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The church was cold, bitterly cold. The cold ignored my dull green padded windcheater and penetrated the flesh. It penetrated the bones. It hardened the eyes and immobilised the lips. It didn’t matter. My soul was already cold and my life was locked in the deep freeze. So I sat in the dark and waited, patiently waited as my blood supply fought a rearguard action to keep body tissue from the onset of frostbite. Apart from me the church was empty, which was not surprising as it was near two in the morning. Around me was a dark frosty emptiness only relieved by the dim porch light ten pews behind and the flicker of the red sanctuary lamp ten pews in front. I had been trained to be patient under adversity, so waiting came easy.
I caught her footsteps before she entered the church, but waited until she’d passed under the porch light before I turned round. In silhouette she looked insubstantial, with an absurdly small skirt and matchstick legs in knee length boots. Her high heels made a tattooing echo on the tiled aisle and her cheap perfume added the smell of summer to the damp oak pews. She stopped two pews short.
“You Jim Tarrent?”
Her rough Essex accent and staccato delivery made it sound more like an accusation than a question.
“Yes.”
My ‘yes’ hung in the frozen air and echoed off of the church walls as she considered her answer.
“What’s an SLR?”
Again the accusatory delivery.
I forced my cold brain into gear, this was important.
“A self-loading rifle.”
She exhaled causing a vapour cloud to enfold her head.
“Brian says they used aluminium anchor plates.”
“Is that all?”
She gave a slight shrug.
“Said the authorising manager topped himself and the mechanic has gone permanent walkabout.”
“Does the inquiry know?”
“How would I know?” She spat offhandedly, “I’m just the messenger.”
I nodded uselessly in the dark.
“Sorry. Did Brian say anything else?”
“Only that you’d pay me £50 on delivery.”
She tossed over a crumpled envelope. I flicked on my pencil beam torch and took a look. I had expected photocopies, but this was the original mechanic’s log book. The one that recorded the deliberate use of aluminium anchor plates where high tensile steel plates had been specified. It was pure manna from heaven. I reached for my wallet.
“You sure there’s nothing else?”
She rocked back and forth on her high-heels.
“That’s the lot, short and sweet.”
She paused.
“He did say that I was to be sure and tell you it wasn’t a malevolent act, they were just cutting costs.”
I held out a £50 note and a thin hand with shiny beige fingernails whipped it away. I couldn’t let her go with just the money. I tried to sound sincere.
“Thank you.” Do you have a name?”
I needed to know, goodness know why, who my angel of fortune was.
“Jeannine, most people call me Jenn.”
“Well thank you Jenn.”
She turned to go. I suddenly felt responsible for her, I’d caused her to come here and it was late, very late.
“You’ll be OK at this time of night?”
“As if you care,” she replied scathingly as she tottered off.
I let her go and sat still to let the cold do it’s worst, it was over. It was a milestone to be savoured: I’d solved my first real case.
I must have stared at the red sanctuary lamp for ages, trying to ignore the cold in my body and the bleakness of my life. I’d solved a case, how did that make me feel? Did it make my life any better? Did it take away the aches and memories of the past? Eventually I had to leave. I popped the log-book into a pre-paid envelope and thrust it into an inside pocket before locking the church door and popping the key and a £20 note into the tiny slot for offerings.
I chose to leave for home by the most direct route, down the hill and out through the town below. The church had its own hamlet of houses, but that soon gave way to the dismal bleakness of the sprawling industrial estate that lay between the hamlet and the town centre. In the gloom of the dim street lamps I noticed Jenn strutting down the hill. The army does that for you, makes you observant. You notice every person, every movement and every dark shadow, especially every dark shadow. Closing up behind her were two gangly youths wearing hoodies, they weren’t idly walking; they were following. I eased the foot off of the throttle to minimise engine noise just as a two more nondescript youths with baseball caps and a warning swagger emerged from the shadows in front of Jenn. They started to cross the road, they weren’t idly walking either; this was a pincer movement. Time for action. I like action. Action sends away useless thoughts and speculations. Action has a beautiful certainty about it. I stamped on the throttle, passed the two youths behind her, and screeched to a stop next to her. I flung open the passenger door, there was sweat on her forehead. I yelled at her, hoping that she would understand her situation. She hesitated, glanced back, realised just how close the men were and virtually leapt into the cab. Before she had the door closed I accelerated off. Someone shouted from behind and there was the almost immediate sound of a beer can hitting the back of my precious Land Rover. The two youths who were crossing the road were the next problem and I aimed the Rover straight at them; they made the sensible decision and dived out of my path.
“Friends of yours?” I asked.
“Blasted cab didn’t wait,” she replied.
She looked back at the receding figures.
“Thought it would be safe, not usually a problem around here.”
For all her vocal bravado, her hands were trembling.
“Where can I drop you?”
“Any pub, I need a drink.”
I glanced at her and felt my mouth dry up with desire; desire for a drink, any drink.
The pub on the town fringe looked dowdy on the outside and was even dowdier on the inside. Smoking in pubs had been banned for years, but the ceiling still boasted tobacco stained yellow and the bar counter smelt damp with centuries of spillage. Needless to say the pub wasn’t too crowded, a mere eight people in the bar, I wondered if they didn’t have homes to go to or just liked early morning drinks. I settled her at a table by the wall, well away from anybody else, and stood at the bar waiting while the over-plump barmaid flirted with a half-drunk scruff of a man. My eyes flicked automatically to the mirror behind the bar to observe my companion. You have to know who you’re working with; that’s one of the important factors of life; or far too often death. What I had assumed was a short skirt was in fact a pleated royal-blue gym-skirt over the top of a one-piece light-blue swimsuit that had ‘Lifeguard’ emblazoned across her ribs to be sheltered under a pair of breasts that jutted out like mini buoyancy tanks. Her arms and shoulders were covered by a thin white cardigan, which in this weather was no protection whatsoever. She had blue eyes that flitted about as if continually searching for prey. A nose shaped like a ski-jump that ended with a little bulge. Ears that looked like a pair of satellite dishes stuck each side of her head. No hair to speak of, just blonde fuzz no more than 3mm long. And her mouth was unfortunate. Thick brightly painted lips to a small mouth from which protruded a pair of small white incisors that made her look like a startled rabbit. But it was her overall face that said it all. Her tense cheek muscles, hard look and cold eyes spoke volumes. She’d been in prison, the look was unmistakable. It was the way she placed her hands on top of the table, sat with her back to the wall and waited. In fact I was sure that she’d been in prison long enough to become institutionalised. I knew as I’d been there and got the mental scars, except for me it wasn’t prison, it was the British Army. I forced myself to continue assessing her, no need to be sloppy now I was out. She had no make-up to speak of and only four pieces of jewellery; a ring in the top of her left ear, another in the inner gristle of her right ear, a third ring high up in her left nostril, pressing hard into the lower edge of the nose, and a very expensive gold watch on a fine gold chain. The watch was out of place, it was a sugar-daddy watch and it was the real stuff. My eyes flicked over to the barmaid and our eyes locked, she turned away to flirt some more and I resumed studying Jenn. I estimated that she was about five foot tall and weighed under seven stone, but she was no seven stone weakling judging by her solid neck muscles. I waved to the barmaid and she still managed to ignore me. I shouldn’t have moved for I noticed my own reflection. A shock of unkempt ginger hair, sunken blue eyes that peered out over sagging tiredness bags and cheeks full of freckles. Puberty passed off many years ago, but I’ve still got freckles. As usual it was the arms I noticed, my bête noire. The medics describe me as a stocky five foot three, but by a serious design failure in the womb my arms should have been stuck on a six footer. Instead of my wrists hanging by the hips bones they dangled halfway down my upper legs. And my hands, oh my hands. It had been a standing joke in the army that I needed the smallest boots in the quartermaster’s stores and the largest gloves. That, coupled with a generous covering of ginger body hair, had gained me the nickname of Rhesus, I’d hated it all my career.
Eventually the barmaid deigned to come over and I ordered Jenn the requested gin and tonic and got myself a Coca-cola while resisting the urge to have a pint of best bitter with a whisky chaser. I glanced up from paying as four youths entered the public bar. I leant over the bar and peered into the barmaid’s dull eyes. I gave the message in no uncertain terms.
“Call the police.”
She managed to gain the energy to raise both of her eyebrows.
“What for, there’s no fight?”
“Crime prevention. Call them now.”
“Call them yourself,” she replied acidly as she flounced back to her drunken suitor.
I returned to the patiently waiting Jenn and passed her the gin. I tapped her large cheap mock Burberry handbag. “You got any aerosols in there?”
She wiggled a thin blonde eyebrow and pursed her lips. “What’s it to you?”
“Self-preservation. Those four kids are in the public bar.”
She turned a shade paler. “Deodorant and perfume.”
“Pass me the deodorant.”
She extracted a small can and I shook it under the table. It was almost empty, but full enough for what I intended to do with it. The grimy window above her head was a poor mirror, but I could see enough.
“Do you know them?”
She looked over my shoulder, “No.”
“Nothing to do with prison?” I was blunt, but I needed to know.
“No, never seen them before and I’m clean, no hangovers.”
She meant no beyond prison arguments or disputes. I took a pull on my drink. There was in no doubt that the pincer movement I’d observed had been planned; now the question was, were these yobs out on the town looking for an easy mugging or was it something more sinister? She knocked back her gin like a pro.
“Can we go?”
“No.”
She pursed her lips again. I felt duty bound to explain.
“There’s only one door out and it’s in a narrow corridor and I’m not walking out through the fire exit into an unlit car-park.”
I caught movement in the window as the four youths walked into the bar. I controlled the adrenaline and waited. That’s what the army teach you, to control the adrenaline and use it to full advantage while not letting it use you. I waited till one of them was right behind me before I stood up, pivoted round and sprayed the startled slob straight in the eyes with the deodorant. Poor fool instinctively stepped back and put his hands up to protect his eyes; oh how I hate amateurs. If they’d all stormed me together I might have been in trouble, but one at a time a time would be like shelling peas. I kicked him hard in the groin. Hard enough to lift him off of his feet and immobilise him for the rest of the evening, perhaps the rest of the week. A second youth in a blue hoodie let out a yell and charged. For me it had become that all too familiar slow motion. As he charged I picked up a stool, inverted it and let the youth run his ribs onto one of the legs of the stool that I thrust urgently forward at the last moment. I had the satisfaction of feeling his ribs crack through the wood. I side-swiped the lad on the side of the nose, whipping his head round in the process. He screamed and fell backwards across the next door table. Youth number three became more circumspect, there’s nothing like seeing two of your mates on the floor to give you second thoughts. Youth number four probably had no thoughts. He produced a flick knife and charged with it straight out in front of him; another amateur. He was easy to dispose of because he was letting the adrenaline use him. I used the stool like a battering ram and forced him backwards at high speed into the bar counter. I heard him gasp as the counter top juddered his spine. I kicked his legs from under him and stood on the hand holding the knife. “Who sent you?”
“Go to hell.” The reply was nasal and nasty.
I ground the youth’s fingers under my feet. I could feel the bones rolling over one another through the thick rubber sole. “Who sent you?”
“Guy in a pub,” he shouted, “Guy in a pub, never seen him before.”
“Describe him.”
“Tall, dark hair.”
“Anything else?”
“Ring in his left eyebrow.”
“What you after?”
“The envelope, just give us the envelope.”
“What you gonna do with it?”
“Burn it, the guy said to burn it.”
The last few words were delivered with rising volume; his hand must have been hurting like hell. Anyway I’d heard enough. I stepped off the hand and kicked the knife into touch and spun round as youth number three screamed. He’d circled round to Jenn, who’d promptly poked him in the eye with a sparkly beige fingernail. I watched as she stamped her stiletto heel down on his foot, scraping it all the way down his shin bone and landing high on the instep. Now that was professional. As he took breath she sprayed perfume into his mouth. Her timing was perfect; he dissolved into a paroxysm of coughing and gasping. I decided that it was time. I walked over, took her by the hand and led her out. Four against one wasn’t bad odds, but if others got involved it could turn nasty and there is nothing dishonourable about a strategic retreat.
Once back in the Rover and back on the road she shuddered.
“What were they after?”
“You, or more accurately the envelope you gave me.”
She looked at me open mouthed. I was wrong, she had five pieces of jewellery, she wore a tongue stud way at the back of her mouth.
“Me?”
“Undoubtedly. Rather strange don’t you think for four yobs to be up on the industrial estate? Especially as two of them were probably laying in wait.”
She looked bleakly out of the windscreen. It’s not nice knowing that you’ve been targeted. She somehow managed to put her lips together and pass her tongue across her front teeth.
“How well do you know Brian?” I asked.
“Don’t. My boss told me it was easy money. Just deliver the package, give the message and come home.”
“Do you trust him?”
She carefully watched the out-throw of binge drinkers from a night-club as we eased passed.
“I thought I did.”
“Did you tell anyone else?”
“Only my brother, I always tell him where I am going.”
“Is he reliable?”
“No, but there’s no-one else to tell.”
I tried to lighten her load.
“Might not be either of those. Might be coincidence.”
“Fat chance.” She replied with venom.
Her house was one of a row of forgotten terraces that should have been demolished years ago and now served as a series of dilapidated squats. I pulled up twenty yards short of her directions. Just down the road a shadowy figure was piling bin-bags into the back of a white van. She exited the Rover like a jack-rabbit on steroids shouting like an expert fishwife.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
I must admit that I hesitated as my first instinct was to drive off. This was not my problem, but they always say that you feel responsible for those you rescue. So foolishly I pocketed the keys and sauntered down the road behind her. The man’s face was illuminated by the van’s interior lamp. It showed unmitigated total surprise, suspicious looking red skin under his nose and a ring in the left eyebrow. He recovered quickly.
“It’s over babe,” he said thickly, “I’m moving out, you’re on your own.”
“Them’s my things,” she yelled. “That’s my futon.”
He vaulted out of the van aggression written large on every muscle twitch.
“What you gonna do about it?”
He straight-armed her in the shoulder. She span round like a ballerina on pebbles. He stood over her sprawling form waiting to give her a kick if she argued.
“I’m off,” he snarled, “I’ve had enough of baby-sitting.”
I cleared my throat and he looked up. He growled straight at me.
“What you looking at dumbo? Clear off.”
Doubtless he was a professional, a professional bully.
“That’s not very nice,” I said quietly. “Hitting your sister.”
He snorted, “Got herself a man has she, didn’t take her long, then it usually doesn’t.”
The sarcasm was sharper than the frost in his garden.
“Also not nice,” I continued, “setting your sister up for an assault.”
He peered at me, quite unconcerned.
“What’s it to you? Just take her, I don’t want her and believe me I don’t care what you do with her.”
The sneer on his face reinforced his words, he really didn’t care.
“How much did you get for throwing your sister to the dogs?”
I used the same low voice. It’s an old trick, speak mildly and they think you’ll act mildly. He turned and took a step forward squaring his shoulders and charging up his muscles.
“I’ve told you once; piss off!”
I obliged by taking a step backwards to make him feel in control.
“I would rather like an answer to my question and I’m sure your sister wants to hear the answer as well.”
He took another step forward and went to straight-arm me in the shoulder. That’s the trouble with bullies, they’re unimaginative. I ducked and used the leverage of his arm and his forward momentum to throw him over my shoulder to land on his back on the hard pavement. I dropped a knee onto his shoulder and put my hands round his throat. I squeezed. Like the amateur he was he tried to prise my hands away; no chance. Just before he was due to pass out I relaxed my grip.
“I asked you how much.”
“Go to hell.”
I squeezed again deliberately massaging his Adam’s apple with my thumbs.
“I asked how much?”
This time he gasped for breath.
“Not enough,” he managed to spit.
Clearly I’d underestimated his capacity for pain, either that or he was on drugs. I let go of his throat, stuck two of my massive fingers up his nose and dragged him into the squat. Doubtless he would have screamed if he hadn’t been gasping for breath. Once in the hallway with the door shut I rolled him over and grabbed his hair before pounding his nose into the grubby floorboards. It took three good thumps before he mumbled a figure.
“How much?”
“Seventy quid.”
I looked at Jenn.
“Frisk him, it’s your blood money.”
She expertly turned out his pockets; he only had forty quid in his pockets. She tucked it in her handbag before feeling in his socks, she came up with two small bags of white powder. She stared at them for a few seconds before throwing them across the room onto a small wood fire. He squirmed beneath me and I gave him another nose thump for good measure before I got up and stood back. I’ll give him his due, he was fast. He was on his feet in an instant, and then back on the floor as I side-kicked his left knee. I graduated the kick nicely, hard enough to rattle the cartilage and incapacitate, but no so hard as to break the joint. He shuffled into a corner bleeding profusely down his shirt and holding his knee while whimpering, bullies don’t take too well to their own medicine. I took a look round. The pace had no staircase, doubtless that had been burned in the fireplace, and the first downstairs room was filthy. The second was marginally less filthy, but tidy. You can’t do much in a room that has acres of black spot mould on the walls and wood-worm by the yard, except keep it tidy, and she’d kept it tidy. All the while I looked round Jenn stood staring at her brother and massaging her shoulder. I took a deep breath to stop myself from pulverising the poor wretch on the floor; mustn’t let the adrenaline take control.
“Anything else yours beside the Futon?”
Her eyes flicked over to me. “What?”
“Anything else yours besides the futon?”
“No, just the suitcase.”
She indicated a tiny suitcase tucked in the corned of her room, I retrieved it before bending over her brother.
“Who paid you?”
He went to argue, but I swung my foot off the floor and he got the message. “Bloke in a pub.”
“Describe him.”
“Tall, dark, designer stubble, blue sunglasses.”
“What make?”
“How would I know what make the bloody sunglasses were?” He whimpered
I corrected myself.
“What nationality?”
“German or Dutch.”
“What sort of guy are you,” I asked as I looked him in the eyes, “Who sells his sister for seventy quid to a stranger.”
“She’s trouble,” he whined, “nothing but trouble, you’ll see. She collects trouble. It follows her around. She’s bad news, you’ll see.”
I picked up the suitcase to walk out, Jenn had other ideas. Hell hath no fury like a woman sold for slaughter by her own kith and kin, but she surprised me. She knelt down next to him to murmur in his ear.
“Thanks for looking after me when I came out,” she said softly, “I must give you something to remember my by.
Her face changed and she stood up to immediately stamp her stiletto heel hard into his toes.
I’d have to watch those feet of hers, they were lethal.
I stopped at an all-night trucker’s rest ten minutes after leaving the squat. The adrenaline had stopped and now I was feeling tired. Tired drivers kill; usually themselves. I was also hungry as I hadn’t eaten for hours and I was no doubt she wanted to be sick. Betrayal has a bitter flavour, I’d tasted it once and never wanted a second portion. I was half way through a complete fried breakfast when she appeared out of the toilet. I’d nicked her brother’s parka for her, it was better than her thin cardigan, but it swallowed her up like a small child wearing her mother’s clothes. She eyed my breakfast with distaste, but didn’t refuse the proffered coffee and croissant. The breakfast was good. I eyed her over my steaming mug of coffee.
“You really a lifeguard?”
“Yep,” she said proudly, “Ten till two shift five days a week.”
“That’s ten in the evening?”
“Pools open for shift workers and fitness freaks and the midnight splash, that’s all yuppies and estate agents.”
I knew that she was proud of her job and that was a problem. Getting a job and holding it down, even for a short time, is a mighty accomplishment for the likes of me and her; the institutionalised.
“So you’ve got to stay around here?”
Her face fell, “Pool’s closing next month for a refit and I’m not on the permanent payroll, just a casual.”
“How come you’re a lifeguard?”
She brightened up. “Prison had a swimming pool, I learnt there.”
“You’re kidding.”
“No, straight up it had an outside swimming pool. Had been an open-prison before they converted it. I conned the governor into letting us clean it out and get it going, took three years.”
That told me two things, one she could probably be mighty persuasive and two she’d been in for a long stretch.
“How long you in?”
“Four months, six months, nine months and then five years.”
They way she said it, it sounded like a litany of achievement.
“Time off for good behaviour?”
“No.”
That too spoke volumes.
“When did you get out?”
“Seven weeks ago.”
I stopped eating, “And you got a job in that time, I’m impressed.”
She flashed me a smile, “I applied before I left, governor gave me a reference.”
So no time off for good behaviour, but a reference from the prison governor, that was odd, decidedly odd. I went to ask another question, but she jumped in with a question of her own, the one I had been dreading.
“What,” she asked eagerly, “Do you do, besides beat people up?”
My black pudding suddenly lost its savour.
“I was in the army, fifteen years man and boy.”
“Figured that,” she said offhandedly, “camouflage trousers, army windcheater, ex-army land-rover with no mod cons, fight to win and no prisoners.”
She sipped her coffee, as she sipped she dribbled and dabbed her lips with a tissue.
“How long you been out?”
She made it sound like prison, perhaps it had been. “Two years.”
She looked me in the eyes, “Managed to get a job?”
I shrugged, I hated being interrogated.
“Had problems,” I murmured defensively.
She nodded, “My dad was in the army. Twenty years he did. He never settled when he came out, topped himself after four years.”
The tone of her voice nicely accused the army of neglect.
I swallowed hard, “Which regiment?”
“Paras. You?”
“Infantry. Advance Reconnaissance Unit; they used to call us ‘The Disposables.’”
I was a weak joke but it helped me to relax a little. Believe me, for me to do that in the company of a woman was a great achievement for her.
“Not much call in civvy street for the sort of skills we had to have.” I muttered as some sort of defence.
“Didn’t they retrain you?”
“I was cashiered, well not really cashiered; I was allowed to resign early, so full pension, but no retraining.”
I could see another question forming in her brain, but I’d had enough of myself.
“So now what? Do you want to stay here?”
She sipped, dribbled and dabbed.
“You offering an alternative?”
Again the sharp accusing delivery, but it was a good question and I needed time to think. So I played for time.
“Cards on table first. Why were you inside?”
“Shoplifting, shoplifting and GBH, I hit a copper with a scaffolding clamp.”
I waited, there had to be more. She pursed her lips.
“I was on drugs OK? Last spell inside cleaned me up and I’ve stayed clean.”
“Plenty of drugs inside.”
“My cell mate, Marion, was a bit of an anti-drug tyrant, she made sure I stayed clean.”
“And since you left?”
She hesitated, “Did one line with my brother, then I want back and saw Marion. It reminded me that I don’t want to go inside again.”
“She’s still there?”
“She’s a full lifer, no remission.”
I had to ask the next question though I already knew the answer.
“Shoplifting paid for all the drugs?”
“Got money anyway I could.”
She didn’t have to elucidate, I knew what she meant; there was only one way for a young woman to get enough money to feed a bad drug habit.
“Who got you into drugs in the first place?”
“Brother.”
She leant forward.
“I’m not a saint. Bunked off school permanently when I was thirteen. Dad had topped himself and I was all messed up. I’m reformed now.”
“Reformed?”
“I’m a Christian.”
That’s all I needed, a holy roller. Still she was a holy roller who knew how to usefully use a pair of stiletto heels. She flashed a smile, it was so quick I almost missed it.
“Now you. What troubles?”
I finished my tea, it was cold.
“My wife died in an airplane crash. We celebrated our tenth anniversary in Hawaii and she flew back with both sets of in-laws while I remained behind on training duties. The tail-fin came off over mid-pacific, they all died and there were no bodies to bury. American Airline pilot saw it all from behind; tail-fin came off and it spiralled straight in from umpteen thousand feet.”
I paused, what to say next? I composed my thoughts.
“I rather took to the drink. Like you I’m reformed.”
“How reformed?” She snapped.
“No alcohol for seventeen months, three weeks and two days, not that I’m counting.”
She nodded.
“Why were you cashiered?”
Now it was my time to purse my lips, still she’d been honest with me – I hoped.
“Broke a mates jaw. He said that I was best shot of my wife as she’d been the regimental whore anyway.”
Please don’t ask me what I’ve been doing for seventeen months, three weeks and two days I thought. Fortunately she didn’t, she laughed. It was a sort of giggly titter with nasal overtones.
“Right pair aren’t we. You threw away your career for sight of the bottom of a glass and I threw away my life for a shot in the arm and a quick fix.”
She suddenly switched.
“What’s with all this envelope in cold churches nonsense?”
I came clean.
“Decided to start my own business and got myself a Private Detective’s Licence. Been on this case for two months. Coach had a front tyre blow-out on a wet motorway. It turned over and seven people died as the seatbelt mountings were useless. Since then insurance companies have been shifting the blame and one of the mother’s employed me to dig up the truth”
“Mother?”
“It was a coach taking children on a skiing holiday.”
She shrugged.
“Why need a private detective for that? Surely the police look into that sort of thing?”
I felt myself grinning.
“Police did get a tip-off, but before they moved in the office of the coach firm burnt down with a security guard who was in the wrong place at the wrong time. After that there was no paper trail and the office staff refused to testify. My client was convinced that it hadn’t all been destroyed, she was right.”
“Who’s Brian?”
“No idea, he, or she, is some secretary in an insurance company and always uses a cut-out. First I got sent a copy of a company memo stating that they were almost certainly liable as they represented the garage, however if the blame could be shifted they could save a couple of million. Since then all sorts of red herrings have appeared, but the log book you gave me is the clincher – they are liable.”
She suddenly attacked her left ear-hole with her index finger, scooping out wax in the process.
“Any other cases on the go?”
“A few.”
I made a decision. As I’ve said I’m a man of action, so I make active decision. Active decisions are those you make before you consider all the negative issues. Attacking a hill laden with enemy troops is an active decision, if you sat down and thought about it, you’d probably run the other way.
“I’ve got a small cottage in Suffolk, your welcome to come and stay. There are plenty of swimming pools around and beach guards in the summer.”
“Ooh,” she said mockingly, “you do know how to tempt a girl.”
Her expression changed back to her normal tense hard face.
“I won’t sleep with you or for you, not just for board and lodging.”
I liked the honesty, she’d hit the one thing I was worried about.
“Good, I wouldn’t expect you to.”
She picked up her mock Burberry handbag,
“Well let’s be going then, sooner I’m away from here the better.”
I couldn’t but agree.
Her brother had said that she collected trouble, maybe he was right. We’d gone halfway back to the Rover when a thin thug ran by and in one swift movement used a Stanley knife to cut the strap of her handbag, barge her, grab the bag and accelerate away. I took off after him. After his thirty second sprint he lost speed; no stamina these youngsters, it’s all grab and run. I caught him up near the edge of the parking area where it was all gloom and shadow. I didn’t go for a rugby tackle, that’s a one-off desperate chance, get it wrong and you lose your man. I opted for a swift punch in the kidneys, that’s one move where my extra reach really counts. He ran on for about twelve yards and then collapsed. I took the bag off of him and stood up, intending to walk back to Jenn, instead two of his mates barred my way. That’s why he had been running hard, to get to his mates. I looked them up and down, they were both thin and scrawny, but drug-induced scrawny not muscular scrawny.
“Give it a rest lads. I’ve no argument with you, I just want the bag.”
The bigger of the two lads made a smirking sound under his baseball cap. He produced a large sheath knife with a long wide blade that glistened in the moonlight.
I don’t want to hurt you, not over a handbag.”
“Huh,” he sneered in a high pitched voice tinged with an East London twang.
“He doesn’t want to hurt us.” He chanted provocatively.
I watched both the knife and his mate’s hands.
“Take care and put it away, I don’t give a third warning.”
“No third warning,” he chanted back.
I advanced towards him; he was holding the knife all wrong. To use it he’d have to pull his arm back to thrust the knife forward or go for a sideways slash. He opted for the sideways slash and I chopped his wrist with the side of my hand as the knife came towards me. He dropped the knife. I grabbed his wrist with both hands and swung round and under his arm. He gave a satisfactory scream. I left him and walked back to Jenn, at least she was looking worried when I arrived back; though whether that was for the handbag or me I couldn’t say.
She slept most of the way back and I listened to lorry drivers chattering on the CB radio. She’d been wrong about one thing, this wasn’t an ex-army Land Rover; it is an ex-geek Land Rover. I’d bought it of some poor chap who’d invested hours of time and effort on it, only to have to sell it when his girlfriend gave birth to triplets. It was the right colour for an army Land-Rover and still had the basic front with the traditional close headlights, but the similarities ended there. Instead of a bare toolbox between the two bucket seats (and what army Land-Rover had bucket seats?) there was a cubby hole full of electronics. Sat nav, CB radio, multi-change CD, digital radio and airband radio; it all appealed to my surveillance instincts. Best of all under the bonnet wasn’t some low compression straight six or dreadful four cylinder diesel, there was a very large and very smooth 4.2 Litre V8. To compensate for the extra power he’d beefed up the brakes and added pneumatically adjustable shock absorbers. No wonder he’d cried as I drove away. The only shame was he’d never got round to upgrading the heater, it kept the shin bones warm, but little else. As I drove I glanced at her from time to time. What was I doing with her? What was she doing with me? It had been a chance encounter and I’d let it breed into something else, but what else? I had no doubt that inside she was as hard as nails and that suited me as inside I was a block of ice. Ten years of being in The Disposables had frozen me up. We hadn’t got the title from being far forward and disposable, rather because we did the disposing. That is disposing of the enemy before they knew we were there, either by sniping or, with increasing regularity, the remotely detonated roadside bomb. In either case you had to watch them die. I’d watched too many people die at close range to have feelings, so I was frozen up. My wife had been the only one able to unfreeze me. She’d understood and now she was gone, so I remained cold inside.
We arrived at the cottage just as dawn was breaking. She was fast asleep and I stopped in the drive to check over the building before I got out of the vehicle. As I said, old habits die hard. It had been my in-laws cottage and bequeathed to my wife and I on their death, except my wife had been dead too. I’d also gained my own parent’s tower-block flat, but that had been mortgaged up to the hilt and full of cockroaches, so I’d sold that and used the money to get drunk, repeatedly drunk. This place was the archetypical ‘roses around the door’ cottage. Thatched roof, pink rendering and formal garden, except these days I paid for a gardener. Inside it had a huge farmhouse kitchen, a large lounge, a minuscule dining room and two upstairs bedroom built into what had once been the roof space. The only bathroom was an afterthought sandwiched between the kitchen and two large and very useful brick outhouses. She stirred and opened her eyes, they took a while to focus.
“This your cottage?”
“The Cozy Nook.”
“You’re joking.”
“It’s what my in-laws called it, I’ve changed it’s name back to Red Farm Cottage; that’s what it was called on all the maps from 1650 onwards.”
“It’s that old?”
“No, it was rebuilt in the 1980s when the old cottage burnt down. Local farmer was burning stubble and it got out of hand.”
We climbed out and I took her inside where it was warm and cosy. I knew I was bushed, tired beyond endurance, still I had been awake for nearly forty hours so it was to be expected. I stretched my long arm upwards and opened the door in the hall that hid a steep set of stairs.
“I’m for bed. My bedroom is up here to the left. You use the other one.”
I paused to assemble my thoughts.
“Give yourself a guided tour, backdoor keys are under the teabags.”
I left her to it and climbed the stairs. As I flopped onto the bed, and let exhaustion overtake me, I wondered if she’d bother to explore the outhouses, I hoped not.
I woke up early afternoon. It was one of those sharp awakenings that are a throwback to our cavemen days. One moment I must have been deeply asleep, the next wide awake and ready for action stirred by the sounds coming from below. In this case Country and Western Music, another of my pet hates. I took a shower. I had made three changes to the cottage since arrival and the installation of a shower cubicle in the bedroom had been the first. It meant I could be superbly lazy by just waking up and walking into the shower, something the army doesn’t let you do
She was in the kitchen on her knees inspecting the tumble dryer. She’d changed into a pair of well worn denim jeans and a long-sleeve thin tee-shirt that must have been light blue sometime before a thousand prison washes. She looked up as I entered.
“It doesn’t work,” she said in her best reproaching manner.
“Give the door a good slam.”
She did so with extreme vengeance and the machine sprang into life. She pursed her lips and I knew I was going to get some grief.
“You didn’t tell me the teabags were in the jar marked ‘Sugar.’”
“I broke the one labelled ‘Tea’ and I don’t take sugar.”
“And I’ve looked in your freezer; have you got anything that isn’t a microwave meal for one?”
There was sarcasm, scathing and accusation in every syllable.
“Probably not.”
This wasn’t the reason for her ire, there had to be something else, even she couldn’t possibly get upset over the contents of my freezer.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.” She snapped.
Only a woman can say ‘nothing’ and imply the exact opposite.
“Don’t give me that.” I was in no mood for games, I needed a coffee.
She glared fit to shrivel newts at fifty yards.
You’ve given me the double bed.”
The implication was clear, you’ve given me the double bed because that’s the sort of woman you think I am. This was easy to refute, and hopefully calm her down. “It’s the only bed in the place. Check my bedroom if you like.”
She stared at me for ten seconds and then marched out. I heard her off-white trainers stomping up the stairs and waited. She was back within a minute.
“You sleep on the floor?”
“On a half-inch high-density sleeping mat to be precise.”
I let that sink in and tried for a smile, I liked it when she smiled back.
“I’ve just not got round to getting a bed and I couldn’t face sleeping in their bed, not at the beginning.”
She shuffled her feet.
“And you’ve got a shower cubicle,” she said acidly, making it sound like the luxury of the year.
“Look, I’ll put a bolt on the inside of your door if it makes you happier.”
“It would – no offence to you.”
That agreed I made myself a cup of coffee.
“Had a good look round?” I said as casually as I could.
She nodded while tapping her foot to some forlorn song about achieving a divorce from the man you really love to marry his banal best friend who had given you a baby.
“It’s bigger than it looks.”
“Seen everywhere?” I tried to be nonchalant.
She fixed me with a stare, one of her speciality stares.
“What’s in the long metal box screwed to the back wall of the first outhouse?”
This was the second modification I had made to the cottage, changing the nearer outhouse from a potting shed to a workshop.
“If I said a set of billiard cues would you believe me?”
She laughed and I felt some of the tension roll away.
“Not in a million years.”
“Three shotguns and a pistol plus a little ammo.”
“Starting a war are we?”
“I hope not.”The song changed to one about a hobo singing as his girlfriend froze to death on a freight train to nowhere. That’s the trouble with Country and Western Music, its content is so damned depressing while the rhythms stick in your forebrain like a leech waiting for a full meal.
I remember her comments about the freezer.
“Go shopping later if you like, town’s not far away.”
So looked out of the window at a view of rolling fields. “Where are we?”
“Trimley Village, it’s on the outskirts of Felixstowe. If you walk out in the garden and look left you can see the dock cranes. Walk down the farm-track and up the lane and there’s a railway station with a bus-stop beyond. National express coaches stop there on the way to London twice a day.”
She squinted at me. “Trying to get rid of me?”
“Trying to tell you you’re not a prisoner, you can leave anytime.”
“Do you want me to leave?”
“No.”
Goodness knows why I didn’t want her to leave, tired of my own company I guess.
I drank my coffee while she fussed over the washing machine. It was set to the ‘half-load’ and ‘light-wash’ setting and orbiting inside I could see her swimsuit and gymslip plus a few undies. The tumble dryer was doing its best on a small set of towels and a flannel. Why do women always bother to dry a flannel when it’s intended to get wet?
I finished my coffee and swilled the cup under the tap. She watched me.
“Don’t you use the dishwasher? Or is it strictly one cup, one plate and one knife and fork?”
She had me sussed to a tee.
“Not all the time.”
She fixed me with an unswerving gaze and I knew she was about to put the knife in.
“Now you’ve finished your breakfast,” she said quietly, “You can tell me all about the second outhouse.”
Her timing was perfect, lull a bloke into a sense of security and then poke him in the gut.
I suppose I’d known from the moment I’d asked her to come to the cottage that I’d have to explain that outhouse or, more precisely, the contents of that outhouse. Was this some subliminal trick of my own psyche? Have to explain the contents to someone to see how futile they were and give up. Psychologically was I going for closure? I glanced at the clock,
“Shopping first, explanations later.”
She didn’t move.
I lowered my voice and tried to sound sincere.
“I promise I’ll tell you later.”
She let some female voice sing a few lines about letting her best friend die without telling him she loved him because he loved another.
“Before we eat,” she demanded, arms crossed.
She had me cornered, but this time I wasn’t going to fight, after all my psyche’s strategy might be right.
“It’s a deal.”
In one move she turned off the radio and locked the back door. I made another active decision.
“Keep hold of the keys, I’ve got another set.”
She looked at them in the palm of her hands. I was trying to give her a clear and unambiguous message, ‘you’re not in prison and you hold the keys.’
I pointed to the keys on by one. “Back door, front door, outhouse doors and cellar.”
“This place has a cellar?” She said with some alarm.
“If you can call it that. It houses the boiler, central heating pump and water filtration unit. You get at it from outside and it’s so small you couldn’t swing a mouse, let alone a cat.”
I knew where her fear came from, from childhood; bad children get put in the cellar and left in the dark.
I parked in the shopper’s car-park opposite the library and pressed ten crisp twenty pound notes into her hands.
“Go shopping. Tesco’s is over there,” I pointed across the road intersection, “and so is the high street. Get yourself some warm clothing and get us some food.”
She felt the notes between her fingers. “I’m not a charity case,” she spat.
“Never said you were.”
“I’ll pay you back.”
She was testing me, but I was up to this test.
“No you won’t. There’s no obligations and no payback. Get some food and some warm cloths, don’t worry about a windcheater, we’ll get one of them on the way home. She looked uncertain, in her world men donating money were not always seen as good news. It might have overtones. I looked her in the eyes.
“No comeback and no strings. I can’t have you freezing to death and I need some decent food.”
She fingered the notes again and then, swiftly, tucked them into the pocket of her brother’s oversize parka and jumped out of the Rover. I watched her walk away. There were obligations, but more in the form of a test. I needed to know if she was really clean. With £200 in her pocket she could get drugs anywhere. If she did, she was history as far as I was concerned.
Ten minutes later I got a swift reality check. The morning paper the library so carefully provided carried a short article on the untimely death of one Captain Richard Rockwell through a sudden and unexpected brain haemorrhage. I’d served under Richard for two tours of duty in Northern Ireland and one in Africa. He’d been an upper-class toff, but a good officer, one I trusted. The newspaper article told me two things that really honed my thoughts. One, he was working for Special Branch when he died and secondly the newspaper said that the brain haemorrhage was probably due to an old war-wound. I sat back and remembered. He’d got shot in the head when we’d been in Africa because of some daft Italian politician on a fact-finding trip. The chap had thought he was invincible and walked out into the open between two rival factions. The captain had rugby tackled him and got a bullet in the head for his pains. The bullet had struck his helmet, but the resulting impact had fractured his skull, with apparently lethal results. I thought about Jenn, private investigation can be rough work, if I had to continually protect her all the time, would it all end in grief?
An hour later I met her staggering out of Boots the Chemist clutching about seven large carrier bags. I relieved her of the load and pointed her towards Tesco’s. Once back in the Rover I checked the contents of the bags, not that she’d leave drugs in them. She appeared to have been to every charity shop in Felixstowe and there are a fair few. Clearly she wasn’t yet in spendthrift mode. I sat back and thought. In the library I’d checked her out, on-line newspapers are a vast source of information if you know how to swiftly sort through the pages. She’d told me one lie; she’d started her life behind bars with a two-week stretch in a young offender’s institution for cannabis possession. Still compared to a five year stretch in a maximum security jail that was probably small fry. Before that she’d been up before the magistrate on numerous occasions for offences ranging from shoplifting to aggravating behaviour, and all before she was eighteen. Her first offence – smashing a shop window while drunk – had been when she was fourteen. She’d also been economic with the truth about her final brush with the law. She’d done time for putting two policemen in hospital using a scaffolding clamp as a cudgel. Apparently they had got between her and her stash of drugs. All in all she’d been a hellcat on two legs. I only hoped that, as she claimed, that was all in the past.
I found her in Tesco’s staring at a shelf load of washing up powders, life outside gets you like that, too much choice. Inside you have only one choice, take it or leave it. Outside you have a plethora of choices and it can make you freeze up with indecision.
“I find the one in the yellow box quite good,” I said conversationally.
She unfroze and took it off the shelf. In truth it could have been toilet cleaner for all I knew.
On the way home I took her out to a saddlery near Grundisburgh. Besides equine bits and pieces they sold a wicked range of windcheaters and fleeces. She chose a bright red windcheater that fitted her like a glove and had a satisfactory thermal rating. She also purchased a brown gilet out of her own money and talked me into buying a brown windcheater to replace my tatty army one. Once outside she made me throw the old one away in the waste-bin behind the saddlery, as I said she was as hard as nails.
.
Once we got back I dumped the collection of bags on the kitchen table and tossed her a mobile phone.
“You’ll need that” I said.
She put her head on one side and pursed her lips.
“And how do you know I haven’t got one?” She asked caustically.
She had me stuffed and mounted. I knew she didn’t have one because I’d inspected her handbag the night before in the car-park and all her shopping bags in the Rover earlier on. She tossed her head to the other side.
“Been searching my things have you?” If she got paid for being reproachful she’d have made a fortune by now.
She let me squirm for a few moments and then, to my surprise, managed a gentle smile and a soft reply.
“Well feel free. I want to stay clean, I mean it.”
She inverted her handbag and the meagre contents fell out onto the table. She looked me in the eye.
“And what do I do if I find a bottle of booze?”
My mind drifted towards the bottle of single malt I had stashed in the gun-safe. That’s how I coped, knowing it was there and yet not going for it. That somehow proved I was in control.
“Pour it down the loo.”
“Will I?”
“No.” Give her the key to the gun-safe, never!
I picked up her handbag, she’d repaired the handle with a simple granny knot.
“I can do better than that,” I said to escape.
“You fix dinner and I’ll fix the bag.”
She didn’t argue and I managed to escape to my workshop.
Fixing her bag was a simple matter of a couple of copper flat-headed rivets, fixing my thoughts was somewhat different. I still wasn’t sure why I’d allowed myself to let her come here. I liked order and routine, I liked the predictability of such a regime. She smelt of disorder and unpredictability and was already spoiling my routine as I should have been going through my fitness programme by now. I only hoped that she’d forget about the second outhouse; fat chance.
She cooked a mangled version of shepherd’s pie. The meat was overcooked, the potato lumpy and the cheese topping too thin, still I guess she hadn’t cooked for years. As way of encouragement I ate it all up. I should have eaten slower for as soon as I’d finished she popped the plates into the dishwasher and swung round. “Outhouse.” She commanded.
I followed like a lamb to the slaughter.
Once there she stood in the middle of what had once been a large double garage and looked slowly around the walls. They were plastered from end to end with photographs, newspaper articles and letters. On the crude table in the middle was a cheap plastic model of a jet airliner and a pile of diagrams. She fixed me with one of her stares.
“This isn’t a case is it? It’s your family’s death.”
She folded her arms.
“Talk me round the walls,” she decreed.
It was at that moment I began to realise that she was taking over and I no longer had to play the commander; I could be the subaltern again. I led her to the far corner and pointed to a photograph of a well endowed medium sized woman in a tight red bikini. The bikini was so small it left nothing to the imagination.
“My wife, Connie. I took this in Hawaii.”
My finger moved down. “My parents and her parents.”
I moved the finger across, “This is the plane at the Hawaiian airport.”
For just under two hours I talked her through the information I had pinned up. From the photographs to the newspaper articles to articles in the technical press to bulletins from the aircraft loss inquiry that had started two months after the crash. We finished up by a picture of five wreaths floating on the sea in a sort of lonely harmony.
She swept her arm around and said gently, “So why all this? Can you add to the inquiry?”
This was getting too close to home. I felt myself shrug, “I suppose not.”
I regrouped my thoughts.
“I guess I just can’t believe it was an accident.”
“So you keep going over and over it all time after time.”
“Sort of.” I could actually hear the defensive tone in my voice.
“Doesn’t do any good,” she said firmly. “When my dad killed himself I couldn’t believe it. I dreamt that he’d been murdered or deliberately assassinated, anything other than deliberately deciding to leave us all.”
She looked me in the eyes. “In the end we have to move on.”
That was fine for her, but move on to where? I almost shook her off, I wanted to get on with it, find the answer. She looked into my eyes and I almost heard her think ‘who’s in control, you or the problem?’ I thought of my long, lonely, months ploughing through data and requesting this and that under this and that freedom of information act. I’d worked like a man obsessed, obsessed with keeping my mind off booze. Now I had a woman to watch over me so perhaps I could ease off. Was this why I’d invited her to the cottage, to be my liquor guard?
She moved over to the small desk in the corner and pointed to the half-filled in-tray.
“These real jobs?”
“One case now closed, thanks to you. Three currently live. One recently requested and two I’m not sure about.”
I thought that I’d give her a bit of amusement.
“The live one is Mrs Jones metamorphosing gnomes.”
“What?”
I opened the file and extracted a picture of a small green nondescript gnome with a miserable face and dangling arms.
“Six months ago this gnome disappeared from her garden and reappeared one month later like this.”
I extracted another photograph. This showed the same gnome only now his left arm had turned into a drinking arm, complete with beer tankard, and his face bore what you could only call a winking leer. She giggled. I took out another picture, this time of a red gnome; once again it had dangling arms and a dour expression.
“Four months ago this one disappeared and became…”
I dropped a photograph on the desk. The gnome was now in a kilt and obviously dancing the Highland fling with some enjoyment. She gazed at the photograph.
“That’s a lot of effort on somebody’s part.”
I grinned to myself; the best was yet to come.
“Two months ago her blue gnome disappeared and became…”
I dropped another photograph on the desk. The gnome was now wearing a pink latex dress, sporting a wand and with an obviously female face.
She laughed, “So you’re looking for a person who does gender reassignment for gnomes.”
She tapped the photograph. “Any ideas?”
“Local art school is just down the road.”
“So are you going to stake them out?”
She could hardly keep the mirth from her voice.
“Already am, by webcam that is. I’ve also put a tracking device in each of the four untouched gnomes.”
I put the files away. “Tell you about the other cases tomorrow.”
She didn’t argue.
Before I went to bed I put a bolt on the inside of her door, as promised, and glanced around the room. She’d put all the clothes away in the empty wardrobe and chest of drawers. The only item of clothing on display was a long-sleeve sweatshirt she obviously intended to use as a nightdress. As I turned to go I spotted the dressing table. It was veritably groaning under the weight of the cosmetics lined up on its surface. Still she’d had five years of purgatory and I couldn’t deny her a little spit and polish.
The hillside was dusty. The temperature was hot and getting hotter and I waited just over the brow of the hill lying in the full sunshine with only a mottled camouflage sheet for protection. I was watching the road below and holding a small control unit in my hand. The flies buzzed, and I waited. A couple of rodents scampered by, and I waited. Two birds swooped passed intent on love, and I waited. Eventually a small train of vehicles came into view. A pickup truck with a heavy machine gun mounted on the back. A lightweight armoured 4X4 of dubious vintage. A modern executive minibus with an ugly looking driver and, at the rear, an old open-backed lorry with another large machine gun and about six weary looking men each carrying some sort of rifle. I put the field glasses to my eyes and studied the minibus. In it was a man in a light beige suit sitting next to an attractive woman in a blue low-cut dress. In front of them were two burly men and in the seats behind were two men in some sort of military attire. I studied the man and ran through the features. Black hair – check. Wire framed spectacles – check. One arm – check. He was my target. I let my eyes wander to the woman next to him. He carried her around for safety, after all the British didn’t kill innocent women did they? Except she wasn’t innocent, she’d proved to be as murderous and as vindictive as him. I put my field glasses down and flicked the control switch to charge up the firing coil. I patiently waited until the front bumper of the minibus was level with my marker, a bent and twisted dead bush, and pressed the red button. As usual my timing was perfect, the man was directly level with bush when it dissolved in a bright explosion. The column of vehicles slued to a halt. The machine guns swung around uselessly as the raggle-taggle band ran towards the debris of the minibus. Some of the minibus occupants had survived and I could see them screaming in the wreckage. I waited again until I was sure to get maximum effect and detonated the second bomb. This was a different device, it was a shrapnel mine. It cut the guards to ribbons, all except the young woman who crawled out of the wreckage trailing shattered legs. I lifted my rifle and aimed at her…
I woke up in a muck sweat. I’d had the dream before and I always woke up as I squeezed the trigger. That didn’t make it any less harrowing or slow down my rapidly thumping heart. I lay in bed and shook, shook for the dream and for the young woman I had shot from a hillside I’d rather forget about. We’d been under strict orders; kill the man and no survivors from the minibus. I’d done my job, now I was reaping the consequences.
I woke again an hour before daybreak, once again old habits die hard. I raced through my washing and dressing and hurried to the outhouse. I was still obsessively reading the contents of the latest case on offer when she appeared and sniffed her disapproval.
“Have you had breakfast?”
“No.”
She marched into the room and took the papers straight out of my hands and laid them on the table.
“It’s not worth neglecting yourself for, it will wait.”
I stared at her, she’d been transformed. Her facial skin pallor had gone, courtesy no doubt of some foundation cream, her eyelids were pale blue, her eyelashes long and black, her lips and fingernails rose pink, and her cheeks slightly blushed. Her cloths were all white; white thick linen above the knee dress, white tight fitting long-sleeve blouse that emphasised her waist and breasts, white bra and white boots. Despite all that her face still had that hard-as-nails aspect and her teeth stuck out like a set of upside down white railing. The other difference was the smell, previously she’d carried the aroma of shower gel, now she reeked of a cross between a mown hay-field and a pile of rose petals. Some people give themselves a gentle spray of perfume, she must have bathed in it. I tried for a gentle voice.
