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Detective Constable Emma Porter walked in to the Long Bar of the Fleetwood Arms Hotel and ordered a large glass of a chilled Australian Sauvignon Blanc. She had become a familiar face in the bar, accepted by the staff and regulars as a local. It helped that her usual drinking partner was Detective Inspector Steve Winwood who was as much a fixture as the grandfather clock and red brick fireplace.

It would not have been her drinking establishment of choice. She was very much a modern woman and the Fleetwood Arms Hotel was anything but modern.

There had been an inn of some description on the site since the fourteenth century, perhaps earlier. It was the town’s most prestigious venue being listed in the Good Hotel Guide, the Good Pub Guide and Good Beer Guide. Along with rooms on two upper floors there was an annexe around the perimeter of the beer garden. It was AA and RAC recommended. In the courtyard set into a wooden artefact built out of old timber from the old stables was the most accurate clock in the county being radio controlled from the Mungo Jerry University IT Department. 

Local businessmen met in the Long Bar for a drink whilst waiting for a client to arrive before moving on for a meal in the restaurant that was often featured in the glossy supplements found in quality newspapers and County magazines. It was not the kind of place that a lively and pleasure seeking mid-twenties woman would choose to spend an evening with her like-minded friends.

It was late afternoon and the Long Bar was not very busy. It was named as such as it was longer than it was wide and opened into the hotel reception area. It was the middle of the graveyard shift, a term universally recognised and disliked by bar staff down the ages who had little with which to fill the hours as lunchtime faded into early evening and workers emigrated from their offices to stop for a drink before catching a train home. So they cleaned the glasses again and shined invisible spots on the mirrors that they had missed the first time.

Even in a bar slowly filling with early leaving office workers it was impossible to miss the large frame of Brian Bennett. The Editor in Chief of the Rutherford Newspaper Group was sitting in one of the pair of well-worn brown leather armchairs that were placed on either side of the fireplace. Emma sat down in the other one.

“You look as if you need that,” said Brian.

“I hate paperwork,” replied Emma. “And I have a desk full of it.”

“So do I. But I have no choice. Silly comment really,” said Brian correcting himself. 

“Paper work that is, newspaper work to be precise. Of course it’s all digital these days but you get my drift.” 

Emma took a large sip of her wine to concur. 

“Where’s the boss?”

“He left early saying he had an appointment at Headquarters. Just told me to meet him here for a drink.”

“You know what that means don’t you?”

Emma shook her head.

“It’s either promotion; or a P45 along with a set of golf clubs in a leather bag on wheels.”

“He doesn’t play golf but I get your drift. He’s said nothing about any promotion in the offing or a re-organisation leading to early retirement for officers of his age..”

“Best not to, even to your best friends.”

“He’s said nothing to you then?”

“You see Emma, when you get to our age and time spent has mounted up, trips to the top brass can only have one of two conclusions. I’ve been there myself. I always expect the worse option; that way I can’t get disappointed. As it turns out they keep changing my job description. It’s a one person job now but they give me a fancy title. It would look good on a CV but who would want me at my age?

“If they were pensioning him off he wouldn’t be up there all day would he?

“It would be him and a few others. Sitting in a long corridor waiting their turn. You get called in and the Chief Constable says ‘Thank you and have a sherry old boy. Easy on the cucumber sandwiches. Keep in touch. Shut the door on the way out.’”

“On the other hand it could be a glass of the best Ten Year Old Island Malt and another pip.”

“It could be Emma, It could be. Another glass?”

Brian Bennett was used to being stared at. Most knew him as the long serving newspaper editor and those that didn’t recognised him for his ever growing girth, not to mention double chin and lack of a discernible waistline. 

He knew he was putting on weight fast; he just didn’t like to admit it. If pushed by friends for a reason and amplified by the long suffering Mrs Bennett he blamed it on his sedentary work pattern and not the increasing number of pints of Guinness consumed in one day. His facial features were set inside a comfortable area of fat and his skin was becoming a more florid red colour as the years passed.

He was a town character; that was the good thing about it. The best thing was that people stared at him more when he found himself in the Long Bar of the Fleetwood Arms Hotel in the company of an attractive young woman. What did he have that others did not to attract such a stunner? Of course it had nothing to do with sexual charm or money. Emma was a mate. That was all but it did wonders for his self esteem to be seen in her company; as if to say to the rest of the ageing business community that he still had it, whatever it was.

