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ZEPHYR ZODIAC

RESTORED

March 2012. Bradfield, Greater Manchester. 

Sarah Nadin came in from shopping to find her husband George, still dressed in the sweatshirt and jogging bottoms he’d taken to wearing since he’d retired, slumped in one of the living room’s easy chairs staring disconsolately into space. She grimaced at the sight. Nothing new there then. “You’ll get stuck to that chair if you sit in it for much longer,” she scolded.

George either didn’t hear his wife or chose to ignore her. She upped the volume. “Did you hear me, George Nadin?”

George turned his head towards her. “What’s that?”

“I said I hope you’re not going to sit there all afternoon.” George shrugged as if he couldn’t care one way or the other. “Why don’t you get yourself smartened up and come along to the tea dance with me like I’m always asking you to?”

“Because I wouldn’t like it, like I’m always telling you.”

“You’ve never tried it. How do you know you won’t like something if you’ve never tried it?”

“I’ve never tried shit pie.”

“Him you used to work with, Billy Fenton, has started going,” said Sarah, in an effort to tempt her husband. 

“Good for Billy Fenton,” said George, untempted.

“Well do it for me then.” She looked at him appealingly. “If you were to come I wouldn’t have to be a man and dance with Edith Ollerenshaw all the time, what with there always being a shortage of male partners; because she’s no conversation at all hasn’t Edith.”

George latched on to this. He had always suspected he wasn’t the only man who shared his opinion of tea dances and was glad to have it confirmed. “So I’m not the only husband who refuses to go to tea dances?”

“Not at all. No, the reason there’s a shortage of men is because many of the women’s husbands have died.”

“They’ll have preferred death to tea dances.”

“More like some of them have died because they worked themselves into an early grave. Like you’d be doing if you could have your own way.”

“Yes well I can’t have my own way, can I.”

Sarah wondered what else she could say that might entice her husband out of his lethargy and rejoin the human race. But he turned away from her, a signal that the conversation was over, so she gave up the ghost and started putting the shopping away.
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Police Superintendent Shorthouse was sat brooding at his desk when his second-in-command Chief Inspector Dermott stepped into his office, an anxious look on his face. The anxious look was there not because Dermott had done anything that might cause him to be anxious, maybe some slip-up in his running of the police station that Shorthouse had got to hear about, but simply because the superintendent inspired a permanent state of anxiety in all the men under his command. 

“You wanted to see me, sir?”

Shorthouse, a huge bull of a man with an old-fashioned short-back-and-sides haircut that made his head look even bigger than it was, grunted and indicated to Dermott to take a seat. He took no time over niceties - it is doubtful if the superintendent knew what a nicety was - and got straight down to business. “You will be aware that I will have completed forty years service in two months time, Aubrey?”

Dermott, grateful that he hadn’t done something to upset Shorthouse, cheered up immediately. “Oh indeed, sir.”

“I assume there’ll be something done about it?”

“Sir?”

“Gift wise. A memento to mark the occasion.”

“Oh I’m sure there will, sir; I’ve already overheard several people discussing it,” said Dermott, in a tone which he hoped didn’t sound like he was lying through his teeth.

“Excellent. Personally I’m not in favour of that sort of thing; I don’t see it as fitting that a man should be rewarded just for doing his job,” said Shorthouse, then added pointedly, “Which is why I personally never give to retirement presents.”

“I suspected that might be the reason, sir.”

“And I sincerely hope nobody here thinks otherwise.”

Dermott doubted if there was person in the entire police headquarters who hadn’t complained about it but it was the last thing he was going to admit to Shorthouse. “Not so much as a whisper, sir.”

Shorthouse grunted his approval and went on. “However, I suppose it is inevitable that when the top man completes forty years service that his colleagues will want to buy him a suitable memento, so in this instance I am prepared to put my prejudices to one side and accept that memento with good grace. Whatever that memento might be.” He waited for Dermott to say something. Dermott was at loss as to what that something might be so said nothing. “Whatever that memento might be,” Shorthouse repeated, and waited again for Dermott to respond. Dermott offered a weak smile but no words to accompany it. Shorthouse glared at him. If the superintendent had a tether, which many people doubted, he was fast approaching the end of it. “Well come along Chief Inspector, help me out here,” he barked.

