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Chapter One

	Lockdown.

	Joe Murray gazed gloomily through the windows of number twenty-three Tandy Street, and considered the implications of that dreaded word.

	The doors of his mid-terraced house were not locked, and even if they were, as the owner of the place, he had the keys. He could go out whenever he wished… Except that he couldn’t. Not while the world was awash with Coronavirus and the disease it caused, Covid-19 : — another brace of words which had become synonymous with ‘lockdown’.

	Outside, where children would normally play towards the top of the cul-de-sac, there was nothing and no one. Most of the cars which would be absent during the day, including his, were parked outside their owners’ doors. The young lad across the street, who worked as a machine operator in a small factory could not go to work. The woman a few doors further down, who normally passed her days typing letters for a solicitor, was on furlough, picking up a large proportion of her salary courtesy of the taxpayer. The triage nurse from the top of the street, who spent her working time assessing patients in A & E, would normally be at work, but her car was there, too. But she was one of those front line emergency workers needed in this time of national crisis. The presence of her car led him to conclude that she was on night shift.

	The sun shone from a cloudless sky, the temperature was an ambient fifteen degrees, and Joe, like so many of his neighbours, was trapped in this two up, two down house, not allowed to work, not allowed to socialise, not even allowed to step outside the house. He was categorised as clinically extremely vulnerable, and the threat of Covid-19 coupled to his long-standing Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD) equalled absolute isolation.

	He was not alone. For the third time in a year, the entire population of Sanford, Yorkshire, the country, was in the same position, and even those married couples with children were barred from seeing their parents and grandparents. His two dearest friends, Sheila Riley and Brenda Jump were in precisely the same situation. Both were widowed, and although Sheila had two sons, they lived in the United States, where the raging epidemic (Joe stopped using the word “pandemic” after his nephew, Lee, senior cook at The Lazy Luncheonette, misinterpreted it, and asked whether “panned emic” was some kind of fancy fish dish) refused to relinquish its grip. Most members of the Sanford 3rd Age Club, of which Joe was Chair, were in exactly the same position, although rumour had it that Les Tanner had moved in with Sylvia Goodson, at least for the duration of the emergency.

	A growing feeling of self-pity persuaded Joe that he had it worse than others. The nearest he came to a family were his nephew, Lee and his wife, Cheryl and their son, Danny. Joe usually took Sunday lunch with them, but with the exception of Christmas, ever since the first lockdown, he could not. His social life was normally geared around the Miner’s Arms, but like every other pub in the country, it was closed.

	The knock-on effects of lockdown extended much further than mere isolation. Businesses were leaking money, and that included The Lazy Luncheonette. True, the place was still open, but only as a takeaway. No more than two people were allowed inside at any one time, and they had to keep two metres apart. The mainstay of the café’s turnover came from the draymen of the Sanford Brewery, the engineers at Ingleton’s, and other, large companies which had their daily order delivered. All were closed, and without those orders, The Lazy Luncheonette’s daily take was down a good eighty or ninety percent, and yet Joe still had to find the rent and business rates, he still had suppliers to pay, albeit on a much reduced scale, he still had to pay for gas and electricity, lighting, and the usual, sundry overheads of any business.

	It could be worse. Alec Staines was also self-employed, but as a painter and decorator,  he couldn’t work at all, and Joe knew that would not sit well with his wife, Julia, who liked plenty of money coming in to help fund  her expensive lifestyle.

	Beyond the Staineses, people like George Robson and Owen Frickley would also be snookered. They were out on the beer almost every night of the  week, and enjoyed frequent lock-ins at the Miners Arms. He could only imagine their frustration.

	Allt hat said, the prospects were looking up. With the advent of vaccines – notwithstanding arguments about their efficacy – matters were slowly improving, but even so, the latest estimates indicated early June before the situation got back to something like normal, and even then the government would hold onto emergency powers, ready to reinstate the lockdown in the event of further spikes. The café, he had been told, could reopen in April… but only for outdoor dining. Outdoor bloody dining? What use was that to The Lazy Luncheonette? How many idiots did the government believe lived in Sanford? Because only a brain dead moron would sit on the pavements of Doncaster Road – one of the town’s busiest arteries – choking on the exhaust fumes of gridlocked traffic while they ate lunch.

	He was in communication with many people, but it was done using videoconferencing software such as Skype and Zoom. It was a necessary expedient. Over and above contact with Brenda, Sheila, Lee, and other members of the club, it kept his mind occupied. He was not a lover of television, and a year into several lockdowns, he had exhausted his stock of DVD videos, some of which he had watched two and three times, and such programs as he did watch and/or record on digital television, he had seen numerous times.

	In the past, he had always produced accounts of his exploits as a private investigator. That source of pleasure and minimal income had also dried up, but the need to keep busy prompted him to keep a journal. It was a sad account of isolation and virtual loneliness.

	COPD, the result of many years heavy smoking, classified him as vulnerable to coronavirus, and he was under no illusions. Should he be unfortunate enough to contract the virus, it would be dangerous in the extreme, and he had doubts about his potential for survival.

	So he obeyed the rules.

	He did go out: on a daily basis, even though it was only for five or ten minutes to run his car engine, making sure the battery was topped up. An early riser, once the lockdown was officially over (whenever that happy day arrived), he would be in the car at half past five every morning, and he could not afford to have it break down on him. And once a week, of course, he put the refuse bins out, and brought them back in after the lorry had collected the waste. Whether for the bins or his car, for those few minutes when he stepped out of the house, he wore a face mask. Government advice on the matter was confusing. COPD patients should not wear one, but they should wear one if there was a danger of coming into contact with someone carrying the virus.

	In the early days of the first lockdown he had an unexpected visit from a van driver who left a large box on the doorstep. Joe was slow opening the door and by the time he was outside, the van was already disappearing out of the bottom of the street.

	It was a food parcel. It contained everything he would (theoretically) need to survive for a week: canned tomatoes, tinned fruit, packets of oats, rice, pasta, two cartons of semi-skimmed milk, a single carton of orange juice, two toilet rolls, and a five pound bag of potatoes.

	Lee and Cheryl did his shopping for him and left it on the doorstep because he was not (technically) allowed to let them in. The arrival of the carton caused his legendary irritation to rise. The accompanying letter detailed a phone number, which he promptly rang and told the volunteers he did not need their bloody charity. ‘Stick your food parcels where the sun don’t shine.’

	When he put the phone down, he regretted having been so angry, but diagnosed it as a symptom of his exacerbated loneliness. He rang back and apologised, and then gave away much of the food to the couple next door who had three children to feed.

	Too young to recall the fear and austerity of World War II, he recalled the tales his mother and grandmother had told him of those dark days. It was an effort to rationalise his current position, but it did almost nothing to lift his spirits. They were a different generation. He had grown up in a comfortable world, one which was, by and large, safe, a world in which medical assistance was never more than a phone call away, one in which he could come and go as he pleased, not only in the UK, but throughout Europe. Now, for the first time in his life, he was confronted with severe curtailment of that freedom, and it irked.

	He passed a lot of time online, playing games, doing crosswords, solving jigsaw puzzles, but he was cautious to avoid social media. He had never been a big fan anyway, and the level of utter nonsense, disinformation and sheer vitriol pouring forth from such sites was enough to dissuade him. On only one occasion did he agree with the tsunami of bile, and that was after some politician said he expected people to use their common sense.

	‘What common sense?’ Joe asked his empty living room.

	He refrained from making the comment online, not because he did not believe it, but because he could not be bothered with the debate.

	The spammers and scammers were out in force, as always: claiming to have a cure for this new virus, claiming to represent government departments and promising to pay hundreds of pounds to anyone fool enough to click the links (which would inevitably entail submitting their bank details and password). He tended to abide by the old adage; if it looks too good to be true, it usually is. There were those people who got caught out. Joe had little sympathy for them. They were often driven by greed, and deserved whatever misfortune came their way. It was a harsh assessment, and most of the time it was probably wrong, but it was symptomatic of his annoyance.

	Alison, his ex-wife, contacted him once on Skype. She looked good, she looked healthy, but she also looked stressed. She had left Great Britain not long after their divorce and was now a permanent resident on the island of Tenerife, but even there the lockdown was in place, and the reason she called, aside from seeking assurance that he was all right, was boredom.

	‘I thought you might have got in touch with me by now, Joe, to check that I was all right.’

	‘I would have, but I can’t get the hang of these video calls.’

	It was a thin excuse, made doubly so considering they were chatting on video. It was designed to hide the fact that he had not even thought of her, and as they chatted for the next half-hour, he mentally castigated himself for the omission. He had seen Ali a couple of times on visits to the Canary Islands, and they got on well; much better than the dark days when their marriage was disintegrating.

	And after that brief flurry of excitement, something different, something out of the ordinary, he drifted back into the stultifying, mind-numbing ennui of life in lockdown. The humdrum days rolled into one another until he genuinely began to lose track of them. On one occasion, he had been surprised to learn that it was Monday, even though he had persuaded himself that it was Sunday.

	An inveterate early riser, he took to going back to bed for a couple of hours in the early afternoon. An avid reader, he downloaded more e-books than he would be likely to read in a decade under normal circumstances. Joe Murray was not built for inactivity, and it was a case of anything to pass the time. And in his darker moments, he told himself that when it was all over, when things got back to normal, the experience would make him more appreciative of his usual, workaday life.

