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THE LAST NATIONAL SERVICE MAN

‘I’m late, I’m late, for a very important date,’ sang Detective Constable Peter Pascoe.

In moments of stress his mind still trawled through the movies in search of a proper reaction.

‘It’s an immature tic you may grow out of when you’ve had enough Significant Experience of your own,’ an irritated girlfriend had once forecast. ‘Ring me when it happens.’

He hadn’t rung yet. Surely his move to Mid Yorkshire where they sold Significant Experience by the bucketful would work the cure? But a fortnight into his new job, when he woke to discover he’d slept through his alarm, the section house boiler had failed, and there were three buttons missing from his only clean shirt, he’d immediately dropped into a Kenneth Williams panic routine straight out of Carry on Constable.

Sod’s Law was confirmed when he got to the station. No time to grab a bite in the canteen, of course; hardly time to grab the essential file from the CID room: then the phone had rung just as he was passing through the door. Not another soul in sight, so like a fool, he’d answered it.

It had been some snout urgently requiring the DCI and not about to push something useful towards a mere DC. Five minutes getting that sorted. Then the Riley reluctant to start; every light at red: traffic crawling at sub-perambulator speeds (did they have different limits up here?); one side of every road dug up (water, or burial of the dead – which had finally arrived?).

And now, in the courts’ car park, not a space in sight except one marked RECORDER.

Sod it, thought Pascoe. Little high-pitched instrument played by some geezer in a ruff couldn’t need all that much room.

He gunned the Riley in, and was out and running up the steps before the Cerberic attendant could bark more than the first syllable of ‘Hey-up!’

Why did the natives need this ritual exordium before they communicated? he wondered. Not properly a greeting, a command or even an exclamation, it was entirely redundant in the vocabulary of a civilized man.

He burst through the swing doors, and thought, ‘Hey-up!’ as he spotted a familiar face. Well, not really familiar. He’d known it for only two weeks and not even a lifetime could make it familiar. But unforgettable certainly. Straight out of Hammer Films make-up. They’d broken the mould before they made this one, ho ho.

‘Sergeant Wield,’ he gasped.

‘Constable Pascoe,’ said Wield. ‘Now we’ve got that out of the way, you’re lost.’

‘You mean I’m late,’ said Pascoe. ‘Sorry but—’

‘Nay lad. Mr Jorrocks, the magistrate is late, which means you’ll not be called for another half-hour. What you are is lost. Magistrates’ court is in the other wing. This is where the big boys play.’

With that face it was impossible to tell whether you were being bollocked or invited to share a joke. And what was Wield doing here anyway? Checking up? If so he was in the wrong place too …

Wield answered the question as if it had been asked.

‘Our own big boy’s here today,’ he said. ‘Come back all the way from Wales to give evidence. I need a word.’

‘Mr Dalziel, you mean? Oh yes. I heard he was visiting.’

Pascoe knew the name shouldn’t be pronounced the way it looked but hadn’t quite got the vocalization right. This time, perhaps because of the Welsh connection, it came out as Dai Zeal.

Wield’s mouth spasmed in what might have been a smile.

‘Dee Ell,’ he said carefully. ‘You’ve not met him yet, have you?’

Detective Constable Pascoe’s transfer from South Midlands to Mid-Yorkshire CID had taken place while Detective Chief Inspector Dalziel was in Wales as part of a team investigating allegations of misconduct against certain senior officers. The Fat Man had been pissed off at being turned into what he called ‘a bog-brush’. Wield suspected he was going to be even more enraged to discover that the CID boss, Superintendent ‘Zombie’ Quinn, had taken advantage of his absence to approve the newcomer’s transfer.

Trouble was, Pascoe was everything Dalziel disliked: graduate, well spoken, originating south of Sheffield. Wield still had to make his mind up about the lad, but leastways he shouldn’t be tossed to a ravening Dalziel without some warning. Not even a bubonic rat deserved that.

‘No, but I’ve heard about him,’ said Pascoe neutrally, unaware that Wield’s finely tuned ear was well up to detecting the note of prejudgemental disapproval in his voice.

‘Come along and see him in action,’ said the sergeant. ‘You can spare a few minutes.’

‘What’s the case?’ asked Pascoe as they climbed the stairs.

‘Sexual assault,’ said Wield. ‘DCI was leading a drugs raid. Kicked a door open and found what was allegedly a rape in progress.’

‘Allegedly?’

‘House was a knocking-shop, woman’s got three convictions for tomming. Accused’s got Martineau defending him. He hates Mr Dalziel’s guts.’

That’s a lot of hating, thought Pascoe as he tiptoed into the court and had his first glimpse of the bulky figure wedged in the witness box.

Flesh there was in plenty, but more Sydney Greenstreet than Fatty Arbuckle. This was all-in wrestler running to seed rather than middle-aged guzzler running to flab. And if any notion of the comic book fat man remained, it stopped when you moved up from the body to that great granite head which looked like it could carve its way through pack-ice on a polar expedition.

A lemon-lipped barrister with scarcely enough flesh on him to make one of Dalziel’s arms was asking questions in a voice which did not anticipate co-operation or trust. ‘So you, Chief Inspector, were the first person through the door?’

‘Yes, sir.’

His voice like a ship’s cannon booming down a fjord.

‘Where you found the defendant and Miss X on the bed, sexually coupled?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Now please think carefully before you answer the next question. Did you immediately form the opinion that the defendant was using duress?’

Dalziel thought carefully.

He said, ‘No, sir. I did not.’

‘Really?’ said Martineau, surprise mingling with triumph. ‘And why not?’

‘Well, I don’t expect he had time to put one on, sir.’

