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Chapter 1
Leaves a Bitter Taste


The trouble was he was bigger than me; not fitter, just bigger.
But size leads to problems and as any physics student will tell you
large masses on the move are difficult to stop. As soon as I walked
into his office and he recognised my face he threw a heavy glass
paperweight at me and flung over the desk he was sitting behind
before trying to try and climb out of the open window. I managed to
leap the rolling desk, grab his shirt and haul him back in, but he
brushed me off like a dog scratching a flea and threw me into the
hat-stand in the corner. He decided to try for the door, but I
intercepted him halfway across the room and piled him into a filing
cabinet. His arms scrabbled for purchase and scattered plant-pots
and in-trays like confetti. Eventually he pushed himself backwards
with enough force to cause us to topple onto the upturned desk. I
tell you twenty-odd stone crushing you into woodwork is no joke,
and I let him go. He sprang upright and turned to run, but I
managed to swipe his ankles and he tottered into open book shelving
dislodging books and scattering box-files. He turned to have
another try for the door, but unfortunately for him as he pivoted
his weight-bearing foot was firmly placed on a glossy magazine and
it slid a few inches on the carpet. He had to pause to regain his
equilibrium and that little hesitation was enough and I took my
chance; I kicked him in the testicles with my steel toe-capped boot
and all the force I could muster. He gasped and went down like a
cleanly shot reindeer. I regrouped and kicked the edge of his left
kneecap. I need not have done that, it was totally unnecessary. I
put it down to the adrenaline surging in my veins and the anger
surging in my soul, but it was unprofessional and I mentally chided
myself. The door swung open and a dopey eyed secretary peered in. I
pulled out my mobile phone.

“I’m already calling the police.”

She stared at her boss as he lay on the floor gently turning
blue. I felt she needed an explanation.

“Bigamist, or should I cal him a trigamist? He specialises in
marrying wealthy women so he can raid their bank accounts to pay
the maintenance on his three children, problem is he forgets to
divorce them when he moves on.”

My phone call was answered and I turned my attention to the
phone.

“DI Kerr?”

I got an affirmative.

“Jim Tarrent here, I’ve got Robert Parsons. You’d better send
one of your squad cars and he might need an ambulance. He’s in unit
5 of the Shelfanger small business units just North of Diss on the
B1077.”

She squawked a reply and I closed my phone. I tried to regain
some physical equilibrium. Robert eventually took a long deep
breath racking breath that groaned through his air passages like a
horse passing wind. I watched him and didn’t care about his pain,
I’d talked to his abandoned ‘wives’ and seem the bitter effects of
betrayal first hand.

 

A police constable turned up five minutes later, she was small
and slim. Her eyes swept round the devastated office.

“You the private investigator? My DI says you’ve got one Robert
Parsons.”

I pointed to the wheezing man on the floor.

“If I was you I’d cuff him now, he doesn’t tend to come
quietly.”

She sipped round the back of him and expertly got him to roll
over so she could put the handcuffs on, he still didn’t have enough
energy to resist.

“Please tell you DI to make sure he doesn’t get bail this time,
he doesn’t tend to honour it.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“Last time,” I added. “The judge had him tagged. I found the tag
on a horse and he was long gone.”

“How,” he wheezed. “How did you find me?”

I wondered about telling him the truth and decided not to; after
all I might need to track him down again. My contract on this job
was £2000 to get him to trial, so far he’d skipped bail twice and I
wanted my money.

“Shoe size,” I quipped. “You’ve got huge feet and only wear
Noakes black trainers.”

That was true, I had tried to trace him that way, but it’s
amazing how many men have really huge feet. He groaned just as a
pair of huge traffic cops arrived. I decided it was time for an
exit. One of them blocked my path and waved an arm.

“Think you might have used too much force on this one sir?”

I stared him in the eyes.

“He threw the desk at me as I entered. He’s got two warrants
outstanding for skipping bail, two cases of bigamy pending plus the
Child Support Agency on his back. I rather think he didn’t want to
get caught.”

He stood to one side and I walked out into the sunshine. I
needed to go home and have a hot bath before my wife saw the
bruises on my back. Absconding bigamists are one thing, her tongue
is quite another.

 

An hour later I drove through my home village, crossed the
railway line and drove down the small lane to my cottage. I parked
outside and went in through the back door. Jenn was humming along
to a morbid Country and Western song while polishing her whizzo
Italian coffee machine. Gerald, our Old English sheepdog crept out
from under the table for a scratch behind the ears before Jenn
turned to give me a heart-stopping smile and a kiss on the
cheek.

“Dinner in forty minutes, time enough for you to have a
shower.”

I got another smile as she touched a bruise on my cheek.

“Got you man?”

“Safely in Police custody.”

She nodded and turned to continue polishing. I guess I should
have smelt a rat then, but you know how it is; I was single-minded
on slipping past her for a good shower and her non-comment on my
face failed to light up any warning bells.

