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Wednesday 9 November 2011 

“Gimme a break!” Mark Parlour growled at the radio alarm clock at seven-fifty that Wednesday morning.  A pale, narrow hand emerged from under the crumpled blue duvet and slammed down hard on the snooze button for the third time. 

“I don’t know why you’re so grouchy,” his wife of twenty-four years commented, squeezing the air from the teat of a baby feeding bottle before stuffing it back in the mouth of a rather cross looking infant.  “It’s me that was up at Gosh-knows-what hour heating milk for Ro.” 

Ro was how they affectionately referred to their five month old baby son, the aptly named Rowan – “Little Red One” - with his shock of ginger hair acquired from the paternal gene pool; though, it had to be said, the abbreviation was uttered with considerably less affection in the wee small hours.  

“Took me an age to get to sleep last night,” Parlour grumbled, staggering out of bed and wrapping a navy silk kimono around his skinny five feet eight frame. 

“Brain-ache?” Juliet enquired.  Parlour had recently been promoted to Detective Chief Inspector following the untimely death of DCI Brian Sewell in a nasty road traffic accident.  Whilst the enhanced professional status and the accompanying rise in salary were most welcome, the added paperwork and politics that the position entailed was proving a considerable drain on Parlour’s spiritual well-being.  Ditto the arrival of Parlour junior:- a keenly anticipated addition, yet not without a price-tag, with sleep deprivation proving the costliest sacrifice for both Parlours. 

“So what’s on the agenda for today, then?” Parlour yawned, remembering to show an interest in his wife and child’s parallel existence. A secondary school teacher prior to childbirth, Juliet struggled with the loss of self-esteem from which many professional women suffered, on leaving the workplace to care for an infant.  Parlour recognised that it was important to bolster her confidence by validating her new lifestyle, however petty and trivial its little routines seemed to him in his less gracious moments. 

Juliet groaned.  “Need to do a food shop with Junior here.  Hopefully he won’t do a squitter midway round the Ethnic Cooking Sauces aisle like last time.” 

Parlour smirked.  That was one baby episode he was quite glad to have avoided. 

“I expect that will be quite enough for one day, by the time I’ve put all the shopping away, too,” Juliet added, sitting Rowan up on her lap and gently rubbing his back to eject some wind.  He obliged some seconds later.  For all his little foibles, baby Rowan was pretty good at burping to order.  It was a testimony to just what a major upheaval the arrival of a baby represented, that Juliet could envisage one shopping trip filling the entire day.  Previously it would have been an hour-long chore, max, sandwiched in between work and the evening meal.

“Thought I might give that new BestCo another go.”  

Juliet had visited the recently opened store whilst heavily pregnant with Rowan, but had been put off from making a return visit by the crowds of jostling BestCo converts, armed and dangerous with reams of BestCo BestCard vouchers. 

Parlour exhaled in mock horror.  “Consorting with the Great Urban Monstrosity?” 

“Yeah, well, needs must,” Juliet replied soberly.  “We can’t keep paying Utopia’s prices, even with your promotion, and besides, there’ll be a far larger range of baby food at BestCo.” 

“Thought you were making your own with organic produce from Deverton Farm Store?” Parlour frowned, in that condescending manner of the so-called New Age Man, all sound-bites and no substance.  In reality, Parlour was not one of that 21st century breed of flaky new fathers who spoke a good parenting game yet dumped all the drudgy stuff on their wives.  All the same, he still displayed a propensity towards pompous affectations on issues of parent-craft which did not bear scrutiny in the harsh light of reality. 

“Rowan doesn’t like my Sweet Potato Farfalle Bake,” Juliet shrugged dispiritedly, “And the Sharon Fruit Surprise came as a bit of a shock to him.  But give him a jar of shop-bought Rigatoni Milanese and he’s in Baby Gastro Heaven. At least it's still organic, even if it is in a jar.” 

“There must be some dodgy ingredient in it,” Parlour frowned.  “Something that makes babies go ga-ga over it... or should that be goo-goo?” 