When order was restored the judge fixed a stern gaze on Dalziel and said, ‘I don’t know whether your hearing or your taste is defective, Chief Inspector, but what Mr Martineau wishes to ascertain is whether you immediately formed the opinion that sex was taking place against Miss X’s will, or was it her subsequent behaviour and allegations which brought up this possibility?’

‘Oh aye. I’m with you. It were immediate, m’lud.’

‘I see. Perhaps you can explain why.’

‘Well, first off, he had his right hand round her throat like he was keeping her quiet by strangling her, and his left hand were holding both her wrists above her head so she couldn’t hit him …’

Martineau’s body and voice shot up together.

‘My lord! These assumptions …’

‘Yes, yes. Mr Dalziel, just describe what you saw without giving us the benefit of your inferences, please.’

‘Yes, sir. Sorry. Main thing was, soon as I saw the defendant’s face, I said to myself, hello—’

Martineau was now soprano with indignation.

‘My lord, witness cannot be allowed to imply—’

‘Thank you, Mr Martineau,’ interrupted the judge. ‘I’m grateful as always for your assistance in points of law, but I’m sure that an officer of Mr Dalziel’s standing was not about to say anything contrary to the rules of evidence.’

‘Nay, sir!’ said Dalziel all injured innocence. ‘Tha knows I’d never mention a man’s record in court, no matter how rotten it were. All I was going to say was, I said to myself, spotty little scrote like that, I bet he’d have to use force to get his own mother to kiss him goodnight!’

Under cover of the renewed laughter, Wield drew Pascoe out of the court.

‘I don’t believe it!’ exclaimed the younger man as they went back downstairs. ‘He’s turning the whole thing into music hall. Is he for real.’

‘Weren’t impressed then?’ said Wield.

‘Impressed? I was horrified! It’s bad enough that poor woman having to go through the trauma of a trial without some insensitive clown playing it for laughs.’

‘I did tell you the raid were in a knocking-shop and she’s got convictions—’

‘And that means she’s fair game, does it?’ interrupted Pascoe indignantly. ‘I thought everyone was entitled to equal protection under the law. Excuse me. I’d better get off to my case.’

Wield watched him stride away. Nice mover, head held high, good shoulders, slim body, long legs. Lead us not into temptation. Not that there was much chance of that, not in the force. They might be marching for gay rights in San Francisco, but here in Mid Yorkshire, gay was still what poets felt when they saw a bunch of head-tossing daffs. There was even a holiday company in the High Street called Gay Days Ltd. Caused a lot of misunderstanding with tourists from the louche south!

Any road, he couldn’t see Constable Pascoe being around long enough to break any hearts. Zombie (which was what Dalziel had christened Detective Superintendent Quinn after catching him enjoying a post-prandial snooze in his office) might propose but everyone knew that in the end Fat Andy disposed.

‘Penny for ’em,’ said Dalziel who despite his bulk could come up on you like Umslopagaas.

‘You’d want change, sir,’ said Wield. ‘Mr Martineau didn’t keep you long.’

‘Mebbe it was something I said. I saw you ear-wigging. Brought a friend, did you?’

Even under forensic assault the Fat Man didn’t miss much.

‘DC Pascoe. Transfer from South Midlands. Highly recommended, top promotion grades, good on the ground, graduate entry …’

‘Wash your mouth out, Wieldy! Christ, moment I turn me back, Zombie’s trawling the boneyards for the living dead. Where’s he at now?’

‘Committal proceedings. His first day, stopped two guys on suss by the auction mart. Found they had some weaners in their pick-up and no proof of ownership.’

‘Keen bugger. Sounds straightforward. Let’s see what kind of a fist Wonderboy makes of it.’

They found ‘Wonderboy’ under heavy attack from a sharp little solicitor called ‘Bomber’ Harris.

‘So tell us, Detective Constable, what was your reason for being at the back of the market pens?’ 

‘Just passing, sir.’

‘Just passing? Along a cul-de-sac whose only function is that of service road to the remoter storage pens of the auction mart?’

‘Well, I’m new to the area and I was finding my way about—’

‘So, you were lost. And while in this state of uncertainty, you came upon my clients whose driving aroused your suspicions. How so?’

‘They were reversing—’

‘Out of a narrow cul-de-sac? Sounds reasonable so far. Go on.’

‘They looked as if they wanted to get away very quickly.’

‘Ah yes. The famous quick getaway. In reverse. And this made you block their path and examine their truck.’

‘Yes, sir. That’s when I found the piglets.’

‘Weaners I believe is the cant term. How many were there?’

‘Eight, sir.’

‘You counted them?’

‘Well, not exactly. They were quite lively and moving around …’

‘So how can you be sure there were eight?’

‘Because,’ said Pascoe with an infant teacher’s clarity, ‘that was how many Mr Partridge said had been stolen.’

Dalziel groaned and ground his teeth.

Bomber Harris smiled.

‘Yes, we have heard Mr Partridge’s evidence that on the day in question he had eight weaners stolen from the auction mart. Also that he has since recovered seven. My clients, who should know, state that they had only six in their pick-up. Why incidentally did you fail to make an accurate count, constable.’

‘Well, they got away, sir. The defendants let down the tailboard—’

‘At your request? To facilitate your inspection.’

‘Yes, sir. And the piglets, the weaners, got out and ran off. But they were recovered later—’

‘Really? My clients will be glad to hear it, concerned as they are that their compliance with your instructions should have resulted in such a loss of property.’

‘I mean that seven were later rounded up which Mr Partridge identified—’

‘You will insist on dragging Mr Partridge into this. There is as yet nothing to prove a connection between the eight which he allegedly lost, the seven which he was fortunate enough to recover, and the six which my clients claim are still missing. As things stand, it seems to me what we have here is a serious allegation of crime unsupported by any corpus delicti whatsoever.’

