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  Born in York, Mike Pannett joined the London Metropolitan Police in 1988, and became one of the youngest officers in service to be given his own patch.
  He went on to serve on the Divisional Crime Squad, Robbery Squad, Murder Squad and the TSG (Riot Police), where he was also trained in surveillance.


  Missing his native land, Mike transferred to the North Yorkshire Police in 1997, working as a Rural Community Beat Officer and eventually, as a Wildlife Officer. Mike became one of the highest
  commended officers  for intelligence gathering, drug seizures and bravery, to name but a few examples. In 2005 he starred in 26 episodes of the BBCs Country Cops series. Mike
  and his wife Ann, who is still a serving police officer, live with their three children in a small village in the shadow of the North Yorkshire moors.
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  One


  Christmas was a memory. Theyd slung the trees out a week since, taken the decorations down and now it was a matter of counting the days  and weeks, and months
   until spring. To tell the truth, though, I was busy counting the hours till I would get home to a nice warm bed that icy January night. It was minus seven by the patrol car thermometer as I
  sat overlooking the lake at Castle Howard in the moonlight, its edges rimmed with ice, when blow me if a fox didnt come trotting up from the tangle of last years flags and bulrushes
  with a fat mallard in his mouth. I almost choked on my cheese-and-chutney sandwich as he trotted across the pasture and slipped quietly into the woods. Then I started thinking about how long it was
  since Id eaten duck myself. It must have been the time me and the ex treated ourselves to a dinner in that posh place over by Kirkham Abbey. It was the last wedding anniversary we ever
  celebrated, and it needed to be: the food may have been great but they dont half know how to charge you out there.


  You get like that some nights, when theres nothing doing and even your jobbing burglars have decided to stop home by the fireside. Your mind wanders. You sit there looking at the stars,
  and thinking. Then maybe youll see a big white owl flit noiselessly down to grab some little creature from a hedge bottom, and you yawn and check your watch again. Ten past three. All of
  five minutes since you last looked.


  Oh well, only a couple of hours to go and I could wend my way back to the station. I drained the last drop of tea from my flask, closed the lid on my bait tin and set off up the long straight
  avenue, the light of a full moon flickering at me from behind the bare lindens. To tell the truth, Id not had any particular direction in mind; just keep the engine running warm and the car
  nice and snug.


  I decided I might as well take a tour round Sheriff Hutton. If I timed it right I might catch John, the milkman. He usually started out on his rounds about this time. That was some pretty strong
  cheddar Id picked up from the Farmers Market in Malton and I was still thirsty. Maybe Id get a drink off the back of the float. John was one of my most useful contacts on that
  part of the beat: always on the look-out, keen as mustard; had all our numbers on his mobile  me, the lads from Malton and the other two who covered Kirkbymoorside, Helmsley and Pickering.
  He was dying to set me up with a decent arrest.


  I timed my run perfectly; entered the village and was just passing the school when I saw him, swinging a crate of empties into his truck, right under the street-light, his breath coming in a
  white cloud. He was wearing a bright red felt hat, the sort of thing only a married man could get for Christmas.


  Now then, John. Give us an orange, will you?


  Ill sell you one.


  Aye well, if you must. I dug my hand into my pocket as he passed me a bottle. Dont believe what you hear: there arent many perks on this job, not in North Yorkshire
  at any rate. They have deep pockets out here. Whats new, then? Apart from this daft thing? I pointed to his hat.


  Hey, I may look like a bloody pixie, but at least Im warm.


  I shivered as the icy juice hit my front teeth. Have to see about them some time, I was thinking  except that I hate dentists. So, is there anything happening?


  Tell the truth, I was on the point of calling you. Seen a car parked in Church View there.


  Oh aye?


  Aye, and theres someone in it.


  Whats he doing?


  Reckons to be sleeping, but youd want a fair drop of beer to make you drop off on a night like this, dont you reckon? He scratched the thick white rime on the
  pavement with his boot. Old car too. Doesnt belong round here by tlook of it.


  Okay, I said, slinging the empty bottle into a crate. Ill check it out. Cheers now.


  


  It was a Cavalier, ten years old. No frost on the roof, nor the bonnet. He hadnt been there long: windows werent even steamed up. I pulled in behind him and got
  out. He was squirmed right down in his seat, head tilted theatrically to one side. Doing his best, I suppose. I tapped on the window.


  Now then, young man. He reached for the handle and started winding. What are we up to then?


  Of course, he had to do a pretend yawn and stretch. But he looked more dozy than sleepy. Oh, its okay officer. Bin on a night out, like. Tired, tha knows.


  Whereve you been?


  He had to think about that, just for a second. What he came up with wasnt very original. Er . . . Scarborough.


  Scarborough? In January? So howd you end up in Sheriff Hutton?


  Oh . . . got lost, like.


  Youre very lost, sunshine. On your own, are you?


  Aye.


  And wheres home?


  Barnsley.


  Barnsley, eh? And youre quite sure youre alone?


  Aye.


  Because the milkman reckons hes just seen a couple of lads out and about in the village. Bout your age too.


  Nah, Im on me own, honest.


  I didnt like the way he kept rubbing his face. He was edgy. He was lying to me.


  You got a job, mate?


  Aye.


  Well, what is it?


  Er, Im an electrician like.


  Who dyou work for?


  Missen.


  Mind if we take a look in your boot? He didnt like that, but he had no choice. Id reached into the car and removed the keys from the ignition. Didnt want him
  doing a runner. What you got in there then?


  Tools and stuff.


  Okay, you sit there while I take a look.


  Tools, hed said. And he wasnt wrong. It was stuffed full of them. A super big Stihl saw  that was several hundred quids worth on its own; a nice set of Stanley
  chisels, good as new with their little plastic caps still on the cutting edge; a Bosch drill. It was quality gear. And of course, when I asked him what make they were he couldnt quite
  remember. But they were his, he assured me, and he was still quite sure he was on his own.


  Right, my friend, Im placing you under arrest on suspicion of burglary. I slapped the handcuffs on him and put him in the back of my patrol car.


  I now had a problem. Id nabbed him, but where were his mates? By rights I should take him back to the station, call my oppos  opposite numbers  from Pickering or Malton, and
  let them take over while I took me-laddo into custody as soon as possible. But that would mean processing him in York, and we all hate that  working away from our own base. You never know
  where the papers are, nor can you count on regular cups of tea and coffee; and when its all done and dusted, theres the long drive back to Malton before signing off. Besides, if I did
  trail across to York with him, why, Id miss out on two more possible arrests  those mates of his that he wasnt admitting to. Not to mention a chase. And I know I
  shouldnt say it, but I quite enjoy a chase. Gets the old adrenalin pumping.


  I didnt think about it too long. Shouldve done, but didnt. I called the Malton lads: they were double-manned  I was on my Jack Jones. Here was a chance of grabbing
  three villains in one go. You have to take your chances. I learned that in the Met. Pity York City havent got the message yet.


  I decided Id better radio York, ask them for a van to come and collect the prisoner. Then, with me-laddo in the back, I cruised slowly around the village. No two-tones, no blue lights,
  nice and quiet. Every few minutes I checked the Cavalier, just in case. Nothing. Maybe theyd spotted me and werent coming back.


  It was past four when I called York again. Wheres this van got to?


  Theyre in the area, but they cant find you.


  Bloody typical. You let a townie out and first thing he does is get lost.


  Id no sooner said that than I saw a pair of headlights approaching. It was my mates from Malton, Ed and Jayne. What have you dragged us out here for? they asked.
  Cant you manage?


  Why, were you wanting to be left alone together? Ed had a thing about Jayne. God knows why, but he did. I thought he was happily married  perhaps he was just married.


  No answer. Anyway, I said, I think youll find its policy not to have three prisoners in one car. They knew that, of course, but none of us could resist
  a bit of banter. The fact is that you dont ever want more than one prisoner at a time. The less chance a couple of villains have to talk to each other the better.


  But you aint got three prisoners.


  Youre right, Jayne, my old Cockney mucker, but its only a matter of time, mate, only a matter of time. You stick with me and well have one each. And Ill save
  the good-looking one for you. Now look, why dont you take the west of the village and Ill cover this side.


  


  It didnt take long for the bad guys to break cover. Five minutes later I was passing the Highwayman pub when I heard the squeal of tyres a couple of streets away. The
  Malton lads were on the radio right away, calling out my number. Ten fifteen! Ten fifteen!


  Aye, go on.


  Two young males in an Escort, in a hell of a hurry.


  Heading which way?


  Terrington, it looks like.


  Ill be right behind you. Over.


  I spun the car around. Thatll be your mates, I said to the lad in the back, but he was still in denial.


  I told you, Im on me own.


  I soon caught sight of the blue light, maybe half a mile away across the fields, heading north. And beyond that the rear lights of the fleeing villains, flashing red as they braked on the bends.
  They wouldnt know these roads. But I did, like the back of my hand. Your mates are going to be in dead trouble if they dont slow down, I said, over my shoulder.
  Way theyre going, theyll roll it. You see if they dont.


  You wanna watch it. Theyre a bit barmy, them two. They wont wanna stop for you. He was frightened now  both for himself, as I hurled the car round the bends
  and bumped into the dips  and for his mates. The ones who didnt exist ten minutes ago.


  We were racing up the steep bank that leads into Terrington. I was doing 60 plus, but easing back on the accelerator. There was a T junction at the top  stone wall in front of you.
  Theyll ditch it here if they dont bloody slow down.


  My own tyres screeched as I took the 90-degree turn. In the headlights I could see two black furrows where theyd ploughed right across the frost-white verge. Even above the noise of the
  engine I could hear my prisoner shivering. He was rattled; no doubt about that.


  The villains were out of the village now and speeding through Ganthorpe, 70 plus, the Malton lads hard on their tail, and me keeping a safe distance. Another T coming up, matey.
  Theyll be straight through the hedge.


  The luck some people have. They re-arranged the verge, whacked a flower-tub, but still made the right turn at the top, and were hurtling through Bulmer, heading back towards Sheriff Hutton.
  Now theyve had it, I said. And this time I was sure. Any second now and theyd pass the badger set. After that the road really takes a dive  one in four, Id
  say. Then wallop  the hairpin bend at the bottom. At this speed theyd have no chance. I hit the brakes, braced myself against the seat, and grabbed the radio mike. Back off!
  Back off! I shouted. Did the lads in front hear me? No idea. Next thing it was them shouting at me: Crash! Crash! Crash! The Escort had hit the bend, slewed off the road,
  rolled over twice, and was on its side in the hedge bottom, wheels spinning, tail lights still aglow. The Malton car had only missed it by veering right and shooting 50 yards beyond it.


  


  You dread going to a scene like that, especially with a full stomach. You never know what youre going to find. But these blokes had been riding their luck all night, and
  theyd got away with it again. As I yanked the hand-brake on and opened my door, blow me if one of them wasnt stumbling out of the upturned car. He was making for the hedge when I
  grabbed hold of him, but he still wasnt going to come quietly. He swung a fist and grazed my forehead before I caught him in the stomach and winded him. It took three of us to get the
  handcuffs on him.


  Well, wheres his mate got to? I was looking in the car but he wasnt there.


  As the other lads looked around I fetched my Dragon light from the squad car. I soon caught him in the beam, about 20 yards away, trying to fight his way through the hedge. I hesitated to go
  after him. It was blackthorn, ten feet high and almost as thick, with a couple of strands of barbed wire on the other side. Give over, lad. Youll rip yourself to shreds! I
  shouted after him, but by the time I realized that he really didnt care, hed wriggled through to the other side. Credit where its due: the lad was a trier. I did manage one
  swing with my ASP, but I got more hedge than villain, and there he was, racing across the moonlit field like a mad March hare.


  The other lads had got prisoner number two into their car and were standing looking at the wrecked Escort, half-heartedly rocking it as if they were going to right it. Never mind
  that, I panted, waving an arm at the fleeing suspect. What about him?


  He wont get far.


  I dont know so much. He hasnt done badly up to now. I ran along the hedge to where there was a gate, all the while playing my beam into the field. Im
  going after him. I could still see him, heading downhill, dodging a tuft of dead thistles and leaping over a low wall. The land belonged to Mick Easterby, the racehorse trainer, and as I
  galloped after the fugitive I was thinking, If Micks looking for a staying hurdler he could do worse than check this lad out.


  By now Id reached the bottom of the field where it runs into Bulmer Beck. Its a only a narrow little thing, but Id fished in it many a time as a lad. I stopped and listened.
  At first all I could hear was my own pulse pounding in my ears. Either I needed to get back to the gym or find myself a desk job.


  I stood there holding my side. Maybe hed got away after all. Maybe the other lads were right to let him go. Why bust a gut? He was bound to show up when he got cold enough. I was just
  about to turn back when I heard an explosion of noise  ducks and geese, what sounded like dozens of them, all going off at once, squawking and flapping as if there was a fox in the coop.
  There was a little lake up the rise  I knew it well; caught a four-pound carp in it, back in my school days.


  There was nothing for it now. If thats where he was, I had to cross the little beck. Would I make it? Well, matey had, and who the hell was he? A common criminal  from bloody
  Barnsley, too. I simply ran at it, fast as I could, and took off. I managed to get one foot on the far bank okay. The other landed just an inch or two short, where the water was a couple of feet
  deep, and just a couple of degrees above freezing. Call it a draw.


  A minute later I was standing by the lake in the yard. No sign of the fugitive, but it was suddenly lit up like Scarborough sea-front: automatic security lamps, yard lights, bedroom windows, and
  finally a door opened and I was dazzled by a torch shining right in my face.


  What the bloody hell oh, its you, Mike!


  It was Pete Jowett, one of our Countryside Watch team.


  Were after a burglar, mate. Chased him all the way from Sheriff Hutton.


  Right. He switched off his lamp. Which wayd he go?


  Across that next field, I reckon.


  Give us a second. Ill fetch tLand Rover out. Well have the bugger.


  Next thing were bumping over the pasture, Pete at the wheel, me with my head stuck out the window, half blinded by tears, telling him the tale as I swept the frozen landscape with my
  lamp.


  Barnsley? He was outraged. Bloody rogues from Barnsley on the loose in our patch? Cant be doing with that. One thing being robbed by local villains, but bloody South
  Yorkshire? You wanna tell em to stop home and steal from their own folk.


  If we find him, Pete, you can tell him yourself. But for the moment there wasnt a thing we could do. The bird had flown. Half an hour later we were back at the farmhouse,
  frozen stiff and empty handed. Well, I said to Pete, as he passed me a cup of hot tea and glugged a generous measure of brandy into it, weve got two of em.
  Thatll have to do us for now . . . and whoa, thats enough brandy. Im still on duty, you know.


  


  It was well after six, and in theory I should have been thinking about home, but we still had one or two loose ends to clear up. Anyway, our sergeant should be on duty any
  minute, and we could now make this a legitimate Ryedale capture. So we shipped the two suspects back to Malton, where we briefed the early turn who then set off to continue the search for the third
  member of the gang. It didnt take them long to get a result, and they didnt have to try very hard. They hadnt been in Sheriff five minutes when a youth, half frozen to death,
  crept up to the car and just managed to stop his teeth chattering long enough to say, I think youre looking for me.


  The Bulmer Three, it turned out, were well known to the Barnsley force. Well, two of them were. The driver had been roped in against his better judgement. Hed had no more than a caution
  to his name prior to that nights events, but his record would make more interesting reading now. As for the other two, they already had form, and now they had four charges of burgling
  premises in Sheriff Hutton. For us, they were three good arrests, especially as we were able to return all the stolen hardware to the rightful owners.


  Back at the station I was going over the circumstances of the arrest with the duty sergeant. Now, he said, you apprehended the first youth at what time?


  Three forty-five, sarge.


  He repeated the words as he keyed it in. Three . . . forty . . . five. Then he looked at his watch. Well, what the bloody hell have you been pratting about at till half past
  seven?


  I sighed. Dont ask, sarge, dont ask.


