Deaf Justice


(
Three months to retirement this shouldn’t be happening.  The gunshot exploded so close to Dan Polatc’s left ear it almost ruptured his eardrum.  Pain flared up the side of his face.  His eyes bulged as they tried to take in the red and gold Christmas parcel, torn open and strewn across the vomit green carpet, and his partner holding up his arms in a vain attempt at self-protection.  The look on Mac’s face said it all.  The end.  Officer down.  Game over.

Christmas music played in the background even though it was only October.  Police radios crackled a warning that came too late.  And Dan Polatc couldn’t believe that only two hours ago he’d been sitting at the Burger King drive-thru with a milkshake as his best friend dropped the bombshell.

(
“Come on Mac.  You can’t do this to me.”

“Sorry mate.  Yours is banana isn’t it?”

Mac took Dan’s milkshake and swapped it for banana.  Both shakes looked about the same colour.  Mac’s vanilla was maybe slightly less yellow than Dan’s pretending banana.  The flavour didn’t differ much either although Mac had almost thrown up once when he sucked a lump of banana puree by mistake.  He pulled the blue Vauxhall Astra away from the drive-thru and parked the CID car in a bay overlooking the crossroads.  He switched the engine off.  Traffic lights pulsed a constant flow of cars and lorries out of town, filtering some of them left passed Burger King and the rest of them out towards Thornton.  Typical mid-afternoon traffic.

The milkshake muddle wasn’t Dan’s only grievance today.

“I mean.  Christ.  Three months.  You can give me that can’t you?”

“The job’s there now.  If I wait I could lose it.”

Dan sucked on his straw and the cold struck pain into his temples.  He always sucked too hard.  His eyes watered.  He turned away, not wanting Mac to get the wrong idea.  They had been a team for the last four years, the longest purple patch in his thirty years of service, and retiring from the job he loved was hard enough without Mac jumping ship three months early.  They had a great working relationship.  They understood each other’s moves.  Having to work alone, or worse still with some wet behind the ears youngster, for his last three months was unthinkable.

The Team 2 Crime Managers sat in silence for a moment and then both slurped milkshake in unison.  You see?  That’s what he meant.  They were like two peas in a pod.  Synchronised swimmers.  The hand inside the glove puppet, although he wasn’t sure who was the puppet.  His final days would be purgatory without Mac.  Like cutting his right hand off.

A siren started up across the valley and their radios sparked into life.  A brief squawk of static then the operator asked Alpha Two to repeat the number.  One of the patrol units was PNCing a suspect car while trying to blue light and siren it to a stop.

Mac’s hand dropped to the ignition key and waited.

The siren was turned off.  The car had pulled over.  A brief flurry of radio messages proved that it wasn’t stolen and there were no outstanding warrants on the driver.  Mac relaxed.  Dan sucked another mouthful of banana milkshake.  The pursuit was two miles away up the other side of the canal but if it had become an officer-needs-assistance call then everyone would have responded.  Even a plainclothes unit with no blue lights or siren.  Someone had stolen their portable blue light two weeks ago.  Probably Vice Squad.

“Fuckin’ mortgage advisor.  Where’s the fun in that?”

“It’s a living.”

“It’s a waste of life.”

Same old argument.  Mac slammed his milkshake on the dashboard.

“Look Dan.  You’ve had thirty years of this.  I’ve only had eight.  That means after you leave, I’ll have twenty-two with some other...”

His voice drifted off.  Not wanting to sound too maudlin.  It was the nature of the job that you work different beats and different departments and with different partners but on the front line that working relationship becomes precious.  Dan didn’t reply.  They both knew what Mac meant.  Dan felt guilty for bringing it up.  He tapped his milkshake and nodded.

“Yeh well.  You know.”

“Banana.  Sorry.  It won’t happen again.”

Another bout of synchronised slurping.  Banana and vanilla.  The radio crackled into life and Jane shouted their call sign.  Dan used the car mike.

“Alpha Nine Zero.  Go ahead.”

“Nine Zero.  We need a forward RV point for Great Horton Road.”

They both looked at each other.  There was only one reason for setting up a forward rendezvous point.  They waited for the rest of the message.

“ARVs enroute.  Reports of a man with a gun.”

Armed Response Vehicles.  The firearms cowboys who always had to rendezvous miles away from the gunman while a plainclothes unit scoped out the threat level.  Dan smiled at his partner and raised his eyebrows.  Mac pointed at the ground.  Dan nodded then pressed the transmit button.

