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            And the sun went down
 
            And the stars came out far over the summer sea.
 
            Alfred, Lord Tennyson, 1809–92

         
 
         It was the first week of July and I was on a slow train which was carrying me to the seaside. Mine was not a holiday trip, however, but a police duty engagement. I was on my way to Strensford, a picturesque and sometimes busy seaside resort on the north-east coast of Yorkshire. Graced by miles of smooth, yellow sand, Strensford is famed for its kippers and the fact that the bright summer sun both rises and sets over the sea. It is also known for its towering cliffs with a ruined abbey gloriously perched on top, and the haphazard cluster of red-roofed cottages which crowd around the harbour side, at times touching the water.
         
 
         A few years ago, I had started my police career in this town, but much as I liked Strensford, I hadn’t volunteered for this return visit. Who would volunteer to leave behind a loving wife and four tiny children? It is at times like this policemen realize that their wives are angels and models of patience and understanding – well, most of them are!
         
 
         It was Sergeant Blaketon who had said, ‘Rhea, I put your name down for coastal duties. You could do with a change of scenery and the chance to do some real police work; it’ll do you good to cope with daft holiday-makers, drunken locals and masses of cars all heading for the same parking space. So I’ve volunteered you for this duty. Fourteen weeks, it is. Each spell of duty is seven days on followed by two days off. You’ll be working shifts, so you’ll get home once in a while.
         
 
         ‘You’ll be in uniform, helping the local lads to cope with the summer rush. Report at Strensford Police Station prompt at 9 a.m. a week on Monday, and take enough stuff to last you a week. Digs will be found and food will be provided. It’ll be no holiday, mind you, so don’t go thinking it’s a doddle.’
         
 
         It didn’t matter whether or not I wanted to volunteer – I was on my way, but one thing did please me. For three blissful months or so, I’d be free from the domineering presence of Sergeant Oscar Blaketon. That pleasing thought was the one bright spot in the gloom which would follow departure from my little family.
         
 
         I was familiar with the coastal problems. I’d served my police apprenticeship at Strensford and knew that during the winter months the town literally died. Lashed by fierce north-east gales, high seas, dense fogs and intensely cold weather, the little resort simply ceased to appeal to anyone. Even its own residents grumbled about the treatment it received from the uncaring weather. As the claws of winter chased away the holiday-makers, Strensford’s streets and hotels emptied, its beaches became deserted and its shops closed their doors against the Arctic blasts. To walk those blustery streets on a Sunday in winter was tantamount to trekking to the North Pole.
         
 
         This was in direct contrast to the summer months, when the town changed beyond all belief (even the fogs were a few degrees warmer). Holiday-makers swamped the place. Boarding houses and hotels re-opened, the amusement arcades dusted their machines, camping sites bustled with activity and the shopkeepers gave their premises a new coat of paint. Lines of traffic flooded into the town; bus-loads came for the day and train-loads came for longer periods.
         
 
         Even foreigners came to Strensford in the summer. Flat-capped folks came from the West Riding of Yorkshire, and beer-swilling Geordies came down from the north. Scots folks arrived for two-week stretches to spend a little cash, Europeans passed through, and it was even rumoured that some from the south of England ventured this far north.
         
 
         And as if to please all those visitors, the sun occasionally broke through the summer fogs to bathe the town in a warm, pleasing glow.
         
 
         From the police officer’s point of view, this annual influx presented severe problems. In the winter, the resident constables were bored out of their minds due to a lamentable lack of activity, whereas the hectic summer months pushed them to their limits and beyond. There just weren’t sufficient officers to cope with the plethora of problems the visitors managed to generate.
         
 
         It is widely known in police circles that when people descend en  masse  upon a place, they produce problems. Those problems are bewildering and awesome in their range and complexity, and it is invariably the police who have to deal with them. At the seaside, they range from simple things like children getting lost or vehicles travelling the wrong way along one-way streets, to mammoth worries like people leaping off cliffs to end their lives or ships going down with all hands. The coastal constable sees a lot, learns a lot, copes with a lot and, in despair and disbelief, shakes his head a lot.
         
 
         I was aware of all these factors as my train neared the end of its journey. I was to become, however temporarily, such a constable. For the next few weeks, which embraced the height of Strensford’s summer season, I was to be a constable by the sea.
         
 
         After a very early morning start, I had caught this train, the only one which would allow me to arrive at Strensford Police Station by no later than the stipulated hour of 9 a.m. This train was also the school-train, for on its long tortuous but incredibly picturesque route through the Strensbeck Valley of the North York Moors, it gathered masses of children from the dales and villages and poured them into Strensford to be ‘eddicated’ as the dalesmen put it. Once in town, they dispersed daily to their secondary schools or to the grammar school.
         
 
         In those days, railway carriages were divided into individual compartments, each of which seated about ten people, and so I had entered one which contained nothing that looked remotely like a rampant schoolchild. Schoolchildren can be very wearisome  as  travelling  companions.   Instead,  my  fellow passengers were a sober bunch of people from the villages, people whose livelihood was earned in Strensford through earnest toil in its shops, offices and factories. As I’d entered, they had stared at me briefly; for one thing, I was a stranger on the train, and secondly, my mode of dress was an obvious mixture of civilian clothing and police uniform.
         
 
         I had deemed this necessary because I had to be at the police station no later than 9 a.m., and the train arrived at Strensford at five minutes to nine. This meant I had no time to change, so to save time, and to prevent a possible disciplinary charge by being late, I had donned my best uniform and wore it beneath a civilian mackintosh. Thus I sported large black, polished boots, dark blue serge trousers, a blue shirt and black tie, all of which were clearly visible and which announced that I was a member of the Force. My tunic was nicely concealed beneath my raincoat, while my hand luggage comprised a bulky holdall, a small suitcase and some bags of assorted necessities.
         
 
         One snag was that police uniforms are the most difficult things to pack, consequently my cumbersome greatcoat was slung on top of my holdall, between the handles, and for the time being my police cap on top of that. These were all on the rack above my head. I had a second tunic slung over my suitcase and had other bags and belongings draped around it. I reasoned that, even though my luggage was bulky and a nuisance, I could cope with it during the short, brisk walk from the railway station.
         
 
         Sergeant Blaketon reckoned it was only a two-minute walk, but I knew the train could be late. Fortunately, this one was on time, but even so, I would have no moments to spare once the train halted at Strensford. Believing in early preparation, I stood up and began to gather my belongings as it rattled beneath the huge viaduct on its final mile or so. I was determined to have my things off the racks and securely clutched in my hands by the time the train halted. Then I’d make a dash for the barrier with my ticket at the ready, and I would gain the town’s streets before the other passengers clogged the exit.
         
 
         ‘Ah wouldn’t bother,’ said a man in the corner opposite.
 