  I finally got off duty at lunchtime, but not before Id been spoken to by a reporter from the Mercury  and got myself into more hot water. It must have been a combination of
  fatigue and exhilaration that prompted me to say  well, this is what came out in the paper the following week:


  
    
      Malton Bobbys Warning to South Yorks Criminals. Stay off our patch or well have you! If they think they can come and do as they please in Ryedale, I say
      lets see you try. Youll have Mike Pannett to deal with.

    

  


  Fatigue? Exhilaration? Perhaps I should put it down to Peter Jowetts brandy.


  
    
  


  Two


  Driving to work and back  for ten years it had been something to be endured, a regrettable part of an extended working day, a pain in the neck. Five days a week
  Id nudge the old Astra along the Balham High Road  accelerator, brake, accelerator, brake, grind my teeth, pop another Rennie in my mouth  then skirt the west side of Clapham
  Common, queue up at the lights to cross Lavender Hill, dip down into the dark underpass beneath the railway lines outside Clapham Junction before heading north in fits and starts towards the river
  along Battersea Bridge Road. It was three and a half, maybe four miles from my gaff to the police station up there. I always meant to measure the journey, but I never did. What was the point? The
  only thing that mattered to me on my daily drive to work was the traffic. Would I get a nice clear run, as I might on the night shift, and make it in a quarter of an hour? Or would I get stuck
  amongst the shoppers, delivery vans, cabs and roadworks, as I might on the afternoon run, meet the occasional incident, and spend the thick end of an hour edging forward in first and
  second gear, swearing to myself that I couldve cycled it in half the time if the rain hadnt been coming down like stair-rods?


  I couldnt help thinking about that daily grind as I sped along the deserted lane towards Bulmer, the bare hedgerow flashing by. It may have been coming up to midwinter, but the sky was a
  beautiful pale blue, the trees were thickly rimed with white frost, and with every little stirring of the air it showered down like so much desiccated coconut, glinting in the bright sunlight. As I
  swooped down the hill and approached the beck I looked at the clock on the dashboard: twenty-five to nine  bags of time. I pulled over on the roadside, got out and leaned over the side of
  the little stone bridge, peering through the tangle of woodbine into the slow-moving water. On the low parapet, sheltered by a dense overhang of elder, the moss was damp and soft under my hands. On
  an impulse I brushed aside a glistening dead alder leaf and pressed my face against the green cushion. The chill sensation, the vague scent of wintry dankness, took me back to my childhood days
  when my mate and I used to fish for brook trout off this very bridge. And we caught them too. They may have been no more than a pound in weight, but to a couple of ten-year-olds they were whoppers.
  At the end of the day, when wed drunk all our fizzy pop and eaten the last of our meat-paste sandwiches, we rushed home with our trophies, gutted them on the back step and got my Mum to
  grill them for our tea with a pile of bread and butter.


  Back in the car, I drove on with the window wound down. It was that kind of day, the air deliciously cold, the sun in my face as I headed east, warming my spirits if not my body. I wondered
  whether my new job would give me time to take in the odd days fishing. Perhaps I should make sure it did. At the crossing with the Castle Howard road I checked the time again, swung north
  and followed the long straight avenue past the house and the lake, then took a right turn through the tiny estate village of Coneythorpe and climbed the gentle gradient that took me up to where the
  Moors were visible to one side, the Wold tops to the other. It was an unnecessary diversion, adding a mile or so to the trip, but I wanted to absorb the full beauty of this perfect winters
  morning.


  I entered the town a few minutes later, passed the hospital, then cut through the back roads to Old Maltongate. What had I done, ten miles? I checked my watch  19 minutes including those
  few moments day-dreaming on Bulmer Beck. Welcome to the grind of daily commuting, North Yorkshire style.


  As I swung into the driveway I told myself that I must remember to bring a camera to work one day. I wanted to take a picture of the police station to send to the lads at Battersea Bridge Road.
  They wouldnt believe it. Ive heard people say it could pass for a vicarage. To me it was more of a parsonage, perhaps a Victorian country house  tall, imposing, faced with pale
  stone and set back from the road amidst sweeping lawns, with a proper old-fashioned shrubbery softening its lines. Vicarage, country house, parsonage, manse  whatever it looked like, it was
  the sort of place where you could imagine Miss Marple snooping around in pursuit of a suspect butler, or a philandering, monocled toff in plus fours having his wicked way with a parlour-maid.


  The first appointment in my diary was with the Superintendent. I ought to explain about ranks in the police force. In the Met it was all very laid-back. Your Sergeant was one of the lads, and
  youd be on first-name terms with him. (Or her, of course.) The same went for your Inspector  unless you were in trouble, in which case he or she might insist on a degree of formality.
  When it came to your Super  well, they were definitely higher up the evolutionary scale, but they were still ten a penny. You knew who they were and what their rank was but if you stopped to
  salute every time you met one as you walked through Battersea cop shop youd never make it from one end of the corridor to the other. A nod of the head would do in most cases. If a Chief
  Superintendent happened to come by when you were at your desk, well, that didnt happen every day. Im not saying youd note it in your diary, but youd certainly expect to
  stand up. Anything higher than that and youd salute  at least, if you were outside you would. Indoors youd maybe stand up and give a nod, or push your shoulders back. There was
  no mistaking the serious big-wigs, because they generally swept along the corridors and through the office like visiting politicians, flanked on either side by cronies and clipboard-clutching
  wannabes, and you always worried that theyd jot your number down if you failed to honour the Chief in the approved manner.


  Malton was different. As PC Ed Cowan told it, my move north had taken me back in time to the good old days. Id been assigned to Eds shift, and he had been told to show me the ropes
  and take me on a tour around our beat over the next few days. Just to put you in the picture, mate, he told me as he pointed out the essential facilities  washrooms,
  photocopier, teapot and coffee machine  your Sergeant is Sarge, your Inspector is sir


  Bloody hell.


  Just take note of what Im saying, Mike. When in Rome . . .


  Aye well, fair enough. So whats the Super?


  Hes God. And he lives out the back there, in the Wendy House. He put his hand to the kettle, and withdrew it sharply. Ah, were in luck. Fancy a
  brew?


  Cheers.


  He glanced up at the clock on the wall. Youve got ten minutes before your appointment with the Almighty. Here  he picked up a file and dropped it in my lap 
  you can familiarize yourself with a few local villains.


  As he fiddled about at his desk and the tea brewed in the big brown china pot  we never had one of those in Battersea  I looked through a sheaf of papers containing details of
  various wanteds. Ive a good memory for faces, and I like to keep up to date with the latest memos, especially if we have a decent photo. A lot of the lads I worked with down
  south would spend all their spare time playing cards or chewing the fat. They used to take the mick out of me for always studying the mug-shots; called me a Yorkshire geek. But once in a while it
  paid off. You just never knew.


  Right, sup up, buddy. Time to go and meet your Maker.


  I was glad Id had Eds little tutorial. It put me in the right frame of mind for my introductory talk with the resident deity.


  Well, PC Pannett, the Super said, offering me a seat at his huge antique desk as he lowered himself into a leather wing-chair and flipped open a beige folder, I see
  youve come to us from the Met.


  Thats right, sir.


  So youll know all about policing. Modern methods, psychological theories, task forces. And I see youve done time in the TSG, what the public like to call the, ah, Riot
  Police.


  Yes, sir. I didnt know quite where this was leading, but if Id learned one thing from my dealings with top brass over the years it was to restrict myself to one-word
  answers wherever possible. They hate being de-railed when theyre trying to get a point across. Also, of course, the shorter your answer, the less chance youll put your foot in it.


  Well, he said, youd best forget most of what you learned in the Met. Country policing is another matter altogether. He threw the folder on to the desk between
  us. But thats an impressive record, and one or two fine commendations, so Im assuming youre a fast learner.


  Yes, sir.


  Any experience of country life, Pannett?


  I grew up just down the road, sir.


  Ah, really. He didnt sound that interested. Well, youll know that North Yorkshire is unique  and so is its police force. I expect that in London you
  guarded your privacy somewhat jealously.


  You mean not telling people what I did, sir?


  Exactly so. And I should imagine you were particularly careful where the criminal fraternity were concerned.


  Indeed so, sir. I love the way some of the high-ups talk. Sort of Dickensian. I often wonder whether they send them on a course  how to sound important. And the funny thing
  is they soon have you imitating them.


  Up here, let me tell you, if you do a good job as a policeman, just about everyone  all your local malefactors, that is  will know precisely who you are, what your nickname
  is, and probably where you live too. Theyll be on first-name terms with you. You will be known to all and sundry. You will have a reputation  and that reputation will be no more and
  no less than a reflection of the kind of policeman you are. In short, you will be remembered for the way you treat people  be they criminals or ordinary law-abiding citizens.


  I kept expecting him to let me say something, but it slowly occurred to me that this wasnt an interview. It was a pep-talk, a lecture, and it was going to be a short one. In no time at
  all he was out of his chair and opening the window, as if to let an unpleasant smell out of the room.


  If I ever see you in this office again, PC Pannett, itll be for one of two purposes. He nodded at my folder. Either youll be here to be congratulated on
  receiving another of those commendations, or  he was at the door now and I was on my feet, heading towards it  or youll be on the carpet for a
  bollocking.


  Very good, sir.


  Back in the main building, Ed wanted to know how Id got on. Er, he made himself painfully clear.


  Meaning?


  Well, you know him better than I do. Basically, I have it all to learn, from scratch.


  And hes right, buddy. Come on, let me drive you around your new patch.


  We got in his squad car and headed into town. Well do the eastern part today, he said, as we drove down to Maltons solitary set of traffic-lights. Leave the
  rest for tomorrow.


  Bear in mind that in Battersea we patrolled a square mile, perhaps two. I realized that Ryedale was a large area, most of it rural, but it had never really occurred to me to consider just how
  huge it was  and that even on a good day there would be no more than four or five of us on a shift to cover every square inch of it, and that if there was something so simple as an RTA (road
  traffic accident), it could tie up every man jack of us. We were soon out of town and heading along the A64, and within 20 minutes were on the outskirts of York, approaching the roundabout on the
  ring-road.


  This is where our patch starts, Ed explained.


  So thats what, about 15 miles?


  From Malton? More or less. We circled the roundabout and headed back the way wed come. Well meander through a few villages south of the main road, give you an
  idea. Youve got a map with you, I take it?


  No. But I come from around here.


  Oh. Local lad, eh?


  Aye, I grew up in Crayke there. Used to get around this area a fair bit on my bike.


  Well, just bear in mind that were looking at half of the area youll be patrolling.


  You mean theres more?


  Hell, aye. If you go from York, Maltons about halfway to the far end  and all were looking at today is the half that lies south and east of the main road.


  So you mean when we call for back-up . . .


  Ed knew what I was going to say. S right, buddy. It can be anywhere from 30 to 40 miles away. You could be stuck out in a field with a gang of poachers from Warrington, ugly
  bastards without a scruple between the lot of em, and the nearest squad car is half an hour away dealing with an RTA. And the best of it is, the bloody villains know it. Now, most of the
  baddies round here are fairly respectful.


  Meaning?


  Well, if you pull em over or stop em in the street, like, theyll co-operate.


  Thatll make a change. In the Smoke theyll pull a knife on you.


  Aye, but . . . you cop em out in the wilds and they know bloody well youre single-handed. So they can take liberties. Which they do.


  


  I was struggling to take in the fact that this was to be my new working environment. We were driving through places I knew from my youth: Bossall and Howsham, where the road
  crosses the Derwent; up past Howsham Woods and down towards Kirkham where the ruined abbey stands beside the river and the railway line to Scarborough snakes its way between the wooded hillsides.
  We used to lark about on the weir there. Now my job would be to stop kids from doing likewise and endangering their lives.


  We were soon back on the main road, speeding along the Malton by-pass and looking out over Eden Camp, where a Second World War Spitfire stands guard over the museum, once a POW camp.


  So where we off to now? I asked.


  Far end of the beat. Bout 17 miles. By that he meant the Staxton roundabout, where the road forked: Filey in one direction, Scarborough in the other.


  And how big did you say this patch is, in total?


  Ooh, now youre asking. Ed drummed his fingers on the wheel as he slowed down for the lights at Rillington. He was quiet for a moment, then, as we passed the Coach and
  Horses, he said, This is where I grew up. Had me first pint in there. He paused again, then said, Aye, sweet 16. The lads dragged me in after Id played my first game for
  the village footie team.


  Oh aye?


  Mind, they werent up to much by then  not like their glory days.


  What glory days?


  When we won the Scarborough League Cup. 1967.


  But thats 35 years since. How old are you?


  Not that bloody old, bud. No, I heard all about it from me Dad. He was there watching em. Shoulda been playing but he hurt his foot harvesting. We had a picture of em with
  the cup. Pride of place, right next to me Mum and Dads wedding picture on the sitting-room wall.


  Ed was smiling distantly. As we cruised through the village and by the broad pastures and stately cedars of the Scampston estate, he recited the whole team in measured tones. Watson,
  Johnson, Bramley B, Oxendale, Bramley K, Blanchard, another Johnson, Whitty, Temple B, Temple A, Christie. I think Ive got that right; have to ask me brother. Aye, they played old
  Scarborians in the Final at Scarborough Towns ground. Two goals to one we beat em. Temple and Christie the scorers. And heres one for the pub quiz  Oxendale was booked
  in first minute, which was a rare occurrence in them days. Guess what for?


  Youll have to tell me, mate.


  He entered the referees little black book . . . for smoking while the game was in progress. Smoking. Now then, how often dyou think thats happened in the history of
  the game?


  I was still chuckling to myself when he went on, He was built like a pony, skinny body and great stout legs, hard as a shithouse wall. And his shirt  Ill show you the
  picture some time  his shirt stands out paler than the others; he used to boil it after every game. He was always squinting through his eyes, on account of always having a fag on. My Dad
  reckoned he always lit a fresh roll-up as the game kicked off  to see him through to the break. So there he was, crunching into the tackle with a half-smoked ciggy between his lips.
  According to Dad, one time he even got up and scored with a header while he was still puffing on it. Then he flicked the tab end away as he ran back to his position  and the bugger dropped
  right down the opposing centre-halfs shirt and burned half the hair off his chest. Spent the rest of the game chasing after old Oxendale, miles out of position of course, and when he caught
  him he chopped him down in the box and gave away a pen. Got a right bollocking off his team-mates.


  You should write a book, matey.


  Thats what they used to tell me Dad, he said quietly. And then it was too bloody late.


  


  We were in Heslerton, East or West, one of them, when Ed suddenly said, Call it 600.


  Eh?


  Id say we cover 600 square miles.


  Oh . . . our patch, you mean. Now I see why you asked about maps.


  Yep. Youll want a full set. Theres too many ways of getting lost on a beat this size.


  Where do I get em from?


  From the bloody shop, like the rest of us.


  What, and then claim for em, like?


  You can try claiming against tax, but youll get bugger all off North Yorkshire Police, buddy.


  As we drove back by the scenic route I realized that maps  even if they were at my own expense  were top of my shopping list. I was well out of my depth, and suddenly aware that
  despite having grown up in North Yorkshire there was a whole world of tucked-away villages and farms, a huge network of by-ways that Id never got to know. Hell, Id left for the big
  city when I was barely an adult. Id certainly never ridden my bike as far as Foxholes or Butterwick, nor explored the wonderful dry valleys on the Wolds, like Thixendale, where the lady who
  kept the post office stores sold home-made honey, post-cards, bundles of rhubarb in season, or plums from her garden. Id never seen, either, the fantastic views from Leavening Brow, which
  was where Ed parked up so that I could have a quick smoke. You can see fifty, sixty miles and more, south to the power stations at Drax and Eggborough, west to the Pennine chain, north to the
  Moors, with the effluence of Teesside forming a grey-green stain over the northern horizon.


  


  Hell fire, I said. We were in a gateway, looking out over a field of winter wheat, brilliant green in the low sunlight. Across the far side, where it dipped
  towards a stand of bare, grey-green ash trees, a man in a deer-stalker hat and wellies was walking a couple of black Labradors, a shotgun in the crook of his arm. Its going to take
  some getting to know.