“Sir?”

“Ask me what I want, man, ask me what I want for Christ’s sake.”

“Ah. Indeed. What would you like, sir?”

“A car horn that goes dah dah dah dadah dah dah dah.”

Dermot blinked. “Beg pardon, sir?”

“The Z-Cars theme. Dah dah dah dadah dah dah dah. Which I will then have fitted to the Ford Mark 3 Zephyr Zodiac I am going to treat myself to.” He smiled fondly at the thought. “I’ve always wanted one you know. For years. Unfortunately Mrs Shorthouse was not of the same mind. Mrs Shorthouse found many ways of spending my hard-earned money but the purchase of a Ford Mark 3 Zephyr Zodiac was not one of them. But now....” He let the sentence die.

Dermot looked suitably grave. “Incidentally sir, my heartfelt condolences on your sad loss. I would of course have offered them before but I only got back from that terrorism seminar yesterday. When is the funeral?”

“I’ve priced one; it’ll cost four hundred and twenty pounds.”

“Really sir? That’s a very good price if you don’t mind my saying so; my mother’s funeral cost getting on for....”

“Not my wife’s fucking funeral, the horn that goes dah dah dah dadah dah dah dah!” said Shorthouse impatiently. “Fuck me, Aubrey, what planet are you from?” He handed Dermott a piece of paper. “I’ve made the necessary enquiries, you can get one custom made there. I assume you won’t have any trouble collecting four hundred and twenty pounds? All the personnel here at HQ?”

“No problem at all, sir,” said Dermott confidently, but knowing full well that there was more chance of climbing Mount Everest wearing roller skates than there was of prising even a fraction of £420 out of his fellow police officers.
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George hadn’t moved when Sarah, having changed for the tea dance, came back into the living room. “I’ll be back about four then.”

“Right.”

“And you’ll still be sat there like Piffy on a rock bun no doubt.”

He turned his head to her. “Am I doing anybody any harm, Sarah?”

“You’re not doing anybody any good. Yourself especially.” She sighed. “I just wish you’d do something. Anything. Even if it’s only watching the television.” She went to get the Radio Times from the magazine rack. “Is there anything decent on you can watch?” she said to herself, opening it. 

George scoffed. “Daytime TV? I’m old, Sarah lass, not bloody senile.”

Sarah found the day’s programmes. “Here you are see; Alan Titchmarsh’s chat show. He has some good guests on sometimes.”

George pulled a face. “He’d need to have.” 

Sarah regarded him with a frown. “You worry me George, you really do. When other men retire they don’t sit around the house all day doing nothing. They keep themselves occupied, they get out and about.”

“I go out for a walk every morning.”

“Huh!” Sarah scoffed. “I know you do. As far as that car body shop you worked in all your life, and not a step further. Mithering them.”

“I don’t mither them. They’re my mates. They’re glad to see me.” George  jutted his chin out, daring her to contradict him. “And I’m glad to see them.”

“Getting in their way.”

“I wish I were back there.”

“Tell me news. You certainly don’t want to be here.” She shook her head, at a loss. “I could understand if we needed the money but we’ve more than enough for our needs.”

“It’s what I enjoyed doing, Sarah. It’s what I’m used to. Working hard at a job I love and getting paid for it. I’m the sort of man who needs to work, and earn. That’s been taken away from me.” He scowled. “It’s stupid, I’ve got years of work left in me, I’m as fit as a fiddle, but just because I reach the age of sixty-five I’m forced to retire. Put out to grass like a knackered old horse.”

“You and thousands of others,” said Sarah, no more impressed with this sentiment now than she’d been the hundred other times George had voiced it. “You’re not the only one you know. Anyway it’s only fair. Just think if everybody wanted to go on working after they’d reached retirement age; there are precious few jobs for the young ones leaving school and university as it is. You ought to be pleased - you retiring has made room for one of them.”

“I’ll have made room for more than one of them if that young lad they’ve taken on, what’s he called, Brett, is anything to go by, by Christ will I. They’ll need three or four the way he shapes.”

“He has to learn. You can’t expect people to be as good a body shop worker as you were, straight off, just like that.”