	It was ten o’clock, Monday morning, and he was trying to decide whether to watch a three-hour production of Hamlet (in modern dress) which he had bought some months previously, or get stuck into one of Henning Mankell’s Wallander novels, when his computer bleeped, signalling someone trying to contact him via Zoom.

	Eric Wiggins read the screen, and Joe hesitated momentarily. The only Eric Wiggins he knew was managing director of a local haulage company, Wiggins Trucking. Joe could not imagine why the man would be calling … unless it was some other Eric Wiggins.

	He made the connection and right away he recognised the lean and wiry features, creased with age and the general wear and tear of life in an industrial town.

	He was about four years older than Joe, and had the sort of craggy, lived-in features to confirm it. Jowls hanging on his slender face and large, sad and sagging eyes lent him the appearance of an ageing bloodhound. When he rubbed his hands around his jaw, they were thin, lined with prominent veins, the fingers stained with nicotine. His curly hair was a patchwork of black and grey, and most of it had retreated from his forehead.

	‘Morning, Murray.’

	‘All right, Wiggins? What can I do for you?’

	‘I’m calling to find out.’

	He was also, Joe recalled, blunt, to the point, not given to evasive answers such as he had just delivered.

	Joe did not beat about the bush either. ‘What is this? The answer to four across?’

	Wiggins had a reputation as something of a tartar, too. ‘I’m calling because I need your help, man.’

	‘And I already asked you what you want. For crying out loud, get on with it.’

	Wiggins reached to one side, out of the range of his webcam, collected a cigar, and puffed on it. ‘I want you to get that lass of yours off my back.’

	Joe was as puzzled as ever. ‘What lass? I don’t have a wife anymore and I don’t have any kids.’

	‘Her what’s a copper.’

	Realisation dawned on Joe. ‘Oh. Our Gemma. She’s my niece, and unless you and your drivers have been smuggling moonshine into the country, she doesn’t get involved in traffic. She’s top dog in Sanford CID.’

	‘I know she is. Right now she’s got me on top of her list of suspects.’

	Privately, Joe felt that, unlikely as it sounded, Gemma had it right. If Wiggins was not suspected of something, he should be. ‘And what does she suspect you of?’

	‘Murder.’

	 



Chapter Two

	There was a time when Wiggins and his pals had ruled the schoolyard. That was in the days before Joe and his gang of teenage terrors took control. But by then, Wiggins had left school to start work at his father’s transport company as a trainee mechanic.

	He was always confrontational, too ready to get into a fight with anyone who crossed him, and the same was true of his early working years, but no matter how willing he had been to use violence, he was not – in Joe’s opinion – a murderer.

	That aside, if Gemma had him on a list of suspects, she must have a reason.

	He put his pointless speculation to one side. ‘I know my niece. She wouldn’t suspect you without good cause. And I don’t know what you expect me to do. I get on well with her, but she’s a professional police officer. She might well listen to me, but she won’t shy away from an investigation just because I ask her to.’

	Wiggins chomped on his cigar. ‘I’m not stupid, Murray—’

	‘You’re doing a good impression.’

	‘And I didn’t contact you to listen to insults. I know you can’t change her mind, but you’re the one who claims to be the big, all-singing and dancing private investigator. I want you to prove I’m innocent.’

	Joe would have laughed if he were not so annoyed. ‘And how do you propose I do that? We’re in lockdown. All of us.’ He pointed an irritating finger at his webcam. ‘I’m in the same boat as you. I smoke too much and I have breathing difficulties. That means I’m not allowed out of the house on pain of catching this ruddy virus or picking up a fine for breaching lockdown conditions.’

	‘You’re talking to me, aren’t you? Talk to other people. And I’ll tell you summat else. I’m in lockdown, an’all, so how am I supposed to have killed anyone? The furthest I’m allowed to go is from my house to my office.’

	Joe recalled that Wiggins Trucking was based in a huge yard on the west side of Sanford, and that Wiggins lived with his wife and family in a large house set in one corner of the yard. His commute consisted of a forty-yard walk every morning and evening. The only shorter trip to work Joe could think of was his own when he had lived above the old Lazy Luncheonette. That was back in those far off, happy days before it burned down.

	He brought his attention back to the angry man on the screen.

	Wiggins was obviously in his office, even though the visible part of the background did not fit the generally accepted template of an office. The rear wall was painted a barren grey, and there was some kind of shelf arrangement behind Wiggins, on which stood odd tools, and small containers of various fluids – lubricants and the like – which would be needed by a large fleet of trucks and trailers. Joe guessed that this ‘office’ was actually attached to the workshop where the vehicles were maintained.

	It occurred to him that a couple of minutes had passed since either of them last spoke. ‘Tell me what’s happened.’

	Wiggins tutted. ‘Don’t you read the Gazette?’

	‘Not since they accused me of murder when Vaughan’s place burned down. Stop hedging, Wiggins. Tell me.’

	‘Ronnie Tullet died a couple of days ago. Turns out he was poisoned, and your barmpot niece thinks it was me. I’ll say again, how the hell am I supposed to have got to him?’

	It was a valid question and Joe had no immediate answer. Assuming Wiggins was telling the truth, and he was quarantined under lockdown regulations, it was difficult to see how he could have poisoned Tullet.

	‘I know Gemma. Ten to one you’re not the only suspect, and she must have good reason for thinking it’s you. Was there some grief between you and Ronnie Tullet?’

	For the first time since they established contact, Wiggins appeared reluctant to answer. Either that or he was carefully constructing his words.

	‘What I’m gonna tell you, Murray, is confidential. It goes no further than your front room.’

	Joe deliberately turned from the camera and spoke to his empty room. ‘You hear that, gang? Keep your mouths shut.’ He turned back to face Wiggins. ‘Stop acting like a refugee from a James Bond movie and get on with it.’

	Wiggins let out an exasperated sigh. ‘Tullet has been struggling for the last year or more, and I offered to buy him out. He has a long-standing contract with Sanford Brewery. His guys deal with their supermarket deliveries. Not those in Sanford, obviously, but further afield. According to Smedley at the brewery, it’s cheaper to contract that kind of work out, and it leaves his people handy to deal with the pubs, clubs, local shops and cash and carry outlets. You know what I’m talking about. Most of his draymen call at your place for breakfast every morning, don’t they? Bottom line is, I’m not interested in Ronnie Tullet’s lorries or his drivers. I want that brewery contract. I tried undercutting him, but Smedley wouldn’t listen, so I did the obvious thing, and offered to buy Tullet out. He told me where to stick my offer. Not once, but a good few times.’

	Joe remembered Tullet from the schoolyard, too. Once again, he was a good few years ahead of Joe and his pals, and he had been something of a tough cookie, but not as overbearing as Wiggins. On leaving school, he had signed on with his father’s haulage enterprise, a smaller, more modest operation than Wiggins’s but (according to the scuttlebutt overheard in The Lazy Luncheonette) a better company for the average trucker to work for.

	Joe brought his thoughts into focus again. ‘Does his death change things?’

	Wiggins’s reply was marinated in avaricious schadenfreude. ‘Not half. Tullet wasn’t a well man. Racked with arthritis, which serves him right for running all those cold and damp wagons back in the eighties, and for going out on the road and doing a bit himself in them. For god’s sake, I still have my licence, but I haven’t been any further than the MOT Testing Station for nigh on forty years. Tullet had asthma, too. Again, his own fault, because like you and me, he smoked too much. Upshot of all this is that his wife was forever nagging him to sell up. Not only his missus. His kids wanted him to sell. Greedy little beggars, the pair of them. They were only after their cut. Course, it was never gonna happen. Tullet might have been a pain in the bum, but he knew what he was about. He was the majority shareholder. Fifty-one percent of stock was in his name, so the wife and kids never had a chance of getting their own way. Now that he’s snuffed it, his business’ll be mine the minute the will’s cleared probate. And that’s why your Gemma thinks I topped him. Silly mare.’

	Joe bristled. ‘If you want my help, don’t talk about my niece like that.’ He paused to let the warning sink in. ‘You’re saying that his family have just as much reason as you to want him dead, and they had the better opportunity.’

	‘In a nutshell.’

	Joe strummed his lips with agitated fingers. It was exactly the kind of case he loved to get his teeth into, and if not for the lockdown, he would be on it like a shot. But it was difficult to see how he could turn up definitive proof of Wiggins’s innocence when he could not even set foot out of the house.

	There were other problems, the first of which he put to Wiggins. ‘This doesn’t come cheap.’

	‘I didn’t know you charged.’

	‘I’m like you. A businessman. I don’t work for fun. Besides, in all the years I’ve run my cafe, I’ve never seen one of your drivers in there. Word is you won’t let them anywhere near.’

	Wiggins did not appear put out by the challenge. ‘It’s not personal. My drivers have more to do than sit around transport caffs. I’d pay them to drive, make deliveries, collections, not sit on their backsides supping tea, watching telly and reading the papers.’

	‘Fair enough. But you still think I should work for nothing?’

	‘How much?’

	‘Five grand.’

	‘You’re talking out of your—’

	Joe interrupted. ‘Suit yourself. You’ll be a long time in prison. In fact, at your age, you’ll be lucky if you ever come out.’

	Joe reached to the keyboard to cut the connection, but before he could, Wiggins came back to him.

	‘Hang on, hang on. What guarantees do I have that you can do the job?’