“You look ravishing.”
She grimaced, but was obviously pleased at the compliment.
“Well don’t let it give you ideas, I’m off limits. Now would you like some breakfast?”
Over breakfast I told her of my other live cases. One missing young girl, one philandering husband and one courier firm that had doubts about one of its drivers and what he was actually carrying around. We started to talk over the courier firm case and I realised that I’d missed the verbal interchange that lets your thoughts develop. We cleared away and as she turned the dishwasher on she gave me a peculiar look, it was a cross between a child asking for a lollipop and a hospital matron inspecting the corner pleats on your bed. She sat down at the table, suspecting something was amiss I joined her.
“Excuse me asking,” she said not wanting to be excused at all. “But how come you’ve got so many cases if you’ve just started?”
I felt the foolish grin on my face.
“No result no fee. It’s the only way to get in on the market and get some sort of reputation, although I’ve got some woman coming next week who’s offered to pay up front.”
My mind raced, why did she want to know? Did she think I was running up large debts? Did she wonder if I was going to force her into keeping me? Was she just plain nosy? However, I had nothing to hide.
“I copped for five lots if insurance. My in-laws had taken out a very expensive policy on themselves and also had one for Connie. My own parents had a pair of cheap life insurance policies, but they paid out double as it wasn’t a ‘natural’ death. The government was most obliging and declared all the people on the passenger list as being dead a few weeks after the accident, otherwise I would have had to wait seven years.”
She looked dubious.
“I don’t want to push my luck,” she said, when she definitely did. “Would you tell me how much?”
There was a quality in her voice I had never heard before, it took me a few moments to realise that it was fear, but fear of what? Me? That I was a millionaire and would use her and throw her out? That I had run through the money and would now turn to her for income?
“What’s up?” I asked as gently as I could.
She dropped her hands below table height, I felt that she might be wringing them together. She closed her eyes.
“When I was inside I made myself promise a few things.”
She opened her lively blue eyes and stared straight at me and started to tick items off on her fingers.
“I wouldn’t become a gangster’s moll, or anybody’s moll. You can have a good life for a while like that, but there’s always a price to pay at the end.”
She moved to the next finger:
“I wouldn’t sponge and make myself unwelcome and I would pay my way.”
She took a wavering breath.
“And I would never go back inside.”
“Was it bad?”
She closed her eyes again. “After the judge had sent me down this cow of a policewoman took me out to the van, she gave me two messages. One was a hard punch in the gut, the other was a message saying that I ought to know it would be extra hard for me as I’d clobbered her colleagues. And it was. I should have gone to a medium security prison and then an open prison for my last year. I did all my time in a high security prison. The very day I had a parole board the guards supposedly found drugs in my pillowcase, so parole was cancelled. And I was put with Marion. She was anti-drug, anti-smoking, anti-men and had a temper like a cornered rat with a short fuse. I’ve no doubt the police manoeuvred things to ensure I had a hard time. It was their pay-back, I’d hurt them, so they’d hurt me.”
She opened her eyes.
“I guess I’m worried that your money’s not legit and I’m going to get swept back into prison due to your illegal activities.”
I’ve seen prisoners before, normally once they’ve done time they get blasé about doing more time. I’d never met one who was terrified of a second, or in her case fourth, stint. I held up my hand.
“I promise that all my money is legitimate, and,” I added, “you’re a friend, not an object to be used.”
She seemed to relax. I had a notion.
“When I was in the army,” I said standing up, “I had this dream, call it a fixation if you like. Once out I would get a dog. You aren’t allowed dogs in barracks, least not in the ranks.”
I looked into her still anxious eyes.
“What was your dream?”
She broke into a broad smile.
“A coffee machine, one of those whizzo chrome Italian monstrosities that breath steam and make pure thick black coffee and frothy milk.”
She looked out of the window, “Did you get your dog?”
“Briefly, I had a ten-tear old Retriever from the RSPCA; she died of heart failure after six months.”
“Did it live up to your expectations?”
“Yes.”
I made another active decision.
“Right,” I said decisively, “How about I show you a set of insurance policies and then we go shopping.”
“What for?”
“A whizzo chrome Italian monstrosity that breathes steam and makes pure thick black coffee.”
I got a smile. A pretty unadulterated, unsuspicious, open and welcoming smile. It warmed the cockles of my heart.
So we went shopping and sought out the only shop in Ipswich that sells such machines. They had three: expensive, very expensive and outrageously expensive. She chose the very expensive one and I looked at the price tag and winced. Personally I prefer my coffee made in a tin cup on an open fire, but this was an investment. An investment in trust.
It was misty, the sort of cloying wet mist that clings to the ground. I’d climbed a tree to get above it and was watching a group of terrorists go through their morning training-camp routine, a mixture of PE and repetitive chants. They were a mere half mile from me and I could hear their grunts and chants drifting on the ever so slight breeze. I judged that there were about twenty going through the routine and another dozen or so men lounging around smoking and chatting. I waited until my watch said 8:30am and pointed my video camera at them and turned it on. These days you don’t need to make long and complicated radio messages, you just point the camera. It contains a GPS unit, a compass and a range-finder, and it sends the pictures and relevant information via a satellite phone directly to the air-force. It’s a whizzo piece of gear that made my life considerably easier. Now I just waited. Less than five minutes later a Fleet Air Arm Sea Harrier came over my tree, I swear he was so low I could feel the hot air blast as he passed. He loosed off two rockets almost directly overhead; at that sort of range he could have knocked an ant out of an eggshell. He’d no sooner banked away than his wingman repeated the operation. Now I could put the camera away, they’d marked the spot nicely for the third Sea Harrier that came screaming down the river and dropped two high-energy blast bombs plumb in the centre of the training camp. If I’d been working with the Americans I’d have wanted to be at least a mile away, but these were the Fleet Air Arm and they are very good at low-level operations and hitting the correct target, namely not me. As he flew away the final plane’s wings gave a little waggle; it’s always nice to be thanked. There followed that eerie silence that can only come after a battle, in reality it only lasts a few seconds, but it always seems like a lifetime. Across the river it was pure carnage, buildings were burning and bodies were lying in askew fragmented positions. The silence ended when the women appeared, wailing and screaming. I was just about to climb down when I saw him, the prime target. He walked out into the midst of the smouldering chaos and stood stock still. Being the only one high enough I grabbed my rifle and let off a shot, but trees aren’t stable platforms and even with the relatively short range I missed. My bullet went high and to the right, bringing down some camp groupie. He had the temerity to give me a casual wave before he turned to move out of my sight behind some smoke.
I woke up with a bitter taste in my mouth. It was one of my great regrets that I’d had my chance and I missed. It took another nine months, and endless civilian atrocities, before he was caught again, this time by the Gurkhas. They cornered him a small village and he made the mistake of trying his hand at one-on-one close combat with a Gurkha sergeant. He might as well have committed suicide, perhaps he did. But I’d missed my shot and because of that he was able to mastermind the slaughter of thirty-three innocent schoolchildren in the name of freedom. That was where the bitter taste came from; my miss, their untimely death.
Feeling slightly depressed I slunk down to the kitchen. I paused in the doorway. Jenn was already up and dressed in some sort of pale-blue dress with tassels handing from the hem. Even from across the room I could taste her perfume. She had her back to me and she was polishing the coffee machine with a clean teacloth. As she polished she was humming, I couldn’t distinguish the tune, but I could ascertain the mood. She was happy. I backed away and left her to her contentment. It seemed that the coffee machine was already reaping its rewards.
I’d planned my day. I like to plan my days in advance, that way you don’t waste time. However, I’d forgotten one very important factor, it was a Sunday and she is a holy roller. I had my breakfast under the false sense of security that once it was over I could get back to finding the missing girl. My downfall started with an idle question.
“How far is the church,” she said innocently.
“What sort of church? CofE is just under a mile away, Methodist a little further, Catholic a little closer. Baptist about a mile in the other direction. Lots of other flavours in Felixstowe.”
“CofE will do, any idea of the time of the service?”
How would I know the time of the service? I only knew their locations as the buildings were landmarks to navigate from.
“No, probably in the paper – the freebie in the recycling bin.”
I went to escape, but she was swift. She retrieved the paper and read the ‘What’s on’ section before I could put my dirty crockery in the dishwasher. She glanced at the clock.
“It’s 10:30, not enough time to walk, could you give me a lift?”
I licked my lips, this was crunch time. There was an electric bike in the garden shed, but it was really too cold to go bicycling around. Thus the only option was to lend her the Rover. I cleared my throat.
“Want to borrow the Rover?” I tried to make my voice casual, but it came out sort of strangled.
She laughed and put her hands on her hips.
“If you could only see your face,” she chided. “You’re off the hook, I don’t drive.”
The relief was palpable. Even if I had to take her, at least she wasn’t behind the wheel of my precious Rover. I should have known better, for as we arrived she turned to face me. She chewed her bottom lip, spreading rose-pink lipstick up her teeth.
“Will you come in with me? I won’t normally ask, but it’s the first time and they’ll all be strangers.”
Once again she had me stuffed and mounted, how could I possibly refuse? I mean if I took on four men in a pub on her behalf, walking into church with her was nothing, but she was wrong; it was something, something rock hard. Church for me meant four things, baptisms, marriages, carol services and funerals. In my time in the army I’d been to church every Christmas, attended five weddings, one baptism and too many funerals. And every funeral was a failure. It was a mate we’d failed to protect, or a colleague who got careless, or a group of poor souls who’d managed to die by the misnomer of ‘friendly fire,’ or my best friend Tom, who’d succumbed to a long and gruelling death by cancer. Churches were not happy places where you sang of the Promised Land to come, they were grim places to say the long goodbye to your past colleagues. But I was stuffed and mounted and went inside with her.
It wasn’t too bad. The people were friendly, the service not too happy-clappy and the padre gave a good sermon. They were working through the Ten Commandments, so we’d had ‘Honour your father and your mother.’ He didn’t fudge the issue and he’d covered dysfunctional and violent families in his exegesis. I was glad about that. She came away with two tickets for some sort of mid-week supper and I came away with a feeling of relief. As we climbed in the Rover thoughts of earning a living crossed my mind immediately before signals from my stomach informed me that it was lunch time. It was time for a decision; we could go home, cook, wash-up and waste time, or we could eat out.
“How about I buy Sunday Lunch?” I murmured.
She shrugged, “You don’t have to.”
I thought of her attempt at Shepherd’s pie.
“No, but let’s have some time away from the cottage.”
I took her to a seafront bar/restaurant. She declined wine and we ate an interesting meal of minted lamb cutlets lying on a bed of overcooked green vegetables I didn’t recognise and surrounded by half-cooked vegetables I did recognise. The pudding, on the other hand, was succulent. We talked of nothing in particular. The padre’s talk on families had put us off talking about our own families, so we stayed on generalities. However, she dropped a bombshell when we got to the coffee.
“Been thinking about your courier driver,” she said. “Tell me, did you buy you shotguns over here?”
Not likely I thought. One was an Austrian semi-automatic, one an American long-barrelled manual loading double and the other an Iraqi short-barrelled fully automatic that was both illegal in Britain and remarkably deadly. Once the trigger was pulled it could loose off thirty shells in under a minute. I’d seen it used by the Mujahedin against the Russian conscripts and it caused an awesome amount of damage in a very short time. That’s where I had got mine, Afghanistan.
“No.”
“How did you get them here?”
I laughed, “Just stuffed them in my kit. We got shipped all over the place and brought back by Army Transport. No customs checks, no metal detectors, nothing. Added to that we always seemed to arrive back late and night in the rain. I could have smuggled in an elephant if I’d had a big enough kit-bag.”
I omitted to tell her that I’d also smuggled in my Glock 17 pistol and a Gurkha commando knife plus numerous bits and pieces that Connie had sold for profit. Not guns mind, mainly trainers and watches.
She nodded, sipped her coffee, dribbled and dabbed.
“So I guess they never appeared on any cargo manifest?”
I laughed, “Of course not, who wants to…”
I stopped, I’d cottoned on. If you have something naughty, illegal or underhand you don’t get it listed. She gave a smug smile.
“You said you’d watched him on his deliveries and the places he delivered to matched the duplicate manifest you had. How do you know he didn’t deliver unlisted goods at the same time? You couldn’t check off the boxes could you?”
She was right of course; the duplicate manifest only said where, not how many boxes.
“I must powder my nose,” she said getting up and walking towards the toilets in the corner under the stairs to the posh restaurant.
I was so lost in my thoughts about things that weren’t listed and where the driver could load ‘illegal’ boxes that I almost missed the swarthy man in the beige suit. The scumbag had been sitting at the table near the toilet doors all lunchtime and he must have had many many friends as a large number of people wanted to shake his hand as they passed. I had no doubt that he was a drug dealer and I also had no doubt that he’d sniffed Jenn out. Drug dealers are like vultures, they know when there’s easy meat around. As I padded towards the toilet door I wondered, once again, if her brother was right, maybe she did attract trouble. By the time I arrived he had her trapped at the end of the wash basins as he waved a small bag of white powder under her nose.
“First three shots are free,” he whined enticingly, “you know you want it. You know it makes sense.”
“I said no,” Jenn answered emphatically.
This was a definite ‘no’, not a feminine indefinite ‘no.’
“Come on lassie,” he whined imploringly, “You know you want it. You know what it’s like, can you live without it? I’ve got all the gear you need.”
He waved the bag.
“No,” she said again. Once again it was the definite ‘no.’
I coughed and he spun round.
“The lady said no.” I chided.
He put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a small pistol, I couldn’t quite see what it was, but it was probably a .22 automatic. That’s the trouble these days, all the punks can get their hands on small bore guns and they think they can control the world.
“Piss off,” he snarled.
Actually he snarled just before he yelled in agony. Jenn used one of those sharp-pointed heels of hers to stamp on the back of his left foot just above the top of his snow-white soft leather shoes. He half turned and then went to turn back, he was too slow, far too slow and I was too close. I grabbed his wrist just as Jenn stamped a second time in the same spot, if she carried on like this he’d need a new set of hoofs. I grabbed his crutch with my other hand and heaved him into a cubicle. He landed face first onto the cistern and bumped down onto the toilet bowl. He dropped the gun in the process. Before he could rise I kicked him just below the left buttock, where it causes most pain.
“Put it all down the loo and flush,” I said; rather politely I thought.
He glanced back to argue and made a sensible decision, he rapidly emptied his pockets of little white bags and little silver foil sweeties and flushed.
“Now pass me back the money.”
He needed another kick of encouragement before he did so. Jenn gathered the money up and I wondered if he was safe to leave, however judging by the state of his left ankle he could only hobble.
“Flush again,” I ordered.
He obliged, clearly frightened nearly witless. Jenn suddenly walked past me, gun in hand, and held it to the back of his head.
“Give me one good reason,” she purred, “Why I shouldn’t pull the trigger.”
I had one, she had the safety catch on, but if ever she wanted a job as a gangster’s moll she’d have all the attributes. He babbled something and wet himself; without warning she stamped on his left ankle again. This time his leg was trapped between stiletto and floor and he went white with the pain. She held the gun out to me. I wiped it all over, checked the magazine, it was empty, and tossed it into the loo in front of him.
“You’ve got three minutes,” I told him harshly, “Then I call the cops.”
I moved slightly closer, feeling like John Wayne.
“And if I see you round here again you won’t be so lucky.”
Jenn and I walked out together feeling like a team. She stuffed all the money into a charity box for the NSPCC and then swore. I raised an eyebrow. She giggled, “I haven’t been to the toilet yet.”
I decided that she may attract trouble like a candle flame attracts moths, but life with her wasn’t boring, wasn’t boring at all.
For the sheer hell of it we sat outside in the Rover and watched him exit the restaurant. He made it to the gutter before he was sick. He pulled himself together and hopped and hobbled across the road and almost fell into a silver-grey BMW. I doubted that he’d be able to drive. Unfortunately it was an automatic and he sped away.
“I’m impressed,” I told her, “If someone waved a double whisky under my nose I might not have you will power.”
I turned my eyes from following the car to looking at her. She was white and trembling like a leaf in autumn.
“You don’t know how close,” she gasped, “You just don’t know how close.”
But you see I did. I’d been sitting all lunchtime in a restaurant that had a huge display of booze behind the serving counter. If she hadn’t been there I doubt I could have sat there and ignored it. We were indeed a team, a mutually pair of guardians against falling back into the clutches of addiction.
Back at the cottage it took two cups of frothy coffee to restore her equilibrium. As I finished my second cup I had part of an answer.
“He took more boxes into three electrical shops.”
“Did you video him?” She shot back.
I had to shrug, “No, thought it would make me too obvious.”
She laughed, “You drive about in a tatty Land-Rover and don’t want to look obvious? “It may fit in round here, but probably not for what you’re doing.”
I had to agree. Trouble was that meant buying a second vehicle as I was not, definitely not, giving up my Rover. Something crossed my mind, what was I doing talking this over with her? Putting my burdens and my cases on her?
“You don’t have to do this you know, it’s not your problem.”
“Yes it is,” she responded swiftly, “How can I live here and not get involved? Besides, it makes me feel useful.”
Monday Morning I got another reality check, a severe one. The morning started well enough with me waking up to find that it had snowed overnight, not much a mere inch or two of the fluffy stuff. It was the genuine stuff though, not the soggy wet kind, but pure soft ice-crystal snow. By the time I got to the kitchen Jenn had had her breakfast and was not in sight. As I filed the kettle I spotted her, she was making a snowman. She was wearing her red windcheater and had sprouted a pair of large hoop earrings, but she looked for all the world like a little girl playing in the snow. They say that as adults we yearn to live out the things we could never do in our childhood, maybe she was fulfilling a childhood wish. Whatever it was she looked happy enough and I left her to it, both not wanting to disturb her revelry and not wanting to waste any more time. Thus I was deep in the analysis of the courier driver’s route – just in case it could yield anything – when Jenn appeared at the outhouse door.
“You want to find that missing girl? I think I know exactly where she is.”
She waved my file on the case.
“It’s all in here.”
I put down my field glasses and wondered if there was any point in starting the engine to try and warm up the cab. So far we’d driven past Mike Padgett’s house twice, once in each direction, and given his house and grounds a good examination. I’d also driven round a bit to get the lie of the land. His house was an example of good security. High gates, bare brick walls with vicious shards of broken glass on top, no cover to speak of between walls and house, at least six CCTV cameras and, judging by the mess in the garden, a large dog. I knew I could sit and wait forever for the lion to leave its lair, but I was conscious of Jenn slowly freezing to death beside me. I’d managed to persuade her to wear tights and jeans, a jumper and her brother’s old parka over her windcheater, but initially failed to get her to wear a woollen bobble-hat. That had changed an hour ago when she had pulled on one of my spares, the one composed of bands of red and white wool. “Had enough for today,” I asked.
“Not yet, once my knees freeze over I might change my mind.”
She moved slightly, she was sitting on her hands. “You sure he’ll go out?”
“No good trying to get into his house, he’d just keep us outside his gates, but he’s got his Lexus out of the garage and he’s not parked it out front to wash it.”
She stiffened, “The burglar alarm box just flashed twice, he must be setting the alarm.”
I started the engine, we were on our way. I only hope our prearranged strategy worked.
We judged it perfectly if I say so myself. We took the risk of assuming he was going towards civilisation and set our trap up in the middle of a long straight. By the time he came into view Jenn was staring under the raised bonnet of the Land Rover looking through a myriad of steam courtesy of hot water from a thermos flask. He drove by and glanced at her. She’d taken off her bobble hat and as he drove passed she raised both her arms upwards in a movement of despair. The Lexus slowed to a halt and then backed up. He climbed out, but didn’t approach. I assessed him from behind a convenient oak. Six foot tall, perhaps a couple of inches more. Thin and gangly and, judging by his mini pot belly, not fit. He raised his head and gave Jenn a serious teacher look.
“You called a garage?”
Jenn waved her mobile phone.
“No bleeding signal is there?”
Her Welsh accent, rolled across the road to me. I’d been coaching her all morning and she now had it almost perfect. Ii was the accent I’d perfected for my squad’s bar-fights, so that my regiment didn’t get blamed. He laughed and reached into his back pocket.
“Here, use mine.”
Jenn tottered towards him and for a moment my heart reached my mouth. No one but no one drives an ancient Land Rover in high heels, fortunately he didn’t notice. She reached out and took the phone from him and I exploded into action while he was studying her face.
“You’re a long way from…” he managed to say before I was on top of him. I didn’t give him any chance at all. I grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and heaved him against the side of the vehicle. The surprise on his face was palpable. “Take the car,” he grunted.
“Don’t want the car,” I said in my best Welsh accent. “I want information. Where’s the girl?”
To his credit he tried to fake bewilderment. “What girl?”
I squeezed his arms hard, “You know what girl, now don’t get me angry.”
Jenn’s strident voice joined in. “Ask him where he got his money.”
“I won the lottery,” he screamed, “straight up, 1.8 million.”
“The girl.” I growled.
He looked white and terrified, what has seemed a harmless act of gallantry had turned sour, very sour.
“My cottage,” he cried, “my old cottage. I swear I haven’t harmed her.”
“Address?” I snarled.
“Blacksmith’s cottage, Dunwich Road, Alterton.”
I could hear his fear in the wavering of his voice. Jenn came closer.
“So what is it? Teacher taking pity on a poor pupil? Lust? Love? Grooming her for sex?”
“Nothing like that,” he shrilled, “Once she’s sixteen we’ll get married. We love each other.”
Jenn rolled her eyes, “Aw he taking us for fools, just knock his head off. He loves her and then lets her live in a grotty cottage while he lives in the lap of luxury.”
The sing-song quality in her voice was just right.
He wet his pants, his worst nightmare was coming true.
“I love her, but I said that I wouldn’t have intercourse with her until we were married. I’ve got principles you know.” he screamed.
I grabbed his throat, “You taking us for fools?”
“Once,” he yelled, “just once, straight up, once!”
Jenn purred in his ear.
“Quite the Spanish teacher aren’t we? Extra lessons to improve her vocabulary. One to one tuition to help her pronunciation. How do you say pervert in Spanish?”
She hardened her voice. “And she was how old when you started? Fourteen?”
“Week before she was fifteen,” he sobbed. “I thought she was older, didn’t realise her birthday is at the wrong end of the year.”
“And the others?”
His eyes widened, “What others?”
“You seem to have left Highdon Grammar school in rather a hurry. Then there was that private girl’s school where you only managed two terms. That was followed by a term of private tuition until you seem to have left Bedford in rather a hurry to come here.”
“You’re guessing.” He chided.
Jenn whipped out my large hunting knife out of the inside pocket of her parka, “Can I cut his throat now? I don’t like teachers that prey on their pupils.”
I inwardly smiled, Jenn played the perfect gangster’s moll, hard as nails and totally without scruples.
“I love her, I really love her,” he shrieked.
“How many?” Jenn whispered while studying the knife.
“Four?”
She put the knife away. I let him go, but stood between him and the open car door. I nodded to Jenn and she walked behing the River to phone the parents.
“It’s like this,” I said. “I’m not interested in you, only her. We’ll tell the parents where she is and my job is over.”
He swallowed back bile. “But, they’ll go to the police.”
“That’s your problem.”
He nodded and went to move towards his car. I whipped out the keys and tossed them into the nearby ditch that was brim full of evil looking water. Jenn reappeared.
“They’re on their way,” she announced while tossing his phone over the hedge.
“If I was you,” I snarled. “I’d go home and wait.”
As we drove away I smiled to myself, closure on two cases within a week, things were indeed looking up.
We celebrated two hours later in a supermarket café.
“You were very good,” I said joking, “We’ll make a gangster’s moll out of you yet.”
She grinned, “As long as it’s not a permanent position.”
Her smile faded, “Did you have to treat him so rough to start with?”
I shrugged, “Just gave him a squeeze, wasn’t really hard. It’s the old fear trick, the person has to actually believe that you’re out of control. That’s why you were essential. He fully believed that I was playing the macho man for you and that you were even more dangerous.”
She averted her eyes and gazed out of the window.
“You ever killed anybody?”
“No-one on my side,” I answered dryly.
“I got some skag once,” she said remotely in a far off voice. “Wasn’t good stuff, but I needed a fix. Girl I was squatting with used it first. She fitted and died. Stuff was rotten to the core.”
She turned her eyes back to me, I could see they were full of hard memories.
“You know I can’t even remember her name, but that could have been me taking that stuff, she just happened to have the syringe. I got to the state where I’d take anything anywhere at anytime using any old dirty syringe. This is fun for the moment Jim, but I don’t want to go outside the law. Prison cleaned me up and gave me a different perspective on life. You didn’t normally get two chances at life and I’m not ruining my second one.”
“You don’t have to do this with me,” I murmured, “You can stay at the cottage and get a job as a lifeguard.”
She shook her head, “No, I’ll stay on board for the moment. Two heads are better than one and we need each other to stay clean and dry.”
She was right there. I knew she’d watch me like a hawk for booze and I’d do the same for her and drugs. She was also right that two heads were better than one. I supped my coffee and believed for the first time that my detective business had a real chance of success. My mind turned to other things as I watched her through the coffee vapours, so we were a detective team, was that as far as it would go?
We’d got back to the outskirts of Trimley, and were looking forward to an indulgent take-away, when the police pulled us over. It was a traffic car, but I noticed that the little CCTV camera that hangs under the mirror was pointing out of the rear window and not at us. I hissed, at Jenn to sit tight and climbed out. The two policemen were young cocky and suspicious. One was tall and thin and with all the gear, body armour, CS spray, extendible baton and prominent handcuffs. The other, shorter and with a tufty brown beard, was just wearing standard uniform and a flat cap. He gave me what was supposed to pass for a smile.
“Good afternoon sir, we’ve had reports of drugs being smuggled into Felixstowe in vehicles just like yours, mind if we take a look round yours?”
The manner was supposed to be friendly, but I’ve seen that look in the eyes before. Usually at checkpoints and usually before trouble, bad trouble. I lent against the open door of my Rover.
“Actually I do. If you want to look inside my vehicle you’ll need a search warrant and I’ll need my solicitor.”
His smile vanished.
“May I remind you sir that under the terrorism legislation we may stop and search any vehicle.”
“You said it was drugs, so is it drugs or terrorism?”
“They’re often connected,” joined in the tall one. “I don’t think you can stop us sir?”
The penny dropped.
“Oh I see,” I said jauntily, “Your scumbag’s protection?”
“Pardon?”
“The drug dealer in the sea-front restaurant, he couldn’t sit there all day dealing away without settling with the local bobbies for protection and your it!”
I managed a false laugh as they looked at each other. I knew from that look I was on the right direction. The tall one gave me a toothy grin.
“If you resist sir we’ll have to arrest you both for obstruction.”
I pulled out my mobile phone, “I’ll just check that out with Tom.”
“Tom?” The short one asked in confusion.
“Tom Broadbent, your Chief Constable, plays a mean round of golf. Handicap in single figures.”
The tall one laughed scathingly.
“And where would you meet him? Not exactly in the same social strata are we?”
That was true, but I could read the papers and last summer his boss had won some forlorn inter-police golf tournament. Now it was time for the real bluff.
“Army. Check his CV, he used to be military police.”
That was also true, but again acquired knowledge, not experience.
I watched their eyes, if I appeared sure of my ground they’d give way. I’d once used the same technique to convince a bunch of African guerrillas that I had a regiment waiting just over the hill.
“He served in the Gulf, you develop strong ties under fire.”
The short one licked his lips, this was becoming complicated. It was supposed to have been a simple warn-off using a drugs plant, probably cannabis. Now it seemed I was a buddy of their ultimate boss. I nonchalantly looked around.
"Doesn't suffer fools gladly does Tom. I remember when he had a private sent to Colchester Army Prison for two years for just selling one watch he’d illegally brought back from the Gulf.”
This was a blatant fabrication, but how would they know?
I watched their faces, frankly I could do without this hassle, but it seemed part and parcel of teaming up with Jenn.
“Look lads, so far we’ve just had a chat.” I said in my most reasonable voice. “Take my advice go away and find a way of arresting scumbag, that is unless you fancy a spell inside. Believe me the inmates would love an ex-policeman for company.”
The tall one sneered.
“Don’t go making threats, we don’t respond to threats.”
I stared him straight in the eyes.
“You feel invincible now because you think you’re in control. But just let me suppose that scumbag is paying you a back-hander to look the other way? This isn’t looking the other way is it? He’s been giving you orders, he feels he’s paying the piper so he can call the tune. Do you want to spend your careers looking over your shoulder?”
The short one began a retreat.
“Very well sir, don’t forget we know where you live.”
“And who you live with,” scoffed the tall one. “Any judge would believe that an ex-druggie had a stash.”
That worried me, Jenn had been with me less than a week and they already knew she was staying with me, was she being monitored?
“And I’ve got your numbers,” I replied before looking in the Rover and talking loudly to Jenn. “Did you get that all in the mobile?”
Fortunately she caught on. “Recorded ever word,” she called back.
I turned to my two miscreant coppers.
“Mobile phone technology is good stuff these days, very versatile.”
I had them stuffed and mounted, they didn’t know whether we had recorded them or whether we hadn’t or whether I knew Tom Broadbent or whether I didn’t. But they couldn’t take the risk. I gave them a smile of satisfaction.
“I’ll put a copy with my solicitor’s, just by way of insurance. Now sod off and deal with scumbag and his likes, that’s what you’re supposed to do.”
I swung into the cab, slammed the door and drove off. They watched me drive away, I would love to know what they said to each other as I drove away, but I had to concentrate on Jenn.
“You OK?”
“No.”
She took a deep breath, “The two cops I attacked, they were bent; bent as a nine pound note. They turned over our squat supposedly looking for drugs, they’d done it before. But they didn’t take any drugs away, just any money, or valuables, we had. Pig tried to take my mother’s St Christopher off of me.”
There was a hardness and vehemence in her voice that was frightening in its intensity.
“Did you manage to keep it?”
“No, they took all my personal effects at the station, by the time they’d been passed onto the prison service and then back to me the St Christopher was gone. It was a message, don’t mess with us we always win.”
She gave me an anxious look.
“Be careful Jim, corrupt policemen tend to know other corrupt policemen, they smell each other out. Trust no-one.”
I drove to the cottage wondering just who I could trust, it seemed not the police. Apart from Jenn I suddenly felt very lonely.
We ditched the idea of a take-away and Jenn cooked. Dinner proved to be sausages and mash. The mash was lumpy and dry, the sausages were crisp in the middle and almost raw under the skin. However, as a matter of principle I ate my allotted portion all up. After all I’d had a tour of jungle duty with the American Rangers so I could probably eat anything. Jenn nibbled and pushed her plate away. She scowled fit enough to break crockery.
“We only did virtual cookery, OK?”
This was a new one on me.
“Virtual cookery?”
“I had this course in my last year before I got out, general housekeeping they called it. We did sewing, budgeting and cookery, only they wouldn’t let us actually cook. Apparently on a previous course one of the screws narks got a pan of deep fry chips down her back, complete with the high-temperature fat. So we had lectures and then ‘cooked’ using a computer programme. It wasn’t very realistic.”
“Didn’t you do it at school, cookery I mean?”
“No, not unless you count boiled eggs and toast. School didn’t have the money to replace the kitchen block after it got torched.”
I almost burst out laughing, but I could see she was upset.
“There are about six cookery books in the cupboard over the small worktop.”
She shrugged, “I know, I thought you might think it funny if I used them.”
Now I did laugh, “Well I wouldn’t, why do you think they are there? It’s because I can’t cook. No call for it in the Army, either the catering corps are dishing up the food for you or you’re on compo.”
“I thought all you guys could catch and skin a rabbit and produce a gourmet stew.”
“Only in the movies. I’ve only had to eat caught meat once, and that was a squirrel when I was on some training exercise.”
She relaxed and smiled, “Well I’ll use the books tomorrow.”
She moved to get the pudding; she is the only woman I know who can’t cook creamed rice from a tin. Personally I thought it was impossible to spoil, maybe I should sue the manufacturers.
I kicked open the door and entered the house, not that it was really a house, just a two-room flat-roofed dwelling. The narrow door only allowed one of us through at a time and I was on point. The dingy room behind the door was full of women and children. I noted six women and five children of different ages. I ignored them and checked out the second room while my back-up searched the living room, not that there was much to search. We backed out slowly and I halted in the doorway. Something was wrong here, there was a strong smell of tobacco smoke and yet none of these women had cigarettes. I automatically eased off my safety catch, “Not clear,” I called into my radio. “Repeat, not clear.”
I hated using the ‘Not Clear’ rather than the better, ‘Trouble,” but we were working with a European peacekeeping force and they preferred the negative description. However my Spanish back-up understood what I meant and I felt him close up behind me.
“Tobacco,” I muttered, “There’s a smell of tobacco?”
Procedure now was laid down in standing orders, we had to do our best to clear the women and children out of the house. I studied the eyes of the children, they all stared back at me, except one, she kept glancing at the other doorway. She undoubtedly saved my life. I didn’t hesitate, I just opened fire into the doorway. There might just have been another child in there, or an animal, however I was taking no chances. We’d lost three of the combined force in two days in situations just like this; I was not going to be the fourth. The centre wall of the house was paper thin and I sprayed bullets through it as well as through the doorway. As my gun fired a pair of hand grenades came flying through the doorway into the centre of the room. There was nothing I could do but run backwards out of the building pushing back my Spanish colleague as I ran. The young girl ran after me. The grenades exploded and she was swept off of her feet almost straight into my arms. Her back was broken and she’d lost half a leg. She smiled at me, “All safe,” she said in almost perfect English, “all safe.” I couldn’t stand on ceremony as two men tumbled out of the door after her and tried to run. My Spaniard shot one in the head, the other threw himself on the floor and put his hands on his head. The third member of my team, a Dutchman, jumped onto his back and held his rifle to the man’s head. As the girl lay dying in my arms I shouted at the prisoner, “What about your people, don’t you care?”
He looked me straight in the eyes, “Collateral damage my friend,” he said with a perfect American accent. “Just collateral damage, they don’t matter.”
The girl smiled at me again and ceased living.
I woke up trembling with rage and sorrow as my bedroom door opened and Jenn stood silhouetted in the doorway. “You alright?”
“Yes.”
“You were shouting ever so loud.”
“What did I shout?”
“It didn’t make sense, something about caring.”
“I had a dream, that’s all.”
She came in and perched on the stool at the end of my sleeping bag. Her sideways silhouette highlighted the curvaceous nature of her body and her lack of hair.
“You shouted last night too.”
I could hardly tear my eyes off of her profile.
“I did?”
“You did, you kept calling out ‘Alex shoot the dog, shoot the bloody dog. You sounded anxious.”
I swallowed, I must have dreamt about the time we got stuck in a minefield with a stray dog running around us and my young fresh faced officer wouldn’t shoot the dog, believe me I was anxious. In the end it blew itself up, fortunately it didn’t take any of us with him.
“It’s a long story.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
“Not particularly, not sure it helps.”
“I used to dream,” she said casually, “about a young girl called Sarah. We used to live together and I got back from shoplifting to find her dying in the bath, she’d tried to slit her throat, but not gone deep enough for a quick end.”
“Did she die?”
“Yes.”
I frowned as I tried to get my thoughts together, there was something important here.
“You said you used to dream.”
She must have smiled at me, but I couldn’t really see.
“I prayed about it and told God all about it, especially my regret that I didn’t realise she was so down. I’ve not worried about it since.”
I thought for a moment she was going to offer to get in my bed, but she stood up and ambled out.
“You might find it helps to talk or pray.”
She closed the door behind her and I relaxed and unclenched my fists that had been gripping the mattress. She raised desires in me, but I was not going to be unfaithful to my dead wife.
10am Tuesday I got the call, that call, the one that led me into a mêlée of experiences. Like all such cells it was plain and simple. The vicar of the parents for whom we had found their girl thought he might have a job for us, now that couldn’t be too difficult could it?
The vicar turned out to be a wispy thin chap with a straggly gnome type beard and sunken, haunted, blue eyes. To be honest he looked overworked and overwrought. He met us at the church, which turned out to be stuck in the Essex coastal hinterland between Walton and Harwich. It was just right for a church in the middle of nowhere having rows and rows of oak pews that must have sat well over two hundred. Jenn was suitably impressed by the church, I hoped I’d be suitably impressed by the job. He led us to his vestry, dusted off a couple of mediaeval chairs and we sat down. He gazed at us and wrung his hands, kicked the heater under the table and wrung his hands again. Jenn put on a beatific smile and leant slightly forward.
“Why don’t you start at the beginning?”
He blinked three or four times like an owl caught in a searchlight before clearing his throat with a mighty throat clearing harrumph.
“I suppose it starts with the orphanage, we’ve had an orphanage in the village since the Boar War and now the council want to close it and sell it off.
He crossed his legs, kicking the heater again.
“But I don’t think it’s the council’s to sell. The orphanage has been run by the Church’s Children’s Society since before the First World War, least so I’m told. Anyway I thought that the papers in the archives might tell me the truth and that’s when…”
He tailed off into silence before re-crossing his legs and, once again, kicking the poor heater.
“I suppose I should explain that the archives should be in the local town hall, but they had a flood last year and the whole lot got moved to our crypt, plus numerous other papers and…”
Once again he tailed off.
“I suppose I’d better show you,” he muttered.
He led us out of the vestry to a hatch behind the altar, which he duly opened. He placed a ‘crypt in use’ sign on the altar and led us down a steep wooden staircase into chaos. The crypt was smaller than I thought it should be and every single inch of uneven floor space was taken up by piles of papers, stacked cardboard storage boxes and mounds of overstuffed plastic crates. He led us through a torturous path to the rear of the crypt. He harrumphed again.
“I thought that if I could get some order down here I might be able to sort things out and find some papers about the orphanage. I needed more floor space so I cut a hole in the wooden wall here to use the void under the actual church nave, and I discovered this.”
He handed me a powerful torch, pulled aside a sheet of thick polythene sheeting and we stepped inside.
“Bloody hell,” said Jenn.
“How many?” I asked.
“Seventeen. Two rows of eight and one by himself at the end.”
I surveyed the scene with my torch. Seventeen dusty brown waxy tarpaulins each with a mound underneath, the shape of which was unmistakable. I walked between the rows to the body by itself, there were three chalk chevrons scratched into the tarpaulin. I knelt down, steeled myself and looked underneath. The body was entirely naked and almost completely mummified. There were no identity tags, not that I expected to be that lucky.
The vicar started to prattle.
“They’ve not been embalmed, I used to be a vet so I know. They’re probably mummified because it’s dry down here because of the heap of water absorbing material in the corner, looks like salt, but could be sugar.”
I glanced at Jenn, bodies had been the stuff of life for me, but not for her, even in the torchlight I could see she was pale.
“Sure they’re not legit?”
He wrung his hands.
“Been through the church registers for a hundred years; nothing. I could go back further, after all they could be Cromwell’s men in a church this old.”
He snorted at his own feeble joke as I peered under another tarpaulin. Same naked body, same mummification.
“Let’s get some air.” I suggested.
Nobody argued.
The vicarage was marginally warmer than the church, but only just. Fortunately he served up his tea in huge china mugs into which he could dip his seemingly endless supply of digestive biscuits. Jenn’s pallor faded a bit as she supped the tea and I felt it was time to ask some hard questions.
“How long you known?”
“Three weeks. I wanted to be sure they weren’t there for a reason, a legitimate reason.”
“Called the police?”
He shook his head and wrung his hands.
“I know I should, but I don’t think they’ll investigate.”
Jenn spluttered as she inhaled some tea.
“Not investigate! You’ve got seventeen bodies down there!”
He shrugged.
“And many hundreds in the graveyard, besides I’ve been doing some research.”
He cupped his hands around the mug, supped his tea and we waited. Eventually he looked at me.
“You were in the army, is that right?”
“Yes, professional soldier.”
He nodded.
“During the war – the Second World War – there was an army camp next door to here, mainly to man the anti-aircraft guns and radar. But there was also some sort of other establishment, it’s called Unit NG100 in the records.”
“What did it do?” Chipped in Jenn.
“I don’t know, the records haven’t been released and are not due for release until 2044 at the earliest. I do know one thing, however, and that’s that the whole place was deliberately burnt to the ground after the war, that’s in the local papers of the time.”
He looked away as if ashamed.
“Some of the elderly members of my congregation say the place remained derelict for years until the army agreed to clear it up in the early 1960s. Then they turned up in full kit and clobber, you know the sort of anti-germ suits you see in horror movies. They told the local papers it was because of asbestos, but I’ve seen no other evidence of that.”
“What’s there now?”
“Chicken Farm.”
Jenn frowned.
“So why not go to the police?”
“Because,” I said quietly, “He believes it’s a cover-up, an official cover-up. The army doesn’t normally hide its dead in church crypts, it buries them with full military honours in nice graveyards for all the public to see. Something happened and soldiers died.”
Jenn frowned again, “Surely you can’t just wipe seventeen people off the map. What about relations?”
The vicar sighed the sigh of a man who’s seen too much angst and misery.
“It was wartime my dear, soldiers were dying all over the place, be fairly easy to add a mere seventeen to the list.”
I nodded.
“Sunken troopship where there were no bodies, massive explosion, raging fires; plenty of options.”
She looked at me in almost startled disbelief.
“But how can we be sure these bodies are from the Second World War, it could be the first, or later, or earlier.”
My army mind clicked into gear.
“Could be First, they certainly had those tarpaulins then, but the army mothballs stuff for years and years, so could be Second, doubt if they’re later.”
“Second,” said the vicar. “Twenty-second of May 1944. There’s an old newspaper in the far corner of the crypt, that and some used candles.”
My mind jumped. That was all wrong, you didn’t stick sentries in the corner, you always set them at doorways. The vicar spoilt my chain of thought by harrumphing.
“Can’t pay you much I’m afraid.”
As far as I was concerned the money didn’t matter. These were soldiers, dead soldiers who’d been tucked away. They deserved to be named and buried properly, not hidden away into some dreadful crypt. I tried to sound convincing.
“Don’t worry, their regiment will pay, or a newspaper.”
“So you’ll look into it?”
“Of course.”
So the die was cast.
We went back to the crypt and I admired the steel in Jenn. We took photographs of the general scene, of the wooden wall and of each individual body. For me it was discomforting, for her it must have been harrowing, but she stuck to the task. I carefully lifted the tarpaulins and she took the photographs, lots of photographs. That’s the joy of digital cameras, you can just bang away without any real cost. Finally I closely examined a couple of bodies while she took some general photographs of the church and the graveyard. By the end of it all I was not sure I’d discovered a single thing, not one single thing.
Dinner was a simple grilled chops, boiled potatoes and chopped cauliflower. However, everything was perfectly cooked, as was the apple turnover and custard. As we drank the obligatory coffee afterwards I complimented her on the meal. She grinned, “Thank St Delia, I used her cookbook.”
I grinned in reply, “Somewhere in my DVD collection is her basic cookery course; it came free with the book.”
I should have kept my mouth shut as we spent the evening watching Delia cook a succession of succulent dishes. By the time I got to bed I felt hungrier than just before I’d eaten.
We were holed up in a derelict house. The landscape was almost totally flat and by removing a few tiles from the roof we could see the enemy camp. Well it wasn’t actually a camp, more of a commandeered farmyard. Through my powerful binoculars I could see the soldiers coming and going. We’d been watching it for three days and had learnt nothing. At some time, so the intelligence officer had said, their top brass should arrive for a planning meeting, then and only then, were we to act. Two hours later the top brass started to arrive. First was some strutting general to be followed later by a couple a war-weary majors each with at least twenty guys. We read our intelligence and waited, we were not disappointed as another member of their top brass appeared, although this one was a civilian. I looked at my corporal, “Signal ‘full-house.’”
We waited for the acknowledgement and then vacated the farmhouse like a load of frightened rabbits. Although there was a perverse joy in seeing the fruits of our labour in this case it was outweighed by the risk of staying. Once the air-strike happened any two-bit solider should work out where the reconnaissance unit would have to have been to call it up. We’d cleared the house by nearly a mile when we heard the first scream of a jet fighter. We watched open-mouthed as an American fighter bomber flew overhead at some enormous height and dropped a high explosive laser-guided bomb directly into the house we had just vacated. I yelled into the radio that he’d hit the wrong target just as a couple of their attack helicopters came over the tree tops and fired four missiles into the already devastated wreck of the empty farmhouse. It was a beautiful operation. A beautiful useless operation.
I woke up and realised I was clenching my teeth fit to break my molars. The politician we’d failed to eliminate went on to preach his message of ethnic hatred for another two years and even now had never been bought to book for his war-crimes. Instead he’s reputed to be living the life of luxury in deepest Columbia. I sought to relax and took a few deep breaths. This could not go on, the dreams were getting more frequent and more vivid. I decided to try the unthinkable.
“Look God,” I said, “You know I’m no saint and I know that there’s things I’m ashamed of, but I can’t cope with these dreams. Jenn says that you understand. I can’t change the past, but help me to come to terms with it.”
I turned over, not expecting a reply, and went back to sleep.
The following morning I had a sense of déjà vu. There had been another smattering of snow and, once again, as I had breakfast Jenn built herself a little snowman in the garden. After breakfast I sent her off to Felixstowe on the train armed with the memory sticks from the Cameras and enough money to use on of those automatic digital photograph printing machines. In reality I could have driven her in, but I had a difficult mission to perform. I took a few moments to gather courage and went into outhouse two. Slowly and carefully I took down every picture, every newspaper article and every piece of note filled paper. I put them all, with the rest of the information about my family’s plane crash, into a large cardboard box. I carefully placed the plastic model of the aeroplane on top and closed the box. I taped it up and carried it to the under-eaves storage in my bedroom. I thought the operation would be cathartic, a sort of closure, instead it was depressing. I had this overwhelming sense of failure. I had failed my wife, I had failed my parents, and to top it all I had not shown anyone was to blame. The crash enquiry had blamed a damaged tail from a bad landing three months before, but everyone knew they were clutching at straws. However, I had done no better. I almost opened up the gun safe for the bottle of single malt I had stashed there, but decided I didn’t fancy Jenn’s wrath and so I went to see Mike. Mike is one of the people I have met as I pursued my dream of a detective agency, however it was not a passing meeting, he became a friend. Mike has two major characteristics, firstly he is an avid amateur historian and secondly he has MS. Don’t get me wrong, he is not a geek, rather he is an expert. These days he can’t easily get to libraries and museums himself, especially in the cold weather, but in compensation he runs one of the largest networks of amateur historian’s spotters known to man. I spent a pleasant two hours with him while he blew my initial ideas straight out of the water. A cover-up was possible on an army camp, but not with locals, so how come they apparently didn’t know what was in their crypt? Secondly somebody must have put them there, so how come they hadn’t talked? Finally regiments kept meticulous records and anomalies like this should stick out like a sore thumb and have been noticed by now. Just as I decided that I’d better let him rest he looked me in the eye.
“But the bodies are there,” he said haltingly, “And that fact cannot be ignored.”
Indeed it couldn’t, least not by me.
I stopped of at the local stores, as instructed by Jenn, to buy some fresh fruit and veg, and managed to resist buying a bottle of something alcoholic from the grand display behind the counter, another small victory for mankind. As I entered the lane that led to our cottage I noticed a police car parked just outside our cottage. Laurel and Hardy, our two bent policemen, were on the doorstep, doubtless harassing Jenn. I made a swift evaluation as I pulled up. It was freezing cold and the lane was empty, our two sloppy coppers were so intent on their work they were not even glancing into the lane. I suppose there’s something of the schoolboy in each of us and as I passed the rear of their car I bent down and shoved a potato right up one of its exhaust pipes. I strolled up the path and stood next to Jenn, who seemed grateful for the company.
“Having trouble with our local friendly police force?”
The short one, who seemed to be the leader, sneered.
“Checked your phone records, you didn’t record us.”
“Who said the phone was registered?” I replied.
The tall one appeared to wake up.
“Having an unregistered phone is an offence under the prevention of terrorism act.”
I shrugged.
“It only has to be registered to a living person or a company, not necessarily to the person who is using the phone.”
I could read the papers too, the act had come into force two months before amid an awful lot of publicity from the Civil Rights brigade.
“Look lads,” I said smiling, as if trying to be conciliatory, “none of us need the hassle, lets call it a day.”
The short one smirked.
“Had enough have we? Believe me we’ve not even started.”
“So what’s next?” I asked, “Or do you have to get more instructions for scumbag?”
The short one bristled.
“Let’s get this straight, we do not work for any criminals.”
“Glad to here it,” I replied sarcastically.
His reply was shortened by his need to race down the path and answer an urgent squawk on his car radio. Once at the car he waved to his companion and leapt into the driver’s seat. As it started the engine sounded rough, very rough, but then I suppose if I was only really firing on half of my six cylinders I would sound rough. After about twenty seconds there was a huge bang as the unburned fuel in the other exhaust pipe exploded and fired the potato to goodness knows where. I wish that I could have recorded the expression on the driver’s face. It started with amazement, turned to incredulity and finally underwent metamorphosis into anxiety. Trying to be stoical, the other copper turned back to me.
“Your handiwork?”
“Come on guv,” I said lifting up my hands, “I’ve been talking to you, so you can’t fit me up for this.”