“And I was a good body shop worker. I were the top man at Marshall’s.”

Sarah softened a little. “I know you were, love. But it’s over now. That time has passed. You have to move on. And you could make a start by getting yourself into your nice blue suit and coming with me to the tea dance.”

“I think I’d rather watch Alan Titchmarsh,” said George. Then added, in case Sarah thought he’d made a choice, “That doesn’t mean I’m going to.”
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The police car, carefully driven by a uniformed police constable, pulled up outside the newsagent’s. Superintendent Shorthouse alighted, went inside the shop and emerged a minute later leafing through a copy of Classic Cars magazine. He pulled up on the pavement when he came to the page he was looking for. Scanning it his face suddenly lit up. He closed the magazine, slapped his thigh with it in delight and got back in the car.
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The closer George got to Marshall’s Body Shop on his daily walk the jauntier his step became. On sighting his former place of work a smile always came to his face, usually his first smile of the day, and quite often the last, apart from the almost constant smile he wore whilst he was there. As he drew nearer he could see through the large open doorway his former workmates sanding, grinding, panel-beating and doing whatever else it takes to restore the damaged or worn out bodywork of motor cars to their previous condition. And by the time he had entered the long, low single-storey building and could smell it, almost taste it, he was in George heaven.

“Hey Juddy boy, how’s it going?” said one of the men, Kevin, addressing George by his old nickname.

“Hiya, Kev,” said George, then, to the others, “Hiya lads.”

The four other workers paused briefly in their labours to greet George.

“How’s it hanging then, Juddy?” said one of them, Joe, who was cutting away a section of corroded wing with a large pair of tin snips. George wandered over to him, indicated the wing and said, “I don’t envy you that job, Joe lad.”

“The Titanic has less rust.”

George looked around and visibly cringed as he homed in on Brett, a seventeen-year-old who was making a poor fist of removing a dent from the wing of a Vauxhall Vector. 

“Brett. Brett, lad,” he sighed, going over to the youngster. “You should be using a dolly for that.”

“I thought I could, like, manage without one.”

“Well you can if you want the car to look worse than it was before it came in.” George stepped over to a nearby bench on which an assortment of dollies and hammers were laid out. He selected an appropriate dolly, armed himself with a suitable hammer and rejoined Brett. 

“Here, I’ll show you,” he said, placing the dolly into position.

Brett dutifully stood aside and watched as George expertly went to work on the dent. “Nice and steady like this see.” 

He worked on for a moment or two, not only taking great pride in what he was doing but thoroughly enjoying himself at the same time. A rare happy minute had passed by when he felt a firm hand on his shoulder. He turned to see that it belonged to Tony Marshall, the owner of the body shop.

“Oh it’s you, Mr Marshall,” George smiled. “I was just putting young Brett here right.”

Marshall nodded. “Could I see you in my office for a moment, George?”

George said, only half joking, “You’re not going to offer me my old job back are you?”
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“It’s the insurance you see,” said Marshall, a few minutes later. He had already explained to George that he no longer wanted to see him helping out his former workmates. 

“I won’t do it again, Mr Marshall. A nod’s as good as a wink and all that.”

Marshall frowned. “But it isn’t, is it, George. I mean it isn’t the first time, far from it. Last week I had to drag you out from under that Bentley. What if it had fallen on you?”

“You have my solemn word I will never do it again, Mr Marshall. Under no circumstances whatsoever.”

Marshall shook his head. “Sorry, George, I just can’t take the risk. As I say, it’s the insurance; if there was an accident neither you nor Marshall’s are covered.”

“I never caused an accident in all my fifty years at Marshall’s!” said George, his hackles rising.

“But you could, George. And if you did I’d be liable. So....” Marshall spread his hands and shrugged. 

George perked up at this. “Well if that’s all the problem is it’s no problem at all. Because I’d never make a claim against you, even if I did have an accident. What? Me, claim against you, Mr Marshall? I should cocoa.”

“Maybe you wouldn’t, George, but....”

“Why, it would be like claiming off my own.”

“....but once the lawyers got hold of it....? And I’m just not prepared to take that risk.” 