Juliet shrugged.  “Something babies like to chew on, maybe?  Extract of dummy or...”  

“Crushed remote control?” Parlour grinned.  

Juliet laughed. 

“I guess it’s more important he eats something,” Parlour continued in a more serious vein.  Inwardly, he made a mental note to decant the contents of the baby food jar into a Tupperware pot, next time they attended the Church Family Lunch. The pc parents’ brigade would not approve of processed baby food.  

“I guess we’re ignoring that advice from the Health Visitor to avoid giving him food till six months?” 

Juliet just made a face at him, by which Parlour gathered the subject wasn’t even open to debate. 

“Yeeuck,” Juliet exclaimed, rudely distracted from their discussion as she was splattered with some regurgitated baby milk to accompany the sound effects. “Not another burp with added value!” 

“What can I say, you’re a natural....” Parlour grinned, debating whether he had time for a shower or not.  He’d already got up a full forty minutes later than intended. 

“A natural what?” Juliet frowned, but Parlour had disappeared into the en-suite. 

The Parlours had met at college in 1983, and Parlour had proposed within the year. A combination of police secondments and Juliet's teaching placements had contrived to keep them apart for a couple of years, but they'd finally made it down the aisle one sunny day in June 1987. 

It was nearly eight years since they'd made the move to Deverton.  The Parlours had taken advantage of one of those part-exchange deals, and had sold their 1930s three-bed semi in Billock's exclusive Chave area, where Juliet's parents still lived, to HomeFromHomes, the popular south coast construction company.  In return for their period house, they had received the keys to a spanking new link-detached property on the redbrick Deverton Estate.  

The inhabitants of the designer town generally fell into two categories:- young professionals with neither the time nor the aptitude for DIY, in search of an up-together property; or retired couples desperate for a safe haven away from the petty crime and general grime of the city.  Deverton offered its inhabitants a chance to start afresh with its newly turfed lawns and made-to-order fittings.  And – as Parlour often thought to himself – most of the residents blended in perfectly:- a little bland, but essentially harmless.  It was the ideal location for bringing up a young family. 

At forty-seven, Mark Parlour had made rapid progress to the rank of Detective Chief Inspector, his ascent up the career ladder accelerated by last year's high-profile arrest of the murderer of Davidson Munroe, leader of the British Alliance of Senior Citizens. 

Parlour's surname, allied with a rather unfortunate habit of picking at his skin during moments of stress, had led to the DCI being nicknamed “Pizza” by close friends and colleagues.  A late convert to Christianity, Parlour compensated for his religious beliefs with a healthy dash of secular cynicism, accrued through decades in the “wilderness” and a challenging professional life.  However, the arrival of little Rowan had caused Parlour to rethink some of his less positive attitudes to life, and at times, to question his whole existence as a DCI.  He patrolled some murky waters in his role at Billock CID, that was for sure; in recent months, Parlour had begun to seriously wonder whether he wished to spend the next decade of his life knee deep in the spiritual manure of Hampshire's criminal underworld. 

Parlour attended to a particularly vicious spot on his chin, wincing as the antiseptic ointment stung the inflamed area.  If only some of the nasty brutes on his patch could be zapped where it hurt. 
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“TIME TO GET UP!” Kat Jankowiczowa bellowed in her native Polish to son, Krzysztof, at a minute after eight that same Wednesday morning.  Seven-year old Felicja was already draped over the breakfast table, shovelling a large quantity of Malt Squares into her mouth.  She screwed her eyes up, attempting to make head and tail of the small print of a competition on the back of the cereal box. 

“Must you eat like a cow?” Kat frowned, laying out her five- year old son’s school uniform on the throw-bedecked sofa.  The shapeless article of furniture took up the whole of one wall of their pokey two-bedroom flat on the high-rise Billock Towers estate.  “You’ll get milk down your school jumper again.” 