         ‘Pardon?’ I wasn’t sure he was addressing me.
 
         ‘Ah said Ah wouldn’t bother,’ he was pointing at my unwieldy collection of belongings. ‘Getting them things down yet. You’ll not beat ’em.’
         
 
         ‘Beat ’em?’ I suspended my work and placed one hand on the edge of the rack as I questioned him.
         
 
         ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘The kids. Schoolkids. They’ll be out afore you, like a horde of bloody rampaging cattle, they are. It’s a bloody stampede. We allus sit tight till they’ve got clear. It’s safer in the long run.’
         
 
         The other passengers clearly agreed with this middle-aged chap in the sports jacket, for they nodded and smiled at his words of common sense. But I couldn’t afford to wait – it was already six minutes to nine.
         
 
         ‘Thanks,’ I smiled at them all, and at him in particular. ‘But I’ve got to be at work prompt at nine o’clock, not a second later. I’ll get through the crush. But thanks for the warning.’
         
 
         After all, I told myself, I had been in the RAF during my National Service, and that experience had taught me a lot about rushing for trains, rushing off trains, galloping heavily laden along busy platforms, changing stations with seconds to spare, battling through rush-hour crowds – we servicemen had done it all, and that expertise was going to be my salvation this very morning.
         
 
         I stood at the carriage door and lowered the window so that I could operate the catch from the outside. As I did so, I breathed in the clean salt air, air which some believe contains ozone but which in fact is a heady mixture of evaporating brine and kipper smoke. Even so, the blast of fresh air which blew into my face and ruffled my hair had a definite tang of the wide-open sea. It was clean and refreshing, beautifully pure and enervating. It held a promise of excitement and romance.
         
 
         We were now reducing speed; the train had arrived at the outward end of the long, curving platform and was braking. There was the clash of brakes, the squeal of iron wheels on iron rails, the clanking of buffers all accompanied by the shuddering motions of a heavily laden train being forced to a halt. We entered the station buildings, and the roof appeared in view; slowly, we cruised to a halt.
         
 
         Quickly, I opened my door. The train was still moving, albeit very, very slowly. I gripped my assorted baggage just as I wanted it, and I could see the deserted barrier near the head of the train. There was no reason why I should not be first through. A forlorn ticket-collector stood there, his dark blue uniform prominent against the greyness of the station’s stone-work, and there was no one ahead of me. The way was clear.
         
 
         With my customary agility and my practised RAF leap, I descended from the still-moving train, and in spite of my luggage, my legs had no trouble adjusting to a rapid running motion. I was on my way, and my luggage bobbed and bounced as I ran. I was running towards the ticket-collector at the speed of the slowing train. I could see him waiting for me, even though he did seem to be an awful long way off.
         
 
         I’m not sure what went wrong with my strategy.
 
         I became aware that I was being rapidly overtaken and simultaneously surrounded by noisy, galloping schoolchildren. Hats, scarfs, satchels, waving arms and bare knees were all about me, all heading in the same direction but with even more speed and urgency than I could muster. I was vaguely aware of countless stomping feet, many shrill voices all raised in unison and an unseen determination by each one of them to be first through that ticket-barrier. I was probably unwittingly involved in a daily race for some kind of momentary, childish glory.
         
 
         I was unavoidably swept along by the thrusting crowd; this was mass movement at its very worst, for even if I’d wished to turn around, it would have been impossible. I had no choice but to go along with the stampeding mass of school-bound youngsters, and as I galloped along with them, I realized that they had also to be in class by nine o’clock.
         
 
         To add to my impending and inevitable delay at the barrier, my uniform greatcoat, which had been lying on top of my holdall, had gradually slipped, and its tail was trailing on the platform. It was gathering dust as I ran, and with horror I realized that my cap was also working loose. Being swept along as I was, I could not halt my onward rush to rectify matters.
         
 
         And as these doom-laden realizations impressed themselves upon me, disaster arrived. As I pumped my way through the crowd, I trod upon that loose coat tail. My running motion was rudely interrupted and I was launched briefly into mid-air, then went sprawling to earth in an entanglement of arms and legs, some of which did not belong to me. As I fell, I lost my grip on the holdall; I recall that it bounded, or was kicked, from my grasp, and it disappeared among hundreds of stamping feet as it was bundled along by the moving mass. My cap broke loose too and went bowling along beneath a tumult of feet as I lay on the platform with a multiplicity of shoes pounding my back, head, arms and legs. The surging crowd moved on. I tried to get up; I couldn’t. Each time, more feet pounded me back into the ground. And then, quite suddenly, it was all over and there was peace.
         
 
         I struggled to my feet and saw that a mass of children had come to a halt around the unfortunate ticket-collector, but their number was reducing rapidly as they squeezed through the barriers and ran for their waiting buses or hurried to their schools.
         
 
         My battered holdall was lying midway between me and the barrier, and my trampled greatcoat was spread open nearby, something like Walter Raleigh’s famous cape, except there was no royal personage to walk upon it and no puddle to justify its position on the ground. It was smothered in the thick grey dust of the railway station.
         
 
         I had no idea where my cap had gone.
 
         I dusted down my trousers and mackintosh and then began to make my slow, somewhat painful way to the barrier, retrieving my holdall and greatcoat en  route.  I got there eventually, by which time the last of the children had passed through. Their disappearance through the narrow gap was rather like sand slipping through an hourglass, and their final departure produced an air of sudden peace and tranquillity.
         
 
         ‘Your cap,’ grunted the ticket collector. It was perched on the gatepost at the barrier, buckled, bruised and very dirty. ‘They’re animals, the lot of ’em. Bloody animals. No respect.’
         
 
         I smiled ruefully as I handed in my ticket and lifted my cap from its temporary resting place. As I did so, I became aware of a man behind me.
         
 
         ‘Ah said thoo shouldn’t have bothered.’ It was the man from the railway carriage, and he was shaking his head. ‘Thoo hasn’t saved any time. See? We’ve caught thoo up.’
         
 
         Through the gap in the wall which was the exit, I could see the police station, a red-brick building on a hill about four hundred yards away. The ticket-collector noticed me looking anxiously at it.
         
 
         ‘By lad,’ he said. ‘You’ll need a bit more about you if you’re going to be stationed in this spot! ’Specially with summer coming on. Some o’ these day-trippers eat young lads like you! Now, next time, stay on this train till yon school-rush is clear of this barrier.’
         
 
         ‘Ah did warn you,’ muttered the fellow in the sports jacket, and now I could see the other passengers heading this way.
         
 
         ‘Thanks.’ I tried to show pleasure at their helpfulness, but my back hurt and I felt a real mess.
         
 
         It was one minute to nine as I left the portals of the railway station, and I struggled across the street with my battered load. I took a short cut across the forecourt of the bus station, hurried through a back street near a cinema and climbed the short, steep, cobbled hill towards the red-brick edifice which was Strensford’s police station, a building erected in Victoria’s reign.
         