 

On the tiny landing I paused to look at our wedding photos of
two months ago. Jenn was dressed in white, that is white
mini-skirt, white stiletto heeled boots, white blouse and white
jacket. The photographer had caught her nicely with a glowing smile
and the sun reflecting off her short-cut blond fuzz. I smiled as I
recalled the day; she’d done a lot of smiling then, which was in
contrast to her normal hard-faced look. I blinked, actually she’d
smiled a lot since then so maybe I was doing something right. My
eyes flicked to my image and I flinched. No matter how many tailors
I had tried I had failed to find a suit that fitted my short body
without exposing my long arms. The suit jacket was clearly
deficient in arm-length and at least four inches of wrist could be
seen followed by my huge hands. It was the same with my ginger
hair; I’d been to the best barber in town and it still looked like
an inverted ginger floor-mop. I moved along and stared at the
picture of Stephanie, our live-in business partner. The trouser
suit did her slim athletic body justice, it was just a shame she
couldn’t have worn a dress, but she would never put her badly
scarred legs on display, even at a wedding. I would have lingered
longer as I still got a kick out of reliving the day, but the
shower called and if Jenn said dinner was in forty minutes she
meant forty minutes, not forty-one.

 

To my surprise dinner was in the dining room not the kitchen and
the table was laid out for two not three. I peered into the
kitchen.

“Stephanie not eating tonight?”

“Harri phoned, he’s taken her out somewhere romantic.” Jenn
replied through clouds of steam.

I hoped it was somewhere very romantic. Harri was a journalist
and currently endeavouring to fulfil my stereotype in that he
turned up infrequently, swept Stephanie off her feet and then
disappeared into the mist of another story chase. I surveyed the
table and began to feel uneasy. With Stephanie out we could have
had a quiet meal for two and enjoyed married life, but the table
was laid with enough cutlery to start a war and, ominously, two
large wine glasses plus a cold bottle of my favourite apple juice.
Jenn suddenly appeared followed by Gerald. She placed two plates on
the table.

“Liver pate and melba toast,” she announced.

Now I definitely smelt a rat, starters were strictly off limits
and for guests only.

“Celebrating something?” I asked.

She blew me a kiss.

“It’s one hundred days today.”

“One hundred days?”

“Since you proposed silly.”

I didn’t believe a word of it, it might be one hundred days, but
there was something else going on here.

 

The main course was gammon cooked Delia Smith style, that is
with thick golden crackling and an outer sweet taste. I got two
thick slices, plus some onion rings, thick-cut spicy potato wedges,
mushy peas and a freshly poached egg. She took one thin slice, cut
off the crackling and smiled at Gerald. In some way he takes after
me; he can be patient if he is sure it would come to him in the
end. I was halfway through the second slice when she smiled.

“Ted was over this afternoon.”

I nodded, the ham was really delicious and the thick crackling
just right. She smiled again.

“He wondered if we wanted to rent his chalet bungalow behind the
small barn and the barn itself.”

I confess I was lulled into contentment with egg yoke and
ham.

“Why would we want to do that?”

“Oo,” she said wistfully. “Help out a neighbour, park our cars
under cover, give you a bigger workshop and put Stephanie in the
bungalow.”

I finished the meal and had that sudden sinking feeling I was
being stitched up. I didn’t mind, she was the officer and I was the
subaltern. However, I was also supposed to be the senior partner in
our detective agency; it was just like being in the army with
nicely confused and semi-conflicting roles. She offered me more
ham, but I shook my head.

“How much?”

“Within our budget.”

I was pretty sure it would be, since we had teamed up the
detective agency had been raking in money hand over fist. However,
I decided to try a little haggling, goodness knows why as I was
already doomed.

“Do we need them? We’re doing quite nicely here.”

She became affronted.

“Don’t you want to be alone with me here? I thought you said you
wished we could be ourselves and not have to keep thinking of
Stephanie. Of have you gone off the boil already…”

I reached over and held her hand.

“Relax, you’ve sold the idea.”

She smiled and I should have seen it coming, but a man in love
is sometimes off-guard,

“Actually he said we could buy them if we wanted to and he would
divert the footpath so it didn’t run between us and the bungalow.
Gerald would like that.”

I was on firmer ground here.

“You can’t just go around diverting footpaths even if you are a
farmer.”

She stood up.

“It’s a permissive path not a registered footpath; he can move
it anywhere he likes.”

She moved round and kissed me on the forehead.

“Dessert? It’s crunchy bread and butter pudding.”

I knew then we would soon be the proud owners of bungalow and
barn. I didn’t mind as barns are lovely places for hiding things
and believe me I had things to hide.

 

The hotel was quiet and suitably hushed and I poured myself a
coffee. Jenn sipped her bitter lemon. This was one of Stephanie’s
ideas; hold a Private Detective Surgery once a month in a number of
local hotels. I had been sceptical at first, but making ourselves
accessible had brought in a number of jobs, plus the regulation
number of loonies. The Swan Hotel in Southwold, however, was
normally a safe bet as the area was usually too expensive for the
lunatic fringe. After half an hour a fifty-something woman came and
sat down. She had a no-nonsense short, but expensive, haircut, a
black leather Italian handbag and the sort of expensive clothes
only country people wear. Her face was stern and her poise
confident.