  Well, as I said, buddy, this is a whistle-stop tour of the eastern half of our beat. Really, we havent started yet, certainly not on the good stuff. He pointed to the north.
  Theres Kirkbymoorside, Helmsley, Pickering  you can see em all from up here. Then the Moors yonder  Bilsdale, Farndale, Rosedale, Newtondale and all the rest of
  them, right across the other side to Grosmont and Goathland. Take you a year or two to get settled in, Id say. Find your way around, then show the Super what kind of reputation you can build
  up.


  As it happened, I started to make a name for myself that very first week. And the funny thing was, I was off duty and well away from my new home patch. It was my first rest-day, and Id
  decided to pop over to York and look around for some new hiking boots. Now that I was back in Yorkshire I was determined to make the best of it and get out into the hills as much as I could. As
  well as wanting to enjoy the countryside, I was on a bit of a campaign to get fit  although that didnt stop me popping into my favourite restaurant before I hit the shops. The way I
  look at it, what some people call retail therapy is a stressful business, and for a professional Yorkshireman, always in search of a bargain, you need your wits about you. No good trying to strike
  a deal with a wily salesman when your blood sugar is depleted. What I needed was a decent start  and for that theres no better place than Bettys, world renowned for a number of
  good reasons, not least among them its cooked breakfasts.


  So there I was, strolling down Coney Street, and all was well with the world. Full stomach, nice charge of caffeine flowing through the veins, cash in my pocket, and whistling a happy tune. I
  was weaving my way through the crowds, about to pop into one of the record stores when I spotted a familiar face. Vaguely familiar, and definitely not friendly. He was actually walking beside me,
  faster than everyone else, and the reason I turned to look at him was that hed nudged me as he went by. In fact, I couldve sworn I felt his hand rub against my hip pocket. This was
  nothing to do with the pressure of the crowd  it wasnt that busy yet. No, my first instinct  and Ive learned to trust my gut feelings over the years  was that he
  was a pickpocket and hed been looking for my wallet, although I learned a long time ago not to keep it back there.


  I let him get a few yards ahead, then followed him, and as he turned to mutter something to a passing woman I got a better look at him. He had a thin sort of face, bony, with reddened eyes
  darting everywhere. He looked decidedly edgy  and to my mind that spelled trouble. I was sure he was up to no good; he was probably on drugs, I wouldnt have been surprised if
  hed turned out to be armed.


  Despite the crowds, and although he was only of average height, it was easy enough to follow him. He walked on the balls of his feet, and turned his head to look at people as they passed, not
  casually, but giving them a steady stare. It really was quite menacing. He looked the sort of person youd cross the road to avoid. I followed him as he passed British Home Stores and turned
  left, which gave me another look at his face. Thats when it clicked. Hed been in the wanted file that Ed had given me when I was waiting to see the Super. Top of the
  bloody list  burglar, drug user, and violent with it. He was wanted for three separate assaults, one on a police officer. But here I was, off duty, and in mufti. What should I do?


  If Id had my mobile with me it mightve turned out differently, but I didnt. Never did at that time; I preferred to be inaccessible when I was off work. I had to think fast
   although to my surprise the suspect had now stopped and sat down right outside Mothercare, just behind an open door where he was almost hidden from view. I walked on past, nice and steady,
  to where I could keep an eye on him, then turned to face the shop window a few yards away. I could hardly believe what I saw next as he rolled up his trouser leg, pulled a needle from his coat
  pocket, and injected himself just above the ankle. Christ, he must be desperate  dangerous too. I turned away  if he saw me watching there was no telling what he might do. Some of
  these people will stab you with a used needle as soon as look at you, never mind whatever else he might be carrying.


  I dont know whether I look like a copper or not  thats for other people to decide  but you hear plenty of criminals saying they can spot one a mile off. And since
  Ive already admitted that I follow my gut feelings, who am I to say that a criminals instincts are any less reliable?


  Still, when the Good Lord gave me a healthy nose for sniffing out a bad un he also touched me on the head and said, You will always be a seriously lucky bugger, Pannett
   and there on that crowded street I suddenly got very lucky indeed. Amongst the hats and bare heads, through the shifting tide of shoppers, barely 15 yards away I saw a policemans
  helmet bobbing along.


  I wove a path through the crowd. Thank God for that, I said. Listen. weve got a potentially dangerous situation here. He was staring at me, his mouth open.
  Oh, sorry, matey. My names Mike Pannett, Im a PC at Malton, Ten fifteens me number. Im off duty, but look  Ive just spotted a man whos wanted
  for assault and theft.


  You sure?


  Yep. I cant give you a name, but Ive seen him on the circulars. Hes got drugs on him right now and the way hes going on I think hes on a bit of a
  shoplifting spree.


  Well if he spots me hell do a runner. Can you watch him while I get back-up?


  Dont worry, I can still see him from here.


  PC Crouch was on his radio immediately, but just as he did so me-laddo got to his feet and looked our way.


  Shit, hes seen us.


  Okay, Mike, here goes,  and Crouch shoved his way through the crowd towards the shop doorway. I hesitated  my instinct was to go with him, but I was off duty. Better
  if I stayed put  unless things got nasty. The law says that even when youre off duty youre a copper, and youre expected to behave as one; in reality you like to give the
  on-duty lad first crack. For one thing, hes equipped for crime-fighting, youre not. As Crouch moved in, our friend surprised us both. Instead of legging it he went for the officer,
  going in low and shoving him to one side, knocking his helmet off in the process. He thought he was away, but he hadnt seen me. As he raced towards me he smacked into a young lass with two
  little kids. Down she went, and as I stuck out a leg, down he went, flat on his face. I was on him immediately, my knees in his back as I grabbed his wrists and pinned them behind him. There was a
  sharp hiss as Crouch sprayed CS gas in the guys face then got the cuffs on him.


  In London, even when you have an incident as dramatic as that, most people walk right by. They dont want to be involved. Or theyre just too laid back to be impressed: theyve
  seen worse. If a crowd does gather its usually an ugly one  gang members, family, neighbourhood kids  ready to wade in at the drop of a hat. Thats when you really need
  back-up  and fast. But here on the streets of York on a Saturday afternoon wed attracted a tight circle of people eagerly watching us, the word fight on everyones
  lips. For a moment it felt like being back in the school playground, but by the time Id handed over to Crouch and checked that the lass whod got knocked over was okay, the squad car
  had arrived, the suspect was inside and the crowd had melted away.


  


  PC Crouch had made the arrest  and he was welcome to it  but he must have given me a hell of a write-up, because a few days later I was back in the Wendy House to
  pay my respects to the Super. Ah, PC Pannett, he said, back so soon?


  But hopefully not for a bollocking, sir.


  Ah . . . no. He picked up a letter from his in-tray. Sit down. Tea or coffee?


  Er . . . tea please, sir.


  No, Ive received a glowing report from the Chief Superintendent over in York. It seems youre like our friends the Pinkertons.


  Hed got me there. I didnt know what he was on about.


  The Pinkertons, a celebrated private detective agency in the United States. Motto: The Eye Never Sleeps.


  Ah, right. I see. You mean, always vigilant and alert, sir.


  Precisely  always on the look-out, even when off duty in another town.


  It turned out Id received another commendation. He read it out to me as I sat there supping tea from one of his china cups. As Ed said when I got back in the office, Bloody hell.
  You dont hang about, do you? Havent even taken over your duties officially and youre over there having tea with the Super. I hope you put a good word in for us ordinary
  mortals.


  I gave you an honourable mention, matey. Told him you were doing your best, given your limitations.


  All right, all right. Ed had a think, then he said, I tell you what, though.


  What?


  I think youve arrived, buddy.


  I think youre right, I said, re-reading my copy of the commendation.


  
    
  


  Three


  Im not sure I knew what I expected to find when I left the multi-cultural streets of Battersea and my contacts among the Afro-Caribbean and Asian communities  not
  to mention the enclaves of Ghanaians, Yemenis, Kashmiris, Polish, Cockneys, Irish, Nigerians and Australians  and headed north to sleepy old Malton, where you still meet people whove
  never been outside Yorkshire in their entire lives. One thing I wasnt expecting was a base like ours, set back off the road behind a lawned garden, overshadowed by mature trees and protected
  by a long privet hedge which had been painstakingly trimmed to form the words Malton Police Station.


  This was a country town in a large rural area, and a wealthy area at that. There was little unemployment: there were always plenty of jobs at the bacon factory, and the town was a trading and
  commercial centre that served the needs of a lot of very wealthy people, some of whom were to become my friends as time went by. I first realized just how much money was around when I got chatting
  to a salesman at one of the car dealerships that operated on the outskirts of town. He told me that their annual sales of BMWs were the second highest in the entire country. And when I looked
  around on a Tuesday morning and saw the line of shiny new four-wheel drives parked end to end around the weekly cattle market, the superb strings of racehorses being exercised along the lanes and
  gallops that surround the town, it began to make sense. Id grown up in villages not far from Malton, but my parents came from fairly ordinary working families. My Dad was actually a
  chartered mechanical engineer; he designed the sights on the Challenger tanks. So  not exactly simple country folks, but they did have their feet very much on the ground, and we were
  certainly never well off. I grew up having no idea about how much money there was around this part of the country.


  When I was leaving the Met all my friends had cracked jokes about me going to live in the back of beyond, donning a flat cap and clogs, and huddling over a coal fire on a night-time. Nice joke,
  I told them, but you havent a clue. It wasnt until I got into my new job that I realized I didnt either.


  As I said, I wasnt sure what to expect, but I did know what I was hoping for in my new life: plenty of wide open spaces and the opportunity to enjoy them  both on the job and
  during my leisure time. As for policing, I think I expected a more traditional set-up within the force, and a slower pace on the streets. The rape and murder cases, the serious assaults, the gun
  crime, the major league drug-dealing, the Yardie gangs  all of that I was leaving behind. This 600 square miles of Gods Own Country, surely, was a different world.


  I think the whole thing started to come into focus one morning when I found myself in Yates hardware store, looking at the various delicacies they keep in the bins there next to the sacks
  of pet food. I was wondering what my old mates in Battersea would say if I told them you could pick out a roasted pigs ear  all translucent like a piece of underdone crackling 
  or a marrow bone for your dog, and that when you went to pay you might be standing alongside some farmer in a tattered gabardine raincoat with a frayed bit of baling twine for a belt, that he might
  be holding a length of metal link chain, or a pick-axe, or handing a wonky spade over the counter to have a new wooden handle put on it. And what would they say if I then told them that the farmer
  was worth four million at present-day land prices?


  Id been in Yates to have a natter with their bicycle repair man. There had been a few thefts in the area recently. There were the usual cheap little bone-shakers that get nicked
  from outside a village pub and turn up a few days later, tyres flat, front wheel buckled, down by the riverside. Then there were the more up-market machines. You can easily spend 1,000,
  maybe twice that, on a decent mountain-bike, and you can just as easily have it stolen. The difference is that the kind of person who nicks one of those isnt the sort of opportunist
  whos looking for a ride into town to collect his benefit cheque. Hes a pro, and hes looking to sell it on as quickly as he can and make a nice bit of cash. And instead of
  waiting for a car boot sale, there was always the chance he might just bring it into a repair man to try and sell it. Well, I had to start somewhere, but the lad upstairs at Yates emporium
  assured me he hadnt had anything of that sort offered to him.


  I must admit I dawdled a bit on my way out. You dont get many shops like Yates these days. They sell a bit of everything: hardware, farm supplies, kitchenware, boots and shoes,
  outdoor clothing and every type of tool you can imagine. You can buy a pair of bathroom scales, a set of fire-irons, a galvanized dustbin, a washing-machine, a cement mixer or a packet of jam-jar
  covers. You can buy new deck-chair canvas by the yard, rope by the metre, galvanized iron clouts by the pound, pickling onions by the bag and a hundred different types of garden spray. Or, if
  youre stuck for something to do while the wifes ferreting amongst the Pyrex dishes, you can stand and watch the caged zebra finches, whose cries were once described to me as being
  like the creaking of aged bed-springs. All human life is in that shop: an elderly housewife looking for a pie funnel; a stooped allotment holder weaving a path to the counter with an ergonomic
  wheelbarrow; giggly children looking for goldfish food; campers in search of methylated spirits; and the odd policeman, recently transferred from the Met, smiling to himself as he remembers the
  Saturday markets south of the river. They certainly had some exotic items on sale there, but nothing quite like this.


  


  A policemans lot  it would be a great deal simpler were it not for the criminal fraternity. But so long as there are wrong-doers on the loose, therell be no
  peace for us. As I stepped out into the sunlight the radio was chattering away. Would I investigate a report from a dog-walker up in Old Malton. Suspicion that two youths were selling drugs. In a
  public open space.


  It took me several minutes to extricate myself from the crush of cars nosing their way through town. Itd be the level crossing, of course: every time the gates come down the traffic backs
  up to the lights at the main crossroads and theres not a thing you can do except wait, and wait, and wait, and this time some idiot pulling a trailer full of pigs for the bacon factory had
  managed to get halfway across the intersection with the Pickering road and was stranded in the middle of the yellow box, stopping the job completely.


  By the time I got up to the old Roman camp there was nobody much to be seen. Hardly surprising in the middle of March, and on a raw old day too. Its an odd sort of spot, a large expanse
  of grassland barely a quarter-mile from the town centre, with some fine mature trees dotted about, but more or less deserted most of the time. People drive by on their way to Flamingoland or the
  museum at Eden Camp and seem unaware that theyre passing the site of a major Roman settlement where a garrison of fighting men were stationed almost 2,000 years ago. Maybe it needs a visit
  from Time Team. Quiet as it is, its a strange place for someone to get up to mischief. I found it hard to believe that anyone would be trading in narcotics just across the road from
  the police station in broad daylight  that sort of thing didnt happen on my patch in Battersea.


  I got out of the car, put my top-coat on and strolled across the wet grass. Id seen a woman sitting at a picnic table, smoking a cigarette while her dog went about its business under the
  trees that bordered the adjacent field. I asked her if shed seen anyone else around the place. Oh aye, couple of youths, heading down the bottom towards the river. But that was 20
  minutes since, she said, and now, beyond the low humps that marked the outline of the Roman ramparts, the park looked empty. I drove back through town, swinging left just before the bridge
  and heading along Sheeps Foot Lane towards the soft drinks factory that borders the other side of the camp. With a bit of luck I might catch them as they headed back over the bridge to
  Norton  because I was willing to bet thats where they came from. A search of their persons might prove fruitful.


  


  From what Id observed since I moved up from the Met, they werent that keen on stop and search procedures in North Yorkshire. Perhaps I mean they
  werent that switched on to it. Their techniques were, to put it bluntly, nave. With nine years in the Met, where stopping and searching suspects in the street was routine, Id
  found it to be a valuable tool in crime prevention, and Id learned some pretty effective methods  you had to.


  First, you learned to tell at a glance whether someone had been using drugs, or whether they had something else to hide, like a concealed weapon. That first glance could be crucial. It would
  tell you, as often as not, whether the person you were about to apprehend was carrying something they didnt want you to find. Body language, a sudden nervousness as they saw you slow the car
  down, a change of gait, a shifting of the gaze, a hand dipped into a pocket to dispose of something incriminating. And you soon learned to pick up the other clues, like that tell-tale redness in
  the eyes if theyd been smoking dope.


  As for your approach, you needed to plan that carefully. The Met way we called it: make sure you get the person under your control right away, and have their hands where you can
  see them  all the time. You dont want them whipping a knife out from their pocket, or their waist-band, or from inside a sock. Down in my part of London I should say 50 per cent of
  the street robbers I stopped were carrying knives. And Ive seen enough people stabbed to know its not worth taking a chance  ever.