‘Perhaps, Mr Harris,’ said the magistrate who aspired to judicial wit, ‘we should say corpi as there were six or seven, or even eight, of them.’

‘Indeed, sir. Corpi. Very good.’

‘Corpora,’ said Pascoe.

‘I’m sorry?’ said Harris, histrionically puzzled.

‘The plural of corpus is corpora,’ explained Pascoe.

And Bomber Harris smiled and said, ‘I’m sure we are both grateful to your classical scholarship, Constable Pascoe.’

‘Let’s get out of here,’ growled Dalziel. ‘Before I honk my ring!’

Outside, he said, ‘Are we stuck with it, Wieldy, or can we flush the useless turd back down south?’

‘Fair do’s, sir, he may have settled in by the time you finish in Wales. Still much to do, sir?’

‘Too bloody much. It’s like the wild bloody west out there. Buggers waiting to ambush you behind every slag heap. Some lovely rugby, but. Going to a match tonight. Only schoolboys, but they’ve got this fly half who’s going to give those tossers down at Twickers a few headaches in the near future, always supposing he survives the GBH his compatriots dish out.’

‘Oh good,’ said Wield with the false enthusiasm of one who found it hard to understand why society found aggression between men so praiseworthy and affection between men so deplorable. ‘Then you’ll be heading straight back?’

Dalziel was viewing him with great suspicion.

‘You’re a bit keen to be shut of me,’ he said. ‘Come to think of it, what the hell are you doing hanging around here anyway?’

‘The Super thought I should have a word, sir.’

‘Zombie? What else has the useless sod been doing? Hiring the Dagenham Girls Choir as dog handlers?’

‘No, sir. Just worried about you, that’s all. He thought you should know that Tankie Trotter’s on the loose?’

‘Tankie Trotter? You don’t mean he’s made it at last? Wonders’ll never cease.’

‘Yes, sir. He were returned to the Wyfies’ regimental depot at Leeds for discharge at the weekend. From the sound of it, if he’d been serving a civil sentence, he’d likely have been transferred straight to a nut house. But the army are only too glad to have got rid of him at last.’

‘Can’t blame ’em. Must be an embarrassment still having a National Service Man on the books after all this time. So why’re you telling me this, Wieldy?’

‘Seems Tankie had a sort of hate list scratched on his cell wall. Didn’t matter how often they made him whitewash it over, it always came back. One name was his old platoon commander’s. He’s a major now, serving out in Hong Kong. Took his family with him, fortunately.’

‘Fortunately?’

‘He’s got a house out near Burley. It were torched night before last. Empty, thank God. Another name was the RSM when Tankie got called up. He retired last year. He’s got a flat in Horsforth. Second floor. Someone picked him out of bed last night and tossed him out of the window. He’s in intensive care.’

‘And what’s all this got to do with me, as if I can’t guess,’ said Dalziel.

‘The third name, in fact the one that was always top of the list, is yours, sir.’

‘Well, well,’ said Dalziel. ‘Nice to know that some folk really mean it when they say they’ll never forget. Restores your faith in human nature. So you’re the errand boy, are you, Wieldy? Sent to see me safely off the premises so if Tankie trashes me, it won’t leave a mess on Zombie’s doorstep. You’d think the idle bugger could have shown me enough professional courtesy to come along himself. Then I could have had the pleasure of hitting him over the head with that college kid and getting rid of two useless lumps together!’

‘Yes, sir, that would really have shown him the meaning of professional courtesy,’ agreed Wield. ‘So are you going to go quietly? Seriously, I doubt if Tankie knows where Wales is, and we should have felt his collar by the time you get back.’

‘Kind of trail he’s leaving, what with flames and folk flying through the air, he shouldn’t be difficult to find. You’ve tried his sister?’

‘Yes, I went round to see Judith myself. Only she weren’t there. Taking a little break. Touring in the West Country. What do you think, sir?’

‘Anyone else I’d have said, wise move,’ said Dalziel frowning. ‘But them two have got a lot of common baggage to haul, and I don’t just mean being twins. Still, things being the way they are, that might be even more reason for her to hide. Any road it’s down to you, Wieldy. I’ll just get a cup of tea and a wad and I’ll be on my way.’

‘You’ll get better value in a transport caff, sir.’

Dalziel shook his head and said wonderingly, ‘You’re turning into a right hard bastard, Wieldy. But I’ll not hang around where I’m not wanted. See you in a week or two. Cheers.’

That wasn’t so hard, thought Wield as he watched the Fat Man head out to the car park. Mebbe he was learning sense at last. Or mebbe he was heading down to the station to throw Zombie out of the window! Still, what a mere sergeant could do, a mere sergeant had done.

He glanced down the long corridor which led to the magistrates’ wing. Distantly he saw Peter Pascoe approaching.

‘Lost again?’ he said when the youngster joined him.

‘No, sarge. My car’s parked out front.’

‘So how’d it go?’

‘No problem,’ said Pascoe. ‘Harris is still droning on, but the beak would have to be brain dead not to commit those two jokers on the evidence. I’ve left word there’s no objection to bail, so no need for me to stay, especially as I’m due at a briefing in ten minutes. See you!’

He was off through the doors at a graceful trot.

Didn’t notice me and Fat Andy then, thought Wield. Or perhaps he really didn’t think he had a problem. One thing was sure. Bomber Harris would have noticed his exit. Worth keeping an eye on the sly sod. He set off down the corridor.

Pascoe meanwhile, with a quick glance around to make sure the attendant was nowhere in sight, ran down the steps to the Riley. As he got in he could hear the car in the next bay making a meal of getting started. It was a big Rover, facing outwards so it wasn’t till he reversed past it that he became aware of the driver. It was Detective Chief Inspector Dalziel.