“You from the Tarrent Detective Agency?”

I replied in the affirmative and she slipped a photograph of a
young man across the coffee table. It was obviously a graduation
photograph and he looked as miserable as sin.

“That’s my son Fabian and I want you to find him.”

Jenn smiled at her and studied the photograph.

“How long has he been missing?”

She scowled.

“He’s not missing, he’s been abducted.”

“Abducted?” Jenn echoed.

She glared at us in full expectation of belief.

“There’s no other explanation. He’d graduated from London
University with first class honours, I’d got him a steady job in my
cousin’s insurance firm, found him a beautiful country lass who was
most suitable for him and he disappeared. Three months ago we found
his car in Rendlesham Forest and,” she leaned forward and lowered
her voice. “And the keys were in the ignition, the driver’s door
wide open and both front tyres flat as pancakes. He’s obviously
been abducted and I want him back.”

I coughed.

“Could he have gone of his own free will?”

“Don’t be absurd,” she snapped. “Why would he want to leave his
loving mother? I’m all he has.”

Jenn gave her a professional smile.

“£300 to take the case on and £700 if we find him.”

She didn’t hesitate; she wrote out a cheque there and then and
handed over a brown envelope.

“His details, address when in London and his friend’s names and
contact details plus my details.”

“Have you contacted the police,” I asked.

“Police,” she snorted. “They couldn’t organise a picnic
hamper.”

She stood up and Jenn went for a parting shot.

“We’ll give it a month, if we can’t find him in that time we’ll
give you the information back.”

She swung round.

“Don’t be absurd, you’re my choice and you will succeed.”

She stomped out and I revised my opinion about there being no
lunatic fringe in Southwold.

 

The couple were dressed in expensive casual clothes and walked
in holding hands. Grief and anxiety were written over both their
faces as they walked towards us. He looked the officer type, so I
stood up. He hesitated and held out a hand.

“David Xavier, I rang your office and your secretary said you’d
be here.” He turned slightly. “This is my wife Rosemary.”

I gestured and they sat down. Jenn offered coffee and they
declined.

“Our business partner rang us; she said you were after a private
prosecution.”

Actually she’d said a lot more, but we like to keep it simple.
While we waited for a reply I studied their faces. His was as
smooth as a baby’s bottom apart from a thin black moustache, hers
had grief wrinkles and bags underneath a pair of sad blue eyes. His
over-black hair was immaculate and parted dead in the centre, her
light brown hair was expensively cut, but now haphazardly combed. I
put them in their thirties, but it was difficult to tell. He looked
me in the eye.

“Our daughter Naomi was killed by a hit and run driver earlier
this year. She was out with an after-school group walking between a
hall and their coach and the bastard came round a corner too fast,
mounted the pavement and smashed right into her. Just her, he hit
no-one else.”

She suddenly reached out and started to pour coffee for him and
her as if on autopilot. I cleared my throat.

“Surely this is a police matter.”

He curled his upper lip.

“They say they have no usable evidence. In all the mayhem there
wasn’t time for anybody to get a good look at the driver and his
passenger, the car was found two days later after being driven off
a cliff into the sea and the forensic trail has gone well and truly
cold.”

Jenn offered them biscuits.

“So who do you want to prosecute?”

He tossed a file onto the table.

“Jim and James Baker. The police questioned them at length, they
have a history of joyriding and engaging in police baiting and they
both won’t say where they were on the day in question.”

“That’s hardly enough to convict them, even in the civil
courts.” I muttered.

She suddenly spoke. To my surprise she had a thick Italian
accent, but her voice was hushed, cracked and only just under
control.

“The police said they are hamstrung by politically correct
procedures, but you have no such limitations.”

She turned her sad eyes upon Jenn.

“You’re our last hope. We know we can never bring Naomi back,
but we can get her justice.” She swallowed. “We need justice.”

He sat bolt upright.

“We’ll pay whatever it costs.”

I wondered if I should break the bad news or let Jenn do it. To
be honest I’d rather it was Jenn as she had a softer approach in
situations like this. Jenn glanced at me and I caught a glimpse of
something I rarely saw in her eyes; compassion.

“We’re not the police Mr Xavier,” she said gently. “We haven’t
got a forensics laboratory, don’t have massive resources and no
legal powers to detain and question people. If we take the case you
could just be throwing your money away on a false hope.”

He swallowed hard and looked over Jenn’s shoulder.

“Right now I’d go for any hope, no matter how small. If not for
Naomi then for the next poor soul they mow down.”

He suddenly fixed me with a hard stare, the sort of stare I’d
seen in the eyes of trained killers.

“I’m afraid if I can’t get justice by fair means I might do
something I later regret.”

He reached in into his inside pocket.