He turned and started to walk towards the car. After two yards he was jogging, after ten, trotting. Once he made the car they took off like there was a Grand Prix to be won.
Jenn stood close and spoke softly to me.
“You took a risk, I saw you do something to their car, this isn’t a war-zone you know.”
“Couldn’t have you harassed could I?”
She squeezed my hand.
“Looks like I’ve got my very own St George.”
“Does that mean I’ve got a dragon?” I quipped.
She dug her bony elbow straight into my ribs, believe me if that was playing then I’d hate it to have been for real.
The following morning the snow had turned to rain, not decent rain, but that fine misty rain that is good enough to make you wet, but not good enough to clean the windows. We were travelling back to the church. Mike had phoned with more bad news for me, our bodies might not be Second World War at all. He’d found a local Essex historian on the Internet; the old army buildings had been full of hornets and he even had the name of the local firm who did the removal in full kit and clobber. Even worse it hadn’t been an army camp, it had been run by the Navy as a transit camp for Harwich, so literally thousands of men would have come and gone. The devastating news, however, was that throughout the war and up to 1949 the church crypt, that is the entire church crypt, had been used as a safe storage area for Essex County Council archives, so planting bodies there during that time would have been impossible.
The object of my visit was not the bodies, but the wall. If it had been built after 1949 would it give me any clues as to when? A thorough inspection showed that it was built of marine quality plywood and hard-wood uprights with standard screws. There were no marks on it whatsoever, no building yard marks, no scribbles, nothing. It told me only one thing, that it had been constructed from the inside. Whoever built it would have ended up in the void under the church, that alone was worth the visit. Jenn made it even more worthwhile, she’d been trying to debrief the vicar again and look at the church records. I met her at the church door and she looked like the cat who’d got the cream.
“Church underwent and entire internal refit in 1974. It’s all there in the records, even some photographs. They had death-watch beetle and woodworm in the floor and the joists underneath. The entire church floor was taken out and rebuilt over the summer period. Steel beams laid and a concrete floor poured. The congregation moved into the village hall for the duration.”
I blinked in the winter sunlight that was trying to dispel the clouds.
“And the vicar didn’t know? Surely someone in the congregation would have told him?”
She made a peculiar clicking noise with her teeth.
“Apparently there was a major split in the congregation here a few years afterwards. A happy-clappy bunch moved in and all the oldies moved out to the church in the next village.”
She pulled out a tatty piece of paper.
“Building firm was Tattingstone’s, now long since gone. Apparently the Sunday School Leader at the time was his daughter, Joyce. And,” she said triumphantly, “she’s still alive and in the local home for the elderly. Vicar takes another resident communion, but apparently she won’t speak to him.”
I didn’t hold out much hope, but it was worth a try. The home turned out to be one of those warden controlled complexes that give the inmates an illusion of independence. Mrs Braithwaite, as Miss Tattingstone had become, lived in the corner apartment. She was gaunt, frail and totally bonkers. We found her sitting on the floor of the communal lounge playing with some building bricks. I had the curious feeling that although she was alone she was playing with someone. I don’t know what I had expected, but this was not it. She proved to be quite perky and her shock of grey hair made her look madder than she probably was. All in all she was something akin to a white golliwog on steroids with little sense of reality. She looked up as we entered and gave me a weak smile while she ruffled her curly hair.
“Can I help you?” She asked.
It was a shame about the voice, resonant Mancunian accents always grate on me.
Jenn glanced at me and I wondered if she could read my thoughts.
“I wonder if there’s somewhere private we could talk?” Jenn asked politely.
Joyce stood up.
“If you’re thinking of placing a child here it’s probably better if you look around.”
We suffered a ten minute tour in silence. The building was large, well equipped for the elderly and soulless. We ended up in her apartment, a mixture of chintz wallpaper and magnolia paint. She smiled at me again.
“Now how can I help you?”
Jenn cleared her throat.
“We hoped you may be able to give us some information. You were Sunday School Leader of St Nicks when they had the floor replaced and we wondered if you could tell us about it?”
Her eyes flicked from Jenn to me and back. She gave a weak smile.
“I’m sorry, that was a long time ago and I try not to think about it.”
“Any little thing would help.”
She flicked her eyes across us again and moved to close the door.
“I want to make it clear that I’ve left that church. I want nothing to do with that bunch of evangelical misfits. I’m not going back and you can’t make me.”
Jenn nodded.
“We just want information and then you’ll never see us again.”
She drummed her long polished fingernails on the cheap coffee table.
“Let me tell you a story. I’m not saying it’s true mind, it’s just a story.”
She gazed beyond Jenn into a not to distance past and went automatically into children’s story mode.
“Once upon a time there was this nice large church that lived in the sunshine. It was a really big church and it had many happy children, but it had a secret.”
She lowered her voice, as if telling a secret to a load of three year olds.
“In the floor of the church there were lots of greedy woodworms and they were eating up the floorboards and the pillars underneath. They were really horrible woodworm and had huge teeth and ate all day long, even on a Sunday.”
She lowered her voice a little more.
“Under the floor was a special place where we hid things and when the wooden floor was pulled up to take the woodworms to a new home we realised just how big and how useful a space it could be.”
She became whimsical.
“The Sunday school thought up all sorts of uses for this special place. Hide and seek. Secret parties. Maybe even an underground pet zoo.”
She shook her head in deep story-telling sorrow.
“But it was not to be. You see up the road were some nasty, greedy men who were worse than the woodworm and they wanted the space for something they wanted no-one to see. So they came along and took the space right off of us and told us it was now a secret space, a very secret place.
She glanced furtively around as if to emphasise the point.
“But the Sunday School didn’t let them get away with it. They had to give us a new hall next door to the church where we could play hide and seek as long as we liked.”
She smacked her lips.
“However, the nasty men made up all the rules of the games we played together and we were never, ever, to mention our secret space under the floorboards.”
She sighed.
“But one should never deal with horrid people, there is always a catch. The hall was so nice it caused another group of horrible people to arrive and they turned us out of the church and the brand new hall. So in the end we had nothing and they had it all.”
She stopped storytelling and Jenn smiled.
“Ooh,” she said playing the part, “Why didn’t the nasty people want you to tell about the place under the floor?”
“That’s because,” Joyce replied secretively, “They put something there they said they had to hide or our special friends would get upset, and we didn’t want them to get upset, it’s not Christian.”
I decided to join in, “What sort of special friends?”
“Friends that spoke English just like you and me, but friends whose spelling is not too good.
Jenn whispered, “And were the friends ever told?”
“Oh no,” she said expressively, “only the nasties knew. The friends always made people very welcome.”
I went to ask another question, but she jumped in.
“After all they wanted the friendship to live on happily ever after.”
Clearly she felt that she’d said enough. Jenn tried to push her.
“That’s a lovely story, are there any bits you missed out?”
Joyce feigned surprise.
“No, that’s the whole story.”
“The nasty men who took the things to the safe place, did they get paid well?”
Joyce grinned.
“Very well, after all they were also being paid to keep the secret.”
“What secret?” Asked Jenn.
“Why the secret that they all pretended to like our friends when really they were jealous.”
“Who was jealous,” I asked.
“Why the nasty men were jealous,” she lowered her child like voice, “because the friends had better sweeties and wouldn’t share them, and I can’t say I blame them.”
She suddenly clapped her hands.
“Story time is over,” she announced, “Time to play elsewhere.”
She fixed me with a stare.
“Somewhere a long long way away.”
We got the message and left.
Our way out of the home was blocked halfway down the exit ramp by large bull of a man. I expertly cast an eye over him. He was large, say six foot eight, had a correspondingly broad pair of shoulders and neck muscles like tree trunks. One look at his arms and hands told me that this could be one mean opponent and he doubtless had the primæval strength to crush me into pulp if he so wished. His leathery face didn’t smile and his deep blue eyes held no welcome.
“You’ve no been troubling mah wee girlie?” He grunted in a broad Glaswegian accent.
Jenn obviously decided that a diplomatic approach was called for, which was just as well as not too far away there was a car with a door open and a small lad inside. That made it even more imperative to me not to have to humiliate the father. Such actions leave a lasting impression on the child. Fathers should be invulnerable, not humiliated. Jenn tried for a reassuring smile
“No, we’ve not seen any children, we’ve just been talking to Mrs Braithwaite.”
He frowned, “Ia’m not talking about mah wee Jenny, but mah wee Joycie, my grandmah.”
I watched Jenn swallow.
“We just wanted her to tell us a story.”
He ignored Jenn’s interjection.
“Mah wee girlie’s not been well,” he grunted, “Anna I do not want her to be troubled, yeh ken?”
I cut in with my best soothing voice.
“She just told us a story and now we know the story we’ll never be back.”
“She shoodna be tellin’ you stories, she signed a bit o’ paper to say she shoodna tell stories to strangers.”
“You mean the Official Secrets Act?”
“Aye, if that’s what it’s called.”
“I’ve signed it too.”
That seemed to make him relax a little and Jenn asked softly.
“Has she been very ill?”
He glanced at the car and the boy. “My wifee died and she took to cryin’. She cried so much she were in ‘ospital for months.”
I nodded, “I’m sorry, I lost a child too, in an Hawaiian aeroplane crash, it’s hard.”
He turned to go and then looked back.
“Did she tell yeh what yah wanted to know?”
“She told us more than we knew and it helped.”
“Well if ye want to know more go an’ talk to her cousin Vernon and tell the bastard from me if ah eer see ‘im agin I’ll tear ‘is lyin’ ‘ead offa ‘is rotten shoulders.”
“Where will I find him?”
“Where the rats live, London.”
“What does he do?”
“Shaft the innocent and kill the poor.”
He turned away again and trotted across to the car, for a large man he moved with ease and grace. One thing was certain, I’d rather have him as a friend than an enemy.
By the time we approached home night was beginning to fall, so I treated us to take-away fish and chips. However we were not destined to eat it at the cottage for as I approached home something bothered me and I drove left up a green lane before we reached anywhere near our farm-track to the right. Jenn raised an eyebrow, “Something wrong?”
“The black van sitting in the station car park, it’s got three aerials.”
“So?”
“So I reckon it’s a surveillance van.”
“So what’s the point in going down here, they’ll know it us if we’re what their looking for.”
I shook my head, “They’re too far back to see number plates and this is just a Land Rover. The farmer at the end of the lane’s got two, there’s a chap with an ex-army display Land Rover in the old Gamekeeper’s cottage and the Wildlife Trust down at the riverside have at least two as well. We could be anyone of them.”
I bumped down the green lane and halfway down took a right fork, it led us down to the back of the dock area where I zigzagged round a couple of bollards and bounced onto a warehouse car-park. I turned the lights and engine off before handing Jenn her meal. “Oh my,” she said sarcastically, “You chose the most romantic locations.”
As we ate our meal I thought. The van was a professional job and doubtless either some branch of the police or another government agency. But why were they sitting there? And was I paranoid in thinking it was just for me? The proximity of the lane to the dock area made for good smuggling. Goods could be taken through the dock boundary fence and loaded onto a vehicle. While my in-laws occupied the cottage there had been at least three foiled smuggling attempts. I opened the window and listened. Jenn wrapped her windcheater around her, I closed the window. “Sorry. Listening for the police helicopter, don’t think it’s around, but it’s a quite machine.”
We finished the meal and Jenn shivered, “So, are we staying here all night?”
It was a pertinent question. If it was down to me I’d have left the Rover here and circled back on foot, but I had her to consider. “Maybe I’m just paranoid.” I said jokingly.
As if to emphasise the point a bright light suddenly appeared in the sky about a mile to the West, coupled with the wailing sound of sirens. I relaxed a little. “Probably a customs swoop.”
I restarted the engine and drove home. As we passed the station the van was gone, but I had this uneasy feeling that it had not been only there to help the customs people. I’d had the same feeling in Angola; that was the day before we caught a terrorist cell who’d acquired enough information to know exactly where and when to plant a roadside bomb in just the right place to catch our daytime patrols.
Once Jenn had gone to bed I checked the house over. I didn’t have pressure switches on the windows, but I did have motion detectors in every downstairs room. None of them had recorded anything while I had been out, not even the outside two detectors. So, why did I still feel uneasy?
The following morning as I had breakfast I realised that we had fallen into a routine: we took breakfast separately and at different speeds. I tended to want to start the day and breakfast was a swift meal to be disposed of as soon as possible. Jenn liked to take it slow and linger over every mouthful, mealtimes in the prison must have been hell. I left her munching a slice of toast and reading the morning papers and pinned up all the photographs we had taken on the walls of outhouse two, which Jenn now referred to as our operations centre. I then settled down to see if I could both hunt down cousin Vernon. I’d just discovered a Vernon Tattingstone, who worked at London City Airport, when I was interrupted by a text message from another client that made me put my search on hold. That’s one thing about this job I hate, you just get started on one thing when something more important interrupts you.
Jenn glanced around the hotel lobby and then sipped her cup of coffee while I stole another shortbread biscuit.
“Nice place,” she mused, “now what are we doing here?”
“Client of mine found a hotel payment on her joint bank account statement. Husband claimed it was a one-off so he could get a decent night's sleep before an important meeting. Their son is hyperactive and apparently doesn’t sleep much.”
“And she doesn’t believe him?”
“She’d like to, but she managed to find one of his company American Express statements, apparently he has online banking with them and he always uses the same passwords. Anyway there were two more hotel bills on there and she called me.”
“So she doesn’t believe him.”
“She’d like to believe him, but why not sleep at home when their son as at school? After all the hotel bills are all for daytime use of a room.”
“And he’s here now?”
“She thinks he’s on his way. All the bills are for the day before a management meeting he attends, but she’d worried that might be just cover.”
She sipped her coffee. “What do you think?”
“He’s two-timing with a woman who travels here specially for the meeting and arrives a day early.”
“Cynic.”
My eyes flicked towards the door as a man entered.
“That’s him, short curly hair, smart suit and pigskin briefcase.”
Jenn’s eyes flicked towards the door and she sighed.
“You’re probably right, he doesn’t have a tired line in his face, just a look of happy expectation.”
I rose from the armchair and studied the poor selection of tourism leaflets stacked at the end of the reception counter. Five minutes later I returned to the chair.
“Room 408. He’s paid in advance by his American Express card and asked not to be disturbed.”
We watched the doorway. Half an hour later another executive came in through the doors towing the obligatory small case on two wheels. Jenn took one glance.
“My turn,” she said.
She returned eight minutes later.
“Room 406. Names Doctor Marion Curtiss. She paid by American Express and asked not to be disturbed for a couple of hours, claimed she was getting a migraine.”
I was curious.
“What makes you think it’s her?”
“She’s got fresh lipstick on.”
We decamped to floor four. Fortunately the hotel is one of those modern ones that place armchairs and coffee tables in the lobbies on every floor. I placed a discrete camera on the windowsill near room 408 and we sat back to watch on my laptop. After half an hour boredom set in and I studied the fire-escape map on the wall. I flopped back down.
“We’re wasting our time.”
“We are?”
“Rooms 406 and 408 have a joining doorway. All the even rooms on this floor do. So if they want an illicit liaison they don’t need to come out into the corridor for all to see.”
Jenn raised her eyebrows. “Clever.”
I watched as another executive exited from the lift and headed for the corridor. This one looked tired and drawn and clutched a large briefcase as well as a small suitcase. We watched him on the laptop as proceed down the corridor. He stopped at room 407, opened the door and flung his briefcase inside. Then, to my surprise he closed the door of 407 and crossed the corridor to knock on 408. The door immediately opened and the two men threw their arms around each other and indulged in a lover’s kiss. Jenn’s face betrayed nothing. I cleared my throat.
“So who’s phoning the wife, you or me?”
“Coward,” she said picking up the phone.
I placed the laptop in its stowage position behind the passenger seat and slammed the door.
“I can’t believe she didn’t want to come.”
Jenn studied her face in the interior mirror.
“As I said, she was relieved it wasn’t a woman. At least she’s sending us the money.”
She placed a hand on my arm.
“We’re early. How about a trip to a nice friendly car dealer? This old tub sticks out like a sore thumb here.”
I looked round the car-park, she was right. The fact she was right made me more comfortable. I liked officers who made the correct decisions.
“OK, there’s a good van dealer down the road. We’ll go for a nice anonymous white van.”
She shuddered.
“White vans are anonymous in a town centre, but not a hotel car-park. We need a nice Ford hatchback.”
I noted the ‘we need,’ and swept my arm around.
“See any Fords? Plenty of BMWs, Audis and Range Rover, but no Fords and the business can’t afford a BMW.”
She pointed across the car park.
“Nice small Mercedes rather blends in don’t you think?”
She was right again, it did blend in. It blended in so well I hadn’t noticed it. So the deal was sealed, well almost. I went to buy a basic Mercedes A Series and we ended up with an elongated version with leather upholstery, plenty of gizmos, an automatic gearbox and a beautiful two litre engine. But it was second-hand and Jenn did manage to screw a 13% discount and two years free servicing out of the dealer. You would almost have thought she was spending her own money.
We spent the morning examining the photographs one by one on my large computer monitor. Jenn carefully logged each photograph and any comments we had, which were precious few. Eventually she left to make some more coffee and I turned to the next picture. She returned sooner than expected and looking like she’d seen a ghost.
“There’s three guys want to see you, they’re in the lounge.”
I gazed into her eyes, “Any ideas who they are?”
“They wouldn’t say, but I reckon two of them are coppers, but not the normal sort.”
“Special branch?”
She shrugged.
“Just not normal.”
“What’s worried you?”
She licked her lips.
“They knew my name, how the hell could they know my name? I reckon they’re trouble.”
She was probably right.
“I won’t close the door,” I said, trying to think on my feet. “Listen in; interrupt if you think it’s necessary.”
I tried to compose my thoughts, surveillance van earlier in the week and ‘not the normal sort’ of policemen today, either something was going on or Jenn was attracting more unwanted trouble.
The three of them looked businesslike. The odd one out was a small bald man with wire-framed glasses looking more like a lost owl than any sort of policeman. The other two were definitely professional something or others. Both were about six foot, both looked like they played rugby with human skulls for a living and both watched me with that professional eye. However, there the similarities ended as one was Caucasian with blue eyes and a short blonde haircut and the other afro-Caribbean with an almost totally bald head. He spoke first.
“Good morning Mr Tarrent, we’re from the Air-Crash Investigation Department of the National Crime Squad and we’re gathering evidence on what happened to Flight 148FH from Hawaii to Mexico City on behalf of the American FAA.”
This was all news to me, I wasn’t even sure if the National Crime squad had an Air-Crash Investigation Department. The short man gave a weak smile, “Now Mr Tarrent I wonder…”
I cut across him, “I would rather like some names and to see some identification first.”
He seemed taken aback, fumbled in his inside pocket and produced a warrant card. “Detective Inspector William Keyes.”
The tall dark one flashed me a smile and produced his card. “Chief Inspector Jonathan Furst.”
The third one scowled as he pulled out a different badge in a leather holder. “Inspector LeGrange from the FBI, currently on secondment to the British National Crime Squad.”
“You’re a long way from home.”
He scowled again, “Suffering your English Winter.”
So, I had two Inspectors and a Chief Inspector. Gathering information? Not likely. Inspector Keyes went for a second attempt. “What we would like to do is ask you a few questions about the flight.”
I held up a hand to give me time to gather my thoughts.
“I rather thought the matter was closed, after all the Air Crash Investigation is over.”
The American flashed me a smile with no warmth in it whatsoever.
“Humour us for a while.”
I managed a smile, “Not much to say. I was in Hawaii and waved my family goodbye, it turned out to be the long goodbye.”
“Did you go on the aircraft?”
“No.”
“Did you inspect the aircraft?”
“No.”
“Did you notice anything unusual?”
He meant had I spotted the faulty tail section with my x-ray vision.
“No.”
He nodded, as if satisfied, and I got the feeling whatever charade they were playing was over. Chief Inspector Furst flashed me a smile, “Would you mind telling us your whereabouts the week before the air-crash?”
“Is it relevant to your investigation?” I shot back.
Inspector LeGrange gave me a laconic smile, “I’ll say. I believe you gained financially from no less than five sets of insurance and, if you don’t mind me saying, you have the necessary skills at your disposal to place a lethal bomb on board.”
My blood ran cold, they were going to try and fit me up for the air-crash and, doubtless charge me with umpteen counts of murder. I briefly wondered what I had done to stir them into action and whether or not Hawaii still had the death penalty. “You’re being absurd.”
“Are we? You had the motive, the means and the opportunity.”
“Actually I was in the Aloha University Hospital.”
I enjoyed his perplexed expression, clearly the army had either not been approached, or not divulged, my movements.
“Pardon?” He said.
“Thirteen days before my family arrived I was on manoeuvres with your chaps. One of your over-enthusiastic Jeep drivers managed to turn his vehicle over and dump his passenger into a load of razor wire. I cut him free and sliced my foot in the process. I was only released from hospital three hours before my family arrived.”
Inspector Keyes looked surprised, “You were in hospital for thirteen days for a cut foot?”
I gave a rueful smile. “We were in American kit and I trod on a piece of razor wire that was under tension. I sliced clean through the boot and then the sole of my foot. It needed thirty staples and a minor operation. Of course had I been in proper British kit with proper boots it wouldn’t have happened.”
Inspector LeGrange gave half a scowl.
“What about the week your family was with you?”
“We went straight from the airport and caught a boat to Big Island. The boat back docked two hours before the flight. If you want to check I was on the island you can contact the hotel and the local hospital, I had to have my foot dressed two times.”
He pulled out a small notebook.
“Mind telling me who the chap was you pulled out of the razor wire?”
“Sorry, I can’t do that, ask your own Navy chappies. Official secrets and all that.”
“How about the hotel you stayed at?”
“The Outrigger, and very nice it was too.”
The American Inspector then shot a series of questions at me about the holiday. Did I go here? Had I seen that? No doubt he wanted to make sure I was where I said I was, either that or he was trying to rattle me.
Chief Inspector Furst stirred.
“Mind if we take a look round?”
It was the question I had been dreading. To refuse would seem churlish, especially as I was innocent, however the presence of photographs of the bodies in the second outhouse weighed on my mind.
“Of course not.”
As we left the room there was no sight of Jenn, in fact we toured the cottage and still didn’t come across her. However, something else crossed my mind, what happened when they came across my gun safe, would they ask me to open it? My first shock came at outhouse one, dust was rolling out of the door. Jenn was inside, looking harassed and using my wet and dry vacuum cleaner to try and clean the place. It did not escape my notice that four long lengths of timber were now in front of the gun safe, as was my large wheeled toolbox. Jenn turned off the vacuum cleaner as we entered the doorway. She put on her best scowl.
“He calls this place clean!” She trilled in her best accusatory manner. “However he expects to build decent clocks in here goodness knows.”
She pointed to an old clock mechanism that I’d given up trying to repair weeks ago. Her tone changed to haranguing censure and she put her hands on her hips.
“Not that he seems to build many clocks mind, just gets me to tidy up the place.”
Her whole demeanour was one of waiting for an argument. My three police officers made a strategic withdrawal, so would I have in their shoes.
Outhouse two proved to be even more of a revelation, it was full of washing. Now Jenn had asked me if she could wash the lounge drapes, but I had not expected them to be here laying over a washing line that criss-crossed the room. Of all my photographs there was no sight. They didn’t even bother to enter, nor did they bother with the garage further up the garden. I led them back to the front door and the two Inspectors trooped out. Chief Inspector Furst hung back.
“A word in your ear,” he said in a sort of half-friendly half-official manner. “Don’t go looking where you shouldn’t. Everything is nice and stable and we don’t want to rock any boats do we?”
This I understood, I was a nice plain warn-off. “What’s there to rock?”
He stared me in the eyes, “Nothing, absolutely nothing.”
He turned and walked away, I hoped forever.
Once back inside I sought out Jenn, she was covered in dust.
“When,” she said in her best accusatory manner, “When did you last clean the outhouses?”
I shrugged, “What happened to you?”
She laughed, “I didn’t realise that your machine had a reversible motor and when I turned it on it promptly blew the floor dust everywhere for about five minutes until I realised what was happening.”
“You were inspired,” I said.
She grinned impishly. “As soon as I heard who they were I decided that they’d want a look round, if only to try and intimidate you.”
I ruffled her hair and dust rose from her scalp.
“I’m going for a shower,” she said and marched off.
I suppose I didn’t really hear what she said, my mind was on moving my illegal shotguns. As soon as she’d gone out of the kitchen I shot to my gun-safe, moved the wood and opened it up. I removed the two illegal shotguns and the Glock and a commando knife I kept for sentimental reasons. I hid them all in a black plastic bag in the roof on top of a pile of old wood that I thought might come in useful one day. In doing this I got oil on my shirt and went upstairs to change. It wasn’t deliberate, I hadn’t listened to her and I did get the shirt dirty. I met her coming out of the shower. She had a towel wrapped round her as only a woman can, with men it would fall to the floor. She smelt of shampoo and roses. Without thinking I put a hand either side of her waist and kissed her forehead. “You were wonderful,” I murmured.
She tilted her head back and I kissed her tenderly on the lips. Our lips couldn’t have touched for more than a second or two, but it set off an emotional explosion inside me. She took half a step back and looked at me with an expression I had never seen on her before: tenderness. She carefully removed my hands from her waist and held them together in front of her.
“I’m not ready yet,” she half-whispered and left me standing in the middle of my bedroom with rampant hormones racing through my veins and turbulent emotions racing through my mind.
I flopped down to sit on my bed. She wasn’t ready, how about me? I wasn’t ready either. I tried, and failed, to think of Connie. I put my head in my hands and almost cried. I’d put a lot of effort into our tenth wedding anniversary in Hawaii as I’d hoped that it would revive our marriage. We’d become strangers. She always had the knack of helping me through the tense times, but beyond that we’d drifted apart, seriously drifted apart. That was one of the reasons I’d let my obsession take over; guilt. After I’d waved them goodbye I knew that our marriage was dead even though she thought she might be pregnant. The holiday had been fantastic, but I might have well spent it with a stranger. She wanted different things; other peoples conversation and to be anywhere but with me. I couldn’t blame her as I was just the same. But then she upped and died and shed-loads of guilt descended onto me, especially as I got all that insurance money when I had been thinking about alimony. And now Jenn had turned up in my life. She had a dubious past, was as hard as nails, smelt like a perfume factory and dressed like a tart. And yet she almost knew my thoughts, had smoothly moved into my cottage without being intrusive and was a joy to be with. But we weren’t ready for anything beyond that, either of us and as I sat I wondered if we ever would be.
The woman lit a cigarette and took a deep pull where I’d expected a gentle puff. She’d arrived on time at ten o’clock and settled herself into my lounge. She didn’t ask if she could smoke, but her sort never do; the sort that think their superior beings. I assessed her clothing. Brown velvet designer dress, fancy dark green Italian shoes and a handbag that looked for all the world like pure Gucci. On the other hand the dress was slightly large and her bosom too small to fill out the dress. This, coupled with her deeply sunken blue eyes and the frantic cigarette smoking, told me she was a woman under stress, real stress. She moved her thin arm back down and stubbed out the cigarette in her saucer. She gave me the briefest of smiles on her wide thin lips and pushed her shortish brunette hair behind her lobeless ears. Her eyes swivelled to Jenn and back to me.
“Is what I say confidential?”
The accent was upper class Oxford and the tone more than slightly critical.
“Every word,” I assumed her.
“Are you taping this conversation?”
“I am not.”
Which was true, I wasn’t, Jenn was.
She pouted her lips, lit another cigarette and leaned back.
“Where shall I start?”
“How about the beginning?”
She ignored the sarcasm and thought for a moment.
“Two years ago I went skiing in Innsbruck with some friends. My husband was due to fly out from England and join me halfway through. But he never arrived. In fact his plan had apparently crashed half way across the bay of Biscay.”
“That’s not on the way to Austria.” I commented.
“Quite.”
She stubbed out the spent cigarette. And ground it into the saucer.
“There’s no doubt his plane crashed, he’d just overflown a pair of trawlers and talked to them on the VHF radio. The skipper of one saw it all, his wing came off and the plane fell into the sea. They found some wreckage, but no bodies.”
She pulled another cigarette out of the packet, but didn’t light it.
“Two days after the remembrance service the bailiffs arrived to repossess my house. I told them to clear off as the house was bought and paid for.”
She lit the cigarette and took a deep drag.
“By the swine had remortgaged it. He’d also taken out two rather large loans and cleared out our bank accounts and savings. All he left me was my personal bank account and Miranda.”
“Miranda?”
“My horse.”
She took another really deep intake of smoke and blew it out through her nose.
“The cars I thought we owned were leased and he hadn’t kept up with the payments. My country cottage had been sold to some ironmonger and he’d sold my three mink coats to some dreadful theatre company. All in all he took me to the cleaners.”
“How much?” Enquired Jenn.
“Difficult to say. Probably more than twelve million, less than fifteen million.”
Jenn managed not to look surprised, but the woman was a pure bred member of the British aristocracy judging by her demeanour and her lack of any discernible chin.
“Was most of that your money?” I inquired.
“It was all my money,” she snapped. She pursed her lips.
“I had an inheritance from my grandfather. That was seven million and the house was a wedding gift from my parents. He’d earned a couple of million, but that’s all.”
She made it sound like chicken feed. She lent forward and added the spent cigarette to the growing pile of stubs in the saucer.
“I must admit I’d initially thought that he’d gambled it all away and then killed himself, except he had a companion in the plane, his PA Lucy Jones.”
She pronounced her name as if it was an obscene swear word.
“Six months after he died I found out that Lucy had had nearly ten million pounds in her bank account and transferred it all to a Swiss bank the day before she supposedly died. She’d also given up the lease on her London apartment and paid for her mother’s funeral in advance.”
“She you think they were planning a getaway.”
“I know they were planning a getaway,” she spat.
She inspected her cigarette packet, but it was empty. She sucked in her cheeks.
“Nine months ago I was contacted by a group who call themselves The Consortium. They asked me for his diaries. I told them to go to hell and that if I had his bloody diaries I would have burnt them by now.”
She slapped her hands down on her knees, clearly she was working herself up into a froth.
“They registered an unpaid loan that they said my husband and I had taken out and not repaid. Ten Million Dollars! Can you imagine what that did to my credit rating!”
“I take it you don’t remember signing for it.”
“I never signed for it,” she shouted. “Now they’ve threatened Miranda, said they’d take her in part payment for the loan. I’ve had that horse for twelve years!”
Whoever they were they certainly knew how to put the pressure on.
“What did your husband do?” Enquired Jenn gently.
“Something to do with International banking, offshore bank accounts and all that.”
I decided to try and take some control.
“So what do you want us to do?”
“Find my husband and his bloody diaries and get this Consortium off my back.”
“Surely he’s dead.”
She threw a letter at me.
“If the bastards dead how did he manage to access my personal bank deposit box the day after he’s supposed to have died and left that where my grandmother’s family jewellery should be?”
I scanned the letter, it was a belter. I looked at Jenn.
“It reads: ‘Dear Jacqueline, I hope you are having a gruesome time, you deserve every second of it. Being married to you for five years was living hell and I hope that you starve enough to have to eat your wretched horse, who got far more affection and attention than me, poor thing. I hope you die in penury. Give my regards to you imbecilic parents. Andy. PS Please don’t get remarried, no man deserves that.’”
I looked at her.
“You sure this was left the day after he died?”
She threw a bank deposit box key at me.
“Ask them yourself. Maidstone’s Bank, Cambridge. We’ve used them for generations.”
She glowered at me.
“And it was my personal bank deposit box, he wasn’t supposed to have a key.”
She picked up her handbag and dumped a pile of £50 notes on the coffee table.
“£200 a day plus expenses, am I right?”
I eyed the tempting pile. Jenn cut in.
“£300 a day and we’d need some expenses money in advance.”
Jacqueline scowled and dug deeper.
“There’s £6000 here.” She added a small card to the pile. “I’m staying with my parents so you can contact me there. Find the bastard and you’ll get a £8000 bonus from my parents.”
Jenn cleared her throat.
“You’re paying in cash?”
“I can’t get a cheque book,” she screamed. “Bloody bank has suspended my account pending litigation over this damn nonexistent loan.”
She added a thick brown envelope to the pile.
“All my notes are in there.”
“Hold it,” I said. “Why us? There are plenty of other detective agencies around, some specialising in International cases. With over ten million pounds your husband is hardly likely to be in this country.”
She snorted.
“He hates going abroad. Philistine can’t even speak French.”
“Why us?” I prompted.
She raised an expertly manicured eyebrow.
“Because you know him, so you will recognise him even if he tries to change his appearance.”
I must have looked bemused as she added acidly.
“Captain Andrew Harrington-Flynn. I believe he was your CO at one time.”
I cleared my throat.
“Hardly my CO, he was a subaltern attached to us for training.”
“But you know him?”
“Oh I know him.”
Too true I knew him; he was a pillock of the first order and, as far as I knew, never made it beyond Second Lieutenant.
“He got invalided out after being shot in the foot by his own pistol.”
She snorted again. I began to wonder if Miranda had given her any training.
“Useless with guns, couldn’t hit a pheasant if it upped and pecked him.”
She stood up.
“I’ll expect a report at the end of each week.”
Her tone irked me.
“Sorry Mrs Harrington-Flynn we don’t work like that. If we don’t think we can do anything useful you’ll get your money back with a report, otherwise we’ll solve the case and give you the result.”
“Don’t call me Harrington-Flynn,” she snarled. “I use my maiden name of Histon-Green now.”
I licked my lips, I felt I had a point to make.
“That’s if we decide to take your brief. I’ll discuss it with my partner.”
She glowered at me and I felt I was supposed to be intimidated.
“That’s out terms and conditions. You are free to go elsewhere.”
She started to flounce out. Jenn intercepted her by the door.
“What do we do if we find your husband?”
“Shoot him for all I care. I want his diaries, my credit rating and my life back, though his entrails on a platter would be nice.”
She flounced out. Jenn looked at me.
“Not take the case?”
I sat her down.
“Don’t like the smell. International banking, ten million pound loans, it all sounds too much like money laundering. Andy was always a greedy so and so, if he hadn’t got shot he’d have been cashiered. He played cards for money and cheated, it’s just that we hadn’t caught him at it.”
“You didn’t rate him?”
“With him on your side in a battle you’d be sure to get shot while he came up smelling of roses.”
She looked into my eyes.
“What you mean is you’d take the case, but you’re worried about me as there’s the possibility of drug money being involved.”
“And dirty tricks. Errant husbands and wandering gnomes are one thing, this could be seedy.”
She nibbled her bottom lip and then ran her finger down my nose.
“Sweet of you to think of me, but you can’t turn this down. Up front money, well connected people, solve this and your name’s made.”
She was right, of course. It was the opportunity of a lifetime, I just hoped it didn’t limit my lifetime.
I hate London. It’s good enough for a swift visit or a show, but how people live there beats me. It’s too noisy, there’s too many people and too many of them are in a hurry. I also loath driving in London, so we drove part of the way and went by train for the rest. We popped out at the Docklands railway airport station. It took me nearly half an hour to find Vernon Tattingstone’s office. He had been a logistics manager for the Home office, now he was the airport facilities manager, which meant he’d moved from managing foul-ups to managing lavatory cleaners. I already knew what had prompted the move, he’d been found guilty of being more than a little drunk while being the emergency manager on-call. This meant he was practically unemployable as getting thrown out of the Civil Service requires real dedication. His office was at the dingy end of a noisy corridor, that’s if you could call it an office as it had all the ambience of a converted broom cupboard. I knocked before Jenn and I squeezed into his office. His desk was tiny in comparison to his bulk. He must have weighed nigh on thirty stone, but unlike my previous encounter with a large man, this one was all fat and flab. He also smelt, not of booze, but of body odour. He turned his flabby face towards me and glanced at us with his limp blue eyes. “Yes?” His tone was neither friendly nor unfriendly.
I decided to come straight to the point. “Hi, I’m Jim Tarrent and this is my partner Jenn. We’re after information on the renovation of St Nicks church, I believe you had a hand in it?”
“Church renovation? St Nicks?”
“That’s right, your father’s firm was involved.”
He shrugged, “Sorry, wrong person, when that was done I was on secondment to the Gibraltar police, you can check, it’s all in the records.”
Jenn treated him to one of her fabulous smiles.
“Actually we’re really interested in storage.”
He instantly became shifty and looked away, “Sorry, no idea what you mean.”
I tried to probe. “Under floor storage?”
He looked straight at me, “Sorry pal, I have no idea what my father’s firm did at that time and I can’t say that I was really interested.”
“But you knew what they did?”
He stood up, “Wherever they were contracted to do; goodbye.”
I wondered about straight arming his nose, but Jenn opened the door.
“Very well if that’s what you want.” She paused, “By the way, did you know that half the crypt was sealed off?”
This was a long-shot we’d agreed upon and I was already watching his face as Jenn spoke. There wasn’t a single flicker of emotion. He sat down.
“Goodbye. Make an appointment next time so that I can be sure to be unavailable.”
We left. It had been at Jenn’s insistence that we tried the softly softly approach first. It had been worth a try, now it was time to try something else.
I spent the rest if the day in the National Gallery while Jenn went off to look round some markets she knew, or rather had known. I went to the National Gallery to see if I could appreciate art. It was only the second time in my life that I’d ever been to an art gallery; the first had been a press-gang of a school trip. I had a motive, I knew that I had to find a way to relax and I wondered if art was the key. I must confess I had my doubts until, after a couple of fruitless hours, I happened upon a visiting Danish exhibition of a painter called Hammershøi. He seemed to have specialised in enigmatic interiors, sometimes with a lone female figure performing some menial task. It was a revelation. It felt like each painting sucked me in and held me in its tranquillity, so much so that moving from painting to painting was a genuine wrench. I lingered there until the gallery closed and even then I hadn’t had enough.
I found Jenn patiently waiting at Liverpool Street station while she read a cheap novel. She had three large plastic carrier bags beside her.
“Buy much?” I asked sarcastically.
“Duvet, some duvet covers, couple of sheets, pair of pillows plus matching pillowcases and a pair of gloves. Your covers are all out of the ark.”
She put her book away and stood up. There was a statement in this shopping, she was nesting. In reality she had little money and she’d spent in on bedding, you don’t do that if you intend to move on. I didn’t know whether to be glad or frightened, so I just picked up the bags and headed for the train. We disembarked at Brentwood and, after a brief meal at a roadside café, headed for the outer fringes of Clacton where Vernon Smyth had his home, or rather his hovel.
It’s normally not that easy to find someone’s home address, but Vernon was treasurer to a tropical fish society that had a rather extensive web-site, so I had his address from there. As we drove down the uninspiring row of terraced housed Vernon’s house was easy to pick out as in plain view through the window were four huge glowing fish tanks that had been built into the alcoves each side of a chimney breast. Clearly he was seriously into fish. I parked a few yards up the road and turned the engine off, this was going to be another waiting job. According to the shift roster he was due to finish work at seven twenty. I rather hoped he was going to come straight home. Jenn shivered.
“Wish we had the Mercedes.”
She was irked that I’d taken it to a car radio installer. I decided to come clean.
“Jo is a friend of mine. He’s giving the Merc an electronic sweep, beefing up the security and putting in a few electronic extras.”
“Such as?”
“A radio scanner.”
She sniffed, but whether or not this was a sniff of approval or disapproval I couldn’t tell
Just before eight thirty his bulky figure could plainly be seen waddling up the street holding a package that looked like a badly wrapped parcel, clearly this was fish of a different kind. I slipped out of the Rover and stood in the shadows, as soon as he put his key in the door and took one step forward I rushed him and shoved him down his dingy hall. I tell you this was no mean feat, it was like trying to push a bus uphill. Jenn followed us inside and slipped behind me into his lounge. I stepped into the lounge, took a crowbar off of Jenn and stood by the first pair of fish-tanks. Vernon recovered his equilibrium and snarled. “You two! Get lost before I call the police.”
“Please do,” I answered with equanimity, “I’m sure they’d love to here about a collection of bodies stuffed under some church floorboards.”
“Dunno what you’re talking about.” He spat, “Now bugger off.”
I swung the crowbar ever so gently and it hit the glass with a gentle tap. His face went from florid pink to parchment white in less than two seconds; I guess he had a considerable financial investment in those fish. “You’re mad,” he spluttered.
I gave the crowbar a vigorous swing, this time I didn’t touch the glass, but he got the idea. “Just logistics,” he squawked, “I just did the logistics.”
“Pull the other one,” I replied offhandedly as I twiddled the crowbar.
“It’s true,” he gulped. “I was on secondment and this job came up. I was the right person in the right place at the right time.”
He must have spent his life on secondment at this rate.
“So what did you do?”
“I was just told that there was something to hide. They wanted a hundred year job. I knew my dad was lifting the church floor and it seemed too good an opportunity to miss.”
“Just something to hide?”
“Yes, just some crates.”
“Don’t believe you.”
I tapped the glass again. His eyes never left the gently swinging crowbar.
“Honest, I didn’t know and I didn’t ask. I was just told to do the job.”
“By whom?”
His eyes locked with mine and he swallowed.
“Can’t say, Official Secrets and all that.”
Jenn interrupted. “Who were you seconded to at the time?”
His eyes went back to the crowbar.
“Darson’s International. I was there to gain commercial experience.”
I frowned, this didn’t make sense.
“The paint manufacturer.”
“Yes.”
“Which Department?”
He licked his lips and started to sweat.
“Road Paint.”
“Don’t believe you.”
I lowered my voice.
“I have no interest in fish.”
He swallowed back some bile.
“Naval paint. The sort of stuff you put on ships to make them more slippery.”
I put my mind in gear.
“Toxic stuff is it?”
He shrugged.
“Don’t understand the chemicals, just the handling.”
“Dodgy is it, the handling?”
He opened his mouth and closed it like one of his goldfish.
“Please,” he eventually gasped, “I can’t say any more.”
Jenn studied her fingernails.
“Bonus job was it? You know on the side, no records. Paid well did it?”
For the first time in the conversation he looked straight at her.
“Not enough, by the time I’d bribed the builders to stay quiet there was virtually nothing left.”
Jenn’s voice suddenly cut across him. “So what was in the crates?”
He shrugged, “I don’t know lady, I only know that they were fragile.”
“Fragile?”
“One of the paint engineers told me they needed extra careful handling.”
Jenn took out one of those tablets you drop in the cistern to keep the toilet clean. She tossed it up and down.
“Now Vernon, have you told us everything, because if you haven’t we’ll be creeping back one dark night and dropping this in with your little fishes.”
I thought he might faint.
“No that’s the lot.”
“How were you approached?”
He squirmed, “Local police took me in for being drunk while I was supposed to be working out some new transport rosters. A Company official squared things for me and then next month offered me this ‘special job.’ The inference was clear, take the job or lose your employment.”
The penny dropped and I laughed, “So you’re saying you were coerced into it?”
He hesitated and then gave a feeble smile.
“Tell you one thing, rumour said that there had been an accident in the paint application process, not the manufacture, the application.”
Now that was interesting.
“Rumour from where?”
“Not a clue, tall guy with a small ‘tache and glasses like milk bottle bottoms told me, make a good traffic warden.”
I nodded to Jenn and she tossed the wrapped loo cleaning tablet straight at Vernon. “Keep it,” she said, “As a reminder that we were never here.”
We walked out and I thought he was going to pass out in relief, certainly he didn’t had the strength for a parting quip.
As we drove home we chewed the cud for a few miles and talked over what we had gleaned from Vernon. I now had two avenues of enquiry to follow, Darson’s paint and the builders. Jenn fell asleep about ten miles from home and when I entered Trimley I glided to a stop outside the primary school. I fished around in the middle box and took out my little hand-held radio-scanner, another gleaning from my former life. I turned it on and set the sweep for the frequencies I expected the police and other government agencies to use. In all probability I wouldn’t be able to hear the police as they’d be using their super-duper pulse radio network, that is unless they were working with other agencies like Customs and Excise. After twenty minutes I wondered if I was wasting my time when a white van passed me and turned down Station Road towards my cottage. Almost immediately the scanner sprang into life, “White van,” a dislocated voice said, followed by, “turning into Larson’s yard.”
I left the scanner on and turned the Land-Rover round and headed out of the village. I took the first small lane on the left and pottered down it, across an unmanned railway crossing and round in a semi-circle onto a farm-track to the back of the cottage. There were no radio messages, so I guessed I hadn’t been spotted. Jenn woke up as soon as the Rover started to sway on the uneven track. She looked around.
“Taking an excursion?”
“Somebody’s monitoring traffic up and down the lane so thought I’d sneak back this way.”
She rubbed a small white hand over her face.
“Looking for us?”
“Who knows, I just won’t give them the pleasure.”
She peered out into the moonlight, I wasn’t using headlight.
“Won’t this give the game away that you have a back door?”
“Probably, but the thinner they spread the more they miss.”
We stopped and I automatically checked the place over. The two small flower-pots were still in the drive, so I assumed that no-one had driven up. All of a sudden the scanner sprang into life.
“Subject arrived home. Just two in vehicle.”
“They can’t have done,” bleated the first voice, “they haven’t passed me.”
“Reckon you should stay awake mate,” gloated the second voice. “Definitely our man and he’s definitely here.”
Jenn turned and looked at me.
“We’re being watched.”
“Not for long”, I replied dryly, “not for long.”
The watcher was tucked into a small gap in the trees about twenty yards from the cottage. I’d gone inside with Jenn, told her to put the kettle on and slipped out the back door wearing a camouflage jacket before she turned the kitchen light on. Whoever he was he was sloppy as he was smoking, so not only could I smell him downwind, I could see the glowing end of his cigarette every time he took a pull. I’d got within five yards of him when he suddenly stuffed the hand-held radio he’d been holding in his jacket and unzipped his flies. I waited patiently until he’d almost finished urinating and reached round him to hold a small and super-sharp kitchen knife to his throat.
“Just don’t move,” I whispered in his ear using my best Irish accent, “keep your hands just where they are.”
Obligingly he didn’t move.
“Who are you?” I asked, rather politely I thought.
“Police,” he replied in a husky voice.
I pressed the knife slightly into his throat, the knife only moved a millimetre or so, but the message was obvious.
“No you’re not, wrong type of radio old bean. Try again.”
I could almost hear his brain working and it told me two things, one he was frightened, but not that frightened, so he was a professional; and two he was unlikely to tell me the truth. I noticed him slightly change his stance and smiled to myself. Holding a knife to his throat put me in charge and there was not much he could do. However, at some time I would have to step away and he was already getting ready to strike, so he was definitely a professional, but a professional what? And a professional working for whom? “Customs,” he said; as if I would believe him.
I decided it was time for a bluff, after all I couldn’t stand here all night holding a knife to his throat. I removed the knife from his throat and stepped back. Quick as a flash he spun round and went to chop at my neck, but I wasn’t there. I’d already moved sideways to his left, knowing that he was right handed. He sensed I was further over than he thought and extended his arm as he swept it up and across while pivoting on his right foot. I punched him just in the middle of his upper arm, the combined force of my punch and his arm moving at full speed caused a violent collision of flesh. However, I’d cheated and used a narrow karabiner as a knuckle-duster, it wasn’t as good as a proper ‘duster, but it was good enough. I didn’t hear it go, but I knew his upper arm was broken. Before he had a chance to recover his full balance I kicked him in the groin. I’m sad to say his flies were still undone. He grunted and went down like a sack of potatoes. I swiftly turned off his radio and felt for his inside pocket, retrieving his wallet and his ID card. I flung his wallet far out into the field behind me and walked away. Ten minutes later, bleary eyed and holding a half empty teacup I answered the front door to a uniformed policeman. I hoped I appeared entirely innocent. Behind him I could see a police car into which a dark figure was being loaded. The young constable eyed me up and down.
“Sorry to bother you sir, but I wondered if you’ve seen anything odd this evening?”
I deliberately blinked as if having trouble keeping my eyes open.
“Odd officer?”
He pointed to the car.
“A member of the public was mugged on the bridleway a few minutes ago and we wondered whether you had seen or heard anything?”
This was a blatant lie, we’d been at least twenty yards away from the bridleway.
“No, sorry officer, but I’ve just got home after a long drive.”
I deliberately peered out into the darkness.
“Fancy walking along the bridleway in the dark? Bit silly that he could have had a bad accident, the ground’s quite rough in parts.”
He sighed and turned away.
“Quite so sir.”
He touched his helmet as if he was Dixon of Dock Green.
“Goodnight sir, sorry to have bothered you.”
He walked away and I closed the door and turned to find Jenn staring at me.
“What did you do to him?”
I shrugged and tried to sound nonchalant.
“Broke his arm and kicked him in the goolies.”
She crossed her arms, always a bad sign on a female.
“Was that really necessary?” She was using her best accusatory tone of voice.
I held up an ID card.
“Definitely, he told me he was Customs, but he’s not, he’s a diplomatic security officer. He’s definitely a long way from home, this says his main contact point is in Rome.
Her eyes opened wide.
“If they find that card on you, you’re a goner.”
I quite agreed and dropped the card straight into the open grate and lit the pile of wood beneath it using the gas poker. As I watched the flames I tried to get my brain in gear. Whichever way I turned there was diplomatic involvement and ‘not the usual police.’ So was this a conspiracy or a cover up? Jenn read my mind, she was getting good at that.
“If what Vernon said is true,” she said slowly, “whoever they are they died while applying special paint.”
She licked her rabbit’s teeth.
“What I don’t understand is why they kept the bodies, surely if you want a cover-up why not just cremate them?”
