “if it’s an attempted murder maybe I should come along. I’ll get my coat.”
 
         Pete Goodfellow was bent over his keyboard, his typing sounding like a dripping tap. “You’re in charge, Pete,” I called to him.
 
         “No problem. Where are you going?”
 
         “To the hospital.”
 
         “Right. I’ve an appointment there myself next week, about this knee. It still isn’t right. Did I tell you?”
         
 
         “Yes, Pete, you told us all about it, several times. Have you tried St. John’s wort?”
 
         “No. I’ve tried glucosamine, and cod liver oil capsules, but they haven’t been much good. How does St. John’s wort work?”
         
 
         “I don’t know but it cured Dave’s irritable bowel syndrome, didn’t it, Sunshine?”
 
         “No, it gave me it. C’mon, let’s go.”
 
         We went in my car, with Dave driving. As we pulled out of the station yard he said: “Who is she?”
 
         “Who’s who?”
 
         “The woman.”
 
         “What woman?”
 
         “The one that’s making you so flippin’ cheerful.”
 
         “What makes you think it’s a woman?”
 
         “You mean… it’s a man?”
 
         “Er, no. You were right, it’s a woman.”
 
         He gave a chuckle and looked across at me. “When you die, Charlie, we won’t have you cremated or buried. We’ll roll you flat and make you into a window.”
 
         “Are you suggesting I’m transparent?”
 
         “Only where women are concerned.”
 
         “And you’ll go before me. Look at you: overweight, sedentary lifestyle. We thin nervous types live to a ripe old age.”
 
         “Don’t you start, I’ve enough with Shirley and Sophie lecturing me. But you’re right, I need more exercise.”
 
         I was quiet for a few seconds. Shirley is Dave’s wife, Sophie his daughter and my goddaughter. She’s studying at Cambridge, about to start her final year, and breaking Dave’s heart. She’s tall and beautiful, and had hardly been home this year. Dave was having to come to terms with the apple of his eye being plucked off the tree by someone he didn’t know.
         
 
         “Have you heard from Sophie?” I ventured.
 
         “No. Not for about six weeks. Last we heard she was going to Cap Ferrat with this boyfriend and his parents, she said. They have a place there, apparently.”
 
         “It was bound to happen, Dave. And if they’ve a place over there she can’t be doing too bad.”
 
         “I don’t suppose so. She asked how you were, if you’d found a new girlfriend. Can I tell her about Miss X?”
 
         “No. Tell her that I’m not looking, that she’s the only woman for me.”
 
         “Uh!” he snorted, and his knuckles tightened on the wheel.
 
         Ten minutes later we were running up the steps into the hospital.
 
         “I assume you were fibbing about the Miss Ferodo bit,” I gasped between breaths.
 
         “No, scout’s honour,” he replied, adding: “Mind you, it was 1945.”
 
         
             

         
 
         The doctor in charge of the patient came to meet us at the front desk. He looked about twenty and smelled like a National Trust gift shop. Dave introduced me and we shook hands.
 
         “Is everything back to normal now?” I asked.
 
         “Just about,” he replied, grinning, “but it was interesting for a while.”
         
 
         “Have the Press abandoned you now that there’s no story?”
         
 
         “They have. It was like Downing Street on budget day for a while, out in the car park. They’ve gone now, thank God, but they might be back when they hear about this.”
 
         “Really? So where do we begin?”
 
         “He came in by ambulance,” he told us. “Rang for it himself. Must have been quite frightening for the poor chap. They were gathered round him, reading his vital signs and wondering what to do next, when the houseman dealing with him asked if he’d had any illnesses lately. He said he hadn’t, all innocent, but he’d just come back from a holiday in Kenya. Could it be something he’d picked up there? And that was that. This nurse – a black girl from Nigeria – said: ‘Oh my God, it’s Ebola!’ and everybody took ten paces backwards.”
         