“Your secretary, sorry partner, said you’d want a grand upfront
for expenses and costs.”

He tossed a small bundle of £50 notes onto the table. Jenn
picked it up, halved it and handed the remainder back.

“We’ll look into it, but if we can’t do anything we will be
honest and give you back what we don’t spend.” She hesitated. “If
we are successful you can pay us the other £500 and any extra
costs.”

He nodded and stood up to go. His wife pointed to the toilets
and wandered off; he swung round and lowered his voice.

“I don’t care if you have to break their legs and throw them
into a cement mixer to get a confession, my girl needs
justice.”

He walked away and I wondered which girl he was referring to,
his wife or his daughter?

 

I checked my watch and decided that we’d wait another five
minutes and then go home. Jenn had an evening class to go to and so
did I. She had decided to learn more about God and had joined some
church group. I was doing something rather more constructive, I was
seeing a locksmith. I was just ready to go when a tubby chap almost
ran in through the hotel doors, spotted us and hastened over.

“Am I too late?”

He was, but I wasn’t going to tell him. Jenn smiled and shook
her head. He sighed and slumped into a chair. He was all crumpled
cheap casual clothes and sweaty palms.

“How can we help?” Purred Jenn.

He groaned.

“I’m Fred Nichols and I run a small outfit that duplicates and
issues exam papers. It’s only a small outfit and I’ve got eight
staff, but one of them is rotten and I don’t know which.”

“I take it you mean one of them is selling on the papers.” I
quipped.

He nodded and his triple chin wobbled dangerously.

“If the big boys find out I’m done for.”

Jenn’s eyes narrowed.

“We might have to put someone inside.”

He closed his eyes.

“Possible, but not easy.”

Jenn slid over a piece of paper.

“These are our terms…”

 

Bert wheezed and coughed, and coughed and gasped. It didn’t stop
him lighting up his hand-rolled cigarette or watching my hands. I
opened the Yale type lock using his funny little tools in two
minutes. He smiled.

“Not bad, but that’s a cheap lock from the local
supermarket.”

He placed another miniature door before me.

“This one is from the expensive end, feel the difference in the
tumbler mechanism.”

I set to work and he had another wheeze. I’d put him at way over
seventy, possibly eighty, but his fingers were as steady as a rock
and beautifully thin, which is more than can be said for mine.

“Any interesting cases on the go?” He remarked.

This was my payment for him teaching me about locks; a week by
week account of the private detective business.

“Not much, got a missing person, his mother says he was abducted
in Rendlesham Forest.”

He exploded into paroxysms of laughter, wheezing, gasping and
choking. I feared for his lungs, but eventually he managed to draw
a decent breath, well a decent breath for him.

“So you’re out looking for aliens,” he gasped between
wheezes.

He noted the look on my face and burst into another spasm of
self induced laughter. I concentrated on the lock, it took me five
minutes, by then he’d reached some sort of breathing
equilibrium.

“I take it,” he wheezed. “That you’ve never heard of Rendlesham
Forest and the mysterious UFOs in the 1950s?”

I had to admit it had passed me by, so while he placed yet
another different type of front door lock in front of me he told me
a tale of UFOs, a supposed USAF cover up and the current
speculations. All in all Rendlesham Forest seemed like an alien
hunter’s paradise and the perfect place to stage an abduction;
should you be so inclined.

 

The light appeared just after midnight. It shone down from the
sky in a brilliant white cone and was obviously conducting an
aerial box search of the forest. The eerie thing was that there was
no sound at all; it was like the light had been hung in the sky by
some invisible hand. We watched the light move steadily back and
forth and I knew we were doomed. This particular Finnish forest was
sparse, sparse enough that our two land-rovers would easily be
spotted even though we had camouflage nets over them. In any normal
forest we could have tried throwing brushwood over them to alter
the image, but here that would be even more suspicious. Tom turned
to me.

“Reckon it’s one of those drone thingamajigs.”

“Whatever it is,” I said. “Count your blessings. It hasn’t got
infra-red detection, if it did they wouldn’t need then lamp
on.”

We watched its relentless progress and I considered our options.
For a start we weren’t meant to be here because the UK was
definitely not at war with Finland. Secondly there was a ruddy
great Finnish Army exercise going on to the West while there was no
possibility of crossing the terrain to the South. Finally to the
East lay Mother Russia and I had strict, very strict, orders that
under no circumstances whatsoever was I to even think about
straying across the border. We had been heading north, but now our
mysterious light was sealing us in. I timed the light’s traverse
from left to right and back. There was just not enough time for us
to drive by while it was somewhere else; in any case we’d have to
drive with our lights off and round here that meant inevitably
hitting a boulder and breaking the suspension. I started to
contemplate the unthinkable. None of us had any military ID, the
vehicles were sterile and our small amount of equipment had no
identification marks, so we were theoretically anonymous. On the
other hand two of my privates came from the East End of London and
my corporal from Liverpool so even a blind man on a dark night
would know we were English. The cover story was that we were just
keen bird-watching tourists, but tourists don’t wander about in
restricted zones or cut their way through two six foot high wire
fences just to watch a yellow spotted warbler. I began to fear that
we were just about to set off a hell of a diplomatic incident.