“Alpha Nine Zero.  Burger King.  Thornton Road.  We’ll be there in five.”

(
The man with a gun was Wylie Stateman.  According to the anonymous call from a payphone opposite his flat on Great Horton Road he’d been waving the gun around in the street threatening to kill himself and anyone who tried to stop him.  The emergency call started a chain reaction that ended with the Team 2 Crime Managers doing a covert drive-by half an hour later.  Dan glared out of the window.

“If we get him in the ambulance this time.  Fuck the arrest figures.”

Mac nodded his agreement as he drove slowly past the front of Anchovy Court.  Dan watched the sheltered housing complex with its flat roofs and crisscross footpaths as it drifted by.  Number 7 was in a passageway beneath the first floor flats that led from the front path to the car park at the rear.  

“And fuck the Chief Inspector too.”

With three months to retirement he could afford to say that and he could afford to ignore the Team 2 arrest figures that had become the bane of every working copper’s life.  Ridiculous statistics that set one team against another trying to get top marks for the month and reducing sensible policing to a game of one-upmanship.  The last time they’d been called to Wylie Stateman’s attempt suicide by police, statistics were exactly what caused him to still be on the streets.

That had been six months ago.  Stateman had already threatened to shoot himself with a plastic Walther PPK on a train into town.  British Transport Police disarmed him and sent him home with a stiff warning not to do it again.  Just to make sure they gave him the Walther PPK back, cementing the real police’s low opinion of the BTP.

Stateman had gone home but then started threatening local residents with the Walther.  Long story short.  Dan and Mac had popped in for a chat and talked the manic-depressive into handing the toy gun over while the ARVs twiddled their thumbs at the rendezvous point.  He was a psychiatric patient who’d been farmed out to Care in the Community and should really be in a secure hospital ward.  He simply couldn’t cope with life on the outside.  Mac called an ambulance.  Dan had a quiet word with the paramedics who agreed to take him to St Leonard’s for assessment.  Problem solved.  Stateman was a medical problem now.  They would have to find him a bed in a secure unit where he should have been anyway.

Then it all went horribly wrong.  The Chief Inspector stepped in and ordered Dan to arrest Stateman on firearms offences, crime it, and have him interviewed at Ecclesfield Police Station.  The paramedics backed off.  Despite arguing until he was blue in the face Dan couldn’t sway the ranking officer.  The prospect of recording a detected Crime, an Arrest, and an Offender Brought To Justice, outweighed the practicalities of arresting a mental patient.  No interview without an appropriate adult.  No appropriate adult until the force surgeon certified Stateman fit to interview.  And by that time, no beds available in the secure unit.  Refuse charge and release back to his lonely flat and a promise of a social worker’s visit.

Dan spotted the front door to Flat 7 as it came into view.  It was partly open but there was no sign of Stateman.

“There’s a space over there.”

Mac saw it too.  A parking space in a side street opposite Anchovy Court.  He reversed in so they could watch the partly open door.  Dan told the radio operator and waited.  He knew what was coming next.

“Alpha Nine Zero.  Can one of you check the rear of the target premises?”

“What for?”

“Alpha Nine Zero.  Observe radio protocol.”

“Alpha Nine Zero.  What for?”

The radio operator seemed confused for a moment whether that was what for to her first question or the use of proper radio protocol.  She guessed the former.

“Alpha Nine Zero.  ARVs need a diagram of all faces of the target premises including windows and doors allowing escape to the rear.”

Dan acknowledged but made no move to get out.  He glanced up the street at the public phone box where the initial call came from.  It was one of the old style red telephone boxes with half of the little square windows smashed.  Just across the road from Anchovy Court.

“He’s phoned this in himself again hasn’t he?”

“That’d be my guess.”

“Silly bastard wants to get himself shot.”

“Right again.”

“Shit.”

The plainclothes Crime Managers sat in the plain CID car keeping covert obs on Wylie Stateman’s front door.  Having line of sight on the gunman’s house meant the gunman had line of sight on them but this being Mr Plastic Walther PPK that didn’t worry Dan.  What worried him was the rest of Great Horton.  Unless the residents thought they were a couple of gay boys having a cosy chat the undercover brothers stood out like a sore thumb.  Everyone knew the Astra was a cop car.  Everyone knew that the two Alpha Males sitting in it were police officers.  So everyone knew that something bad was happening.