I could have kissed her.
“Because,” I said slowly. “Because their either insurance or needed for future leverage.”
She held her tiny hands out to the flames to get them warm.
“So now it’s a rear-guard action on the cover-up rather than the original action.”
I rubbed my hands, there’s something about an open fire to make a man feel at home. “Let me pass something else before you. A paint firm can’t just go around hiding bodies, there must be some official involvement. Official Government involvement, hence the diplomatic policeman.”
Jenn squatted beside me.
“How can you kill seventeen people by putting on paint?”
I chuckled.
“When things go wrong they usually go very wrong.”
She tilted her head to one side.
“So you’re saying not a cover-up from the Paint factory, but a government cover-up.” She frowned, “But one that’s now getting out of control because we’ve started to ask questions.”
She was right, it was getting out of control, I only hoped that didn’t mean they’d call in the funny squad; MI6. They could be nasty, real nasty.
Sunday morning I found a blob of plastic in the ashes of the fire. In terms of forensic evidence it was probably as damning as the actual ID card. It was early and I assumed that Jenn was still asleep, so I took a ride on my old bicycle down to the riverbank. There I used my metal catapult to fire the blob of plastic way out into the river. This was probably not an ecologically sound solution, but it suited me. I tucked my old catapult into my windcheater and cycled back. A catapult may seem an odd thing for me to own as I am not a fisherman, but they were standard army issue for us on surveillance missions. A good catapult and a one-inch marble can immobilise many a guard or sentry while you can stay a few metres away and out of sight. As I cycled and remembered the last time I had used a catapult on active duty it started to rain. As I put my bike away it started to fall in anger, one glance at the sky told me it was not just a passing shower.
Due to the rain I took Jenn to church in the Rover, the rain was so hard that the windscreen wipers found it hard to cope and the windows misted up almost as fast as I could clear them with a small chamois leather pad. It was then I made another active decision. Once I got the Mercedes back I would have air-conditioning and a decent heater fitted ASAP, this one was just too basic for words.
For some reason that is still beyond me I once again went to church with Jenn rather than just dropping her and coming back later. The service was much like the week before, except this time the vicar at the front was a short jolly chap who looked more like a benign uncle than a man of the cloth. However, once he started to give the sermon from the small lectern he seemed to come alive. He smiled at the congregation and glanced around. “Killing people is a sin,” he announced, “it is always a sin and will forever be a sin that excludes you from heaven and sends you directly to hell.”
Jenn must have felt me tense, for she unexpectedly grabbed my hand. The vicar, having nicely roasted me, paused for effect. After a suitable period of suspense he gave another smile, I was beginning to distrust those smiles. “We continue our look at the commandments and as you might have guessed today’s commandment is ‘you shall not kill’, or to be more accurate ‘you shall not murder’ as there is a world of difference between pre-planned premeditated murder and inadvertently killing someone who runs directly into the path of your car on a motorway. And what about those who kill in the line of duty to protect others or are members of the armed forces, where do they fit in to all this?”
By now he had my full attention and for probably the first time in my life I concentrated on a whole sermon. Fortunately he was a good orator and he carefully guided us through the theological minefield surrounding the taking of life and the complexities of sociological structures that involved killing, including the armed forces. As the sermon ended I realised two things, firstly Jenn was still holding my hand and secondly, if he was right, the guilt was not all mine. He’d argued that soldiers follow orders, thus it is the person, or government, that issues the orders who are guilty if unnecessary killing is involved. However, he’d also worried me on two points. He’d roundly condemned those who enjoyed doing the killing and obliquely mentioned those soldiers who had pushed their orders beyond the intended boundaries. For them there was condemnation should they have killed outside the remit of their instructions. I pushed aside the need to reflect on my past actions as a kindly old lady pushed a cup of coffee into my hands, she gave a toothy grin. “Not seen you before,” she oozed, “visiting are we?”
I was pondering how to give a polite answer when Jenn chipped in. “I’ve only just moved her. This is a lovely church. Who carved that alabaster statuette of mother and child in the side chapel?”
She was rewarded with a broad smile and a long explanation and I was both relieved and thankful.
I successfully side-stepped numerous invitations to go rambling with the ‘Whatever the weather group’ on the first Sunday of the month and the men’s sausage and ale supper on the last Friday of the month to leave the church about half an hour after the service had finished. We sat in the Rover while I mopped the condensation off of the windscreen, Jenn grinned at me.
“Friendly lot aren’t they, still I suppose that means the supper on Wednesday will be an enjoyable event. I froze.
“Supper? Wednesday?”
“Got two tickets, remember?” She sweetly replied and I knew that once again she had me stuffed and mounted. However, I didn’t mind, after all she was taking control and I only had to follow orders.
I checked the dashboard clock as we drove off.
“How about lunch out again?” I offered.
She nodded and I drove down to the sea-front. Felixstowites are a hardy people, come rain or snow or dark of night or the worst a winter can bring they will go down to the promenade restaurants. I went to pass by the restaurant we’d eaten in the week before and Jenn made me stop and park.
“I’m not skulking in corners anymore,” she chided. It’s a good restaurant and I won’t let Scumbag or Laurel and Hardy drive me out of it.”
We found a table by the window and sat down, her looking at the view and me looking at the inmates. We were still reading the menu when Scumbag walked, or rather limped, in. He paused just inside the door and stared at us, partly in disbelief and partly to try and intimidate. Eventually he limped out and started to make a phone call on his mobile phone, I needed no guesswork to figure out who to. His day promptly went from bad to worse as a sodden family of five scurried in and sat at what has obviously his favourite table. I decided that this might be fun.
We ordered and Jenn stared at me.
“Do you know you jumped when the vicar started to preach, I thought you were going to run out,” she giggled.
“Is that why you held my hand?”
She looked away.
“Partly, and partly for reassurance. I wondered if I was guilty of not helping when some of the drug addicts I knew died. After all I was there and I didn’t try to stop them shooting up or drowning in booze.”
I reached out and touched fingertips with her.
“You were there and you were not there. That is physically there, but emotionally elsewhere.”
She nodded.
“I’d figured that out, but believe me I’ll never stand on the sidelines again.”
This was a different Jenn from usual, this was the thoughtful Holy Roller Jenn, not a stone-faced hard-nosed life-scarred Jenn. She sighed again.
“You find the sermon hard?”
“Food for thought,” I murmured, “Food for thought.”
She grinned.
“That’s what they call their sausage stuffing and ale quaffing men’s group, ‘Food for thought,’ though according to Marcia it’s all food and no thought.”
“Marcia?”
“The old lady who gave you coffee, she used to be a criminal lawyer.”
I almost made a quip about her having to live with that on her conscience before deciding that Jenn wouldn’t think it was funny.
Laurel and Hardy arrived as we were finishing our main course. This time I’d opted for sausage and herb mash, it had been divine. They threaded their way through the tables, doubtless watched by every person in the restaurant, and ended up at ours. I gave the tall one a grin.
“Care to join us for lunch officer?”
“Care to join us down the station?” He replied, with suitable menace.
“You arresting me?”
“No.”
“Then I’d rather finish my meal, the company is more amenable here.”
He glanced around, this was all too public.
“We want to ask you a few things.”
“What about?” Interrupted Jenn
“Damage to police property, mugging of innocent bystanders, intimidation of honest tradesman.”
I laughed, I had to force it out, but I laughed.
“Scumbag pulling the strings again? I’ve told you, dump him before he dumps you in it, permanently.”
The short one glanced nervously about, it was obvious the people at the next two tables were listening and he didn’t like it.
“Better go Joe.”
Jenn forced her face into a smile.
“Before you go don’t forget to smile, you’re on CCTV.”
“As is Scumbag,” I added, “His usual table may be out of camera view, but he’s certainly not out of view loitering by your police car. As they say if you associate with muddy people the mud sticks o you.”
They left and went back to their car. Scumbag was obviously not happy and started to wave his arms about. Eventually he pushed one of the policemen on the shoulder. Quick as lightening the short one had him in handcuffs and he was bundled into the back of the police car. I had no doubt that it was all for show and once round the corner they’d let him out. How wrong can you be?
While we had our deserts and pondered over what we the information we had gleaned during the week a series of people entered the restaurant, stared at the Scumbag’s family occupied table and left. I tried to memorise each face, sometimes even the most trivial piece of information can be useful.
I spent the afternoon scouring the Internet for information. Jenn spent it in front of the TV watching some over-long and over-dramatised historical costume drama. In the end I decided that she probably had the better idea and joined her for the film’s finale. I have never understood how someone dying in their lover’s arms can be deemed romantic.
That night I had trouble sleeping. Had I ever exceeded the boundaries of my orders? The most ‘fuzzy’ assignment had been in Central Africa. We’d been pushed through the border of a landlocked country and told to gather information on a large band of rebels in the North. These included some nasty people who intimidated the villages; they controlled and killed on a whim. But it was not all bad news, the main group was well organised, reasonably humanitarian and well led. Trouble was we stood out like a sore thumb. This should have been a job for African troops who could have blended into the background, but someone, somewhere, had decided it should be us. This was not a disposing operation, just a true information gathering exercise and we were under orders to defend ourselves, but no more. We were also obliquely ordered to ignore what was going on in the poor villages and look the other way. That had been easier said than done and we’d ended up in the middle of a small village, with roughly thirty badly frightened women and children, just as some of the ‘fringe’ troops arrived on two lorries. Within minutes they started to throw petrol over some of the huts clearly intending to burn the village. I still didn’t understand their rationale, it wasn’t ethnic or economic or militarily advantageous, it was just destruction for the sake of destruction. I suppose we had no choice but to reveal ourselves, after all our hut would probably have been the next for a dowsing. There was no way to come out quietly, so we didn’t. I suppose we shot half a dozen and tossed a grenade into one of their lorries before they realised they were in trouble. Their leader made a quick evaluation and instantly surrendered, he told me later that he could not believe there were just five of us and assumed the village was surrounded. With his capitulation came a huge problem. We weren’t supposed to be there, had no mechanism for keeping prisoners and if we just left they’d doubtless take their vengeance out on the villagers. As a temporary measure I had them strip off all their clothes and corralled them in a wooden hut. That’s when it all went really pear-shaped. Two of the women appeared with Kalashnikovs and started to spray the hut with bullets. The Kalashnikov may not be that accurate when in automatic mode, but can sure as hell fire a lot of bullets in a very short time. Within seconds they stopped to reload. They were too far away for me to stop them and I certainly didn’t want to get between them and the hut, my only option would have been to fire on them, but I didn’t. I wouldn’t have had to shoot them, just shoot at them, but I didn’t. So were the deaths of these rebels on my personal tally sheet or not?
After some fitful sleep I got up around four to make a cup of tea. As luck would have it there was an empty milk-bottle on the draining board and I decided to put it out for the milkman. Lying next to the milk-bottle container was Scumbag with a syringe stuck into his neck. He didn’t look like he’d enjoyed the experience. I stared at the body for at least five minutes before I realised that it was freezing cold and I was only dressed in a pair of boxer shorts and a thin dressing gown. I raced upstairs and tried to get my brain in gear, the army had taught me how to create bodies and temporarily hide them, but not how to dispose of them. Once dressed I trotted over to the farmer’s barn and cut off two large plastic sheets from his roll of cloche plastic. Once back at the house I carefully donned a pair of neoprene gloves and then rolled Scumbag’s very cold body onto the first plastic sheet and rolled him up, carefully tucking the ends in to make sure he was completely covered. Next I retrieved the Land-Rover from the garage, lined the back with the second sheet of plastic and lifted the body in. This proved to be no mean feat, he was a dead-weight in both senses of the word. I was just getting my breath when Jenn appeared in the doorway. She looked at me, the wrapped body and the plastic sheeting. She turned an interesting shade of white.
“What’s going on Jim?” She croaked huskily.
“Scumbag’s body has been dumped on our doorstep, doubtless by Laurel and Hardy, to cause us grief.”
She looked into my eyes.
“You didn’t kill him?”
“No, not guilty this time.”
She shivered.
“What you going to do with the body?”
I shrugged, “Dunno, haven’t got that far.”
She pursed her lips.
“Can we get out of here without using either the lane or the route you took the other night?”
“Of course.”
“Then wait while I get dressed.”
She disappeared and I must admit I sighed with relief, she was taking control and that was fine by me.
The golf course at Felixstowe Ferry was shrouded in damp cold darkness. We’d got there by a circuitous route through the nature reserve and round the edge of the dock area, well out of range of any CCTV cameras. We contemplated throwing the body in the large pond, but Jenn decided that it would be more in character if we placed him in one of the small three sided tin-hut rain shelters that were strategically placed around the course. Thus we left him by the eighth tee, that being the only hut with access that didn’t involve crossing grass and mud. As we started the drive home, by the same circuitous route, it began to sleet with rain. We didn’t speak and for the umpteenth time I wondered if Jenn really did attract trouble. Without her I would not have had the run-in with Scumbag and the resulting trouble with Laurel and Hardy. I decided that it was all water under the bridge and I’d rather have her in the bungalow, regardless of the trouble she generated, than live alone.
We didn’t go to bed again, rather we had a very early cooked breakfast and a thorough examination of the outside of the house. We eventually decided that there had only been the body, though I wouldn’t have put it past those two to push Scumbag’s stash of drugs under one of our bushes. Just after nine we drove into Woodbridge to visit the excellent four-wheel drive centre there. I had no worries about leaving the vehicle there, after all they’d done all the suspension work on it when it had been owned by the geek. After that we took the rather pleasant train into Ipswich and picked up the Merc. Jo had done his work and given the car a free valet afterwards, not that it had needed it.
Mid-afternoon we were discussing strategy for getting more information on the diplomatic side of my problem when trouble arrived in the shape of two very hard faced policemen and a couple of forensic technicians. The policemen were from the regional crime squad and they all but accused me of murder. Jenn was marvellous, she stood on the doorstep, crossed her arms and became tremendously scathing.
“Murder?” She spat. “Murder! Don’t be ridiculous. Who are we supposed to have murdered? Where’s the body? This is just plain harassment. Haven’t you got anything better to do? Fit up a few old ladies for GBH perhaps?”
The obvious senior of the two didn’t flinch.
“Well would you mind if we took a few samples from the back of your car?”
“So you can fit us up, not likely!”
I placed a hand on her shoulder. “As long as I can observe what you do I don’t mind, after all we’ve nothing to hide.”
He shrugged and I watched the technicians hoover out the back of the Mercedes, take swabs of the flat surfaces and go over the seats with a high-power hand-held vacuum cleaner. They didn’t ask how long I’d had the vehicle, so I didn’t have to lie; they assumed and I just kept quiet. Eventually they left. Jenn trembled and leant against the doorpost.
“What did you do with the plastic sheeting?”
“Put it in Bill’s plastic sheeting recycling container. He uses miles of the stuff and recycles all he gathers back in, he gets some European grant for doing it as well.
She giggled in relief and terror. I sighed, this was getting out of hand.
“I must do something about those two,” I muttered.
She gave me a very stern look.
“No violence and no risks.” She commanded. “I don’t want any schoolboy pranks or you getting arrested for assaulting a policeman.”
I wondered if she cared about me, or just didn’t want to get caught up in a police investigation. However, she gave the orders.
“OK, if that’s the way you want it.”
She nodded.
“And don’t tell me, then I won’t have to lie.”
I grinned.
“Plausible deniability they call it.”
“Then I want to be plausibly deniable.”
We left it at that.
Wednesday morning we were waiting in the lounge of some dingy North London Hotel to share coffee with two journalists. We’d decided that we needed to spread the information we had around, both for safety and for possible seed-corn. Journalists are a funny breed of humankind, but they can be driven by two motivations, scoops and injustice, the good ones that is. Jenn and I had spent two days selecting the journalists we wanted and we’d chosen two from the same newspaper: The Free European. This was a paper not renowned for its liking of maladministration and one which had fought several gagging orders and won a number of landmark cases. The two journalists were Harri Pintir, military analyst and Susannah Rose, diplomatic editor, however, when they arrived I initially wondered if we’d made the right choice. Harri looked awfully young, he was tall, gangly, spotty faced and with ears like tannoy speakers. On top of that he sported a pair of faded camouflage trousers and a grubby tee-shirt. Susannah, on the other hand, looked every inch the ex-debutante we knew her to be. Tall, poised and elegant in a twin-piece finely cut brown suit and the obligatory set of pearls round her neck. Her face, in direct contrast to her colleague, was silky smooth, her lips wide and appealing and her blue eyes as hard as steel. For all the world they looked like an aristocratic mother and her rebellious teenage son. After a few pleasantries I got a stiff look from Susannah so I spilled the beans. I started with the bodies and then worked forward. I left nothing out and included every item of information we had gleaned. Well not quite everything as I left out our personal hassles, my methods of interrogation and a few names.
When I finished there was a poignant pause before Susannah looked at Jenn, “Would you mind telling me your interest in all this?”
“She’s my partner,” I replied obliquely.
Susannah smiled like a prowling wolf.
“But what sort of partner? Business partner? Live-in partner? Spouse?”
Jenn stirred, “Domestic partner, we share the same house.”
Susannah’s eyes narrowed.
“So do you work for a newspaper or a magazine or somebody else?”
Jenn pursed her lips, “Actually I’m a professional lifeguard.”
Susannah seemed satisfied and leant back in her chair. For the first time Harri, who’d seemed to concentrate more on his electronic diary than on us, spoke.
“You say these crates were fragile?”
To my surprise his accent was Northern Irish, probably Belfast.
“So Vernon said, they probably contained the bodies.”
He smiled, leant back on his chair and put his arms up behind his head.
“Rumour has it,” he mused. “That the Navy have invented a super slippy submarine paint that both repels barnacles, mould and parasites while having a hint of anti-acoustic reflection.”
He waited while a porter laid out a second set of cups and saucers and supplied more coffee. After that he suddenly sprang forward and became intense.
“Problem with modern submarines is that their sonar and listening devices are beyond belief, but they make ripples in the water the enemy can hear even if they are running a silent routine. Invent a paint that reduces your acoustic profile and you just might not get noticed.”
“The Holy Grail of paint jobs,” I interjected.
He laughed, a sort of bear-bark chortle.
“Something like that.”
He tapped the table.
“Rumour is we’ve now got this paint, courtesy of the Americans, but at one time we were developing our own.”
He watched at Susannah began to elegantly pour out the coffee.
“However, there are two problems,” he continued, “or rather there are rumoured to be two problems; application and retention. The American stuff wears away, but is easily applied. A few years ago we were supposed to have a paint that was a bugger to apply, but stuck like glue. It didn’t have any anti-acoustic properties, but changed the ripple pattern to look like a school of porpoises or a large shoal of fish.”
He grinned and revealed a set of badly maintained teeth.
“Of course if we had the stuff and the Americans wanted it we could use it as a bargaining chip.”
He swung back to his arms-behind-the-head position.
“If we have made the stuff and haven’t shared the secret with the Americans there must be a good reason. Don’t underrate the Americans, their intelligence is good, if they found out we had the stuff and hadn’t shared the secret the equivalent of diplomatic hell would be released.”
He reached for his coffee and started to munch a biscuit, his talkative part being clearly over.
Jenn drummed her fingers in her lap,
“So would the Navy want to train it’s ratings on how to use this paint?”
He stopped munching.
“No, strictly shipyard.”
He swallowed a large piece of biscuit. “I’ll have a dig around.”
He lent forward. “Of course, there is an obvious question.”
“There is?”
“There’s no shipyards or naval bases near St Nicks that I can think of and Darsons main factory is over on the Essex/Suffolk border near Haverhill, and that’s land-locked. Besides, I’ve never heard of Darsons getting any military contracts or being funded for any research.”
Susannah finally came to life.
“I’ll have a look in the archives,” she mused. “In the seventies seventeen people couldn’t just disappear without trace.”
The matter seemed closed. Jenn stretched her skinny arms skywards.
“Ever heard of Jacqueline Histon-Green?”
Susannah gave a dry laugh.
“You mean the bitch of the year.”
She grinned in some sort of perverse pleasure.
“She got awarded bitch of the year five times in a row by some horse-jumping society. Everybody thought she was destined to be the eternal bitchy spinster and then this Andrew Harrington ups and marries her. He must have had a backbone of oak, still he was a war hero.”
“War hero?” I echoed.
“Got shot in the Gulf.”
So that’s what a war hero was I mused. Leave the safety catch off on your pistol and shoot yourself in the foot when the personnel carrier you’re travelling in goes over a bump.
Jenn gave a sickly smile.
“Heard she got taken to the cleaners.”
“And some,” said Susannah with relish. “Let a small fortune by her maternal grandparents. Goodness knows what she was worth, but now she’s back cap in hand living with her parents.”
She frowned.
“Not one of your cases, surely?”
“We’re in the process of considering it.”
“Then get your money up front. Rumour is she’s being taken to a new set of cleaners by a group of arms dealers.”
“You don’t rate her.”
“Give her a horse trial on a rainy day and she’s awesome, well she was awesome. Give her the time of day? Only if I was desperate.”
She narrowed her eyes.
“You get anything we can print and I’ll see you get a good deal.”
“You really don’t like her do you?” Muttered Jenn.
Susannah gave a broad grin.
“How could I possible answer that when you have a nice tape machine whirring away in your handbag and I have one whirring away in mine?”
There was no answer to that, just no answer.
I remembered it was a Thursday. Our tour of duty was intended to end the following day and I was handing checkpoint duty over to a group of Americans, a group of exceedingly jittery Americans. We must have made an odd sight. My squad was in lightweight shorts, berets and short sleeve shirts, the Americans were in full body armour and helmets. We’d spent two months making friends with the locals, after all this was a peace-keeping job not an occupation, and I feared all our work was soon to be undone; not be intention, just by image. We’d just had some tea when a car came towards the check-point at a moderate speed. I trained my binoculars onto it; my American companion trained his rifle.
“Take it easy,” I muttered.
The car driver didn’t deviate, she just kept on coming, same speed, same course. I heard him cock his rifle.
“I said take it easy, the cars full of women.”
By now the car was about fifty yards away and my companion, uselessly, commanded the car to stop. I got tougher with him.
“Put your bloody gun down, this isn’t a war zone.”
He stoically ignored me and aimed at the driver. For some reason that was beyond me I gave him a huge shove and he fell over one of the oil drums we were using as road markers. The car screamed to a halt just beyond me and the woman screamed something out of the window. The UN interpreter who’d been snoozing in the sunshine looked up.
“She says the woman in the back seat is having a baby, but it’s all going wrong. He jabbered something at her and she replied in a shrill panicky voice.
“Hell’s bells,” he exclaimed, “she’s been in labour for three days.”
I’ll give them their due, the Americans whistled up a medical team and in no time at all they were delivering a baby, breech birth, in the helicopter. As the baby cried I woke up. I’d forgotten all about the incident. I ran over it again in my mind. The American I’d shoved out of the way had been taciturn in his comments, but not happy. I’d been very happy, the birth of a baby does that to you. Makes you want to live. I turned over, sleep came easily.
Jenn wriggled in the soft leather seat.
“That’s four plastic company boxes and two of the white cartons.”
She opened the door.
“I’ll go and take a peek.”
She tottered across the road as the courier driver brought out four empty plastic boxes. Today she’d gone yellow. Short yellow pleated dress, brownie-yellow scarf and yellow woollen gloves. She was back within five minutes.
“He dumped the lot at the back of the shop. White cartons contain DVDs and CDs.”
“Pirated copies?”
“Probably, can’t tell at a glance.”
I took the video camera off of the dashboard.
“Well we’ve got enough. Whatever he’s delivering it isn’t company stock.”
We drove round to the courier firm’s offices and I dropped off the video tape and the other evidence. The chap was very careful. He was picking the white cartons up from his very first stop and then delivering them around. Another case closed, at this rate I’d soon have an empty in-tray. I dropped Jenn off in Felixstowe to do some food shopping and drove home. I was beginning to like the A class Mercedes, it was comfortable, easy to drive and had a rock-solid feel about it. As I drove into Trimley, I spotted Laurel and Hardy, they were remonstrating with some poor horse owner in a small set of stables close to the road. Their care was parked opposite, just inside a basketball practice area and behind a nice fat hedge. Further down the road I parked on the driveway of an empty house. This was my patch and I’d reconnoitred every inch of ground around here just in case, just in case of what I wasn’t sure. I casually walked down the side of the house, through the garden vaulted the low fence at the end to land in a farmer’s field. From there I could circle up to the car without being seen. There are probably a hundred ways to easily immobilise a vehicle, but the easiest and best is fire. The car was unlocked and that made my task all the easier. I popped the bonnet, used the conveniently place jack handle to prise off one of the fuel-injection pipes and closed the lid. I circled back to the car and drove home. I would like to have stayed and seen the fun, but when it eventually caught fire I didn’t want to be around.
As luck would have it half an hour later I had to go and pick up Jenn as the train wasn’t running. As I passed Felixstowe Police Station there was quite a commotion going on. Laurel and Hardy’s car was sitting in the small car-park with it’s bonnet open and my two errant policeman watching as the firemen from across the road (literally as the fire station is dead opposite) sprayed a couple of fire extinguishers under the bonnet. I must say that the other police seemed to be enjoying the spectacle, I know I did.
The church hall was crowded for whatever church supper it was we were attending and we ended up at a table of oldies. They obviously knew each other well, but took pains to include us in the conversation. One of the oldies called Harry something or other looked like he was going for the shrivelled prune of the year prize. He fixed me with a stare.
“What do you do for a living then?” He asked.
“I’m a private investigator.”
He grey bushy eyebrows rose.
“Thought they only existed in the movies.”
“No, I’m a real one.”
I decided to turn the tables.
“What did you do before you retired?”
“Worked for Klein Chemicals.”
“Drugs?”
“Paint.”
My ears pricked up.
“Manufacture or development?”
He laughed.
“Sales. Specialised in Government contracts.”
This was getting better.
“They buy much?”
“Gallons.”
I recalled repainting many a lorry.
“Used to use your stuff in the Army.”
He screwed his nose up.
“Inferior stuff. Lots of pigment, but no real protection.” He chuckled. “That’s because the application uses cheap labour.”
I finished off my rather good meal of sausage and bean casserole.
“Sell stuff to the Navy?”
He frowned.
“Thought you were army.”
“Working on a case at the moment involving paint for the Navy, not yours, Darsons.”
He burst out laughing and then nearly choked on whatever he had been eating. His rather frail looking wife shot me a serious glance.
“None of your men’s jokes, his heart bypass won’t stand it.”
He patted her on the shoulder.
“It’s all right Marge, we were talking paint.”
She looked at me in sorrow.
“Hope you weren’t intending to die soon young man, unless that is you die of boredom.”
She turned back to resume her conversation with Jenn and the other couple. I grinned at Harry.
“Good joke then, their paint?”
He dabbed a napkin round his mouth and then blew his nose on it.
“Their paint is OK, domestic stuff that is, but they didn’t go in for government contracts, they tended to concentrate of schools and small builders merchants. Used their Primrose the other day, good stuff, but smells like a distillery.”
“So they were never into naval paint?”
I thought he was going to have another paroxysm of choking, but he controlled himself.
“They tried, back in the seventies, mind you we all tried. A ship is a big beast; get the paint contract for the Navy and your quids in.”
“Not successful then.”
“Didn’t have the staying power, they just dabbled and then pulled out; stared to specialise in high grade yacht varnish. Now that was good stuff, took us years to catch up. Not that our product was inferior mind, theirs just didn’t need such careful application.”
His eyes swivelled to Jenn and back.
“Your partner?”
“In crime.”
His face took on a wistful look.
“Marge used to be just like her. Lively, well turned out, alluring. She’s not done me wrong.”
Fortunately I didn’t have to reply as at that moment the ‘entertainment’ started. I was surprised at the quality, but didn’t like the content. Folk music and anti-war songs have never been my cup of tea.
It’s funny how word gets round. The following morning we got two more briefs, another allegedly wandering husband and a case of stolen identity. Jenn and I listened to both clients and then had lunch. I polished off my cheese sandwich and supped my tea.
“Business is getting good.” I remarked.
“I’m glad” Was the only reply I elicited from her.
I fingered a letter from the morning’s post.
“The Hudsons have paid for us finding their daughter.”
“Really? That’s prompt.”
Whether or not she knew what I wanted to say she wasn’t making it easy.
“It’s really yours, you solved the case.”
“You beat the confession out of him.”
I flicked the envelope in her direction, she flicked it back.
“It’s your business.”
I fingered the envelope, its arrival had crystallised my thoughts.
“Fancy being my partner in crime?”
“You offering me a job?”
“I’m offering you half the business. Since you’ve arrived we’re solved three cases and we work together well.”
I decided to be a bit more honest.
“Actually you solved one case and gave me the pointer for another. This isn’t charity, you’re an invaluable asset.”
“You hardly know me.”
“I know enough.”
She shook her head.
“Impossible. I could never get a licence.”
“You could in six years time, but you don’t need one.”
She fixed me with a stare and spoke in a low tone.
“I’d want to set some ground rules.”
“Go on.”
“No work involving protection or double dealing.”
“I can live with that.”
“Proper accounts and we pay tax.”
I swallowed. It’s not that I wanted to go in for tax evasion it was just that so far I hadn’t earned enough to consider tax.”
“Check.”
“And you invest in a personal pension scheme.”
My, this was long-term thinking.
“OK.”
She pursed her lips and then licked her teeth.
“And if I say we don’t accept a job we drop it.”
“It would have to be mutual.”
She nodded.
“Can we give it a try for six months? I’ve never done anything for longer than six months.”
“OK, that’s fine by me.”
I stretched my arms upwards. I fancied a small joke.
“So what’s your first executive decision?”
She flashed me a smile that would have melted the polar ice-car.
“Employ another agent.”
“What!”
“You’ve got work coming in and the agency is beginning to gain a reputation, but you need to keep the small work going while you concentrate on Jacqueline’s case. It’s no good looking at me because I don’t have a licence. I can do research, act as your partner, do the books if you want, but I can’t go about snooping and that’s where the bread and butter money comes from.”
She was right of course. And that’s why I wanted her as partner, she made better decisions, she thought long-term and saw what I didn’t. What better partner could a man have?
Maidstone’s Bank was a revelation that time-warps really do exist. The place was at the end of a dingy alley way sandwiched between a university out-building and grey stoned office that could have been Domby and Son. The entrance lobby consisted of acres of polished walnut and a row of leather seats that were probably pre-war, Boer war that is. The place smelt of eternal service and stability, the receptionist smelt of the Atilla the Hun school of customer care. Not that I could actually smell her as Jenn was trying out a new perfume, something of a hybrid between oil seed rape and Easter lily. The rather large lady receptionist used her amply proportioned Roman nose to sniff her disapproval.
“Yes?”
Jenn tried for a diplomatic approach.
“We made an appointment to see your Manager.”
She pointed to the chairs.
“Sit.”
It wasn’t an offer, it was a command; after all I knew a command when I heard one.
The manager’s office was not much different, except that instead of a highly polished reception counter he had an ancient oak desk of gargantuan proportions. He was entirely different. I doubt that he’d reached his thirtieth birthday and he looked more like an overgrown schoolboy than a bank manager, it also didn’t help that he parted his oily black hair straight down the centre. He inspected my business card.
“Can’t say I’ve heard of your agency.”
“Could you name any others?”
He sniffed and promptly sneezed. I couldn’t blame him. In the confined space Jenn’s perfume took on a totally overwhelming presence. He wiped his nose on a white postage stamp sized piece of white linen.
“Mrs Harrington-Flynn said you would be coming.”
“Then you know why we’re here.”
“Yes, and we are in no doubt about the day her husband came and accessed her deposit box.”
I tried not to breath through my nose.
“You’ve got five cameras in your reception area. Did they all have the same date stamp?”
He bristled.
“Are you questioning our efficiency?”
“It’s my job.”
“We checked them all.”
“There’s no confusion over American date stamps and English date notation?”
“Not in April.”
“Could be over 4th March and 3rd April.”
“The date is clearly written in English in the receptionist’s log and the key-holder’s log.”
Jenn coughed.
“If your security is that good, how come you let him in with a bogus key? Jacqueline says she never lets hers out of her sight and that it should be the only key to the box.”
He shuffled and sneezed again. I wouldn’t need to beat a confession out of this one, if I left Jenn in here long enough she’d sneeze a confession out of him.
“It wasn’t bogus.”
“How many authentication marks on your keys? I counted five.”
He gave a superior smile.
“Eight and they were all there.”
“So a superior copy.”
He swallowed.
“Not a copy, a duplicate. We received a letter from Mrs Harrington-Flynn three months before the incident authorising a duplicate to be made for her husband.”
“Did you validate the request?”
“Yes.”
“By letter or phone contact.”
“We dispatched an official to her home for a face-to-face interview.
“She denies that.”
He wiped his nose, I wondered how much more mucus his tiny handkerchief could absorb.
“It is possible that my official didn’t actually meet her.”
Jenn raised and eyebrow and leant forward. It was a mistake, the movement caused a new waft of odour and he violently sneezed. He produced a box of tissues and blew his nose.
“We gave her a picture, but they’d never actually met before. She says that the woman looked like Mrs Harrington-Flynn and knew her two secret passwords.”
“No fingerprint verification?”
“No.”
“Can we speak to her?”
“She no longer works for us.”
“Did she describe the woman?”
“She fitted Mrs Harrington-Flynn’s description.”
Jenn laughed.
“And when was her photograph taken? Last year, last month?”
He stared at her with wide eyes and then lowered his gaze.
“When she was twenty-one and her family passed the box over to her.”
“So this woman could have been considerably younger and your clerk didn’t spot that?”
“Unfortunately.”
He rose.
“Would you like to see the box?”
Jenn nodded and stood up. He gave off three swift sneezes and excused himself. Jenn seemed to think he had a bad cold, I didn’t discourage this notion; sometimes I am a real coward at heart.
The deposit box room was as utilitarian as the reception has been classy. No bigger than a hotel single bedroom it was lined on three sides by deposit boxes and had a functional metal table screwed to the floor, there were no chairs. The fourth wall was a metal grill that slid back with a noise like a million rats dying. Jenn and I stared at the metal box lying on the table, as Jacqueline had promised, it was empty.
“The question is,” I whispered, “Why take the risk in coming here the day after you’ve supposed to have died?”
Jenn studied the bottom of the box.
“Perhaps he just wanted the jewels”
“According to Jacqueline their not worth very much and in any case their description has been circulated.”
Jenn sniffed.
“Not much being about £30,000.”
“If you’ve just grossed over ten million and given yourself an escape route, that’s not much.”
“Out of spite then? His letter to her wasn’t absolutely endearing.”
I checked the box over with a portable UV light; no hidden messages scrawled anywhere. As I inspected the hole where the box had come from I began to wonder if Jenn was right and it was just spite. I reached in and felt the wall at the back. After a minute or so I prised off the black sticky plastic that had been stuck to it and laid it on the table. In fact it was a thin black sticky backed plastic sandwich. Within the sandwich were about thirty uncut diamonds, four neatly folded £20 notes and three plastic cards, a driving licence, a bank debit card and a credit card. All were made out to a Doctor James Green, but the driving licence picture was of Andrew Harrington-Flynn, the supercilious smirk made identification easy. I studied the plastic, Jenn studied the diamonds.
“Tell you what I think,” I said as I ran my fingers over the surface.
“He’s had to change identity. Reckon this was a triple sandwich as the plastic is sticky on both sides, that’s how I knew it wasn’t the steel back to the deposit box container.”
I held the plastic up to the light.
“See, you can see the outlines of four cards. With any luck we might be able t pick up the embossing.”
Jenn screwed up her eyes and peered at the surface.
“How come four cards if the unused identity has only three?”
“No idea.”
Jenn fingered a diamond.
“This must be his emergency lifeline, if all else fails come here and pick up the diamonds.”
She looked into my eyes.
“But why take the risk of being exposed? Why nick the family jewels? If he had left them intact we’d never have known he’d been here.”
“Perhaps his lady friend fancied them.”
“Risk-y.” Said Jenn.
“Fits Andy, he liked to take risks.”
I thought for a moment.
“Actually he liked other people to take the risks, he just liked the idea of risk.”
Jenn popped the plastic sandwich carefully in her handbag and I pushed the box back home. It must have been well over a hundred years old, but it slid in gracefully and locked with a satisfying snick, there’s old-fashioned British Engineering for you.
On our way out the manager gave us some photographs from the CCTV surveillance. The quality was good and Andrew could be clearly seen sitting in the leather waiting chairs with a female companion, who wasn’t Jacqueline but looked remarkable like Lucy Jones after a massive make-over.
As I drove down the lane to our cottage I noticed a white BMW Mini with a black roof parked neatly down a bridal path close up against the gate to a paddock with horses. It had been parked rear end in and if I was going to take a walk around my cottage for reconnoitring purposes that’s exactly how I would have parked. Jenn must have noticed me stiffen.
“Trouble?”
“Just paranoia.”
My flower pots were still in place on the driveway, but the back gate to the garden had been opened, the leaf I had trapped between gate and post was missing. I vaulted out of the car and ran through the gate. The intruder was studying the lock on outhouse two. Whoever they were they were quick and they scampered off down the garden. There was no point in chasing them for two reasons, firstly they accelerated away like a scalded cat and secondly they were rushing towards one of my natural barriers. The garden slopes downwards towards the rear fence, which is a mere four foot high so that I could enjoy views of the countryside. However, a four foot fence is no security at all, so on the other side of it I had planted a three foot high three foot deep Cottoneaster hedge, or to give it it’s correct name Rosaceae. There are several varieties of this shrub, mine was a hybrid with specially cultivated tough long thorns. The intruder reached the end of the garden and easily vaulted over the fence. The vault was immediately followed by a scream, a higher pitched scream than I expected. I ambled down to the fence and looked over. She was firmly stuck in the hedge, one leg had gone vertically in, the other was doubled up with the sole of her trainers pointing skywards and the knee firmly embedded in the plant. Judging by the blood dripping from her hand she’d just ripped it to shreds pulling it out of the hedge, neither thin leather gloves nor denim jeans are any protection with this plant. I use a very thick pair of leather gloves on top of gardening gloves when trimming it into submission, even then I seldom escape unscathed. Whoever she was she was athletically built, something like a gazelle on steroids, with had a pleasant face and blue eyes plus a neat pug nose.
I leant on the fence.
“Wouldn’t struggle if I were you, only make things worse.”
She grunted in reply, the pain must have been excruciating.
“Would you mind telling me what you’re doing snooping around my premises?”
“Go to hell.” She muttered between clenched teeth.
I rested my arms on the fence-top as if I had all the time in the world.
“Well it’s like this. You can tell me now or later, except by then you’ll have lost a considerable amount of blood.”
She struggled a little and let out another grunt. She knew and I knew she was firmly ensconced in the plant and being cut out was the only option if she was going to retain any flesh on her buried legs.
“I’m a private detective.”
“Really? Who sent you here?”
“None of your business.”
She pulled out a mobile phone from her leather jacket and promptly dropped it. She was beginning to shake with both the cold and the shock. Humanitarianly I only had another couple of minutes before I’d have to call the Fire Brigade.
“I rather think it is. Let me guess, Home Office, Navy, perhaps Diplomatic Security, none wanting to be seen to get their hands dirty with a simple break-in?”
She looked at me wide-eyed.
“The Consortium. They wanted to know how you’re doing.”
Jenn appeared by my side, she took one look and ordered me to phone for an ambulance.
It took the fire brigade ninety minutes to cut her out; even then she went off to hospital with several pieces of my hedge attached to her legs. Judging by the red patch at the bottom of the hedge, she’d paid for them with a fair quantity of her blood. Halfway through the extraction operation Laurel and Hardy appeared. They peered over the fence.
“Could be constituted at cultivating a deliberately dangerous plant that.”
“It’s not dangerous unless you jump into it.”
I pointed to my selection of rose bushes that formed a second natural barrier down the edge of the garden. No self respecting burglar would have gone anywhere near them.
“How about my roses? Millions of people have roses and Rosaceae, are you going to prosecute them all?”
They turned their attention to the unfortunate woman, who had told the paramedics she was called Stephanie Kite. Laurel pointed at her.
“You want us to charge her with trespassing and attempted burglary?”
“Nah,” I said offhandedly. “She’s a friend who was just horsing about.”
Jenn’s eyes locked with mine, I hoped she could follow my thinking. I didn’t want the police involved.
“Just a gardening accident,” she said.
At that point one of the fireman looked up.
“Oh hi,” he said. “Car caught fire again?”
It rather ended their interview.
Jenn gave me hell. At first she stomped about slamming kitchen doors and banging the china about. Then she had a good rant at me for chasing the ‘poor woman’ into the thorn hedge. Once I’d managed to convince her that I hadn’t been doing any chasing I got castigated for not shouting out a warning. I tell you when she is riled she is fearsome. Finally, she spent the last of her angry energy yelling at me for not immediately getting out the chainsaw and cutting her free. After nearly an hour of having my eardrums battered with vocal haranguing she calmed down. I tried again.
“It’s intended as passive security, I don’t expect people to go and jump in a hedge full of barbarous thorns.” This was mainly true.
She sniffed.
“I suppose the brambles over the front fence are the same.”
“Yes.”
She half frowned.
“What about the other side of the garden, it’s just an ivy-clad wooden fence.”
“There’s some barb wire strands near the top and Ma Jones’ pond is on the other side of the far end.”
She pointed a wooden spoon at me.
“You have got to make amends. Poor girl, her legs must be ruined.”
“That poor girl was trying to break into our operations centre.”
She banged the spoon down.
“And that allows you to disfigure her for ever?!”
I held my hands up. Sneaky guerrillas and blood-lusting despots I could face, but this barrage had worn me down.
“What would you suggest? I pay her plastic surgery bill?”
I managed to duck as the spoon flew past my head.
The following morning I left Jenn beating the hell out of a couple of innocent rugs and went to the library to do some research. In their archives they have bound copies of the local newspaper going back to the nineteen sixties. This was a valuable resource that needed physical handling as the papers were too old to be considered worth scanning into a database. In the end I had to go back for lunch. Jenn was transformed. She’d donned her best white dress and obviously spent time on her make-up. She greeted me with a wonderfully welcoming smile, it was more unnerving than her ranting. She offered me spicy parsnip soup and a wholemeal roll, I almost sniffed it for poison. She sipped her soup and dabbed her mouth with a paper handkerchief.
“Guess I lost it a bit.”
Was this an apology?
“Let’s put it down to righteous indignation.”
“Tell me,” she said, “how would you have felt if it had been me in that hedge?”
I took a bite of my roll to give me time to think. This was a feminine double-edged question. To say I wouldn’t have cared would indicate callousness and the probable end of our partnership. In any case it wouldn’t have been true. On the other hand to say I’d have been distraught would lead me down an interrogation path I’d probably not want to follow. I yearend for a good SAS interrogator, at least you knew where they were coming from.
“I hope you never are.”
“You are evading the question.”
I stopped eating, perhaps I should just tell the truth.
“It would be the substance for nightmares.”
She sipped her soup and didn’t dab. A small trickle of soup escaped from the edge of her lips and trickled down her chin.
“It wasn’t the hedge,” she said softly. “It was the callous way you watched her struggle. It was rather like you were just watching a fly stuck on sticky paper. It was almost as if you didn’t have any feelings. The poor girl was in pain, bleeding like a stuck pig and you didn’t seem to care. I wondered if I know you at all.”
“I do care,” I replied casually. “I just don’t know how to show it.”
My casual approach made it sound like an offhand remark, but it was deadly true and I didn’t know how to say it any other way. She suddenly picked up the bowl of soup and flung it across the room, it didn’t survive intact.
“Do you think I’m any different?” She howled. “Why should you have a monopoly on suppressed emotions?”
The suddenness of it caught me off guard. One minute supping soup, the next howling her eyes out. For a moment I was stunned into inactivity, this was not a Jenn I had seen before: a vulnerable Jenn. I went to reach out to hold her hand, but she had both of them covering her face. In the end I rounded the table and placed a hand on her shoulder. She threw herself into my chest and I hugged her close. We didn’t kiss or caress, I just held her close and rested my cheek against her hair, but it was therapeutic all the same. Almost as therapeutic was the talk afterwards. She sat on my lap with my arms around her and told me of when she had first started to grow a hard shell around herself: when her father died. She talked of having to distance herself from what she was doing just to cope from day to day. I told her of my army training and how in the end you had to treat it like some sort of dream for if you really considered what you were actually doing you’d go mad. Dehumanising we’d used to call it, you had to be dehumanised, at least we did; the Disposables. In the end, when my legs were past numb she kissed me on the end of my nose and wriggled free. Five minutes later I gave myself a shock, I realised that I hadn’t thought of Connie once while I was holding her; was this progress?
In the evening we went visiting. We bought a large bunch of flowers (not roses) from the all-night supermarket and visited Stephanie. She was lying on the top of her bed looking pale and with both legs covered by a thin sheet. Close up you could see that she had a high cheek bones, large eyes, long naturally blonde hair and manicured teeth. I must say that the hospital gown did her no favours, it was shapeless and made her look shapeless. Jenn walked in and kissed her on the cheek like she was an old friend. I gave her the flowers and her mobile phone that I had recovered at great personal cost. She sniffed the flowers. Jenn asked how she was. She gave a wan smile.
“The doctor thinks that I lost over two pints of blood.”
“And your legs?”
“No muscle damage, but my bikini wearing days are over.”
She had that couldn’t care less attitude that meant she was on some pretty powerful painkillers.
“Many stitches?”
She gave Jenn a weak smile.
“They used a flexible super-glue on most of the cuts, just stitched up the deep wound in the thigh.”
I knew all about super-glue repairs, we used to use it on active duty, it’s faster than stitches and rapidly stems blood flow.
“Didn’t know they used that stuff in hospital.”
She gave a careless wave.
“Apparently the A&E department here are trialling a new type of stretchy glue, it’s supposed to leave less scarring. They’ve been waiting for a suitable guinea pig for a few months.”
She moved and gave a small grunt.
“My car still down that lane?”
“Yes, want us to move it to a safe place?”
“Please.”
“Keys?”
“Bedside cabinet.”
I flicked open the bedside cabinet and pocketed the keys while flipping open her purse. Inside was a Private investigator card for one Joanna Knight. I picture looked a lot like her so I noted the address and closed the door.
“They going to keep you in long?” Asked Jenn.
“They say I need to make up some of the blood loss before they’ll let me out, something about secondary shock.”
I frizzy haired woman in a pale pink coat joined us at the bedside, clipboard in hand. She flashed us a no-nonsense I’ve got a job to do smile.
“Excuse me butting in, but I need a few moments with Miss Kite.”
She turned her attention to the patient.
“Tomorrow’s lunch, would you like grilled fish with spinach balls or Bean casserole with crispy courgettes?”
“Is the fish cod?”
“No idea dear, it’s just fish.”
“I’ll take the casserole.”
“Dinner: do you want nut loaf with rice or baked potato with savoury mince?”
“The potato.”
The woman flicked a page over on her clipboard.
“When we admitted you we didn’t take a note of your next of kin.”
Stephanie licked her lips and frowned. That’s the problem of lying about your name, you need to ensure you have a complete cover. I smiled.
“That’ll be me.”
I gave my name and address and tried not to look at Jenn. The woman puckered her lips as if the form had been filled in very inefficiently.
“Religion?”
“Christian,” Stephanie replied dreamily.
“What sort of Christian? CofE? RC? Free church?”
“Catholic.”
“Do you want the RC chaplain to visit?”
“No.”
The woman ran her finger down the clipboard.
“Any private insurance?”
Stephanie giggled.
“No.”
The woman swept away to start on the poor lass in the next bed.
Stephanie closed her eyes and promptly fell asleep, we made a silent exit.
I moved her car when I got home and gave it a thorough once over. It instantly yielded four unused pairs of neoprene gloves, three chocolate bar wrappers, two used tissues and one old-fashioned ebony truncheon. Under the front carpet there was a scratched Credit Card in the name of Joanna Knight and a £20 note. Well hidden behind the tiny hatch that allows access to the nearside rear light cluster was a miniature mobile phone. It had been coupled into the wiring via a DC/DC converter so that the battery charged when the lights were on. It had no phone numbers stored in its memory and all the call registers were empty. The job was professionally done and there could only be one reason for its hidden installation; tracking. However, mobile phone companies are usually very uppity about their systems being used for such purposes and you needed considerable clout to track in this manner, that meant the police or the secret lot. I doubted that The Consortium would be able to do this or, perhaps, need to. I checked the time and rang Stephanie on her own phone. She answered within a few rings.
“Hello Stephanie, it’s Jim.”
“Jim?”
“Your instant next of kin.”
“Oh, Jim.”
“I’ve moved your car and found a mobile phone installed by your rear lights. Did you know it was there?”
There was a pause as she got her brain into gear.
“You searched my car?”
“Wouldn’t you? Looks like it was lucky for you I did. Is it yours?”
“No, but I can guess who put it there.”
“Police?”
“It’s a long story.”
“What do you want me to do with it? Leave it, turn it off, or send it on a journey?”
Another pause.
“Send it on some travels. And thanks.”
I uncoupled the phone and taped up the bare patch of wire. After that it was a short journey down to the docks where I selected a Dutch registered lorry and taped the phone inside the edge of the large on-cab aerofoil. On my way home I wondered if Stephanie, or Joanna, or whatever she was called, also attracted trouble.