On the other hand people would wonder what a woman that could fill a tailored trouser suit as if modelling for a fashion catalogue was doing with an overweight late middle-aged Guinness swilling newspaper editor.

She liked wearing trouser suits, they caressed rather than clung tightly to her rear and sometimes she forgot to check that all the top buttons of her shirts were done up. She was something to look at with her shoulder length black hair and brown eyes always well accentuated. 

Steve Winwood almost encouraged the look; he said it gave her a split second advantage over the guilt ridden witness or wary suspect and that put her on the front foot. She had never wanted to exploit her sexuality but wearing shoes with a modest high heel and being of above average height she was a pleasant sight for any predatory male on dark days of work or monetary grief.

It was quite fortuitous timing by the newspaper editor. He drank his Guinness so quickly he was always ready for the next one and often thought that whoever was his drinking partner at the time had the same rapacious appetite for whatever alcoholic beverage they were drinking. Emma was not quite ready for another large white wine but Brian had already paid for another chilled Australian Sauvignon Blanc.

Emma watched with a mixed degree of amusement and fascination as Brian lowered himself into the armchair whilst placing her glass on the table and drinking from his own glass in one magnificent, graceful movement that defied one so huge.

“I didn’t expect to find you here Brian.”

“I am just killing time before leaving to cover a breaking story.”

“Interesting?”

“I have no idea Emma. I’ve been asked to attend a meeting at the Rutherford Corinthian Football Club.”

“I thought you had juniors and work experience kids for local football matches.”

“This is not a match night. This is an Extraordinary General Meeting of the Board.”

“Do they have such a thing?”

“Apparently.”

“Is it going bust?”

“Could be Emma. No one tells me much. I’m told to get my arse over there and sit in on the Board presentation. Do you take any interest in the local club?”

“I find football quite boring to be honest. My dad tried to get me interested when I was a young girl. He bought me a season ticket for Spurs. I went with him a few times but it doesn’t do anything for me. After that he took his one of his mates instead.”

“No, I couldn’t see what fascination football might have for a young girl either.”

“Is the local team any good?”

“They flounder in the lower leagues; get relegated, get promoted the next season. They’re the proverbial yo-yo club.”

“Good crowds?”

“A couple of hundred I suppose, more or less. On a good day. I’m told they keep the beer well.”

“So what’s so special about tonight’s meeting?”

“I have no idea but I will tell the world all about it tomorrow. Or tonight if I get home in time. That’s the beauty of the digital age.”

So saying Brian rose like a giant sea creature from the brown, murky depths of the armchair. Emma assumed it was to get her another drink.

“No, I’m fine Brian. I don’t drink as fast as you. I don’t think anyone does.”

Brian was already out of his chair. “But I do know a man who could do with a pint.” 

So saying he ordered a pint of Redbourne best IPA bitter and another Guinness from the barman.

Emma turned around for her back was to the entrance. The man in need of a pint was Detective Inspector Steve Winwood.

He pulled up a large chair and placed it between the two armchairs. Knowing his routine so well Emma rose and allowed Steve to replace her in the inaudible soft groaning of the old leather chair.

“What was that all about then guv?”

“First things first.”

As the afternoon wore into early evening the Long Bar had become a busy place. Groups of office workers stood around tables and talked of the deals that had been agreed, and less of those that had been missed. None of them could prevent Brian’s march to the bar like a giant earth mover in low gear. He brought over the drinks.

“I could do with this.”

During her time working with Steve Winwood Emma had come to accept that he had certain loves in his life; strong coffee that others found undrinkable, bread pudding full of exotic fruits that was camouflaged in crystallised sugar and a pint of Redbourne best IPA bitter in a local pub. It was not an ideal diet for a modern man and the proof was in his rapidly expanding waistline. He ran a poor second to Brian Bennett in the accumulation of unnecessary calories; but neither of them considered themselves a modern man.

They were sometimes kindly referred to as twins, sometimes less kindly as Tweedle Dum and Tweedle Dee. They were amazingly alike. They enjoyed a similar lifestyle.

“What are we toasting Steve?”

“I’m not sure if it’s a celebration or commiseration.”

“Put us out of our misery then guv.”

“I have been made up to Chief Inspector. With immediate effect.”

“Does that mean we’ll be losing you?”

“In normal circumstances Em that would possibly be true but not so this time. They’ve moved Chief Inspector Theresa Thomas over to Division and left me here to take her place.

“I’ve been punching above my weight for sometime Em. That’s what the Chief Constable said. I hope he was not referring to my figure. He thought it only right that I should finally get some recognition. I’ve been called in as the Senior Investigating Officer so many times that it’s now my job. It is not traditionally the task for an ordinary Inspector.”