“Break out the petrol cans,” I murmured. “We may have to light a
bonfire and burn the radio-scanners, if we do make sure the Mark 5
is in the middle of the bonfire.”

That sounded good on paper, but lighting a bonfire in the middle
of a tinder-dry forest is not to be recommended nor would it be
appreciated by the authorities we could be just about to annoy. The
light suddenly ceased its normal traverse and backed up a few
metres. I stood on the bonnet and used my binoculars to try and see
what it was illuminating; I hoped it wasn’t a regiment of Finnish
elite forces. It wasn’t, it was lighting up a small wooden hut a
few hundred metres on the other side of the fences. As I watched
the door swung open and a hulking great stark naked Finn walked out
to shake his fist at the light in the sky. He disappeared and came
out clutching a huge long-barrelled shotgun. He aimed at the light
and let off both barrels. Even though his target was well lit and
stationary he missed. He calmly reloaded and fired again. Once
again he missed the light, but he hit something. The light suddenly
slid off to the left loosing height all the time, within ten
seconds it had hit the ground, it did not explode, but the light
did go out. It may have been night, we may have started out in a
forest, but we made Norway in under eight hours, I reckon that’s
some kind of record; especially as we had to professionally repair
a couple of fences on the way.

 

I felt a stabbing pain in my ribs and wondered if I’d run into a
Finnish fir tree. It stabbed my ribs again and I woke up. Jenn swam
into view.

“You were moaning in your sleep.”

I pulled myself up into a sitting position.

“Sorry, one of those dreams.”

She tenderly rubbed my shoulder.

“Bad one?”

“Close one. We were in Finland and not supposed to be
there.”

“Finland?” She said softly. “Thought they were on our side.”

“They are, but someone in some Ministry or other wanted to know
if they were digging tunnels.”

“And were they?”

“Yes.”

They were, but I was sure that wasn’t the real reason we’d been
sent to that forest. Call me paranoid, but I think it was a matter
of internal security and tracing leaks. Someone had certainly
leaked enough for the Finns to start looking and for us to start
thinking the unthinkable. She rubbed my shoulder again and we
nestled together. I’d left the army years ago, but it hadn’t left
me and I tended to relive events in my dreams. Once it had been
traumatic, but now I had Jenn.

“Tea?” She asked.

It was tempting, but kissing her was an even better option.

 

They were sitting on the low brick wall outside their house
drinking beer from cans. The garden behind them was a mess of
weeds, broken refrigerator parts and what looked like a rotting
rabbit hutch. They were about six foot tall, blonde, hard eyed and
had the stance of those that make it their life’s work not to care
about authority. They dressed casual in faded ripped jeans, white
singlets and dirty-white trainers, but they weren’t casual at all;
they were working hard, working hard being insubordinate. Jenn has
this theory: if you first try a non-physical approach you may get
success without pain. Looking at this pair I had my doubts, but I’d
made a promise to Jenn. I ambled up to them; they started to eye me
with suspicion when I was within twenty yards. I tried for a
friendly smile.

“Morning chaps,” I said with a jollity I didn’t feel. “You must
be the Baker boys.”

I got no response, no verbal response that is as both of them
tensed up like coiled springs.

“I need to talk to you.”

One of them stood up. I took it to be James as the paperwork
said he was the one with the scar under his left eye.

“Well we don’t need to talk to you.”

I flashed my ID card.

“I’m a private detective, just need a short chat.”

There was a feint click and James waved a flick-knife in my
direction. He held it Italian style with his index finger along the
hilt. That was professional for a yob and he went up in my
estimation. I casually lent against a lamppost.

“For what it’s worth I don’t think you did the hit and run; I
think you nicked the car afterwards.”

James took a pace forward and John stood up behind him, put his
hand in his pocked and pulled out seemingly nothing. I suspected a
short piece of heavy metal in his curled fist.

“Piss off,” hissed James. “We don’t need to talk to you and we
don’t need to talk to anyone.”

“On the other hand,” I said. “You could have been paid to dump
the car.”

“We don’t work for anyone,” growled John.

I raised my hands and backed away. I didn’t want to take them on
here, especially as they already had their adrenalin running and
the tools of their trade in their hands. Besides, there’s nothing
wrong with a strategic retreat, especially if you can later use it
to you advantage.

 

The tree house was a bit damp and just a tad rotten in places,
but it did provide a flat platform in an overgrown tree less than
thirty yards from the Baker household. I watched them for just over
the hour and it was worth the time. At first appearance they did
everything in unison, drinking their beer in synchronised swigs,
jeering at passing strangers in a strange harmony and whistling at
passing girls in sexual agreement, but it was no so. Take the beer
swilling, James would make the first move of can towards mouth and
the can would be a good six inches off his knee before John started
to move. However, John had perfected the faster move so that the
cans reached their lips at exactly the same time. It was the same
with jeering, James would start, but within a quarter of a syllable
John would have caught up. James even went in the house first,
doubtless go to the toilet, John disappeared inside as soon as he
came out. Once I’d seen enough I eased myself out of the tree and
went home. The Xavier’s had given me a very useful file and I
already knew exactly where our next encounter would be.