	‘None. But I guarantee you this; I’m the best there is, and if you’re really innocent, I’ll create enough doubt to get you out of the swamp. Five grand, Wiggins, and I want half of it up front, non-refundable. And before you carp again, that’s the price I charge North Shires Insurance, and if you speak to Eliot Banks at North Shires, he’ll tell you how good I am.’

	‘I’ll take your word for it. Give me your bank details, and the money’ll be in your account in the next couple of hours. But think on. If you get this wrong, I’ll make sure everyone in West Yorkshire knows about it.’

	Joe chuckled. ‘You’re obviously mistaking me for someone who gives a toss. I’ll email you with my bank details. There is one other thing, Wiggins. What happens if I prove you guilty?’

	‘It’s not gonna happen. For a start off, it wasn’t me, and if you say it was, I’ll sue for every penny I can get. All right, all right, so I’m looking to cash in on what happened to Ronnie, but business is business. I didn’t top him, Murray. I didn’t have to. Another six, maybe twelve months, and he’d have been so far down on his uppers, he’d have been begging me to take the business off him.’

	‘I’ll bear it in mind.’

	Joe reached for the keyboard, and this time killed the connection.

	 



Chapter Three

	Left to his own devices once again, Joe rolled a cigarette, made a fresh cup of tea, and sat in the window, looking out on the lifeless street, pondering ways and means by which he could look into Ronnie Tullet’s death.

	Under normal circumstances, he would be out and about, questioning people on events leading up to the victim’s death, and from there he could usually string together a theory. He was wrong as often as he was right, but by various processes of deduction and elimination, he could be relied upon to arrive at the correct solution eventually.

	When he worked for North Shires Insurance, he could often prove his case, usually with the aid of video recordings, but they were mostly cases of attempted fraud: the builder claiming to be permanently injured caught on video rebuilding an outhouse; a care worker claiming semi-permanent damage to his/her back found to be digging the garden with gusto.

	When it came to more serious crimes, such as murder, it was rare that he proved the case. Proof in criminal cases was largely in the hands of the police scientific advisors, but even so, Joe enjoyed a reputation for observation and deduction which often led to the perpetrator, and if he could not force a confession, the work of the police forensic scientists would result in charges and (in most cases) a successful prosecution.

	His reputation had spread as far afield as Torremolinos in southern Spain, Palmanova on the island of Majorca and Playa de Las Américas in the Canary Islands, places where he had assisted the local police in solving particularly nasty crimes. That was not strictly true when it came to Palmanova. He was the intended victim, but his work had eventually led him back to the UK and the perpetrator.

	In every case, however, he had been able to get out, speak to people, question them, even rub them up the wrong way in a determined effort to unearth the truth. He was helped by his two best friends, coincidentally his two co-workers, Sheila and Brenda. Quite often they would point out something from a female perspective which had escaped him, and in a number of cases, their observations had proved decisive.

	How could he possibly hope to solve Wiggins’s problems when he wasn’t even allowed to leave the house?

	And yet, when he thought about it, it was not the problem it first seemed. Wiggins had been at pains to point out that he talked to people, albeit face-to-face, and there was nothing to stop him talking to those same people using Skype or Zoom… except that it would be easier for them to cut the connection and ignore any further calls.

	Nevertheless, he was committed (he had no doubts that Wiggins would pay up) and he had to find a way.

	His first call was to his niece, Gemma.

	Joe had been great friends with her late father, a police officer in his day, and he had watched, with some satisfaction, Gemma’s steady rise through the ranks, until she was now the senior CID officer in Sanford. True, she came under the jurisdiction of Detective Chief Inspector Roy Vickers in Wakefield, who in turn and answered to Detective Superintendent Ray Dockerty in Leeds, but for the most part, she was left to run the show in Sanford.

	It was also obvious from the moment she answered his video call that she was considerably harassed.

	‘Last night, we had to go to town on a wedding party with over eighty people attending. What is it about people in Sanford that they don’t understand social distancing? Why do they imagine they can carry on as they did before? What is wrong with common sense?’

	Joe’s earlier thoughts came back to him. ‘The words ‘people’ and ‘common sense’ don’t often go together, Gemma.’

	‘I know… Or at least I should know. Anyway, what do you want, Joe?’ Before he could answer, Gemma pressed on. ‘I hope you’re keeping safe. You have enough problems with your breathing to be going on with, especially with the amount of tobacco you get through, and if you catch this virus, it could be the last thing you ever catch.’

	He held up his hands before the webcam, a gesture of surrender. ‘I’m behaving. Lee and Cheryl are running the café as a takeaway, and they do my shopping, and I speak with Brenda and Sheila on video every day. The furthest I go is the car to run the engine every day.’

	‘Good. Because I know you. You never take any notice of anyone. Look at the number of times I’ve told you to mind your own business.’ Gemma appeared to calm down a little. ‘So, like I said, what do you want?’

	‘Ronnie Tullet.’

	Gemma groaned and ran a frustrated hand through her shock of red hair. ‘What have I just said about minding your own business?’

	‘Hold on, hold on. I’ve had Eric Wiggins on the blower this morning. He’s engaged me to prove him innocent.’

	Joe went on to detail everything Wiggins had said to him, diplomatically eliminating the haulier’s disparaging remarks about the police in general, Gemma in particular.

	She was not impressed. ‘He’s paying you to prove him innocent? Joe, he’s a suspect. We haven’t accused him of anything. He’s one of a number of lines of inquiry, people with a motive for shuffling Ronnie Tullet off his coil. That doesn’t mean to say we think he did it. In fact, come to think, it’s difficult to see how he could, but we’re still investigating. It’s a slow process, and the lockdown has made it even slower.’

	It was as Joe had expected. ‘He’s paying me, I’m the piper, he’s calling the tune. Why don’t you tell me exactly what happened, Gemma, and I’ll take it from there?’

	She hesitated for a moment, and Joe had the impression that she was looking for another argument to put him off. She knew him better. She knew it was almost impossible to sideline him. She reached to a tray out of the range of her webcam, and pulled a folder towards her. Opening it, she spent a few moments reminding herself of the situation, and then focused on the camera.

	‘Tullet was rushed to hospital with severe breathing difficulties on Saturday night. He died in A & E. Post-mortem results indicated poisoning. He drank battery acid.’

	Joe’s eyebrows rose. ‘Battery acid?’

	‘Most haulage companies use it, Joe.’

	‘Yes, but it’s not marked, ‘here I am, drink me’. They top up the batteries with it. They don’t unscrew the top and knock it back straight from the container.’

	‘He didn’t. It was in a bottle of beer. A bottle of Sanford Brewery India Pale Ale to be precise.’

	For the second time in as many moments, Joe was surprised, but it was milder this time. ‘Sanford India Pale Ale? I didn’t know they still made it.’

	‘Adam Smedley’s the man to talk to about that. Apparently it’s a limited line. They keep it purely for a few customers, people who’ve been with them for years. Ronnie Tullet was one. The brewery deliver three or four crates to him every month, thirty-six to forty-eight bottles a month. According to the brewery records, his last order was four crates delivered just before Christmas, before the lockdown came into full force. Tullet drank one, sometimes two bottles a day. Brewery records show that this consignment was delivered on the eighteenth of December. Whoever put battery acid in that bottle, did so before the lockdown. It could be any one of hundreds of people, including the brewery crew. A lot of their drivers don’t like Tullet’s company muscling in on what they see as their work. Then there’s Tullet’s family. The company hasn’t been doing too well of late, and Wiggins offered to buy them out, but Ronnie was a major shareholder, and he wouldn’t allow it. And get this, Joe, Tullet isn’t the only victim.’

	A third surprise. ‘There’s another?’

	‘Norman Bradworth. A businessman in Huddersfield. Plastics manufacturer, he supplies crates to the brewery, and has done for years, so he has the same arrangement as Tullet. They deliver a couple of crates a month to him for his personal use. In fact, it’s usually one of Tullet’s drivers who make the delivery. Smedley will give you all the details… if he’s so minded.’

	‘Dead? This Bradworth, I mean, not Adam Smedley.’

	‘No. He survived. Think on this, Joe. Battery acid is basically watered-down sulphuric acid, and it’s not necessarily fatal. Bradworth was in good health. Looked after himself, kept himself fit. Ronnie Tullet was asthmatic, and he was a smoker…’ Gemma pointed an accusing finger at the camera. ‘An idiot, like you. The acid got to him and killed him. Huddersfield CID had already asked us to speak to Sanford Brewery after the Bradworth business, which happened a couple of weeks back. Smedley was at a loss to explain it. If the bottles were contaminated, it had to have been done after the beer was poured into them. It couldn’t have been before, because it would have contaminated the entire batch. This means someone tampered with those bottles after they’d been filled.’

	‘You tested the rest of the beer at Tullet’s – and this Bradworth’s?’

	‘Huddersfield tested their end, and we’re waiting for the results on Tullet’s. Bradworth’s consignment was clean, apart from the one bottle that he drank. I’m guessing the same will apply to Tullet’s.’ Gemma spread her hands out of range of the camera. ‘And that’s it, Joe. That’s all I know. If you wanna speak to Adam Smedley, go ahead, but remember, he may be obliged to speak to us, but he’s perfectly at liberty to tell you to get knotted. The same applies to Tullet’s family. They can tell you where they get off, and I can’t do anything about it.’