“Like they’ll care!” the mousy-haired Felicja snorted, throwing her orange juice at the back of her throat like it was a pint of lager on a sweltering summer’s day. 

“Morning, Mumia,” Krzysztof greeted his mother, ambling through a moment later.  She ruffled his dark hair fondly, shuffling the wannabe Shreddies out of the packet and into his bowl of waiting milk.  This had been prepared earlier as part of a series of time-saving rituals concocted by Kat to keep the balls in the air in her work/home-life juggling game. 

For six months now, Kat had been working at the brand new BestCo Hypermarket that had invaded a considerable percentage of the green space separating the large urban conurbation of Billock from the outlying borough towns of Deverton and Lexington Green out to the west.  There had been no small degree of public outcry at the commercialisation and betonisation of a rare parcel of green land in the area, though almost exclusively by the residents of the outlying towns, keen to maintain the boundary between themselves and the ugly new-town that was Billock. 

Nevertheless, despite due consideration having been given and a sympathetic ear lent to both the green vote and the more snobbish protestations of the residents of Deverton et al, Foxburgh Borough Council had approved the planning application.  In truth, there was a gap in the middle-ground sector of the market.  Billock MegaMart, with its dingy orange lighting and oppressive sky-rise shelving, was simply too cheap and nasty for many residents of the town.  But on the other hand, few could afford the inflated prices of Deverton’s homage to Nigella Lawson, the preposterously titled Utopia, with its home delivery service, E-Topia. 

I hope the kids have a better day at school today, Kat thought to herself, furiously rubbing Herbal Essences into her long, henna dyed hair as she fitted in a quick shower before the school-run.  If the teachers didn’t collar her for anything, she’d be out of Eastfield Primary by nine a.m. and on the nine-o-eight bus to the Hypermarket, getting her to work just in time for her 9.30 start. 

Kat enjoyed her work at BestCo, especially since she had been taken off shelf-stacking and trained up on the tills.  These past few weeks, she’d been asked to do the internet orders, and was enjoying getting around the store a bit more, though the big trolley with its computer console could be rather cumbersome to manoeuvre, especially during peak shopping hours. She was busy, the time flew by, most of the staff were pleasant (though the same could not always be said for the customers) and the pay was good, compared to the pennies she would have earned back in Lodz.  Though the children and their various needs usually put pay to overtime, the option was always there to earn more cash for the family, both in England and Poland.  

There were quite a few of her compatriots on the tills now at BestCo. Word had spread that Polish women worked hard and complained little – at least at work.  Provided that your English was up to scratch, it was reasonably easy to gain employment at the new hypermarket, though the recession was beginning to have some impact on the numbers taken on. 

It was through a friend of a friend in the sizeable Billock Polish community that Aleksandra Kowalewa had arrived at BestCo one Monday morning a couple of months ago.  The blonde thirty-five year old had soon become best buddies with Kat.  Another young mother who’d left Poland for a higher wage packet and enhanced job prospects, Aleks, along with husband Jan and sons Peter and Stanislaw, had been fortunate enough to acquire affordable lodgings soon after arriving in the UK.  Altruistic local businessman, Tony Perkiss, had not only given Jan Kowal a job at his light engineering plant; he had also sorted out accommodation for the family, converting a two storey garage on his property into a small house, which he rented out to the couple at a very generous rate.  Kat was not au fait with all the details, but gathered that a relative of Perkiss had “roomed” alongside some Poles at Buchenwald during the war and the family had maintained a great affinity with the long-suffering Polish nation. 

Unlike Aleks, who worked through choice rather than necessity at the newly opened hypermarket, Kat was obliged to work every spare hour she could fit in, by virtue of her husband's relatively low-paid job as a carpet fitter's assistant.  

Grygor Jankowicz, it had to be said, rather bucked the   trend for efficient, hard-working Poles who put the native workforce to shame. Instead, Jankowicz was Mary to his wife's Martha, preferring to worship at the altar of perceived Western European riches, than work his butt off to put food on the table. 