 

I arrived home for lunch to find a thin female sitting at the
kitchen table with Jenn. This one was about the same height as me,
had dark oak coloured skin, beautiful brown eyes and blond hair in
pigtails. Now I may be suspicious, but either she had some really
weirdly twisted genes or she’d chosen to dye her hair that colour.
Jenn gave me a beaming smile and my heartbeat did a flip.

“This is Fannie, I found her in Ipswich; we used to live
together.”

My antenna twitched. ‘We used to live together’ was Jenn
shorthand for ‘we were in prison together.’ I glanced at Fannie’s
backpack on the floor, it contained a couple of dozen copies of
The Big Issue. I made a friendly noise and sat down.
Fannie gave me a dazzling smile displaying a set of wonderfully
even and wonderfully white teeth.

“Jenn’s been telling me how you swept her off her feet.”

I don’t know what accent I had been expecting, I certainly
wasn’t expecting her voice. It was all high pitched and tremolo
with influences from deep Cornwall.

“I rather think it was the other way round.”

She giggled and put her hand up to her mouth; her fingernails
were mauve, doubtless to match her eyelids. Jenn placed some soup
in front of us and I received my lunchtime briefing.

“Stephanie wants you to meet her in Ipswich at this address at
2pm. She said she needs some backup.” She gave me a fierce look.
“We ought to think a bit more about Stephanie; Friston’s are
sending us more and more awkward cases and working as a singleton
she could get hurt.” She chided before passing over a piece of
paper.

“We received payment from Friston’s Insurance today, they’ve
paid up for the last twelve cases and given us ten more,
Stephanie’s already working on the most expensive, which is
probably why she needs you.”

She sniffed her soup.

“And Ted would like a word.”

I nodded and tore open my bread roll. Stephanie had proved to be
a boon as a business partner in the detective agency we ran
together. She had a nose for sniffing out insurance fraud and
provided us with a steady flow of income. She seemed to like the
work; personally I’d rather have a double root canal filling. I
looked at Fannie.

“What’s it like selling the Big Issue?”

She gazed at me with wide open eyes.

“You know I sell the Big Issue?” She said in
amazement.

I pointed.

“Backpack is a dead giveaway.”

She gave a shrill laugh; a parrot on steroids couldn’t have done
better.

“Oh you are a Private Detective!” She exclaimed shrilly.

She blew over her soup and slurped a few spoonfuls. It wasn’t
the dainty slurp of the polite, more the grateful slurp of the
hungry. I wanted to know how long she’d been out and, more to the
point, what she had been in for, but some questions you can’t ask.
Fannie finished her roll and Jenn gave her another.

“Three weeks,” she squeaked. “Got a patch by the British Home
Stores.”

She kicked her backpack.

“People are sweet, one little old lady gave me a jar of homemade
jam today and a young mum gave me a bar of chocolate.”

She scraped up the last of her soup.

“Last week I got a large packet of organic muesli.”

I cringed at the thought. She got up and made for the toilet. I
looked at Jenn. She lowered her voice.

“Two years for persistent shoplifting and handling stolen goods.
She’s been out for a year and working as a domestic in a hotel.
Hotel went belly-up last month.”

“Can’t she get another hotel job?”

Jenn gave me a hard look as if to say I knew nothing.

“It was a job found for her by the prison rehab people; low end
hotel, less than minimum wage and seventy hours a week while you
try to avoid the manager’s groping hands. That sort of place
doesn’t give references.”

She gathered up the soup bowls and Fannie repapered. Jenn gave
her a slab of fruit cake big enough to provide ballast for the
Titanic, I got a thin slice of Victoria sponge. I began to wonder
if Jenn was on a mission; a mission to reduce my waistline.

 

Ted scratched his bald head and put his faithful tweed flat cap
back on.

“Bungalow is in a fairly good state and the barn is watertight,
but I told your wife that I’d move the footpath.”

“And?”

He shrugged.

“And the horsey set doesn’t like the idea because where I want
to move it to needs a stile.”

I laughed.

“You mean your wife and her horse-riding friends.”

His weather beaten face split into a sheepish grin. I patted him
on the shoulder.

“Then leave it.”

He relaxed and so did I as I hadn’t wanted it moved in the first
place. I liked the quite life here and that meant not disturbing
the status quo and getting noticed. Last thing I wanted was the
horsey set getting up a petition and writing to the paper. However,
there was one thing I wanted. I gave Ted a smile.

“In return for marital harmony you can dig a ditch behind the
barn and bungalow.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“You don’t need it, field drains the other way.”