	‘Don’t worry about it. You know me. I’ll persuade them. Thanks, Gemma. You and Howard make sure you look after yourselves.’

	 



Chapter Four

	The possibilities were too numerous to contemplate.

	That was Joe’s conclusion as he shut down the connection, left his workstation and shuffled into the kitchen to make a fresh cup of tea.

	Owned and still managed by the Smedley family, the Sanford Brewery had been established in the early 1800s, and had served the free and tied houses of the town ever since. A mining/engineering community, the pit workers and foundry employees were fiercely loyal to Sanford Ales, and it was only over the last half-century that other breweries had been able to offer any serious competition. That, Joe decided, was probably a factor of the pit closure and the decline and fall of the foundry. More modern industries had come to the town, bringing with them a new generation of employees who were more cosmopolitan in their tastes.

	Nevertheless, Sanford Old Mild and Best Bitter still enjoyed a healthy lead over their competitors. The brewery also supplied supermarkets far and wide, as Wiggins had intimated, and although Joe was not certain, he had the idea that they also exported some ales to popular, European holiday areas, such as the Spanish Costas and Greek Islands, places where Brits tended to congregate in large numbers during the holiday season. As a result, the brewery employed hundreds of people.

	That only one bottle of India Pale Ale had been contaminated in Bradworth’s delivery meant that the same was probably true of Tullet’s, but did that mean that these two men were the targets, or was it more a case of someone with a grievance against the brewery? A former employee, for example, or a business associate who had crossed swords with Smedley and come off second best? Giving the matter wider thought, Joe realised that it could also be someone with a personal grudge against Adam Smedley, someone determined to embarrass or even destroy his reputation.

	The revelation that Bradworth had also been poisoned left a huge question mark over Wiggins’s potential guilt. That was assuming he had not crossed swords with Bradworth too. It would be interesting to see who had the haulage contract for Bradworth Plastics.

	A second, more irritable call to Gemma, confirmed that the company used a haulier local to them, one based in Huddersfield. It was unlikely, therefore, that Wiggins had deliberately poisoned Bradworth.

	With this fresh information in mind, Joe knew he would need to contact Smedley. He did not believe it would be a problem. He’d known Adam for a good number of years. When it came to the Tullet family, however, although he knew Ronnie, the same was not so true of the rest of the family.

	He had met Mercy Tullet only a few times, but according to his memory, she was anything but merciful. A little older than him, as a primary school teacher, she had been autocratic to the point of dictatorship, and according to Joe’s nephew, Lee, it was a case of woe betide any boy or girl (or their parents) who chose to argue with her. She had always maintained that her husband (Ronald, not Ronnie if you valued your life) was a businessman, not a trucker, and she ensured that people knew they were a cut above the hoi polloi. That was reflected in the names of their two children. Had it been left to Ronnie, the kids would probably have been named Pauline and Tommy, but it was never her husband’s decision, as was obvious from their names: Prudence and Tarquin. 

	They were much younger than Joe, and again he did not know them well, but from all he could remember of Prudence, she was anything but prudent, and had quite a reputation with men when she was younger. As for Tarquin, known to his friends as Tark, Joe could only imagine what kind of torture the name had brought upon him at the exclusive private school where he was educated until his mid to late teens.

	It was a matter of pure luck that Sheila knew Mercy. Much of Sheila’s working life had been spent as an admin clerk and later secretary at Sanford Comprehensive School, and as with any trade or profession, staff, both administrative and teaching, from all schools in the town, often mixed at one soirée or another.

	Returning to the laptop, he put in a call to Sheila, only to find her engaged. He tried Brenda and found her engaged too, and he guessed right away that they were talking to each other.

	He was right. A moment later he was invited to join their conversation, and as he clicked the necessary link, his screen split into three small oblongs, Sheila at the top left, Brenda, top right, and Joe himself, beneath them.

	The three had been the best of friends since primary school, over fifty years previously, and Joe trusted these two women more than many members of his family, his ex-wife, Alison, included. Sheila had spent her entire life working in schools, until the untimely death of her police inspector husband, Peter. The same could be said of Brenda, who had worked in a town centre bank from the age of eighteen, until her husband, Colin, a manager at Sanford Colliery, died of cancer. From there: the women came to work for Joe, and in gratitude for their long service and longer friendship, Joe had given them a part share of The Lazy Luncheonette. Indeed, they were the ones who had persuaded him to change the name of the business from Joe’s Cafe to The Lazy Luncheonette.

	They were capable of making his life hell, but by and large, along with Lee in the kitchen, the three ran the café as a model of catering efficiency, and if there were long queues (especially early on a morning when the draymen called for breakfast) it was a sign of popularity, not slow or slovenly service.

	Along with Joe, the two women also comprised the management team of the Sanford 3rd Age Club. Once again, the club had been their idea: a social arrangement designed for people over the age of fifty. Sheila acted as secretary, Brenda as treasurer, and Joe, although he had rescinded the position at one time, was now chairman once again. Although much of the club’s efforts was designed around having a good time they took the project seriously, and they currently catered for over 300 members.

	But not now. Lockdown had ensured that there were no excursions, no meetings, no nights out in Sanford or any of the nearby towns and cities, and even the pub where they regularly met, the Miners Arms, was closed, and like Joe, the two women, considered potentially vulnerable because of their age, were isolating.

	Joe had had an on/off relationship with Brenda ever since their teens (put on hold for the twenty-six years she was married to Colin) and of the three, he guessed that Brenda, who was the most sociable, would be feeling the pinch of lockdown worst. She had an unjustified reputation throughout Sanford for sleeping around, and while Brenda didn’t give a hoot what other people thought, both Joe and Sheila knew it was not true. If Sheila’s reaction to widowhood was to indulge her two sons, Brenda’s was to enjoy life, and she dated a number of men, but she was not sleeping with most of them.

	To look at them on screen, lockdown didn’t appear to be troubling them. The broad view of Sheila’s webcam showed a small stack of paperback books in one corner of her desk, while Brenda was busy primping her hair.

	‘These webcams are wonderful. I don’t need a mirror. I can titivate my locks while I’m talking to you two.’

	Sheila chuckled at Joe’s scowl. ‘She’ll never change, Joe. Appearance is all.’

	Brenda agreed. ‘Of course it is. I’ve been on telly, haven’t I? Remember I-spy? I know how important it is to look your best in front of the cameras.’

	‘It’s us you’re talking to, Brenda,’ Joe argued, ‘not the Great British public.’

	Sheila headed off a potential distraction. ‘Was there something you wanted, Joe? Or is it just another social call?’

	‘A bit of both. What I really want is you two back behind the counter of The Lazy Luncheonette, but we all know that’s not going to happen. At least, not yet. I’ve had a busy morning. Let me bore the socks off you with the details.’

	From there he detailed the call from Wiggins, his calls to Gemma and the information he had gleaned from them. He went on to tell them of his early deductions. He often found it useful to disseminate information to the two women, and on more than one occasion, a chance remark or observation from them had helped him realise the reality of a particular situation.

	This time, they had little to say.

	Brenda put down her curling tongs. ‘I read about Ronnie’s death in the Gazette, but I didn’t realise it was murder.’

	Sheila was quick to pick up on the remark. ‘I don’t think they’d classify it as murder, yet, dear. More like manslaughter.’ The focus of her eyes switched from the view of Brenda to that of Joe. ‘This is awkward for you, isn’t it? Normally, you’d jump in the car and be out and about asking questions.’

	‘Correct. I’m having to rely on interviewing people on video, and then, pure deduction. And it doesn’t work. It’s the little things. You know. The tiny bits and pieces you might notice, which are hidden from the webcams. And that’s the reason I’m calling. Sheila, you know Mercy Tullet, don’t you?’

	‘Not well, but yes, I know her. Terrible snob. Curious, when you think about it. Her father was a shot-firer in the pit. Working class, the same as the rest of us. But her mother was Chapel, a right and proper, frumpy woman. She always felt that marrying a miner, and an atheist to boot, was beneath her. I think that’s where Mercy got her silly airs and graces.’

	‘Precisely my point. She wouldn’t speak to a common little cook like me, but I’m sure she’d talk to you.’

	Brenda giggled. ‘You don’t fancy a bit of top totty, Joe?’

	‘Even if I did, what could I do about it? I’m under house arrest. Get real, Brenda. I’m not interested in her, but according to what Wiggins told me, the business was failing and she and the two kids were in favour of selling out. What price they shuffled Ronnie out of the way so they could cash in?’

	‘I’m puzzled, Joe,’ Brenda said. ‘If this is all about a couple of poisoned bottles, think about the bottle caps. You need a bottle opener to get them off. How did he replace them?’

	Joe’s mind moved into overdrive, but Sheila came to his rescue. ‘That’s not necessarily a problem, Brenda. Do you remember Dennis Morgan? He could get the cap off a beer bottle using his thumb. So could Freddie Potts.’

	Joe felt a sense of relief. ‘Hands like shovels, muscles in their p… Muscles in their spit, the pair of ’em. And when Freddie took the caps off, they didn’t get twisted like they do with a bottle opener, and he could put them back on, and thump the top to press it back into place. He could take a drink from a beer bottle in a supermarket, put the cap back on, and no one would be any the wiser until somebody bought the bloody bottle and found it half empty. It was his party piece, wasn’t it?’

	Sheila agreed. ‘I’m sure Dennis used to pull the same trick, and I’ll bet they weren’t the only ex-miners who could. You could do worse than speak to them, Joe… If you can find them.’