There was a man sitting beside him, a big man with a Yul Brynner haircut and a blue chin. This didn’t mean he couldn’t be the Chief Constable, and as Dalziel had probably spotted him anyway, it seemed politic to stop.

He got out and approached smiling. Dalziel ignored him and tried the engine again. It roared impotently.

He tapped on the driver’s window. Dalziel’s head turned. His leathery lips formed two inaudible words. If Pascoe had not known it to be impossible, he would have guessed the words to be ‘Fuck off’.

He tapped again. The man with the polished head spoke. Dalziel slowly wound down the window. His gaze met Pascoe’s with a force that almost straightened him up. And the lips were moving again, still inaudibly but this time unmistakably.

‘Fuck off!’

‘Sorry, sir,’ said Pascoe. ‘Just thought you were having a spot of bother …’

‘He one of yours, Dalziel?’ growled the man in the passenger seat.

The DCI’s expression seemed to suggest the idea gave great pain. Piqued by this response, and also encouraged by the passenger’s tone in his suspicion that he might be brass, Pascoe said brightly, ‘Detective Constable Pascoe, sir.’

‘Right. Out! Jildi! Move your fat arse!’

Peter Pascoe had become aware very soon after joining the police that the rules of civilized social intercourse no longer applied. But did Chief Constables really speak to Chief Inspectors like this?

Perhaps he’d made a mistake. In fact as the Fat Man slid out of the car and the bald man followed him via the same door, the pointers to error began to mount up.

No reason perhaps why a Chief Constable should not be fluent in the patois. But surely no Chief Constable would wear khaki trousers, heavy black boots, and a sweat-stained green shirt whose rolled-up sleeves revealed the word MUM tattooed on a brawny forearm, the letters wreathed in roses and all enclosed in a ragged fillet of black?

It occurred to him that he was concentrating so much on the specific gravity of the milk, he was ignoring the trout.

One of the man’s outsize hands was gripping the back of Dalziel’s jacket while the other was forcing the sawn-off barrel of a shotgun against the Fat Man’s spine.

‘Try anything and his arse says goodbye to his belly,’ snarled the man. ‘Back in your car!’

Pascoe looked helplessly at Dalziel and said, ‘Sir?’

The Fat Man rolled his eyes and said, ‘You got yourself into this, lad. You’ll have to find your own way out.’

This was new country for Pascoe, in every sense. Certainly he had no Significant Experience to call on. Lots of movies, but the cop in his situation had always had a bull-horn in his hand and a posse of armed policemen at his back. Hadn’t he once read a chapter in a textbook about hostage situations?

He looked from the fat man to the bald. It occurred to him that, going by expression alone, their heads were interchangeable. It also occurred to him that it must have been a very boring textbook and he’d probably gone out for a pint and a curry halfway through that chapter.

He got into the Riley and waited.

The bald man pushed Dalziel into the rear seat and slid in beside him. It was a tight squeeze. The gun barrel must have ploughed a furrow in the Fat Man’s flesh as it was dragged round from his spine to his belly.

‘Go go go!’ commanded the bald man.

Pascoe set the car in motion. Not a soul in sight. Where the hell was that blasted attendant when you wanted him? Or Sergeant Wield? Why hadn’t he come out of the courthouse? Probably sitting in there somewhere all comfortable with a pot of tea and a fag.

At the exit he said, ‘Which way?’

‘Left. And drive steady. We pick up a cop car, they’ll be picking up little pieces.’

Cop car? What cop car? thought Pascoe as he drove through the town. More chance of seeing a uniform on a nudist beach. And now Sod’s Law which had made his journey to the courts seem like a funeral procession was casually flicking every light to green as he approached and letting the light traffic flow with careless ease.

Except for the occasional direction from the bald man, no one spoke. What had happened to all Dalziel’s little jokes? thought Pascoe sneeringly. All right for a courtroom where there was nothing but a woman’s reputation to worry over. Stick a shotgun in his gut and the case was altered.

Behind him Andy Dalziel was thinking, why the fuck couldn’t it have been Wield who’d come out and heard him hammering his deliberately flooded engine? One glimpse of that shaven head and he’d have been off like a lintie to get the car park sown up tighter than a nun’s knickers. Outcome still uncertain, but at least Trotter would have had the alternative spelt out loud and clear. Now they were on their way God knows where to face God knows what, and it could be God knows when before anyone got on their trail, or even knew there was a trail to get on!

He paused, fair minded as ever, to give God a chance to share some of His knowledge. All he got was an echo of his own words to Pascoe … you’ll have to find your own way out.

So be it. He put all recriminations on the back burner and turned his mind to the problem in hand.

First things first. Useless wanker this unweaned college kid might be, but he deserved to know the score.

‘So tell me, Tankie,’ he said conversationally. ‘What fettle? They treat you all right in the glasshouse?’

‘Belt up, Dalziel!’ said Trotter, digging the barrel so far into the belly flesh it almost covered the trigger guard.

‘Nay, lad. Tha’s got something better in mind for me than splattering my guts all over this nice upholstery. Any road, it’s only polite to introduce you properly to Constable Pascoe. He’s new round here and likely he’s not heard of one of our most famous sons. That right, Pascoe? You’ve not heard of Tommy Trotter?’

‘Sorry, sir. No, I haven’t.’

‘Thought not. You might have a certificate or whatever it is you get in them colleges, but your education’s been sadly neglected. Right, Tankie?’

Trotter said unemotionally, ‘You think you can jerk my string, Dalziel, best think again. I’ve been needled by experts. I cut loose, it’s ’cos I want to cut loose.’

‘I believe it, Tankie. So, Constable Pascoe, what we have here is Thomas Trotter, known to all his friends as Tankie, mebbe because of the way he’s built, mebbe because of the way he drinks, I’m not sure. What I am sure of is, Tankie’s a real star. Unique. With a bit of luck, we’ll never see his like again. You see, lad, Tankie’s The Last National Service Man.’