 
         From the expression on his face it was evident that he was enjoying telling us this. I was more interested in the poisoning but I stayed quiet, content to let the doctor have his five minutes and tell us in his own time.
         
 
         “How is he now?” Dave asked.
 
         “Ask him yourself. Come on, I’ll take you to him.”
 
         Dave and I looked at each other and back at the doctor. “You mean…” I began. “You mean… the person we’ve come to see is the Ebola suspect?”
         
 
         “He’s not a suspect any more. The toxicology results were quite conclusive, but it was quite a relief when they came back. Mind you, the ones with red faces might have preferred a full scale outbreak.”
 
         He obviously wasn’t one of them. “So what was it?” I asked.
 
         “Warfarin. We pumped him full of vitamin K and gave him a blood transfusion and he’s now well on the way to recovery.”
         
 
         “What did it do to him?”
 
         “It causes haemorrhaging, internally and externally. He’d summoned an ambulance because he was having breathing difficulties and then started passing blood. Lives alone, apparently. When he was admitted he was haemorrhaging from his nose and eyes and generally feeling out of sorts. What was happening inside we don’t know, but we’ll keep him in for a day or two, see how he fares.”
         
 
         “Sounds nasty,” I said.
 
         “It was.”
 
         “Rat poison?”
 
         “That’s right.”
 
         “But sometimes used medicinally.”
 
         “Yes. It’s an anti-clotting agent.”
 
         “Had he been prescribed it?”
 
         “He says not.”
 
         We’d reached the corridor where the victim’s private room was situated, and slowed to a halt outside it. “Could the toxicology report differentiate between the two possible sources?” I asked.
         
 
         “No, not at the level of testing we have available.”
 
         “If it was rat poison, what’s the fatal dose?”
 
         “Impossible to say. If the recipient has high blood pressure any dose could be dangerous. Prescribed dose is usually between three and nine milligrams. To be sure of killing someone it would have to be massive.”
         
 
         “How big is massive?”
 
         “Don’t quote me, Inspector, but I imagine, oh, thirty milligrams could be rather dodgy for most people. That’s what? A couple of tablespoonfuls. It’s anybody’s guess.”
         
 
         “Would he have died without medical intervention?”
         
 
         “No doubt about it.”
 
         “Right. Thanks for your help, Doc. What’s he called?”
 
         “Carl Johnson.”
 
         
             

         
 
         Mr Johnson was sitting up in bed, a drip in his arm supplying him with whatever he needed most. He was gaunt and swarthy, with a bony shoulder poking from the one-size-fits-all hospital pyjamas.
 
         “This is Inspector Priest and I’m DS Sparkington,” Dave told him, and the patient reached out with his free arm to shake hands. We found two chairs and sat down beside him.
 
         We asked him to tell us what happened and he started to relate all the gory details, but he had difficulty speaking so I decided that the abbreviated version would do. I poured him a beaker of water and said: “Have you been told what you were poisoned with?”
         
 
         “Thanks.” He took a sip, then: “Warfarin. Rat poison.”
         
 
         “But you’re not on warfarin tablets?”
 
         “No. It was her who did it, I’m sure of it.”
 
         “Your ex-wife?”
 
         “Estranged. We’re only separated.”
 
         “Why would she want to poison you?”
 
         “To get her hands on everything, that’s why.”
 
         “So you think it was an attempt to murder you, not just make you ill?”
         
 
         “’Course it was an attempt to murder me.”
 
         “Any ideas how you took the poison?”
 
         “No. Something I ate, I expect.”
 
         “What was your last meal?”
 
         “Curry. Chicken Madras.”
 
         “That would disguise the taste of the warfarin. Was it from a takeaway?”
 
         It was. He gave us his house keys and permission to scavenge in his rubbish bins. Dave made a note of his wife’s new address and the name of the suspect takeaway.
         
 
         “My money’s on Miss Ferodo,” he stated as we drove across town.
 
         “Nah,” I said. “Mine’s on the takeaway.”
 
         “How come?”
 