	Joe was not optimistic. ‘I haven’t seen either of them for years. Not that I’m worried. They were a pair of bolshie buggers, and when he’d had a few, Freddie was quick to go looking for a scrap.’ He looked from one woman to the other and back again. ‘Can you think of anything else I might need to look at?’

	‘Yes,’ Brenda said. ‘How does all this fit in with this other poisoning in Huddersfield?’

	Joe had a ready answer for her. ‘I don’t know if it does, but I have to speak to Adam Smedley. That shouldn’t be a problem.’

	Once again it was Brenda who took the wind from his sails. ‘I don’t know, Joe. He was quite rude when you invited him to join the 3rd Age Club. He said you only asked him to join because we were looking for cheap beer.’

	Joe grunted. ‘I remember. I don’t think I’ve ever been so insulted in my life.’

	Brenda grinned. ‘That’s because you don’t get out often enough.’

	‘Very funny. You should be on TV again. You’d look great next to the pot dog I bought in Tenerife.’ While Brenda pulled her tongue out at him, Joe focused on Sheila again. ‘So will you do it? Will you speak to Mercy?’

	Sheila nodded. ‘Leave it with me.’

	 



Chapter Five

	Adam Smedley smiled into the webcam. ‘Hey up, Joe. Looking for cheap beer for that club of yours, are you? Only, I think I might be able to accommodate you for once.’

	‘As things stand, Adam, there is no club. We’re all crumblies, aren’t we? We’re not allowed to meet.’

	Smedley chuckled. ‘You could have had it for nothing, provided you came and collected it. Do you know how many hundreds and thousands of litres I have in stock? And most of it will be thrown down the drain.’

	‘At least the alligators will be able to get drunk. And I don’t work in litres. I’m still on pints and gallons.’ Joe allowed a pause. ‘I’m calling about Ronnie Tullet and Norman Bradworth.’

	Smedley’s portly features sagged. He was about the same age as Joe, but having assumed a junior managerial position at the brewery straight from university – he was part of the family, when all was said and done – his sedentary job coupled to general indolence, had left him overweight by several stones. There were puffy cheeks and several chins beneath a thin crop of mousey hair, and under his dark-framed glasses, his nose glowed slightly, and the thick lips wobbled as he spoke.

	The draymen of the Sanford Brewery had been regulars at The Lazy Luncheonette since the days when it was owned and run by Joe’s father, Alf and known – logically enough – as Alf’s Cafe. Adam Smedley, in common with his father before him, never complained even though the visit to the café invariably took forty-five minutes to an hour out of his employees’ day. But Joe’s legendary full English breakfast was sufficient to give those men the energy they needed for their heavy workload.

	Like Sheila, like Brenda, like many of the members of the 3rd Age Club, Joe had known Adam since the schoolyard almost half a century back, and notwithstanding Smedley’s refusal to join the club, they got on well. Both were businessmen, both kept a close eye on the balance sheet, and both were active members of the Sanford Chamber of Commerce, and determined critics of the apparatchiks at Sanford Borough Council.

	In common with Joe, Smedley was normally straight talking, but at the mention of Tullet and Bradworth, he became hesitant. ‘I’m not sure I should say anything, Joe. You see—’

	Joe cut off the inevitable evasiveness. ‘Eric Wiggins has hired me to look into it, Adam. He’s a suspect, and he wants me to clear his name. I’m not asking you for any confidential business information, but one or two things Wiggins said to me didn’t make sense, and I’m hoping you can help me clear them up.’ He did not wait for Smedley to baulk again. ‘We know what Eric’s like. A miserable, moaning git. He can put me to shame, and I can go some when it comes to grumbling. He wants the contract Tullet had with you. Now, he told me that he spoke to you, and offered to undercut Tullet, and you showed him the door. Is that right?’

	Smedley’s customary fluency had deserted him, and it did not come back immediately. He thought about the question for a moment, and then asked, ‘The company what supplies your pies. What’s the most important—’

	‘I don’t buy pies in. We bake them on the premises… Well, most of them anyway.’

	‘Stop nit-picking, Joe. You know what I’m talking about. From your point of view, what’s the most important thing about your suppliers?’

	Joe did not have to think about the answer. Lighting a cigarette, blowing smoke away from the camera, he replied, ‘Reliability. If they can’t get what I want, it’s not usually their fault. That’s usually down to the manufacturers, but when the foodstuffs are available, what concerns me is getting the stuff when I want it, and not three days later.’

	Smedley mirrored Joe’s actions in lighting a cigarette. ‘Got it in one, my son. If I’d taken Wiggins’s offer, I’d probably save a few bob on the year, but I don’t know how many outlets I’d have lost because the deliveries didn’t arrive on time. Both Tullet and Wiggins are general hauliers. They only make money when wheels are turning and the trailers are loaded, but Tullet will guarantee me a vehicle any time, any day, anywhere. If I need one pallet delivering to a supermarket in, say, Bristol, Ronnie Tullet would have a vehicle here, and he’d send it to Bristol carrying just the one pallet if he had to. Wiggins couldn’t guarantee that. What’s more, if I needed a trailer, and Tullet’s nearest driver was in, let’s say, Glasgow, he’d bring that lorry back empty to make sure I had the trailer I needed. Ronnie had other contracts, but ours was his biggest, and he would move heaven and earth to make sure that my beer got to the cash-and-carry’s, supermarkets, and off-licences when it was due, not when he had the time. Wiggins wouldn’t guarantee that, so he didn’t get the contract. It’s that simple.’

	Joe understood immediately. From a business point of view, it wasn’t just a matter of common sense but imperative. If he ran out of bacon, he would run to the nearest supplier rather than wait for a delivery, just to make sure he had what his customers wanted.

	‘What’s the situation now that Ronnie’s dead?’

	Smedley shrugged and puffed on his cigarette. ‘As far as I’m concerned, nothing changes. I know he was struggling, but I also know – because we had a meeting about it – that he was looking at restructuring the company. You know the score, Joe. Cost-cutting wherever he can. But he still assured me that Sanford Brewery was his absolute priority. Obviously, it’s too early for me to speak to Mercy and with this virus business, it’s not particularly urgent. The few consignments we’re sending out, are still being collected by Tullet’s drivers, and they’re still delivering on time. Best person to speak to about that is Mercy.’

	‘That’s in hand. Sheila knows her, and she’ll speak to her.’ Joe chewed the situation over in his mind. If he were with Smedley in person, what would he ask? ‘Without giving too much away, Adam, when did these negotiations take place… with Wiggins, I mean?’

	‘Oh… er… just before Christmas. Beginning of December.’ Smedley laughed. ‘It was a short meeting, mate. I’d already signed the deal with Tullett’s earlier in the day, and I knew what Wiggins wanted when he made the appointment. I gave him a flat no.  If he could have offered me guarantees the way Ronnie did, it might have been different, but when I put that to him, he refused. Gave me the usual line about how his was a professional outfit, not a tuppenny-ha’penny job like Tullet’s.’

	‘How did he take it?’

	‘How does he take anything when he doesn’t get his own way?’

	Joe signalled his understanding with a nod. ‘Next question is a bit close to the bone. How come you ended up with only two poisoned bottles of beer?’

	Smedley sighed and puffed on his cigarette, taking his time about answering. ‘We don’t know that there were only two. We’ve recalled the entire consignment. That’s not as big an issue as you might think. We don’t sell India Pale Ale these days. Very little call for it. We brew just one tun, and reserve it for just a few customers. The particular batch we’re talking about, came out of the tun in October last year, since when we’ve sent out three separate consignments; Bradworth, Tullet, and a third customer in Grimsby, fella named Gerry Wilson. Bradworth’s has already come back, and the rest of his bottles were clean and green. We’re waiting for Tullet’s and we’ve been in touch with Wilson in Grimsby, we expect his back any day now.’

	A puzzled frown crossed Joe’s brow. ‘What I don’t understand, Adam, is why you didn’t recall all the lot when Bradworth’s bottle was analysed.’

	Smedley shrugged. ‘Why would we? I’m not arguing that his beer wasn’t tampered with, but for all we knew, it could have been one of his employees. There was nothing to suggest that it was poisoned when it left our premises, and we had the tun checked seven ways from Sunday. The stuff didn’t get in the bottles during the brewing process. Course, when Ronnie went down the other day, it was a different matter, and we acted right away. We haven’t got Tullet’s crates back, nor Wilson’s, but we’ve instructed Tullet’s family and Wilson himself, to get them back to us ASAP. Naturally, your Gemma’s lot will be looking at them before we get any of it back.’

	Joe crushed out his cigarette. ‘Another touchy question. What are the chances of those bottles having been poisoned at your warehouse?’

	‘Ask me another. If they were, and we find the culprit, I’ll go to town on him. Whatever the cops might do to him won’t be a candle to what I’ll do. But to be honest, Joe, it’s not likely. We’re testing other brews at random, and so far – touch wood—’ Smedley tapped his desk. ‘— We’ve found nothing untoward. It seems as though the India Pale Ale was targeted, and as far as I’m concerned, that means it’s someone aiming at Norman Bradworth or Ronnie Tullet or Gerry Wilson.’

	It made absolute sense to Joe. ‘And he put one bottle in each consignment because he didn’t know which crates would be delivered to which customer at the time?’