He voiced the phrase with a tremulous awe which gave it capital letters if not inverted commas.

Trotter snarled, ‘Shitface, you trying to be cute? That was a derestriction sign. Speed it up to fifty. Left at the next roundabout.’

Shocked to be thus addressed, and impressed by the speed with which the man had spotted his attempt to draw attention by slow driving on the open road, Pascoe obeyed.

In the rear-view mirror his gaze met Dalziel’s. Was there a message in those stony eyes?

Brightly Pascoe said, ‘Last National Service Man? I don’t understand …’

‘Aye, you’ll be too young. Stopped in 1960 or thereabouts. It meant every bugger were conscripted into the forces for two years.’

‘Yes, sir, I know that. And I know that every time there’s any trouble with rockers or hippies, the Cheltenham set start baying to bring it back.’

‘Aye, bit of backbone, taste of discipline, teach ’em a bit of respect,’ said Dalziel.

Might have guessed you’d go along with it, thought Pascoe.

‘Load of bollocks, but,’ continued Dalziel, almost causing Pascoe to drive onto the verge with surprise. ‘Only thing National Service did for most lads was turn ’em bad or drive ’em mad. In some cases, both together, eh, Tankie?’

‘Why don’t you shut your gob?’ suggested Trotter, digging the gun barrel even deeper into the Fat Man’s side.

‘Nay, lad, I’m just bringing the constable up to date,’ protested Dalziel apparently impervious to either the pain or the danger. ‘He ought to know it’s not your fault. You’re just a victim. You see, Pascoe, Tankie and me are old friends. He were one of the last to be called up only he didn’t want to go. Not without reason, either, only when the Queen offers you her shilling, she don’t pay much heed to reason. And me, well, I got the job of going and picking him up and making sure he were handed over safe and sound to our colleagues in the military. Full-time employment for a while, weren’t it, Tankie? Number of times you took off and headed back home! It were regimental punishment at first, which were OK. Then you broke that MP sergeant’s nose, and that got you into the glasshouse. Now the thing about glasshouse time, Pascoe, is, it don’t count towards your two years’ National Service. So if you’ve got a year left to do when you go down for a year, you’ll still have a year to do when you come out. Got me?’

‘I think I can just about grasp the concept, sir,’ said Pascoe with heavy irony.

Dalziel smiled elephantinely.

‘Good. I’ll make a note of that, constable,’ he said softly. And despite all the more immediate and apparently greater dangers, Pascoe felt a shiver go down his spine.

Dalziel resumed.

‘So you can see Tankie’s problem. The more he hated the army, the wilder he got. But the wilder he got, the longer he had to serve. And the longer he had to serve, the more he hated the army. Had to laugh, some of the tricks he got up to. Burning down the officers’ mess! Chucking a grenade under the CO’s caravan on an exercise! But they’ve not got a great sense of humour, the military brass. And that’s how Tankie became the Last National Service Man. Right, Tankie?’

‘Wrong, you fat bastard,’ said Trotter dispassionately. ‘It’s you who’s going to be the Last National Service Man. Next left. No! That one there, you stupid cunt!’

Pascoe had almost overshot the narrow entry into an overgrown lane, once metalled but now potholed and greened by the irresistible pressure of weeds and grass. Any hope that his sudden braking and turn might have drawn attention was vain. Sod’s Law had made sure the road ahead and behind was empty. He bumped down the lane for fifty yards till progress was blocked by a five-barred gate. Assuming not even Tankie Trotter would expect him to crash through it, he brought the Riley to a halt.

‘Out and open it,’ said Trotter. ‘Try anything funny and you’ll hear the air hissing out of this bag o’ wind.’

Pascoe got out and took a deep breath of air. It tasted good.

Run you stupid sod, Dalziel urged mentally. Run!

Whatever Trotter’s threat, his instinctive reaction would likely be to take a potshot at the fleeing man. And if the gun barrel stopped drilling into his gut for even a second …

But the prancing academic prat was opening the gate! And now he was getting back into the car. What the hell did they teach them at these sodding colleges. If they went in for mutual masturbation, they’d likely need diagrams!

They passed through.

‘Right. Stop. Out and close it,’ growled Trotter.

Second chance! Mebbe the lad weren’t as daft as he looked. Mebbe he’d worked out he’d have a better chance of escaping when he was behind the car rather than in front of it. Dalziel tensed himself to grab for the barrel the moment he felt it move away from his gut. But the bugger was now shutting the gate, taking real care like he was worried about breaking the Countryside Code! And as he got back in the car, he said insouciantly, ‘Lovely day out there.’

Dalziel closed his eyes in pain. Who the hell does he think he is? Captain fucking Oates?

‘Drive on,’ ordered Trotter.

As the car moved forward Pascoe said, ‘You were telling me about Mr Trotter’s career, sir.’

Aye, and I’m looking forward to telling you about yours, lad, thought Dalziel savagely.

He said, ‘Not much more to tell. Spent so much time serving time, it soon worked out he were the only conscript left in Her Majesty’s Army. Last bloody National Service Man. The Wyfies were almost proud of him!’

‘The Wyfies?’

‘The West Yorkshire Fusiliers.’

‘Good Lord, I think they were the lot my great-grandfather served in.’

‘You one of them army bastards? I might have known,’ snarled Trotter.

‘Hold on,’ protested Pascoe. ‘He got killed in the Great War, that’s all the army connection I’ve got.’

‘What the hell were he doing in the Wyfies?’ demanded Dalziel accusingly. ‘Got lost when he went to sign on, did he?’

‘No, sir, I’m sorry to say he was a Yorkshireman. But we try to keep it quiet,’ retorted Pascoe.