It sometimes seemed grossly unfair to Kat, that she, who was honest and hard-working, should be married to such a low-earning layabout.  Had she known at eighteen what she knew now, she would have followed in Aleks' footsteps and married a dull, but diligent worker like Jan, who had plodded along and got himself qualified in work that paid.  Instead, she had rushed into marriage, and must suffer the consequences.  Grygor may have been far more of a looker than Jan Kowal, but what did a pert bottom and a witty turn of phrase matter once one was saddled with kids, exhausted and struggling to balance the books?  Not a jot, as far as Kat could see.  It was a dispiriting thought, but quality of life was inexorably allied to financial security.  

Differences aside, bringing up children of similar ages and backgrounds in a foreign country provided Kat and Aleks with a special bond that easily overcame the niggling jealousies that Kat harboured towards Aleks at times. 
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“Did you miss the bus?” Kat enquired of Aleks Kowalewa in their native tongue, as Aleks pulled up alongside her with her cart.  She was struggling to pin her name badge to her navy jacket, her fingers cold from the outdoors.  

“Didn’t turn up, did it?” Aleks replied.  She clicked a few buttons on her monitor and it flickered into life.  “Had to phone Jan at work and get him to run me here.  Mr Perkiss won’t be too pleased; it’s the second time that's happened recently.” 

“We need to get ourselves a little motor,” Kat commented for the umpteenth time in their brief acquaintance.  “Take it in turns to drive here.  Save all this hassle with bloody British public transport!  We could share it - save up between us.” 

“Whoa!” Aleks interjected, as Kat gathered momentum.  “It'll take more than a bit of weekend overtime for you to finance that and I'm not subbing you!” 

“It needn’t be anything flash,” Kat replied, wishing Aleks wouldn't constantly lord her superior financial status over her. “Just one of these little Korean run-arounds.  A Kia or a Daihatsu...” 

“Please!” Aleks groaned, already converted to British car snobbery.  “Anyway, it’d never work...” 

“I’ve heard they’re very reliable,” Kat countered. 

“From a practical point of view, dummy!” Aleks giggled, throwing a loose grape in her trolley at Kat’s head.  Kat retaliated with an escapee custard cream from hers before a sharp incline of the head from Aleks informed her that the shop-floor manager was heading their way. 

“Cut the tomfoolery, you two,” Darren Clump frowned at them.  “We have a visit from Regional Head Office today, seeing how things are progressing here at BestCo Billock West.  I don’t want to have to make excuses for any of my staff.”  

“Yes, Sir,” Aleks smiled sweetly, then burst into giggles as soon as he was out of earshot.  
“Tom Foolery?” Kat frowned. “Tom Cruise, I know, but not this Tom Foolery man.” 
“Idiot!” Aleks chuckled, then sobered up as a customer approached her with a query.  

“Could you possibly fetch me another trolley?” A lady in her late thirties/early forties enquired archly.  “The wheels appear to be moving in opposite directions on this one.” 

Who do you think I am, the barrow boy?  Aleks wanted to reply, but played the subservient customer focus card instead, switching seamlessly into perfect English. 

“I'm not supposed to leave my trolley unattended, Madam.  Perhaps you could ask one of our in-store Helpers for assistance.”  

The well-dressed lady cursed under her breath.  She was wearing a long camel coat and had a rather formally dressed small daughter in tow, presumably too young to be of school age. 

“For God sake, what does one have to do to get a decent service around here?” 

Leave God out of it, Aleks nearly retorted, who, being a good Catholic, resented the way the British flung the Almighty disparagingly into every expression of discontent.  Instead she smiled apologetically, a gesture born of her own personal code of conduct rather than in reaction to Darren Clump’s warning. 

The proud woman turned her attention to Kat.  “And I suppose you’re over here taking British jobs, as well?” 

It was a rhetoric question that didn’t require an answer, which was just as well, really.  Aleks motioned to Kat to hold her tongue, seeing her friend bristle in indignation, about to launch into a diatribe on European employment law and idle British layabouts. 