The following day I went visiting and left Jenn working on the plastic sandwich. She had an idea how to extract information from it and following the previous day’s histrionics I wasn’t going to tell her she was wasting her time. My first part of the journey was by bus to Woodbridge, where I picked up my faithful Land Rover, which was now complete with air-conditioning and a fearsome heater. From there I drove to Haverhill and Darson’s paint. As part of their centenary celebrations they were giving free tours of the factory, frankly it was too good an opportunity to miss. And we certainly didn’t miss anything, we started at the office block (built ten years ago and fully air-conditioned) and finished up at the paint testing area on the back field. In between they missed nothing out, every building, every process, every type of paint. We even got a small gift-box of tiny cans of sixty-two gloss colours. The only bit of real interest came at the end. Our rather over-jovial tour guide asked if we had any questions, I had one.
“I didn’t see any yacht varnish, I thought you were famous for that?”
I got a smooth smile.
“We manufacture that at out Ardleigh works near Colchester.”
Now that was peculiar. Their Web site hadn’t said a single word about a factory near Colchester and seeing as it trumpeted about the efficacy of their varnish that was interesting, very interesting indeed.
My next stop was a leafy lane in Epping. Part of the old Victorian Epping near the tube station it comprised of a straight road fringed with beech trees behind which loured some crumbling Victorian houses. This was commuter bed-sit land and Stephanie had a residence down here and I intended to check it out. Her address said she lived at number 16H. Entrance inside the house was easy as I’d taken the liberty of copying her house key. Number 16H proved to be on the third floor and was basically the attic. To say it was grim would be an understatement. She’d done her best by painting the place a light green-tinted white, but the windows let into the roof were small and the sloping ceilings oppressive. Her bed was the fold-into-the-wall variety and screwed to the only flat wall in the place. It was just as well you could fold it away otherwise you wouldn’t have had room to swing a gerbil. The bed was mounted low on the wall and above it was some sort of hanging wardrobe, which I ignored. I was more interested in her tiny desk. It was locked, of course, but as I’d copied every one of her non-car keys I soon had it open. Her papers were a revelation. She had no less than five credit cards and they were all approaching their maximum. She also had unpaid bills from the electricity company and her mobile phone company. This lass was in serious debt. Further into her pile of papers I came to part of the reason. She was Stephanie Kite, well Mrs Stephanie Joanna Kite nee Knight, or to be exact, the ex-Mrs Stephanie Joanna Kite. Judging by the correspondence from her solicitor the divorce had been more than a little acrimonious. Judging by the most recent letters her ex-husband was still living in the joint house and purporting to have it on the market to split the proceeds 50/50. However he’d had it on the market for eighteen months in the middle of a housing boom and not sold it. In the bottom drawer was another file. It contained a copy of her application to get a Private Investigator’s licence and therefore by default her career history. It made really interesting reading. She’d become a police constable – PC Stephanie Knight - in the Essex Police at the age of eighteen after serving in the admin office for two years. Two years ago she’d resigned ‘for personal reasons.’ I went back to the solicitor’s letters, two years ago the divorce proceedings had started. I put the papers away and fired up her laptop computer. It yielded nothing as I couldn’t break the password. After half an hour I checked everything over and let myself out. It had been interesting, but fruitless. I’d got her personal history, but I’d been looking for papers from The Consortium.
My final stop was at Ardleigh, which I had to pass on my way home up the A12. It’s not a big town, but I failed to find Darson’s varnish works. However all was not lost, I did find a roadside florist and purchased a large bunch of mixed flowers.
Jenn stuck her nose into the flowers and sniffed appreciatively. I only hoped she could smell them as she was back on her mown hay-field perfume.
“This a peace offering?”
“I rather thought we’d made our peace. I just thought you’d like them.”
She busied herself arranging them in a steel bucket.
“I went to see Stephanie and took her keys back.”
“How is she?”
“A lot better, they’re talking about letting her out tomorrow or the day after.”
I caught a hint of something.
“Surely you mean discharging, it’s not a prison.”
“You seen the food?” She quipped.
She stood back and admired the flowers before plunging in and rearranging a few recalcitrant blooms.
“Good day?” She asked, changing the subject.
I told her of Darson’s paint and the unfindable factory and mentioned that I’d checked Stephanie out. Jenn frowned.
“You did what!”
I held my hands up.
“I had to guv, she could have been telling more porkies.”
“And was she?”
“Not that I know of. She does have a PI licence, but only got it recently.”
“Three months ago.” She said triumphantly. “She’s had one wandering wife and an errant land owner who moved the boundary fence every time his farmer tenant went on holiday.”
“She was police.”
“I know.”
“What’s her shoe size?”
Jenn stared at me and I grinned.
“You seem to know everything else.”
“I know she’s doing the same as you. No solution - no fee, except the husband of the wandering wife hasn’t paid up yet.”
Jenn suddenly stood up and moved the flowers onto a different worktop. Perhaps she thought they looked better by the saucepan rack.
“They can only let her out if she doesn’t have to climb stairs. Not for at least a fortnight.”
I caught that oblique hint again.
She had her hands folded on the table-top; she’d still not been able to get rid of all her prison habits. I reached over and held her hand.
“You trying to say something?”
“I feel responsible.”
I had a vision of impending doom.
“How responsible?”
Jenn eyes locked with mine.
“Could we have her here?”
I knew it was pointless arguing, but I felt honour bound to go through the motions.
“Only two bedrooms.”
“There’s the dining room. We never use it and you could do with another table in the operations room.”
“Are you insinuating that it’s only fit for an outhouse?”
She gave be a beatific smile.
“What do you think?”
“About the table?”
“About having her here?”
“She’d need a bed.”
“You could move hers here.”
“She hasn’t got one, her bed is built into the house.”
“Then you could buy one and use it yourself later on. You can’t sleep on the floor forever.”
I decided that I’d argued enough.
“Is it important to you?” I asked softly.
“Yes. Don’t ask me why, but it is. I don’t want to pass by on the other side.”
“Come again?”
“The Good Samaritan, I don’t want to be the one that passed her by.”
“You think she needs help?”
“I know she does and for once in my life I can do something.”
I squeezed her hand.
“If it’s important to you we’ll do it.”
She lifted my hand up and kissed it.
“By the way, she said brightly. I know our supposedly dead husbands false name.”
“You do?”
She pulled out the piece of plastic. She’d sprinkled double sifted flour onto it and then blown off any free residue. The bits of plastic that had been under the embossing were slightly stickier and hence retained more flour. It wasn’t a perfect reproduction, but between the four cards you could clearly assemble the surname, Macey-Brown. Clearly he liked double-barrelled names. Assembling the Christian names proved more difficult as there were only two embossed cards for him and her. His was simple as it was obvious the name was Ri**ar*, which could only be Richard. Her name could have been almost any name that began with an S and ended with an E, but with only six letters was probably Simone, but it could have been Salome, Shanae, Sheree or Sophie. Unfortunately none of the account numbers were retrievable, but it was a major step forward.
It was the day before Christmas Eve and things were definitely not going well. We’d been on manoeuvres with the French Foreign Legion for a month and I could feel the tension was rising. None of the legionnaires admitted to speaking English and none of us spoke conversational French. Besides that the French guys were super-fit and we were having a hard job keeping up. Its not that we didn’t have things and techniques to learn from each other, we were just in danger of breeding contempt rather than respect. The road we were ploughing along was in the foothills of the French Alps and our armoured Land-Rovers were having a hard job keeping up with the Legionnaires peculiar looking high axle 4x4. There was a general feeling that, once again, they were striving to show their superiority. We rounded a sharp bend to find the French missing. They weren’t hard to find, they’d gone clean over the edge. The vehicle was lying upside down at least a hundred feet below us. We left the drivers with our two vehicles and scrambled down the slope. Two of the legionnaires had been thrown out of their 4x4 and had broken limbs, but not much more. However, the vehicle was a mess. It had ruptured its supposedly impregnable fuel tank and petrol was everywhere. We pulled out two guys and my lads started resuscitation on one of them. Their sergeant was trapped inside with his leg somehow curled through the window and under the wreck. As I inspected him I could taste the petrol, it was everywhere. It was a total recipe for disaster, hot engine, petrol and live ammo. I had two courses of action, quick extraction by hacking his leg off with my bayonet or pulling him out with a more measured approach. He didn’t help as he was screaming in pain and gabbling in French. I used my emergency medi-kit and gave him a shot of morphine. I took the risk and went for the measured approach. We ran a line down from our Land-Rover’s front winch and used it to partially roll the vehicle up the slope. I didn’t stand on ceremony, as soon as I could I yanked him out regardless of his screams. As it happened the vehicle didn’t catch fire, which was just as well as I was covered in petrol. The following day we had a delegation from the Legion turn up at our temporary barrack hut. They still didn’t speak English, but they brought two crates of red wine, French sticks and the most beautiful pâté I had ever tasted. We ate the pâté and bread together while using the wine to lubricate our new found entente cordiale. I woke up still tasting the pâté and smelling the red wine. My squad had received a letter of commendation from the French about three weeks later, but it paled into insignificance against our mutual meal. We’d been soldiers together with a mutual understanding and no real common language. I lay in my warm bed and savoured the memory, it had been one of the good moments, the very good moments.
It was nearly thirty-six hours before I got back to working on any of my briefs. We decided to dispose of the dining room suite by giving it to the Salvation Army for use with refugees and asylum seekers. I’d never liked it anyway as white wood was never to my taste. After that Jenn decided that I should paint out the room before installing a bed and some cheap flat-pack furniture. During this I tried not to think about the fact that since meeting Jenn I’d been spending more money than I had been earning. It wasn’t that I was short of a penny or two, it’s just that negative cash-flows go against the grain.
On Tuesday I left Jenn awaiting the arrival of Stephanie and drove back to Ardleigh. In the old library newspapers I’d found a recruiting advert for paint technicians and chemical engineers, the return address had been in Crockleford Heath, a small hamlet that lies between Ardleigh and Colchester. There were no named factories in the vicinity, but on the northern road out of Crockleford Heath, right where it crossed the A120, were three large anonymous brick built warehouses, all of which had rather large ventilation systems housed on their flat rooves. I parked about half a mile away and examined the place with my binoculars. There was an external car-park that was lined with cars and outside of the obvious security zone. That wasn’t how normal factories worked, but it was how military installations worked; keep the cars outside and make everybody walk in and out. I skirted the warehouses and examined them from the other side, that is across the busy A120. I watched for about half an hour, in that time two delivery vans came and went, but nothing else. However, at the edge of the delivery area were some tanker coupling pipes and I didn’t think they were for petrol or diesel. In the end I drove off towards Harwich and then doubled back to pass the factory. At the very bottom of the large notice that proclaimed ‘Deliveries only’ there was a small piece of supplementary information, it said that the warehouses were owned by D-N pigments, a division of Darsons Paint Ltd. I drove on and stopped for a burger at the first place I could. So I’d found an odd division of Darsons Paint, now what? I studied the digital photos I had taken using the camera’s LCD screen. The buildings didn’t look that old, so if they had ever made any naval paint had it been made on the same site which had been refurbished, or somewhere else? Time, I thought, to find some aerial photographs. On my way home I bought, for the very first time, a tin of Darsons Yacht Varnish. It came complete with a little circular instruction book that fitted neatly into the tin lid; the application instructions were fearsome.
When I arrived back Stephanie was installed on the lounge settee with her legs up. She was wearing the baggiest slacks I had ever seen and looked drawn and haggard, I guessed they’d stopped giving her strong pain killers. Jenn appeared from the kitchen like a jack-rabbit.
“Dinners in ten minutes, I thought we’d eat in here.”
She glanced into the kitchen and disappeared towards the stove. Stephanie managed a tired smile.
“Thank you for having me here Jim. I couldn’t have managed the stairs to my flat. I’ll try not to get in the way.”
“You’re most welcome.”
She rearranged the small cushion that was under her knees.
“What do I call you, Stephanie or Joanna?”
“Try Stephanie, I thought it was a good idea to revert to my maiden name for my PI licence, but I can’t get used to being called Joanna.”
She gave a minute grin.
“I notice you wiped all the pictures on my phone.”
“Force of habit.”
“Jenn says you were in the army.”
“Man and boy.”
“My brother is a long-termer, Royal Navy.”
This was interesting; there was nothing in her flat to indicate she had a brother.
“Commissioned?”
“Captain, he’s got his own ship, a sleek grey destroyer.”
“Then he must be an older brother.”
She laughed.
“Too true, and he never lets me forget it.”
Jenn appeared with Spaghetti Bolognese on three plates and the conversation resorted to generalities. After dinner Stephanie retired to her bedroom and Jenn and I retired to the operations centre after clearing up. I ran through my investigations with her and she pushed a print-out towards me.
“Might be nothing. I did an Internet news search. There’s this place in Bamburgh that was bought six months ago by a Ribeart Macey-Brown, apparently him and his wife Shanae have moved there from Southern Ireland.”
Surely it couldn’t be that easy? The guy had spent months, possibly years planning his disappearance and now we had his address in one easy search. I studied the article from a The Alnwick Times.
“Doesn’t say their living there.”
Jenn shrugged.
“If they’re renting it out there must be a money trail.”
I rested my hand on her shoulder.
“That’s really good.”
“Tell you what’s not good,” she replied tossing her head.
“The Consortium have taken Stephanie off of their books, they told her that other avenues of enquiry are proving fruitful.”
“Perhaps they’ve been reading The Alnwick Times,” I quipped.
“Perhaps our Mrs Harrington-Flynn is playing both ends against the middle. Shame we didn’t ask her how she knew that you’d both worked with her husband and now had a detective agency.”
Jenn was right, of course, the same question had been irking me. The woman lived with her parents in Buckinghamshire, so how did she even get hold of my name?
“We’ll have to check her out, but that won’t be easy, she’s our client and we could lose the brief and the £8000 bonus that would come in handy.”
“Hold it,” Jenn said trying to think. “We were missing something.”
I waited, eventually it came to her.
“The Consortium say they’re after his diaries, she’s after him.”
“Find one find the other.”
“Not necessarily. Just suppose these diaries drop The Consortium right into some sort of deep do dahs. They’d be our guy’s insurance policy.”
“You mean if I die or go missing send these diaries to the police.”
“Something like that.”
I tried to get my head round the logistics. The chap had changed his name, certainly twice, possibly more times, so how could such an insurance policy work?
The following morning I had a swift early breakfast and tried to find out what I could about D-N Pigments, the answer was easy; absolutely nothing. They were not listed at Companies House, Darsons did not list them as a subsidiary in their company accounts and there was not one single press article on them or a single entry in any commercial directory. My thought went no further as Jenn interrupted me by furtively looking round the door.
“There’s two police to see you, they don’t look very friendly.”
“Where are they?”
“I’ve left them in the lounge talking to Stephanie, didn’t think you’d want them to see this room.”
We left the outhouse and I glanced down the garden, fully visible on the other side of the fence was a uniformed police constable. If they’d stationed him at the bottom of the garden they were certainly taking the visit seriously. As I entered I caught the words ‘gardening accident’ from Stephanie. She looked at me.
“Want me to leave?”
“No, the more witnesses the better.”
The two policeman were unevenly matched, the first was tall, broad, podgy, beady eyed and red faced, the second slightly shorter, lean, squinty eyed and mean looking. The red –faced one held up a warrant card.
“DI Callum McKinnon.” His accent was so thickly Glaswegian you could have cut it in two. He pointed to his buddy.
“DS James Purbright.”
I tried to be jovial, but the look on his face wasn’t at all jovial.
“Long way from home.”
“I’m on loan to head up the murder enquiry into the death of Terrence Ampton.”
“Who?”
“Drug dealer, he was found dead in one of the golf shelters, ring any bells?”
His voice was full of innuendo and implication.
“I read about it in the paper.”
DS Purbright gave a sneer. “Oh yeah? We have reason to believe that you did more than read about it.” I couldn’t place his accent, but it was somewhere East of Southampton.
DI McKinnon shot him a glance that could have withered an oak tree at fifty yards.
“We’d like you to come down the station and help us with our enquiries.”
“Suppose I say no?”
“Then I’ll be forced to arrest you.”
They had that smugness about them that screamed ‘we know something you don’t know.’ I decided to be diplomatic.
“Let’s be reasonable here chaps, this guy is found the other side of the town and your lot come knocking at my door, not once, but twice. I could start to scream harassment.”
DS Purbright could not contain himself.
“Then how do you explain his hairs in the back of your car? Plus some fluff from his socks and a nice lump of torn skin?”
Jenn’s eyes opened wide and I had to do some fast thinking. These two were outsiders as far as the local police were concerned, but could I trust them? I looked at McKinnon and tried to ask myself the question ‘would I want him by my side stuck on a hilltop and surrounded by a well armed enemy? I already new what I thought of Purbright.
“That would be mighty difficult.”
DI Purbright laughed.
“Shall we go then?”
I lowered my voice slightly.
“We can play this two ways chaps. You can take me in and try to beat a confession out of me, on the other hand you could try investigating police corruption.”
Purbrigh opened his mouth, but McKinnon cut across him.
“Would you mind unpacking that statement?”
I tried to look harmless.
“Look, I picked up the car that morning from a car-radio installer who’d had it for a couple of days. Before I picked it up his staff gave the car a first-class interior valet. According to the papers the body was found two hours before his showroom even opened. I’ve got all the paperwork and doubtless my insurance company will confirm that I rang up that morning from the showroom to add the radio equipment in the Mercedes to my insurance.”
“Not your Mercedes, your Land Rover,” sneered Purbright.
This was even more sinister.
“That’s even more interesting, when you chaps came the first time it was my Mercedes in the drive, not my Land-Rover; that was over at Woodbridge and as far as I know remains untouched by forensic hands.”
Purbright blinked like an owl caught in headlight. McKinnon consulted his notebook.
“Forensics are definitely registered as collected from the back of a Land-Rover outside your house at 3pm that afternoon. Is the registration 7775F?”
“It is, but ring up Woodwards of Woodbridge, they had the Rover in pieces by then.”
I inspected the backs of my fingers.
“The question here is who says the forensics came from a vehicle that wasn’t here at the time the samples were taken and in any case the Mercedes would have been cleaner than a cook’s chopping board as it had just come straight from having its first rate valet?”
I’ll give McKinnon his due, he put two and two together faster than an abacus. He sucked in his breath.
“You’re a PI, been annoying the locals?”
“Not on any case I’ve worked on, I’ve always found the police most cooperative.”
“You’re not going to help us.”
“You see what connections your dead body had. By all accounts he was a drug dealer. This is a relatively small town, I’d guess that drug dealers are easily noticed.”
He nodded and turned to Purbright.
“Go outside and use your mobile, not your radio. Call Superintendent Cleevly. Tell his secretary we need to speak to him pronto. Don’t tell him anything else.”
Purbright ambled out. McKinnon turned to me and handed over a card.
“I’m supposedly on secondment here, but basically my supers keeping me out of the way of a spit and polish job. You get any trouble from the locals you phone me. I want to know and you won’t get a cover-up.”
When Purbright came back they asked me a series of questions and took away photocopies the documents concerning both my purchase of the Mercedes and the installation of the radio equipment plus the paperwork concerning the modifications to my Land-Rover. They finally left after an hour. Jenn looked like a ghost.
“Don’t worry,” I said. “Laurel and Hardy haven’t got the sense to cover their tracks.”
Stephanie, who’d looked like she’d been viewing a first class soap opera, came to life.
“Laurel and Hardy are two local bobbies?”
“Our so called community policemen, but I’m sure they were taking back-handers from this drug dealer.”
“Were they here when the forensics chaps were?”
I cast my mind back.
“No, that lot said they were from the regional crime squad.”
Stephanie tut-tutted,
“Then you’ve seriously upset someone with clout, serious clout. The forensic service is good, very good and largely uncorrupted. Once evidence gets into their clutches it can’t be easily tampered with. The general rule is that if you want to plant evidence you do it before they arrive so your Laurel and Hardy pair are in the clear.”
She was right, this was too smooth, too incriminating, too traceable for them to be involved, so just who was it who was trying to fit me up?”
Thursday morning I took the women shopping. I didn’t really want to, but Stephanie didn’t yet feel able to drive safely even if she used my Mercedes with its automatic gearbox. I left the women having coffee near the library and realised that I’d left my wallet at home. As I drove back home I got a sense of déjà vu, this time it was a sleek dark blue Ford sitting down the lane squashed up against the farm gate. I released my seat-belt and knocked the gearbox into neutral to coast the last few yards to my drive. Whoever he was he was quick. As I swung onto the drive he was grubbing about in the back of Stephanie’s mini, the second he spotted me he was off through the garden gate at high speed. By the time I had ejected from the vehicle and given chase he was two thirds of the way down my garden. I slowed down and wondered if my Cottoneaster would claim two victims in one month. As he neared the end of the garden he faltered and looked from side to side. That meant he’d either taken time to look around, or he knew of Stephanie’s misfortune. I waited to see what he would choose, to jump the right hand fence and land in the pond next door or jump the roses. The roses probably seemed the easy option. Down the left hand side of my garden there are the rose bushes, then a line of trees on the other side of which is a footpath. I waited, he chose the roses. I waited for his demise as between the roses and the trees lay a vee shaped ditch that aided the irrigation and drainage of the farmer’s fields. He’s scrupulous my neighbour, he cleans out his ditches every years. My intruder chose to hurdle over the roses in classic style with one leg forward and the other raised high and to the side. I’d misjudged his speed, he cleared the roses with ease and almost cleared the ditch, but not quite. His leading leg must have hit the ditch a few inches down from the top, the effect was dramatic, it pitched him forward. He flung out his arms to regain balance and even from where I was standing I heard the thwack as his left arm hit a tree. He bounced off the tree fell over on his right side and rolled over to spring upright and run off. I noted that he clutched his left arm to his chest. I ambled down the lane and watched the dark blue Ford. It was forty minutes before he approached it from the station end of the lane. He had his arm thrust inside his half-buttoned up coat. I stepped out between him and his car. He slowed to a stop. When he’d hit the tree he’d been charged with adrenaline and able to run on, now his arm was obviously giving him gyp.
“Mind telling me who you are?”
“Sod off or I’ll call the police.”
“Please do. So far I’ve got you tampering with a vehicle that’s not yours and trespass.”
He eyed me up and wisely decided that he couldn’t take me on.
“It’s personal, OK?”
“It was my drive and my friend’s car.”
He adopted a legs apart stance.
“Take it from me she’ll only bring you trouble.”
“And you’ll make sure of that will you?”
I took out my mobile phone and photographed him.
“For posterity,” I said as I moved to one side.
He reached his car and almost screamed. The side had a beautiful deep straight scratch due probable to some piece of farm machinery. All in all he wouldn’t forget his visit in a hurry.
Stephanie was in no doubt.
“That’s my ex.”
I tossed her a mobile phone.
“He was trying to install this under the boot floor.”
She swore.
“Bastard said he’d make sure my business went belly up. Every time I’ve tried to do some surveillance some of his chums have turned up and caused me grief either by putting on their blues and twos or asking me what I am doing watching people. Thanks to you I now know how he did it.”
“There’s obviously a story behind all this.”
She shrugged.
“We met at police training college and he swept me off my feet. Three years in we were working on different duties at the same station and I was teamed with a sergeant who was an overall nasty piece of work. Basically he arrested a young Pakistani boy for rape and got him to confess. I smelt a rat and interviewed the girl without her parents present, strictly a non-kosher move. It turned out it wasn’t rape, but love. They wanted to go out together, but her mother had other ideas. She assured me they’d never even had intercourse. I told my sergeant and he told me to button my lip and think of the crime statistics.”
She sniffed.
“The Inspector wouldn’t talk to me so I used a confidential line to report the wrongful arrest. Upshot was the boy got released and my sergeant was given an offer he couldn’t refuse: resign or face a disciplinary tribunal.”
She stared at me.
“I had no choice, the boy was innocent. I wasn’t that sort of copper.”
She made her legs as comfortable as she could.
“My husband got a bee in his bonnet about it, kept harping on about there being a rat in the station. I hadn’t told him of my actions and he decided that a young probationary policeman was the culprit. He rode him hard and slagged him off at every opportunity. In the end I couldn’t stand it anymore and told him that I’d shopped the sergeant.”
She sighed.
“He announced it to the whole canteen the following day and filed for divorce the day after. Since then he’s been as awkward as possible and mobilised his mates to do the same. In then end I had to resign, you can only take so much.”
I was curious.
“You still managed to get a PI licence, didn’t he object?”
“He was going to on the grounds that I was an ‘unsuitable person,’ but I’d already got his Inspector to give me a reference, so he was stuffed.”
She looked at the photo again.
“You say he broke his arm.”
“Definitely.”
“Well I hope it rots and falls off.”
I paused at the door and listened. I hadn’t intended to eavesdrop; my intentions were to have an early night as I was starting out early the following morning and wanted to tank up on my sleep reserves. However, as I’d passed the door I’d heard my name and paused, Stephanie was in full swing.
“… seems a nice chap your Jim, still what do I know about fellahs since I married a true slime-ball.”
“Dunno he’s my fellah,” said Jenn carefully.
“Oh come on,” replied Stephanie with feeling. “You live in his house, he’s made you a partner in his business, what more do you want?”
“It’s not like that.”
“I know, I know,” Stephanie chortled, “you just work well together. I can see that, but I can also see there’s more. You can’t tell me you don’t want more.”
There was a pause and Jenn nicely summed up my feelings.
“Yes, but more is difficult. Jim and I have had problems in the past, I need to be sure he can handle his and he needs to be sure I can handle mine before we complicate matters”
“Ever thought that you might need each other?”
Jenn laughed.
“Too true, he watches me like a hawk for drugs and I watch him like a hawk for…”
She petered out not wanting to betray a confidence. Stephanie helped her out.
“You mean booze. He’s ex-army, ex long term army, that always causes problems.”
Jenn said softly.
“I think he had to do some terrible things in the army.”
“Yeah, travel the world, meet new people - and shoot them.”
“It’s not a laughing matter,” said Jenn defensively.
“Sorry, just thinking of my brother. He spent two years on patrol around the Indonesian islands, apparently they’re full of modern day pirates. He won’t talk about it either.”
There was a pause and Stephanie picked up a previous thread.
“So you two watch each other and that’s it?”
“No, he puts up with me. Not just tolerates, but allows me to be who I am and doesn’t criticise me for it.”
“He needs you just as much.”
Stephanie sighed.
“Don’t think I’m lily white. I don’t drink or take drugs, well only recreational. But I have had, sorry do have, a serious spending problem. If I’m truthful it had already undermined my marriage before I shopped a colleague. In the end I went and saw a counsellor, she asked me who was in control me or the credit cards. After two visits I allowed her to shred the lot, I used to have six. Now I have one with nothing on, just keep it for emergencies, but I don’t keep it in my handbag. Still trying to pay off the others. If my ex sold the house it would help, but the bastard has no intention of selling.”
“Can’t you do something about that?”
“My divorce judge said that she’d like to, but I’d need definitive proof that he was obstructing the sale, as long as it’s in an estate agent’s window he can get away with turning potential buyers off.”
Jenn made a sympathetic noise and Stephanie gave a dry laugh.
“You’re better off with Jim. I guess he calls a spade a spade, but would do the honourable thing.”
I decided that I’d heard enough and went to bed, not that I slept for a good hour as I tried to get my thoughts about Jenn into line, but they didn’t form any line I could recognise.
The trip to Northumbria was largely uneventful, just the normal A1 traffic. I wanted this to be a short trip as I was feeling nervous about leaving the women; recently life in my cottage had become far from quiet. I drove almost straight to the house I wanted to recce, and drove passed. I stopped about a mile away and stood on the roof of the Land-Rover and studied the building in the failing light. Large house, large grounds, large walls and large bills. There were no lights on and no windows open, in fact no sign of life. I parked up the Rover in a safe spot and circled back to the house, by the time I arrived it was getting quite dark, the sort of dark you only get in the countryside. I watched the house for an hour. There were still no lights and no sound of movement. I wondered about hopping over the brick wall and taking a closer look, but I’m glad to say old habits prevailed and I decided to come back in daylight.
He grabbed me from behind. He must have been good, very good, for I had no warning. He must also have been taller than me for he grabbed me in the sort of headlock that means business, real business, he slightly lifted me off of my feet. In the army they teach you half a dozen ways to escape such a headlock, they all rely on you having a weapon of some sort to hand or enough leverage to get on more even terms, I had neither. He started to twist my neck and I knew I was in trouble. There might be six official ways to escape from this sort of headlock, but there was also one unofficial way, one I found easy due to my long arms. I felt for the chap’s fly-zip and swiftly ran it down to stick my hand inside and grab his scrotum. I gave it the heftiest pull I could achieve while twisting and squeezing at the same time. As I expected it didn’t break the head lock, but it did make him pause and drop me slightly. After that I went into a recognised move and pushed him backwards while trying to get my shoulder under his chin. We ran into something and he let go. I still couldn’t see the blighter, but he obviously knew where I was as he gave me a vicious kidney punch. Momentarily winded I fell on all fours and waited for a swift kicking, thankfully it never came. I never heard him come and I never heard him leave, but I knew he had gone. I managed to find my way back to the Rover and composed myself. It had been a near thing, but it proved one thing, the house was no ordinary house if it was guarded by experts.
I didn’t go anywhere near the house the following day, but I did manage a bus ride pass the door on a double-decker bus. In daylight I could clearly see the burglar box and the fact that the next-door cottage had smoke coming from the chimney, a small radio antenna pointed directly at the house and an over-large satellite dish if it’s only function was to receive satellite TV. I also struck gold, the old biddy who accompanied me on the bus was a local and a got a complete potted history of the area.
I looked down the queue in the service station and half-recognised a figure three places behind me. I let a couple of people past me.
“Hello John.”
The chap looked up from studying the unappetising cakes and recognition dawned. His chubby waxen face creased into a smile.
“Well if it isn’t Jim Tarrent. Cripes I haven’t seen you in years. You don’t seem to come to any reunions.
“Might do next year.” That is if hell froze over.
He gazed around with his blue beady eyes.
“With anyone?”
“No.”
“Me neither, just dropped my step-daughter off at University. Perpetual student.”
“She been there long?”
“Six years, wants to be a doctor.”
We gathered our various bits of food, me a coffee and a pair of dubious looking croissant and him a tea and bacon sandwich; I hoped he had a strong stomach as it was already dripping fat all over his tray. We settled in a corner table and had a yarn about old times. I was amazed at how much he’d aged. I knew he’d had a replacement hip and a couple of operations on his teeth, but even so he looked at least ten years older than he should. Halfway though our reminiscence I casually dropped in the fact that I’d seen that Andrew Harrington-Flynn had died in a plane crash. John, having been the admin clerk for goodness knows how many years, was usually a mine of information.
“Bet he was flying it,” John said sarcastically, “bloke couldn’t find a barn on a sunny day.”
“Yeh, but it wasn’t his fault, the wing came off. Paper said he was some sort of stockbroker’s consultant.”
John waggled his thin eyebrows.
“He changed jobs then. He went over to the funnies. We had to go through one of those special vetting routines. CO said the bloke shouldn’t be put anywhere near anything important, but the vetting chaps didn’t listen, they said they were only interested in security not capability.”
I finished my coffee.
“Many go over to the funnies?”
“Only him and Jamerson. Remember him?”
Remember him? How could anyone forget him? He’d turned up looking like a tailor’s dummy and speaking with the sort of upper-class staccato accent that was prevalent among cavalry officers in the 1900s. However, he endeared himself to the regiment by cleaning Bonzo’s teeth. Bonzo was our Bull Mastiff Regimental mascot and one Sunday Jamerson said that the dog’s breath stank and ordered his orderly to clean the dog’s teeth. Legend has it that the orderly remarked that he wouldn’t mind being parachuted into Columbia to tackle a dozen drug barons, but he wasn’t putting his hands anywhere near Bonzo’s mouth. Jamerson, in full dress uniform, marched out onto the parade ground, toothbrush in hand, and commanded the dog to sit. To our amazement he then pulled apart the dog’s lips and cleaned the outside of his teeth. He then offered the dog a bone, held Bonzo’s jaw open with his fingers and cleaned the inside of Bonzo’s teeth. He completed the operation by washing the dog’s mouth out with bottled water and giving him the bone. It became a sort of ritual and every Sunday when he was around Jamerson cleaned Bonzo’s teeth. Bonzo never snapped, bit or made a fuss. When Jamerson was posted elsewhere Bonzo’s handler tried a teeth clean. Bonzo calmly took the toothbrush out of his hand and bit it into smithereens, nobody else ever tried.
“Thought he was a career army officer.”
“So did we all, but he had some sort of argument with Whitehall over the quality of our kit after that Afghan fiasco and got seriously overlooked.”
I changed the subject away from officers.
“Any idea what happened to Buster? Heard he was in prison.”
“Not prison , but…”
I arrived home just after midnight and coasted the Rover quietly onto the drive. There were no light on and I assumed the women were in bed. I made my way to the back and quietly let myself in through the kitchen door. I flicked the light on and froze. It blinked its pale blue eyes and sniffed. Jenn miraculously appeared from upstairs clad in a flimsy dressing gown. I pointed downwards.
“What is that?”
“That’s Gerald; he’s on loan from the Blue Cross.”
“Is he a pure bred Old English?”
“Blue Cross reckon so, even though he’s got a tail.”
“So what was he doing in the Blue Cross?”
“He has some problems; we’ll talk about it later.”
A dozen questions formed in my mind and Jenn said quietly.
“Last night we thought someone was prowling around outside and we thought you’d be gone for at least three days.”
“Well he’s not a good guard dog if he doesn’t bark.”
Jenn laughed.
“Stephanie’s been making him smell your cloths. We were worried he might attack you if you came in and we weren’t here.”
She picked up the kettle.
“Tea?”
“It’s OK, you go back to bed.”
She ignored me and put the kettle on. I took off my windcheater. She gazed at my neck.
“Thought you said you were just going for a look around.”
“I was, I got attacked from behind. Didn’t hear him coming. Must be loosing my touch.”
“Dare I ask what he looks like?”
“I tried to appear nonchalant. We didn’t fight. It was a warning off.”
“Any other scars?”
“Just a kidney punch.”
“Let me look.”
She came round and pulled up my shirt. I already knew what the bruise looked like. She began to scold.
“That’s huge. You say it was just a punch?”
“Reckon he kneed me. That’s unusual, not British.”
She ran her fingernail round the bruise.
“Could be a kick.”
“It’s round.”
She went back to making the tea and I sat down. My hand naturally dropped onto the dog’s head and I scratched him between the ears. He started a slow thump as his tail beat the ground. Jenn raised an eyebrow.
“He hasn’t done that for us.”
“It’s a male thing.” I replied dryly.
Jenn put a mug of tea in front of me.
“Useful visit.”
“Very, I’ll tell you about it after I’ve had some kip.”
She gave a silly grin.
“We solved a case while you were gone – the wandering husband.”
“We?”
She sipped her tea and dabbed her mouth.
“I saw him in Felixstowe purely by chance. He was easy to recognise. He was buying a bunch of flowers in that posh florists in the high street. I didn’t look like a wifely bunch so I followed him. He met his fancy woman in the Hotel lobby down by the station and took her into the salad bar. I called up Stephanie and she managed to drive down in the Merc. We had a meal at the next door table. We could hear almost every word they said and they didn’t talk about the weather. The swine was planning to leave his wife, or at least promising to; Stephanie reckons it was all chat-up, you know telling her what she wanted to hear. Anyway they went from there to her house and I called up the wife. She gave us £200 cash and knocked at the door, I wish I could have photographed the woman’s expression when she opened it.”
She licked her lips.
“I couldn’t have done it without Steph.”
“So you think she should get part of the money.”
“Yes, she could do with it.”
I’d been away one night and she’d moved a dog in and started to involve Stephanie in the Business. I contemplated whether or not I should be mad.
“Sounds reasonable. You work out the split.”
“Steph also has some ideas about the identity theft job.”
“Then let her work on it, keep here from worrying about her legs.”
“They’re healing nicely, since you ask.”
She suddenly did one of those feminine flips both changing the subject and changing the emotional tone.
“I was worried about you while you were gone; looks like I was right to worry.”
I reached out and touched her hand.
“Why do you think I came back early? I was worried about you.”
“And Steph?”
“You.”
She re-flipped and drained her teacup.
“See you in the morning. Blue Cross said he’d need a long walk.”
She waltzed out. I knew that we were emotionally circling one another, but didn’t know the key to change the rotation. I also knew that she was making major decisions about the business and that before long she’d be suggesting that Stephanie joined our agency, but I didn’t care. I knew that I needed her to take over that sort of thing. I was good on the ground, but useless with direction. If she could provide the direction, and I could cope with that, I was confident we’d get on OK. I finished my tea and let the dog into the garden for a final toilet, perhaps we’d get on OK too.
I woke up at 7am to the most unearthly noise you could imagine. It stirred the primaeval instincts and made the blood run cold. It spoke of danger, threats and fear. Gerald was howling. By the time I reached the kitchen Stephanie was trying to get him to stop. I opened the back door and his howl petered out. He trotted off into the garden.
“He wants the loo.”
“Well I wish he wanted it later.”
She staggered off towards her bedroom and I put the kettle on, early mornings were fine by me.
I’d forgotten about the joys of dog-walking. I took Gerald for a three mile walk. It was meant to be a three mile jog, but Gerald made it clear that he didn’t do jogging. We went off towards the nature reserve and then circled round to walk alongside the freight railway track and across the fields to home. There is something about the Old English Sheepdog breed; they don’t walk they amble with a sort of rolling gait; they don’t just sniff, they take in the fragrances; they don’t hurry, but they cross the ground easily. We arrived back at around nine-thirty. Jenn held up a note.
“You wanted a powwow?”
“Yes, is Stephanie up?”
“Almost, she’s dressing.”
Jenn checked the kettle.
“You’re going to include her in the powwow?”
“It’s what you want isn’t it? You didn’t actually say so last night, but I can read the runes.”
I was rewarded with a fantastic smile and she rearranged the now drooping flowers that I had brought her.
“Not a wifely bunch,” she murmured, “but just what I wanted.”
“So,” I finally said, “not I think a residence to live in, it’s a safe house.”
Stephanie blinked her large eyes.
“They’re fantastically expensive to run. You said it had Rultz security?”
“Yeah, the box is brick coloured, but cast a shadow.”
“What,” said Jenn, “Is Rutlz security?”
“Good security firms,” I said, “put pressure pads under mats and motion detectors in doorways. Rultz put pressure pads under lawns and motion detecting cameras in every room and on every tree. A gnat wouldn’t fart without them knowing.”
“And,” said Stephanie, “they can have infra-red detectors looking outwards, that’s how they picked up Jim in the dark.”
“Grief,” said Jenn, still not getting the point. “Who’d want to live like that?”
“You don’t live like it,” I informed her. “You are kept safe by it until you can move on and live elsewhere.”
“They question is,” said Stephanie thinking aloud, “who’s safe house? Police, MI5, MI6, Special Branch, Drug squad, Customs, perhaps even Foreign Office?”
“None of those,” I replied confidently. “It’s American.”
“Pardon?”
“Talked to an old biddy, she said that six months before the place was bought by our man an American company had it for some sort of retreat centre. She said they bought it, made a lot of conversions, but used what she called ‘London Builders.’ She also said that the locals had a good laugh when the company went bankrupt and the building was sold on.”
I scratched Gerald’s left ear.
“Who does she think owns it now?”
“Oh our man. They turned up and walked about the place for a couple of weeks, she now thinks they’re at their Caribbean home taking in the sun.”
“So,” said Stephanie, “They’ve got the house, laid down a cover story and are letting it lie fallow for a few months. Now what?”
Jenn frowned.
“Why would the Americans want a safe house in Britain, haven’t they got enough of their own.”
I thought I knew the answer.
“Simple, you have one when you want to do something, or talk to people outside of diplomatic ears.”
Stephanie sipped her glass of tepid water.
“So will our man come back to play the host, or will they pass it on?”
“My guess is he’ll come back, with his so-called wife. Whatever they are doing they won’t keep the place any longer than necessary and will want to maintain the cover they have established.”
“Then what?” Asked Jenn.
“Probably burn it down. It will be one of those sad cases that the Fire brigade couldn’t attend either due to other commitments or because they can’t get through the locked gates.”
Stephanie swallowed.
“This could be dangerous Jim. If they’ve gone to all this trouble the British must know and they won’t take kindly to you blowing the gaff.”
“I don’t intend to, I’m just after my client’s money.”
We discussed where we would go from here and then I raised the most difficult subject. I looked at Stephanie.
“Jenn said you helped on a case.”
“I was handy, call it paying for my board and lodging.”
“Do you want in? In the agency. By all accounts you can’t work effectively in Essex and we need a third pair of hands.”
“Might be interesting.”
“We can play it two ways, you can be an employee or a sub-contractor.”
Please be a sub-contractor I thought, then I won’t have to worry about tax and all that or pay a salary.
“Neither. If I’m coming in I want to be a junior partner, say a quarter of the take.”
“One-fifth,” I replied.
A swift kick under the table told me I’d made the wrong decision.
The phone call about another stolen gnome diverted our attention. We ended up joining the throng along the corridors of the local college. Like all further education establishments there was zero security and nobody challenged us. We neared the pottery & ceramics area and Jenn sniffed her disapproval at a lanky lad with droopy eyes who was trying to look inconspicuous.
“Any signal yet?”
“No, we have to be within twenty yards, it’s only a low powered device.”
I stopped by the lad and gave him a smile.
“You’re sussed, now hop it.”
His eyes flicked into life.
“You’re not college security.”
“I’m worse. I’ll be back down this corridor in half an hour; if you’re still here I won’t be happy.”
He leered.
“Oh yeah?”
I placed my hand on his shoulder and gently squeezed while massaging just below his collar bone with my thumb. He turned white.
“Get the message?”
He nodded and ambled off. We resumed our journey and after half a corridor my signal receiver bleeped into life. I smiled.
“Got it, lets go and find Nobby.”
Nobby being the glum looking green gnome that was eternally fishing and catching nothing. I checked the signal and we took a short right hand corridor with the signal increasing all the time. We ended up at a door that proclaimed that only authorised personnel may enter, we entered. Nobby was on a bench being poked at by two young women, they turned. The swarthy brunette flashed us a smile.
“Sorry, this is a lecturer only area and is off-limits to students.”
I showed my PI card.
“Is it also off limits to stolen gnomes?”
The other lecturer, a ladette blonde shrugged.
“Not stolen, just borrowed.”
“So what you going to do with him?”
“Make him smile, gnomes are so gloomy.”
I leant against a bench.
“Will your antics make your principal smile?”
“Come on, it’s just a bit of fun.”
“Bored are we?”
“If you were eternally teaching pottery to classes of middle aged women with no flair and less skill you’d be bored.”
I pointed to the gnome.
“Well the little old lady who owns that gnome, and all the others you’ve rearranged, is actually quite distressed.
“She hired a private investigator?” Said the brunette in amazement.
“As I said, she was upset.”
She patted Nobby on the head.
“We’ll put him back tonight.”
Jenn stirred.
“No alone I hope.”
The brunette blinked.
“You want us to make him a friend?”
“I want you to replace every gnome you’ve altered. The garden centre is full of them, shouldn’t cost you much.”
“Less than a run-in with the principal.” I added.
The ladette shrugged.
“Fair dos, we’ve had our fun.”
I turned to leave and then turned back.
“If you want some fun why don’t you brighten up a few roundabouts? There’s certainly a number around here that could do with it.”
The brunette’s face wrinkled into a smile.
“What would you suggest?”
“You’re the pottery experts, I’m sure you’ll think of something.”
We left them discussing their new illicit project. It was another case closed, at this rate we’d soon have nothing left.
Stephanie’s finger pointed to the screen.
“This is Crockleford Heath in 1950, it’s a poor black and white photo, but you can clearly see this group of three buildings. If you look closely they’re derelict, the middle building doesn’t have a roof on it.”
She flashed up another picture.
“This is 1953, again black and white, but the buildings are now in use, what for I can’t tell, but I don’t think it’s paint manufacture as the yard is full of scrap metal.”
She pressed a button.
“This is 1972, I couldn’t find anything in-between, but it’s a beautiful picture.”
It was, the buildings had been photographed from directly overhead and the asbestos roof of the middle building proudly carried the words ‘Darson’s Paint.’
“And this is 1980,” she announced.
The buildings were gone.
“If you look over here.” She placed a finger on the screen, “you can see the A120.”
There were no warehouse structures to be seen. She switched to another aerial shot.
“This is 1983, really it’s a shot of the A120 and a huge traffic jam, but if you look here,” she touched the screen, “you can just see the edge of the building you saw the other day.”
So built between 1980 and 1983.”
“Best I could do.”
That’s great.
“And,” she announced with a flurry, “I’ve done a bit of background work on our Mrs Harrington-Flynn, just in case we’re being set up.”
“And?”
“And she’s led a very narrow life. Private school in Tunbridge Wells followed by a finishing school in Eastborne. After that she seems to have spent her life show-jumping or performing at horse-trials. Her parents are very rich and they indulged her mercilessly.”
“Where’s their money come from?”
“They were born into it, she’s a third generation layabout.”
Stephanie gave a wicked grin.
“There is just one anomaly, she doesn’t ski, least she claims she doesn’t ski. She wrote a vitriolic article for a horse lover’s magazine slamming the pointlessness of skiing where others have skied and selling the virtues of pony-trekking on Exmoor. After it there was one of those tedious question and answer articles supposedly representing a genuine interview with her. In it she states she can’t ski and has no intention of trying.”
“Now that is interesting,” I murmured. “So what was she doing at Innsbruck?”
“Don’t know, but Pierre Mayel was there at the same time. He was doing a charity ski for the French Red Cross.”
“Who’s Pierre Mayel?”
Jenn rolled her eyes.
“French Jockey, he’s won just about every major race going, except the Grand National.”
I couldn’t get my head round this.
“You think there’s a connection?”
“Yep,” said Stephanie. “Horses.”
I took Gerald for an evening walk. This time we just wandered down the lane and turned West along the high road. I intended to circle back to the cottage using the footpath from Gun Lane, but decided it was too muddy and we retraced our steps. The black van was there again, outside the station. A dog gives you wonderful cover and we ambled passed the van and I supposedly studied the notice board outside the vets at the end of the cul-de-sac. Whatever it was it wasn’t police, but there was one clue. Neatly stencilled on the top of every wheel arch was the tyre pressure, this was a military trick so that any bozo could pump the tyres up to the correct pressure without the need for a handbook or grubbing around for the information elsewhere. I ambled back to the cottage and walked passed, just to check there were no observers in the trees, there wasn’t, but I felt uneasy.
Gerald howled at 2am. I let him out into the garden and stared at the stars though the kitchen window. I remembered staring at similar stars on a clear cloudless night when I was in the Caribbean. We weren’t on active duty, rather we had been helping in the clear-up after a hurricane and were having a final fish barbecue on the beach. We were all bushed, but had that general feeling of self-worth that we had been doing something good. Was I doing something good in trying to find Andrew Harrington-Flynn, or whatever he was called now, and in chasing down what happened to seventeen people nearly thirty years ago? I sighed as Gerald re-entered the kitchen and laid down on an old blanket, at least I could do something good for him.
The following morning Jenn and Stephanie went off to interview our client suffering identity theft and I sat in the operations room studying the photos of the bodies hoping for some inspiration. I started talking to Gerald.
“I’ve looked at the bodies. I’ve looked at the walls. I’ve looked at the floor. What have I missed?”
I studied one of the photographs of the scene that Jenn had taken. I put it to one side and then picked it up again. I experienced what the shrinks call a ah-ah moment. I’d looked everywhere except under the bodies and under that seemingly pointless heap of salt.
“Time for work.” I said to Gerald and took him out to the Land-rover. I laid his blanket in the back on top of a non-slip rubber mat and pointed to the Rover.
“Up!” I commanded.
Gerald sat.
“UP!” I commanded in a firmer manner.
Gerald lay down, clearly distrust of wheeled transport was one of his foibles. I turned as if I was going to walk away, quick as a flash he was on his feet. I wasted no time, I scooped him up, nearly broke my back, and placed him in the rear of the Rover. I patted his head.
“Good boy, good boy.” I crooned.
I closed the door and drove off. He started howling after fifteen seconds. Clearly this was not working. I pulled to a halt and went round to the rear of the Rover. I opened the door. Gerald instantly stopped howling, leapt out of the Rover, ran to the front, went in through the open driver’s door and settled in the passenger seat. Clearly he expected first class transport in the front, not doggie transport in the rear. After a battle of wills I got him out of the vehicle long enough to put his blanket on the passenger seat. He sniffed the blanket, calmly walked to the rear of the Rover and jumped in to lie on the non-slip rubber mat. This time I drove off without incident. As I passed the station the van was still there; my scanner did not burst into life, but my unease did. I drove down into the docks and used the bridle path to circle back to the cottage, circumnavigating the black van. As I pulled up the back gate was still open. For once sense prevailed and I let Gerald out of the Rover before going into the garden. Whatever the chap dressed in a white tee-shirt and faded blue jeans had been doing he was now racing down the drive hotly pursued by Gerald. He ran down the garden gaining speed from the slope and did a rolling dive over the end fence. That meant he knew the Cottoneaster was there. Gerald wasn’t going to stop at the end of the garden, in fact I doubted that he could. He leapt over the fence and used his back legs to thwack the fence as he passed over to gain enough momentum to clear the vicious plant. He chased the chap halfway across the field before suddenly loosing interest. He urinated on the ground and ambled back, job done, intruder chased off and his value proven.