 
         I was puffing and panting by now, with sweat pouring off me. My perspiration had gathered a good deal of flying dust during my tumble, and I knew my hands and face were stained and dirty. My hair was hanging limp and I could feel the mess I was in. My cumbersome baggage had made things worse. Items trailed from it, my cap kept falling off, and the infuriating coat insisted on slipping to the ground.
         
 
         Eventually I arrived at the entrance, which was along a level cul-de-sac, a side-street leading off the cobbled hill, and which was marked by a blue sign saying ‘Police’. There was a row of bicycles parked against the wall but no outward sign of activity.
         
 
         I entered to memories of my early days here and hurriedly descended a dark flight of steps into the ageing bowels of this curious old place. I found myself at the hatch over which was a notice saying, ‘Enquiries’. I peeped through – there was an office full of policemen, so I walked in as I’d done much less confidently a few years ago.
         
 
         ‘Rhea!’ bellowed an all-too-familiar voice in my ear. ‘You’re late! Three minutes late on your first day’s duty. And look at the state of you! Has there been a train crash? Have you been fighting drunks already, Rhea? And that uniform! And you should not be wearing a mixture of civilian clothes with your uniform …’
         
 
         Sergeant Blaketon had also come to Strensford for a spell of coastal duty. I let him ramble on but did wonder how he had managed to arrive on time and why he had not brought me with him. I was to learn later that he had instructed one of the Ashfordly constables to drive him over in the official car, a privilege not permitted constables. Man and car had returned to patrol duties around my peaceful patch at Aidensfield.
         
 
         ‘You’re on nights, tonight, Rhea,’ Sergeant Blaketon was saying. ‘So you needn’t have got dressed up like that. Now, your digs are at the Breckdale Private Hotel across the street. Go there now. The rest have already arrived. Settle in, they’ll explain things to you, then report back here for duty at ten tonight. And Rhea, be smart and be on time. In fact, be early. Ten minutes to ten, on the dot.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, sergeant.’ Quite suddenly, I wasn’t looking forward to being a constable by the sea.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         My first night’s duty wasn’t too bad. I knew my way around the town and had no real difficulty adjusting to this changed routine. Even so, there was a marked contrast between plodding a beat around farms and villages and treading featureless streets. Now my time would be spent visiting public houses to quell any possible fighting and to ensure they closed on time, or checking numerous shop doors to make sure they were locked and secure against prowling criminals.
         
 
         It was the latter task which almost landed me in more hot water with Sergeant Blaketon; the incident occurred during my second night on duty.
         
 
         By way of an excuse, I ought to add that I had been very tired even before embarking on that second tour of eight foot-slogging hours. Having arrived at nine o’clock on that Monday morning, I had been awake all that day and, without any sleep, had performed an eight-hour tour of night duty that night. I’d collapsed into bed just after 6.30 the following morning but had not slept at all. For one thing, I missed Mary; for another, a strange bed was not conducive to peaceful slumber, and the routine sounds of the hotel were not the best at lulling me to sleep. Finally, I was called down to lunch at one o’clock, so my sleep total was practically nil. It was not the best recipe for another tour of night duty.
         
 
         When I began that second tour, therefore, I was almost asleep on my feet even before parading for duty and put on what I hoped was a wide-awake appearance during the briefing in the muster room. Sergeant Blaketon was duty sergeant that night, and I caught him eyeing me once or twice as he informed us about the night’s work. There were unoccupied houses and shops to care for, likely trouble-spots outside dance halls and clubs, and a spate of burglaries by villains using stolen cars.
         
 
         ‘Are you all right, Rhea?’ he suddenly asked.
 
         ‘Yes, sergeant,’ I said, looking puzzled.
 
         ‘You look bloody awful,’ he commented. ‘Pale and tired. Is this townie style of bobbying too much for you?’
         
 
         ‘Not at all!’ I tried to sound very confident in my response. ‘I’m fine.’
         
 
         ‘Right,’ he addressed the entire complement of tonight’s officers. ‘To your beats.’
         
 
         I had been allocated No. 2 Beat, which comprised the town centre, and this meant I had lots of shop premises, office blocks, restaurants and pubs to check during the first half of my tour. Those mundane tasks would pass the time rapidly until my 2 a.m. break.
         
 
         To be honest, those first four hours flew past; I was so busy checking all the property for which I was responsible that I had no time to feel tired. This was aided by cheery home-going drinkers who always stopped for a chat with the patrolling policeman. Their good humour helped to while away the long night hours – as long as they were not troublesome. It is fair to say that very few of them did cause real trouble – we would often place a cheerful drunk into a taxi to help him home, the ‘penalty’ being the taxi-fare, but they rarely caused anything more serious.
         
 
         At 2 a.m., therefore, I adjourned to the station, where I thoroughly enjoyed my sandwiches and coffee.
         
 
         The worst was to come. The second half of a night shift is always a trial because, even with an adequate amount of sleep, there is that awful period between 3 a.m. and 4 a.m. when the patrolling constable is at his lowest ebb. There are times when he is literally asleep on his feet, when he is walking like a robot, when he is not seeing anything and when he doesn’t know anything. It is a ghastly time and few escape it. Having been denied my fair share of sleep, that low ebb hit me hard. I was patrolling the second half of my beat, refreshed with coffee and sandwiches, and the time had reached 3 a.m. Daylight was not far away. But at five minutes past three, by now feeling exceedingly weary, I found an insecure shop door. It was not locked, although the shop lights were out and there did not appear to have been a break-in. I checked all the external windows and the back door, but it became clear that the shopkeeper had forgotten to lock his front door.
         
 
         This discovery kept me awake for a while, and I knew my next task was to search the shop for intruders. This was in the days before police officers enjoyed the support of personal radio sets, so I was alone. Snapping on my powerful torch, I entered the shop and began a thorough search in the darkness. It was a furniture shop on two storeys, and I made a meticulous search of every conceivable hiding place. There was no intruder, the till had not been forced and there did not appear to have been a break-in.
         
 
         The simple solution was to lock the offending door by dropping the latch, and then get the key-holder out of bed to ask for a check of his premises. This was always done, just to be sure that all was well. This rude awakening had the added effect of making the key-holder more careful in the future about locking up. But this lock was of the mortice type, and there was no key in the lock. I could not leave the premises insecure – there might be a shop-breaker lurking in the night, so I picked up the shop’s telephone and rang the police station.
         
 
         Sergeant Blaketon answered.
 