George took a moment to consider the situation. He seemed about to mount another appeal but Marshall, pre-empting this, held up the palm of a hand, cutting it off.

There was nothing George could do but accept it. “Well if that’s the way things have to be, Mr Marshall.” 

“It is, George.”

“So in future I’ll just pop in then. Touch nothing. Keep my hands to myself. Just have a chat with the lads. Keeping well clear of any work they’re doing.”

Marshall shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a very good idea, George.”

George’s world caved in. “You’re not....you’re not saying I can’t come at all are you?”

“I’m sure it’s for the best, George.”
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Sarah was surprised to say the very least when two days later George came into the living room dressed in his best blue suit.

“Look at you!” she gasped.

“I’ve decided to go to one of your tea dances.” 

Sarah was overjoyed. “You’ve never?”

“Well it’s either that or slit my throat.”

“I’m sure you’ll enjoy it, love.”

“You’re a sight surer than I am. But I’m prepared to give it a go.”

*
[image: image]


Police Sergeant Lantry, manning the front desk, pretended not to notice Chief Inspector Dermott when he appeared on the scene carrying a collection tin. Dermott rattled the tin to gain his attention. 

“Oh, didn’t see you there, sir. What can I do for you?” said Lantry, now noticing his superior officer but not, apparently, the collection tin. 

Dermott rattled it under his nose. “The collection for Superintendent Shorthouse’s car horn.”

“Of course, sir,” said Lantry, a way of avoiding the assault on his pocket not springing readily to mind.

He produced a pound coin and made great play of dropping it into the tin. 

“A pound, Sergeant Lantry?” said Dermott, stone-faced.

“Sir?”

“One pound?”

“Well how much are people giving?” said Lantry guardedly.

Dermott considered lying about it but, an honest copper, couldn’t bring himself to do it. “Well, a pound.” 

“So what’s the problem?”

Dermott looked thoroughly defeated. “You’re the tenth person I’ve managed to collar, Sergeant Lantry. I’ve got seven pounds up to now. Seven one pound coins. And I only got one of those because Jennison couldn’t find a fifty pee.”

“If you don’t mind me mentioning it, sir,” said Lantry, probably wondering why a high-ranking officer such as Dermott would lower himself to the extent of going round with a collection tin, “Why is it you who’s taking up the collection? I mean WPC Swindells usually does the collections, on account of her getting the most out of people. I think it’s her tits that swing it.”

“Well they didn’t swing it this time because she’s already been round the morning shift and got bugger all,” said Dermott, giving Lantry the reason why such a high-ranking officer would lower himself to the extent of going round with the collection tin.
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“Well you should have told me they were all ex-coppers,” said George, entering the house and continuing the argument that had started at the tea dance.

“Only two of them are ex-policemen,” countered Sarah. “Desmond and Arthur, like I’ve already told you. Two, out of six.”

“You know me and coppers, Sarah. I can’t stand the buggers. Never could. Sat on their fat arses in cars all day eating pizza.”

“They don’t all do that, I’m sure.”

“No with some of them it’s kebabs.”

“Besides, it would be unusual if some of the men at the tea dances weren’t policemen. Retiring early like they do.”

“They wouldn’t retire early if they liked their jobs. They only join the police force because they can’t do anything else.”

“Desmond and Arthur can. They can dance.”

“Well let them. I won’t be joining them anymore and that’s for sure.”
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The following day George, even more down in the dumps since he’d been banned from Marshall’s, was walking along in little more than a shuffle when he passed the gates of the scrapyard. He’d almost walked past it when for no particular reason he paused to glance inside at the cars stacked in heaps two and three high awaiting the attentions of the scrapyard’s owner. He was about to move on when from nowhere the germ of an idea came to him. Following it up, and as there was no one around and the obligatory Alsatian dog was on a chain, he stepped inside the gates to have a look around. Greeting him were cars of every make and vintage in various states of disrepair and decay. He noticed an old Lanchester he thought he’d done some work on in the past and an Austin Princess he had definitely worked on; he recognised the number plate, it was the Lord Mayor’s old limo. But the car that literally stopped him in his tracks was the Ford Mark 3 Zephyr Zodiac. It was still in the same sad state that Darren Morris had left it when he had attacked it with a fourteen pound lump hammer ten years previously. 