This near blasphemous insubordination momentarily caused Dalziel to forget the shotgun, but as he leaned forward to administer a just rebuke, Trotter screwed it in another quarter inch. This time Dalziel let out a gasp of pain as he subsided. And as his wrath faded, the thought came into his mind that probably both the insolence and the insouciance came from the same source. The boy was scared out of his tiny mind.

He found the thought quite comforting. Last thing a man up shit creek needs is a red-blooded hero willing to use his dick as a paddle.

And Pascoe thought: sitting there like Heckmondwyke’s answer to Buddha, is he really as unfazed as he looks? Or is his brain so atrophied, he’s simply incapable of appreciating the situation? What the blazes has he done to make this madman hate him so much? One thing’s for certain: whatever it was, this isn’t the time to bring it up!

Dalziel said, ‘Likely you’re wondering, constable, how come after so many years of going steady, me and Tankie finally fell out.’

Oh God, thought Pascoe. Completely brain dead!

‘No, sir,’ he said brightly. ‘I wasn’t wondering that.’

‘And you call yourself a detective! Motive, lad, that’s the key. Once you’ve got a hold on that, the rest’ll not be long in coming, as the bishop said to the actress.’

‘Stop here,’ said Trotter.

The lane had widened into a small overgrown paddock in front of a cottage which was more Gothic than picturesque. True, round the door there were roses rambling and honeysuckles suckling, but they looked more carnivorous than vegetarian, as if their ambition were to devour the house, which indeed slumped sideways like a stricken deer, only supported by a roofless barn on the left-hand side.

‘Blow the horn!’ ordered Trotter.

Pascoe blew the horn.

The cottage door opened and a woman came out, rubbing floured hands on a flowered apron. It was a scene so rustically domestic that Pascoe thought: it’s a wind-up. Wield and the rest of the CID boys are waiting inside with a birthday cake for Fat Andy. But he didn’t really believe it, even before the woman stepped back inside and re-emerged with an under-and-over shotgun in her hands.

‘Out,’ ordered Trotter. ‘Shoot the boy if he tries anything.’

The woman nodded as if she’d been told her guests took sugar in their tea.

‘Hello, Jude,’ said Dalziel. ‘Heard you’d gone off for a trip. Nice place you found. Bet it costs more for a week than a fortnight. This boy you may have to shoot is Detective Constable Pascoe. This here’s Judith, Tankie’s sister. Twins, would you credit it? She got the beauty, he got the brawn. What happened to the brains, God alone knows, and He’s not telling us, is he, Jude?’

A smile touched the woman’s lips, acting like a tiny light to reveal the true beauty of her features. But her eyes confirmed her twinship. They were the same unyielding grey discs as her brother’s.

She said, ‘Some things are beyond working out with brains, Mr Dalziel. You just swim with the tide.’

‘Just what I keep telling these folk with degrees,’ said Dalziel.

‘Inside,’ said Tankie.

Pascoe moved in first with the woman in close attendance. Dalziel came behind, the gun barrel still drilling into his spine.

The cottage was almost as decrepit inside as out, but some effort had been made to render it inhabitable and there was a good smell of baking coming from the kitchen.

‘Scones,’ said Dalziel expertly. ‘I could murder a home-baked scone with fresh butter and some strawberry jam.’

Wish he’d stop harping on about killing, thought Pascoe.

They were herded past the kitchen into a stone-flagged, windowless room which must have been built as a dairy. Whatever the state of the rest of the building, this was solid, constructed of great granite blocks thick enough to keep out any warmth from the sun. It was lit by a solitary bulb dangling from the ceiling. It contained a narrow metal-framed bed covered by a thin flock mattress. By the bed stood a rusting metal locker, open to reveal various items of clothing.

‘Inspection in ten minutes,’ said Trotter stepping back and slamming the door.

Pascoe grabbed the handle and rattled it like they always did in the movies. But he’d heard the key turn in the lock, and the woodwork looked disturbingly solid.

He turned to find Dalziel had taken his trousers off.

‘Sir, what are you doing?’ he asked, not certain he wished to know the answer.

‘Like Judith said, you just swim with the tide. Even if you’re a shark,’ said Dalziel, removing his shirt. ‘I were telling you how Tankie and me fell out, weren’t I? Simple misunderstanding. God, I’d forgotten how this stuff itched!’

He’d taken a khaki shirt from the locker and was putting it on. As he buttoned it up, he continued talking.

‘Four years back Tankie were getting close to discharge. Then some silly twat of a sergeant spoke to him insensitively. Naturally Tankie nutted him. Then he helped himself to a Champ and took off home. That’s where I found him, waving an axe and demanding to know where his mam and Judith was. I told him his mam had taken badly and was down at the infirmary and I said if he gave me the axe, I’d make sure he got in to see her. He saw sense and gave me the axe and I drove him down the infirmary. Only when he got out of the car, the MPs were waiting for him. He seemed to think it were my fault. I still think I could have sorted things out and got him in to see his mam, only by the time I could make myself heard, Tankie had cracked one bugger’s head open, broken another’s arm and was marking time on a corporal’s goolies. There weren’t much scope for reasonable debate after that. They dragged him off, and a couple of hours later, his mam died. Christ, these are a bit tight. Long time since anyone thought I was thinner than I am!’

He’d pulled on a pair of grey denim fatigue trousers and was having difficulty fastening them up. Next he squeezed his feet into one of the two pairs of boots in the bottom of the locker. The laces tied, he now began to lay all the remaining clothes on the bed and folded them into neat geometric shapes. Pascoe recalled seeing Sean Connery do this in The Hill.

‘You’re getting ready for a kit inspection,’ he said incredulously. ‘This is what Trotter meant when he said you were going to be the Last National Service Man.’