         He listened to my story then said, ‘Right, Rhea, I’ve checked the key-holders’ register and that furniture shop belongs to a chap called Raymond Austin. He lives out at Oakdale, and that’s a good half-hour’s drive, then he’s got to get dressed. I’ll ring him now and get him to lock his shop. You wait there until he comes – it could be three-quarters of an hour; check it all over just to be sure nothing’s been stolen, and then make sure he locks up.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, sergeant.’ I replaced the telephone and resigned myself to a long wait. But there was one advantage about having to wait here – it was a furniture shop full of comfortable seats.
         
 
         I closed the front door but did not switch on the shop’s lights and with the aid of my torch selected a comfortable settee upon which to wait. It was nicely out of view of the windows—not that many folks would be passing by or window-shopping at this time of the morning, but I did not wish to be stared at during my lonely vigil. I settled down on the lovely soft surface of the settee, and in the warmth of the evening my eyes began to close and my head began to nod. My head jolted alarmingly as I fought to keep awake, and in an effort to do so, I walked around the shop once or twice, but the inevitable happened. Eventually, I fell fast asleep.
         
 
         When I awoke, daylight had arrived. The summer dawn arrived early on the coast, and when I checked my watch, it was four o’clock. Four o’clock? It took me a few minutes to gather my wits and to realize where I was, but then I recalled with horror that I was still in the shop and that I must have nodded off. I hurriedly left my cosy resting-place, shivered and walked around for a minute or two, checking the time and wondering where the key-holder was. Surely it was time he was here! If there’d been a problem, Sergeant Blaketon would have rung back.
         
 
         I decided to have a look up the street, just to see if he was anywhere in sight. I went to the front door. It was locked. I shook it, I tugged it, I hauled on the handle, but it was as secure as a fortress.
         
 
         With my heart sinking fast into my boots, I realized what had happened. Mr Austin must have driven down from Oakdale and arrived at his premises while I was slumbering out of his sight; he’d simply locked his door and departed. I was now locked in.
         
 
         I walked around the shop, my heart thumping with worry, and I knew that I’d be in real trouble if Blaketon discovered my lapse. Sleeping on duty was almost a cardinal sin. I told myself to be calm as I wandered around, seeking a window which might open, or a key which might permit me to leave. But none of the windows was of the opening kind, save for a small one in the toilet, but that wouldn’t even admit a cat. And I could not find a key hanging anywhere.
         
 
         There was only one solution – I’d have to ring the station once more and hope that Sergeant Blaketon was out of the building. I’d ask whoever was on duty to ring Mr Austin again. I’d have to ask him to drive back into town to release me. I had to be out of the shop before six o’clock, otherwise I’d be late for booking off duty, and that would get me into severe trouble …
         
 
         Then it dawned on me that if the station duty constable could ring Mr Austin, why couldn’t I? Perhaps I could cover up my crass stupidity! I looked up his number in the directory which lay by the phone, checked my watch and realized he’d almost be back home. I knew he’d be horrified if he was roused again, so I wanted to catch him before he got back into bed. I was aware that he was liable to write a letter of complaint to the Superintendent, but it was a risk I could not avoid.
         
 
         I rang the number. The telephone rang for a long, long time but eventually a woman sleepily answered.
         
 
         ‘Oh,’ I said apologetically. ‘This is Strensford Police. It’s PC Rhea speaking. Is Mr Austin there?’
         
 
         ‘No, he’s gone to his shop. Your office rang about it.’
 
         ‘Ah, well, it’s urgent. We need to contact him.’
 
         ‘Well, I’m sorry, but he left well over an hour ago, to lock up his premises, he said. It had been left open.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, well, he has locked it, but something urgent has arisen and I thought he might have returned home by now.’
         
 
         ‘No, constable, he said it was hardly worth while coming all this way back, so he said he was going fishing off the pier end. He said he’d stay there until it was time to open up at half past eight. He often gets up early to go sea-fishing, constable; he loves every minute of it. That’s where you’ll find him, sitting on the end of the pier with his fishing rod.’
         
 
         ‘Oh, well, I need him urgently but can’t reach him …’
 
         ‘What’s wrong, officer?’ there was alarm in her voice.
 
         I took a deep breath. ‘You’re going to laugh at this, Mrs Austin, but I’m locked in your shop! I can’t get out,’ and I explained how this terrible thing had happened.
         
 
         She burst into laughter and I felt an utter fool. Finally, she said, ‘Look, there’s no need to worry. Look in Ray’s desk, right-hand drawer, in an old toffee box. There’s a spare set of keys with a bobbin attached. Use them, and pop them back through the letterbox when you’ve got out.’
         
 
         ‘Thank you!’ I breathed. ‘Thank you. You don’t know how relieved I am!’
         
 
         ‘Then come back into the shop one day and tell me. I work there too – there’ll be a cup of tea for you, and I know my husband would love to meet you …’ and she chuckled loudly as she replaced the telephone.
         
 
         I did find those keys, and I did let myself out, then I tried to resume my patrol as if nothing had happened. But I reckoned the story would surface one day – so I’m telling it now, without exaggeration. I made firm friends of Mr and Mrs Austin, but I often wonder if Sergeant Blaketon ever knew about my lapse.
         
 
         That morning, as I booked off duty, he asked, with a twinkle in his eye, ‘Is everything all right, Rhea?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, all correct, sergeant,’ I assured him.
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            O well for the sailor lad
 
            That he sings on his boat in the bay.
 
            Alfred Lord Tennyson, 1809–92

         
 
         To walk the early morning beat in Strensford is an enchanting experience. Such is the appeal of the harbourside and the beach at the dawn of a summer’s day that holiday-makers and local residents alike stir themselves from their slumbers and journey to the sea, there to explore the coast and to witness the daily routine of the fishermen. These sturdy, hard-working men may begin their work at any hour of the day or night depending upon the timing of the tides. Sometimes they return to shore in the light of a new dawn, and sometimes they rise even before the sun to busy themselves about their boats or at the nearby fishmarket.
         
 
         There are times when the undulating waters of the harbour are hidden beneath a floating, constantly moving platform of fishing boats. Men clad in thigh-length waders and thick, dark-blue jerseys known as gansers move from boat to boat with astonishing ease and confidence, while the boats themselves are moored both side by side and stern to prow. They form a solid, gently swaying platform which reaches midway across the water, and from many of them spirals of blue smoke rise from tiny chimneys as their motors idle with a strangely fluid sound. There is the scent too, the distinctive scent of the sea and of fish and fishing, a scent not unpleasant here on the quayside.
         
 
         In the summer, some of the boats belong to the local fishermen, but others do come to Strensford as visitors. Some hail from English ports, others come from Scotland, Holland and Scandinavia, but they all seek the shoals of herring which visit Dogger Bank and inhabit the North Sea.
         
 
         The visitors invariably live upon their boats, sleeping, eating and working within the spotless confines of their accommodation below deck. During their annual visit to Strensford, these ships are a combination of miniature floating homes, factories and fishmarkets. The men on board are dressed for combat both with the sea and with fish, for here you’ll find sou’westers, gansers, thigh-length sea-boots and one-piece pale blue denim tops with long sleeves and no buttons.
         