“Now breathe out,” she instructed, as the tall woman stalked off, the bewildered child at her side struggling to keep up.  


“Stuck up ...” Kat let rip with a string of Polish insult.


“What’s with her?” Courtney Brimstock snorted, pulling up next to her two Polish colleagues to pluck some Pink Ladies from the shelf.  A pasty young woman with several spare tyres and great wads of flesh protruding from either side of her bra straps, Brimstock summed up to Kat and Aleks everything that was wrong with modern Britain and its unhealthy obsession with cut-price ready meals and cheap fizzy booze. 

“A customer just took umbrage with us on account of our nationality,” Aleks replied in her best Queen’s English, attempting a plummy accent to match. 

“Ay?”  

“Translate for Courtney, will you, Kat?” Aleks grinned. 

“She means a stuck-up cow just got pissed off with us for being in your country,” Katerina obliged in the vernacular. 

“Tall, long dark hair, little girl with her?” Courtney enquired, removing her waistcoat to reveal damp patches around the armpits of her polyester blouse. 

Aleks wrinkled up her nose; it was the worst case of body odour she’d experienced in this country so far.  Surely Courtney Brimstock’s underarms were far more of an issue for Darren Clump and the BestCo Firing Squad than a flying grape - especially in an environment such as this, where hygiene was paramount.

“That’s right – you have come across her?” Kat enquired, raising her head to meet Courtney’s gaze, a practice she normally avoided. 

“Just asked me to fetch her a trolley - lazy bitch.” 

“That’s the one,” Kat confirmed. 

“There’s a fair few of them come here,” Courtney replied.  “Think they’re too la-di-da for the likes of BestCo.  Why don’t they bugger off to bloody Deverton to that Stuck-Up-Cow supermarket there, that’s what I want to know!” 

“Perhaps she is exposing the child to the lower classes, or something,” Aleks grinned, keen as ever to put into practice some of the phrases she had learnt at her Advanced English Conversation course at Billock Adult Ed.  “Maybe it's some kind of educational experiment... this is what they call a value ready-meal, darling.  She probably had that little girl by Caesarean Section as well,” she added, labouring over the pronunciation. “Too posh to push.” 

“Not too posh to push an effin’ BestCo trolley, though, is she?” Courtney laughed sardonically, weighing and bagging the apples and plopping them in one of the navy plastic crates on her own trolley. 

“Watch out,” Kat hissed, “Men in suits.  Look busy!” 
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It was ten-forty five by the time Juliet Parlour wheeled her trolley through the doors of BestCo, little Rowan arranged in his baby carrier on top of the metal chariot.  He only just fitted into the padded car seat; soon Juliet would have to belt him into one of the child-seats in the trolley itself.  She would perhaps need to support him with a cushion to stop him whacking his head on the side of the trolley every time she made a sudden jolt to the left or right. 

It was fortunate that such a scenario did not present itself that morning, as Juliet was forced to suddenly wheel the trolley to the right to avoid two members of staff smoking just outside the front entrance to the gigantic supermarket.  She wrinkled up her nose in disgust.  They appeared to be speaking in another language, something Eastern European by the sounds of it.  Not that their ethnicity was a problem, just the social conventions that accompanied it.  

Honestly, smoking was bad enough, but right outside the front of a building used by the public, where small babies and expectant mothers could be exposed to the noxious fumes?  It was a disgrace. Surely Management could provide a secluded area around the back of the building, if its staff must prevail with this filthy habit?  She would be sure to make a comment to the Store Manager.  Juliet Parlour was not the first professional mother to require a scratching post once bereft of the cut and thrust of working life. 

Her malcontent was soon tempered by the efforts of baby Rowan, who began to blow raspberries and waggle his feet in the air to gain her attention.  Attention duly given, the rest of the trip passed relatively smoothly, with no repeats of the unpleasantries of their last foray to the supermarket. 