The bang on the window made Dan jump.  If it had been open he might have gassed the intruder out of habit.  The little old lady leaned a wooden tray on the side of the car.  Steam spiralled up from two mugs of tea next to an assortment of biscuits on a plate.

“Officers.  I thought you might want a cup of tea.  If you are going to be long.”

Point proved.  But a cup of tea couldn’t disguise the sinking feeling in Dan’s stomach.  He glanced at the door to Flat 7.  It was closed.

(
They decided to go with Plan B.  After they’d finished the tea and biscuits.  Plan B was pretty much the same plan they’d used last time and that was to lie.  A necessary tactic in modern policing.  There were so many restrictions from government all the way down to grass roots that it was impossible to do the job properly and adhere to force, health and safety, and government guidelines.  You’d never get anything done.

On their last visit Mac had simply knocked on the front door and got them both invited in.  Later they swore blind they’d been checking the outside of the premises, as instructed, when Stateman came out to see what was going on.  He knew them from all the burglary reports Mac had taken from him so there was no point pretending they weren’t police.  So, quick chat and recover the toy gun.

Dan put the tray on the back seat and got out of the car.  Mac locked up and they both crossed the road.  It was still early stages of the firearms operation and the decision to close the road at either side of Anchovy Court hadn’t been made yet.  The protection of innocent bystanders was number one priority.  Much higher than the protection of two unarmed plainclothes officers.  Following the shooting last Christmas of the policewoman attending an alarm call, and the traffic officer the year before, the force had imposed strict instructions whenever firearms were suspected.  Like everything else aimed at helping the front line officer though, they were quickly discarded when it suited.  It would depend on the intelligence from the scene whether to close the road or not.  The intelligence from the scene came from the two plainclothes doing a covert drive-by.

Dan didn’t think that Mr Plastic Walther PPK was going to be a problem but he quickly checked the back windows anyway.  Flat 7 was on the ground floor but didn’t have a back door.  The windows only had top openers so there was no chance of Stateman climbing out and wreaking havoc.  The flutter of concern tickled Dan’s stomach again but Mac was already at the door.  Dan came up behind him and stood slightly to one side.

The door opened after the second knock and Wylie Stateman stood in the doorway wearing a white shirt and a sloppy grin.  Mac produced his best casual smile and asked how he was doing?  Christmas music tinkled in the background.  Dan felt uneasy.  Something was wrong this time.

Stateman seemed happy to see them.  He stepped aside and invited them in.  Mac went in first but Dan hung back, letting Stateman go in second.  They now had him between them.  Good tactics in case of trouble.  The narrow hallway went straight to the living room.  The glass door was partly open, allowing the music to drift out.  Mac opened it and went through.  Dan brought up the rear, stepping into a world of vomit green carpet and Christmas presents.

(
“You managing okay after the last break in?”

Mac was playing Mr Nice Guy, a role he was well suited for, while Dan hung back and spoke quietly into his radio.  Plan B.  The target happened to come out as we were passing and we’re inside the flat now.  He turned his radio down to a murmur so it wouldn’t irritate Stateman.  Mac did the same.

“Did Social Services help replace your money?”

Part of the problem of putting mental patients in the community was that they became easy prey for the scummy drug monkeys on the council estates.  Stateman had been burgled seven times in the last year and had been at home during the last three.  What was he going to do?  He was a ten stone weakling who’d had sand kicked in his face his entire life and had a brain the size of a pea.  Any description he gave was as useful as a chocolate fireguard and even if it proved accurate he would be torn to shreds in court.  Dan and Mac had attended almost half of the burglaries and seen the effect it was having on his already fragile mental state.  Suicidal was his middle name and he wasn’t any good at that either.  That’s why he kept trying to get the police to do it for him.

The Walther PPK was on the carpet.  Dan noticed it while Mac kept Stateman talking.  An artificial tree festooned with baubles and tinsel stood on a glass coffee table.  Coloured lights flickered on and off, reflecting on the portable CD player beneath the table.  Half a dozen presents were wrapped in festive paper; a large square one in silver; a bottle shape in twisted green foil with Christmas trees on it; and a small rectangular parcel in red and gold that stood out from the vomit green carpet.

Dan leaned forward to look at the toy gun.

“Wylie.  You sly old dog you.  Bought yourself another pistola.”