“Need any help?” said a voice behind him.

He turned to see the scrapyard’s owner, Denis Beaver. George indicated the car. “It’s a Mark 3 isn’t it? A ’62 Mark 3?”

“It is that,” said Beaver.  

“If that could talk I bet it could tell a few tales.”

“I’ll bet.”

“How long have you had it?”

“Yonks.  I just can’t bring myself to put it in the crusher. Well it was iconic in its day. My dad had one just like it; I learned to drive in it.”

George made up his mind on the spot. He couldn’t understand why he hadn’t thought of it before. “Can I buy it?”

“In that state?”

“I’m going to do it up.”

Beaver’s day was made. “I’ve been waiting for somebody like you to come along.”

“How much do you want for it?”

“It’s yours.”
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Sarah was busy with the ironing when the loud noises from outside caused her to look anxiously through the window to see whatever could be the cause of them. 

“What the....?” she gasped in disbelief, further words failing her on seeing Beaver in the act of lifting the Zodiac off a low loader with a fork-lift truck and depositing it on the drive. George was standing by, the happiest she’d seen him in months. Seconds later she was at the front door calling to him. “George? What’s going on?” She indicated the Zodiac. “What’s that?”

“That? That is a Zephyr Zodiac, Sarah.”

“Why is that man putting it on our drive?” 

“I’m going to restore it. Bring it back to its original condition. If they won’t let me work at work I’ll work at home.”

“But we’ve already got a car,” Sarah protested. 

“It’s not for us. It’s for me to work on. When I’ve done it up I’ll sell it. Then I’ll get another one and do that up and sell that as well. It’s perfect; I’ll be doing what I love doing, working; and earning money while I’m doing it. If it’s all right with you, like?”

After forty years of marriage Sarah knew her husband better than she knew herself so was well aware that George would go ahead with his plan whether it was all right with her or not and that it would be a waste of breath objecting. Besides, she wasn’t sure she wanted to object; she could see some sense in what he was proposing. At least he wouldn’t be slumped on the settee all day, at least he would be doing something. She said, “Well I don’t see why not.”

George smiled. “That’s settled then.”
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In a rare happy mood Shorthouse was simultaneously perusing the copy of Classic Cars magazine and humming the theme tune to Z-Cars as he waited for a response from the person on the other end of his phone. There was a polite knock on the door. All knocks on the superintendent’s door were polite, or Shorthouse would know the reason why.

“Come,” he barked.

Constable Harkness stepped in. “The Markovich file you wanted, sir,” he said, his voice as polite as his knock. “I’ve put....”

As he spoke he took a couple of paces into the office but pulled up sharp when Shorthouse held up a hand, indicating to him to stay where he was and to keep silent. Still waiting on the phone the superintendent hummed a few more bars of Z-Cars then broke off and said, “Know what that is, Harkness?”

“Z-Cars, sir. They did a documentary about the making of it on telly the other week.”

“Recorded it. Watched it three times. Happy memories, Harkness, happy memories.”

“I liked The Bill myself, sir.”

Shorthouse snorted with derision. “The Bill? The fucking Bill? Load of southern shite. Now Z-Cars, that was the genuine article; Bert Lynch and Bob Steele, Fancy Smith and Jock Weir, Chief Inspector Barlow, Sergeant Watt....brilliant. They drove Mark 3 Zephyr Zodiacs you know. Z Victors One and Two.”

“So I believe, sir.”

“Proper cars. Z-Cars. Not the shite cars coppers cruise around in today. No wonder people call them jam butties.”

“I think they call them that because of....”

Shorthouse cut him off. “Ssh. Hello?” he said on the phone. “You took long enough! It’s about the Zephyr Zodiac you’re advertising in Classic Cars.”

“Sorry, I’ve sold it,” said the voice on the other end of the line.

“Sold it? Fuck! Christ Almighty man the bloody magazine only came out today, it’s only ten-o-clock, I couldn’t have rung any earlier.”

“The Mark 3 Zephyr Zodiac is a very popular classic car.”

Shorthouse held the phone away and looked at it as though he was about to bite off the end of in his anger, before jamming it back to his ear and speaking. “I am perfectly aware that the Mark 3 Zephyr Zodiac is a very popular classic car. I bleeding well ought to, I’ve been trying to track one down for the last three months!”