“Not drainage Ted, security. A nice ditch that can fill up with
brambles.”

He laughed and shook his head in bewilderment.

“No probs, get the lad on it tomorrow, if you like I’ll get him
to drop in it some cuttings from where we trimmed the bramble hedge
in Curved Acre, though there may be some gorse mixed in with
it.”

I replied, that would do just nicely. He paused. “And thanks for
taking them off my hands.”

“Things bad?” I asked.

He grinned.

“Not now.”

I hesitated not wanting to upset his plans, but needing an
answer.

“Thought you were saving the bungalow for your youngest.”

He grimaced and sighed the sigh of well-worn parenthood.

“His lass doesn’t want to live out here, prefers the town and
wants to be near the hospital for her job, late night shifts and
all that.”

He raised his right hand, flipped off his cap, scratched his
bald patch and dropped the cap in one smooth move.

“Both are empty, move in when you like. Don’t worry about the
paperwork, solicitors have to be seen to earn their money so I
doubt it will be quick.”

He ambled away towards the farmhouse and I went to inspect our
new barn. Jenn was right, we could park all our vehicles in it, and
some.

 

I strolled down the street and easily spotted Stephanie’s black
roofed white Mini, as I drew level I slipped into the passenger
seat. She swallowed some doughnut.

“Hi,” she muttered.

“Problems?”

She passed over a piece of paper; it was a Friston’s insurance
claim.

“Boyo who put this in is an amateur boxer, light heavyweight.
He’s also been up before the beak a few times for drunk and
disorderly; I didn’t fancy tackling him on my own.”

That was probably an understatement as Stephanie was ex-police
and not usually prone to requesting back up. She bit off another
piece of doughnut and offered me a brown paper bag to fish out my
own.

“Their rep is coming at two-thirty to hand over the payment
cheque, and we can take it from there.”

I scanned the document.

“£2800 for a bicycle!” I exclaimed.

Stephanie chewed, grinned and swallowed. She was well brought up
and didn’t speak with her mouth full.

“Hi-tech wheels, front and back suspension, moulded seat,
lightweight frame, run-flat tyres.” She licked her lips. “Too good
to throw away.”

I smiled. Stephanie had a premise that people who put in
fraudulent insurance claims did it out of greed. Therefore they
wouldn’t just dump what they had claimed for, but try to sell it to
get even more money. She was usually right and had an uncanny nose
for seeking out the fraudulent claim, so much so that Fristons had
already tried to poach her. I glanced at her dashboard clock.

“You happy with this work Steph? We could deploy you on other
cases.”

She glanced at me as if I was mad.

“Love it, it’s the buzz of easy success; besides you do involve
me in other work, but this is my niche and I’m happy with it for
now.”

I remembered Jenn’s chiding.

“What about working alone, you do that rather a lot?”

She shrugged.

“It’s OK most of the time, though occasionally I’d like someone
to bounce ideas off.” She flashed me a smile. “Don’t get me wrong,
you and Jenn are marvellous, but you know what it’s like on a job;
you see something and start to have ideas about solving cases.”

I relaxed slightly. Jenn and I brought in more money, but
haphazardly; Stephanie’s money flow was much more regular and
helped the agency’s cashflow no end. I bit into my doughnut to find
out it was apple, I much preferred jam.

 

The Friston’s rep was five minutes late and the downstairs
curtain flapped for ten minutes before he arrived. He was in and
out of the house in six minutes. After that nothing.

“Is there a back way?” I dared to ask.

Stephanie grunted.

“There’s a back door, but the garden doesn’t have an exit since
they built the garage on the side of…”

She paused as a chap exited the house. He was tall, had neck
muscles like tree trunks, a hard-faced expression and a squat nose.
We waited till he was fifty yards away and then left the car to
follow on foot. At the second road junction he turned right, by the
time we got there he had disappeared. Stephanie pointed to an
alleyway and we tentatively walked down it to find a little
quadrangle of lock-up garages with one garage door open. We ambled
over. Boyo was rubbing down a high-tech bicycle with a piece of
soft cloth. It must be the police training, but Stephanie doesn’t
tend to go in for niceties.

“It’s illegal you know,” she said firmly. “To put in fraudulent
claims.”

He looked up.

“Who are you? Police?”

“Private Detectives employed by Fristons.”

He gave a lopsided grin that didn’t spread to his eyes.

“You’d have to prove this is the bike I claimed for.”

His eyes darted to a piece of badly painted bicycle frame.
Stephanie laughed.

“Bike serial number is also stamped on the inside of the
headstock.”

In one swift move he leant the bicycle against the wall, picked
up a lump hammer and moved towards us. I tried to make eye-contact,
but he only had eyes for Stephanie. He waved the hammer as if it
were a feather. I’ll give Stephanie her due, she held her
ground.

“So what you gonna do about it?” He growled.

“Let’s not be silly,” I said with more confidence than I
felt.

He sneered and from the inside pocket of my fishing gilet I
pulled out a water pistol. He stopped in disbelief before
laughing.