‘Glad they taught you to think at you kindergarten,’ said Dalziel. ‘Pity they didn’t teach you to think fast.’

‘They taught me to think logically,’ said Pascoe grimly. ‘And logic tells me we should be looking for ways of getting out of here, not wasting time going along with this madman’s fantasies.’

‘And that’s your very best thought, is it?’ sneered Dalziel. ‘You listen to me, sunshine. Time for you to have great thoughts was back there at the gate when you were out of the car and Tankie were in it. But you missed your chance, and you’re in the army now, and you’re not paid to think!’

‘Now hold on,’ said Pascoe. ‘Of course I thought of making a run for it back there. But I believed him when he said he would blow you away. What I did manage to do though was drop my wallet with my warrant card in it by the gate. If someone finds it and hands it in …’

He hadn’t expected fulsome praise for his ingenuity but he was taken aback by Dalziel’s expression, as if he’d chewed on a chocolate drop and found it was a sheep dottle.

‘All right,’ he said defensively. ‘At least I tried something which still seems better to me than just going along with Trotter.’

‘You reckon?’ said Dalziel. ‘What do you want me to say? That you’re not so green as you’re cabbage looking? Consider it said. But you’d be well advised to stop being clever and think of nowt but survival. Your own personal survival.’

‘It’s kind of you to be so concerned about me, sir,’ said Pascoe only half satirically. ‘But I get the impression it’s you Tankie’s really after.’

‘Right. And that’s why I’ll play along with the little game he’s got planned. What I don’t want is you trying any Boy’s Own stuff. Don’t lose sleep being grateful. Way I see it is, Tankie’s not killed anyone yet. Last thing I want is him finding out how easy it is. Now sit down out of the way and let me get this lot sorted.’

Pascoe squatted on the floor near the door, his back against the wall, and uneasily contemplated his new role as the buffer zone between Dalziel and death.

Suddenly the Fat Man who’d been arranging the items on the bed with a housewifely deftness, snapped to attention, chin high, arms rigid, thumbs pointing straight down the side seams of his trousers. He even managed to hoist part of the bulge of his belly to swell the overhang of his chest.

Pascoe had heard nothing, but now the door flew open sending him scrambling out of its path. Trotter strode in and snapped to a halt inches in front of the Fat Man. He was holding the sawn-off under his arm, like a sergeant major’s stick, with his finger on the trigger and the barrel levelled at Dalziel’s chest.

But his back was to Pascoe, and for half a second he weighed up the odds of flinging himself onto Trotter’s shoulders.

Then he saw the full shotgun barrel sticking through the doorway and met the still, grey eyes of Judith Trotter fixed unblinkingly on his face.

Trotter was speaking in a low impassioned voice.

‘You are disgusting,’ he breathed. ‘You are the most disgusting fucking object it’s been my misfortune to see since I joined this man’s army. WHAT ARE YOU?’

‘Disgusting, sir!’ bellowed Dalziel.

‘And what’s this?’ asked Trotter turning his attention to the bed.

‘My kit, sir!’

‘Kit? This milo heap of rubbish? I’ve seen cleaner looking gear in a Port Said bazaar. In fact, I’ve seen cleaner cat crap. And you’ve actually put it on your bed! You’ve got to sleep on this bed, soldier. This is unhygienic! UNHYFUCKINGGIENIC!’

He stooped, took the mattress in his left hand and threw it against the wall, spilling all the kit onto the floor.

‘That’s better. Probably saved your life there, soldier. Now when I come back in here in half an hour’s time, I want to see this place looking so neat and fucking tidy you could invite Her Gracious Majesty the Queen Mother, God bless her, to sit down and take tea with you!’

‘Sir!’ shouted Dalziel.

Trotter stepped back and glanced down at Pascoe who wondered if he was meant to snap to attention too. Sod that!

‘You dropped this,’ said Trotter tossing Pascoe’s wallet onto the floor.

‘Oh yes. Thanks,’ said Pascoe, trying to conceal his dismay.

‘Photo in there. You in a robe and funny hat.’

‘Graduation ceremony. When I got my degree. That means—’

‘I know what it fucking means! I could’ve gone to college!’

Pascoe nodded, aiming at something between Sorry you missed out and It’s not all it’s cracked up to be, and trying to hide And I’m to be Queen of the May!

‘Old girl with you, that your mam?’

‘Grandmother.’

‘Where’s your mam then?’

Over Trotter’s shoulder, Dalziel mouthed, ‘Dead.’

‘Dead,’ said Pascoe.

Trotter nodded and said, ‘This great-grandfather of yours in the Wyfies, squaddie was he? Or an officer?’

Dalziel’s huge lips formed the word, ‘Captain.’

Thinking, this could be a mistake, Pascoe said, ‘I’m not sure but I think he was a captain.’

‘So you’ve got a degree, and your great-granddad was an officer, and you’ve still got to jump when this bag of dogshit says Jump!’

‘Life does funny things to you,’ said Pascoe.

‘Don’t I know it. What do you reckon to his boots?’

Pascoe glanced at Dalziel’s boots.

‘They’re OK?’ he said.

‘OK?’ echoed Trotter incredulously.

‘Well, a bit dull, maybe.’ Something in Trotter’s expression showed him he was on the right track and warming to the role he went on, ‘In fact I think they’re pretty filthy.’

‘Pretty filthy,’ said Trotter savouring the words. ‘Why don’t you tell him?’

‘Yes. Certainly. Look, you, er, Dalziel’ – it came out Dyeel – ‘why are your boots so, er, filthy?’

‘Don’t have any polish,’ said the Fat Man. ‘Aagh!’

The groan was pumped out of him by a sudden jab of the sawn-off shotgun into his belly causing the landslide of his newly promoted chest.