         “Sabotage. Local fish and chip shop fighting back, and fighting dirty.” Some cops deal with multi-billion frauds and drug cartels and barons of industry with their fingers in the pie, in Heckley we have takeaway wars.
 
         Johnson’s semi on the Barratt estate had all the hallmarks of a home where the woman has walked out: two days’ washing up in the sink; dirty towels over the radiator; windows that cut out the light and a smell of stale food permeating everywhere. Otherwise it was pleasant. The furniture was good quality and the decor was freshly applied. Too many ornaments, as usual, and a big wedding photograph standing on the widescreen TV.
         
 
         Why did he keep that? I wondered. A young version of Carl Johnson stood proudly next to a bubbly blonde, a grey topper clutched in his hand. I picked up the remote control for the television and flicked round the channels. I couldn’t believe what I saw. Were there really, in homes all over the country, people sad enough to be watching that tripe? “Go for a walk!” I wanted to scream at them. “Read a book! Or just look at the sky and wonder at the clouds. Anything but watch this drivel.”
         
 
         “Bad news,” Dave announced as he came into the room. “His bin’s been emptied. Hey, I like this.”
 
         “When it’s widescreen,” I said, “is the picture just stretched or is there a bit extra stuck on each side?”
 
         “It’s stretched. Haven’t you seen football on one? The goals look about thirty feet wide.”
 
         “No.” I pressed the off button and the picture faded. “Let’s have a look in the kitchen, then.”
 
         The curry tray was in a bucket under the sink, with enough sauce left clinging to the edges for our highly-trained scientists to analyse. We placed it in a plastic bag and labelled it. Beneath the tray we found two empty Foster’s cans, so they went into bags, too, along with a mackerel in honey mustard tin and the remnants of a pizza.
         
 
         Inside the fridge part of his fridge-freezer there was a half-empty tin of Del Monte pineapple rings, my favourites. He hadn’t mentioned them but perhaps he’d had a pudding. Something sweet like that goes down well with ice cream after a hot curry. I placed it on the draining board next to the other stuff.
 
         “It’s going to cost a fortune to process this lot,” I complained. Current charge to put something through the lab was £340 minimum, and Gilbert would not be pleased.
         
 
         Dave bent over our loot, sniffing at everything. “Any ideas what rat poison smells like?” he asked.
 
         “No. We should have asked the doctor. Let’s look in his garage – that might be where it’s kept.”
 
         There was a Citroen C3 in there, plus enough half-empty tins of emulsion in shades of beige to decorate the set of Desert Song. He had a few DIY tools, nothing excessive, and an assortment of chemicals for dealing with garden pests, but no mysterious crystals in an unmarked jam jar. He kept everything in those plastic containers that stack on top of each other. I found an empty one and commandeered it for the samples. We cast appraising eyes over the car and wandered out into the garden.
         
 
         He’d done a lot of work in it. There was a kerb around the lawn that was painted white, as was the wall dividing him from his neighbour. The borders were neat and weed-free, but well-stocked with plants, many of which were in full bloom. I’m not good at plants, but these looked the sorts that need a lot of attention. Dave knocked on the neighbour’s door, but nobody was home.
 
         “Just a sec,” Dave said, back in the kitchen as I started to place the samples in the box. He opened a drawer, decided it was the wrong one and tried another. This time he took a teaspoon from it and reached for the tin of pineapple.
         
 
         “What are you doing?” I asked.
 
         He dipped the spoon into the juice and transferred it to his mouth. A second later he was spitting furiously into the sink. I turned the cold tap on and told him to wash his mouth out. When he’d finished coughing and retching I said: “Don’t you like pineapple?”
         
 
         “That’s it,” he declared, wiping his mouth with a handkerchief and nodding towards the tin. “That’s where t’poison is.”
 
         “Well done,” I told him. “I reckon you just saved Gilbert’s budget a couple of grand. And if you start bleeding from all your bodily orifices we’ll know it isn’t Ebola.”
 