“So you’re part of the Serious Crime Team now?”

“In the normal course of events that would be the case. But they want me here to take care of this half of the county as not much happens owing to its predominantly rural nature. The other half is full of toerags from the city suburbs. The powers that be are confident that one man can deal with anything within the local community; and I’m on the spot if anything actually does happen.”

“Only one thing wrong with that Steve. Things do occur here.”

“That’s the rub Brian. I’ve been investigating things that have required the very special skills of a local man with a sense of when to stay schtum. Diplomacy is not my middle name I thought. I have never been one to keep his own counsel; I have been thought of as a rebel by more than one superior officer in my younger days. I was wrong. My betters think otherwise. Take Emma here, she is learning how to keep things quiet.”

“I suppose I ought to treat us all to another drink.”

So saying Winwood eased himself to the bar knocking several drinkers out of the way like unsteady bowling pins. He sat down and the three of them raised a glass to his promotion. Several drops of best bitter fell like rain on to the lapel of his suit and to the knees of his trousers.

“That’s a new suit guv and you’ve ruined it already.”

“The first of many such minor upsets Em. In view of my upcoming interview Mrs Winwood insisted I buy a new suit. So last weekend she dragged me around all the menswear shops and department stores in the area. When I got this one home I found that the jacket and the trousers did not belong to each other. There’s a thin man with short legs who’s got the other halves. I don’t know if there’s a law that says you have to buy two halves of the same suit otherwise I’d have to arrest myself. Or the wife. So I said nothing and wore this like the loving husband I am.”

Brian Bennett and Emma said nothing and the three of them drank from their respective glasses.

Steve dropped the rim of his glass a little too early from his mouth and spilled a few more drops of beer down his jacket. Wiping them away he patted his inside pocket and pulled out a brown envelope.

“This is for you Em. I was told to give it to you. I am told that I am an anomaly. Not only am I now the only Chief Inspector at the station I cannot be a Chief Inspector carrying a junior constable around with me.”

“So I have to move instead,” replied Emma glumly. 

At first she had resented being sent out to Rutherford but her rapid transfer to detective under the watchful eye of Steve Winwood had made her feel part of the community which she enjoyed, although not always admitting such in public.

Whilst Emma read the official letter Brian had enough time to bluster his way through a crowd of young men absorbed in what they had planned for the rest of the evening and signal to the bar staff for another round; on his tab.

“I think the drinks ought to have been on you Emma,” said Steve. “Congratulations. Detective Sergeant.”

“I’ll go along with that,” added Brian and drank almost the whole pint in front of a small gathering of astounded lady clerks from the Council offices.

Emma just smiled and to the embarrassment of all, put her arms as far as she could around Steve Winwood expansive frame and gave him a quick peck on the cheek.

“A senior detective could get arrested for allowing that. It’s definitely sexist.”

“Thanks guv.”

“Don’t thank me. No one gets promotion round here by following in my footsteps. You’ve earned it Em.”

The small party was momentarily put on hold when Emma’s phone rang.

“It’s a shout guv. At the Football Club.”

“Don’t look at me,” said Brian. “I’ve been here all afternoon.”

“Well I can’t drive and nor can Em. We’ve all had too much already and it’s not good to be arrested for drink driving on your first day on the job. Call a car Em. We’ll all go together.”

“That was the station. A car is on the way guv.”

“What do you know about the Football Club Brian?”

“How long have you got? I can give you the short version.”

“Any version will do just as long as I get to know something about the place. You must know it well Brian.”

“Never been to see a match Steve. I prefer home comforts, not standing on cracked terraces with a gale force wind crashing through my groin.”

“What about you Em?”

“Don’t understand the game at all guv.”

“What’s the score then Em?”

“One of the directors has been found dead, very probably murdered.”

“There’s no match tonight is there?”

“Extraordinary General Meeting Steve. That’s what I’ve been told anyway.”

“What about?”

“If I knew that I wouldn’t bother turning up.”

“You were going there?”

“I told you. I was going to get there by taxi. Now I can’t even claim that on expenses.”

“You can get one home.”

“Thanks.”

They finished their drinks when a uniformed officer slid past the opened door into the bar. They followed him to the car parked outside.  He opened the front passenger door for Steve.”

“Give that to the press son. He’s bigger than me. Let him have the front seat.”