An hour and a half later, Juliet took her place in the queue at Checkout 54, at the far end of the hypermarket, where the tills were not so congested.  

She could do with shedding a few pounds, Juliet thought to herself, considering the lumpy twenty something wedged into the small area behind her till. Why was it that nearly all the till operators were on the large side, whilst the lads stacking shelves tended to be skinny as rakes?  Would it not be far better to get all those porky ladies on the till running round the store fetching and carrying, instead?  Or perhaps it was sitting on your backside all day that made you fat?  It was one of those curious chicken and egg conundrums, Juliet pondered, pulling her briefs out of her bottom crack, a recent development brought on the accumulation of several pounds of excess bottom baggage.  Juliet's weight had ballooned to peak pregnancy levels, now that she no longer had the rigours of breastfeeding to keep it in check.  

Britney, Juliet read on her name-badge.  Her mouth twitched in amusement at either side.  Bet Britney had a really unsexy British surname like Posthlewaite or Ramsbottom, Juliet thought to herself - rather scathingly, it had to be said.  The incongruity of coupling an erstwhile fashionable celebrity forename with a common or garden muck British surname, was a facet of modern society that both irked and amused Juliet in equal proportion. 

Mrs Juliet Parlour, Britney snorted to herself, as she swiped Juliet’s newly acquired BestCard on the till.  Juliet!  Typical bloody stuck-up cow name.  Bet the dribbly little baby was called Oliver or Josh or some other hoity-toity-I-Watch-Jamie-Oliver-and-Usually-Shop-at-Sainsbury name that was deeply unoriginal and not in the least exclusive. 

Neither Oliver Nor Josh gurgled contently and cooed loudly.  Juliet ruffled his ginger mop, bags now efficiently (if not eco-vantageously) packed for her in several dozen BestCo carriers by an emaciated young lad at the end of the checkout area, skin on his hollow cheeks held together by bulbous purple acne. 

You’re expecting me to coo with you and comment on how gorgeous your sprog is, but I ain’t gonna, lady!  Britney thought grimly to herself, handing over Juliet’s receipt and money off coupons with a grunt.  Juliet scanned the coupons quickly, frowning as she realised they all offered money off items she had just that moment purchased.  How irksome – why on earth did supermarkets persist with this infuriating habit? 

“Nothing like service with a smile,” Juliet said loudly to Rowan as she manoeuvred the heavy trolley away from the checkout. Babies were useful for that, Juliet thought.  Those ill-tempered comments she had previously muttered to herself could now be uttered out loud, as she was strictly in company - albeit rather discursively challenged company. Had Juliet turned around at that precise moment, she would have met with an evil glare from Britney Skinner. 
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“Politics Schmolitics,” Parlour grumbled, sifting listlessly through an enormous pile of paperwork on his desk that afternoon.  With just two days away from the office on a training course, he had managed to accrue one hundred and eighty-seven emails in his inbox.  The morning alone had been spent separating the electronic wheat from the chaff and responding to those emails requiring his immediate attention.  Now it was time to brave the hard copy stuffed in his top in-tray by Billock CID secretarial support and various members of his team.  

“Where’s Goodlove got to?” Parlour enquired of his favourite officer, newly promoted Detective Inspector Karen Preece, who had entered his office bearing a cafetière of black coffee.  

“Thought this might help you beat the paperwork.” 

“Cheers, Karen, you’re a galaxy of them.” 

Preece was also Parlour’s most competent copper, but whether she was his favourite because she was the most able, or she was more competent as Parlour favoured her and therefore took her into his confidence more, was another of those chicken and egg questions. 

“Cam’s in the meeting room with the Chief Constable discussing the Lin Dawe business.” 