         
             

         
 
         He took me back to the station and then went off to the Home Office lab at Wetherton with all the goodies we’d collected. I caught up with the morning’s happenings and lunched on a chunky KitKat and a mug of tea. Carl Johnson’s wife, who rejoiced in the name of Davina, was in when I rang her number, so I arranged to see her in thirty minutes and went to the bathroom to comb my hair – maybe Sparky hadn’t been lying about the Miss Ferodo thing.
         
 
         Funny thing was I still wasn’t sure after I met her. She lived in a first-floor flat in a converted Victorian terrace on the edge of the town centre, only five minutes from the nick. She was about five-two in height with dazzling blonde hair that would have mended a fuse in an emergency. She had her hair lacquer delivered by tanker, like central heating oil, and I could have imagined her lining up with other hopefuls in the Skegness Pier Ballroom, a few years earlier. I could have, but I tried not to.
         
 
         “Mrs Johnson?” I asked, offering my warrant card for inspection as she opened the door. She nodded up at me and stepped to one side to let me through.
         
 
         Rented accommodation, fully furnished. Cheap furniture that a succession of tenants hadn’t given a toss about. Dingy curtains; cigarette burns on everything; electricity meter just inside the door, spinning like a windmill. I’d have killed to leave a place like that.
         
 
         “Are you sure he’s alright?” she asked, after gesturing for me to sit down. I’d told her that Carl was in hospital when I telephoned, but didn’t say he’d been at the centre of the Ebola panic.
         
 
         “According to the doctor he’ll be fine, but it was touch and go until they discovered what was wrong with him.”
 
         “And what is wrong with him?”
 
         “He’d eaten something that disagreed with him.”
 
         “What? Like food poisoning?”
 
         “Something like that. Can I ask how long you’ve been separated?”
 
         “Just coming up to six weeks, but what’s that got to do with it?”
 
         “Mr Johnson thinks you may have tampered with his food.”
 
         She stared at me for a beat, then jumped to her feet and paced the room. “That’s typical!” she declared. “Bloody typical. Everything that goes wrong it’s me. He’s paranoid, Inspector, bloody paranoid, believe me.” She started to say something else, stumbled over the words, then said: “Poison, was it? Poison? Any ideas what?”
 
         I shook my head.
 
         “No? Well I’ll tell you how he got it. He did it to himself, that’s what. He’s pathetic, feels sorry for himself since he lost his job.” She walked over to the window, looked out then turned back to face me. “I’m sorry, I never asked if you wanted a coffee.”
         
 
         “No, I’m fine. When did you last see him?”
 
         “The week after I left him. I’d given him this address, trying to be civilised about it, but he came round every night, promising me the world. It took a week for him to get the message that I wanted shot of him for good.”
 
         “Was he on any sort of medication?”
 
         “Medication?”
 
         “Mmm.”
 
         “Not from the doctor, but he spent a fortune in health shops. He was into every latest fad there was.”
 
         “Any ideas what he was taking?”
 
         “No, I’m sorry.”
 
         “What did he do when he worked?”
 
         “He was a sorter at the Post Office.”
 
         “And why did he lose his job?”
 
         “The cuts, due to mechanical sorting, or something, but he had a record of bad time-keeping, so they were probably glad to let him go.”
 
         “And do you do anything?”
 
         “Yes. I work at Yakuma Electronics, attaching things called FETs to printed circuit boards. It takes me forty-five seconds to do one, and my target is five hundred in a shift.”
         
 
         “Good grief. Aren’t you working today?”
 
         “Six this morning until two. I just came in as you rang.”
 
         “I’m sorry if I’ve upset your routine – you’re probably starving. I might want to see you again – will you be working the same hours next week?”
         
 
         “No. Two till ten next week.”
 
         “I’ve done a few of those myself, Mrs Johnson, so you have my sympathy.”
 
         “It pays the rent. I haven’t had a penny out of him.”
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