It was as Steve and Brian knew quicker to walk to the football club as the road system took you the long way out of town and then on to the wrong end of the new bypass. The Fleetwood was usually at the end of their journey and not the beginning. Both being a few pints to the worse Brian’s earlier mention of a taxi would have been the right call, especially for the two fitness challenged men. The fortunate arrival of a police car was especially welcome.

Almost before the journey had begun Steve was pressing Brian for information.

“Right Brian, tell me what you know.”

“Rutherford Corinthian Football Club was founded in the late nineteen twenties. It is run by a board on a one man one share status. Each director has one share and that one share entitles you to one vote.

“It is still an amateur club but there is a Trust Fund managed completely separately to care for players after injury and so on. They don’t win much but they survive. It’s a happy club so I’m told. Its got a hardcore supporters club of about a hundred or so; a well fitted out club house with bar, boardroom, hard standing parking area, clean dressing rooms and showers. They’ve also got two stands and floodlights.”

“Who paid for all that?”

“They have a local benefactor. Everyone knows all this. They’re quite open about what goes on at the club. That’s how it was set up.”

“Something as honest as that always conceals something nasty in the wooded dressing room. You hang around here for a while Brian.”

“You mean I get an exclusive?”

“If you like.”

As soon as he had made the decision about the seating arrangements Steve knew he had made a mistake. Brian slowly eased his way out of the front seat and was immediately pounced upon by an eager young uniformed officer who was either pulling him out in frustration at his immobility or was doing his best to extricate Brian from the seat well. Or possibly just too keen to get the investigation started.

“That is not the SIO son. I am. Chief Inspector Winwood to you. This young lady is Detective Sergeant Porter. You’re obviously new and are therefore allowed to feel quite honoured to be the first to hear those words.

“As for my large friend here, it is true we look alike but cars were not designed for two men of our stature to share a back seat. He is a gentleman of the press. He is not on the case. Show him to the bar; he’ll be quite safe there until we’ve been over the scene of crime.”

“That is the scene of crime sir.”

“Oh well, he’ll have to sit in the stand with the rest of them. Give him a tea and a sausage roll and he’ll be fine.”

As he was neither a supporter nor even a follower of the Rutherford Corinthians Winwood had some popular misconceptions about the appearance of a stadium built on the edge of town for an amateur club that spent its time in the lower reaches of the Theobalds Dry Cleaning sponsored local leagues.

The directors stand was of modern design in locally sourced brickwork and had the Club name moulded into a wrought iron sign placed in an arch over the car park entrance which was capable of being locked and gated and had space for more than twenty cars.

He was met at the players and staff entrance by the senior officer Sergeant Tom Coates. He was a large, affable man, well respected by junior staff and the senior officers trusted him..

“Evening guv. I’ve got men on all the stairs and exits, the directors are in the boardroom and the doctor is waiting for you in the supporters bar.”

“Thanks Tom. Good to see someone on the ball.”

“More than can be said about the Club. Congratulations by the way.”

It was the same from all concerned as Steve and Emma were guided through the corridors and stairs of the new stand. Uniformed officers guarding doors or stair wells smiled and some even made a limp salute but the message was quite clear. The promotion in rank was a universally popular one.

Sergeant Coates indicated the geography of the stand as he led the detectives to the crime scene. 

“On the left is the visitors changing rooms. Those steps ahead take you to the main stand and one to the right on the landing goes into the directors box. On the right is the home dressing room accessed through the supporters club bar. Our man’s in there guv.”

“This is not what I expected Tom. What happened to the cracked and broken terraces, the holes in the stand that let the rain through; and sheep to keep the grass cut?”

“This is not an ordinary club.”

“Do you watch them?”

“If I get a weekend off I sometimes come and support my local team.”

“Any good?”

“It’s not about the winning guv. Or the losing. It’s about supporting your local club.”

“What you said earlier? About this being no ordinary club?”

“I’m just an occasional supporter. You’d have to ask around a bit more.”

“I don’t like mysteries,” replied Steve which drew the usual response from all who knew him that it was a strange comment from a newly appointed Detective Chief Inspector.

“We’re in here,” said Sergeant Coates.

Coates opened the door into the supporters bar. It was a much larger bar than Winwood expected. There was carpet on the floor, the bar went the length of the room and the chairs and tables would not have looked out of place in the Long Bar of the Fleetwood Arms Hotel.

The bar was occupied by uniformed officers, medical staff and photographers who all stopped their chattering and said a brief hello to Winwood accompanied by a few words of congratulations. For the first time
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