  I suppose we had no choice down there but to be quick on our toes, and sharp-eyed too. It became a habit, so I was shocked when I moved back to Yorkshire, because what I found amongst my new
  colleagues was a surprising degree of navety. It was a rural thing, I suppose. In a city like York, as far as I could see, and even in Scarborough, they were relatively switched on. But out
  in Ryedale they just didnt have enough experience of stop and search. Theyd give a suspect far too many opportunities to escape, whereas I instinctively had them leaning against a
  wall, or the car, hands out in front of them, and always making sure that something  again, the wall or the car  stood between them and a quick getaway. Otherwise theyd be off,
  like shit off a stick.


  By and large, the techniques my Ryedale mates used struck me as nave  although it wasnt just my fellow police officers who seemed unsophisticated  it applied to the
  criminals themselves. In London a suspect only had to see the car slow down and hed be off. Approach a group and theyd starburst  everyone shooting off in a different
  direction. If half a dozen had been involved in robbing someone, the first thing theyd do would be to swap clothing, which would make a nonsense of the descriptions wed been given
   or any CCTV images. And of course, face to face, there was always that fear that theyd pull that knife on you. As for the search, that didnt really bother them. Theyd
  all been through it before, dozens of times in some cases. They were prepared  give them a five-second warning of your approach and you could bet theyd be clean as a whistle.


  In North Yorkshire it was different  very different. Stop someone in the street here and they stay stopped. This has never happened to them before: theyve never felt a
  coppers hands patting their pockets and armpits and running down their legs. Theyll probably be in shock, certainly in awe. They assume that if youve approached them you know
  who they are and, by implication, where they live. Which you often do. They arent going to run because youll be round their house in five minutes waiting for them. Their attitude is
  like something out of a 1940s black-and-white film  its a fair cop and all that. Its not London, where everyones a stranger and a beat copper takes months to work out
  where all the narrow back streets and alleyways connect up. But it wasnt simply a matter of technique; it was more about practice. In Battersea wed be investigating ten or a dozen
  street robberies a day  and that alone often gave us adequate cause to stop suspects in the street and search them. Up here I was hardly coming across one a month.


  So, this was a new type of policing I was getting used to. But at the same time the bad guys were having to get used to me. I was different  I was more direct, more authoritative, and I
  didnt take any risks. I had a mission. The fact is that as much as I was surprised at the difference between policing methods on my new patch and the way wed done things in the Met, I
  was more shocked at the way in which illegal substances were being touted and consumed on the streets of a small country town. I mean cannabis and ecstasy at this time, not the harder drugs; they
  came later. But, from the word go, Id find that in casual conversation it would come out that so-and-so was a dealer who operated at such-and-such a place or time. And you could more or less
  go and watch them at work. They had no fear, and why should they? Nobody had ever sorted them out. Theyd never been stopped and searched. I used the word nave; you could
  almost call it innocent  were it not for the fact that the law was being broken and young lives endangered. Well, that was about to change. Drug dealing in broad daylight? Not on my bloody
  patch.


  


  I found the two youths where I hoped I would, loping through the grass towards the lane that led to the bridge. They checked their stride, looked nervously to left and right.
  Were they about to make a dash for it? I saw one of them slip a hand in his pocket. In London I would have been thinking knives. Here it was more likely dispose of the
  evidence  or swallow it  but either way, with their general demeanour, and the call wed had from the dog-walker, I knew Id be on safe ground if I decided to
  search them.


  You have to be careful with stop and search. Its a procedural thing. In the Met we had to remember six basic steps in the procedure, and we remembered them by using a mnemonic, GOWISE.
  Most important is G, Grounds for suspicion, which in this case I already had. A member of the public had called in. Next was O  Object of search: what do you think the suspect might be
  carrying? Today it was drugs. Then W: show your Warrant Card if youre in plain clothes, which of course I wasnt; I  Identifcation: the requirement that you give the suspect
  your name; S, the station youre attached to, as if theyd be in any doubt in a small town like this; finally E  letting the suspect know his Entitlements under the law.


  In reality the suspicion part often comes down to another G, Gut feeling  and that comes with experience. As well as a persons mannerisms and demeanour theres the fact that
  in a small community you soon get to know who the users and dealers are. You get to know the type of places they hang out. They dont realize how obvious they are half the time. As soon as
  you approach them theyll go red or start shaking, particularly the less experienced ones. Some of them might just as well fly a big flag with Guilty embroidered on it.


  As it happened, my two lads at the Roman camp were clean  either that or theyd disposed of anything they might have been carrying. I wasnt about to crawl through a great
  tangle of dead nettles and brambles to look for it, not this time. And, in fairness, I only had the suspicions of a member of the public to go on. She may have just overheard a snatch of
  conversation. Still, as far as I was concerned Id got a result of sorts just by stopping them. They now knew who I was, and I knew them. As I said to them, with a smile on my face,
  Dont worry, lads, Ill get you next time. Its the sort of warning I like to give people, especially when I know theyre bent. It keeps them on their toes.
  These two, though, thought theyd got away with something. They couldnt resist giving me a bit of lip.


  You cant touch me, copper. Im too clever for a bloody flat-foot.


  Theres no law against cheeking a policeman. You just have to take it. The days of clipping them round the ear are gone. All the same, I was entitled to ask the lads their names and
  addresses.


  Eastwood, one of them said. He was a tall youth with a mop of dark curly hair and a complexion like a cheap supermarket pizza.


  Aye, and we call him Clint, his mate chipped in.


  Cos I ride into town and do whatever I want, me.


  Clint, eh? I had my notebook out and was getting the details down.


  Aye, Clint Eastwood. Ya get it?


  Oh I get it all right, I said. Im good with names, as well as faces. So heres one for you. Im PC Pannett, and Im a big fan of Clint Eastwood.
  Seen all his films. In fact, where I come from they call me Harry, Dirty Harry. And Im telling you that things have got too slack in this town, and Im going to make it my mission to
  clean the place up. Do I make myself clear, punk?


  I should never have said it, I suppose; but I couldnt resist it. Within days it was all over town. There were youths at the skateboard park, kids playing football up against the wall
  behind the bowling club, even a gaggle of Girl Guides outside the swimming-baths. Here he comes, Dirty Harry.


  It didnt take long to get back to the station either.


  Now then, Harry . . . or do we call you Clint? Or the Enforcer?


  I could handle a bit of mickey-taking from Ed. Wed got on well from the day I first walked in and hed driven me around the patch. Wed become quite matey, and often stopped
  for a pint together after a shift.


  Oh, so words out, is it?


  Small-town life, buddy. You did well to get back to the station before the story broke.


  Well, I said, now that its out, maybe I need to find a way of living up to my reputation.


  Oh aye, he said, and what do you mean by that? You going to rampage through the streets of Malton with a .44 Magnum? Freeze, ass-hole!


  Listen, I said. And, credit where its due, he did. As far as I could see, drug dealers had free rein in the town. As a force we knew plenty of them by name, and if we
  applied a few Met techniques to the problem we could surely arrest the most high-profile offenders and drive the others underground.


  But Ed wasnt keen. Thats CID territory, he said. I mean, thats what theyre for.


  The suits? I said. Theyre a joke.


  Careful, Mike. Youre new in town and walls have ears.


  I can trust you, cant I?


  Sure you can.


  Well, do you think they pull their weight? Poncing about all day in plain clothes and unmarked cars?


  You arent the first to say that.


  Well, and what do you say?


  Id say you arent far off the mark.


  Half of em think theyre in an American movie, on some kind of stake-out. I mean, Ed . . . new as I am up here, Ive seen em with me own eyes parked up outside
  the secondary school, watching the bloody dealers as the kids come out. Oh no, we cant move in. Were gathering evidence. Gathering evidence, while 14-year-olds are being
  sold marijuana right outside their school? You know Im right, dont you?


  We all know what goes on . . . but, like I say, its CID territory.


  As I see it we all have a duty as policemen to go after criminals. If theyre selling drugs on my patch Im going to have em . . . and CID be buggered. I mean, come on,
  Ed. Youve got kids  how long before they want to start going out on a night?


  Well, big ones coming up to 14.


  Right, so shell already be wanting to hang out with lads.


  Aye, right enough.


  And cast your mind back. How old were you when you first started going out drinking?


  Sixteen.


  And how old were the lasses you met up with?


  Oh hell . . . 14, some of them. High heels, big dollop of mascara. They could get served well before we could.


  Precisely, mate. And where do these dealers ply their trade, once theyve done the bloody school run? Theyre down that pub where all the youngsters gather.


  I didnt need to rub it in. He knew I was right. Go on, then, he said. Whats your plan?


  Ah, I said, I havent got a plan . . . but you and me, Ed, I bet we can knock sommat up.


  And then what?


  Then we take it to the mountain top.


  


  It never goes down well in a hierarchy like the police when someone vaults over the entire set-up  shift leader, Sergeant, Inspector  and goes straight to the
  Superintendent. Least of all the CID. But as far as I was concerned things were in a right state out there on the streets  streets on my beat, streets I was meant to patrol  and what
  was I supposed to do about it? Turn a blind eye?


  We cobbled together a simple plan over a cup of tea. It was a real back-of-an-envelope job. What I reckon, I said, is we use the old Met tactics. Get stuck into anyone and
  everyone who we think is using or dealing.


  Ed agreed. We must have a fair few names between us.


  We did  and we knew where to find most of them.


  If we call at their homes, their hang-outs, or stop them on the street . . . search them, well rattle a few cages, let em know we mean business. And act fast, before they
  have a chance to work out whats going on. Out of that well surely make a few arrests, and theyll give us enough intelligence to find the more serious dealers.


  You hope.


  Aye, I hope. Come on, mate, think positive.


  I reckoned  and here, to be fair, I was taking a bit of a punt  that we needed a fortnight.


  Two weeks? Ed wasnt sure.


  Well, if we go to the Super and ask for a month hes gonna say no. Were already a man short, arent we?


  Aye, and they still havent advertised the vacancy.


  But then again the holiday season hasnt kicked off yet. Lets go for two weeks.


  We pitched it nice and simple. Ed and me to take a late turn, an unmarked car, wear plain clothes and work as much overtime as it took  because if we did any good wed generate a
  ton of paperwork. Then wed be in business. It was just a matter of convincing the Super  and that, when it came to it, was a piece of cake.


  He listened to our plan, which took me about as long to explain as it did to write it. Well, he said, youve got the experience, youve got the desire, and you
  seem to have a plan. And we certainly have a problem on the streets. Lets see what you can do.


  Of course, as soon as word got out, there was trouble. We were expecting it and we got it  from our mates the CID. People have the wrong idea about the CID. They think that (a)
  theyre above us ordinary coppers, (b) theyre super-intelligent, and (c) they live a glamorous life, kicking down doors, doing highspeed car-chases, tracking down the Mr Bigs of the
  criminal world, and meeting top-fight journalists in secret locations to tell their stories. In fact, the CID are no different in rank from beat coppers. They think theyre superior; we know
  theyre not  at least, not in small towns. London is a different case: the CID there  and Ive worked with them on a number of cases involving Yardie gangs and the like
   do some terrific work.


  Even so, theres still a rivalry between the uniformed branch and the plain-clothes boys. To them, were wooden-tops; to us theyre idle buggers in suits. Their work involves
  the kind of routine information gathering that would drive a beat copper nuts: endlessly checking facts and figures, going through lists of names, addresses and phone statements, sitting and
  watching doors and windows or parked cars, hour after hour, day after day, and eating horrible takeaways. Personally, I think it dulls their minds  the grub as much as the tedium. It gives
  them wind too, serious wind. They see us out and about engaging with the public, having something like a life, and wonder why the hell they ever put in for CID in the first place. So when they find
  a jumped-up bobby, fresh up from the Met to sleepy old Malton, setting out to bust the drug scene open, they dont like it  at all. What they didnt realize was that in London
  Id planned an operation that netted the largest ever seizure of crack cocaine at that time. I knew what I was about.


  


  What the f*** do you think youre up to, Pannett?


  Me? Im doing what Im paid to. Policing the streets, matey.


  Listen, you four-eyed pillock, we do the drugs busts in this town.


  Oh, you do, do you? So what about the lad that operates outside the secondary school, in that Y-reg Fiesta every afternoon?


  Dont you worry, weve got his number.


  Aye, and so have half the kids in Year 11.


  Were collecting evidence.


  And the kids in Year 11 are collecting a stash. I presume youre poised for the kill then?


  In our own good time, flat-foot.


  So thats what Im to tell the parents who ask me how the hell their kids are managing to get hold of ecstasy at knockdown prices in a quiet market town in broad daylight.
  That what youre saying?


  Well have em, sunshine, dont you worry.


  Aye, but when? Thats the bloody question.


  Not that I really cared what the answer was. It couldnt be soon enough for me. As far as I was concerned, Ed and I had a job to do, and two weeks in which to do it. Unlike our friends in
  suits, we couldnt afford to hang about.


  We kicked off by stopping any vehicle that we suspected  or in some cases knew  was involved in the drug scene. As soon as we spotted one out and about we got after it and pulled
  it over. We worked as a team, jumping out and grabbing hold of the occupants before they could run  which we fully expected them to do. If there were more than two in the car wed
  target the driver and front-seat passenger, and warn the remaining occupants to stay where they were. They were like lambs to the slaughter. Just like the stop-and-search lads, they werent
  used to this sort of thing  they froze. We were mostly stopping users at this stage; we still had to get to the dealers. There was no resistance from the kids we arrested, no fighting, no
  knives, no back-chat, no bleating on about solicitors. All we did was arrest them, take them back to the station and interview them, building up a database of names and contacts  and
  frightening the living daylights out of them.


  The business about solicitors surprised me. In London everyone was wise to that as a stalling tactic: Im not saying a word till my lawyer gets here, and all that. Or if they
  were in a really chatty frame of mind, no comment. Here I felt I was meeting up with the good old-fashioned honest crook. They accepted theyd been caught and they
  came clean. Within days we were getting a picture of the Malton drugs scene, and the picture was of a town dominated by a particular gang, most of whose names we now had.


  The gang had eight main members. With the exception of a couple of 20-year-olds, they were all teenagers. One was as young as 15. Prominent among them was the kid called Eastwood.


  Had him in mind from the word go, I told Ed as we sat in the office late one night typing up our reports. Hes the little twat they call Clint  the one where I
  said my name was Dirty Harry.


  Ed liked that. Well, he said, just make sure Im there with you when you pull him in. Tell you what, you do the Do you feel lucky, punk? and Ill
  do that other line.


  Whats that, Ed?


  You know the one. This gun will blow your f***ing head clean off. That a deal?


  Yeah, yeah, yeah.


  As it happened, Ed was with me when we almost got our hands on the lad  almost, but not quite. It was early evening, and the sun was just going down. Wed been cruising around town
  wondering where the hell everyone was. We were on our way back past the police station. It seemed extraordinarily quiet.


  Is there a game on, or what?


  No, england play tomorrow. Maybe its that big showdown in Celebrity Big Brother or something.


  Bloody amazing what some peoplell watch.


  Hey, if it keeps the criminals off the street . . .


  Now, theres an idea.


  What?


  Round up all the bad guys, stick em in a secure house and do 24-hour CCTV surveillance.


  We already have that, Mike.


  Have we? Ive not seen it. Mind you, I dont watch much telly these days.


  Its called prison, you prat.


  Trust me, it gets that bad when youre double-manned and theres nothing going off. You run out of things to talk about. But although you can slump into that sort of idle chat, and
  youre so bored you feel as if you could just pull over, curl up in your seat and take a crafty nap, you know bloody well that everything can change in the time it takes for your radio to
  crackle into life. In this case, though, we didnt need the radio.


  We were barely 400 yards from the station, just doubling round the back where theres a footpath that leads past a row of old cottages and down towards the by-pass. You get dog-walkers,
  courting couples going down there  and the odd chancer scouting around for an open shed or a bike parked without a lock on it. As we drove by we saw a skinny tall youth climb over the
  stile.


  Its that bugger Collins. His name was on our list of gang members.


  Right, lets have him.