I’d had enough. I stuffed Gerald in the Rover and drove up to the station. My intruder was sitting on the back ledge of the van taking in deep gasps of air. I couldn’t blame him, Gerald had surprised me with his turn of speed. I climbed out and he turned white.
“Keep your bloody dog in the car.” He panted.
“Don’t like dogs?”
He swore.
“Mind telling me who you are? Show me an identity card perhaps?”
“Bugger off.”
I moved towards the back of the Rover. He put his hand in his pocket and flashed a card.
“I want to read it.”
He held it out again.
“John Smith, Customs and Excise,” I read aloud. “Pull the other one.”
“That’s all you get.”
I looked past him into the body of the van, it was fully kitted out with the latest radio gear. I took out my mobile.
“Guess I’ve got you on my CCTV. Shall I call the police? Attempted burglary is it?”
“Housebreaking,” he said, correcting me.
A radio bleated into life behind him and he ignored it. He got some courage back.
“Look,” he said in a reasonable voice. “You know I’m here, lets just leave it at that.”
I said softly.
“I want to know who’s here.”
He eyed the dog and held his hands up.
“Diplomatic security. I’ve just been told to watch you, OK?”
It’s what I thought, this guy was a typical back-room boffin.
“And plant something.”
He scowled.
“Didn’t have time.”
“And you won’t try again?”
He eyed the dog.
“You have my word on it.”
His word, or no word, I still got a pal to come over and electronically sweep the cottage, outbuildings and garden. It was clean, so why was I still so uneasy?
At Jenn’s insistence I took Stephanie with me and she stayed at home with Gerald. To tell the truth she probably didn’t fancy seeing all those bodies again. Virtually the whole journey down to St Nicks Stephanie didn’t say a word, rather she sat with her personal MP3 player on and listened to her opera, she was seriously into opera. We picked the key up from the vicar and I took her into the crypt. I’d warned her about the conditions and she was in sweatshirt and jeans under some sort of Puffa jacket. This time I’d brought some really powerful torches so we could illuminate the scene. As we entered and I swept the beam around and she shuddered.
“Bloody hell, I’ve seen better morgues.”
I took a methodical approach; we looked under every body. I rolled the body on its tarpaulin ground-sheet and she looked underneath. There was nothing. I turned my attention to the pile of salt. I tried to move a shovelful and realised that it wasn’t going to be easy as it was set like poor quality concrete. I’d whacked it a few times and had moved about five shovelfuls when Stephanie called out. She was standing over the so called sentry position in the corner. I ambled over. She pointed.
“The ground doesn’t look right, see it has a different texture to the ground around it.”
She gently swung her torch and I could see what she meant, it was sandier. We carefully moved aside the melted candles and I scraped the floor with my shovel, just under the surface was a wooden hatch about three feet square. Whoever had made it had gone to a lot of trouble, it wasn’t knocked together it was bespoke carpentry with excellent joints and close fitting planks. I also couldn’t fail to notice that it had been varnished to perfection and the varnish, even after all these years, was still semi-glossy. After some struggle we lifted the hatch to one side, under it was a thin metal plate with a large yellow sign portraying a black skull and crossbones and the words ‘Toxic Materials, authorised personnel only.’ I lifted it to one side.
“You’re not thinking of going down there?” Stephanie muttered.
The shaft was only about two feet long and below that laid a chamber of some sort. There were iron hoops set in one side that disappeared down into the darkness below. I shone my torch in.
“Not unless I’m sure there are no nasty gasses down there like methane or carbon dioxide.”
I waved my hand over the shaft.
“I can feel a draught.”
She tentatively held out her hand.
“Now what?”
“We wait about fifteen minutes to make sure the air down there is breathable, OK.”
We scrambled back through the crypt into the church and sat on a pew.
Stephanie sniffed the relatively fresh air.
“There’s something wrong here.”
“There’s plenty wrong here, seventeen bodies for a start.”
“No, not that. You said you’d had a warn-off from a funny group of coppers, one of whom was American.”
“It was the English guy who gave me the not so friendly word.”
She stretched her feet out, her legs were getting better, but slowly.
“If the warning was about this place how come there’s not been hoards of people sealing off the crypt, or moving the bodies or putting the frighteners on the vicar?”
She had a point, no she had a very good point.
“Well if it wasn’t this job what was it?”
“You’re only other big job involves the Consortium.”
“I’d only just taken the job when they arrived.”
“Then assume,” she said dryly, “that they are well informed.”
I slapped my hand against my forehead.
“The American connection.”
“Exactly.”
We sat in silence gazing at the wooden cross behind the altar.
“Do you believe in God?” I asked.
“Funny question, going into philosophy are we?”
“No, I just wondered. Jenn believes in God.”
She ran her hand along the back of the pew.
“I believe in God, but not the God portrayed in churches. I think he’s bigger than that.”
“Then how come he lets us kill each other with impunity?”
“We’ve got free will,” she murmured. “He’s not a puppeteer pulling strings. He gave us the world and he lets us get on with it, but he’s there if we bother to seek him out.”
She gazed at me.
“It’s a personal thing. I know that God exists, but I can’t prove it to you no more than you can prove to me there’s a pink elephant in here that only you can see. You have to seek him yourself.”
This was getting too profound. I stood up, it was time to go.
She gazed down into the hole.
“Tell me you’re not going down there.”
“If I stop talking call the fire brigade.”
“I’m coming down too.”
I laid a hand on her arm.
“There’s seventeen bodies in here,” I said quietly, “we don’t want to make it nineteen.”
“Or eighteen,” she added. “Jenn would kill me if I didn’t turn up back home with you intact. At least put a rope on.”
I looked her up and down, there was no way she could pull up my deadweight.
“No point, you’d bust a gut, but you couldn’t lift me out.”
She smiled.
“You could lift me.”
“Possibly, but you’d probably damage your legs, it’s not on.”
I suppressed any further talk by slipping over the edge of the shaft and climbing down.
“I’ll keep a running commentary going,” I half-shouted.
“The place is about twenty feet square and fifteen feet high and is solid concrete all round apart from an air-grill in the corner. It’s about two-thirds full with stacked oil drums and large paint tins. Each drum and tin is matt grey and wrapped in plastic.”
I counted he drums.
“About fifty drums and six or seven dozen five litre tins.”
I carefully examined the tins and drums I could see.
“It looks like there’s no leakage, well nothing I can see.”
I felt a bag and rubbed it between my fingers.
“Not plastic bags, cellophane. Everything is wrapped in cellophane.”
I shone my torch onto the nearest oil-drum and then moved it to the next and the next and the next. I went closer and peered through the cellophane wrapping.
“You got your notebook?”
“Yes,” came the echoey reply.
“Then take this down. Every tin and drum has a label stuck onto it, I think they are all the same. They read:” I cleared my throat. “This container holds a mixture of chemicals including Acetaldehyde, Acetone, Benzaldehyde, Benzyl Benzoate, Chlorine Trifluoride, Diethylamine, Dichloromethane, Ethyl Pentachlorobenzene, Flufeoxuron, Formic Acid, Gallic Acid, Hexyl Alcohol, Hydroquione, Lead, Linalool, Methylene Chloride, Monovinyl Acetate, Naphthalene, Oleic Acid, Petroleum Distillates, Paint compounds, Pigments, Polyurethane, Propiconazole, Styrene Acrylic, Sulphur Chloride, a-Terpinene, a-Terpineol, Tetrahydrofuran, Trichlorethane, Varnish, Volatile Organic Compounds and anti-foulants plus Snark’s compound. It is exceptionally volatile and unstable when shaken and the fumes, whilst not obnoxious, should not be inhaled. The liquid has been treated with an active inhibitor/solidifier and in our estimation should totally solidify by 2026. The resulting solid, plus the container, should be disposed of by dumping in the sea. We are confident that in that state it can be handled safely and will not endanger marine life. Under no account must either the solid or liquid be burnt or heated to a temperature over 225.73°C or subject, whilst in pure liquid form, to a pressure lower than 0.5 atmospheres.”
I checked the label.
“Get that?”
“Yes and no.”
“What have you missed?” I queried.
“All the spellings,” she replied dryly.
I went through it again, spelling out each chemical, it took well over half an hour. I then took some pictures, including as best I could the peculiar labels. I thoroughly checked to see if there was any single item that had the word ‘Darsons’ on it and drew a total blank. I checked I hadn’t missed anything and found slipped down one side a sheet of thin iron. One half of it was entirely covered in rust, the other half was covered in a grey paint. I brushed the dust off and the paint regained its original sheen, almost as if it had been painted yesterday. There wasn’t a brush mark to be seen. I hauled myself back into the crypt. We replaced the hatches, covered them over with dirt and rearranged the sentry station as best we could. Then we headed for home.
While Jenn put the finishing touches to our evening meal I e-mailed Harri and Susannah, my two tame journalists, with our findings plus a few pictures. The meal was supposed to be some sort of paella, it tasted fine, but looked like uncooked shredded meat. I’m glad to say that Stephanie didn’t pass a single comment on its visual attributes. Over coffee Jenn gave one of her smug smiles.
“We had an offer today.”
“What sort of offer?”
“From Mrs Haldon’s son.”
“Mrs Haldon?”
“Her of the wandering gnomes. Apparently she gained a new flock of proper gnomes overnight and he’s mighty impressed. She’s paid up by the way.”
“Thought her name was Green.”
“That’s her maiden name apparently.”
“Go on.”
She smiled wistfully.
“He’s a solicitor for an insurance company. He’s got a minimum of twenty cases of possible insurance fraud in Suffolk, Norfolk and Essex, and is willing to pay £500 for each one solved, plus reasonable expenses”
“What sort of insurance fraud?”
“Mainly expensive goods supposedly stolen, mostly laptops, and some involving suspicious damage to cars.”
“Ooo easy meat,” exclaimed Stephanie.
“Really,” I enquired, “I thought such fraud was almost impossible to prove.”
“It is,” she said, “if they are scrupulous and actually throw their old laptop in the canal before they claim. However, most people are greedy and don’t want to be without a laptop or loose their precious data. So they wait to get the new laptop, transfer their essential data, and then sell the old one on. That’s when you catch them.”
“Do you want to give it a go?”
Jenn and Stephanie looked at each other.
“Yes,” they chorused.
I sat thinking. This was a tempting offer, but it could easily suck in all our resources and leave no time for what I currently considered our two ‘big’ cases.
“You sure this is kosher, not a try at diverting our activities?”
“Of course it is,” she purred, “but why not make some money out of it? After all you have rather been spending it like water.”
There was absolutely no answer to that.
The following day all three or us were back in a hotel lobby drinking coffee while waiting for our two journalists to arrive. We’d left Gerald in charge of the cottage – I’d fitted a dog-trap to the door of my workshop and put a blanket and bowl in there for him. Jenn was back in white, shrink-fit white top and short white skirt and white boots and a white-out as far as perfume was concerned, they should have been able to smell her in Aberdeen. Stephanie on the other hand had a not-so-sloppy red woollen jumper with a turtle neck and black jeans tucked into black boots. They both looked gorgeous, but - in my opinion - Jenn won hands down every time. Harri arrived in his geek outfit of tired tee-shirt and faded jeans. Susannah soon followed with a carefully sculpted black dress sporting a diagonal yellow strip. We sipped our coffee.
“Get my e-mail?”
Harri put down his cup.
“Awesome. Seventeen bodies and a secret chamber full of goodness knows what.”
I noticed that he could hardly keep his eyes off Stephanie.
“We’ve not met.” He managed.
“Sorry, I said, “this is Stephanie, she one of the firm.”
He nodded and returned to business.
“I took your materials list to a tame chemist.”
“And?”
“And he almost fell about laughing. He said that most of the chemicals on the list were incompatible with one another and that if you did managed to mix them he wouldn’t go anywhere near it.”
“So it’s false.”
“Yes and no. He said that firms sometimes try to obfuscate the true chemical nature of a product by adding superfluous chemicals to the list of ingredients only one molecule of which is in the actual product. He also said that the list also sends out a clear message – ‘meddle at your own peril.’”
“A smoke-screen?”
“More or less.”
He sipped some coffee and his eyes strayed back to Stephanie.
“Tell you a couple of things he said. He thinks they used cellophane because it would allow the tins to breath. He also remarked that the list is a mixture of the specific and the unspecified. For instance it cites acetone, which is a specific chemical, and Volatile Organic Compounds, which could be almost anything. He’s also never heard of Snark’s compound.”
“Anyone know what a Snark is?” Queried Jenn.
“Yeah,” replied Harri, “It’s an unspecified bug in a computer.”
“Oh you pleb,” said Stephanie. “We’re talking about the 1970s when computer jargon was in its infancy. A Snark is a fabulous and mysterious animal, it comes from a poem The Hunting of the Snark by Lewis Carroll.”
I decided to show my pièce de résistance and pulled out the metal sheet. I handed it to Harri. Since I’d taken possession of it I’d polished it, the painted part absolutely gleamed. He stared at it.
“This is thirty years old?”
“Looks like it.”
“Wow, mind if I take this to my friendly chemist?”
“Be grateful if you would. Tell you something interesting though.”
“What?”
“Look at the rusty part, down in the corner.” Harri squinted at the metal.
“The other side,” I said drolly.
He held it at an angle.
“Something written on it?”
“In pencil. As far as I can make out it says HMS Kookaburra.”
“You sure?”
“Near as can be. Mean anything?”
“No, but I can look it up.”
“Tried Jayne’s Fighting Ships,” said Jenn. “Even a 1975 copy, absolutely nothing.”
“Curious, but doesn’t mean it didn’t exist. The Navy has this wonderful habit of naming shore establishments as if they were ships; they are not listed in Jayne’s.”
Susannah stretched, obviously becoming bored with the conversation.
“Now what?” She said.
“Now I know where the old factory was it’s time to visit a few pubs and chat up the older generation, see if anything turns up. We still don’t have a verifiable connection between Darsons and these bodies.”
Jenn sat up in her seat, her face set in a no-nonsense mould.
“Does it have to be you?”
Harri grinned. “I wouldn’t mind doing that, time I got out the office for a while.”
He looked at Stephanie.
“You want to come and represent the firm?”
She looked at me and I nodded.
“OK, could be fun.”
Jenn visibly relaxed.
Susannah nibbled a biscuit and waved it about.
“Now for the really interesting gossip. I did a deep news search. In August 1974 two racing yachts with naval crews were lost with no survivors. Apparently they were racing and ran into severe weather, no wrecks were found and no bodies recovered.”
“These bodies weren’t lost at sea,” I replied calmly. “They are in too good a state, neither were they subject to any form of catastrophic event; they all have all their limbs intact and as far as I could see no bones broken.”
Harri groaned and thumped the arm of his chair.
“Of course. If you are going to test a specially slippery paint then yacht racing is the way to do it. Two yachts, one with the new paint and one with the old and you have a test – of sorts.”
“Could be down to the crews,” said Jenn.
“Then swap the crews from boat to boat. It’s not a science, but send them off on a long run and do a barnacle count and full inspection when they return and you’d learn something.”
I was sure no-one was listening to me.
“Not on. The bodies haven’t been in the sea and the Navy would make sure the vessels had radio buoys and all that jazz.”
Susannah rolled her eyes.
“I didn’t say the bodies came from the yachts, I said that’s what was in the newspapers. That’s the cover story.”
Stephanie blinked.
“Did the articles name the crews?”
“That’s the interesting point, they did, but only by surname; apparently one of the crews was American. I’ll e-mail the names to you. There were three small articles and no follow-up. If you remember August 1974 was the time of Watergate, there were acres of print devoted to the impeachment process, ex-President Nixon and unelected President Ford, basically the news of the ships got lost.”
“Or was made lost,” interrupted Harri.
“I’m looking into it.” She snapped.
I wondered why she was so snappy, surely she couldn’t be jealous of Stephanie?
“What about our Mrs Jacqueline Harrington-Flynn nee Histon-Green?”
“In deep penury. Her horse is stabled at a local paddock, and believe me that’s a come down for her; her credit rating is below zero and her parents are giving her hell.”
“They are?”
“They advised her not to marry the guy, but I guess he swept her off of her feet. According to the gossip on the streets they’re threatening to disinherit her if she either doesn’t get some of the money back of marry a man of their choice.”
“What about the man’s choice,” I quipped.
“He’s well over sixty, half-blind and seeking an heir, she just about qualifies.”
We had another coffee and planned our strategy for the St Nicks case. I kept the Harrington-Flynn case close to my chest.
That evening I made an active decision. I still felt uneasy and needed to either convince myself I was being foolish or find out why. While Jenn and Stephanie raided the freezer I took Gerald for a walk. We did a large circle round the back of the house. There’s not much behind the cottage save for rolling fields and a few remnants of the second world war, namely three squat rectangular buildings and a pill-box. One of the buildings is used by the scouts, one is used by the farmer as a secure store and the third is derelict. If I was going to stake-out my cottage I’d have used one of them, so it was either the derelict building or the pill-box. The pill-box would have been a bad choice as the slit looked towards the river, not towards my cottage. I carefully walked Gerald some way away from the buildings and didn’t glance their way unless Gerald, who loves to run round in circles, was on that side. I saw nothing on the way out, but on the way back I caught a glint of something from one of the hedges. That was enough, I’d have to investigate further. After dinner I donned camouflage garb, grabbed a few items I thought might come in handy and exited the cottage in the half-light of dusk via the front door and made my way, by mountain bike, straight through the farmer’s yard and off towards the river. I knew I was being paranoiac and that they probable wouldn’t have infra-red equipment or good night-vision equipment, but I was taking no chances. I’d seen too many people lost through taking chances. It took me almost an hour to make the full circle to come up behind the field that contained both the derelict building and the pill-box. Stashed in the hedge was a dull green quad bike, one of those with a whisper-quiet propane gas engine. I gave it the once over. The ignition keys were under the saddle. Two minutes later I froze as the clouds parted and the moon came out. It’s not that it ever gets dark around here because of the cloud glow caused by the dock lights, it is just an inbuilt reaction to moonlight, it’s either friend or foe. I took the opportunity to study the derelict building. It appeared more derelict than I remembered, besides which I wouldn’t have parked my quad-bike here if I was using it. I turned my attention to the pill-box and waited for the moon to hide behind a cloud. If this were hostile territory I wouldn’t put people here, but a battery-powered camera and a radio-link. However, these buildings are always a magnet for boys and if anyone left a camera unattended it wouldn’t stay put for long. The moon went in and I knew my route to the pill-box. I slipped into the nearby ditch and clenched my teeth, the waist deep water was cold, real cold, but it was the perfect depth. Any shallower and you could always make an inadvertent sloshing noise, any deeper and progress gets difficult. The farmer had done a good job of clearing the drain, the base was more or less flat and wading was easy. I got within eight yards of the pill-box in practically no time at all. I stood still and listened for a while before crawling out of the ditch and wriggling closer. I cursed myself for not wearing better protective clothing, if I’d been cold in the ditch I was now getting colder. Without warning a voice floated out of the pill-box.
“Reckon they’re in for the night, just the woman gone off in the A-Class.”
Voice one: East London accent complete with nasal overtones.
“Which one the sprightly lass or the tart?”
Voice two: North Essex tones with a slight hint of BBC English.
“The lass, tarts inside no doubt doing what tarts do, after all he’s in there as well.”
Their tone annoyed me. I now knew I was being observed and I should have withdrawn to use the information to my advantage later, but their tone irked me.
“So what tonight?” Said the first voice. “Indian, Chinese or fish?”
“Told not to eat here,” said voice two. “Guy in there is supposed to be an expert and he could smell us.”
“Give over, wind’s coming from his direction. Had an Indian last time I was here and he didn’t notice diddly-squat”
“Chinese then. Beef in black bean sauce, spring roll and no rice.”
I lay perfectly still as the owner of voice one exited and did a half-crouching run down the edge of the field. I now knew what had made me uneasy, it must have been his Indian meal, perhaps I was loosing my touch, four years ago I’d have known instantly what had disturbed me. Still four years my life depended on it. Whoever made that quad bike it was good. I caught a glimpse of the moving machine, but no noise even thought there was only the gentlest of winds. I carefully removed my catapult from my back pocket. I fished a so-called thunderclap firework from out of a plastic bag in my inside pocket and a match. I waited for ten minutes. In ten minutes the quad bike could be miles away. Then moon came out again and I could see how they were doing it, they had a stick pocked out of the slit and on the end of it was a tiny camera. I checked the firework, I’d modified it by adding a Jumping Jack to its side with an elastic bag. I lit the fuse, waited until the fuse burnt down and fizzed enough to light the Jumping Jack and fired it straight through the slit into the pill-box. Outside there was just a muffled thud followed by a series of short cracks, inside it must have been quite a surprise. He did exactly the wrong thing. The right thing would have been to whistle up reinforcements on the radio, I had no doubt he had one. The wrong thing was to leave the box, after all pill-boxes are designed that you’re safe when inside, not outside. He realised his error almost immediately and turned round to go back in.
“Freeze.” I said in my best menacing voice.
He froze.
“Now don’t make me angry. Just move away from the pill-box and lay down on your front. If I see you reach for a pocket you’ll regret it.”
To make a bluff work the person you’re bluffing has to be convinced you’re not. After the sudden mini-explosion inside the box he obviously believed. He lay down.
“Stretch your arms out forward and grasp hold of that old post. Don’t let go.”
I stood up, placed my boot on his neck and used a plastic tie to bind his wrists together on the other side of the post. I then strapped his ankles together and frisked him. He had a mobile phone, a packet of twenty fags and a bunch of keys. I tossed then all in the ditch.
“What lot you with?”
He didn’t reply and I didn’t expect him to.
“Don’t move.” I commanded.
I fished a Catherine wheel out of my plastic bag, lit it and tossed it through the slit into the pill-box. With any luck something would catch light, especially as these guys were sloppy enough to take a newspaper in with them. I bent down and whispered in his ear.
“Tell your bosses I don’t like being watched. If they want to know what I’m doing they can come and talk to me. I’ve nothing to hide.”
I jabbed my finger behind his ear.
“Count yourself lucky. You can tell your friend he’s a fool. I can smell an Indian two miles away.”
I left him lying in the mud. If he had any sense he’d stand up and thread his arms over the post and call for help. I only hope he’d spotted the rusty bolt halfway up. More by fortune than design my timing was perfect. His companion arrived less than half a minute after I got to the hedge. He looked across the field and swore. Something had caught and flames were visible in slit against the dark concrete. He jumped off of the quad bike and started to race towards it before putting his brain into gear. He was too late. I had the bike in gear and was a good twenty yards away before he got back to the hedge. At least I had a ride home and a free Chinese meal as a trophy.
Stephanie stuffed a heaped spoonful of Minty Corn-Flakes into her mouth. Unlike Jenn she went in for a healthy breakfast.
“Tried three pubs. The Fox and Ferret, The Red Barn and The North Star. First two were holes with no-one over thirty, last one was a gold-mine. We found this couple of oldies tucked away in a corner. Found out three things. Firstly one remembered that the firm had painted a couple of boats in what he called shed three. Said they used special paint that they had to keep stirring every five minutes. Next his companion reckoned that they invented their super smooth varnish in the same shed about six months before. And finally they both were adamant that the whole place burned down on 21st August 1974. Apparently there was a bad fire in some heathland North of Colchester and the fire appliances had to come from Ipswich. By the time they arrived there was nothing left. Oh, they were both sure the fire started in shed three. They remembered because they both lost their jobs, but said the firm treated them well over and above the call of duty they put it.”
She dived back into her cereal bowl.
“What was Harri like?” Asked Jenn just as I was about to ask something else.
“Perfect gentleman. He bought all the drinks and treated me to a late night meal at Blackthornes.”
“Blackthornes?”
“Nightclub with attached restaurant in the Ipswich Waterfront Area.”
Bet it was on expenses I uncharitably thought.
“That’s all they said?”
“They were both well over eighty and well into their third pint when we arrived.”
“What did they do?”
“One was the gardener and the other worked in accounts, neither ever went into shed three.”
Jenn crossed her arms and I looked for a means of escape.
“Why not ask him what he did last night?”
Stephanie raised an eyebrow. I decided on a pre-emptive strike.
“I found out we were being watched from that pill-box three fields away.”
“He went out playing the boy-scout,” Jenn said menacingly. “Came back soaked to the skin.”
I’d actually worked out what had irked her all by myself. It hadn’t been my excursion across the fields it had been the fact that Stephanie was out and we could have been together alone. I smiled at Stephanie.
“Are you going to be in this evening? I’d rather like to take Jenn out for a meal.”
“Rather not be alone if we’re being watched.”
“Why not get Harri to come over,” Jenn said enticingly. “You said he was staying up here to root about a bit.”
Stephanie grinned.
“Why not? I’ll give him a ring.”
I pointed to the large cardboard box that had arrived by courier.
“Have time will we? Your briefs have arrived.”
She glanced at the box.
“Of course. All work and no play makes Jill a dull girl.”
She shot me a smile.
“That’s your problem, it’s all work. You take Jenn out, we’ll be fine. In any case I’ve always got Gerald.”
Gerald gave a smug smile. I’d taken him to collect my mountain bike and he’d spent fifteen minutes with me inspecting the pill-box with all its attendant smells. I didn’t think there’d been a serious fire, but one thing was for sure, they wouldn’t be using it again in a hurry.
I left the women investigating the contents of the cardboard box and drove into town, on the way I pulled into a petrol station. I filled up, paid up and climbed back in to find Inspector McKinnon was lounging in the passenger seat. Serves me right, they always tell you to lock you doors when paying.
“Just drive somewhere and park,” he intoned.
I drove out of the petrol station and almost immediately into the Co-op supermarket car-park. I noticed a blue Ford followed us in.
“Well laddie,” he said. “You’ve really pissed off somebody important, big time. Superintendent and I have had the drains up. We are confident that there was no police involvement in the planting of that forensic evidence.”
“So the police come out lily-white,” I said sarcastically.
“Not lily-white, you’re two local community policemen are probably as bent as a nine-bob note, but they now know the Super’s got his eye on them”
“So did the evidence just magic itself in?”
He laughed.
“You could say that. One night it wasn’t there and the next morning it was.”
“Oh great.” I moaned. “So if whoever placed it hadn’t made the error I’d be stitched up.”
He sucked his cheeks in.
“Yes and no. Yes because the evidence is damning; no because it would never be admissible in a court of law.”
“Pardon?”
“There’s a forensic evidence log. All forensic evidence must be logged in; if it’s not in the log it doesn’t exist. You can’t retrospectively add evidence and you can’t remove evidence. Any half-baked solicitor should have spotted that.”
He watched my face.
“Want to know what I think?”
“I’m listening.”
“You’re being given the warn-off. You’re investigating something that shouldn’t be investigated, if you now what I mean.”
I did.
“Any ideas just who could have done this?”
He shrugged.
“No good naming names, any Government organisation, and some non-Government organisations, could have done it. Believe me not entering it into the log makes it crude.”
“Are you saying that some people could alter the log?”
“In theory no, but what is created by man can be manipulated by man.”
I got the gist.
“Thanks for telling me.”
He stretched out his legs.
“Actually you made my day.”
“I did?”
“You did, I’ve had Purbright cross checking every evidence log in the county. It took him hours and kept him in the office well out of my sight. It’s been heaven.”
I did a little bit of shopping and took a walk down the high-street to my bank, I needed to sort out some of my finances now that Stephanie had joined us. As I entered the main shopping zone a tall chap fell into step beside me. Most people in Suffolk wear windcheaters or thick outerwear as the winter East wind is biting, this chap was wearing a brown three-quarter length car-coat and had the build of a gladiator. I glanced in the shop windows behind him and saw his oppo lining himself up for a pincer movement. I stopped dead, let him take a pace in front and diverted into a shop. As luck would have it the shop had a coffee area. I seated myself in a corner seat and looked out the door. He was peering in. I made a drinking motion and patted the seat beside me; he disappeared. Five minutes later the man I’ll always think of as the melancholy undertaker walked in and sat down beside me. Boy did he look miserable, sagging jowls, baggy blue eyes, hook nose and a long black coat any pallbearer would have been proud of. I signalled the waitress for a coffee. He turned his eyes on me.
“You’ve rather made my chaps look foolish.” He said in a depressing manner not alleviated by his half Oxford and half Dorset accent. It was as if I had caused him all the cares in the world.
“They were foolish.”
“Undoubtedly.”
The waitress brought a coffee and he sniffed it as if it contained arsenic.
“Would you mind telling me how they were foolish? They are both supposed to be fully trained.”
I was on home ground here. I ticked off their faults.
“They relied on technology; they didn’t use their own eyes; they chose the wrong building; they ate smelly food; they didn’t look behind them and they didn’t use the radio when in trouble.”
He sniffed and blew his nose.
“If you want my advice,” I said, “they’ve got to be trained to act as if they’re in hostile territory and their lives depend upon their vigilance. They’re too comfortable, send them off for a course with the French. They’re good at surveillance the French, it’s the legacy of the Sûreté.”
“You have the advantage over them,” he moaned. “You have been in hostile territory.”
I waited while he sipped his coffee, he wasn’t here to discuss his failings in personnel deployment. He said nothing. I decided to push him.
“Why you watching me anyway? Am I a terrorist?”
He shook his head and his hanging jowls wobbled alarmingly.
“You have the propensity to cause us trouble.”
“You or the Government?”
“Does it matter?”
He half-pushed his cup away.
“But I’ve been foolish. You’re not the sort to buckle under pressure, your army records show that. I should have read them earlier.”
He looked me in the eyes and I was surprised. He had the eyes of a cold killer.
“On the other hand I think you are vulnerable. I should just have your female companion picked up and thrown back into prison, that might make you think twice.”
My blood ran cold. It was the way he said it, rather like picking up an ant and tossing it to one side.
“Look,” I said, earnestly seeking a compromise. “I’m not interested in whatever operation you are running. I am interested in one errant husband who you probably helped disappear. I rather suspect he exceeded his brief before he supposedly signed off. My client want’s her money back – that’s all.”
“You’re chasing shadows.”
“Rather solid shadows.”
He turned his ample nose up and I knew I had to play my trump card, in reality my trump bluff card. I said softly.
“You know I’m not a fool. I’ve taken out insurance. You touch Jenn, or try to dispose of me and your operation definitely gets blown away. I don’t want that and you don’t want that.”
He turned those chilling eyes on my again.
“You can definitely prove he didn’t die?”
“Yes.”
“Enough to satisfy a court of law?”
“Yes.”
He shrugged.
“Whatever you’ve prepared I can intercept on the ground of national security.”
“Here you might, but not in America.”
His bedraggled eyebrows rose a fraction and we stared at one another.
“Very well,” he sighed. “When the operation is over I’ll tell you where he is.”
“I take it that’ll be just before you spirit him somewhere else.”
He blew his nose.
“You say he’s been foolish.”
I hadn’t said anything of the kind.
“I said he’d exceeded his brief. If he hadn’t ripped his wife off and been greedy I wouldn’t be after him and neither would the Consortium.”
“Ah,” he said. “The Consortium.”
He suddenly reached out, picked up his coffee cup and downed the cold coffee in one go. He wiped his mouth with the paper napkin.
“How do you fancy another job?”
“From you?”
“From no-one in particular. You get enough on this Consortium to identify any of its members and it’ll be worth your while.”
“If no-one in particular is employing me, how do I get information to them?”
“Just post it to The Chief Egyptian Archivist at the British Lending Library, Harrogate.”
“Postcode?”
“Don’t need one.”
He suddenly grinned, I think I preferred him melancholy.
“And don’t ask, I'll make sure it’ll be worth your while.”
I unexpectedly got the cold-eye treatment.
“I should have had you taken out of the equation as soon as she employed you. I knew you’d be trouble.” He sighed. “Still that’s water under the bridge.”
“You’ll call off your watchers?”
He gave what passed for a dry laugh.
“No point in leaving them around is there?”
He stood up and stooped over me.
“Be careful, you think I’m bad, but The Consortium are a nasty bunch. They have no honour.”
He ambled out and I ordered another coffee, I needed time to think.
I rolled the Land Rover to a stop and turned off the engine. The road in front of me was full of stationary cars and I could see the slight hill a mile or so ahead was also glittering with cars. I muttered to myself. I’d been to my favourite firework shop to replace essential supplies. I’d probably bought more than I needed, but he’d been having a clear-out sale. From the shop there were two ways home, the picturesque and the swift, I’d mistakenly chosen the swift. I got out and stretched my legs, glancing sideways as I did so. The chap next door smiled.
“Jim isn’t it? Jim Tarrent.” He said jauntily.
I nodded and put him into context, he was one of the vicars from Jenn’s church.
“Any idea what’s ahead?”
He shrugged.
“Radio gave me a warning about two hundred yards too late. Something about a jack-knifed lorry shedding a load of tomato puree across both lanes.”
I glanced at my watch, I had hours to spare before I was taking Jenn out. I gave the vicar my best smile.
“Any chance of a chat?”
He laughed. His laughter lines testified that he did a lot of laughing, guess that’s the joy of a clear conscience.
“Why not? Your car or mine?”
If I chose his I could leave when I wanted to.
“Yours.”
I regretted my decision as I climbed it. He had an ancient Lada Niva and the chairs had originally designed for utility, now they were struggling to act like a chair in any manner at all. He pulled out a thermos flask.
“Coffee?”
“You’re well prepared.”
“It’s the wife. I got stuck in Leicestershire area three years ago, bad snow storm. Ever since then long winter journeys have necessitated essential supplies.”
“Been far?”
“Coming back from Durham.”
He swept a hand over his mop of grey hair and turned his blue eyes on me.
“So why the chat?”
“I find this God thing difficult.”
He chuckled.
“Don’t we all? You just think you’ve got him sussed and he does something completely out of the box.”
He sipped his coffee, I could have told him. It tasted foul.
“What exactly do you find difficult?”
Nasty question, he was forcing me to think in specifics rather than generalities. In the end I shrugged.
“OK,” he said, “let’s try a few yes/no answers.”
“Do you believe in God?”
“Yes, I think so.”
“Do you believe in Jesus?”
“Yes, but it’s more of an indefinite yes.”
“And the Holy Spirit?”
“Almost.”
I thought for a second.
“That’s not my difficulty. I can’t believe he cares. Friend of mine said it’s a personal thing; that means he cares at a personal level and I just can’t hack that.”
He nodded sagely.
“Is that because of him, or because of you?” He asked softly. “Jenn said you’d been in the army, guess you see a lot in the army; probably did a lot as well.”
“Things I’d rather not talk about.”
He nodded again and gazed at the horizon.
“He cares that you’re trying to come to terms with that,” he murmured. “I’m not saying it was bad or good whatever you did, I’m not judge and jury here – and neither are you. Best thing is to leave judgement till later and concentrate on seeking inner peace. That’s where Jesus can help, you only have to ask. I’m not saying it will happen overnight, it does with some people, but not all people. However, the first step is to ask.”
We both noticed the cars on the hill had started moving.
“How about I say a quick prayer?” He suggested.
I nodded and he said a prayer. I can’t remember what he said, but it was the first time in my life that I’d ever heard anybody pray for me and me alone. Actually I was quite moved.
Harri arrived about twenty minutes before we were due to leave. He’d been transformed. Gone were the grubby tee-shirt and jeans to be replaced by a smart pale blue shirt and smartly creased dark blue trousers. He stood warming his hands by the kitchen stove.
“Confirmed the fire. It’s in the local archives in Colchester library.” He said enthusiastically. “Photographer got there first, it was obviously quite a blaze. Still as the article said, ‘paint is inflammable and hundreds of gallons of paint is very inflammable.’”
“And very convenient.”
“Quite.”
He turned round to warm his rear portions.
“I also found another oldie, the library staff pointed him out. He was a bit doddery, but he said he worked there from 1962 till it burnt down. Apparently his job was to load the finished product onto lorries, so he never went into shed three. He said one interesting thing though.”
I was conscious of the passing time.
“He did?”
“Shed three was managed by Charlie Dawson, at the time it burnt down he was 25.”
I perked up.
“That means he’ll still be around.”
“Not only around, he’s still a director.”
Jenn arrived, she looked stunning. Pale green blouse, short yellow skirt and green high heeled shoes. She’d also gone green in terms of perfume, she smelt like a row of conifers.
Harri’s nose twitched, otherwise he ignored her.
“One other thing. Susannah’s sending you and e-mail, but she’s found an interesting article. Three months before Andrew whatever his name is disappeared the FBI, Special Branch and Interpol, plus the Pakistani Police, took out a major arms smuggling ring. The American Press said it was due to the ring being infiltrated by a deep level mole, what makes it interesting is that the British police only got minions, all the big-fry had disappeared.”
I patted him on the arm.
“Thanks.”
Stephanie arrived a trifle over-dressed in a body-hugging mottled green dress that hung right down to her bare toes. Harri’s face lit up and all talk of work ceased.
Jenn noted our direction of travel.
“Where we going?”
“Restaurant called the Moon and Mushroom.”
“Sounds more like a pub.”
“It is a pub, but the restaurant serves excellent food.”
I decided to change the subject.
“Had a good day?”
“Reasonable, knocked off three cases from the insurance company.”
I nearly missed a turn.
“Three cases!”
“Strictly speaking we only solved two, but the third owned up. It’s rather like shelling peas.”
“How?” I asked hoarsely.
“We made a list of all the laptops, with their serial numbers and Stephanie noticed that there were clusters of claims, you know three here and three there. She reckoned that mates got together, discuss the scam and all have a go. The first three all worked for that large shipping company just on the edge of the docks. We went there just before lunchtime and had a look at the employee’s exchange and mart notice board by the canteen.”
“You knew they had one?”
“No, but it seemed a reasonable assumption. Anyway, sure enough there were three laptops for sale so we rang them all up and asked them to come to the canteen with the goods. One was a no-no, at least for us, the other two were on our list. After the word got around the third one on our list owned up.”
I frantically tried to remember if I had to turn left or right. I certainly didn’t want to have to resort to the GPS.
“So now what?”
She giggled. The insurance company gave them an option, either pay back the money, plus a £500 cheque to us, or be prosecuted. They all paid up. We paid in the cheques on our way home.”
“That’s amazing.”
She smiled.
“Tomorrow were going to try the council offices, there are at least four possibles working there.”
“All laptops?”
“Three laptops and a rather posh portable DVD player.”
To my relief the restaurant came into view. Jenn sniffed.
“This place is in the middle of nowhere.”
“Trust me it serves good food.”
It also served ten different sorts of cask ale, but I tried to divert my mind away from that particular fact.
While we waited for the food to arrive I scanned the restaurant and refocused my attention on Jenn. The restaurant was small, a mere twenty seats at five tables, and from where I sat in the corner I could also see into the bar; it was all quiet and normal. I reached into my pocket and slid a small plastic card across the table. Jenn picked it up. Her thin eyebrows rose.
“For me?”
“You’re a partner, you deserve a company charge card.”
She looked at it in a mesmerised state, almost as if it was an apparition. She ran her finger along the embossing that spelt out her name.
“I did rather want to get you a company credit card, but…”
She placed her hand over mine.
“I know; I have no credit rating. It’s one of the side-effects of being in prison, besides I’ve never had a bank account.”
“Never?”
“Never, you can’t buy drugs with a Visa card, so I didn’t need one.”
It was a flat downbeat statement and I wanted this to be a happy occasion.
“Well that’s valid in all the same places as a credit card, and it will start to build up a credit record for you.”
She examined the back and I passed over a pen for her to sign.
“You need a pin number to get cash out of a machine, currently yours is 9172.”
She blinked.
“I can get cash?”
“Only at a cashpoint with our bank’s name on it, but there’s plenty of them.”
“You trust me to get cash?”
“I trust you, period.”
She gazed lovingly at the front of the card as if it was made of gold. Suddenly she tucked it away in her tiny velvet handbag.
“Does Stephanie get one?”
“Yes and no.”
“Yes and no?”
“Yours is unrestricted. She is limited to £50 cash a week and can only get it over the counter at the Felixstowe branch. She also can’t use it in most major stores, only hotels, bars and for transport.”
“You don’t trust her?”
I managed a smile.
“Mine is not valid for buying alcohol.”
She nodded. It didn’t really make any difference, I could still get out cash and buy alcohol; I just chose not to do so.
“But I can buy pharmaceuticals?”
“Yes.”
The food arrived. This was a proper restaurant, not one of those Haute Cuisine places, so there were enough vegetables to feed the 5000. She placed a couple of small potatoes on her plate and one sprig of broccoli. She gave me the most fabulous smile, one I could live off for a week. She waved a hand around
“You didn’t have to do this.”
“I wanted you to myself.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
I didn’t tell her, but I was rapidly running out of conversation. When Connie and I had been courting, although that didn’t last for very long, she’d done virtually all the running so I was beginning to flounder.
“So how’s the last few weeks been for you?” I asked.
I got another smile, perhaps I’d better think or more things to ask.
“Like a dream. In prison they take great pains to tell you what it’s going to be like when you’re out; hard. And they’re right. I had no friends, well none I could trust. No decent accommodation and not enough money to pay rent on any sort of worthwhile home. So I knew it would be a long hard slog to stay clean and live. You changed all that.”
“You had a hand in it, you’ve worked at it and started to cook decent grub.”
“Meaning it wasn’t decent before,” she purred menacingly
“It’s not that it’s…”
She laughed.
“Stop digging yourself a hole.”
“I mean it,” I said. “You’ve played your part. The agency is on a more secure footing and the cottage is more of a home.”
She dabbed her lips with the napkin.
“And you, what about you? How have the last few weeks been for you?”
I should have prepared better, but that was the trouble with conversation, it often led you into unexpected corners. Now I was at a loss, she’d turned the table and I was at a complete loss. I ignored the succulent chicken on my plate and took a deep breath.
“Wonderful, it’s been wonderful.”
“I haven’t got under your feet?”
“I like you under my feet.”
“I’ve not taken too many liberties with the cottage?”
“I like you taking liberties.”
She started pecking at her food, so I felt safe to start eating. I was wrong.
“So are we going to stay just business partners or does this meal signify something else?”
I just about swallowed my food.
“I rather thought we’d done that already?”
She gazed into my eyes.
“You mean when I got upset? That could just have been the compassion of friends.”
She watched me.
“But it wasn’t, was it?”
“No,” I croaked hoarsely.
“So now what?” She asked as if it were the most normal question in the world before she resumed eating.
I floundered around thinking up a dozen statements and discarding them all. I decided to be honest.
“I don’t know.” I replied miserably. “I don’t know what to do.”
What I meant is I didn’t know what to do because I was worried about frightening her off. She took a sip of her pineapple juice.
“Well this place is a good start.”
She put her knife and fork down.
“I’ve never had a proper relationship,” she said softly. “Previous men in my life have had one of two thoughts, how to use me or how to get me to share my stuff or my money. Not that I cared at the time as basically I wanted to use them for the same reasons. So if you really want to develop our relationship I want to do it properly and not rush into things.”
That was fine by me as I was more scared of messing up a relationship with her than the time I took out an armoured personnel carrier by using an open tractor to nudge it over the edge of a gorge.
“That’s fine by me.”
She dabbed her chin to catch a small dribble of honey and mustard sauce.
“I need to know,” she almost whispered, “if there is love involved or we are just drifting into a relationship of mutual convenience.”
There was that word I dreaded – love. I had no idea what love really was or how you knew it was there. I knew how to know when it wasn’t there, Connie had taught me that, but as far as the opposite was concerned I was a total novice.
She reached over and held my hand.
“You do understand?”
“I’m trying to.”
She gently squeezed my hand.
“Break the habits of a lifetime,” she purred, “tell me what’s on your heart not what’s in your mind.”
I suppose I let it pour out. I told her that I was worried about frightening her off. I told her that I was really beginning to care about her and that I was a bit of a fool where women were concerned. She took it all in her stride, almost as if she already knew how I would react, but there’s women for you, they’re always one step ahead in such matters. She withdrew her hand.
“So now what?” I croaked, being totally wrung out by the conversation.
She smiled whimsically.
“Why don’t we try a little physical touch?”
A little physical touch I thought, what on earth does that mean?
The waitress appeared and we ordered some coffee.
“Now,” she said firmly, “tell me about your day, especially this undertaker chappie.”
I relaxed, I was back on firm ground.
We left an hour later after two cups of coffee and a talk over stratagem. As we wandered towards the car-park I wondered if ‘a little physical touch’ covered me putting my arm around her. As we rounded the corner we came upon a little scene, three oily looking lads with long greasy hair were trying to encourage a girl into the back of their car. Perhaps encourage is too mild a word; compel might be more accurate. One lad had the nearside back door open while the second was trying to push her in. The third was standing by the driver’s door obviously egging them on and waiting for a swift getaway. I went to walk on; Jenn dug her elbow in my ribs.
“We can’t just pass by.”
I eyed the lads.
“There’s three of them.”
“That’s never stopped you before. We can’t let them run off with her, it’s not right.”
I passed her the car keys and walked towards the lads. Close up I could hear the girl.
“No, I don’t want to. I want to go home.”
The words were indistinct and slurred. If the lads had fed her a little more alcohol she wouldn’t have had the sense to say no.
I coughed. “The lady said no.”
Lad two swivelled and looked at me. I was suddenly conscious that these lads were all lean and fit and that I didn’t have any leverage to fight from or any unexpected edge over them. The lad sneered.
“Go home daddy, she’ll be OK. We’re just taking here home.”
Least I think that’s what he said, he’d obviously downed a few pints and had a thick Suffolk accent to boot.
“Well let her go so she can make up her own mind. I’m sure she doesn’t need your help to get in the car if that’s the case.”
I was close enough for him to reach out and grab my shirt front; my already pumping adrenaline surged, but I controlled it and stood still. He snarled menacingly, well he tried to be menacing, but he was all slurred.
“I said go home, this is none of your business.”
“I think it is.”
His head moved backwards ever so slightly and I knew what he intended to do. He intended to give me a Glasgow kiss, that is smash his forehead into my nose. Knowledge is power and now I had the necessary edge. As his head came forward I moved mine to one side and squatted down. When his head was fully forward I grabbed his crotch and shirt and used the adrenaline surge to spring upright and literally throw him over the car roof; it’s wonderful what adrenaline and leverage can do if you use them properly. The girl staggered back from the car door like a champagne cork from a bottle and I kicked the door shut. This was fine by me, but not for lad number one as his fingers were between the door jamb and the door. I must have kicked harder than I though as the door lock actually closed. He screamed so I guess it was painful. I guided the girl towards Jenn and turned back towards the boys. The lads by the car didn’t seem bothered about me so I started to edge off towards my own car. The lad I had throw across the roof came straight at me with a wicked looking knife held straight out at arm’s length. I grabbed his wrist long before the knife came close to my torso and rolled backwards. As soon as I could I placed my feet (oh how I wish I had had my army boots on) against his hip bones and straightened my legs as I rolled past horizontal. With my roll and his momentum I must have flicked him a good fifteen yards before he hit the ground and bounced into the wooden fence. I knew the trouble, he was both full or adrenaline and alcohol and it’s a deadly combination. The adrenaline gives courage while the alcohol dulls the reason. I was beginning to get worried that the only way of ending this would be either to knock him unconscious or break one of his legs bad enough so that he couldn’t stand up, even with the adrenaline. He sprang to his feet and went to come at me a second time. Fortunately for him a mountain of a man stepped between us.
“Enough,” he commanded. “Go home and don’t come back, your all barred till the end of the month.”
Lad number two stopped screaming and I glanced over my shoulder. He’d opened the door and was now sitting on the floor nursing his hand, the other chap was nowhere to be seen. My main opponent waved his knife.
“I’ll have the bastard,” he shouted.
In one easy move the man-mountain kicked the knife out of his hand and grabbed his throat.
“I said enough! Now go home David and sober up before your dad’s back.”
At last the lad saw sense. The man let him go and he staggered towards his car.
“They oughtn’t to be driving,” I said.
He nodded and called out.
“And walk home, I’ll look after the car.”
He turned to me and held out a hand, it was almost as big as mine.
“Wife told me they were up to no good, glad you were here. I’m Frank, I own this place.”
“Jim, Jim Tarrent.”
He nodded.
“Army?”
“Infantry.”
He nodded again.
“RAF Regiment myself. Lads picked on the wrong person.”
He clapped his hands together.
“Get you a drink?”
There was nothing more in the world I would have liked.
“I’d better get the lass home, but thanks.”
We dropped her off at her home. From her demeanour I’d expected a council house up some dire road, instead she lived in a huge farmhouse. After we were sure she was safely in I noted the sky and drove Jenn out onto the local heath.
“Thought you’d like to see the stars.”
We got out of the car and stared at the sky. It was a crystal clear night and the sky was full of stars, millions of stars. I put my arm round her shoulder and enjoyed the ‘little physical touch;’ she enjoyed the view.
Stephanie frowned and inspected the packet of Minty Breakfast Flakes to make sure it was really empty.
“Sorry, you’ve lost me.”
“Before we confront this Darson fellow I want to get all my ducks in a row and know more about HMS Kookaburra and we wondered if you’d contact your brother and ask him if he could find out anything.”
“Why involve him?”
I noted the defensive tone in her voice, so did Jenn and she cut in.