He slammed the phone down and settled one of his collection of glares on it. 

“Bad news, sir?” said Harkness.

Shorthouse transferred the glare to Harkness and ratcheted it up a couple of notches. “I don’t believe you, Harkness; you’ve just heard me on the phone!”

“Sorry, sir.” The constable stepped forward and offered Shorthouse the file. “The Markovich file you wanted, sir.” 

Shorthouse snatched it off him and with a toss of his head in the direction of the door invited Harkness to go through it. The constable was only too happy to oblige. 
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On the way back to his office Harkness, a broad smile now firmly in place, bumped into Constable Briggs who was travelling the corridor in the opposite direction. 

“What are you smiling about, Harky,” said Briggs. “Had a promise or something?”

Harkness cocked a thumb over his shoulder. “That twat Superintendent Shithouse has just missed out on a classic Zephyr Zodiac.”

Harkness was surprised when this news barely brought a smile to his fellow officer’s face. Briggs gave him the reason why. “The bastard’s going to have the last laugh though, isn’t he.” 

“What? Why?”

“We’re going to have to fork out for his car horn, aren’t we.”

“Why?” Harkness protested. “I’ve paid my quid.” 

“How many people are based here at HQ, Harky?”

“I don’t know. Hundred.”

“You gave a quid. I gave a quid. If everybody did the same that’s a hundred quid. And according to Chief Inspector Dermott this horn thing we have to buy Superintendent Shithouse costs four hundred and twenty quid. Do the maths.”

Harkness shrugged. “So he can’t have his bloody horn.”

“You obviously haven’t read the notice board this morning.”

“Why, what’s up?”

Briggs indicated the notice board on the wall further down the corridor. “Go and see for yourself.”

Harkness did. The notice read -
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Extra Special Meeting.

Subject - Funds for Superintendent Shorthouse’s 40 yrs service gift.

Venue - The main canteen, Thursday June 4.

Attendance compulsory.

Signed A Dermott, Chief Inspector.
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“Shit,” said Harkness.
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The restoration of the Zodiac was well underway. George, who was doing a spot of welding on one of the sills when Sarah brought him a mug of tea out, had a permanent smile on his face these days. “Thanks love,” he said, switching off the welding torch and taking the mug of tea from her.

“I’m on the lookout for a klaxon like you had at work so I can sound it when it’s time for your tea break,” said Sarah, with only a hint of sarcasm. 

“We didn’t have a klaxon at Marshall’s,” said George. “We didn’t need one; we didn’t need any urging back to work, it was a pleasure.” He indicated the Zodiac. “Coming on a treat, isn’t she.”

Sarah eyed the car. She was about to tell him it seemed like he was doing an excellent job when she noticed the upholstery for the first time. “I didn’t realise it had leopard-skin seats,” she said, in a tone that suggested skunk-skin would be preferable. 

“It’ll need a good cleaning, that upholstery,” George said, failing to register her disapproval. “You can do it if you like.”

“Yes and you know what you can do.”

As she went back indoors leaving her husband to his labours an X-Type Jaguar drew up outside the house. The driver got out of the car and called out pleasantly, “Hello there.”

George looked up and acknowledged him. “Hiya.” 

“Arthur Brownhill,” the man said, pointing to himself. He looked admiringly at the Zodiac. “You’re doing a grand job there if you don’t mind my saying so.”

“No more than a car like this deserves.”

“Zephyr Zodiac isn’t she?” 

George nodded. “1962; the year they came out.”

Brownhill admired the car some more. “It must have taken you ages.”

“Not really. Mainly bodywork. It’s pretty sound mechanically. I’ve been on it....oh, three weeks it’ll be now.”

“Well it’s a credit to you, an absolute credit.”

“Wait till I’ve finished it; it’ll be a credit to me then, and then some.”

“And when will that be?”

“Wouldn’t like to say. Depends if I hit any snags. Couple of weeks maybe.”

“I’ll drop by and see it if I get the chance.”

“You do that.”

“Well, nice talking to you. And especially nice seeing your car. It’s really made my day.”