	‘Assuming it happened here and not after the crates had left us, that’s exactly the way I see it too.’

	Joe frowned again. ‘In that case, Adam, it has to be someone who knows about your arrangements with the three customers.’

	‘True, but it’s no big secret. Thanks to our drivers talking shop at The Lazy Luncheonette, most of Sanford knows that we supply Tullet, half of Huddersfield is probably aware that we supply Bradworth, and for all I know, most of Grimsby knows that Wilson has a taste for our India Pale Ale.’

	‘And who delivers these crates? Your boys, Tullet or… who?’

	‘Tullet Haulage takes Ronnie’s and they also deliver the crates to both Grimsby and Huddersfield.’

	‘But they’re not marked for the specific customer until they’re actually ready for leaving your warehouse and loaded for delivery?’

	‘Correct. On the day of dispatch, we label the crates accordingly.’

	Right away it occurred to Joe that they would find at least one poisoned bottle in the consignment sent to Grimsby. When he said as much, Smedley blanched.

	‘Just what we bloody need.’

	‘Has it not occurred to anyone, then, that one of Tullet’s drivers could be responsible? Or even his family.’

	‘Your Gemma is probably working on that angle, and don’t get me wrong, Joe, but I hope so. At least it puts us in the clear.’

	Joe chewed over the things he had learned. ‘The one thing that does occur to me is it would be bloody difficult for Wiggins to have done it. I don’t see how he could have got access to the bottles. Now, listen, Adam, I don’t wanna take up much more of your time, but I spoke to our Gemma, and she told me that there’s some niggle between your drivers and Tullet’s. She hinted that your drivers don’t like contractors taking work which they think should be theirs.’

	‘Over-egging the pudding, Joe. Some of the lads don’t like it, but it’s not serious. We have enough to do supplying the pubs and clubs in Sanford, never mind gallivanting all over the country delivering to supermarkets and cash and carry’s. No, Joe, you’re barking up the wrong tree. I’m not saying it can’t be one of my employees, but it’s unlikely. As for Wiggins being on the list of suspects, well, so he should be… no matter how difficult it would be for him to get at the beer.’

	 



Chapter Six

	Lockdown did not trouble Sheila quite so much as it did her two friends. Her sons, Peter junior, and Aaron, both lived in the United States, and she usually saw them just once a year when she flew to America or they came to Sanford. For the rest of the time, she kept in touch via video conferencing software.

	Even so, having to maintain contact with Joe, Brenda and other friends from the 3rd Age Club using the same method was an irritation but with clichés like ‘proof of the pudding’ at the forefront of the mind, the rate of coronavirus infection was declining and so were the number of deaths. A sense of responsibility went with the Riley mindset. Her late husband, Peter, was a police inspector (uniformed) she was a former school secretary. Their respective careers involved responsible behaviour, and even though she had left the demands of an educational establishment behind, that degree of responsible behaviour remained. She did not, therefore, complain about the restrictions placed upon the Great British public. Instead, she dealt with it.

	She guessed that Brenda suffered even more than Joe, for no other reason than she was more reliant upon her social life. No matter what the circumstances, Joe would spend several evenings a week alone at home, Brenda would not. Nothing near as bad as her reputation, she nevertheless liked to be out and about, dining with friends, drinking with the same friends, and she averaged only one or two nights per week at home.

	Joe’s major problem would be The Lazy Luncheonette. Operating only as a takeaway, it would be leaking money, and as if that were not bad enough, his health problems, distinctly minor in his opinion, prevented him from being there. Joe was a hands-on manager/proprietor. No matter how well his nephew, Lee, and Lee’s wife, Cheryl, could run the business, Joe preferred to be there in person.

	The news that he had been commissioned to clear Eric Wiggins’s name in the death of Ronnie Tullett would, Sheila assumed, come as a source of relief on two fronts. It would help occupy his mind, give him something to think about, and the fees would go to shore up The Lazy Luncheonette’s flagging finances.

	From that point of view, Sheila was happy to help, but the downside to that was having to talk to Mercy Tullett.

	She did not know Mercy well, and her opinion, delivered to Joe and Brenda earlier, that the woman was a snob was based upon the few occasions they had met; that and her linguistic affectations, some of which were so absurd that they made her a laughingstock. Where, for example, had the woman got the idea that the word “pounds” should be pronounced as “pineds”?

	‘You are asking questions, Mrs Riley, that are none of your concern. If my husband and I owed a million pineds, it’s nothing to do with you.’

	‘I understand that, Mercy, but as matters stand, an innocent man has been accused of Ronnie’s murder, and a part of that accusation is the fact that your company is in financial difficulties. Joe Murray would have called you himself, but he suspects that you wouldn’t speak to him.’

	‘And he would be right. He’s such a common little man.’

	Sheila struggled to control her irritation. Whatever his faults, Joe was streets ahead of this pretentious woman. Joe often described himself as WYSIWYG: what you see is what you get, and Sheila could find no argument against that. She had watched him deal with senior police officers, politicians, overbearing business executives and make friends with the billionaire Sir Douglas Ballantyne, and throughout it all, Joe remained Joe. No airs, no graces, nothing but the basic Joe Murray.

	Compare that to Mercy Tullett. When Joe called earlier, he was hanging about the house wearing only a pair of jogging pants and a vest. Mercy wore a sombre twinset, augmented with a pearl necklace and matching, gold brooch with a single pearl at its heart; the kind of attire which might be necessary for a mayoral reception, but was hardly comfortable for a morning mooching around the house.

	Sheila phrased her next words carefully. ‘Putting aside your unwarranted opinion of Joe, at some point, the police will begin asking questions concerning the company finances, if only to ascertain that neither you, nor Tarquin, nor Prudence decided to get rid of Ronnie, and—’

	Mercy cut her off. ‘How dare you suggest such a thing?’

	‘If I don’t, the police will. No one is accusing you or your children of anything. But as I was trying to say, the police will look into the company finances, and if you are assured of anything, Mercy, it’s that Joe is discreet. Whatever information you give him, via me, will go no further. My late husband, as I’m sure you’re aware, was a police officer, and I hold the law in the highest esteem, but I can’t guarantee that the details of Tullett Haulage’s finances will not make the front pages of the Sanford Gazette.’

	Mercy reached towards her laptop, and for a moment Sheila was worried that she was going to cut the connection. At the last moment, she paused.

	‘I refuse to divulge any figures, but suffice it to say that our overdraft is in six figures. However, Ronald was involved in negotiations with the bank and Sanford Brewery, and we have restructuring plans agreed.’

	‘Good. I’m pleased to hear it. May I ask, were you involved in those negotiations?’

	‘Not directly. Naturally, we attended the brewery. All four of us; Ronald, Prudence, Tarquin and I, but only Ronald and Tarquin sat in on the negotiations. We were asked to wait in the staff canteen of all places.’ 

	Sheila made a note of it. ‘You drew up plans, you say. Will they involve redundancies? Job losses?’

	‘Once again, I’m not sure I should be telling you.’

	‘The police will ask.’

	‘Yes. It’s likely that we will have to scale back the operation and that will inevitably lead to some job losses. Hopefully, they will be voluntary redundancies. Early retirement, and the like.’

	‘Thank you, Mercy. One final question. Eric Wiggins has made it known that he offered to buy out your company. Now that Ronald has passed away, I assume the decision will be yours. Are you likely to sell?’

	Mercy’s nose turned up. ‘To Wiggins? He’s even more common than your friend Murray, and I will never sell out to him. I will close the company down first.’

	‘Is that your prerogative? You see, as I understand the situation, Ronald had the majority of shares. What’s the situation now? Do you and your children all have an equal say?’

	‘Mind your own business.’

	Sheila did not have time to say more before Mercy cut the connection.

	* * *

	If Sheila was having a tough time of it with Mercy, Brenda found Prudence downright offensive.

	Just the right side of forty, unmarried but living with a permanent partner, with two children of her own, she was hanging around the house in her pyjamas when she made the connection. Brenda could forgive that. She had occasional pyjama days, too, but she did not slouch around the settee having neither washed nor showered, and neither did she arrive in the living room or kitchen without at least running a brush through her hair.

	Furthermore, when people called her, people she knew, she did not greet them with a yawn and a demanding, ‘What do you want?’

	‘It’s about your father’s death.’

	‘Huh. That.’

	Brenda knew – because Mercy was at pains to tell everyone – that the Tullets had spent a fortune on their daughter’s education. She also knew that Prudence was a qualified solicitor, who spoke with almost perfect enunciation. But anyone could be forgiven for thinking otherwise. Trapped at home in the lockdown, Prudence appeared to have reverted to the plain, outspoken and thoroughly Sanford girl she was before Mercy and Ronnie sent her off to an exclusive college for young ladies.

	‘First, allow me to offer my condolences.’

	‘Served the silly old sod right. He was told to pack the smoking in years ago, and he didn’t. Tobacco and asthma don’t mix, do they?’

	‘Prudence, you do know that your father was poisoned don’t you?’

	‘Yep, and a waste of battery acid that was. Anything would have done the trick, even washing up liquid.’

	Brenda felt her gorge beginning to rise at the lack of interest.

	‘Anyway, what’s it got to do with you?’ Prudence demanded.

	‘We’ve been hired, Joe Murray, Sheila Riley and I, to look into it and clear the name of a man who’s suspected of carrying out the attack.’

	‘Wiggins, you mean?’