 
         And always, there is the ever-present scent of fish, the glistening fish scales, the huge boxes of cooling ice and buckets of fresh cleansing water. Cool wetness and fish seem to be inseparable, and in those days boxes of preserving ice were manufactured at local ice factories.
         
 
         To witness the careful work-a-day preparations by this multinational fleet is fascinating. Daily they brave the wrath of the grey North Sea in boats which seem too small and flimsy when viewed from the staiths but which are sturdy enough to cope with their tough, thankless task.
         
 
         It is this unique activity which so captivates the holiday-makers, and we policemen who then patrolled the town were privileged to see this routine during our normal duties. And in spite of seeing it time and time again, it never lost its appeal. Sea fishermen live in a self-contained world; it is a unique way of life which is an echo of the past. There was never any overt urgency in their behaviour, just a steady, methodical style born of generations of hard-working men whose chosen career faced nature at its most severe.
         
 
         Sometimes at night or in the very early dark hours of the morning, that same fleet would position itself far out at sea to undertake its work. From the shore, it could be seen as a distant town of gently moving lights, all arranged in straight lines like formal streets. I’ve known motorists high on the moors be puzzled by the appearance of the ‘mirage’ of a new town out in the blackness of the night-time sea, but those are the lights by which these men work to drag from the deep their full nets of struggling fish. And, when the night’s work is done, they will return to Strensford to unload and sell their catch, to prepare their boats and equipment for the following day and then to embark once again, depending not upon the passage of time but upon the sequence of high tides and a knowledge of the movements of the herring shoals, or the availability of whiting, cod and other fish.
         
 
         Although visitors did sometimes join local boats for paid fishing trips, I never anticipated stepping on board any of them, either British or foreign.
         
 
         But it did happen.
 
         The first time was when I was on early duty, my beat taking me along the harbourside.
         
 
         My 6.35 a.m. point was at the telephone kiosk in the Fish Market, and on this occasion there was a call for me.
         
 
         ‘It’s Stan in the office,’ said the voice. ‘I’ve a pleasant little job for you.’
         
 
         ‘Fire away.’ I took my notebook from my tunic pocket and opened its pages on the coinbox so I could write in it.
         
 
         ‘It’s from a Mrs Maureen McPherson.’ He spoke slowly, allowing me time to take down his words. ‘From Aberdeen,’ and he gave me the address.
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ I said, having noted those details.
 
         ‘Her son, Ian, is a crewman on the fishing boat Waverley – it’s in our harbour all this week. It’s registered in Aberdeen, you’ll find it easily enough. We’ve got a request message for him – tell him that his mother rang. It’s to say that his wife, Joan, has given birth to a baby boy. She’s in the maternity hospital in Aberdeen, and both are doing well. Maybe he’ll give his mother a call as soon as possible?’
         
 
         ‘I’ll be delighted,’ I said. The delivery of these so-called ‘request messages’ was a task we often undertook for those people who did not have a telephone. On this occasion it was a pleasant message, but more often than not we had to deliver news of deaths or severe accidents. News of a happy birth was a very welcome change.
         
 
         I went cheerfully about my task and soon found the fishing boat. It was moored midway along the harbourside and lay beyond a further three, well into the centre of the full harbour. All seemed at rest, for there was no obvious work going on.
         
 
         I climbed down to the deck of the nearest boat and by stepping across other decks soon reached the Waverley.  There was no one on deck, so I tapped on the cabin door, where I was greeted by a thick-set fisherman in the customary heavy navy-blue sweater. In his late forties, he oozed power and authority, a formidable man to cross, I guessed.
         
 
         ‘Good morning,’ I said as he opened the narrow door.
 
         ‘Wha’ is it?’ There was more than a hint of suspicion in his gruff Scots voice. ‘It’s no’ bother, is it?’
         
 
         ‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s good news. Is Ian McPherson below?’
 
         ‘Aye.’
 
         ‘Could I have a word with him?’
 
         ‘Here?’
 
         ‘Yes please.’
 
         ‘He’s busy, doon the galley, but Ah’ll fetch him.’
 
         I watched his broad back disappear below and waited until a younger man arrived. He was dark-haired and swarthy, if a little more slender than the previous one. He’d be about twenty-six years old but was almost a carbon-copy of the older man. He was powerful too, thick-set with a strong chin and deep chest. I reckoned he and his father could cope with any kind of ‘bother’ as they called it.
         
 
         ‘Hello,’ he said.
 
         ‘Ian McPherson?’
 
         ‘Aye, Ah’m Ian, that other was ma dad.’
 
         ‘Oh, well. It’s good news. I’ve got a message from your mother. It’s to say you’re a proud dad, Ian. A lovely baby boy, born in Aberdeen maternity hospital. Your wife and baby are both fine. I was asked to inform you. Oh, and you’ve got to ring your mother.’
         
 
         His dark eyes misted at my news, and this was followed by the quivering of his bottom lip, both signs of a happy new father. This tough, stolid Scotsman was doing his best not to show any emotion, but he was losing the battle.
         
 
         ‘Congratulations,’ I said.
 
         ‘Aye,’ he wiped an eye with the rough sleeve of his ganser. ‘Look, officer, come along doon. We’ll need to celebrate de noo.’
         
 
         It was rather early in the morning to be drinking, I thought, but I did not like to appear churlish in his moment of happiness, so I followed him downstairs into the tiny, cramped galley. It was spotlessly clean and tidy. I noticed the table was laid for five breakfasts, and as I reached the end of this tiny table, Ian shouted.
         
 
         ‘Hey, fellers. Listen to this! Ah’m a dad, a new dad, a little lad, so we’ve got another crew member, heh?’
         
 
         Four men rushed in, one of them still in pyjamas, and they slapped him on the back, congratulated him and praised him. Then they turned to the man I’d first met and offered him their congratulations on being a new grandfather. I did likewise.
         
 
         ‘Ah’ve fetched the constable doon for a celebration,’ said the new father. ‘Set him a place, Donal.’
         
 
         One of them set a breakfast place at the end of the table and offered me a stool; I sat down, feeling a little bewildered by this turn of events, but Mr McPherson senior said, ‘This is a family boat, constable. My lad and oor cousins, that’s who we are. It’s oors and oors alone. Noo we’ve a new man to grow in tae the business and tha’s good. Verra good. You’ll be welcome to celebrate wi’ us, seeing t’was you who brought the good news. You’ll take breakfast wi’ us then?’
         
 
         ‘I’ll be delighted,’ I said, wondering how I’d manage two breakfasts in one short morning. The hotel would have one ready when I returned around nine o’clock.
         