And it had. But not in the way George might have supposed.

*
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“Now listen up all of you,” said Chief Inspector Dermott.

Sixty police officers of all ranks, along with various ancillary workers who comprised the staff at Bradfield HQ, had assembled in the canteen, not a man or woman amongst them willingly.

“In a similar economic climate in which we currently find ourselves,” Dermott started, once he had everyone’s attention, “a man and his wife were very short of funds. In order that they might keep the wolf from the door the husband talked the wife into going on the game so she could earn some money When she returned home later that night the husband said to her, ‘How much did you make?’ She said, ‘Twenty five pounds and five pee’. He said, ‘Which tight bastard gave you five pee?’ She said, ‘All of them.’”

The joke, totally unexpected from the normally strait-laced Dermott, brought laughs, rebel yells, whistles and applause from the assembled staff, with the exception of two of the women constables who considered it to be in thoroughly bad taste.

Dermott looked round the assembly critically. “You all think that’s funny, do you? But a bit far- fetched perhaps? Not a bit of it. Because much the same thing has happened with regard to Superintendent Shit....Shorthouse’s collection. One hundred and ten personnel are employed in this building at various times and in one capacity or another. The collection for the Super’s horn amounted to a grand total of seventy one pounds.” He paused before paraphrasing the joke. “‘Which tight bastard gave you one pound?’ ‘All of them....no, sorry, some of the tight bastards gave me bugger all!’” He regarded the gathering coldly before continuing. “If I’d taken up a collection for the Taliban’s bomb fund I’d have got more!”

“You would,” muttered Harkness.

Dermott’s head shot round in the direction of the voice. “Who said that?” No one owned up so he contented himself with a warning of “Watch it” and continued. “And if I ever find out the identity of the joker who put a chocolate euro in the collecting box I will have his bollocks. Now listen up. We need four hundred and twenty pounds to pay for the superintendent’s horn - which, I might add, I have already taken the liberty of ordering - leaving us with a shortfall of three hundred and forty- nine pounds. Clearly the money will have to come from somewhere. And if it doesn’t come from somewhere I will have no alternative but to take it from our social fund.”

There was a stunned silence. Sergeant Unwin, who administered the police social fund, came over quite faint. 

“Out of the social fund, sir?” said Sergeant Lantry after a moment or two, just about managing to make himself heard above the gathering howls of protest from his compatriots that had by now replaced the stunned silence. 

“Yes, I thought that would make you all sit up,” said Dermott. “And if indeed the money has to come out of the social fund I’m sure I don’t have to spell out to you what that will mean. No Christmas Party this year. No more paint balling trips. And definitely no more of our Friday night stag do’s.”

“Good,” said WPC Swindells.

“That is of course unless any of you bright sparks can tell me how we’re going to raise the money?” He looked round briefly for suggestions. “No, I thought not. So, out with your wallets the lot of you. Now.”

Moaning and groaning the assembled staff had no alternative but to do as Dermott instructed. 

*
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“How is the collection for my horn going, Aubrey?” Shorthouse asked the following morning when Dermott presented himself in the superintendent’s office for what the latter called their daily little chat and the former called the Spanish Inquisition. 

“Exactly as I expected, sir,” said Dermott truthfully.

“Everybody coughed up then?”

“Couldn’t get their wallets out fast enough, sir.”

“And the purchase of my dah dah dah dadah dah dah dah horn?”

“It is due to be delivered on Friday.”

“Excellent.” Shorthouse sighed wistfully. “I only wish things were going as smoothly with the purchase of the car.”

“No luck on that front then, sir?”

“Apparently, due to their iconic status, Mark 3 Zephyr Zodiacs are in very short supply.”

“I’m sure one will turn up sooner or later.”

“Yes but I don’t want one later, Aubrey,” said Shorthouse testily, “I want one now. I’ll be in a wooden box before I get one at this rate.”

“Perhaps I could get the traffic boys to help find one, sir?”

Shorthouse was unimpressed. “That lot? They couldn’t find a dick in a pair of trousers.” Dermot’s suggestion had given the superintendent an idea of his own however. “What are our plain clothes men fannying around with at the moment?” 

“DI Mulhearn’s team are
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