  Hed looked over his shoulder as he mounted the stile, but of course he didnt recognize the unmarked car. We gave him a second to disappear, then pulled up and went after him. As
  soon as we were a few yards along the pathway we saw four of them, just ahead of us. But by this time theyd seen us, and legged it. Green jacket . . . Im sure thats that
  bugger Eastwood, I panted as we dashed along past the back-garden hedges and wooden sheds, the overhanging brambles lashing at our faces. We could see them, plain as you like, emptying their
  pockets into the hedge bottom before swinging left across the bare field with Eastwood several lengths to the good.


  Nippy little bastard, Ed gasped as we gained on the other three.


  We caught them at the far side of the field. I wrestled one of them to the floor, a second stood there frozen, but his mate was all for taking Ed on.


  Come on, copper, Im ready for you!


  I think not, mlad. Ed bent down, went in low, and had him over his shoulder in a flash. He dumped him unceremoniously in the thorn hedge and turned to slap the cuffs on the
  other two. I looked around for the lad Eastwood but hed vanished. Ed radioed for assistance. I hoped it wouldnt be long. Itd soon be dark and we had the hedge bottom to
  search.


  Half an hour with our Dragon lights and wed collected nearly two pounds of cannabis resin for our three captives to explain. So there we were, three of the main suspects in our care and a
  nice stack of evidence. All we lacked was a positive ID on the fourth lad, the one whod got away. I knew damn well who it was, but, as they like to say these days, where was the evidence?
  All I had to go on was that green jacket. And fair play to his mates  they werent obliged to incriminate him, and they never did  even when all three went to prison for 18
  months. So now we had to wait for Clint to come to us, as he surely would, because as far as we knew he had no means of support other than his trafficking.


  


  Ed and I had a spectacularly successful fortnight. We made 27 arrests, of which half a dozen led to prosecutions that resulted in terms of imprisonment. They werent all
  spotty youths either  and one case showed us just how far reaching the drug problem had become in the town. Wed received information from one of the many stop and searches that a
  middle-aged woman was supplying drugs at lunchtimes from a fish-and-chip shop car park.


  That cant be right, I said to Ed. Operating from a car in broad daylight?


  Well, he said, wed better check it out. We know what car it is?


  Aye, a little black Peugeot.


  We drove into the car park at midday and sure enough, there was the suspect vehicle, and inside it was a woman answering the description wed been given.


  Are we going to watch her or what?


  No. Why bother? If shes dealing well have all the evidence we need.


  It was almost surreal. We simply parked a few yards away, and walked up to the car. She wound down her window and looked at us enquiringly and I showed her my warrant card.


  Bloody hell, she said, and gave a great sigh.


  Look at that, Ed said. And there on the passenger seat right beside the woman was a pile of 10 and 20 notes, some loose change and several lumps of cannabis resin
   about an ounce each  as well as a little set of scales and a wad of plastic zip-lock bags. It was a regular little retail set-up. We arrested her and charged her. She didnt
  argue. What was the point? It was a sad tale, really: a single mother trying to make ends meet; three kids, and a husband serving time for fraud. They treated her leniently  12 months
  community service  but the main thing was wed put her out of action.


  


  Towards the end of Operation Clean Sweep we started to get lucky, catching a couple of fish in the net more by accident than design. Wed gone to look for a youth who was
  wanted on warrant for failing to appear in court to answer a charge of theft. We decided we might as well pay a visit to the lads home address. Why not? Ed said.
  Hes probably daft enough to be sat there watching the telly.


  Aye, I said, but lets not make it easy for him. Ive had dealings with his mother. If we show up at the front door shell stall us while he nips out the
  back. We decided that if the lad was at home wed sneak up from behind. Which explains how we ended up climbing over a neighbours fence a few doors down and working our way
  along to his place through one garden after another. We soon caught the familiar smell of cannabis, coming from an old greenhouse. Creeping towards it, we could see the wanted lad sitting on the
  floor, apparently half asleep. And who should be there with him but our pal in the green jacket  Clint Eastwood, sitting on a chair smoking a joint, his head back and his eyes half closed.
  They were high as kites, the pair of them.


  I nudged Ed and beckoned him to follow me. The door to the greenhouse squeaked horribly as we opened it, but the lads were quite oblivious. I was able to walk right up to Eastwood and take the
  joint out of his mouth. As he sat there impersonating a goldfish I informed him that he was under arrest for possession of drugs  at which point his brain re-established contact with his
  tongue and I was treated to a torrent of obscenities, as well as the usual litany of threats as to what he would do to me if and when . . . Forget it, matey, I said.
  Youre going to be out of circulation for quite a while.


  I dont usually keep a score. Im more proud of the work I do in preventing crimes than in the numbers of arrests I can make. But in this case I really did feel wed chalked up
  a couple of good ones. Not only had we got the lad who was wanted on warrant, but wed collared Eastwood, done for possession  and he would later answer further charges relating to his
  dealings with the drugs wed found in the hedge bottom a few nights earlier.


  Ed and I wound up our temporary partnership late on a Friday night, congratulating ourselves on a job well done. More gratifying than that was what happened when one of the CID men walked into
  the hotel where we were having a few beers. We could tell he wanted to insult us, and we were all ready to insult him back, but  hell, this was the weekend coming up. Besides, he was on his
  own. What was he going to do against us two? We were on top of our game, full of it. Sit down, have a pint, Ed said. Were celebrating. We can call this one up for the
  police, cant we?


  Aye, go on then, he said, parking his arse next to me and downing the first half of his pint in a single gulp. It took him a second pint to relax, and he was into his third before
  he enquired, politely, how things had gone with our project. He was halfway down his fourth, and struggling, but in the end he could contain his admiration no longer. He was, he admitted,
  impressed. I tell you what, he said, there aint many  and I dont mean you any disrespect, yunderstand  but there aint many wooden-tops
  could do what youve done. Me and my mate were . . . well, I wouldnt say we were wrong like, but we werent as right as wed like to be. He drained his glass and
  went to get another round in. When he came back from the bar he was looking thoughtful. You lads, you ever thought of joining the CID? he asked.


  
    
  


  Four


  Spring had properly arrived at last. After a week of cold and rain, the wind had dropped and the clouds had broken up. The hawthorn hedges were greening up nicely, the grass
  was gleaming under a warm april sun and all over my patch inquisitive lambs were managing to wriggle their way through wire fences in search of the rich grazing along the verges. So there you had
  them: gaggles of lost youngsters scampering along the roadside butting the fence, their thin bleating answered with a deeper call from across the pasture. Im always amazed at how they manage
  to find their way back, and how on earth they pick out their mothers from the dozens of ragged ewes scattered over a 40-acre field. Because they do  somehow or other. Once in a while, if
  youre lucky, you can help shove one of them through a gap, but there are casualties. Some are hit by the cars and vans that hurtle along the lanes at 60 and 70, regardless of the sharp bends
  and sudden gradients; others fall victim to people who have an appetite for fresh meat and no scruples about grabbing an opportunity. I like a bit of lamb myself  to my mind there
  arent many more appetizing sights than a roast shoulder coming out of an oven all spiked with rosemary and surrounded by a few overdone shallots. And the smell! Unforgettable. And quite
  unmistakable.


  


  It was a Sunday, the early shift. Not a lot doing. Wed been out on the Wolds to see a farmer who reckoned someone had been at his diesel tank in the yard, except that he
  couldnt be quite sure how much he shouldve had in it, so he couldnt be positive how much, if any, hed had stolen. I told him to keep a check on it and let me know if any
  more went missing.


  From there we followed the old gypsy race along the valley that leads out towards Foxholes. It rarely sees any water these days. Its little more than a shallow depression that courses
  along beside the road through East and West Lutton, Weaverthorpe and such places. But once upon a time it was a proper little beck  at least in a wet season. I was in my element, sounding
  off about my younger days when I used to bike around the Wolds and go fishing along the Derwent. Im saying we  I had a captive audience with me: Jayne was riding
  shotgun, so to speak. This was when she first came to us, as a graduate from police college. They like to farm probationers out to get a bit of practical experience before theyre let loose
  on an unsuspecting public. Three months working with one of us to show them the ropes and so on. You might say its our job to blood them, ease them into the routine as well as some of the
  more unpleasant tasks we get from time to time. Mind you, I wasnt expecting any action on a day like this, although I shouldve told the lass what I tell most people about this job:
  always expect the unexpected.


  I quite like having company from time to time, especially a new young copper. To be honest, I think Ive a bit to offer the raw recruits. Here they are in the wilds of North Yorkshire,
  learning about a rural beat, and after Ive given them the low-down on the wildlife, the game-keepers, the farmers who act as my eyes and ears, my tea stops and so on, I start throwing in a
  few stories from my days in the Met. And then theres what you might call style. Theres more than one way of policing a beat, and these young recruits will meet plenty of coppers who
  take the heavy-handed approach. Wade in, take charge, terrify the buggers. Well, thats simplifying it a bit. Theyd call it a no-nonsense approach. I call it the easy
  option. Anyone can do that. I prefer to tread softly, get to know the criminal fraternity if I can. I believe in looking for the best in everyone. Give them the benefit of the doubt, I say. The
  quiet word of warning, the bit of friendly advice. I know what youre up to, so why dont you make it easy on yourself by stopping right now because otherwise Ill have
  you. That kind of thing. Im not saying its the best way, or the only way, but its my way. And I like it when I get the chance to pass it on to a young constable who
  hasnt had time to formulate an approach to the job, hasnt got set in their ways and turned cynical.


  Id not really met Jayne before. I think shed been with us a couple of weeks but shed been assigned to one of the other lads at Malton  one who had what you might call
  a more fundamentalist approach to the job. Sort of copper who would go out of his way to nail a motorist for a minor speeding offence, chalk them up on his hit list and then quiz you as to how many
  arrests youd made last month. However, that particular officer was off on some sort of training scheme. Perhaps it was a course on non-confrontational policing, perhaps not. He was good at
  finding courses to go on, and would disappear for months at a time. Hed done a course about trans-gender issues and followed that up with one on negotiating skills. You couldnt blame
  the lad for trying.


  Anyway, the upshot was that I had another pair of hands  and someone to talk to. So there I was, telling Jayne the tale: my love of the countryside, my fishing exploits, my drug-busting
  escapades in London. Poor lass, she had no choice but to listen. And then I got on to sheep  and looking back its a wonder she didnt nod off, except that I was letting her
  drive. We were back on the tops now and I was looking at the ewes dotted all over the hillside while their lambs explored the edges of the pasture in little gangs of four and five. Jayne was a
  townie, and a southerner. She came from Peterborough, and when I started telling her about the problems we were having with rustlers she was all ears.


  Rustlers? she said. You mean like in cowboy films?


  Well, aye, you could put it that way.


  What, with lassoes and that?


  Now then, dont be daft.


  Only joking.


  Thing with sheep is theyre pretty much left to look after themselves a lot of the year.


  Fair enough, she said. I mean, all they do is chomp away at the grass all day long.


  I let that pass. I can never tell with southerners. Anyway, I said, weve had farmers come out in the morning and find half the flock missing. 30, 40 sheep 
  gone. One of them reckoned he lost 80 odd in a single night last year.


  Well, he would, wouldnt he? Jayne said. I mean, its a classic one, that


  You what?


  A hundred sheep? Itll be the old insurance job.


  Oh aye, theyll be insured all right.


  No, I mean a scam. You know  I could swear I had 100 sheep when I went to bed last night and now theres only 20 left.


  How old are you? I said, pressing myself back in my seat as she attacked the descent towards Wintringham at about 40.


  Twenty-two, she said.


  I shook my head. Here she was, still a probationer, and sceptical as one of the old lags. Gangs, I said. It has to be. Drive over from the West Riding or somewhere in a big
  wagon and herd em in. Weve got the odd eye-witness report, livestock wagons cruising the lanes at dead of night; weve seen the tyre marks in the gateways, but weve never
  got near making an arrest. However, I said, as it happens were off to investigate a spot of possible rustling right now. Head down to the bottom and turn right, will
  you?


  There was no gang involved in this case, and no mystery vehicle, and not that many sheep. The farmer whod called the station told me he had 150 in one field, 80 odd in the other. He
  couldnt be quite certain, but he insisted hed kept a careful watch on his lambs. Just getting ready for market, he said, and now they were starting to disappear, one by one. And he
  was adamant that the gypsies who were parked on the roadside down at the bottom of his land were responsible. Same trouble every spring, he reckoned.


  The encampment consisted of an assortment of Transit vans, trailers and a single old-style wooden caravan.


  They shouldnt be here, by rights, I said.


  Cant you just move em on? Jayne asked.


  Well, live and let live, I said, as I put on my cap and opened the car door. Theyre no real trouble. And theyll be on their way in a few weeks.


  But what about all that? You going to make em clear up before they go? Jayne was looking at the roadside where a skinny sort of whippet was dragging a big red-streaked bone
  from a pile of plastic bags full of rubbish and had got it all tangled up in a length of baling twine.


  Aye, theyre not the tidiest, are they?


  There were two families, probably ten or a dozen travellers all told; a couple of women and a handful of kids sitting on the steps of their caravans, three or four men sitting around a
  half-hearted sort of fire fringed with scorched tin cans and stinking of burnt rags. They appeared to be finishing off a meal. There were a couple of ponies too, threadbare types lying on their
  sides on the grass, soaking up the spring sunshine. See that? I said. We once had someone call in to tell us there were two dead horses on the roadside. They thought they only
  slept standing up.


  Is that right?


  Aye, got quite excited about it. Said we should have the knacker down there to clear them away.


  No, what I mean is, do they really sleep standing up?


  You dont know a lot about country life, do you Jayne?


  Well, no. I mean, Peterborough . . . its . . .


  I was out of the car now and approaching the men around the fire. There was another smell in the air, roast meat  lamb. No question about that. Quite fragrant it was. The men looked ill
  at ease as I approached, staring at the sickly yellow flames rather than looking at me, stroking their chins, pulling their flat hats down over their eyes, coughing as the smoke wafted across their
  faces. One of them was working away with a toothpick. Another speared a last potato and popped it in his mouth before putting the plate on the ground. Behind him the dog had settled down to gnaw
  his bone. Another one, a puppy, made a move for the plate but was shooed away.


  Now then, I said, stepping towards the fire.


  The man with the tooth-pick got up, wiped his chin, then rubbed his hand on his dark track-suit bottoms. He was about 60 and wore a sort of trilby hat. He was only short, but he was obviously
  the spokesperson for the group. What can I do for you, officer? Cos weve done nowt wrong, you know.


  No, Im not after anyone. Just wondering whether you can help us.


  We dont snitch on nobody neither. There was no doubt about it  hed been eating that meat Id smelled. His chin and his hands were covered in grease.


  No, Im not asking you to do that. Just that weve had reports of a couple of sheep gone missing.


  Sheep, you say? ooh, we dont know nowt about that, he said. Behind him the other men stared fixedly at the fire. One of them glanced up and shook his head.


  Well, I thought you might have seen something. You know how they get loose and then cant get back in through the fence, and


  I told you, we dont know nowt, officer.


  I looked at the plate on the ground. There was a layer of grease, already congealed, sort of white and hard  and if my memories of school dinners served me right that was lamb fat I was
  looking at. I bent down and picked the plate up. There was what looked like a smear of mint sauce there.


  What have we had, I said. Sommat nice?


  Chicken, officer. You had to admire his nerve. Standing there with his arms folded across his chest, staring me right in the eye as if he was daring me to taste the congealed gravy
  on the empty plate. We kill our own.


  Chicken, eh? I looked around the site, and there were indeed a couple of scrawny hens settling in the grass under one of the vans. And a duck. But you can tell when people are
  lying through their teeth. Its the way they stand there, jaw set, not a muscle moving. As if theyve had to take a deep breath to get the lie out and then dont dare breathe out
  in case their face colours up.


  Well, I said. If you hear owt, or see owt, maybe youd let us know.


  Weve done nothing, officer.


  Course not. I wouldnt expect honest travelling folks to do something like that. Theyre not daft enough to get involved in that sort of caper. No, I said, putting the
  plate back down beside the fire, Ive had no complaints about any travelling folk on my patch and I dont expect I will.