 
         They busied themselves in the cramped little galley, and then a bottle of Scotch appeared. It was placed in the centre of the table, and six glistening cut glasses were positioned at each of the breakfast settings. Then, as if at some unseen signal, the whole crew of five settled around the table, the pyjama-clad cousin having dressed by this time.
         
 
         Then Ian’s father, whom I took to be the captain of this boat, surprised me by saying, ‘Constable, we say grace de noo.’
         
 
         And they did. Those five hard, rugged Scotsmen bowed their heads as Mr McPherson said grace.
         
 
         Afterwards he poured a generous tipple of whisky into each glass, and we toasted the health of the new baby and his absent mother. At that, one of them left the table and brought the first course of the breakfast. It was porridge, unsweetened, thick and eaten with salt.
         
 
         I stayed there too long; I drank a little too much of their  whisky and ate far too much of their plain but wholesome breakfast, but I was pleased I’d eaten a Scots breakfast on board an immaculate fishing boat with such a caring family.
         
 
         But the most memorable sight was of those five tough seamen with bowed heads meekly saying grace before they ate.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Another opportunity to go aboard a boat occurred when the daughter of the proprietor of our digs, the Breckdale Private Hotel, asked if I could obtain a clog for her. Anne, tall, pretty and blonde, asked me at lunchtime one day.
         
 
         ‘A clog?’ I must have sounded surprised.
 
         ‘Yes, a real clog, a Dutchman’s clog, one of those wooden ones. I’d love one of those.’
         
 
         ‘Why do you want a clog?’ I asked.
 
         ‘To bring good luck,’ she answered. ‘A real clog, as worn by a Dutch person, brings good luck.’
         
 
         I never heard of this superstition. I knew that fisherfolk the world over were highly superstitious – the local ones, for example, believed that if the family kept a black cat, it would ensure the safe return from sea of the man-of-the-house. But once at sea, the word ‘cat’ had never to be mentioned because it would bring ill fortune, although some felt it sensible to keep a black cat on board. In the event of a shipwreck, this was first to be rescued.
         
 
         Other forbidden words included drowning,  witch,  death,  pig, dog,  rabbit  and rat,  as well as references to clergymen and words for various parts of the human body!
         
 
         If, on their way to their boat, the fishermen met either a cross-eyed person, a woman wearing a white apron, a clergyman or a hare, there was nothing that could be done to avert a sea-faring disaster other than to turn around and go home. There is still a belief that sea-birds contain the souls of the drowned and that their cries are the cries of the dead who are warning the living against the storms and hidden dangers.
         
 
         But I knew nothing about clogs bringing good luck. A similar superstition was that if a person carried a fisherman’s sea-boots to him, they should always be borne under the arm and not over the shoulder, for fear of bringing bad luck. Another belief in some places was that old shoes should be thrown after boats as they left port as a means of either bringing good fortune or, I suggest, getting rid of old shoes!
         
 
         So far as I know, Dutchmen’s clogs did not enter this little world of ancient beliefs, but because of Anne’s sincere request I promised to do my best to acquire one for her. So, whenever I worked a harbourside beat, I examined from a distance the decks of the Dutch fleet, albeit never really expecting to see a discarded clog.
         
 
         But one morning, about 6.15 a.m., I espied the very thing. It was a large, yellow-painted clog made of wood, with the familiar upturned toe, and it looked exactly right for Anne. It looked huge from where I was standing on the staith, but it was lying on the prow of a Dutch fishing boat, resting on a pile of coiled rope as the fishermen busied themselves in preparation for sailing.
         
 
         My heart leapt at the sight. I’d never really expected to find Anne’s treasure, but there it was, and it looked like a cast-off because it had a hole in the sole. The hole was about the size of half-crown, well over an inch across, and I wondered if clogs were re-soled like shoes. If so, how was it done? Then I wondered if it was a true cast-off or whether it was there to be thrown for good luck, after some departing vessel in times to come? Or perhaps it would be thrown overboard as rubbish?
         
 
         But I could not let this opportunity pass without making some effort to obtain that clog, even if it meant buying it as a present. The first problem was how to gain legitimate possession of it.
         
 
         Possession would then present the second problem, i.e. how to convey it back to Anne via the police station while I was dressed in full police uniform. This was even more of a problem because the eagle-eyed Sergeant Blaketon was on duty this morning.
         
 
         But first things first. I would make an effort to get my hands on that clog. I knew the boat was preparing to sail so I dared not wait until the end of my first period of patrolling, and I was due back at the police station at 9 a.m. to report ‘off duty’ for my refreshment break. I had to get that clog immediately so I could hand it to Anne when I arrived at the hotel for breakfast. I stared at it for a long time as I debated the best course of action. I know that my mesmeric stance caused many early-strolling visitors to peer over the harbour rails, probably wondering why the constabulary was paying so much attention to a Dutch fishing boat.
         
 
         In the midst of my thoughts, a man emerged from the cabin. He noticed me, and I waved my hands to indicate that I wished to speak with him, but he just waved back and went about his work. I decided I must be bold so I descended the steep stone steps which led down the side of the harbour wall to the level of the boats. I crossed one or two swaying decks before I arrived at the Dutch boat. The man was busy with some fishing nets.
         
 
         ‘Good morning,’ I said, realizing I was speaking loudly as one tends to do when addressing foreigners.
         
 
         ‘Gut mornen,’ I think he replied, but I could see the worried look on his face.
         
 
         It was then that I realized that in other countries the relationship between the police and the public wasn’t quite the same as that which existed between the British bobby and his public. By arriving on his boat without permission, I had probably put the fear of God into this poor fellow. He probably thought I was going to impound his vessel, arrest his crew or arrange a Customs search.
         
 
         ‘Do you speak English?’ I asked.
 
         He shook his head and continued to wear a very harassed expression. The last thing I wanted was to frighten him, and it did cross my mind that, if I antagonized him too greatly, I might have to swim back to the police station.
         
 
         ‘Does anyone on board speak English?’ I tried.
 
         He raised a finger as if in understanding and disappeared below; I could hear a jabbering of tongues and then five men emerged. My heart sank into my boots. I’d done it now … I had no chance against five powerful Dutchmen.
         
 
         ‘Good morning.’ I tried the Englishman’s traditional approach, the one which seems to be used in any situation.
         
 
         It brought no reply. They stood and stared at me in the way that cows stand and stare at those who picnic in their fields.
         
 
         I was almost surrounded by these burly, tough fishermen. I decided that perhaps Anne did not really need a clog after all.
         
 
         ‘Does anyone speak English?’ I spoke slowly now, if a little too loudly, my voice rising in pitch as if to betray my fears.
         
 
         ‘Ja,’ said one of them after a long pause. ‘I spik Inglish.’
         
 
         ‘Ah,’ I breathed a sigh of relief. Now for my strange proposition.
         