	‘The very same. As we look into it, we realise how difficult it would be for him to do it. But we also realised just how easy it would be for you.’

	Prudence reacted with predictable vehemence. ‘Listen to me, you cow—’

	‘You should be thankful we’re in lockdown, Pru, because if you said that to my face, I’d deck you.’

	‘You’d need another half dozen on your side before you could try.’

	Brenda elected to ignore the threat. ‘Simple question. Have you visited Sanford Brewery since Christmas.’

	‘Bog off. Mind your own bloody business.’

	‘I’ll take that as a yes. We know that you and your brother, and your snobby old lady wanted your father to sell up when Wiggins offered to buy, but he wouldn’t. Shuffling him out of the way would be an easy way to get round that.’

	Prudence waved a shaking finger at the webcam. ‘You utter that to one other person and I’ll sue you for every penny.’ She jabbed the finger at the screen and it went blank.

	 



Chapter Seven

	Joe had a similar, though slightly less fractious interlude with Tarquin, during which the youngest Tullett found the thin accusations against him, his mother and sister, more amusing than annoying.

	Joe was surprised to find Tarquin not only working from home, but wearing a collar and tie. Or maybe it wasn’t such a surprise. He knew that the man was in his mid-thirties, a few years younger than his sister, and having refused point blank to join the family company, he had signed on with a Manchester-based management consultancy. Working from home during the lockdown, he would nevertheless be obliged to talk with clients, albeit over video link, and would be expected to put on the necessary appearance.

	‘You couldn’t be further from the truth, Murray.’ The years spent at some private school had all but knocked the Sanford brogue out of him, and when he spoke it was with a perfect classless accent. ‘But that’s typical of an amateur, armchair detective, like you, isn’t it?’ 

	Joe refused to put on any kind of verbal airs even when dealing with a man so well-educated, confident and brimming with self-importance. ‘So amateur I’m being paid a healthy fee for proving that the prime suspect not only didn’t do it, but couldn’t have. And this hasn’t come out of thin air, you know. We have it on good authority that you and your sister and your mother wanted Ronnie to sell up.’

	‘Perfectly true.’

	‘But he turned Eric Wiggins’s offer down flat.’

	‘Again, quite true.’

	‘We also know how much under the thumb Ronnie was. Mercy always wore the pants in your house. She wanted him to sell, he wouldn’t, you and Prudence lost out on your share of the spoils, so what better way for you to get what you want by shuffling the old man off?’

	‘A sterling piece of assumption based on what? Hearsay? Take it to court, Murray. My sister will tear you to pieces. Better yet, let me tear you to pieces.’

	Joe made a point of rolling a cigarette and taking a healthy drink from a beaker of tea. When he was ready, he invited, ‘Go on. I’m listening.’

	‘I imagine that everyone in Sanford knows about my mother’s awful pretensions, and they also knew that, as you said, father spent his life doing as he was ordered. What they don’t know is just how tough the old boy could be when it suited him. When Eric Wiggins came knocking, we wanted him to sell. My mother ordered him to sell. He refused. There was a terrible row about it. Him against the three of us. According to you, we were losing out on our share of the spoils. According to me, we were thinking of him. Wiggins offer was adequate. It would have cleared off the company debts and left the family with a few thousand to be split according to our share values. My cut would have been less than ten grand. Do you seriously imagine I would murder the old fool for such a piffling sum? In a good year, I can earn four times that amount.’

	Joe pointed to himself. ‘This amateur detective has known people murdered for a lot less.’

	‘Yes, well, in this instance, you’re cocking your leg up against the wrong lamp post, and I will explain why. I’m a business consultant. It’s what I do for a living. The old man asked me to draw up a rescue plan, and that is exactly what I did. I drew up a plan to restructure the company, and facilitate its debt reduction. Naturally, I didn’t charge him. He and I had a meeting with the senior men at Sanford Brewery and the bank’s representatives, and they agreed to my plan. Largely Adam Smedley’s doing, of course. He needed Tullett Haulage as a going concern, and not a subsidiary of Wiggins Trucking.’ Tarquin leaned into the camera to ensure Joe got the message. ‘Why would I go to the trouble of poisoning the old boy? Especially three months after the event? The simplest course of action for me would be to present a plan which neither the bank nor Sanford Brewery would find acceptable, leaving father no alternative but to sell up or call in the receivers.’

	Joe had to admit, if only to himself, that the logic could not be beaten. Even so, the activities of most killers often defied logic, and money was not the only motive for murder. Taking Tarquin at his word, money was not at the heart of this case, but revenge might well be. 

	‘So you attended this meeting. Were you there to the death?’

	‘I was there until the contracts were signed. Contracts which guaranteed Tullett Haulage work with Sanford Brewery for the next three years.’

	‘And then you and your old man came away happy and together, did you?’

	‘Not quite. There’s a process known as consolidation. After you’ve struck a deal, you stay put for a while, chatting about the weather, football, holidays, your latest bit on the side, anything but business. Naturally, you wouldn’t understand that. How much consolidation does it need after throwing bacon sandwiches to your patrons?’

	‘You’re beginning to get up my nose, lad.’

	‘Good. It means one of us has achieved a satisfactory outcome in respect of this idiotic conversation.’ Tarquin paused to let the insult strike home. ‘I left father with Smedley. The bank representatives went on their way, and I joined mother and Pru in the brewery canteen. Wiggins was there, too, along with his chauffer. It gave me the opportunity to goad him like I’ve been goading you.’

	Joe frowned. ‘What was he doing there?’

	‘He was due to meet with Smedley. Bidding for the contract.’ Tarquin laughed. ‘I told him he was wasting his time, but he didn’t want to listen. Bloody fool even turned up at the house later that day. Jacked up his offer by about ten percent. The old man told him to clear off and Wiggins threatened Armageddon. You know what he’s like. A pushy, arrogant loudmouth.’

	‘He reminds me of you.’ Joe was content that the shaft struck home. ‘Now…’

	Tarquin cut the connection, leaving Joe looking at his own, irritated face on the webcam.

	Joe cursed himself and the lockdown. He had more questions for Tarquin, and face-to-face, the younger Tullett would not have been able to walk away. He would have answered.

	Joe closed the lid of his laptop, putting the machine to sleep, and made his way to the kitchen. It was one o’clock in the afternoon, three hours since Wiggins rang, and during that time he had learned little. Sheila and Brenda had reported their respective conversations with Mercy and Prudence, but they had produced little of a positive nature.

	Preparing a beaker of tea, waiting for the kettle to boil, he asked himself what he would do if he was not subject to lockdown conditions.

	Given the information at his disposal, he would first ask to see the brewery production area and the warehouse where the contaminated bottles must have been stored. From there, he would draw up a fresh list of suspects, and badger them one by one. It was something he was proficient at, and notwithstanding the number of times it had led him into trouble, he persisted in the habit.

	All of which was beyond him as matters stood. It was, as he suspected when he first accepted Wiggins’s commission, too easy for people to lie, refuse to answer, or as Tarquin had demonstrated, and Mercy with Sheila and Prudence with Brenda, cut the connection.

	Returning from the kitchen, he lifted the lid of the laptop, woke it up and opening the conferencing software once more, rang Sheila and Brenda.

	Once the connection was made, he outlined his problem. For once, as bored as him, they listened without interruption, until he asked them for their observations.

	Sheila was the first to respond. ‘Only one. You’re pursuing this, Joe, as if the bottles were contaminated at the brewery. But let me ask you this; it might have been easy for a stranger to nip into the brewery warehouse, but planting bottles in different crates, would have taken time, and surely someone would have spotted him.’

	Joe realised at once that it was a huge hole in his basic theory, and he hastened to plug the gap. ‘If the crates were already marked for delivery, he could have dropped one bottle in the top crate of each stack.’

	‘And what did he do with the bottles he took out?’ Brenda asked. ‘Think, Joe. You’re saying he could have done it quickly by substituting a normal bottle with a poisoned one. So what did he do with those he’s substituted? Could he really walk out of the warehouse with three, four, half a dozen bottles of beer hidden about his person? Someone would have had him, Joe.’

	Sheila batted at his defences. ‘By the same token, if he actually poured the battery acid into different bottles, it would have taken time, once again, and I’m certain someone would have seen him. I’m sorry, Joe, but you have it wrong. However the contaminated bottles got into the crates, it’s not likely to have happened at the brewery.’

	It was left to Brenda to summarise the position. ‘Failing a Freddie Potts or Dennis Morgan lookalike, you have to accept that the stuff was contaminated in the brewing process.’

	Joe shook his head. ‘The police would have found that by now. No, this was just a few bottles. It was a targeted attack, and it was aimed at Tullett or Bradworth or this Wilson sort who lives in Grimsby.’

	 



Chapter Eight

	At two o’clock, Joe rang his niece once more, and over the course of another irritable conversation, ascertained that the brewery production process was not at fault. It was, indeed, sample bottles which had been deliberately contaminated.

	‘We don’t know that any of the three recipients were the actual target. It could be a disgruntled employee having a go at the brewery.’

	Given the background information on the business war between Tullett Haulage and Wiggins Trucking, Joe doubted it, but he refrained from saying so. He had already got too much wrong without trailing off on another blind alley.

	He put in a second call to Adam Smedley who at least was pleased to hear from him.

	‘Tell me something, Adam, how come you’re still using Tullett for your supermarket deliveries while you’re laying your draymen off?’