“Sorry Steph, we thought it would be an easy route to the information, but not if it would embarrass you to ask or if you think it’s inappropriate.”
Stephanie looked away.
“I don’t talk to him much.”
I understood. Families, who’d have them?
“OK, we’ll find another way.”
She let out a long sigh.
“My ex was his best friend. He introduced us and I guess my break up with him affected my relationship with my brother; he didn’t exactly take my side.”
“OK,” I replied. “Plan B, I’ll contact the naval archivist at Admiralty House.”
“Wait,” said Stephanie.
“I’ll ring my brother, might me a good neutral subject to build bridges.”
I left the women finishing breakfast and planning their sortie into the council offices, I had a trip to undertake, all the way to Buckinghamshire.
The house was easy to find, still with over three hundred acres of grounds it should have been. I rested my binoculars on my knees and pondered on the house in the valley below. The main building had three floors and the frontage contained eight windows on each of the upper floors and six, plus a huge entrance on the ground floor. In addition I counted three outbuildings and two gatehouses at the end of the drive. According to my research Jacqueline was the only living child, her brother having died in some sort of shooting accident years before. So she’d cop for this pile, less inheritance taxes if the parents hadn’t been financially astute. I had no doubt they were and she would get it all. So all this stress over money was peculiar. I knew it was a lot of money, but they had a lot of money, I therefore knew I was missing something. I lifted up the heavy binoculars and scanned the front of the building, as far as I could see there was no burglar alarm box. That coupled with the absence of gates at the end of the drive and the condition of some of the lower floor sash windows indicated a total indifference to such matters. That too was interesting. I checked my watch and returned to the Mercedes. I was beginning to like the Mercedes and had been secretly glad when the girls had announced, rather haughtily, that they were taking the train to Ipswich.
Up close the lack of maintenance on the house was more apparent. Although the gardens were immaculate the roof must have had at least sixteen displaced tiles. I parked and climbed out to look at the front of the building. I was wrong, there was a burglar alarm box, but it was tucked under the eaves and as rusty as hell. An elderly man tottered down the steps. He had the same shape nose as Jacqueline and lobeless ears. His beady blue eyes surveyed me and then my car.
“One of those A-class thingamajigs?”
“Yes.”
He sniffed his disapproval.
“Money for nothing,” he snorted. “All style and no substance.”
“My other car’s a Land-Rover.”
“Freelander?”
“Series One.”
He nodded his approval.
“Better value for money.”
He pointed his walking stick towards the edge of the building.
“Jacqueline’s in the summer house.”
He wandered back up the steps. He hadn’t introduced himself and he didn’t need to, he was obviously The Honourable Henry Histon. I wandered round the edge of the house wondering why anybody would want to sit in a summer house when it was freezing cold. I should have thought harder, for a start the summer house was an octagonal brick building and obviously central heated, and I guessed that she wasn’t allowed to smoke in the house. Jacquline was dressed in the same clothes she had worn when visiting my cottage. She had with her a bent over grey haired old woman with long wispy grey hair and no discernable chin.
“Ohh,” she said, “are you the new gardener?”
“No mother,” said Jacqueline, hardly hiding her exasperation, “he’s my private detective.”
She gazed at me.
“He doesn’t look like a butler.”
“He’s not a butler mother.”
“Are you going to marry him?”
Jacqueline rolled her eyes.
Why don’t you go for your nap mother?”
She eased herself to her feet and started to walk towards the house.
“Don’t forget dear,” she said. “There’s dancing after dinner.”
Jacqueline turned her eyes on me. She obviously felt I needed an explanation.
“She had a breakdown when Richard died, she hasn’t recovered. Sometimes I think she doesn’t want to recover.”
She pulled out a cigarette and lit it in one movement. I studied her nicotine stained fingers and the pile of stubs in the tin bucket beside her.
“You ought to cut down before you cut you life.”
She ignored me.
“Why have you come?”
“Two questions. One: how did you learn about my agency and that I knew Andy.”
She laughed, spitting out a plume of smoke in the process.
“He had your picture on the wall of his office, you and some team he called ‘The Disposables.’ Dad spotted your ad in the paper and put two and two together.”
“So you’re dad’s supportive?”
She laughed again, clearly I was doing her humour side some good.
“He offered the extra money as a carrot, he always thinks people work harder for incentives. As for being supportive the man’s living in the past.”
“Can you unpack that?”
“He stopped living when Richard died. You’ve seen the outside of the house, well it’s worse inside. We had a fire in the TV room two years ago, he just nailed the door shut. He also hasn’t changed his will, so it still cites Richard as the sole beneficiary; son and heir and all that.”
“Does that make a difference to you? Won’t you still inherit as you’re Richard’s next of kin?””
“But I’m not,” she snapped. “He was married, so technically his widow will inherit. That is unless I can produce a grandson – even a bastard grandson - then the will passes me half the estate and half gets put in trust for him.”
She eyeballed me.
“So do you fancy the odds? Get pregnant and have a son and I’m in luck; have a daughter and I’m in penury.”
“Does it have to be natural, couldn’t you adopt?”
It was an innocent question, but she stared at me as if I’d produced a golden rabbit out of a hat.
“You’d have to stop smoking.” I urged. “Adoption societies look to the long term future of their children.”
She scowled.
“You said two questions.”
“The Consortium, they must have left some way of keeping in touch.”
She snorted.
“They told me to send an email to consort@leftvillage.com and they’d take it from there.”
“Thanks.”
“Have you found him?”
“Yes and no. I’ve traced him and I know where he’s got to be at some time in the future, but not exactly when.”
Her eyes became slits.
“You’ve traced him?”
“Tracked would be a better description. As I said I’m waiting for him to turn up.”
She licked her lips.
“I don’t care about his infidelity, I don’t care if you tear him into little pieces. I just want my money and my life back.”
“I understand.”
She lit another cigarette from the stub of the first.
“You think you understand, but you don’t,” she replied wearily. “Just get me the money so I can move out of this madhouse and get Miranda a new home.”
She stood up.
“Now if you’ll excuse me I’d better go and tend to the family before they burn down the rest of the place.”
She wandered off and for a brief instant I felt sorry for her, but it was only for a brief instant.
On the way home I took a diversion back to Epping. It took me only two estate agents to find what I was looking for; Stephanie’s house. I hung around and within the hour I had what I wanted, a young couple obviously house hunting. He looked like some soft of admin clerk and she wore the uniform of a nearby chemist. I sidled up beside them as the studied the cheap end of the market together. I flashed my PI identification.
“Do you two fancy some easy money?”
His brown eyes turned on me.
“Is it legal?”
“Definitely.”
She turned her green eyes on me and I found it unsettling, one of them was obviously made of glass.
“Why should we?”
“You’re not really helping me, but a woman whose been deserted by her husband and now he’s trying to keep her poor.”
I pointed across the road.
“I’ll be in the café if you’re interested. “£100 for just taking part, it’ll only take an hour or so. And an extra £100 if you get the information I need.”
Charlie smiled as I handed across £150. His partner in crime, Wendy, had managed to negotiate a better price, still I didn’t mind it was an investment. An investment in giving Stephanie some reduced financial stress.
“You sure you know what to do?”
Wendy rolled her one good eye.
“Get the details of the house at 23 Lawncroft Mews and be insistent that we want to view it today.”
I nodded and they left for the Estate agents, I wondered if they’d leave by the back door to take the money and run.
23 Lawncroft Mews proved to be a standard semi-detached modern house in a soulless close filled with other standard houses. I took my eyes off of the house and listened intently on my earphones. Once upon a time that would have looked suspicious, but with the Ipod revolution everyone had a pair of earphones. Her partner was a bozo, but Wendy was good. She pressed hard.
“No, we like the place and want to buy it, full price no haggling. Is it a deal?”
Stephanie’s ex-husband coughed.
“You don’t mind the railway track at the back or the fact that the neighbours hold long and loud parties? I always like to be truthful about these things.”
“No probs,” she replied jauntily. “This is the place we’ve always been looking for.”
Remember your brief, I thought, remember your brief. She did just that and announced she was going to the toilet. Ten seconds later he talked to Charlie, this time in almost a whisper.
“You like the place?”
“It’s OK,” he replied guardedly. “But if Wendy wants it…”
He butted in
“Look mate, it’s a no-go. There’s plenty of other houses for sale around here. If I sell the ex-wife gets half, if I don’t she can whistle a happy tune. So I ain’t selling, not to you or anyone.”
Charlie must have feigned surprise.
“So there’s no noisy neighbours?”
“Not one, and the railway track is redundant, but the house isn’t really for sale.”
Wendy arrived back and Charlie whisked her out of the house. I relieved them of their radio mikes and gave them £250 for a job well executed.
When he opened the door his eyebrows rose.
“You! What do you want?”
I noted his arm in a thick sling.
“Me,” I replied casually, “nothing.”
He narrowed his eyes.
“On the other hand,” I continued,” the judge wants you to sell the house and you’ve just refused a sale.”
He stared at me.
“The deal is this,” I hissed. “The estate agent says you’ve got an offer on this place already, so sell and go for a swift exchange of contracts. You’ve had your fun and now it’s payout time.”
“And if I don’t,” he scoffed.
“Then a tape of your most recent sales conversation, along with signed statements, goes to both the divorce judge and your Chief Constable.”
He went to take a step forward and then thought better of it. I managed a smile.
“One week. She has to know you’ve got a swift sale – and I mean a swift sale – in progress before the week is out.”
I turned and left him on the doorstep and I must admit I felt real good. For once I’d managed to use my underhand techniques for good, well Stephanie’s good.
I arrived home in good spirits to be met on the drive by Jenn, who popped out of the kitchen door like a champagne cork as soon as Gerald heard my car.
“We’ve got a visitor,” she hissed, all flustered
“Who?”
“A lieutenant Hilary Baker, she says she’s from naval intelligence.”
She glanced at the lounge window.
“Steph phoned her brother at lunchtime, she was waiting on the doorstep when we returned.”
We’d obviously seriously rattled someone’s cage I thought. I put my arm around Jenn.
“You OK?”
“Better now you’re here.”
“Have you briefed her?”
“No.”
I went in through the kitchen to be greeted by an enthusiastic Gerald. Hilary was waiting in the lounge. Now I’m not phobic, but I distrust officers I haven’t served with and I especially distrust staff officers. This one was in complete dress uniform and had the muscular build to enable me to imagine her heaving on an anchor chain, except officers didn’t go in for that sort of thing. Her wiry mousy coloured hair had a no nonsense straight through the middle of the ears cut and she sported a nose large enough to knock down trees. It wasn’t quite classically Roman, but boy it was huge. She stood up as I entered and offered a podgy hand.
“You must be Mr Tarrent, I’m Lieutenant Hilary Baker.”
Her handshake was unexpectedly firm and the ribbons on her chest told me she’d seen active duty. She watched my eyes.
“Sorry about the dress uniform, they pulled me out of a meet and greet function at Greenwich.”
“Have you eaten?”
“Your partner has kindly offered to let me join you.”
She reached down and rubbed Gerald’s head, his tail responded with an enormous wag. Stephanie hoisted herself to her feet, clearly she’d been playing minder.
“I’ll just go and have a shower.”
“Legs playing up?”
“Scratches are itching like hell.”
She went upstairs and I sat down opposite Hilary. She pointed to the stairs.
“She said she had a gardening accident?”
“Had an argument with my Cottoneaster, she lost two pints of blood.”
“That must be some plant.”
“It was some accident.”
I decided to take the initiative.
“We didn’t quite expect such a fast response to our request for information, nor a personal delivery.”
She laughed, showing off her missing rear molars. The sound reminded me of a goat in labour.
“I don’t know what question you asked, but it sure lit a fire under the rear-admiral’s table.”
“So you haven’t been briefed?”
She grinned.
“I was allowed to skim read a couple of files back at base. I also took a long phone call just before I arrived, apparently you worked at the dirty end of the business.”
“You could say that.”
I glanced at my watch.
“Did you come by car?”
“Train, but apparently the Military Police at Colchester Barracks are sending over a car for me as part of inter-service hospitality.”
I bet she was really looking forward to a night in an army mess, especially in full dress.
“Would you like a quick résumé?”
“Can we wait till our military policeman gets here.”
I must have looked surprised. She grinned.
“Told you that you’d lit a fire.”
I shook my head, they were sending two serving personnel at the drop of a hat on a mere gentle question. As she’d said I’d stirred up a hornet’s nest, or – more likely – reopened old wounds.
“Two of you?” I queried.
She shrugged.
“And you have no orders at all? I find that hard to believe.”
She had the grace the give me a quarter-smile.
“I was just told to watch the diplomatic front, our military friend is to handle everything else.”
If I was meant to believe that I’d better start looking for fairies at the bottom of the garden.
Sergeant John Jones turned up at nine o’clock. You only had to shake this man’s hand to know that he’d commit himself well in any fight. Now I don’t normally like the military police – too many bad memories – but this one I could tolerate. Steel grey eyes, close cropped grey hair, tanned complexion, pug nose and muscles like taut tree roots. He also had one prime advantage over me, he must have been well over two metres tall. He was in a working uniform and looked far more comfortable than Hilary. After a brief set of introductions and a quick nod of respect to Hilary, he settled down. He eyed Hilary, obviously not expecting the naval officer to have been in a full dress uniform.
“So what’s this all about then?”
Clearly he expected to take command, still that’s the military police for you.
“I rather thought you’d come to tell us.”
He sat perfectly still, clearly contemplating his strategy, and his orders. He sat back and crossed his legs.
“There is no such ship or establishment as HMS Kookaburra. There never has been and there probably never will.”
I decided to humour him.
“Well thanks for coming all this way to tell us that.”
Hilary intervened, probably just before Jenn.
“Gentlemen, gentlemen. Let’s have a spirit of co-operation here.”
She was right, of course, I had seventeen families to consider.
“First off why you, surly the Navy has enough redcaps of its own.”
He didn’t bat an eyelid.
“The Admiral doesn’t want a cover-up.”
That seemed reasonable, so I decided to launch a missile.
“Well I’ve got a sheet of metal with HMS Kookaburra written on it, a secret cache of unstable paint and seventeen bodies. Now what have you got?”
Hilary’s eyes widened enough to rival a panda, John didn’t turn a hair. Hilary decided it was time she exerted her authority.
“There is no such ship or establishment as HMS Kookaburra. There never has been and there probably never will.” She took a breath. “However, back in the early seventies the navy had two racing yachts that were being used as test-beds, one of them had the joke name of HMS Kookaburra.”
“Any the other?” Asked Jenn.
“HMS Turtlewax.”
“So why the rumpus when we mentioned the name?”
“You said you had seventeen bodies?”
“Yes.”
She shook his head.
“Both yachts were lost at sea. The general theory is that they had a catastrophic collision during an unexpected severe storm.”
I laughed.
“Would you sail a yacht anywhere near another yacht in a severe storm?”
“They crews were apparently very competitive.”
She sucked in her smooth cheeks.
“My rear-admiral was a sea cadet at the time. Apparently the two yachts took out a whole bunch of cadets a couple of times, he said they were very fast.”
She gazed at me.
“Heard enough?”
I had. The three of us gave them a thorough briefing and showed them copies of the photographs. I’ll say this she was mentally astute, still I suppose if you’re being groomed to command a warship you have to be. Eventually she leant back.
“So you’ve not managed to actually prove a link between Darson’s and these bodies?”
“No, but I want to confront this director and see if I can rattle some skeletons, in a manner of speaking.”
John looked at the photograph of the blazing shed.
“If the yachts had been in there they would have burnt to a cinder, paint and wood make one heap of a good bonfire.”
He looked up.
“So basically all you’ve got is suspicion and circumstance, hardly enough for me to press charges.”
Hilary stood up.
“Right, let’s see the bodies.”
“What!” Exclaimed Jenn. “It’s nearly eleven o’clock.”
John shrugged.
“They’ve been there for a few years, best to wait for daylight.”
Hilary fixed him with a glare that I suspect was about to destroy all inter-service co-operation in one swoop. She was acerbic.
“I don’t know about you sergeant, but I didn’t come all this way to sit on my bloody arse. I don’t care about the time I think we need to see the bodies.”
I thought he didn’t understand: they were, metaphorically speaking, her men lying in that crypt and I could see it on her face. She was angry, bloody angry. He squirmed in the chair and stood up.
“Sorry ma’am, my orders were to proceed with caution, my officers haven’t been briefed yet.”
She nodded sagely, conflicting orders she could understand.
“Well let’s go and see the bodies while proceeding with caution, after all that will give you plenty of material for a briefing.”
So we all went back to St Nicks. The vicar left the church key for us tucked by a gravestone and we let ourselves in. Within five minutes Hilary was standing among the bodies, John was standing behind her. It was written on both their faces, this was no way to treat sailors, no way at all. We took the hatch covers off and I showed them the paint store. John and I went down alone. He studied the little printed notices.
“You found the metal here?”
“Yes.”
“And now this reporter chappie has it?”
“Yes.”
“I do wish you hadn’t involved him.”
Down there we were sergeants together, I was candidly honest.
“I thought I needed insurance, I didn’t want another cover-up.”
He looked me in the eye.
“Neither do I, I don’t go in for cover-ups.”
I pointed my finger upwards.
“But they’ve given you a diplomatic escort.”
He groaned and rolled his eyes.
“If eight of those bodies are American believe me I need a diplomatic escort.”
“You think the rear-admiral knows something.”
“He only knows they were damn fine sailors.”
The tone of his voice conveyed something.
“You’ve spoken to him?”
“Personal briefing, he wants to know if his sailors died at sea.”
There was something wrong here, admirals don’t normally make phone calls to army sergeants.
“Is that normal?”
“He contacted my CO and I got the job.”
I could hear it in the tone of his voice, there was only one worse thing than being ‘volunteered’ for an operation and that was being hand-picked, that meant somebody really had it in for you.
“Well the bodies up there didn’t die at sea.”
He stared at me.
“No they didn’t,” he muttered. “But we need to work out how they did die.”
He fixed me with a grim look.
“But you’re sure these are our guys up there, not some miners that got poisoned.”
“I’m sure.”
He sighed.
“Just a hope. When this lot gets out the mud is really going to fly.”
Hilary waited until I was half-way out of the vault.
“We need to see this Darson fellow now.”
I think she would have gone straight there at that moment. I chose my words carefully.
“Let’s get our ducks in a row. If we could identify just one of the bodies it would be a start.”
She sighed.
“If they’re our personnel we’ll identify them. This Darson chap will know that.”
She still didn’t get it so I had to spell it out.
“Have you done your sums? How many to crew a racing yacht?”
She stared at me.
“The type that were lost nine: eight crew and one helmsman.”
“And how many bodies do we have?”
Comprehension dawned.
“Seventeen, that means…”
“Either one body is elsewhere or one lived to tell the tale, and has kept very quiet.”
I pressed the point home.
“If they are alive be they American or English they are a deserter and won’t be too keen to be found.”
Her eyes swivelled upwards.
“Not only English and American, the helmsmen were from Australia. The rear-Admiral told me that the helmsmen were seconded from the Australian Navy because of their expertise in yacht racing.”
“Then we’d better get on with body identification.”
I decided to air my other concern.
“There’s something else.”
“What?”
“Who was the officer in charge? You can’t tell me the navy had eighteen ratings swanning around without an officer. If they’re still alive then we have a cover-up as well as goodness knows what. If they’re still in the service it’s odds on they’re no longer a junior officer.”
She got my meaning and scurried across the crypt clutching her mobile phone. From that moment on the responsibility for the bodies was taken out of my hands, I must say I was slightly relieved.
Eventually we left John standing guard over the bodies and Hilary phoning people at the dead of night. We drove home in silence until I realised I was tired.
“Tell me about your day,” I said. “Keep me awake.”
“Two,” said Stephanie. “Wrapped up another two; one laptop and one DVD player. Reckon we were just too late to clear a third, but we rattled his cage.”
Jenn chuckled.
“Boy did we rattle his cage. He got us thrown out of the building.”
“Still,” said Stephanie, “that’s another £1000 in the coffers.”
“What next,” I asked.”
Stephanie stretched.
“Reckon the files are getting too old for this tactic, but it’s worth a chance visit to a tele-sales firm called Ring-Right. Two of their salesmen lost a pair of oh-so expensive laptops from the back of a car.”
I turned into the drive and pulled to a halt. It had been a long day and I was beginning to get a conscience. The women were earning money hand over fist and I had earned absolutely nothing, this was just not on.
Our radio operator looked at the map and shook his head.
“GPS must be up the spout, we can’t possible be where it says.”
He jabbed the map.
“Where is the river or this set of trees?”
We surveyed the wasteland around us, the moon would have been more hospitable.
“Let’s try triangulation I suggested. There are at least three mountains in view.”
We waited while he took a compass bearing on each mountain and drew three lines on the map, they crossed exactly where the GPS said we should be. We all stared at the map as the wind began to pick up and a gritty dust began to blow about.
“Well I’m not bloody well camping here whatever the orders,” Mike muttered testily
“Too bloody exposed.”
Jack pointed to a group of empty burnt out buildings about a mile away.
“How about there?”
It was all wrong, the landscape was wrong, the orders were wrong and the burnt-out buildings were definitely wrong.
“We’re going back,” I announced.
“And we’ll drive out backwards following our wheel-tracks while we can see them.”
Jim scoffed.
“Come on Jim, there’s not a mine in sight.”
“It’s the mines not in sight I’m worried about,” I replied drolly.
We carefully backed off of the valley floor until I was happy for us to turn around. We then drove about three miles until we found a crude set of old mine works to camp among. I considered my options; the orders were quite clear on there being a strict radio silence as the locals had radio direction finding equipment. I turned to my radio operator.
“You still got that satellite phone you were testing?”
“Yeah.”
“Well set it up, pronto.”
I watched him unfurl a thin aluminium satellite dish and placed it on the roof of the Land-Rover, he carefully orientated it until it was on the correct compass bearing. He handed me the handset.
“Remember to dial the international dialling code.”
It seemed peculiar, making a phone call from the middle of a hot zone, but it was a lot safer than using the radio. I dialled the only number I could remember, that of our temporary NAAFI. The phone rang for what seemed an eternity, eventually it was picked up.
“Taffy? Taffy is that you? It’s Jim.”
I let him answer.
“Can you get me an officer, any officer, it’s urgent.”
I waited listening to the music blaring out from the bar and wishing I was getting a round in. The major came on the line. I explained the position as I saw it; we’d been given a duff grid reference and were probably miles away from where we should be. He was decisive and authoritative, still he was the major so he should be.
“Stay put till first light then come back. I’ll contact B squad. If there is any trouble you are not – repeat not – to go to their assistance unless the enemy is within a quarter of a mile. Understood?”
I understood, it was a total foul up. We took turns to stand guard while the others tried to snatch some sleep. Just before first light we heard the distant cough of a mortar followed by the thud of an exploding shell. Wherever they were it was far in excess of a quarter of a mile. We had to stand and listen as shell after shell took to the air. Our misery ended when a pair of army helicopters flew over and took out whoever had been inflicting the damage. It was a miserable journey back to camp where we found out that two of our sister unit had died and a third was badly injured. It transpired that a junior officer had worked out the map references while he had been on his mobile phone to his girl-friend back home. He didn’t have the grace to come to the funerals. He did have the temerity to try and bawl my out over getting in touch with the major before talking to him. I must confess that I lost my temper and told him that the true cost of his phone call had been two deaths and that he ought to stick the phone where the sun didn’t shine. Bastard put me on a charge.
I woke up as Jenn opened the door.
“You were shouting,” she said in a concerned manner.
“Sorry,” I mumbled.
She came in and sat on the bed.
“You were shouting ‘bastard’ over and over again.”
I half remembered my dream.
“I was remembering one of our officers, he was a real upper-class twit and sent me to a wrong location. Two of my mates got killed and he never even admitted that he’d made a mistake, he called it a slight clerical error. Pratt killed himself two months later, he took his horse over a hedge without realising there was a railway cutting on the other side.”
I realised I was crying, not for him, but for my dead friends. Jenn held me close, it didn’t stop the tears, but it did ease the pain.
I was half way through reading an email from Harri when Hilary turned up. She looked fresh as a daisy, still I guess the late night had been just like keeping a dogwatch for her. I flicked the screen.
Harri’s come up trumps, his guys x-rayed the plate and under the grey coating they found the words ‘Dawson’s Smooth Grey Batch DB5LE/2.’ So we now have our connection.”
She didn’t smile, but flopped into a chair. Somehow she’d managed to change into a working uniform and looked much more at ease.
“We have a problem.”
“Just one?”
The jest was lost on her.
“The admiral dug up the original inquiry report for me. It’s got more security stickers on it than I’ve had hot dinners. The officer in charge was a Lieutenant Joseph Krisk.”
“Polish?”
“American. The sea-trial was for their benefit, we’d already made our decision. It was classed as an exchange of technology.”
I could see problems looming.
“Don’t tell me he’s now an Admiral.”
“Worse, he’s a senior judge. According to his standard career résumé on the Internet he left the navy to go to law school and turned out to be a brilliant defence lawyer.”
I began to get worried.
“Have you been told to back off?”
“Not yet, but my admiral says he can only keep the wolves from the door for so long, so we’ve got to act now.”
I made an active decision and tapped out a short email message.
“Well I’m not waiting, I’ve just told Susannah and Harri they can publish what we know tomorrow morning.”
I expected an eruption, instead I got a smile.
“Would you mind forgetting you told me that?”
“Told you what?”
She glanced at her watch.
“John’s due any moment, once he arrives we need to corner this Charlie Dawson as soon as possible. The military police are currently photographing the scene and waiting for a forensic pathologist. So far it’s all low-profile, but pretty soon someone will realise something out of the ordinary is happening at St Nicks and we’ll have a media circus.”
John chose this moment to arrive. He dropped into a chair, I doubted that he’d slept. Hilary brought him up to speed in a few short sharp sentences nicely omitting that I’d given the go ahead for the press. John closed his eyes.
“So now we have a definite link via this piece of metal?”
“And the inquiry file,” added Hilary. “It states that they were testing Darson’s grey super-flo varnish at the time they disappeared in the storm.”
We wasted no time, we all left as one.
The Darson residence was a suitably large farmhouse-cum-mansion not too far from East Bergholt to be unfashionable. We went there in my Land-Rover with John in the back as we didn’t want to use John’s highly recognisable Military Police Van. Out of habit I stopped far enough away to look over the place.
“So what now?”
Hilary shrugged.
“Drive up to the front door and just ask him. Got a better plan?”
I put the binoculars down.
“Three cars on the drive, he’s not alone.”
She turned to John.
“You go round the back, just in case and Jim and I will go to the front door.”
John made a polite cough.
“May I suggest that Jim goes round the back ma’am.”
She raised an eyebrow.
“If I’m round the back,” he said carefully, “I’ll have to play it by the book, but Jim is a civilian.”
She got the message. I opened the door.
“Give me twenty minutes.”
Hilary laid a hand on my shoulder and almost whispered.
“Remember Jim, if anyone tries to escape we want them alive and in one piece. This isn’t a disable and destroy mission.”
I briefly nodded. She had stated what I already knew and what made the job twice as hard. I had been trained to disable and destroy, not use kid gloves and come up smiling.
Round the back of the house there were little signs of life, apart from classical music drifting out of the kitchen window and a wheelbarrow beside a small pile of sharp sand and two uprooted paving slabs. I had plenty of time to investigate the cars and check out the local geography, it was not on my side. At almost exactly twenty –two minutes after I left the Rover a great polar bear of a man clad in a grey track suit erupted from the patio door. I was in totally the wrong location to manage a good interception so he managed to brush me aside like an unwelcome fly. I let him run, after all I knew where he was going. He pointed some keys at the Lexus on the drive and almost climbed in the car before he realised all its tyres were flat. He ran straight down the drive. This time I was in a better position and as he tried to barge past I managed a double fisted swipe to his nose. I timed it perfectly and with his added momentum it should have knocked him off his feet; it was like hitting a moving tree trunk and he didn’t even break stride. He bellowed something incomprehensible and took off across the vegetable garden. Fortunately for me he hadn’t had time to do up the laces on his trainers and as he shortened his stride to cover the uneven terrain he tripped himself up. I leapt on his back and pounded my fist into his kidneys, it took three blows to immobilise him, even then he managed to keep crawling across the dirt. This was one man who did not want to be cornered. I slipped a pair of handcuffs on him with his arms behind his back, tied his ankles together with a plastic strip and threw his shoes away. I expected more of a fight from him as he recovered, but he’d given up and all I got was a torrent of abuse. Close up he was a huge man with neck muscles like tree trunks and the sort of tanned florid complexion one gets from too much sun and sangria. What struck me, however, was his tiny piggy eyes that were disproportionately small for such a huge man. I collected the wheelbarrow, got him to stand up and sit in it, and wheeled him back to the patio doors.
As I tipped him onto the beige lounge carpet I discovered an interesting tableau. In the room were Hilary, John, a man who was obviously Charlie Dawson and a shrew of a woman. Charlie was clad in a Chinese silk dressing gown and looking for all the world like a gentleman from the 1930s. Slicked back jet black hair, small black moustache, pale cheeks and a dapper appearance. She looked like a shrew. Short, expensive all-over-the-place hairstyle that made her mousy brown hair look ridiculous, sunken cheeks, tanned yellow complexion and shrewd eyes. I glanced round the three and decided that Charlie would try to smooth his way out, the man on the floor would try to bully his way out and she would try to calculate her way out. Hilary gave me a raised eyebrow as my man bled into the ever so expensive carpet.
“Now you’re here we might as well begin.” She said drolly.
Charlie’s eyes flicked from her to me and I think he knew then why we were there, but honour bound him to seek other reasons. I decided to take command, after all this was my investigation.
“Mr Dawson,” I said formally, “I’m Jim Tarrent, a private investigator, and I am about to make a citizen’s arrest on you for seventeen counts of murder.”
His pale skin turned parchment colour.
“I think you must have the wrong person,” he said smoothly, but his hands trembled.
“I think you know I’m not.” I said softly.
He flopped down into a chair, clinging to a last vestige of hope.
“I’m sorry I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Seventeen bodies in the crypt under St Nicks, a secret vault full of one of your weird paints and two incinerated racing yachts that were the property of Her Majesties Navy.”
He tried for a shrug.
“You can’t possible link me to all that.”
“But we can,” muttered John, “via Dawson’s Smooth Grey Batch DB5LE/2.”
The try for escape, feeble though it had been, went out of him and he gave an almost imperceptible nod and let out a large sigh.
“For the record I didn’t kill them, I just cleaned up the mess.”
Hilary interrupted with the voice of command.
“Which one didn’t die Mr Dawson?”
He looked ill.
“Lance Merton.”
“Do you know where he is now?”
Hilary had barked the question as only a senior officer can, not to answer would be a grievous sin.
“On the carpet. He’s my brother-in law, he married my sister Shirley.”
He glared at the woman.
“I told him not to come,” he snarled. “Told him I never wanted him in this country again.”
After that he burst into tears, I wasn’t sure if they were tears of relief or tears of distress.
John wasted no time.
“Able Seaman Merton would you care to give me an explanation for you absence without leave?”
He rolled himself up to lean against the wall and managed a sneer, a difficult manoeuvre when your nose is still bleeding.
“You can’t tell me that anyone is interested in a mere seamen who’s been on the run for thirty years.”
“No,” replied John in an even voice. “But everybody will be interested in a multiple murderer.”
“I didn’t kill those men.”
“Then who did?”
“I did,” his wife said softly. “I didn’t mean to, but I killed them. Lance and Charlie just cleared up the mess.”
Hilary flashed her a smile.
“Can you explain?”
I got the feeling that she was playing for time. Shirley calmly extracted a cigarette from the pocket of her designer dress and lit up to inhale the smoke deeply into her lungs.
“I was eighteen and worked as a telephonist at the factory, that’s the only job my dad would give me.. I met Lance at some bash or other and we rather got together. On the night in question the boys were sorting out their gear on the two yachts in the shed and I met Lance for a kiss or two outside.”
She flicked an imaginary piece of dirt of off her skirt.
“When we’d finished we sat against the wall and I smoked a cigarette. I noticed at the time that the smoke went straight up and through an open window above our heads, I thought nothing of it. After a while the window closed and we had another canoodle. It must have been nearly half an hour before Lance and I went to go back in the shed, that’s when I saw the red lights flashing inside and the inner doors closed.”
She turned to Charlie.
“You’d better explain.”
He swallowed as if trying not to be sick.
“The grey varnish was somewhat volatile while in liquid form and we were worried about fire, so we installed a xenon dump, cost us a small fortune. Basically if an alarm goes off the lights flash and the windows and doors are automatically closed. Forty-five seconds later the place is flooded with xenon gas. It’s an inert gas and would quell any fire, but you can’t breathe it. Shirley’s smoke triggered an alarm and they all died from asphyxia.”
Hilary looked up from her notebook.
“They didn’t try to escape?”
Charlie put his head in his hands,
“I didn’t tell them about it. Normally they wouldn’t have been in the shed as we only used it to apply paint, but they were on a tight deadline and wanted to check their gear before an early morning launch. They must have seen the lights flash, but wouldn’t have known what it meant.”
Shirley straightened her back.
“I called Charlie and he decided to burn the boats, but Lance said we couldn’t burn the bodies as they’d do a skull count and know one was missing. So Charlie got this logistics chap, Vernon, involved and we put the bodies in a refrigerated lorry and finally took then to St Nicks.”
“Why the paint as well?” Asked John.
“Because,” moaned Charlie, “we were worried that it would leave a peculiar reside and the firm’s future was in those cans.”
Shirley tossed her head.
“The rest was easy. Lance took the positional radio buoys off of the yachts and took them out to sea in Daddy’s yacht. The sudden storm gave us the perfect alibi.”
“Why didn’t you go to the police,” I asked. “It was an accident.”
Charlie and Shirley remained quiet. Lance eventually spoke.
“Because he was worried that he’d get done for multiple homicide. He hadn’t told the men about the xenon system and in any case it was faulty. It dropped the Xenon almost immediately after the windows closed, so they could never have got out.”
“Did you know if was faulty,” asked John softly.
Charlie nodded.
“We were on a tight deadline, the navy wanted results and I didn’t have time to take the shed out of service while they did repairs.”
He groaned and put his head in his hands,
“I never thought there would be a fire.”
I let his words die away and studied her eyes, she was still calculating her options.
“I don’t buy it,” I said as calmly as I could. “Racing yachts have large masts and you could never have got them in the shed with the masts up. With the masts down there is no reason to check the gear.”
Lance spat out some blood.
“All right we were having a party, what does it matter? They all died just the same.”
John got there a couple of milliseconds before me.
“Where was the officer in charge?”
Lance grinned like a foolish scarecrow.
“Down in London with his piece of fluff. He thought we were gentlemen and would behave ourselves.”
“Shut up!” His wife commanded.
“Go to hell,” he responded vigorously
Hilary stepped in.
“So we have an unauthorised party, seventeen deaths and a cover-up. What did our American officer do?”
“Covered his backside,” responded Lance, “like all officers.”
I advanced on Charlie. He glanced at Lance and swallowed.
“I offered him a deal. He helped us fabricate the story, recommended our varnish to his navy and we wouldn’t say he’d deserted his post.”
Shirley rolled her eyes.
“Men! Toilet paper is a greater asset to the world.”
Charlie rounded on her.
“You got us all into this, you and your damned ambition.” His voice changed to a falsetto. “’We can turn this to our advantage, all you have to do is get rid of the evidence.”
I watched her eyes, she was still calculating.
“That’s a second story to go on the heap of myths,” I said cuttingly. “I’ll go for the cover-up and the bribing of the officer, but not the burning of the boats, I don’t believe they were ever in the shed in the first place. There’s too many witnesses said they saw them leave Shotley Marina on the morning of 23rd August, that’s the day before the shed burnt down.”
Lance started to laugh, his wife tried to pierce me with a glance from her eyes and John raised a grey eyebrow. I must confess I hadn’t known that fact until that morning, courtesy of Hilary and her explanation of the inquiry file. Lance eventually shook his head.
“Told you the truth would out,” he said to his wife.
“You shut up,” she snarled. “Nothing you’ve said so far matters, you can claim they beat a confession out of you. Just look at the state of your nose!”
He screwed up his piggy eyes.
“If I’d know then what thirty odd years off marriage to you would be like I would have gladly gone down with the ships.”
He looked at John.
“Whatever you can do, I’ve paid for my part in all of this; life with her is a living hell.”
She went to move, but saw me twitch in response and just glared at Lance as if he were an unwelcome slug.
“Do you think living with you has been easy,” she snarled back. “You and your fitness phobia and your bigotry and your…”
“Later!” Commanded Hilary. “Now who’s going to tell the truth?”
Charlie sat up straight.
“There was a party and they died just like Shirley said, but the boats were already moored at the marina and due to be tested when the American came back from London. To be fair to him his girlfriend had taken an overdose and he’d gone to the hospital to check on her, he was only gone for six hours. He returned two hours after the men died.”
“So he took part in the disposal of the bodies?” Questioned John.
“Oh yes. We decided we had three things to do, get rid of the bodies, get rid of the boats and invent a cover story. I also wanted to get rid of that batch of varnish you found in the vault. It was a faulty batch and far more volatile than anything we’d ever produced. One of our staff nearly lost a hand because he banged a tin of the stuff on a doorpost by accident.”
He shuffled in his seat
“We roped in Vernon to get rid of the bodies and paint at St Nicks. We couldn’t think of any other method of disposal. If we burned them the authorities might realise one was missing and if we scuttled them with the yachts then if they were ever discovered it might be shown they didn’t die of drowning.”
“So you scuttled the yachts?”
He nodded
“Lance and Shirley took one out and Joseph and I took the other.”
“Just two of you on each yacht?” Said Hilary incredulously.
He shrugged.
“We weren’t racing and even on one sail they made good progress. We scuttled them about six miles East of Newcastle and used a rubber dingy to make it back to the shore. Actually it was all rather exiting.”
Shirley snorted and he ignored her.
“Joseph made up a radio log as if the boats had raced each other into the storm. He raised the alarm and led the search for them, it was nowhere near Newcastle.”
John frowned.
“Why burn the shed?”
Lance let out a barking laugh.
“He got drunk and torched the place, said he was worried about forensics. He was more worried about the faulty xenon system, besides it was well insured.”
I judged that this was the time to go to the loo and make a phone call. Shortly after that some more military police arrived hotfoot from Colchester and a couple of rat-faced detectives arrived fifteen minutes later. After that it was hell.
Somehow news didn’t break until the following morning. I’d expected someone to tip of a journalist about the unusual activity at St Nick’s, or a leak from the police, but Harri and Susannah got their scoop. Their editor really went to town, front page article of the discovery of the seventeen bodies, inside articles on the cover-up and the naming of names. To my surprise there was also an article on me as I was made out to be some sort of dogged investigator who wanted to let the men rest in peace. Harri did a good précis of my career, though I wish he hadn’t mentioned my medals; Jenn gave me hell that I hadn’t told her. I must admit that Susannah went up in my estimation. She managed to write an article naming Joseph Kirsk and laying out all the facts of his alleged involvement without once setting herself up for libel or slander. I found out later the paper had employer three lawyers to vet the whole edition once his name had been mentioned. The military police were marvellous, they said nothing. They refused to confirm or deny the story, in effect they fanned the media flames for more information. I expected to get the full wrath of the military for leaking the story, instead we got besieged by journalists and plagued by phone calls. I’d rather have tackled a nest of armed guerrillas single handed, but both Jenn and Stephanie said the publicity was good for us. I tell you as far as I was concerned it definitely wasn’t free publicity.
The following Friday I got summoned to London. I wanted us all to go, but Stephanie said she disliked that sort of thing leaving Jenn and I to go without her. Rear-Admiral Graves turned out to be a nothing like I had imagined. Instead of being tall and rugged he was short and puggish in a way that made it seem his uniform didn’t fit properly and give the overall appearance of being dowdy. However, he had alert brown eyes, inbuilt vitality and a nature that made him a natural leader. We met in one of the vast visitor’s room in the admiralty building, all oak and leather with dark oil paintings of long forgotten sea battles. I chose to wear my suit, Jenn chose her yellow outfit and a perfume strong enough to slay weeds at fifty yards. He shook our hands.
“Hilary has told me a lot about you.”
He frowned.
“I thought there were three of you?”
“Miss Kite couldn’t come.”
“Still beavering away at one of your investigations I suppose,” he retorted jovially.
Jenn and I sat down in a soft brown leather settee that had probably been in use when Drake was in the navy and he settled down into an armchair; it seemed to engulf him.
“I just wanted to thank you personally for pursuing the identity of those bodies.”
“It was teamwork.” I interjected.
“So was the defeat of the Spanish Armada, but somebody had to lead.”
He recomposed himself.
“Hilary will join us for lunch, but before she arrives there’s one or two things I’d like to discuss.”
Warning bells rang, but I said nothing.
He fixed me with a stare.
“Did Lieutenant Baker give you permission to contact the press?”
I noted the change from ‘Hilary’ to ‘Lieutenant Baker.’
“I never asked her, she wasn’t my client.”
“Quite,” he muttered before crossing his short legs. He became formal.
“From now on we’d like to handle all contacts with the press via our press office. We think it’s a better way of managing the situation than using the tabloid press.”
I decided to set out my ground rules.
“You can like all you want, but you’re not paying me and I’m not having a second cover-up even if there is an American judge on the slab so to speak. And I wouldn’t call The Free European a tabloid.”
“I don’t want a cover-up either,” he answered gruffly. “Neither do I want any charges of trial by the media be they tabloid or not.”
We had a stand-off for a minute or two and then he reached for an inside pocket.
“Hilary said you’d be a hard person to control, still your file said the same.”
I began to wonder just how many people had read my file. He offered me an envelope.
“We’d like to engage you to help us with the aftermath of what we are calling the 1974 aborted sea-trials.”
“I eyed the envelope.”
“How much is in there?”
“£10,000, we raided our piggy bank.”
I stiffened and went to refuse, Jenn dug her bony elbow in my ribs before reaching out to take it. She was all charm, but I noted a deadly purr in her voice, it was something I’d learnt to be weary of.
“We accept the brief, providing that if we are unhappy with the progress of the case we can return the money and continue as we were.”
He hesitated and nodded as he gave Jenn the envelope.
“Does this mean we’re gagged?” I asked.
“It means I’d like you to liaise with Lieutenant Baker before any further contact with the press.”
I decided to lay down a marker.
“You may like to know that we’re working with the journalists of the Free European on another matter, so I’m afraid you’ll just have to trust us to compartmentalise our contact.”
He laughed.
“I wouldn’t expect anything else.”
He became serious and checked his watch.
“One other matter, strictly off the record. Your military file, it’s been rather active recently.”
“I noticed.”
He leant forward.
“I don’t mean by service personnel; the withdrawal sheet on the front reads like a who’s who of British intelligence services.”
“Thanks for the warning.”
He gave a sly smile.
“At the moment my secretary has your file and, as you are currently employed by us as a ‘consultant,’ I intend to hang onto it.”
“Thank you.”
He stood up.
“Lunch I think.”
They took us to Simpson’s in the Strand and gave us a slap-up meal. Hilary joined us, once again in full kit, and gave us an update.
“Charlie and Lance are singing like a pair of canaries and, fortunately, they are singing the same song. Shirley has changed her story and now claims she was coerced by Lance into the cover-up and was frightened for her life.”
“Think she’ll get away with it?”
“Depends what she can afford as a defence lawyer, but I doubt it.”
Jenn smiled at the Admiral.
“And the American connection?”
Hilary answered, carefully choosing her words.
“At first they were furious about the affair, but once they conceded that one of their officers had been in charge they became over-grateful for the discovery of their ‘honourable warriors.’”
I noted the sarcasm in her voice.
“And Lieutenant Kirsk?”
She gave sly grin.
“The day after the news broke Stateside a ‘leaked’ copy of his navy record was sent to the press. In it there is no mention of him ever being in the UK. Fortunately the Washington Post published an archive picture of him and the yachts on Shotley Marina. Apparently his family come from Washington and they’d been proud of his posting to the UK. Since then it’s all been quiet, but there’s a storm brewing. The navy want his hide flogged in public and the political establishment want a whitewash. It’s already been stated, more than once, that even if the facts are true he’s committed no crime on American soil.”
She shrugged.
“Watch out next week, that’s when the bodies go back.”
“You’ve identified them already?”
“Yes and no. Lance told us where he thought which body was where and that helped us no end, we just haven’t really established which Australian body is which person yet.”
The admiral cleared his throat, clearly our briefing was over.
“You know,” he said musingly, “I actually saw the yachts leave that morning. I was at HMS Ganges and halfway up the mast. It should have struck me as odd that they were only on one sail as they usually left in full rig.”
“Up a mast?” said Jenn.
The admiral smiled and told us of his time at HMS Ganges, he was a good host and kept us well entertained.
I still have my doubts about what happened next. I’m not sure if it was a real coincidence or engineered by the admiral. Hilary won’t say. Anyway, as we were leaving the restaurant an American delegation arrived outside in the obligator two black saloons and with enough guards to start an armed invasion. A tall chap in a dark-blue suit climbed out the back of one just we reached the exit door. His deep blue eyes took one glance at me, he did a double take and strode over.
“Jim,” he bellowed. “Good to see you.”
He pumped my hand and then kissed the back of Jenn’s hand. He turned to the chap following him.
“This is Jim Tarrent, when he’s not picking Senators out of razor wire he’s solving thirty year old mysteries involving our seamen.”
“Hello Andy,” I replied.
He grinned.
“See they’ve got you under the wings of Lieutenant Baker.”
He leant forward and whispered in my ear.
“Don’t worry, we’ll nail the bastard.”
He gave a casual wave and went into the restaurant. Jenn fixed me with a stare.
“Just who was that?”
“Senator Andrew O’Rourke.”
“You know him?” I could hear the amazement in her voice.
“Our paths have crossed.” I said dryly.
Our paths had indeed crossed, but I’d never expected to see him again. One thing about him I did know, he was fiercely defensive and supportive of the US armed services and if anyone was going to lead a crusade against Judge Kirsk he’d probably be the best choice.
As it was only mid-afternoon and I had money in my pocket I treated Jenn to a London show. She chose The Sound of Music; personally I’d rather have had a double root canal drilling and a molar extraction, but she thoroughly enjoyed it and I was glad. Somehow there is a contentment in making other people happy and I certainly got my money’s worth. It was nearly nine o’clock by the time the show had finished and we’d had a cream tea in some London corner-house that had pretty little waitresses in black uniforms and a price list fit for the Bank of England. We just caught the 10:45 back to Ipswich and settled down in the rear carriage in a double seat that was made for midgets, but at least it meant we had to sit close. I put my arm around her and we nestled together. She shuffled slightly to get more comfortable.
“Hilary reckons you’ll be getting some sort of medal for sorting out those bodies.”
“I’m just glad it’s all sorted.”
She sighed.
“Never thought I’d be invited to the admiralty and treated to a slap-up meal by an Admiral.”
“Can’t say it’s ever crossed my mind either.”
She laughed politely and we exchanged small talk all the way back.. On thing I was sure about by the end of our trip, her ‘little physical touch’ was working well; for both of us.
We arrived back to find Stephanie curled up in front of the television watching some over-long game of snooker. Gerald, probably bored to death, seemed glad to see us. Stephanie took her eyes off of the screen for a moment.
“You had a phone call from some old lady called Harriet, she was a bit cryptic, just told me to tell you that ‘there’re back.’”
“What on earth does that mean,” Jenn muttered.
“It means,” I said, “we’re off to Northumbria.”
“All of us?”
“All of us.”
Stan was adamant, it was too risky. ‘Too much open ground, too much moonlight and too many dark areas to monitor.’ He was right, but we had orders to follow and a job to do. We retreated back into the shell of an old house and I called up a weather report; it would be clear skies all night, with a hint of ground frost to follow. There was only one thing to do, we crawled on our bellies. We crawled for about two miles until we were round the other side of the buildings and the shadows were in our favour. I left the men to cover me and crawled into the dark shadow and up to the wall of the building, all was silent. I used a tiny periscope to peer through the hole they called a window. The visibility surprised me until I realised that the building had no roof and the moonlight was pouring in. On the floor of the room I counted sixteen shapeless masses huddled together at one end and one chap sitting at the other casually chewing tobacco and clutching a large machine gun, large because I judged him no more than thirteen. I crawled to the next building and repeated my trick. This building was dark. The third building was the one I was after. Squatting at one end were three men all wearing black hoods, sitting in a small circle at the other were another three men casually eating some sort stew and bread rolls while their guns lay by their side. I swiftly crawled back to my squad, gave a few orders and we attacked. It was all over in five minutes and frankly there was no resistance. The stew eating crew didn’t even reach for their weapons and the armed child wet himself and left the safety catch on. All in all it was a good day’s work. We rescued three abducted policemen and sixteen women, unfortunately we didn’t get the ringleaders as they were somewhere else. However, I still remembered the expressions on the women’s faces, a combination of bewilderment, relief and wonder. It felt all the better as they were a bonus, my orders had been to find the abducted policemen and rescue then if we could, women had not been on the agenda.
I woke up feeling pleased with myself, especially as I realised I had ‘observed’ the operation in my dreams and not actually relived it. Still feeling pleased with myself I decided to fulfil a call of nature and padded downstairs. I suppose it’s years of training, but according to Jenn she never heard me come down the stairs. She was sitting at the kitchen table, in the semi-dark, crying. I could see, by the green light of the clock in the microwave, tears streaming down her face and at least a dozen crumpled paper handkerchiefs on the table. I flicked on the small light in the oven hood and she almost did a somersault in her chair. I rounded the table and sat next to her.