‘What do you do when you’re addressed by an officer?’ screamed Trotter. ‘What do you say?’

‘I salute, sir!’ shouted Dalziel saluting. ‘And I say sir, sir! Please, sir, I don’t have any polish, sir!’

‘That’s better. And you watch it, soldier. I catch you not addressing this officer correctly and you’ll start to wish you hadn’t been born.’ To Pascoe he said, ‘This one needs watching, sir. Perhaps you could keep an eye on him make sure he gets to work on them boots.’

‘But if he doesn’t have any polish …’ objected Pascoe weakly.

‘He can spit, can’t he?’ said Trotter. ‘Ought to be able to. Full of piss and wind, I’m sure he’s got some spit to spare. Next inspection in thirty minutes if that suits you, sir.’

‘Er yes. Er, fine. Er … carry on.’

He had a vague recollection from The Bridge on the River Kwai that that’s the sort of thing they said. It seemed to work. Trotter crashed in a thunderous salute, span on his heel and marched out. The door closed behind him and the key rattled in the lock.

‘Not bad,’ said Dalziel, sitting on the bed. ‘Though you’ll need to work on it a bit.’

‘Work on what?’ demanded Pascoe.

‘Being an officer. You’re lucky, lad. He’s decided to treat you as a genuine buckshee, not just surplus to requirements. You’re on the team, but you’d best play to the rules else you might get dropped, from a great height.’

The Fat Man had taken off his boots and was examining them with pursed lips.

‘Candle, a metal spoon and some blacking and I’d have these bright enough to get a kiltie done for indecent exposure.’

Pascoe worked this out, then asked, ‘You’ve been in the army, have you, sir?’

‘Aye, I’ve done the state a bit of service,’ said Dalziel, spitting on the boot. He wrapped a huge khaki handkerchief (his own, not part of Trotter’s issue) round his index finger and began polishing the toecap in with tiny circular movements.

‘And which way did it send you? Mad or bad?’ enquired Pascoe.

Dalziel stopped polishing and regarded him almost sympathetically.

‘Don’t give up, lad,’ he said.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Only reason a sprog like you reckons he can get cocky with someone like me is you don’t hold much hope we’re ever going to get out of this. My advice is, until you’re dying and I’m dead, stay polite and call me sir. Except when Tankie’s around that is. Then I’ll call you sir and you can call me what you like, short of vulgar abuse. Vulgar abuse is for warrant officers and NCOs.’

The fat oaf isn’t joking, realized Pascoe. Curiously it was almost comforting.

He said, ‘What did Trotter mean, he could have gone to university?’

‘Now that’s a good question. More you know about a man, the more you open up opportunity.’

‘For negotiation, you mean?’

‘For kicking his bollocks into his brain-pan,’ growled Dalziel. ‘I’ve been trying to fill you in on the background ever since you let yourself get dragged into this. One thing you’ve got to grasp about Tankie is, he’s no deadhead. He were a bright lad. Passed eleven plus, went to the grammar, got ‘O’ levels, and it were right enough, he could’ve stayed on for his ‘A’s and mebbe gone to college, but that would’ve meant going away, leaving his sister and his mam alone wi’ his father. Now he were a real bruiser, Thomas. Tankie were named for him, but he’d never answer to Tommie so that’s why he got Tankie. He grew into it when he got on in his teens, but he were nowt alongside Thomas. Made me feel like a ballet dancer, he did!’

Pascoe had a brief vision of Dalziel in a tutu. It was like a snip from Fantasia.

‘Glad to see you can still smile, lad,’ said the Fat Man. ‘Lose your sense of humour, and what you got left? Your job, maybe. But what’s a job to a man wi’ a degree?’

‘This Thomas, am I right in assuming Tankie didn’t get on with him?’ said Pascoe.

‘Am I right in assuming …’ mocked Dalziel. ‘I bet you’re a whizz in an interrogation, lad! Yes, you’re bloody right! He were a violent sod were Thomas, and he made no distinction of friend, foe or family.’

‘Wasn’t anything done about him?’ demanded Pascoe indignantly.

‘Oh we kept him straight in the pubs and streets,’ said Dalziel. ‘But in them days, what a man got up to in his own house was his own business, short of breaking bones, and not even then sometimes. There was some as said there was more than just beatings went on when the kids were young.’

‘Incest, you mean?’ said Pascoe horror-struck. ‘And you say nothing was done?’

‘You need complaint, you need proof,’ said Dalziel grimly. ‘One of these days it’s all going to start coming out, things that go on behind closed curtains. My old boss, Wally Tallantire, used to say, “An Englishman’s home is his knocking-shop, Andy.” That’s why the church and the Tories rabbit on about the family. Keeps it under wraps.’

This cold view of society chilled Pascoe to the marrow. He said, ‘If you thought something like that was going on …’

‘I didn’t, ’cos apart from a few D and Ds, Thomas didn’t really bother us. It weren’t till Tankie got his call-up papers the family came to my notice. Came as a shock to Tankie. Everyone knew National Service were coming to an end and the clever buggers were finding six new ways of getting deferred before breakfast every sodding morning. Tankie just said he weren’t going. That’s when I came in the picture. I arrested him, told him not to be stupid and if he didn’t let himself be handed over to the army he’d end up in a civvy jail for the duration, and while you could get home from the army, you didn’t get leave from prison – though the way things are going, they’ll soon be sending the buggers off to Majorca for a few days in the summer!’

Avoiding the temptation of an excursion into the interesting territory of penal philosophy, Pascoe said, ‘Not the best advice you ever gave by the sound of it. Sir.’

‘Aye, you’re right there,’ admitted Dalziel. ‘The army took him, and once they’d got him, well, as long as he kept on breaking their rules, they were going to keep locking him up in
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