	‘We do use some of our boys, Joe, but only for the local area. You have to understand that Tullett’s drivers know the deliveries, my people don’t, so from that point of view, it’s expedient. Tullett’s people will get there on time. Aside from that, those places at the other end of the country, are just too far for our men. We’d end up sending them hundreds of miles and we wouldn’t get them back for a couple of days. Beyond that, of course, we have a contract with Tullett’s, and that contract specifies that we will guarantee them a number of deliveries. Coronavirus aside, we’re trying our best to hold up our end of that contract.’

	Joe accepted the explanation. Another blind alley, but one he had expected. ‘Can I just refer back to this meeting in December between you and Tullett and the bank? Tarquin Tullett – don’t you feel sorry for the poor sod with a name like that? Tarquin assures me that he was present.’

	Smedley laughed. ‘He was. In fact, he was the one who put the plan together and pitched it to me. Credit where it’s due, Joe, that boy knows his stuff. It was a good deal for us, it was a better deal for Tullett’s.’

	‘Good. I’m pleased to hear it. Tarquin also told me that he bumped into Wiggins in the canteen while you were – quote – consolidating the deal with Ronnie.’

	‘That’s correct. Wiggins was pencilled in for two o’clock that afternoon, and as always he turned up early. Him and that bloody chauffeur… What’s his name? Morgan. Nasty piece of work, that man.’

	Joe’s heart rate increased. ‘Dennis Morgan?’

	‘That’s the fella.’

	‘This is important, Adam. Did Morgan get into your warehouse?’

	‘He might have done. No one said anything to me. But I’ll tell you now, he didn’t poison those bottles. He couldn’t because one of Tullett’s drivers had already collected the consignment that morning. No, Joe, whoever it was, it wasn’t Morgan.’

	But Joe knew differently. After a few moments of inconsequential chat, he cut the connection, sat back and considered the situation.

	He knew what had happened, he knew how and when the contamination had been carried out and he knew who, but he had no proof, and the people who might be able to supply that proof were not speaking to him, Sheila or Brenda.

	He took a chance, and recalling the contact details Sheila had given him, called Mercy.

	She made the connection, and almost cut it off immediately.

	‘Just hold your horses, Mercy.’

	‘I made it clear to Mrs Riley this morning that I have nothing more to—’

	Joe’s frustration finally got the better of him. ‘For god’s sake, woman, for once in your life try shutting your mouth and opening your ears.’

	‘How dare you?’

	‘Do you want to know who killed Ronnie?’

	‘I refuse to be spoken to like that by a common… What? What did you say?’

	‘I know who killed Ronnie. Or at least, I think I do, but I need your help. The day of the conference at the brewery, where Ronnie secured the contract extension, Tarquin assures me that Eric Wiggins was in the canteen along with you people. He also told me that Wiggins turned up at your place later that afternoon. Is that correct?’

	‘Yes, it is. Ronald told him where to go.’

	‘Good on him. Now this is important. Wiggins’s chauffeur, Dennis Morgan. Did he go anywhere near your warehouse?’

	‘I wouldn’t know.’

	‘Do you have CCTV covering the yard and the warehouse?’

	‘Yes, we do, but before you ask, we don’t save the recordings unless something has happened.’

	Joe cursed silently. ‘Does Barry Craven still work for you?’

	‘He’s our head technician.’

	‘You mean your foreman mechanic. Do me a favour, Mercy. Get onto Barry, and ask him to contact me either by phone or video on this connection. I’ll be waiting to hear from him, and tell him it’s urgent.’

	He did not wait for Mercy to agree, but cut the connection and then began to pace the room, waiting for Barry Craven to call back.

	It was less than five minutes, before Joe made the connection and stared into the smiling, bearded face of Barry Craven, a man who had worked at Tullet Haulage ever since he left school, who now held the (theoretical) exalted position of workshop foreman.

	He would be in his mid-forties now, but Joe remembered him from the days when he called into The Lazy Luncheonette, or Joe’s Cafe as it was then, after school.

	‘Hey up, Joe. Looking for someone to carry your pies to Aberdeen, are you?’

	‘I don’t think they could stand the journey. Didn’t Mercy tell you what it was about, Barry?’

	‘Nope. She just told me to call you. So what is it? That old car of yours clapped out?’

	‘It’s about Dennis Morgan, Eric Wiggins’s chauffeur.’

	Craven’s features darkened. ‘Oh, him. I caught him in the warehouse before Christmas. Looked like he was trying to nick a few bottles of beer, until I chased him out.’

	‘He didn’t turn on you?’

	Craven laughed. ‘He’s in his sixties, Joe. His fighting days are over. If he’d tried it with me, I’d have minced him up and sold him to you for those same pies.’

	‘Thanks, Barry. That’s all I needed to know.’

	Joe killed the connection and put in a fourth call to his niece. She greeted him with typical annoyance. ‘What is this, Joe. Are you so bored that you can’t think of anything better to do than wind me up?’

	‘I’m cracking the case for you, Gemma, same as always. The poisoned pale ale. The man you’re looking for is Dennis Morgan, Eric Wiggins’s chauffeur, and if you need confirmation, speak to Barry Craven at Tullett Haulage. He caught Morgan in the warehouse, but Craven assumed that Morgan was trying to steal bottles of beer. He wasn’t. He was substituting the real thing for the poisoned stuff.’

	‘How sure are you?’

	‘A hundred and ten percent. Pull him in, put him under pressure and he’ll cough.’

	‘All I can say, Joe, is you’d better be right.’

	* * *

	It was ten o’clock the following morning when Gemma rang again. Joe was in conference with Sheila and Brenda and added her to the loop.

	‘Do you know how annoying you are, Joe?’

	Brenda laughed. ‘He got it wrong, did he, Gemma?’

	‘Unfortunately, not, Brenda. In fact, he had it bang on.’

	Joe luxuriated in his feeling of triumph. ‘Don’t I always? And this time, I did it without leaving the house.’

	Gemma wagged the disapproving finger at the screen. ‘Which is a bloody good job, because if you had left the house, I’d have given you a ticket for breaching coronavirus regulations. I do have some bad news for you. Did Wiggins pay you upfront?’

	‘Fifty percent of it. It was in the bank yesterday. I’ll be claiming the other half later this morning.’

	‘No you won’t. We’ve arrested Wiggins, too. Like you said, when we put him under pressure, Morgan admitted it. All right, so we told him a few porkies. We said we had him on CCTV as well as a witness statement from Barry Craven, and he coughed. But he said that it wasn’t his idea, and he didn’t put the battery acid in the bottles. He only opened them for Wiggins, and then resealed them. It was Wiggins who ordered him to plant the poisoned bottles. And talking of them, we found a second bottle in Tullett’s consignment which was contaminated. We have Morgan bang to rights. Wiggins is denying everything, but to be honest, Morgan had no motive. He never worked for Tullett, nor Bradworth in Huddersfield, nor Wilson in Grimsby, and he never worked for the brewery, so why would he do it? It was Wiggins all right, and somewhere along the line, he’ll slip up and we’ll have him.’ Gemma smiled. ‘But you won’t get the balance of your fee.’

	Joe scowled. ‘Thank you, Gemma. You’ve made a happy man feel very old.’

	He cut the connection to avoid their laughter.

	THE END

	 


 

	All books by David W Robinson

	The Sanford 3rd Age Club Mysteries

	The Filey Connection

	The I-spy Murders

	A Halloween Homicide

	A Murder for Christmas

	Murder at the Murder Mystery Weekend

	My Deadly Valentine

	The Chocolate Egg Murders

	The Summer Wedding Murder

	Costa del Murder

	Christmas Crackers

	Death in Distribution

	A Theatrical Murder

	Killing in the Family

	Trial by Fire

	Peril in Palmanova

	The Squire’s Lodge Murders

	Murder on the Treasure Hunt

	A Cornish Killing

	Merry Murders Everyone

	A Tangle in Tenerife

	Tis the Season to be Murdered

	Confusion in Cleethorpes

	Murder on the Movie Set: 

	A Deadly Twixmas

	Naked Murder

	Murder at the Christmas Meddlercon

	Missing with Menaces

	Bridlington Bedlam

	Murder on the Christmas Ghost Hunt

	 

	Special Editions

	Tales from the Lazy Luncheonette Casebook

	Boxed Set #1

	Boxed Set #2

	 

	Mrs Capper’s Casebooks

	Mrs Capper’s Christmas

	Death at the Wool Fair

	Blackmail at the Ballot Box: 

	Exit Page Ten:

	A Professional Dilemma

	Murder at Christmas Manor

	A Call to Murder

	Death of Innocence

	Death at the Diet Club

	The Christmas Festival Murder

	A Quizzical Drowning

	Scarborough Not Fair

	A Cryptic Christmas Cat-Nabbing

	A Body in the Graveyard

	Box set

	The Midthorpe Mysteries

	A case of Missing on Midthorpe

	A case of Bloodshed in Benidorm

	SPOOKIES Paranormal Mysteries

	The Haunting of Melmerby Manor

	The Man in Black

	Feyer & Drake

	The Anagramist

	The Frame

	I C Crypt

	Boxed Set

	 

	Stand-alone

	The Cutter


cover.jpeg
‘\©\\ A Sanford 3rd Age Club Mystery ,'@//

Liguidated
in
Lockdown

David W Robinson





images/image.jpeg