  That you wont, sir, that you wont.


  Back in the car I could sense that Jayne wasnt happy. Bloody hell, she said, he was lying through his teeth.


  Aye, I said, youre not wrong. But what was I going to do? How could I prove they hadnt bought some chops in town? I mean, when theres been slaughter the
  first thing you need is a body, and I think theyve disposed of just about all the evidence. Them and the dogs between them.


  Yeah, but . . .


  Come on, lets swap over. Ill drive.


  As I turned the car around I caught sight of one of the women, hurrying back to her van with the dirty dishes. Look, Jayne, the way I see it, we know theyve had a lamb or two, and
  they know that we know. And they know that if we get another report of any livestock going missing well be straight back to see them. Anyway, I said, as we headed out of the village,
  lets see how were doing along the Scarborough road.


  


  In the winter the A64 flows pretty steadily, but as soon as the better weather comes along everyone wants to be to the coast. Delays can be expected, as they say
  on the radio  and sure enough the eastbound traffic was pretty heavy as we headed against the tide to make a routine call on the outskirts of York, right on the edge of our beat. I was doing
  Jayne a favour. A couple of days earlier shed been called to a damage only accident  that is, no injury to anybody involved. The car had been more or less a write-off,
  but now she had to go and check it over to see that the tyres were in good order, that it had a valid tax disc and hadnt been stolen. As I say, routine stuff, and three-quarters of an hour
  later we were heading out of town once more, wondering whether it was time to grab a spot of lunch. There was a cafe on the road just towards Sand Hutton and I thought we might pop in there, get a
  hot drink and eat our sandwiches in the car.


  We were just about within sight of the place, in a steady stream of traffic travelling at about 40 when I saw a car some way ahead of us swerve sharply towards the central white line, then cut
  back in as one car after another slammed their brakes on.


  Can you see owt? I pulled the car over towards the verge to give Jayne a better view.


  She was leaning out of the window. Bleeding hell, some poor sods on the deck, she said. Looks like a biker.


  Blue lights, two tones: I snapped into action and pulled out to the right of the now stationary line of cars. The good news was that nothing was coming towards us  although at the same
  time it was obviously bad news. Whatever had happened up ahead it had stopped everyone in their tracks.


  It took seconds to get to the accident. Right outside the cafe, in amongst all the tables where people had been sitting having a drink a man in black leathers was lying on the ground, face up.
  Before I even opened the car door I was on the radio calling for an ambulance. It was obvious from the shape of his body that he was in a bad way. His head was right up against a flower pot of some
  sort  although as I put my yellow jacket on and walked across the rough tarmac, I could see that it was a big, heavy stone tub all covered with algae. It wouldve stopped a tank. There
  was a scuff-mark on the side where the white concrete was exposed. And there on the bikers helmet was the tell-tale streak of green.


  Jayne was hovering. She seemed uncertain as to what to do. Dont let anyone touch that, I said. The bike was lying on its side about 30 or 40 yards away, a big gleaming red
  and white thing shimmering in the bright sunlight. To one side of it was the car Id seen swerve out into the road a few moments earlier. A Nissan Micra. In fact, why dont you
  go and take the keys out of it. I knew I had to keep her busy.


  I looked down at the man on the ground. Just a glance told me he was in a very, very bad way. His eyes were slightly open but his face was purple. Worse than that, there was blood seeping out
  from under his helmet, not a bright red but a darker, frightening shade soaking into the white silk scarf around his neck and spreading, visibly, as I stood there. He was dead. I knew it, and I
  knew there was nothing I could do for him. I felt that familiar helplessness, but at the same time I knew that everyone on the scene, seeing my uniform, expected me to do something. But there was
  no getting away from the fact that hed gone. From where the bike was lying he must have been thrown 30 yards and more. The impact with the flower-tub had probably broken the poor guys
  neck. His head was pressed right down against his left shoulder, and his legs were twisted and limp.


  Oh God. It was a young woman, hurrying away from me dragging a young girl with her. Couldnt have been more than four years old. The girl kept looking back, but the woman
  kept tugging at her arm. A man was standing over me. He was wearing a T-shirt and jeans, his dark glasses pushed back on his shaved head. The wife and I were sat right there, he said,
  pointing to a table where the woman had put the child on a seat with her back to us and was picking up bits of broken china off the ground. We just heard a bang, and there he was . . . just
  . . . shooting across the forecourt and . . . He shook his head. Hell of a crack. He was heading straight for our table till he . . . He looked at the planter and tailed
  off.


  Right, well . . . Ill be asking for witnesses when Ive got the situation under control, my friend.


  He glanced at his wife and the kid, then towards the road where one or two people whod pulled over were getting out of their cars, standing there on the verge in the warm sun with their
  doors open not knowing whether to come forward or hang back, some of them already jabbering into their mobile phones as one or two drivers tried to edge their way past. The man was saying something
  about not going anywhere in a hurry, but I was looking at the bystanders, wondering whether anyone would dare start taking pictures with their phones. You get that these days. Next thing its
  on the Internet.


  I looked for Jayne. I hoped shed be up to this. To be honest, I was glad I had her to watch out for. That fact is I hate dead bodies. Dont get me wrong  nobody likes them;
  most people find them upsetting, but me, I cannot abide them. They simply rattle me. I know Ill never get used to them. Its always a shock, for everyone. For me theres that
  added element of terror  this is what Ill be one day. Dead. I could feel my body react. My heart was thumping, my mouth was dry. But this is where youre glad of all your
  training. What you have to do is go into procedural mode. Let your training and your experience take over for you. Training school . . . mnemonics . . . Accident . . . COW. Thats the one. C
  for Casualties, O for Obstruction, W for Witnesses. So the first thing is to remember is that this is a Casualty, and that means first aid. So even if you know the guys dead you need to
  check the vital signs  and let the public see you do it. I knelt down, unzipped the front of the mans jacket. He only had a T-shirt on underneath it. I pressed my ear to his chest.
  Nothing. I pulled off one of his red leather gloves, tugged back the sleeve on his limp wrist and felt for a pulse. Christ, thats the bit I really hate  the flesh still warm, even
  though the living part has gone. Nothing.


  Jayne was standing there looking at the body. I couldnt read her expression. I was braced for anything  Ive seen them collapse in tears; Ive seen them go nauseous;
  Ive seen them grin stupidly  and I cant blame them for any of it. None of us knows till we are faced with it how well react, then or afterwards. Ive seen a lot of
  dead bodies, and I remember them all. Its that first sight that sticks with you. Someone once said to me that you lock them all in a box in your head. That makes sense, because whenever I
  see another one the old ones are all there, staring at me.


  What do you want me to do? Jayne had her notebook in one hand, a pen in the other. I doubted that she really meant to write anything in it. But I remember doing that myself, more
  than once. If your hands are full theres less chance youll be asked to touch the body.


  I stood up. Right, first off we need to stop the traffic, both ways. You stay there with the . . . I wanted to say body but I stopped myself in time. Stop with
  the patient, I said. You have to be so careful. People were coming out from the cafe, from their stationary cars, and sort of milling around, listening to everything we said. Take
  names and addresses of any witnesses, and tell them to stick around. Well be requiring statements.


  I hurried back to the car. There were a few daft pillocks still trying to drive around the stationary traffic. Clever buggers. What people dont realize is that theres a lot of
  evidence at the scene of an accident  glass fragments, skid marks, scuff marks on kerbstones, that kind of thing. The accident investigators need to have all of those things preserved so
  that they can recreate what happened, measure it all up, and work out the probable speeds involved, and so on. Someone has died, and it may be someones fault  just like a murder.


  Whoa! I shouted as a man in a BMW tried to do a three-point turn. Theres been a serious accident, mate. Im going to have to stop the job right here.


  But Im meeting a train in York. Im late already. Ill go back and cut across through Stockton on Forest.


  Im sorry, sir, but I cant let you go. This sides blocked as you can see and I need the other side clear to let the emergency services through.


  I left him banging his hands on the steering wheel in frustration, got into the car and swung it right across the westbound lane with the blue lights flashing. The thing is, as soon as you know
  theres been a fatality  or if you suspect there might be one  an accident scene is treated just like a crime scene. Keep everything as it is, hang on to any witnesses, take
  statements as soon as possible, and give priority to any casualty. The motorbike would have to stay precisely where it was. I radioed in for back-up and was assured that a traffic patrol would be
  with me in 10 or 15 minutes. Then I went to the back of the car and pulled a blanket out from under my wellies. As I did so I heard the ambulance racing up behind me. I had to get in the car and
  ease it back to let him through.


  Back outside the cafe there were still people sitting at the tables. Some of them had been eating and drinking when the accident happened and looked pretty shaken up. Some were toying with their
  food. One or two were crying. Others had drifted inside or were sitting on their cars, anything to get away from the figure lying on the tarmac. The paramedics were kneeling over the victim doing
  the ECG test. It was obvious theyd get nothing on their screen but the flat line, and as soon as they were done I covered the guy over with the blanket. I felt the weight ease from my
  shoulders then. I hate it when theres some poor soul lying there and you just know that one or two of the bystanders are curious enough to come and have a look. Cant say I blame them.
  Its natural enough I suppose, but at the same time its undignified. Get him covered up, I say.


  Jayne had been busy with her notebook. People were blurting out their stories uninvited, pointing to the little Nissan which had collided with the motorbike. It was still out in the middle of
  the road, straddling the white line, the driver sitting inside. A young girl, 20, maybe 22. Come on, Jayne, I said, lets have a word. As we approached her, the
  girl wound her window down. Her face was streaked with tears. I was just coming to work. I work here. On the till. I never saw him. She opened her mouth to say something else, but she
  was shaking uncontrollably and all I got was her teeth chattering.


  Listen, love, are you hurt?


  No.


  Quite sure now?


  Yeah, Im sure.


  Right, well why dont you let my colleague and me take you across to the cafe and get you a cup of tea. I opened the door and she stepped out. She was very slightly built,
  and seemed terribly young. Jayne had to put an arm round her to keep her steady. I was just turning in, she said, shivering and drawing a thin jacket around her. Got into the
  middle like youre supposed to  indicate, wait for a gap  you know.


  Im sure you did, I heard Jayne say. I looked at the pair of them. Like a couple of kids. The girl had probably only been driving a year or two, and now this. And
  there was this horrible bang. Then I saw him like . . . just . . . flying. But she couldnt go on.


  And youd just come from home, had you? Jayne asked.


  Aye. For the afternoon shift. I work on the till.


  And have you had anything alcoholic to drink before you set off?


  She looked surprised. No, course not. Didnt get up while 11 .


  No, well, I didnt think so, but I have to ask you . . . And I shall have to ask you to take a breath test. Are you okay to do that?


  In some way the routine questions seem . . . whats the word . . . banal? But they do help. Gives an accident victim something to concentrate on. Gives us something practical to do while
  were waiting  in this case for the ambulance crew to finish, then the traffic police to sort the road out. As to the lass herself, I think she might have gone to pieces if she
  hadnt had to go through the motions. As it was, by the time Jayne had got a few details off her shed had a cup of tea and was a little bit calmer. She even wanted to check her car
  over, see what the damage amounted to. I left her with Jayne and went to where a knot of people were standing by the table nearest to the flower-tub. Im telling you, someone
  was saying, he shot by like a bat out of hell. I were doing 50 like, and he come by me as if I were bloody parked on troadside.


  Before I could get started on statements the traffic lads showed up. Youve got a queue backed up ten miles already, they told me.


  Thats not surprising, I said, day like today. And so we set to, organizing diversions. Again, something practical  keep yourself busy, no time to brood.
  Its not too bad re-routing traffic off the Scarborough road, but you still have to rustle up a car to police each junction where youre diverting people. Still, there are enough
  back-ways through the villages and it wasnt long before we had things moving, albeit slowly. Gradually, that side of things would calm down  and when it did there would be what I call
  the eerie part, when youre there on what is normally a busy main road, you and the various teams going about their business, and the wrecked vehicles and the victim  and
  nothings moving; no familiar roar of traffic, no cars flashing by, and its all quiet. You hear fragments of conversation, the crunching of boots on gravel, radio chat, even
  birdsong.


  The thing with an incident like this is you cant rush things. A lot of people have jobs to do, thoroughly, and they will all take their time. After about half an hour the accident
  Investigation Unit showed up from Tadcaster and set to with their tape measures and chalk marks, reconstructing the whole incident. It was no wonder the young lass in the Nissan hadnt seen
  him  by the AIU chaps reckoning hed hit her and been catapulted 30 feet through the air before making contact with the concrete plant container. As they filled me in on this,
  the undertaker showed up. This is what people dont realize about an accident scene. They really think you cart the casualties away and everything goes back to normal, but it isnt like
  that. There are a lot of procedures to go through, and as I said, Im often glad of that. Less time to brood on what youve seen. Amongst other things the accident investigators ran a
  background check on the deceased biker. He was a York lad, well known around the area as a bit of a tearaway. Married with a family, but still addicted to speed. Somebody would have the unpleasant
  task of knocking on his door and telling the next of kin. But that wouldnt be us, thank goodness; it was a job for the York police.


  Somebody brought me a glass of water and I was standing there drinking it when the undertaker beckoned to me. He wanted to show me something Id missed. Under the bikers
  blood-soaked scarf, on the back of his helmet in really small print, was written If The Police are Reading This, Im Probably Dead. I wondered what kind of man would write that,
  but I didnt say anything. I could feel myself getting weary  things like this take a lot out of you, and the procedures have a way of dragging on. By the time we finally realized we
  were just about there, that wed cleared up all the loose ends, sent the witnesses on their way and removed the diversion signs, it was 5 p.m. How you feeling? I asked Jayne as
  I rolled the blanket up so that the blood stain was on the inside, and stowed it in the back of the car. Shattered, she said, and starving.


  Me too. Funny how it never hits you till you stop. When did you last eat?


  Now youre asking. Bowl of cereal at six, I suppose . . . oh, and I had a Twix bar when we were with them gypsies.


  Well, I said, were in luck. The duty sergeants just called to say hes sent out for fish and chips.


  


  I was surprised at that. Its not a thing North Yorkshire Police usually think of, in my experience. Its more a Met thing  down there its seen as a
  way of having an informal de-briefing. Its encouraged because what doesnt get said right after an incident like that will probably never get said. The details get buried by the next
  case, and the one after that. Some of the lads on the scene there would be straight off to attend to other emergencies. If they had anything to get off their chest this would be their only
  chance.


  And so we sat there, eight, ten, twelve of us all told, scoffing out of paper wrappers and drinking cans of Coke in the late afternoon sun. Out on the road it was all back to normal, people were
  driving to and fro and getting angry with each other for going too fast, too slow, or just for being on their bit of road. On the cafe forecourt people were sitting at the tables and ordering
  meals, quite unaware of what had happened a few short hours before.


  He had a family, I said.


  Whos that?


  The biker.


  Oh aye?


  Two kids. Living with their Mum.


  Well, at least it was quick for him.


  Aye, if youve got to go . . .


  Sod that. I wanna die in my bed.


  From what I hear of your love-life theres every chance you will.


  Very droll, Pannett.


  I dunno so much. Nice sunny spring day. Riding your bike. It could be worse.


  Aye, he wouldnt have felt much, would he?


  I glanced at Jayne. She was peeling the batter off what remained of her fried cod. That your first? I asked.


  First what?


  First dead body.


  Yes, it was.


  Well, at least you didnt have to handle it.


  No.


  Young Jayne and I hardly spoke as we drove back to the station. There was no atmosphere, nothing like that. I think it was just that everything had been said that needed to be said. And the
  adrenalin was wearing off. So long as youre on the job, at the scene, you can keep going, even if you are hungry or tired. But once its over, you slump. And in a way you welcome it,
  because if your shift isnt over, you may well get called to another job  which is all the more likely when everyones been called out to a fatal like that. Sometimes
  theyre stacked up and waiting for you. And even if your shifts up you know youll have people asking questions back at the station. So at least youve had your quiet spell
  on the way back, and at least you dont go charging into the next situation with adrenalin surging through your body.