He tapped it with one finger.  It was plastic but otherwise looked real enough.  Start waving it around in front of a firearms unit and they’d have to shoot then ask questions later.  Toy guns looked too real to risk being shot.

“Maybe you should have wrapped it up for Christmas.”

Dan picked it up by the trigger guard and dangled it in front of Stateman.  His radio mumbled in its harness but the volume was too low.  Mac changed his friendly face into a sad little smile.

“You’ve been making those phone calls again haven’t you?”

Stateman knelt beside the tree with a blank expression.  Dan’s radio sounded again.  More urgency in the muted voice but still no words.  The coloured lights flickered in time to the Christmas music.  Mac nodded towards the toy gun in Dan’s hand.

“Let’s see if we can help you.”

“You couldn’t help before.”

“The hospital can.”

“You couldn’t get me in hospital before.  Nothing’s changed.”

Mac was losing him.  The urgent voice on the radio drew Dan’s attention.

“Alpha Nine Zero.  Urgent.”

He tried to listen.  Car doors slammed in the street outside.  The music played.  Dan turned his radio up a touch.

“Mac.”

Footsteps raced along the path.  The Team 2 Crime Managers turned in unison; another synchronised move.  They didn’t hear the parcel being ripped open.  The radio screamed at them to listen.

“Alpha Nine Zero.  OIS shows that Stateman has bought a firearm this week.”

The front door burst in.  There was a metallic double click from near the tree.

“Nine Zero.  Can you hear me?  He has a real gun.”

The gunshot exploded so close to Dan’s left ear it almost ruptured his eardrum.  Pain flared up the side of his face.  His eyes bulged as they tried to take in the red and gold Christmas parcel torn open and strewn across the vomit green carpet and his partner holding up his arms in a vain attempt at self-protection.  The look on Mac’s face said it all.  The end.  Officer down.  Game over.

Then the Christmas music stopped, replaced by the tree crashing down and the glass topped coffee table shattering.  Dan snapped his eyes towards the noise.  The chest of Wylie Stateman’s white shirt was a map of red splatters.  He sat down heavily on the CD player, tinsel and baubles dropping all around him.  The firearms cowboy standing in the doorway looked pale, less cowboy and more reluctant hero.  Mac looked paler still.

Wylie Stateman died amid his Christmas decorations.  A single gunshot wound to the chest.  What he’d failed to do with the BTP he succeeded with the West Yorkshire Police.  The heavy gunmetal starting pistol fell from his hand onto the vomit green carpet.  His head lolled to one side.  He was smiling.

OIS had got it right, Stateman had bought a real firearm, but it was a blank firer.  Not a Section 1, but near enough for an intelligence report and real enough for a firearms officer.  Get one of those things pointed in your face and try making a split second decision whether it’s deadly or not.  Suicide by police.

Dan’s ears were ringing.  He grabbed Mac’s arm and guided him out of the front door into the fresh air.  Sirens sounded across the valley.  More police and an ambulance.  They wouldn’t be talking the paramedics into admitting Stateman this time.  This time it was too late.  Dan kicked the dustbin next to Flat 7.

“Fucking arrest figures.”

Mac leaned against the wall.  His hands were shaking.

“Fucking Chief Inspector.”

Dan leaned against the wall next to Mac, fists clenched.

“Bosses never listen.”

“Deaf bastards.”

Dan punched Mac’s shoulder.

“Who you calling a deaf bastard?”

Mac cupped a hand round his ear.

“What?”

Gallows humour kicked in.  The policeman’s antidote to the stress of the job.  There would be questions to answer and paperwork to complete.  Lots of paperwork.  But they were both alive.  With three months to retirement that was the main thing.  Dan pointed to the Astra parked across the road and Mac took the keys out of his pocket.  The paperwork could wait.  Dan nodded towards Burger King across the valley.

“Banana and vanilla?”

“Two bananas.  Let’s live dangerously.”

They crossed the road, got in the car and set off down the hill.  An ambulance pulled up outside Anchovy Court.  A traffic car skidded to a halt behind it and the Chief Inspector got out.  Mac didn’t see him and Dan ignored him.  He would face the music later.  He nudged Mac’s shoulder.

“Fuckin’ mortgage advisor?  Where’s the fun in that?”

The argument started again and it lasted all the way to the drive-thru.  By the time the milkshakes were passed through the window their hands had almost stopped shaking.
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