 
         ‘My-girl-friend,’ I said slowly, thinking the true relationship would be too difficult to explain. ‘She-wants-a-clog-to-keep-for-good-luck,’ and I pointed to the clog I’d earmarked.
         
 
         ‘Clog?’ asked the English-speaker.
 
         I smiled and nodded furiously, then continued very slowly. ‘Yes, she-believes-that-a-clog-like-that-brings-good-fortune-to-her. She-has-asked-me-to-find-a-clog-for-her. I-saw-that-clog-and-thought-it-might-not-be-wanted …’
         
 
         ‘Ah!’ beamed the English-speaking fellow. ‘I understand. She likes charm, hey? A charm? The clog, it will be a charm for her? For luck? She want this charm?’
         
 
         ‘Ja,’  I tried, and once more nodded furiously, hoping the reason for my presence would be fully understood.
         
 
         Now they were all smiling and laughing, and I sensed a deep feeling of relief among them.
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ said the English-speaker. ‘Yes, she can have the clog.’
 
         He gabbled something at the others in his own tongue, and they all smiled and laughed, and I knew how they felt. Relief swept across them and, I must admit, across me.
         
 
         ‘Come,’ said my new friend. ‘Down below, with us. For breakfast? I will get you the clog now.’
         
 
         And so I joined them all below deck, where I enjoyed a large mug of coffee in their spotless galley. They presented me with the worn-out clog, and once they discovered I was friendly, I found out they could all speak a smattering of English.
         
 
         Soon afterwards, I left with the huge clog. It must have been size 12, and I now had the problem of hiding it for the next couple of hours or so, as I smuggled it back to Anne via the police station. I couldn’t take it directly to her because the hotel was a long way off my present beat, and to be found absent from one’s beat was to risk a disciplinary charge, especially with Sergeant Blaketon on duty.
         
 
         My cape provided the answer. When on patrol, even on summer days, we carried our voluminous capes by folding them flat into several folds and then slinging them over our shoulders. They were ideal waterproof garments, and when worn about our bodies, they also concealed a great deal. I’ve known policemen do their wives’ shopping at times, and then smuggle it home beneath their flowing capes; they can hide fish-and-chips at supper time, Christmas presents at Christmas time, and I once knew a constable who smuggled a custard pie home beneath his cape. So, by draping my cape around my shoulders, I would be able to conceal the large, wooden clog from prying eyes.
         
 
         Although it wasn’t raining and although it wasn’t particularly chilly that morning, I completed the remainder of the first half of my patrol with my cape concealing the clog. I carried the clog in one hand, with my thumb tucked beneath the button of my breast pocket for support, and none of the passing citizens seemed to think it odd that I should be dressed for rain.
         
 
         I entered the police station to book off and decided I would make a quick dash to the counter and poke my head through the enquiry hatch without entering the office. I would call, ‘PC Rhea, booking off, refreshment break,’ and then vanish before anyone could forestall my dash from the building or ask silly questions.
         
 
         But I hadn’t bargained for Sergeant Blaketon.
 
         He saw me before I saw him, and called out, ‘Rhea, just a minute!’
         
 
         My heart sank. Now I had to enter the office, and there he was, with his back to the fireplace, beaming almost villainously as I walked in. The office man, a senior constable called Stan who was local to Strensford, was seated on a tall stool at the counter, and he flashed me a brief but sympathetic smile.
         
 
         ‘Ah, Rhea,’ Sergeant Blaketon said. ‘Anything to report from No. 1 Beat this morning?’
         
 
         ‘No, sergeant,’ I smiled. ‘All correct. I’m just heading for breakfast.’
         
 
         ‘No trouble on the Dutch fishing boats then?’
 
         ‘Trouble, sergeant?’ I wondered how much he knew, or how much he had seen. I had not noticed him on the quayside.
         
 
         ‘Trouble, Rhea. Bother. Mayhem. That sort of thing, the sort of thing that might require the presence of a constable. Nothing like that, was there? Nothing to report?’
         
 
         The crafty character must have seen me on the deck of that boat, or else he’d been talking to someone else who had seen me. I thought I’d string him along to see what he was aiming at.
         
 
         ‘No, sergeant,’ I decided that brief answers were the best.
 
         ‘Oh, I just wondered, I heard that a young constable had been seen on board a Dutch fishing boat this morning. That’s your beat, so I wondered if it might have been trouble of some kind.’
         
 
         ‘No, sergeant,’ I said, and I knew I was blushing by this time. ‘No trouble.’
         
 
         ‘It was you, though, was it, Rhea?’ he persisted.
 
         ‘I did go on board for a chat, sergeant, just a friendly chat. Passing the time of day, you know.’
         
 
         ‘Ah!’ he beamed. ‘So my information was correct. But there was no trouble, no complaints, no problems?’
         
 
         ‘None at all, sergeant.’
 
         ‘Hmm. Well, that’s all right then. So long as there is no trouble. So you’ll be off for your breakfast then?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, sergeant, I must be off. The hotel likes us to be on time …’
         
 
         ‘Not raining on your beat, was it? Or cold?’
 
         I thought fast. He was moving to the subject of my cape now, so I smiled and said, ‘It was a bit chilly, sergeant, a breeze off the sea, you know. It can blow a bit chilly on the harbourside at dawn.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, so it can,’ he paused, and at that precise moment the telephone rang. The office constable answered it and said, ‘Sergeant, it’s for you. The Superintendent.’
         
 
         As he moved to take the call, Sergeant Blaketon looked at me as if he was going to say something, but already I was moving towards the door. I bolted out of the office and was hurrying towards the exit of the police station as I heard Sergeant Blaketon in an animated conversation with the Superintendent. I’d been saved literally in the nick of time.
         
 
         But before I reached the door, a voice halted me. It was Stan, the PC on office duty.
         
 
         ‘Outside, quick,’ he said as he bustled me out of the station.
 
         ‘What’s the matter, Stan?’ I almost shouted.
 
         ‘Have you got a bloody clog off that boat?’ he asked me, eyeing the bulky shape beneath my cape.
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Why? It was given to me.’
 
         He laughed. ‘Then get to hell out of here, and quick! He was after it, he wanted it, that bloody sergeant you’ve brought over from Ashfordly. He noticed it there last night but there was no one about to ask, so he was going to have a word with the skipper this morning. It seems his wife has always wanted a genuine Dutch clog to put on her mantelpiece, but I can’t think why … Anyway, it had gone by the time he got down to the harbourside this morning …’
         
 
         ‘I’m going!’ I said, and I almost ran to the hotel. Anne was delighted, and I got a double helping of sausages that morning.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The next time I boarded a fishing vessel occurred after a spate of shop-breakings in Strensford. In those days, the crime of breaking into shop premises to steal goods was popularly known as shop-breaking, but since 1968 all such ‘break and entry’ offences have been grouped together under the single heading of burglary.
         