  I dont think the accident was mentioned again, just our Inspector walking past us as we were leaving the building. That was a bad fatal out at Sand Hutton, he said.


  And before I could open my mouth Jayne said, Yeah, bleeding horrible. Then she turned to me. Cheers, Mike, she said. And thanks.


  
    
  


  Five


  Enjoy a bit of liver, do you?


  It was the vicious-looking knife in his right hand that would have caught your eye. Then, as he pushed his cap back, there was his blood-soaked left hand wiping a dark red smear across his
  forehead.


  Just killed her this morning. He gave a dark, toothless grin. Still warm, she is.


  Walter, I said, kicking off my wellies, Ive had nowt but a bowl of Weetabix and me heads still aching from last night. Now, are you going to invite me in or
  have I to go elsewhere for a cup of tea?


  She was a beauty, mate. Nice and plump. I cut a bit of haunch off for you.


  Aye go on then. But first off


  What is it?


  Pop your teeth in, will you? Youd frighten the dead. And get that kettle on.


  


  I first met Walter shortly after I was appointed Rural Community Beat Officer. Quite a title that, and a bit of a mouthful, but it was music to my ears. When I first opened the
  letter I practised saying it aloud. It took me two or three goes to get it right. But it was worth it. To my mind it had class. Even the paper it was written on felt somehow superior. It was
  slightly stiff, and you could see the watermark without holding it up to the light. It was a bit like a new red 50 note, or a cheque. I wouldve framed it if Id had a place to
  hang it, but I was still flitting from one place to another at this stage and most of my things were in boxes. But this cheered me up. After all those years in the Met, Id not only worked my
  ticket back to North Yorkshire but landed the sort of posting I used to lie awake at night dreaming about.


  My new job amounted to a licence to embrace a rural community made up of 30 odd villages, countless farmhouses and cottages, not to mention a country estate or two, all of them sprawled out
  across a huge area which encompassed parts of the Vale of York and the Wolds. This was where Id grown up. Id fished, walked, cycled, picnicked, gone scrumping, even done my courting
  in these woods and fields and streams. Then Id left home and gone off on my travels. Now, all these years later, Id come back to Malton  getting this job really felt like
  coming home.


  When I sat down and thought about it, though, I realized I needed a strategy. I may have grown up in the area, but Id been away so long I might as well be a stranger. I needed to make
  myself known around my new patch without making myself a nuisance. And believe me, any newcomer who starts putting himself about in the North Riding and asking questions will soon enough make
  enemies. I needed to make haste slowly, as the old saying goes, and I needed to recruit one or two willing helpers as soon as I could. Eyes and ears, because working a rural beat, every bit as much
  as patrolling the mean streets of Battersea, youre only as good as the information you can gather. Dont set too much store by all those films about sharp-witted detectives working on
  clues, analysing forensic evidence and coming up with great leaps of deductive imagination. Its a lot of nonsense. Good detection starts with good local knowledge. And if you want to get
  your hands on reliable information you have to work at your relationships.


  So, I asked myself as I spread out my ordnance Survey maps and feasted my eyes on my new kingdom, how was I going to cultivate contacts in these parts? everyone Id known as a kid had
  either left the area or departed this life. As it would turn out, I may have been in alien territory as regards knowing people, but I would soon find out that the locals knew plenty about me. It
  didnt take me long to realize I could drive for miles and not see a soul, yet the minute I pulled in at a village shop they knew exactly where Id been half an hour ago, how long
  Id stopped there, could even tell me which route Id taken to get to where I was. As often as not they had their answer ready before Id asked the flaming question.


  In the end, I didnt need to try too hard  not in Walters case, at least. Walter, it turned out, had been waiting for me to call. He was anxious to get to know me. Hed
  lived in that same house on the edge of the Wolds all his life and he felt he ought to know everybody within his field of vision  which was quite extensive, because if you looked out across
  his field you could see several hundred square miles. More with a following wind, as he liked to say. In fact, I would later find out that if I ever mentioned some chap Id been talking to in
  an isolated farm cottage up an unmade road, someone who hadnt been that long in the neighbourhood, hed fret and fuss and shove that old cap to the back of his head and furrow his brow
  until he could work out who it was, who he paid his rent to, who his Dad might be and who he used to be married to. The way Walter felt about his bit of country  well, you might say it was
  proprietorial. There was I thinking it was my patch. The truth was it was his.


  It was a late spring morning, maybe half past eight. Id been in the new job a matter of a week or two. Id left Malton, driven up past the gallops and was making my way through the
  Birdsall estate, pondering my strategy. To tell the truth, I didnt quite know what I was doing those first few weeks. I had to rely on there being a few enquiries to follow up, calls to
  make. Something to give a bit of a framework to the day. But some mornings I simply had to go out and make things happen, as it were. It would get easier as I got to know the patch, and Id
  made a start with calling in at village shops, post offices and the like. Id arranged meetings with community groups, youth leaders, vicars, primary school head-teachers. Id made
  contact with the district nurses, the postmen  people who get out and about and see things. Id even started to find out who the estate game-keepers were. But there was no question
  about it: I was still feeling my way.


  That morning a report had come in  in fact, a number of reports. Sheds had been broken into, lawnmowers had gone missing: rotovators, that kind of thing. It had happened over at
  Leavening, Thixendale and one or two other places. All in one night. Its the sort of caper the thieves will get up to in springtime. With the grass suddenly growing like crazy, theres
  a ready market for a cheap mower or strimmer; hedge-cutters too. The question in my mind was where to start. In fact, I was weighing up the options when I almost ran smack into the Middleton
  hounds, out exercising. Forty odd eager-looking dogs with their tails all erect, being promenaded past the Hall with a whipper-in at either end. What I could do with, I thought, as I swerved by
  them and waved an apologetic hand to the men on bikes in their long brown coats, was a nice tea-stop. There isnt much that draws us Yorkshire folk together and gets us chatting better than a
  cup of tea. Unless its a nice pint of bitter, of course.


  Id got to the crossroads at the top of the hill, under the tall stand of beech trees there. They face west, and take the brunt of the wind that sweeps in across the valley and up the
  Brow. Their leaves had just come out, and it was a glorious sight. Theres nothing quite like beech-leaves in the spring: theyre a lovely pale green and the sun shines right through
  them, delicate as tissue, not at all like they are later in the year, leathery and tough. If you cant spare a few moments to take in a sight like that once in a while, well, whats the
  point? Thats what I say.


  Anyway, I parked up for a minute and had a think. If I turned left I could drop down into Thixendale. Its a right pretty run, and there was a lady there who ran a little cafe just past
  the post office. She could natter like a good un. And there was the post office itself, of course, but once you got talking to her, you never got away. She knew everything and everybody. And
  if she didnt shed send you to someone who did. Lovely lass, and she told a good tale, but she would wander off the subject. Of course, they were all good at chatting down there. Had
  to be  the hills that enclose the valley are so steep they couldnt receive TV until cable arrived. There were more than one or two disgruntled newcomers whod paid big money for
  a house down there only to find their kids in uproar because they couldnt get Neighbours.


  Nope, I decided, Id leave Thix for later on and drop down into Leavening, although first I just had to take a minute or two to survey one of the grandest views in all of North Yorkshire.
  All across the Vale of Pickering the fields were bursting with life: the wheat was an almost iridescent green in the sunshine, the yellow rape was in full bloom, and there was a barley field just
  starting to take on that feathery look as it comes into flower. I love the way the wind ripples across its surface pushing it this way and that as it turns from pale green to silver and back. When
  I was a kid I used to I imagine Id got a giant hand and could stroke it, as if it were a huge green fur coat. Way over the other side the moors were sharply outlined against a clear blue
  sky. Above me one or two ragged bits of cloud came scudding in on a brisk westerly breeze. I realized it was a while since Id been out that way. Maybe this weekend if it stayed fair we could
  do a nice hike up in Rosedale or somewhere.


  Well, I said to myself, this wont do, and I slipped her into gear and headed down the hill.


  I was vaguely aware of Walter. His house stood alone on the road to the village, and Id already seen him once or twice as I passed by, always busy with something, and always wearing his
  black boots, brown corduroy trousers tucked into his socks, a green body-warmer and a crumpled flat hat. Perhaps it was because I almost felt I knew him that I slowed down when I spotted him out
  the front that morning. The postman had just driven off and he sort of hesitated, glancing in my direction. As he caught my eye he lifted the wrought-iron gate half of its hinges, shoved it forward
  and stepped outside.


  Now then, I said, braking and winding down the window. Grand morning.


  Aye, he said, whats left of it.


  That couldve been that. He could just as well have waved goodbye and gone back indoors, but he didnt. And I couldve said something like, oh well, cant stop
  here all day nattering, but I didnt. Next thing, and I swear I dont know how it happened, I was in through his gate, and helping him shift a pile of logs into his lean-to. I
  say I helped him  what I mean is, he stood there and watched me do it. I believe he did mention something about his back playing up.


  Thats right good of you, he said as I slotted the last load into the little shed. Come in and clean yourself up. Inside his kitchen he passed me a towel.
  Here you are. Ill put kettle on. Nowt spoiling out there, is there?


  I scrubbed my hands at the hot tap while he filled the kettle at the cold. Course, tother lad used to call by regular and help me out, he said as I dried my hands and hung
  the towel back on the rail of an antique Rayburn.


  What other lad?


  Tother . . . he took a deep breath, tother Rural Community Beat Officer. Thats what they call you, int it?


  It is. If you can get your tongue round it.


  He sat me down at an old-fashioned scrubbed table and set a china plate and a mug in front of me. You make yourself at home, young fellow-me-lad, he said, as he fetched a packet of
  biscuits from a wooden cupboard set in the alcove beside the stove, then twisted the kettle on the hot-plate. You have to watch theres no coal dust under it, he explained.
  Else it teks an age to boil.


  It still took long enough, and while we waited he showed me round the place  well, downstairs at least. He showed me into his sitting-room. It was low ceilinged and dark. There was a
  hearth with the remnants of a log fire in it, a couple of old easy chairs piled with embroidered cushions, a dark wooden bureau, lid down, papers strewn all over it, and right there under the
  window was a cock pheasant in a glass case. Me Grandad shot that, back in about 1910. Grandmother said she were sick of plucking game birds, so the old feller had it stuffed. Now
  then, he went on, taking a picture down from the wall, heres a photograph of the house, taken about the same time, I reckon. You could tell it was the same place, even
  though the two ladies standing outside it carried parasols and wore long edwardian dresses with shoulder-of-mutton sleeves. Course, we hadnt built the extension out the back, but see
  the gate? The gate was the same one hed opened to let me through. Mind, it hung a bit straighter back then.


  He took me back into the kitchen. This was clearly the hub of his operations. With the old range ticking away in the corner  I keep her going all year, he told me  it
  was nice and snug. Course, this used to be the outside wall, he said, placing his calloused hand on the rough stonework above the table. And this, he stamped on the
  stone slab floor with his black work-boots, and I noticed for the first time his laces: one red, one blue, this were all outbuildings. That corner, thats where we used to keep the
  pig. Took nigh on ten years for tsmell to disappear after we built on. He pointed up at the low ceiling and the bowed wooden beams. And when wed dealt wi him
  wed hang the hams from those hooks up yonder. Reaching up, I felt the steel tips. Heck, they were sharp.


  Whats that? I asked. Tucked away in the corner Id spotted what looked like a little old blackboard, the sort a child would have.


  It belonged my Dad. Must be 80 year old, that. No, mek it 90, cos Im coming up 70 and he had it when he were a lad.


  Sort of an heirloom, is it?


  Aye, I reckon it is, now that you mention it, but I still have a use for it.


  Oh? Whats that?


  He dragged it out from its corner. Its me bulletin board. Any dodgy-looking characters going by I jot down their numbers, see? Used to save em for your
  predecessor.


  I see. Hed actually got some numbers on the board, but he didnt seem to want to show me. So whose are those?


  Even as I asked he was rubbing one of them out with his sleeve and giving an embarrassed little laugh.


  Shouldnt I be asking?


  Aye well, itll be common knowledge by now, I should reckon. I were out the front there, early morning, and I saw this car go by in a bit of a hurry. This were last week, mind.
  Didnt recognize it. Anyway, next morning, same car shot by me again.


  How early was this youre talking about?


  Ooh, four, maybe half past.


  You always get up that early?


  Always been an early riser, specially in summertime. Up wi the sun. Theres a lot goes on that folk dont see, that time of day.


  Well, are you going to tell me about it? I motioned towards the blackboard.


  Why, it were a bit of scandal really. My mate who works in the pub tipped me the wink. It were one of the lasses in the village, her fancy man scooting off home before her hubby got back
  off night shift in town. I thought it had been maybe a burglar scouting around.


  And whats the other number?


  That? Now then. That was just night before last. Thats what I wanted to talk to you about. A blue Transit. Not from round here. Hull plates, I reckon. AKH. Clapped out old thing.
  Came coughing and spluttering up the hill about two oclock time, burning oil. Didnt half smell.


  Hang about, you said you get up at flourish . . .


  Aye, I do. But that night I were up late. He looked at the floor, and I couldve sworn he blushed. Seeing someone home, you know.


  There are times when youre better off saying nothing.


  Anyway, it were in a hell of a hurry. Three lads squashed in the cab, and a whatsit hanging out the back door.


  A whatsit?


  Aye, a length of fex, like.


  Cable?


  Aye, thats it.


  Couldnt have been off a Flymo, could it?


  Why, do you know, it could have. Orange it were. Aye, thatd be it.


  I think we recovered 22 mowers and half a dozen other bits and pieces thanks to Walter writing down that number. I passed it on to Humberside Police and they got back to me within the day. The
  van belonged to a gang theyd been after for quite a while. They were so grateful they even volunteered to bring the stuff over. Well, they probably fancied an afternoon out in the country,
  and who could blame them, weather like that?


  


  So that was how I met Walter. From that day on he was my main tea-stop, as well as being one of my most useful sources of information. He was also my main supplier of game birds
  and fresh meat  which explains what he was doing that autumn morning with an offensive weapon in his hand and all covered with blood.


  Here, he said, when Id got inside and put the kettle on. And he thrust a newspaper parcel into my hand. It was about the size of a decent chicken and it wobbled
  alarmingly.


  Whats this?


  Liver  off that deer I shot this morning.


  I dont need the whole blooming thing, Walt. Thisll keep me going all week.


  He ignored me. Is there owt else you want? My freezers bung full of stuff. Rabbits, pheasants, pigeons. Theres only myself to feed.


  And the odd lady friend, perhaps?


  Aye well . . .


  No road-kill this time?


  Walter chuckled. He was glad Id steered the conversation away from his personal life.


  Aye, road-kill, he said. Wed sat there talking one time about all the various things hed eaten in his life and hed confessed to scraping the odd animal off the
  road. Why, so long as it isnt mangled and you fetch it in quick.


  Hed eaten hedgehogs in his younger days, he told me, and squirrels, crow too. Nowt wrong with a crow pie, he said. My mother said you havent to be particular
  when theres a family to feed. Do you know, she reckoned that old song, Four and twenty blackbirds baked in a pie, she reckoned that were crows. You wouldnt make much of
  a pie out of blackbirds, would you now?


  Hed eaten some very strange things. Course, he said, you wouldnt do it these days, but when I were a lad wed eat whatever we could get. And one time my
  Dad brought home these badger cubs . . . well, he called em hams. Tender and succulent they were. Made smashing gravy.


  As the months went by I started to get to know Walter. To look at him, in his work-boots and flat cap, his blackened fingernails, youd think nothing of him. He could be just another
  retired farm worker poking about in his garden, reminiscing to anyone whod listen about the old days when they worked the land with horses. But I was to find out there was a lot more to him
  than that. Not only was he to become a crucial part of my intelligence network, he was to become a friend, a confidant and a support in times of trouble  because there was going to be plenty
  of that.