“Bad day?”
She snivelled.
“No, that’s just it, it was a good day.”
I knew then I was lost in some sort of female logic.
“So why the tears?”
As I said this I put my arm around her and she buried her head in my chest.
“Because it’s all so good.”
I gave her a gentle squeeze.
“Don’t you see?” She blubbered, “I’m just along for the ride. I got to thinking what would have happened to me if I hadn’t met you and realised that I’d have ended up in some woe begotten squat with a needle in my arm.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do,” she sobbed. “I do. I was about to lose my job at the baths then what? Some disastrous job as a waitress or behind some dreadful bar or…”
I had no idea what had brought this on, but I instinctively knew I had to stop this train of thought. I took her head between my hands and looked into her eyes, tenderly I hoped.
“Well you’re not behind a bar, you’re here helping me make a success of our business and preventing me from seeing the world through the bottom of a glass.”
“You’re just saying that.”
I gave her a gentle kiss on the lips.
“I mean that. Where was the business going before you arrive? Nowhere fast. Was I staying sober? Just.”
She licked her lips.
“Was that because I’m the woman that’s available or…”
I kissed her again.
“It’s because you’re you and I’m me and we’re evaluating ‘a little physical touch’ so we can assess our relationship.”
She licked her lips again.
“So I’m just a try-on?”
She really was in a peculiar mood.
“You know that’s not true. I value you for who you are in yourself, not as a watchdog for my boozing or a partner in crime.”
She suddenly threw her arms around me and virtually pushed my lips inside out. She withdrew and stood up.
“I think we’d better stop know,” she said in a mellow voice. “You really are a naughty boy”
She ruffled my hair and went to bed. I heaved a sigh of relief, for once, with a woman, I’d done the right thing.
There was little activity, but what I could see was encouraging. One burly gardener hoeing the flowerbeds, but watching the gates at the same time, and an equally burly chauffeur polishing a car while studying the walls. I put my binoculars down and wondered if I was placing Jenn and Stephanie in danger. Stephanie was parked up behind the house watching the back and Jenn was stationed on top of an adjacent hill watching the nearby trunk road. I decided that they were both reasonably safe and shifted my position in the tree before raising my binoculars again and scanning around. Ten minutes later a glint from a tree off to the left made me suspicious. One minute after that I was on the mobile phone to Jenn.
For a moment my mind wandered as I remembered a surveillance job in Southern Ireland. Special Branch were convinced that there was a paramilitary cell in this remote farmhouse, it had turned out to be an illegal poker school and distillery. I came too as Jenn walked up the drive to the adjacent cottage. I hated sending her there, but whatever operation was in progress it was in danger. I didn’t have to ruminate for long as my phone vibrated in my pocket.
“Jenn?”
“Yes.”
“Did you tell them?”
“Yes,” she replied in a muted sort of way.
“And?”
“And they want you to, as they put it, remove the impediment.”
That was not what I expected.
“Why me?”
“Because apparently they’re short handed.”
More like they wanted me out of the way I thought.
“OK, I’ll pick you up in five minutes.”
I turned the phone off. I could tell that Jenn was unhappy, but needs must.
It took me fifteen minutes to get in position. Whoever was up the tree they were careless as they had leant their motorbike against the tree trunk and left two crash helmets dangling from the handlebars. So it was just as I thought, one sniper and one minder. I silently sent a text message and waited. Jenn strolled into view a couple of minutes later, she whistled and called out ‘Bruno’ in the way dog owner’s do. I didn’t watch her, I watched the bushes. I almost missed it, but one slightly swayed. I sent another text message to Jenn and started to circle the bush. Now it would get interesting.
It took me ten careful minutes till I was behind the chap. Whoever he was he was wearing camouflage trousers, a green tee-shirt and a brown baseball cap. The colours and his thinness allowed him to blend in with the form and shape of the bush he was hiding in. However, he wasn’t very professional as he hadn’t looked behind himself once as I crept up on him. I considered my options, composed myself and tiptoed forward at a snail’s pace. It was the tee-shirt that had determined how I was going to play this; tee-shirts are inherently thin and offer no protection whatsoever. I silently slipped my knife out of an inside pocket and carefully adjusted my weight until I was in the optimum stance. I counted to ten and exploded into action. I kicked the minder as hard as I could in the kidneys. I didn’t want to kill them, but I didn’t want them screaming out for at least twenty seconds. In those twenty seconds I raced across to the motorbike and plunged my knife through the lower edge of the petrol tank. Extracting the knife caused a stream of petrol to flow out. I raced to the other side of the nearest tree, least I became a target for the sniper, and lit a thunder flash. Again I counted to ten before I tossed into the ever widening petrol stain. After then I glanced at the chap I had kicked, did a double take and hared off into the trees. It was a shame I hadn’t known, I’d used a kick to disable a man and for a woman I could have used less force.
I made it back to my original viewpoint in time to see two black saloons pull up at the front door leaving one black 4x4 sitting in the gateway and another driving round the pathway to the rear of the house. Now I was in no doubt, this was an American operation, the British would have used fewer vehicles and less men. A ragtag gaggle of people exited the fist car and hurriedly entered the house, but I’d seen what I wanted to see. My Mr Harrington-Flynn was standing at the door to greet them.
Ten minutes later my phone silently rang and I answered, to my surprise it was Susannah; she sounded worried. I listened to what she had to say and gave a rye grin.
“Well Susannah if you knew I was here, why did you let your photographer chappie hang around? Don’t you trust me?”
She bleated on about the freedom of the press as my eyes turned to the plume of smoke coming from the woods.
“How is he?”
She basically answered that he’d been was scared witless by some marauding giant.
“Is he alone?”
I listened to the reply.
“Well tell them I can see where they are and they can safely escape to the main road. Tell him to take his girlfriend to the hospital, if she’s been punched in the kidneys she’d better have an ultrasound scan.”
There was a pause and I was rewarded by seeing two shadowy figures racing for the road. I decided to get tough.
“They’re safe Susannah, but I rather think our relationship of trust is at an end, goodbye.”
I cut the call and surveyed the front door.
It’s that sixth sense that keeps you alive. Mine told me I wasn’t alone. I exited like a jackrabbit from the passenger door of my Rover to find a tall chap standing in the mirror’s blind spot. I relaxed.
“Hello Major.”
He nodded sagely.
“Still got all your faculties Tarrent, not letting civilian life dull the edge are we?”
He still had the peculiar clipped manner of speech.
He pointed to the plume of smoke.
“I hope you didn’t leave any bodies for my men to clean up?”
“Just a scared photographer and his girlfriend.”
He nodded and placed his hands on his hips.
“Now would you mind telling me what you are doing here? I rather thought you were out of our hair.”
I did just that, after all he was an officer and he wanted to know.
Jenn put down her coffee cup, I still wasn’t sure I was really safe from the caustic edge of her tongue. I was saved by the appearance of Stephanie, she flopped into a third armchair.
“According to Susannah the man is still shaking like a leaf and the girl has a bruise the size of a grapefruit, otherwise they are OK.”
“You didn’t tell Susannah that…?”
Stephanie grinned.
“Oh no, she’s quite convinced her photographer was terrorised by someone from the CIA.”
Jenn gave me a filthy look, which interpreted read ‘you’ve got lucky this time, but don’t do it again.’ Stephanie saved me from another roasting by waving her mobile phone.
“Just had a message from my solicitor, my ex has actually sold the house; so miracles do happen.”
I gave her a smile and suppressed a grin. She stood up.
“If you don’t mind I’ll go and have a sleep, the drive up here took its toll and watching nothing move for hours on end has given me a migraine.”
She hesitated.
“Do you mind if I go back home tomorrow?”
“You don’t want to stay to the end game of this one?” I asked.
She shrugged.
“Not my case.” She hesitated. “That is unless…”
Jenn laughed.
“You go and track down our case of identity fraud, I know you’re dying to.”
Stephanie staggered off to bed and Jenn fixed her eyes on me.
“Don’t think I don’t know.”
My mind went into orbit. This was a perfect female opening gambit that installed guilt without naming a subject.
“Know what?”
She flashed me a smile fit to light up all of Northumbria.
“That you did something to Stephanie’s ex.”
I thumped my chest and played the innocent.
“Me?”
“You, why else would there be a withdrawal from a cash machine in Epping when I thought you were in Bucks?”
I got another smile.
“Whatever you did – and I don’t want to know – I’m glad for Steph, she deserves a break.”
She stretched her skinny arms skywards.
“Now what?”
“Two days leave. The Major said he’d contact me when he’s operations finished, but our boy is still around,”
Her eyes narrowed.
“You trust him?”
I shrugged.
“No choice really, but yes. If we are actually going to be able to corner our man the Major is our best bet.”
I glanced at the hotel clock.
“How about we start with a romantic dinner?”
“Romantic?” She echoed.
“Romantic. Steph's gone to bed and there is just you and me and I intend to make the most of it.”
I listened to the words and wondered what had come over me, but then I knew, Jenn had come over me.
The wood was dead quiet, the sort of quietness that comes from the wildlife being driven away or killed by endless fighting. There were just four of us and we edged our way through the trees looking for booby traps, mines and lurking guerrillas while the sweat due to the impending thunderstorm rolled down our backs. All of a sudden we came upon a small church nestling in the trees. It looked totally out of place, like someone had taken a typical British Cathedral, shrunk it to village church size and stuck it in a South American clearing. Brian consulted his notes.
“This must be the mausoleum.”
“Mausoleum?” I echoed.
He nodded.
“Some chap called Lord Fletcher moved his family out here in the late eighteen hundreds and his wife died in childbirth. He built this for her and his dead son as their last resting place.”
“More money than sense,” muttered Tom, but he was the perpetual cynic of the group.
I stiffened as an old Priest came out of the building and started to wave his arms at us, I hoped it was in greeting. Eventually he staggered up to us wheezing like a steam engine and smelling like damp kit after a bad day on manoeuvres.
“Belgique?” He asked in a sort of cracked grunt.
“English.”
His face lit up.
“English!” He said enthusiastically. “All gone,” he continued. “All gone days ago.”
It took ten minutes, but we finally got the story out of him. The guerrillas had all left to regroup at some point over the border.
“People,” Tom asked. “What about your people?”
He virtually had to shout as we’d realised that the chap was almost stone deaf.
He waved his arms.
“All safe, all come back soon.”
He pointed to the church and led us inside where he treated us to some sort of goat goulash and soggy bread. As soon as I could I sneaked outside and radioed in the information. As I stood in the growing gloom I became uneasy, this was all too simple. Our reports had indicated the guerrillas were on the move, but in the opposite direction. It was at that point I realised why the Priest was so animated, he was under duress. People think that all guerrillas are thick, they’re wrong, most guerrilla leaders are quite sophisticated in their stratagem. After an hour we thanked the Priest and left, noisily making our way back towards our base camp. We returned, softly, in the dead of night to a touching vignette. There were three burly men carrying rifles and a clutch of small children. The children ran into the church and the Priest got a clip round the head for his pains. We’d seen enough, we radioed in our new information and were told to leave, but I couldn’t leave. I knew these rural terrorists and their tactics, before they left they would kill the Priest in what they called an act of subjugation. In other words if they would kill him, they would kill anyone who crossed them. So I waited till the three of them had drunk nearly all of the old man’s wine. It was pitiful, they were so drunk not one of them could even hold a rifle, let alone fire it at anyone.. We took the three back to base camp for our officers to deal with and I got a flea in my ear about disregarding orders to stay low and keep out of trouble. It turned out they were only minions and knew nothing of merit, but I hoped my actions had saved at least one life.
I woke up to a deafening peal of thunder that was followed by an urgent knock on the door. I sprang out of bed to find Jenn in a hotel dressing gown. She looked deathly pale and jittery.”
“Don’t like thunderstorms?” I asked.
She nodded bleakly and I took her into my arms.
I’m not sure what happened next. I know I took her to sit on the bed an either I kissed her, or she kissed me, whichever way round it was we ended up in the bed making mad passionate love to the sound of crashing thunder. I don’t remember making any active decisions before, or during, the process, but if I did they were the correct ones.
The morning sunlight brought the smell of freshly mown daffodils and Jenn’s head pressed tightly into my shoulder. I wasn’t sure if I was glad or petrified. Facing an angry anti-British stone-throwing mob with nothing except a clipboard was one thing, facing Jenn if she thought she had been taken advantage of was quite another. She eventually woke up and as her eyes focussed on my face I instinctively held my breath. To my surprise and relief her face slowly broke into a smile. She stretched out slightly causing our bodies to rub together. I swallowed.
“I…”
I never got any further, she held a finger to my lips.
“We’ll talk later.”
She kissed me. At first it was a light brush of the lips, then an oral caress and finally a good imitation of an amorous limpet. Making love to Connie had been a mutually enjoyable physical act, but not one that lit up the sky. Jenn is something else. She manages to bring me to the point of explosion and hold me there while we roll and romp and enjoy the feel of each other’s bodies. I don’t know whether it’s her kisses, the way she moves, her caressing hands, her obvious enjoyment of the physical act or the emotional coupling, but making love to her blows my socks off.
Later we strolled hand in hand along Bamburgh beach. It wasn’t an ideal setting as the wind was biting and the spray from the sea icy cold, but we had out windcheaters and our shared emotional experience to keep us warm. Eventually we took some shelter behind a set of convenient rocks and I gave her a kiss as we settled to sit on a not too wet rock. I decided it was time for my little speech.
“Last night,” I started. “I didn’t mean to take advantage of you…”
She giggled before I had time to finish and ruffled my hair. The act stirred my emotional hormones into a frenzy.
“I know,” she said tenderly. “It was a fortunate combination of circumstances.”
She smiled.
“Romantic dinner for two, relaxed tête-à-tête over coffee and the thunderstorm.”
She ruffled my hair again.
“I know you didn’t plan it, even you can’t arrange a convenient thunderstorm.”
I swallowed.
“Are you glad it happened.”
She flashed me a smile fit to draw a thousand ships onto a shoal of rocks.
“What do you think; am I glad?”
I decided to dodge the question.
“Well I’m glad.”
She laughed.
“So am I, but you have caused me to break my word.”
“Break your word?”
She gazed out to sea.
“I promised God that I wouldn’t sleep around anymore.”
Somehow I felt hurt, was this just her sleeping around? I cleared my throat.
“I’d rather hoped that it was more than that.”
I must have sounded stiff and starchy for she fell into a paroxysm of laughter. Eventually she gently caressed my cheek with her hand.
“Of course it was more than that, you’re my man.”
My mind went into a flat spin, was this my opportunity?
“Well I’d rather hoped, that you’d be my woman, permanently that is.”
She gazed into my eyes.
“Is that a marriage proposal, an offer of cohabitation or an invitation to be your mistress?”
“Marriage,” I croaked. “I wouldn’t offer you anything less.”
She gave me a smile, one of her range of knowing smiles.
“But do you love me?”
It was the question I had been dreading. I had thought that I had loved Connie, but it had been something else. You can work at love whereas Connie and I had worked at being a couple pretending to be in love. She watched my face and I knew I had to come up with some sort of answer, it was important to her. It was also important to me, important that I didn’t get it wrong.
“I don’t know, not because I can’t say I love you, but because I don’t know what love is.”
I grabbed her hands.
“I do know that when we’re apart I ache to be with you and worry that you’re safe. I do know that when I am with you I want you all for myself. I do know that I think of you all the time. I do know that my heart aches to make you happy because when you’re happy I’m happy.”
I kissed the back of her icy cold hands.
“I wish I had let you keep your promise and done things properly, but I’m glad that we know how we are together. And I know that I want to be with you and no-one else for the rest of my life.”
She ruffled my hair.
“That’ll do,” she murmured before throwing her arms around me.
So we made love for a third time. It was freezing cold, gritty and a little bit of heaven on earth.
Stephanie was unloading her car as we arrived hand in hand back at the hotel. Jenn gave her a quizzical look, she shrugged her shoulders.
“Harri phoned, said he was on his way here and he urgently needed to speak to me.”
Jenn frowned, probably a few milliseconds before I did.
“Couldn’t you meet him on the way. Save him a few miles?”
Stephanie raised her hands in despair.
“He said he was arriving from the North.”
She turned to me.
“Your black car entourage swept through here an hour ago. I did try to phone you, but both your mobiles were off.”
I suppressed a smile, she was picking up Jenn’s accusatory delivery to a tee. A thought re-crossed my mind.
“When did he phone?”
“’Bout an hour and a quarter ago.
She stared at me.
“Think there’s a connection?”
Of course I thought there was a connection otherwise I wouldn’t have asked, but I decided to be diplomatic.
“Possibly. Someone’s told the Free European what’s going on up here and it wasn’t me.”
She took a step back.
“You accusing me?”
“No, I trust you.”
I suppose I should have had my fingers crossed behind my back. I did trust her up to a point, but she had been employed by the consortium when we’d first met. She closed her eyes, obviously in thought.
“No, I haven’t told him why we are here.”
“But you have phoned him.”
“Couple of times, especially last night, when I was feeling a bit down. I don’t like thunderstorms, especially loud ones.”
She turned to close her boot lid and stopped in mid action. She went slightly pale. Eventually she stood up.
“Thunderstorm,” she said. “I phoned him when it was overhead here and stayed on the phone for about half an hour.”
“And?” I prompted, but I already knew the answer.
“And by the time we finished he had a thunderstorm at his end.”
I wagged a finger at her.
“Don’t jump to conclusions, there were thunderstorms up and down the coast all night. In any case he might have a good excuse for being up in this part of the world.”
She slammed the boot lid shut with a vengeance.
“There’d better be,” she muttered, “there’d bloody well better be.”
Major Jamerson was as dapper as ever in a pair of grey slacks with creases so sharp you could cut paper on them, a pale blue open necked shirt that was obviously tailor made, a yellow cravat and a black double breasted blazer with brass buttons. On most men cravats look stupid, on him it looked natural. Andrew Harrington-Flynn alias Ribeart Macey-Brown looked decidedly the worse for wear. He was clad in a pair of well worn denims, a sloppy black shirt with a faded collar and a green wax jacket that had obviously seen better days. Somehow one instantly knew that they were uneasy bedfellows. Jenn and I sat them down in a corner of the hotel lobby. The Major ordered some tea and toast. I was still slightly suffering from shock, shock that whatever had been going on with the Americans was over so soon and shock that the Major had brought Andrew Harrington-Flynn straight to the hotel. Still I’d always believed he was a man of his word; as for Andrew, I was prepared to disbelieve every word he uttered. The Major’s eyes flitted to Jenn. I cleared my throat hoping to try and shrug off army habits, he was no longer my commanding officer.
“This is Jenn, she’s my fiancée and my business partner.”
And my insurance, I thought, as she had a tape machine whirring away in that handbag of hers. The Major stood up and gave a slight bow.
“Nice to meet you m’dear.”
He sat down and fixed me with a gaze.
“Now I’ve brought him here, what do you want with him?”
He made Andrew sound like a sack of potatoes, which I thought rather apt. I tried to appear nonchalant.
“Actually I want to make a citizen’s arrest.”
Andrew’s face creased into a sneer.
“For what?”
“Theft of your wife’s jewellery will do for a start, but I’m sure the police will find shed loads of other charges.”
He flicked an invisible speck off his denims.
“Good try old boy, but the old service will have me out of the police’s clutches in a trice.”
“Not after I publish what I know in the newspapers.”
He gave a short arrogant barking laugh.
“They’d never let you publish.”
I shrugged.
“Not here maybe, but the Free European is registered in Geneva and Paris, you won’t be able to muzzle them there. And then there’s the American Press, they always love a story about the British Aristocracy.”
He digested my words as the waitress brought us all some tea and toast. Before he could rely the Major intervened.
“I think I should make it clear that Ribeart no longer works for the service, rather he has chosen to become a sub-contractor.” The tone of his voice conveyed the undercurrent; the man preferred money to duty.
I took a piece of toast to give me time to think, Jenn thought faster and gave a slight chuckle.
“So you used your wife’s money to bankroll this high-security mansion where the Americans are having secret meetings. So what’s the deal? Payment up front or payment after it’s all gone down?”
“Oh,” I said. “Payment after.”
Andrew scowled, the major nonchalantly took a bite out of a piece of butter laded toast.
“I really can’t have you blowing us out of the water through this man’s incompetence. What we are doing here is of national importance.”
For once he sounded over-pompous.
“National importance or not, he’s put your mission in jeopardy because of his actions.”
Andrew, or Ribeart or whatever he was going to be called threw up his hands.
“You can’t possibly say that.”
I sipped some tea.
“Yes I can. If you hadn’t stolen your wife’s jewels and left that note we would never have been certain you were alive. Incidentally I’ve got your other identities stashed at my solicitors. You should just have changed identity and left it at that, but you also had to seek revenge and that’s a bad bedfellow.”
The Major’s eyebrows rose.
“How much does you client want?”
“Twelve million.”
He didn’t bat an eyelid, he did start to spread butter on another piece of bread. I wasn’t really watching him as Harri had arrived and greeted Stephanie with a hug before she led him off to a pair of armchairs in the centre of the lounge. A pair of armchairs that by pre-agreement was in my plain sight. The Major munched on his toast and we waited. He sipped his tea, and we waited. Eventually he wiped his lips with a paper napkin.
“It’s really his problem,” he muttered. “But I cannot have my operation put at risk.”
I relaxed slightly. Whatever he was doing it wasn’t over, that meant I still had leverage. He turned to Andrew.
“Since phase Two has gone off successfully I will authorize a part payment of twenty million dollars.”
He turned to me.
“And I will have it made payable to his wife, we will cll it compensation for death while on active duty.”
Jenn’s head shot up.
“He was working for you?”
He shrugged.
“I personally wouldn’t employ him if he was the last man on earth, but I don’ run the department’s personnel policies.”
He suddenly flashed her a smile with his brilliant white teeth.
“But if ever your fiancé applied to join us I’m sure I’d recommend his appointment. I fear he has rather run rings around us.”
Andrew’s face was a picture. However much he was going to get paid at the end he didn’t have much money now. I’m not surprised, safe houses of the quality he was providing cost a small fortune. Over his shoulder I saw Stephanie and Harri both stand up. She gave him a slap around the face that was fit to break every tooth in his head and stormed off towards the bar. He hesitated before chasing after her, I wondered if he was going to turn the other cheek. My eyes flicked round the rest of the lounge, I was now in no doubt; the young woman reading the novel while drinking coffee and the crusty old man reading the Times were more than mere tourists. Tourists would take in the scene, these two were trying too hard to appear to be not looking. Andrew eventually came to life.
“You can’t do that. It would blow my cover.”
Now I needed to move to stage two, money was one thing, arms dealers were another.
“Your cover’s already blown. Your wife, and I, have been hounded by The Consortium.”
I turned to The Major.
“My guess is they were left intact for one of two reasons. Either they were worth preserving to catch bigger fry, or they were worth leaving in the hope that whoever is bankrolling them would be so annoyed they’d have them put down and save the country the cost of a very long and very expensive trial with an indeterminate outcome.”
Andrew blinked as if emerging into bright sunlight.
“They know I’m not dead?”
“Not only not dead,” purred Jenn, “but not dead and keeping an insurance policy of details all about them. They call it your diaries.”
The Major rounded on Andrew like a lion about to eat a juice snack.
“You withheld paperwork?”
He swallowed nervously.
“Not withheld papers , copies.”
“You stupid fool,” he snarled. “You bloody stupid fool, those papers could expose others to goodness knows what.”
“It’s him,” he whinnied, pointing at me. “He’s the problem, he’s the one with contacts with the press.”
The Major rolled his eyes.
“Think man. Why do you think I asked him to take out that photographer?”
It suddenly all became clear.
“You had me watched.”
The Major nodded.
“Sorry about that, but I needed to know if you were in league with them.”
Jenn raised an eyebrow. I shrugged and gave her a reassuring smile.
“If they were mine I’d have strolled up and asked them to leave before setting the motorbike on fire.”
“But why would you report them.”
“To earn credits.”
I turned back to the Major.
“And you knew it wasn’t a sniper.” I hoped my tone of voice carried of some sort of accusatory delivery, it was meant to.
Jenn and I went to Holy Island for the afternoon. To be honest the place didn’t initially grab me, especially as a Northerly breeze made the place bitterly cold. Then we went to the abbey. The abbey isn’t a working abbey, it’s a well maintained ruin of an abbey that you have to pay to visit. We spent about half and hour looking around before we mutually decided to sit on a low wall and hold hands. It was then I began to feel the peace, not quiet, but peace. It sort of enfolded you and I instinctively knew that this was not peace due to a nice feeling, it was the peace of God. Within that peace I found something else, forgiveness. It enveloped me like an incoming sea-mist while it quietened all my inner turmoil. I don’t know how long we sat there, I rather lost track of time. Eventually Jenn spoke.
“Is it me or..”
I moved slightly and realized that I was chilled to the marrow.
“No it’s not you, this is a Holy place.”
“Thin,” she said. “The old Christians called this a thin place, a place where the gulf between God and man is transparent.”
Whatever it was I knew something then I had only been ambivalent about in the past, the love of God and the power of forgiveness.
It was the snick of the lock that woke me up, the snick of lock being turned that should remain locked. I didn’t hesitate, I grabbed Jenn and rolled off of the bed onto the floor cushioning Jenn’s fall with my own body. Jenn work up instantly and I held my finger to her lips and whispered in her ears one word, ‘visitors.’ I knew I had a few seconds before anything else happened. Our visitor would first have to cut the door chain and secondly remove my towel. Forget barricading doors with tables, just dropping a fluffy towel on a carpeted floor behind a door acts as a good door stop. I swiftly rearranged the pillows in a line down the centre of the duvet and crouched by the foot of the bad. In the dim slit of light through the open door I first saw a pair of muffled bolt-cutter make short work of the chain and the door wobble slightly before a hand came round and delicately removed the towel. I knew then that whoever was going to enter was both professionally trained and British trained, the Americans prefer other methods of keeping doors closed. Whoever it was entered in complete silence, paused at the end of the bed, whipped off the duvet and fired straight into the pillows. I exploded into action by running forward while crouched and bowling them over to drop my left knee onto the arm holding the gun. Jenn conveniently turned the bedside light on and it took me a few seconds to realise who I had pinned to the ground. It was Lucy Jones, alias Shanae Macey-Brown, Andrew’s sidekick. Before she could scream I stuffed into her mouth the first thing I could lay my hands on, unfortunately for her it was my inside out boxer shorts. I tossed her handbag to Jenn and waited. I didn’t have to disarm her fully as she wasn’t carrying a gun, it was a Taser, a high voltage stun gun that fires two wires into the victim and then applies a high voltage. However once fired they are a useless and a real devil to rearm. Jenn tipped out the bag on the bed and I retrieved a couple of plastic ties to tie Lucy’s hands behind her back and her ankles to the castor at the end of the bed. I motioned to Jenn to remain silent. We didn’t have to wait long, Andrew ambled around the door with a Taser in hand.
He managed to say “He’s not…” before my shoulder smashed into his solar plexus as I charged forward and I heard a very satisfying grunt of air from his lungs. He was totally useless. He must have completed at least a couple of courses on hand-to-hand fighting in the army, but he didn’t remember one single move. I had him on the bed and trussed up like a chicken in no time at all. After I’d checked that the corridor was clear I unzipped his flies and pushed his Taser against his private parts. Lucy finally managed to spit out my boxer shorts. I wiggled the Taser.
“Tell me why you are here.”
I guess I was mad and it showed in my voice. I didn’t mind them having a go at me, but intending to fire a Taser into Jenn’s sleeping form was just not cricket, rather it was a sophisticated form of torture. He swallowed.
“I needed to know what you knew.”
“You needed to know, not Jamerson?”
He managed a feeble sneer.
“I don’t work for him, I’m freelance.”
I pushed the Taser into his groin, a totally unnecessary move, but I enjoyed it.
“Since you’re here you can tell me the name of one Consortium member.”
Lucy managed to get up on her knees.
“He wouldn’t,” she hissed at him. “Not in cold blood.”
I looked into his eyes.
“I seem to remember you came on patrol with me in Bolivia. Do you think I wouldn’t use this?”
He paled and swallowed.
“Grant Chambers.”
“And where is he?”
“He’s the PR man for Surrogate Arms.”
I twizzelled the Taser.
“And another.”
“You’ll get me killed,” he whispered before staring into my eyes.
“Robin Hunt, Operations manager for Bri-stol Armaments Ltd.”
I shook my head.
“You really are a waste of space.”
He trembled.
“I won’t give you my diaries.”
I pulled the Taser away.
“That’s because you’ve already given them to Jamerson.”
I tossed the Taser onto the bed.
“Don’t even remember your arms training do you? You can’t energise a Taser when its wires are still in the barrel. It’s to stop pratts like you from electrocuting themselves. Lucy coughed.
“Ours are South African, they’ve been modified.”
I picked up his Taser and fired it into the bed head and tossed the body part onto the pillows.
“I’m going to cut you two loose. Now don’t make me mad, just walk out of here and go away, anywhere away as long as I never see you again.”
I hoped I sounded menacing enough. They certainly left like lambs. Lambs to the slaughter as I felt duty bound to ring Jamerson and tell him what had happened, omitting, or course, that I’d extracted a couple of names from Andrew. It was then I made a frightful mistake, I decided we should go home.
“Do you think Stephanie and Harri will become an item?” asked Jenn at just the wrong moment, the moment where I wondered whether or not to take the A6347 towards to A1 or stay on the A1340. I decided on the A1340.
“No idea, still it was a bonus on his part that he was up here following the North Koreans.”
Jenn chuckled.
“She almost took his head off, I really thought she meant it.”
I grinned to myself. I’d asked her to make a scene if she could, but I’d not expected her to rattle Harri’s teeth. I glanced in the mirror again, they were still there; two cars about a quarter of a mile behind. Some sixth sense told me there was something wrong. The two cars looked like they were in convoy and I was worried that they were following us.
“The cars are still there.”
Jenn shrugged.
“You’re over-reacting, they’re probably just tourists going home at night to avoid the traffic.”
I couldn’t think of many tourists who wanted to visit Bamburgh area outside the summer months.
“Do me a favour, send Jamerson a text message and tell him to call his dogs off.”
I couldn’t see it, but I’m sure Jenn rolled her eyes before pulling out her mobile. My eyes were on the cars behind, they were now gaining. I wondered about putting my foot down and using some of that V8 power that lay a couple of feet in front of my, but decided not to show my hand. After all in about three miles we’d be on the A1 amidst all sorts of traffic. It was a second mistake. The two cars were upon us in no time and they left me in no doubt about their intentions. One closed up behind while the other started to draw alongside. Now, too late, I stamped on the throttle and surprised them as I shot ahead. However, I knew I was on a loser. These guys had a pair of modern BMW 4x4s, they could match me for speed and probably had far better road holding on the corners. I tried to remember where we were. I glanced at Jenn.
“Get your shoes.”
“What shoes?”
“Your high-heeled shoes you wore to the meal last night.”
She fished about in the back and held them up as I swerved round a corner on the limits of the suspension. I passed a road marker I recognised.
“Hold on,” I shouted. “I’m going to go off road and stop, when I do I want you to get out and roll under the rover. Watch the exhaust pipe, I don’t want you yelling out.”
I managed to fish out one of our newly acquired Tasers from the between seat box and mentally cursed that the other, plus my precious Glock, were in the back and of no use to me. I passed the Taser to Jenn just before I stamped on the brakes and lurched left into a small wood. I managed to turn right before I stopped so that Jenn’s side of the vehicle was out of sight to the two cars now trying to emulate my sudden turn. I grabbed Jenn’s shoes and my windcheater before I exited the rover like a jack-rabbit to hare down the track between the trees and toss Jenn’s shoes aside as I did so. Twenty yards down the track I came to a halt and stood in the trees trying to control my breathing and the adrenalin that was pumping into my system. Whoever was after me took the bait and came running down the track. There were two of them carrying powerful torches and, by the looks of it, 9mm pistols. One yelled that he’d seen the shoes and they came on towards me. That was what I wanted, I didn’t want them anywhere near Jenn. I couldn’t believe how unprofessional they were. When you were hunting prey at night you don’t use a torch or make a noise, this pair did both. That made them easy to see, easy to hide from and even easier to creep up on. Fortunately, I came to my senses as I asked myself the obvious question, ‘what would I do in their circumstances?’ The answer was easy, send out a couple of noisy decoys and deploy a quiet hunter round the back. If possible a quiet hunter with night vision goggles. My blood ran cold. This pair blundering about in front I could deal with, a silent hunter better equipped than I would be another matter. I let the pair of idiots run past up the track and stood silently trying to simultaneously merge into a tree and become as quiet as a mouse. Two minutes later I heard a low-flying helicopter and I knew the game was up. I could hear it, but I couldn’t see it and it was hovering. It sounded like one of those ultra-deadly extra-quiet French jobs and I had no doubt it was dumping a load of highly trained armed killers. I’d seen them practising in France. The ‘copter would hover and the soldiers, Foreign Legionaries on that occasion, would silently slide down ropes. My mind turned to Jenn, somehow I had to rescue her from under the rover, but how? My mind came back to reality with the sound of a cocking rifle.
“I’ve got you in my sights, so you’d better throw your gun away.”
The voice was soft, controlled and in charge.
“I’m unarmed.”
“Take off your jacket and throw it away.”
I obliged.
“Stand with your back to the tree and put your arms behind it.”
“No.”
He didn’t hesitate.
“Which kneecap do you want to loose, left or right?”
I’d fixed the accent now, it was Sicilian. I crossed my hands behind my back and waited. This was my last easy chance as the other chap would have to take one hand off of his rifle the handcuff me. I tensed my legs and…
“Hold still and cross your wrists.” He purred as he thrust the muzzle of the gun into the back of my left ear. This was strictly professional. If I moved he could blow my ear off and the pain in my eardrum from the noise would disable me for a few seconds. I was in no doubt that if I tried to move my head he’d pull the trigger. I stood still and felt a plastic tie circle my wrists and pull tight. This was followed by a swift, but thorough, frisking.
“Baker two,” he whispered. “Baker Two, male in custody.”
We waited in silence until his two colleagues came back down the path and shone a torch in my eyes.
“”Where’s the girl?” One of them barked at me.
This time it was a Northern accent, probably Sunderland.
“A long way away I hope.”
He thrust his pistol barrel up my nostril.
“Where are the diaries?”
I relaxed a little. This was the consortium, not some funny branch of UK security, they would doubtless kill me and feed my body to the fish. Without warning he kneed me in the groin. The explosion of pain was frightening, but I’d been there before on an anti-interrogation course. I chose to vomit all over his clean boots. He swore and stepped back. Eventually I managed to gulp in some air. The intervening seconds allowed me to think. These guys meant business, but they would not kill me if they thought I could lead them to the diaries.
“Posted to a PO Box,” I lied. “And if I don’t collect within fourteen days they’ll be returned to the bogus sent from address, which is a national newspaper.”
It sounded plausible to my ears, I hoped it sounded plausible to theirs. I also hoped, fervently hoped, that Jenn had been able to make an escape. My antagonist grunted and then laughed before pistol whacking me across the cheek.
“You would not trust such items to the post, besides you’ve not been to the Post Office since you have been here.”
That worried me. That meant they had watched me since my arrival.
“You don’t need to go to a Post Office to post a CD.”
I waited for another blow, it didn’t come. Instead he stepped back and grunted at his colleague.
“Could he have posted a CD?”
The colleague, the man I had spotted in the hotel lobby, came out with a nasal whine.
“Couldn’t watch his every move, especially when he went shopping in Alnwick.”
He was rewarded for his lack of attention by a torrent of swearing. Now I’m no prude, after all I have been in the British Army, but his profanities were explicit and seemingly endless. It was his undoing, not the swearing, but the noise he made. They appeared like apparitions out of the dark. Six chaps in dressed in black, each carrying a lethal looking short barrelled machine gun with a large dull black bayonet stuck on the end, and each moving as silently as a butterfly.
They were sensible fellows and didn’t resist. Frankly in their position neither would I. Within seconds my hands were freed and someone had handed me an antiseptic swab to clear the blood off of my cheek. In the torchlight I surveyed my liberators. They were not what I expected.
“Special Boat squadron?”
The Chief Petty Officer nodded and took me aside.
“We were supposed to be practising night landings on shipping, but we diverted to rescue you.”
By that he meant landing from an unlit helicopter onto an unlit deck, I shuddered at the thought. He peered at me, probably wondering why he had been tasked with rescuing an anonymous civilian. I did not enlighten him.
“Who diverted you?”
He shrugged.
“Just orders.”
I swept my arm towards the three miscreants.
“What are your orders towards them?”
“Disarm and let go once we’re sure you’re safe and well.”
“Would you mind taking their belts and footwear?”
He shrugged again, obviously this was a standard gesture of his.
“If you want.”
A thought crossed my mind.
“And I wouldn’t mind if you temporarily disabled their transport.”
One of the sailors grinned.
“Already done mate.”
“Sir to you,” bellowed the Petty Officer.
The poor chap wilted.
“Sorry; Sir.”
I extracted my digital camera from my windcheater and took a couple of close up photographs of each of my three antagonists. They were not happy about it, especially as one of the sailors had already taken some photographs for the squadron’s collection. I poked the Sicilian in the chest.
You’ve got twenty-four hours, then I’m circulating all ports and airports with your picture. Leave now and don’t come back.”
This was a bluff of course, I could do no such thing. However, if they thought I could whistle up a SBS rescue party they might believe I had the power to make them persona non gratia. It was at that moment I heard the scream, a long drawn out female scream.
I tell you, I my not be an Olympic athlete, but I reckon I made it to my Land Rover in record time. In those few seconds I imagined all the terrible things that could have happened to Jenn while I had stood chatting. I needn’t have worried. The person who had screamed had been the young woman I had last seen in the hotel lounge. She had been investigating the Land-Rover and peered underneath. Apparently she had been trying to radio her erstwhile colleagues in crime when Jenn had rolled out and shot the Taser up her skirt into her left buttock. It must have given her a nasty surprise. Now I’ve never seen the after effects of Taser at close hand, but that particular woman was going nowhere fast. I scooped up Jenn and gave her a bone-crunching hug.
“You’re safe,” I whispered in her ear.
Once I’d let her go she peered at the two SBS sailors who’d run along with me.
“Jamerson’s bodyguard.” I murmured as an officer emerged from the gloom.
He looked us up and down in the way only officers can do. Then to my surprise he gave me a salute, which as I was not in any sort of uniform was decidedly odd.
“My crew acted appropriately?”
“Very appropriately,” I replied.
He held out his hand.
“Nice to meet you Mr Tarrent, nice to meet someone who cares about sailors.”
I realised that he must have recognised me from my picture in the paper. He shook Jenn’s hand and then looked around.
“Sorry,” he murmured, “my orders are to disappear before daylight.”
I took the hint and we climbed back into the Rover. I did not drive home, rather we stopped at a Newcastle Travelodge; Jenn had had enough for one day. To be truthful so had I, but at least we had survived to fight another day; together.
Felburgh (2010)
Felburgh is the story of a vicar (Peter) and his life in a new parish; one that he has not chosen and that has not chosen him. The parish is set in seemingly idyllic Suffolk seaside town of Felburgh somewhere between Felixstowe and Aldeburgh. The parish, like most parishes, is only normal on the surface and has underlying tensions and vast social differences. The church itself has a third of a million pounds in the bank, some of the congregation are downright antagonistic and quite a few have interesting pasts. The church has previously seen a rapid succession of vicars, who have been driven out, escaped or just disappeared, this has left a legacy of distrust and discontent. Finally, like the Parish, the vicarage itself also has an interesting history, one which soon impinges on Peter’s life and not necessarily for the better. All in all it’s a mixture most vicars would run from, but Peter has no choice but to stay as he has nowhere else to go, so can he make a success of it or will history repeat itself once again?
Barnabus Makes Someone Smile (2010)
Barnabus notices a smal child who does not seen to smile, ever. However, with a little lesson from a peculiar cat Barnabus learns how to make him smile.
Vignette (2010)
Brian is a vicar on the edge, the edge of suicide that is. He has a number of rural parishes and they all contain farmers who are on the edge, or over the edge, of bankruptcy. It is all out of his control and try as he might he cannot deal with all the pain and angst and it has finaly got to him. But he is not allowed to find relief in the comfort of a cold bullet via circumstances that are again out of control. However, as his life spirals downwards there is one chink of light, perhaps, just perhaps it will provide him with a way out.
Barnabus Prepares for Bonfire Night (2010)
Fireworks can be pretty and bonfires can be warming, but to hedgehogs they can be deadly. Barnabus works out a plan to keep the hedgehogs safe, but it is not that simple.
Barnabus and the Lost Spider (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, believes that everything in his church is in exactly the right place. Then he opens the boiler room door and finds...
Barnabus and Loadza Mice (2010)
Barnabus is bored, in fact Barnabus is very bored. So he decides to invite a few friends over for a video party, unfortunately ...
Barnabus Trusts a Cat (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, doesn't like cats very much and certainly wouldn't normally trust one with his life, but one Christmas...
Barnabus and the Inheritance (2010)
A Barnabus Church Mouse Story.
Barnabus gets a surprise letter telling him he's got an inheritance. What can it be? His mind runs wild, is it money? A Mansion? Perhaps it's a ...
Barnabus and the New Year (2010)
It's New Year's Eve and Barnabus as all alone in his church basement home. Have all his friends gone out and left him? he feels really miserable, and then...
Barnabus and the Winter Supply (2010)
Barnabus has been a diligent Church Mouse, he has stored enough food to feed all the mice in his church for the whole of the winter, but then it starts to rain up North and other mice are in trouble, what should he do?
Alien Gel (2010)
Henry is a perfectly normal person in a perfectly normal world, then he is forced by circumstances to buy a weird hair gel. From then on his life begins to change as the hair gel starts to interfere in it's own peculiar way. The question is: can Henry keep it under control?
Barnabus Meets Ratatooee (2010)
It's Christmas Eve and all is well in Barbabus' church, that is until there is a scratch on the door and the appearance of a very hungry Romanian rat. Should they say there is no room, or let him and his companions in?
Wilfred's Heavely Journey (2010)
Wilfred, the churchyard rat, is feeling off-colour and downhearted, so he decides to go on holiday. He chooses a cruse, but it turns out to be not quite what he expected.
Spike and Mother's Day (2010)
Spike the hedgehog has a problem, a real problem. It's two days before Mother's day and he hasn't got her a present, and even worse has no idea what to get. Can his friends help him or not?
Spike Learns to say Sorry (2010)
Spike the hedgehog absolutely loves cycling, but his father has given him two basic rules to obey and one day Spike forgets them, it leads him into all sorts of trouble.
Spike Plays Hedgehog Rugby (2010)
Spike the hedgehog has been made captain of the local hedgehog rugby team, but will his first desision at his first match be a big mistake?
Barnabus needs an Albatross (2010)
The church needs money to repair the church tower and Barnabus and his friends hatch a plan that they hope will give the church the money it needs. Trouble is it all depends on finding a rare and special bird.
Boris the Dancing Beaver (2010)
Boris is a beaver like no other. Forget swimming, forget chopping down trees; Boris loves to dance. But, just what future is there for a dacing beaver? His brothers think he's a nisance, but Boris is sure dancing, somehow, is his future.
Barnabus and Hank the Armadillo (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, is looking after his church as normal and has an American guest, Hank the armadillo. However, they do not get on very well until the church boiler begins to throw a fit.
Barnabus and Risk Management (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, has to entertain his friend's Aunt. She is a bit of a snob and loves to find fault with the state of Barnabus' church. She discovers a box of soft toys in the wrong place and has a good moan, but Barnabus has an unusual answer; one involving sky-diving!
Sarah has a problem (2010)
Sarah the skunk has a couple of problems; one being her temper. She just can't keep it and when she gets angry those around her get squirted with her special smell liquid. It's not a recipe for keeping friends, so she hasn't any. Then one day...
Arboreal Love (2010)
Can trees feel for human beings as human beings feel for trees? Not everybody thinks so, but one old lady holds a secret: a secret of a love and passion for a tree that knew no bounds. But could this love be infectious?
The Last Assignment (2010)
They are highly trained operatives. They have been specially prepared for any mission. They are kept under tight reign. But there is this special assignment, could it be their last?
The Rectory (2010)
Stephen Holmes is the type of person for whom every silver cloud has a black lining. Up to now he has led a fairly uneventful life. Uneventful that is if you forget that everything he touches has a knack of turning to dust or biting back. So much so that after nearly a decade as a bank clerk he has not progresses more than one tiny step up the promotion ladder; so much so that he’s really given up on living and thinks of himself as just existing; so much so that you’d hardy call him a good catch or for that matter any sort of catch. However, a surprise letter offers him the chance to change all that and to begin a new life, nay a new wealthy life. But he knows that every time someone fills up his glass with beer it has a habit of leaking out through unnoticed cracks, so can it all be true, and are there really new horizons ahead?
Lumen in Let Your Little Light Shine (2010)
Lumen is a glow worm with attitude. Currently he's fed up with being a glow worm and lurned his lights off. But there is a problem, if his light doesn't shine, just where does his energy go?
Book Woman (2010)
Mary is the Manager of a private lending library in the sleepy Suffolk coastal town of Eastburgh. She originally wanted to be a journalist, but following a dreadful accident that she was forced to realign her career aspirations. Mary has a reputation of being rather short with people and fending off chances of friendship, not that she has much chance of friendships as she works full time and cares for her elderly mother.
However, Mary’s nicely ordered world of books and home is slowly turned round thanks to an unexpected discovery, a young girl and Mary’s changing inner needs.
The Soulmate Agency (2010)
The Soulmate Agency is a dating agency with a difference. Instead of pairing people up they invite groups of people away for a week and run them through a series of exercises to help them get to know one another. However, that is not to say the owner doesn't have a hidden plan of possible matings. But one assorted group, as soon as it arrives, starts to defy the odds...
Trembine Halt (2010)
Trembine Halt is a tiny Cambridgeshire village. Like most small villages the dozen inhabitants have their various foibles, but they have learnt to live together and support one another when necessary, even coping with the odd transitory interloper. However, lurking underneath are emotional hang-ups, hidden relationships, suicides and selfishness. All would remain as it was, except on one snowy day a freight train gets stuck in the village and the addition of the extra person starts off a train of events that will have long term repercussions.
Nocturnus (2010)
John Smith and Jane Doe (yes that’s their real names) are ordinary people living separate lives. He as a peripatetic lecturer and she as a night-time cleaning manager. In the normal course of events their paths would probably never cross. However, some events are far from normal and the two get thrown together to dispose of a corpse.
The question is can they get away with it? Especially as it's not just the police after them.
But the story is more than just a simple tale of misdeed and misdemeanor. Jane leads her nocturnal life for very good reasons (well good to her) and John prefers to travel rather than stay at home for equally valid reasons (well valid to him.) So as their lives are forcibly intertwined are their reasons still valid or are they redundant?
The Face (2010)
Brian is the type of guy who likes to have everything cut and dried and his life on a well-ordered track. He’s been in the same teaching job since leaving university and spends every summer holiday house-sitting for his cousin George. However, this summer, after seeing a woman's face in a supermarket, his life starts to change in ways he would never have contemplated. However, there is more to come and his well ordered life starts to spiral way out of control, the problem is that he rather begins to like it that way.
Botanago (2010)
Botanago refers to a mathematical formula, which is invented within a robotics company by an eccentric and irascible middle aged research engineer called Albert, who is not all he seems.
All would be well if they left him alone to think his mathematical thoughts, but in Jeddle Robotics lie people with ambition and downright managerial ruthlessness that Albert detests.
So while he strives to perfect his cherished formula, he must also deal with the rest of his life, and that is nowhere near as easy.
Ruth (2010)
Ruth is a runner with a unique sexual chemistry that combines in almost near perfection with the story-teller; but she says little and wants nothing else. However, as far as he is concerned this is enough, then the unexpected happens and life gets turned on it's head...
Bitter (2010)
Jim Tarrent and Jenn Tarrent are settling down to a new routine in their detective agency following their marriage.
They have the usual mix of cases, but also pick up a case for military intelligence involving two dead service personnel discovered in unusual circumstances while Jim (who still dreams of his army past) plugs away at solving a child hit and run mystery no matter what it costs.
However, both cases lead them into murky territory where simple objectives have morphed into potential scandals that no-one on high wants revealed.
Jims unusual evidence gathering skills and Jenn’s organisation lead them further on than anyone else, but perhaps the outcome is not worth the trouble involved.
(Bitter is a sequal to 'Cold')
Sydney takes a stand (2011)
Sydney the frog only has a small muddy puddle as a home and now the council want to take it away - there comes a time when every frog has to make a stand. Unfortunately this time the stand is against a giant digger; can he survive?
Barnabus can Fly! (2011)
Barnabus the church mouse has got himself into a pickle again! He's been teaching the mouslets all about bats, but now he can't find one and his class are beginning to disbelieve him - can there be a solution?
Barnabus and the 'Swerve' (2011)
Barnabus has a lot on his mind; the church want to sell off their ancient pipe organ and he needs to find a way to beat the Red Rodents at Mouse Volley ball. The answer could lie in something very different...