 
         Whenever we paraded for a night shift during that short sojourn at the seaside, we were reminded that someone, probably a lone operator, was breaking into shops all over the town. The stolen property was not particularly valuable, like cameras or radio sets, nor was it particularly useful, like food or clothing. Most of the attacked premises were the tourist-souvenir type of shop, selling cheap oddments such as jewellery, watches, ornaments and knick-knacks of the kind no truly discerning visitor would take home. They were all close to the harbourside too.
         
 
         On one occasion, for example, three flying ducks in plaster were taken, and we did wonder if the thief ran a boarding house. Almost all the boarding houses in Strensford at that time had plaster ducks flying up their walls, and some had gnomes in their gardens.
         
 
         The CID reckoned the breaker was a youth, perhaps a visitor to one of the holiday camps or caravan sites, but whoever he was, he always escaped. Their reckoning was based partly on the fact that he must be slim and agile to be able to wriggle through some of the skylights which were his chief source of entry, and another part of their logic was that the mediocre stuff he stole would hardly appeal to an adult. It would certainly not appeal to a handler of stolen goods or an antique-dealer.
         
 
         Throughout those warm summer nights, therefore, the uniform branch maintained observations upon the streets, but we never caught our man.
         
 
         More shops were raided, more junk was stolen and eventually the Chamber of Trade, and the Strensford  Times,  began to ask what the police were doing about the sudden and unwarranted major crime wave. The local Superintendent had the sense to issue a statement to the paper: ‘We are maintaining observations and are utilizing all available manpower in an attempt to curb this seasonal outbreak of crime. We believe it is the work of visiting criminals.’
         
 
         This series of shopbreakings occurred long before the days of collators who assembled and disseminated crime-beating information, and long before the police had computers, which could assess crime intelligence. As I read the Occurrence Book each day, however, I did become aware that the shops were raided on the same nights that we received calls from some sleepy residents that a horse was loose and roaming the streets. It had been heard several times in the dead of night, but no one had actually seen the horse. There developed a theory that the shop-breaker was a horseman and that he carefully studied the movements of the police before committing his crimes.
         
 
         In an attempt to gain more information, I took several Occurrence Books, which were logs of all daily events, and checked them meticulously for (a) calls about horses loose at night in Strensford and (b) shop-breakings which occurred around the same time. And a pattern did emerge. The breaks were occurring around two o’clock in the morning, the very time the policemen went into the station for their mid-shift break – this made it seem they were  being observed. Furthermore, all the occasions when the horse had been reported were around the same mid-shift time.
         
 
         Then, by one of those strokes of fortune by which great crimes are solved, I had to compile a list of the times of high tides for the information of Force Headquarters – someone over there was compiling a Spring Tide Early Warning System. As I listed the times known to Strensford, I suddenly wondered whether the raids could be linked with tidal times. I was really thinking of the swing bridge across the harbour which opened at times of high tide; high tides occurred twice a day, with about twelve hours between each high water. I did wonder if our horse-riding villain came across that bridge into town, so I carried out my survey over several months.
         
 
         To cut a long story short, I did not voice my opinions to anyone else but decided to carry out a spell of observations whenever my night duty coincided with a high tide which occurred around 2 a.m. The tide was almost full for some time both before and after the official high-tide time; this meant there was often full water while the policemen were having their mid-shift meals … and that meant the fishing boats were under preparation for sailing. My mind was working fast.
         
 
         ‘Sergeant,’ I spoke to Sergeant Blaketon at the beginning of one night shift. ‘Can I work a harbourside beat tonight but take my break later than normal, say 3 a.m.?’
         
 
         ‘Why, Rhea? What are you scheming now?’
 
         I was in two minds not to tell him, but I felt he would not grant this odd request without knowing the story, and so, in the peace of the sergeant’s office, I explained. To give him credit, he did listen.
         
 
         ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Do it. And I’ll be there too. We’ll see this out together, Rhea. We’ll show these townies that us country coppers can arrest their shop-breakers!’
         
 
         We arranged to meet at 1.45 a.m., and together we would seek a place of concealment from where we could overlook the swing bridge, the harbourside and quays, the herring boats and the main thoroughfares into town.
         
 
         That night, high tide was at 2.33 a.m., and as we watched from an alley overlooking the harbour, we could see the lights of the boats as their crews were preparing to sail to the herring grounds. And then we saw him.
         
 
         A tall, lithe young man left the shadows of the harbourside and made his noisy way into town. A Dutchman, in clogs. Clip-clopping into town.
         
 
         ‘There’s the horse, sergeant!’ I hissed at him.
 
         ‘Where, Rhea?’
 
         ‘The clogs!’ I snapped. ‘They sound like a horse walking at night, when the streets are empty. This is our breaker, a Dutch seaman!’
         
 
         ‘Right, we need to catch him with the evidence. Wait here until he comes back with his loot.’
         
 
         That was true. We had no evidence yet, certainly not enough to convict him, and so we simply waited and then, some forty minutes later, we heard the clip-clop of his return journey.
         
 
         ‘Nice work, Rhea,’ beamed Sergeant Blaketon. ‘You’ll get high praise for this one. Now, when he’s past us on the way to his ship, we go and get him. Get him before  he gets back to his boat – I’m not sure what the law is about arresting foreign nationals on board their own ships. But the arrest is yours, so do it on British soil.’
         
 
         But as the tall, young Dutchman passed us with a carrier bag full of his ill-gotten gains, he heard our movements. He started to run. Even in those clumsy clogs, he covered the ground at a remarkable speed, and he sounded like a horse at full gallop. I was sure we’d get more complaints about galloping horses, but right now Blaketon and I were hard on his heels.
         
 
         The Dutchman beat us to his ship. He slithered down a harbourside ladder and reached his boat as we reached the harbour’s edge. Then, before our very eyes, he threw the offending bag into the harbour, where it sank immediately.
         
 
         ‘Our bloody evidence!’ snapped Sergeant Blaketon.
 
         But the youth was doing something even worse. As Sergeant Blaketon stood and watched, he removed both his clogs and threw them one by one over the side of the boat. Each landed with a splash. One filled with water and sank, while the other sailed away into the darkness.
         
 
         ‘He’s thrown his clogs away!’ gasped Sergeant Blaketon.
 
         I felt very sorry for poor Oscar Blaketon at that point, for we could not prove our case. But I do know that someone from CID had a word with the captain, and all the shops, save the final one, had their goods returned. The sixteen-year-old boy was a kleptomaniac. There was no prosecution because of international complications but the shop-breakings did come to an end. And so did reports of horses galloping through Strensford at night.
         
 
         But Sergeant Blaketon still hasn’t obtained a real Dutch clog for his mantelpiece.
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