  
    
  


  Six


  I like night shifts. Im one of those lucky people who can kip anywhere, any time. So coming home at seven oclock on a summers morning with the sun blazing
  and the birds all shouting at the top of their voices has never stopped me from collapsing into bed and getting a solid eight hours beauty sleep  which, theyll tell you at the
  station, is good news for them, as well as for the public at large.


  You look forward to certain things on a night shift. Midweek theres often a lull in the early hours, and if youre around the station you can catch up on a bit of paperwork without
  being interrupted by the to-ing and fro-ing of fellow officers, or calls from your general public about kids playing football up against their side wall, dogs fouling the footpaths or old ladies
  losing their purses, as well as all the other minor problems theyll ring up about in the daytime. When the phone goes at night it tends to be something a bit more exciting  or should
  I say serious. The other big plus on nights is that the bosses tend to work the day shift, so they arent getting in your hair. As for patrolling, I look forward to being out and about in the
  small hours. Three in the morning when its all quiet I have real sense of everyone being tucked up in bed with just me out there to protect them. I like that. It gives me a sense of purpose,
  of being some sort of guardian of the community  because to be honest thats what I feel about my job, and my patch, that theyre my people and its my duty to look after
  them.


  If youre lucky enough to be out in the country at night you see some spectacular sights. Ive sat in my car and watched hares boxing in a moonlit field at Scagglethorpe. Ive
  seen a mother deer with twin youngsters stepping watchfully out of the woods at dawn up above Rosedale. Ive seen foxes creeping around rabbit warrens at North Grimston as the sun comes up,
  waiting for something plump and furry to emerge. Ive seen many an eclipse of the moon; Ive seen meteor showers, watched the Hale-Bopp comet track across the sky in 1999, and I once
  thought Id seen a UFO  except that I dont believe in all that. I was over Staxton way  it must have been a military aircraft, although it wasnt like any Id
  ever seen.


  The eeriest sight, though, was one night in early autumn when I was over at Lastingham, near Hutton-le-Hole, right in the shadow of the moors. Theres a fabulous old church there with a
  crypt that dates back to Saxon times, and someone thought theyd seen a stranger prowling about in the cemetery in the dark. I went to investigate, poked around amongst the gravestones, but
  couldnt see anything. I walked around the village to see if anyone was out and about. Not a soul. Still, I thought it was probably worth sticking around for a bit, just in case. I sat in the
  car up there by the graveyard and poured myself a cup of coffee from the flask. It was a clear, cold night with no moon, so the stars were all out, and in between the black outlines of the yew
  trees the Milky Way was clearly visible as a great swath across the sky from north to south. I was sitting there thinking about the mysteries of the universe and how far it stretched, where it
  ended, and if it did end what was beyond it  you know how it is when you get started on that train of thought  when I noticed a strange glow in the sky. My first thought was that it
  was just the lights of Teesside, but of course you only see that when theres a layer of cloud to refect it. So maybe the pale red veil I was looking at might be some sort of film on my
  windscreen. But what? I opened the door and stepped out. The only sound was the chomping of a few sheep working their way along the edge of the neighbouring field. And there it was again, a great
  wash of scarlet, shifting slightly and seeming to flicker on and off as if there were a faulty connection up there in the sky. I looked around at the outlines of the gravestones, some of them
  dating back two or three hundred years, some covered in ivy, some leaning wearily, all of them suddenly looking quite ghostly. Maybe I was seeing things, but when I looked up at the sky again,
  there was this same strange glow, shifting slightly and looking more and more like a translucent drape of some sort. Thats when it dawned on me  the Northern Lights. Nowhere near as
  spectacular as youd see in the arctic Circle, of course, but a breath-taking sight all the same. And even as I realized what it was, it started to fade. Within minutes it had gone.


  It occurred to me that the inhabitants of the cemetery would have been much more familiar with such a sight, and would have seen things that are hardly ever revealed to us, living as we do in
  towns and surrounded by artificial lighting. The thought made me all the more grateful to have been there that night. Privileged, you might say. Put it down as another perk of the job.


  


  You need nights like that. Theyre the counter-balance to some of the really ugly aspects of modern life you have to deal with when it gets towards the weekend. Because
  on a Friday and Saturday the night shift often kicks off with a bang. I dont know how it was in the good old days that we hear so much about  because Im sure people got
  falling-over drunk then just as they do now  but I cant believe there was so much random violence 30 or 40 years ago. It doesnt always happen, but its always a
  possibility, and you have to be prepared. Sometimes a police presence defuses a situation before it gets out of hand; other times just being there seems to aggravate it. Youve no way of
  predicting how itll work out, but my approach tends to be softly, softly  perhaps because Im confident that if it does get rough Ill be able to handle myself.


  It was a Friday, late June as I recall, and Id been running around like the proverbial blue-arsed fly. I was double-manned, which you would normally appreciate on a weekend, but in this
  instance my side-kick was Jayne. Having said that, I appreciate having her with me when were required to get stuck in. I mean, if theres a crowd and one or two trouble-makers need to
  be collared, shes always up for it  and very effective, I have to say. She frightens people. Im no shrinking violet when it comes to physical confrontation either. I always
  enjoyed a scrap as a kid, and in the Met theyd taught us boxing, as well as self-defence. So when we had to sort out the under-age drinkers in Malton  young girls mostly, very mouthy
  and backed up by some extremely aggressive young men  we sorted the job out with the minimum of fuss. From there we went across to Kirkbymoorside where the fight outside the takeaway had
  already died a natural death and we were able to take 20 minutes to have some grub ourselves.


  Sitting there looking at a place like Kirkby with its neat rows of stone houses, half of them occupied by artists and writers and retired social workers whove moved out there to be close
  to the moors, you could easily convince yourself that its all very cosy and civilized. And so it probably is until the lads get a skinful of beer.


  From Kirkby we had to go across to Pickering to sort out a domestic, from there to an off-licence where a burglar alarm had gone off. The problem wasnt so much the alarm as the bloke who
  lived next door. He had his ladder out and was standing there in his dressing-gown wielding a lump hammer. Ill sort the bugger out, he said; and to tell the truth, I had every
  sympathy. Just standing there for 15 minutes while we got the key holder out to it had me tearing my hair out. Those alarms never let up, and you have to fight the impulse to rip them off the wall.
  No wonder matey with the hammer was all but foaming at the mouth. Jayne wanted to have the guy in cuffs, but I told her to relieve him of his hammer and agree with him that it was a bloody nuisance
  and we were on his side. Hed calm down soon enough; and so he did. Mind you, it wouldve made life a lot easier if hed got the job done and gone back to bed before we ever got
  called out.


  So, by the time we arrived back at the station at about four, all I wanted was to sit with a cup of tea, get the paperwork out of the way and slink off home. Then Jayne picked up the phone
   and I knew straight away from her tone that there was going to be no peace for us that night.


  And wheres this exactly?


  She looked at me and frowned.


  What are they, in the water?


  More furrows on her brow.


  How many of them?


  I could see her scribbling on her pad.


  And youre quite sure they avent got the owners consent?


  Oh, great. I drained my cup and got up from my seat.


  Well be right over.


  I already had my hat in my hand. Go on, Jayne, tell us the tale, I said as I opened the office door and let her through.


  More bleeding drunks.


  As if we havent had enough of them tonight, eh?


  Taken a boat out on the river.


  Oh shit. Whereabouts?


  Kirkham.


  Bloody hell, they dont want to be anywhere near that weir.


  We were in the car and I was imagining what we might find when we got to the river. Ive had some bad goings-on over the years, pulling bodies out of the water. You any good at
  swimming? I asked. Cos Ive got a doctors note.


  Youre kidding.


  Youre right. Im kidding. But you do realize its always down to the probationer to get wet? Its a North Yorkshire tradition.


  Listen, if they get in the river they can bleeding well get themselves out.


  Now then, Jayne.


  Yeah yeah yeah, but if I have one more pisshead breathing in my face tonight . . . I tell you, its enough to put you off your beer for good.


  It was broad daylight already, and the sky was clear. It wouldnt be long before the sun came up, and when it did it was going to be a beautiful day  and I was going to be sleeping
  right through it. It didnt take us long to make our way out on to the A64, and barely five minutes to get to Kirkham where we dropped down the steep, narrow lane that takes you across the
  railway and into one of the prettiest scenes in North Yorkshire. The river is spanned by a beautiful old stone bridge as it broadens out and curves gently past the ruins of the abbey, which are
  pretty much as Henry VIIIs merry men left them in 1530-something before they moved on to demolish Rievaulx and Byland and Fountains and all the rest of them. And we talk about vandalism as
  if its something new.


  There they are! Jayne was out of the car, over the stile and running across the pasture to the waters edge. As I followed her I saw the boat, just emerging from under the
  bridge.


  There were four of them. Two lasses in frocks sitting down, two lads in black suits, white shirts and bow-ties, standing up  just. It was a rowing-boat, and they had hold of the oars
  okay, but they were using them as poles, punting their way slowly downstream. As the one at the rear end shoved on his oar, the boat tilted up and sent his mate at the front end staggering
  backwards till he all but fell in.


  Im gonna bleeding well have this lot. Jayne was pacing up and down by the nettles that lined the bank.


  Well, lets get them ashore first, I said.


  They still aint bleeding seen us. She put two fingers to her mouth and let out a piercing whistle. That got their attention okay. The girls looked up, mouths open, pointing,
  and the lads tried to steer the boat away from us, towards the weir and wobbling more than ever.


  Now then! I shouted. Go steady or youll be in. And stay away from that weir.


  If youve ever seen the weir at Kirkham youll know how dangerous it is. The waters nice and still until youre right upon it. If you were rowing towards it youd
  hardly know it was there. Then it just falls away  30 or 40 feet at a steep angle, with a nice tangle of willows and broken limbs at the bottom.


  Come on lads, I shouted, lets have her in, nice and steady. At last they seemed to get the message, and came zigzagging towards us.


  They soon got the boat to within a few feet of the bank, where it stuck on the muddy bottom.


  Right, I said. Now you lads are going to have to escort these young ladies to shore. Whereve you been anyway, all dressed up like that?


  Weve been to the graduation ball, officer.


  Oh yeah? Jayne said. And where was that, then?


  York. Were from York Uni.


  Yeah? What you studying? Marine law? Common sense?


  Jayne . . . I said, Lets get em ashore first.


  The first lad had the right idea. He just stood up in the middle of the boat, and jumped across the water, making a soft landing on the grass.


  Right now, you want to be next, I said as one of the girls kicked off her shoes and stood up. This young man herell catch you, and if he doesnt hell
  have me to answer too. Tell him how much that dress cost and hell be ever so careful, I promise you.


  Come on then. The lad was leaning forward and reaching out with his hand. The boat tilted, she toppled forward, but just as it looked as though she was gone he grabbed her and she
  half jumped, half fell on to the grass. Then her mate jumped, leaving just the one lad on board.


  Right, I said, lets have the ladies shoes, and then give us the rope. We dont want the boat floating off downstream, do we? He lobbed the shoes
  on to the grass, then threw me the line. So far so good, but then he decided to take off from the edge of the boat, and rested one foot on the gunwale. As soon as he transferred his weight the
  thing tilted like crazy and he was in. He landed on his feet okay in the shallow water, but promptly sat down.


  Hire suit, is it? I said. I was trying hard not to laugh.


  Yeah . . . And the shshoes too.


  Well, at least youre all in one piece. Come on, lets have you. I reached out and gave him a hand.


  So, Jayne started, opening her notebook and clicking her pen, taking a conveyance without the owners consent.


  It was only a bit of fun, one of the girls said.


  Not for the owner of the boat it wasnt.


  And not for your parents if youd got swept down the weir, young lady. You can go down it in one piece and you think youve made it. Then the under-current at the bottom drags
  you under. And am I right in thinking youve been drinking?


  Not since we left town.


  Which was when?


  About one oclock.


  And how did you get out here anyway? Who was driving?


  No one. We took a taxi.


  Yeah, right, Jayne said, looking around to see if there were any cars in the parking spots by the ruins.


  No, we did.


  What, you stopped a taxi and said we wanna go boating so take us out to Kirkham? I dont think so.


  It was my idea. The lad in the wet clothes stepped forward. Id been out here on a ffield trip. I remembered Id seen a bboat up there. He
  was pointing to the stretch above the bridge where two or three cottages had gardens that ran right down to the waters edge. Im sorry, officer. Its just . . . you know,
  weve been together three years and this is our ffarewell do.


  Well, Jayne said, looks like youve landed yourselves in big trouble.


  Jayne, I said. I motioned to her and we walked a few yards away towards the stile. Look, I said, theyre decent enough kids. They seem sorry for what
  theyve done. And wheres the harm, apart from getting their fancy clothes wet and muddy?


  Yeah, but theyve broken the law, Mike. Theyre gonna have to come in for this.


  The question is, is it in the public interest to arrest them? Is it in our interest? I mean . . . I looked at my watch. Five oclock, near enough. I dunno about you,
  but Id rather wrap it up with a verbal warning and get home. And Ill tell you another thing. Whats our custody sergeant going to say when we dump this on him at six
  oclock? Yknow, one way or another, nobodys going to gain a lot if we do press charges.


  She got it in the end. I think she was seeing this as a couple of bonus points in her personal criminal conviction record. For me, that isnt what policings about. God help us if we
  ever start chasing targets instead of employing a bit of common sense. Four young kids go to a graduation ball, get a bit pissed, have a lark in a boat  and end up with a criminal record?
  No. This way theyd think twice another time  and walk away with a notion that the police arent as bad as theyre made out to be. Thats what I call a result.


  Right, you four. Whose parents are nearest?


  Er . . . mmine, I think. Theyre only at Stockton on Forest.


  Jayne, fetch the lad a blanket out of the car, will you? Cant have him freezing to death. Okay then, I said, Ill tell you what were going to do.
  Im not happy leaving you to find your own way home. Youre still probably under the influence and these country roads arent safe, especially at this time of day when people are
  haring off to work. Call your folks and tell em to come and get you.


  Thanks, officer. Were really sorry, honestly we are.


  I believe you.


  Wwhat about the boat?


  Dont worry about that.


  Of course, I couldve made one of the lads row it back and tie it up, but in their state, they could easily come to grief. No, I couldnt risk that. I pulled the boat as close as I
  could get it to the bank and handed Jayne the rope. Hold this while I get in.


  Where you off to?


  Im going to return the conveyance to its rightful owner. Im not that keen on swimming, but I am on rowing. Have been ever since I saw the calibre of the women at York
  Rowing Club and took out a membership.


  So there I was as the sun came over the hill and illuminated the tops of the ruined abbey, rowing across the mirror-smooth water, my only companions a couple of swans who circled me curiously.
  Up at the bridge I eased both oars out of the water and let the boat drift towards the little wooden landing that projected into the river. As I made ready to tie it up I could hear Jayne talking
  to the students, doubtless telling them all the nasty things that might have happened if Nice Cop hadnt stopped Nasty Cop from putting the boot in. A few minutes later I was back over the
  bridge and the lad from Stocktons mother was arriving. Seeing her convinced me wed come to the right conclusion. She was a decent woman, suitably alarmed at what her son had been up
  to, and terribly grateful that wed let them off. Not that youre out of the woods yet, she said to him as she spread a dust-sheet over the seats of her nice new Rover and
  ushered them inside. Your fatherll be wanting words with you when you get in.


  


  We drove back the scenic way, through Langton and over the hill, dropping down towards Norton as the first string of horses were being led out to the gallops. Jayne was pretty
  quiet until, just as we crossed the railway and made our way into Malton, she said, Yeah, I can see where youre coming from.


  Hows that, Jayne?


  About not coming the heavy hand with those people. I spose a verbal warning ought to be enough.


  Well yes, thats how I see it. I mean, think of them in a few years time, young professionals, maybe with families. Theyre the sort of folk were looking to
  support us, and when people start slagging us off theyll be able to think back and say yeah, they treated us okay. After all, I added, we do police the country by
  consent.
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