Detective Sergeant Goodlove was Billock Police’s Gay Liaison Officer.  Goodlove had rather publicly outed himself a couple of years back when he had appeared on live national television partaking in the Respect & Tolerance UK fun run in London dressed as the policeman from The Village People!  A strapping young man with no effeminate mannerisms of note, it had come as rather a surprise to his colleagues to realise that a gay man had been operating on their force beneath their very noses without anyone even noticing.  Marriage and young baby 

aside, it would have come as far less of a shock to the stereotype driven members of Billock CID had the Fun-Runner in question been DCI Mark Parlour, with his perfectly coiffeured hair, fussy attention to sartorial detail and rather weedy stature.  

Lin Dawe, however, was an entirely different kettle of fish.  As indiscreet as it was possible to be concerning her sexual preferences, Dawe had got it into her head that she had been overlooked for promotion to Sergeant on account of her gender and sexuality. To make life more awkward for Cameron Goodlove in his capacity as GLO, Dawe had actually applied for that particular post as well, but Goodlove had pipped her to the post. 

Parlour groaned.  “Not that old chestnut.” 

“I’ve heard her called worse.”  

“That woman needs to brush the chips off her shoulder,” Parlour commented, gently pushing the plunger down in the cafetière to avoid the boiling black liquid leaping out of the spout and spilling its grainy load over a memo from the Superintendent.  “She lives in a little fantasy world all of her own making, that has no foundation in fact.  She’s the one living in the dark ages, not us, if she thinks any one of us here would discriminate against her cos she’s shacked up with another woman.  None of us would dare, in any case!  She hears what she wants to hear, exaggerates every little nuance and has the audacity to present it to the Chief as a double discrimination case... there endeth the oratory.” 

“So why was she passed up for promotion and why did Cam get the GLO post?” Preece enquired. 

“Come on, Karen, you know the answers to that,” Parlour chided her. 

“Just playing Devil’s Advocate; you know the Chief’s going to get you in there later.” 

“Police Constable Lin Dawe is not a team player and lets her own prejudices regarding the character and motives of others colour her judgement both in internal matters and in dealings with the public.  These deficiencies therefore make her an unsuitable candidate for promotion to Sergeant at this time,” Parlour read from his computer screen.  “See, already prepared.” 

Karen grinned then wagged her finger.  “He’ll want evidence!” 

Parlour lifted a brown folder from his desk and thrust it in the air.  “Team Building Conference 2007.  Official complaint from PC Marian Doyle.” 

Preece racked her brains.  She must have been at that conference, too.  Suddenly she clicked her fingers.  “Lin had a real go at her across the meeting room about her religious views, right?” 

“Called her a Bible-bashing relic from a bygone age, didn’t she?  All Doyle had done was ask rather politely whether we could all watch our language and cut out the blasphemy wherever possible.” 

“And Marian Doyle actually lodged a complaint?” Preece asked incredulously.  Constable Marian Doyle, like Parlour, had a strong Christian faith, albeit of the Catholic persuasion whereas Parlour was C of E.  And like Parlour, she was not one to force-feed it to the rest of the force. 

“Yep, and there’s plenty more where that came from,” Parlour added.  “Anyway, that’s not my baby, thank goodness.  What’s new?” 

“Nothing of note,” Preece replied rather gloomily, keen to get her teeth into a nice juicy murder case again.  “The usual drugs and slags and slags on drugs to deal with.” 

“I’ll be reporting you for defamatory comments against wimmin, if you don’t watch out,” Parlour grinned, blue eyes twinkling.  

Preece just raised her eyebrows heavenwards and left the room. 

***
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BABY ROWAN’S GOOD HUMOUR ran out soon after Juliet arrived back at the Parlour home in Deverton. 

“Could you just be quiet until I’ve put the shopping away?” Juliet beseeched the red-faced squalling infant.  Rowan was wriggling furiously in his bouncy chair on the kitchen floor, his stomach caving in as he let out another furious screen, little fists clenched in anger. 

Juliet brushed the hair from her eyes, attempting in vain not to let Rowan’s fury get to her as she haphazardly rammed the tinned goods onto the rotating carousel in her corner unit.  It had been a good shopping trip, on the whole, but now she was tired from the effort of lugging
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