“What you gonna do? Make me all wet?” He scoffed.

“High pressure, pump action and filled with battery acid.” I
replied.

It wasn’t of course, even I am not that insane; it was full of
antiperspirant.

“At the moment,” said Stephanie. “You have a choice; use that
hammer to attack us and you are in deep shit. At best you’ll get
done for attempted GBH, at worst attempted murder. And,” she said
menacingly. “And Fristons will tell all the other insurance
companies that you made a fraudulent claim. Can you imagine what
that will do to your car insurance?”

“On the other hand,” I chipped in. “Give us the cheque back and
the usual administration fee to Fristons for a mistaken claim and
you walk away with a spotless record. The choice is yours.”

That was almost true, his record would indeed be spotless, but
Fristons would doubtless circulate the fact that he had made a
‘mistaken’ claim.

“What fee?” He growled.

“12.5% of the claim value,” Stephanie replied.

His eyebrows creased into a frown, clearly he had difficulty in
working out the sums.

“£350,” I said helpfully.

He made an indefinable noise and threw the hammer between us. I
shot him in the face with a pulse of fluid. It’s rather a nice
water pistol, but it works by moving fluid into a small chamber,
pressurising it and then releasing it up the short barrel on the
pull of the trigger. That means there is a two second wait between
pulses so you have to be accurate first time and I wasn’t. I’d
aimed to hit him between the eyes, but I hit him on the left side
of his face just below his hair-line; fortunately a blob of liquid
must have hit him the corner of his eye because he screamed. It
couldn’t have been pain, it was just the belief he’d been hit by a
ball of acid. He whipped out a grubby handkerchief and mopped his
face. He blinked and the left eyelid only just moved. Stephanie
pulled out her mobile phone.

“What’s it to be, the police or me telling Fristons you made a
mistake and are paying up?”

He sunk to his knees.

“£350,” he moaned. “That’s my holiday money.”

 

Fifteen minutes later we sat back in the Mini with Stephanie
holding £350 in used £10 notes, literally from under his mattress,
and a Friston’s cheque. She tucked the money into her handbag. At
one time I’d have been worried about that because she’d had money
troubles, but not now; I knew the money would find it’s way the
Fristons. She tapped my jacket.

“Regardless of what’s in it, that is an offensive weapon unless
it’s full of water, even then it depends how you use it.”

I groaned, being nagged by one woman was bad enough, but
two?

 

As it was only late afternoon I didn’t go straight home, I
diverted to sit outside a block of architecturally abysmal looking
flats; I suppose if the architect had worked harder he could have
made them more prison like, but it would have been difficult. This
was now an old case and Jenn had almost written it off, but I had a
hunch we could still earn some money. The problem of not having a
car to hide in is that you feel you stick out like a sore thumb,
but stand in a bus shelter looking bored and you become part of the
street wallpaper. So I stood looking bored and waited. From my
position I could see the doors on the third floor balcony and the
man I was wanted lived on the third floor, but his wife firmly
believed he was having an affair with a ‘lady of the night,’ who
lived on the ground floor. At precisely four o’clock the door on
the third floor opened and my quarry came out. I watched his
progress along the balcony into the stair-well, two minutes later
he popped out of the front door, glanced up and down the street and
strode off. I casually followed. From behind, dressed in his chinos
and sloppy tea-shirt, he looked like any late twenty-something on
the prowl, but I knew he was married and his blond paramedic wife
was currently half-way through a twelve-hour shift. I followed him
past a group of shops when he suddenly diverted down an alley-way
and used a side-entrance to go into a betting shop. I walked past,
went in and out of a newsagents and entered the betting-shop by the
front door. The place was gloomy and it took me a couple of minutes
to locate him. He was sitting right in a dingy corner feeding coins
into a slot-machine and pulling the handle every fifteen seconds or
so. I was beginning to wonder if his wife’s fears about him playing
away were unfounded and in fact he was becoming a gambling addict
when a blonde woman came in the front door. For a moment I thought
it was his wife, then I realised the woman was her twin sister.
We’d met the first time the wife had come to see us and brought her
along as moral support. Today she was wearing a short denim skirt,
red skimpy singlet and a smile that could lure sailors to their
deaths. Thankfully she didn’t glance around, but made her way
straight to the back of the shop. There were no preliminaries, she
just kissed him straight on the mouth. By the time I had taken four
photographs they were in the middle of a tongue-curling kiss with
his hands firmly placed over her buttocks and hers curled round his
neck. I began to feel slightly sick, not at their antics, but the
fact I would have to tell the wife she was being betrayed both by
her husband and her twin. The greeting over they disappeared
through a black door at the back. I waited a minute or two and
wandered over, the door was marked ‘private,’ but I pushed it open
anyway. Behind it was a fire-exit into a rear yard and a steep set
of stairs. In no time at all a wiry chap in a faded blue suit
appeared at my side.

“Canna yeh no read?” He said in an accent any Glaswegian would
be proud of.

I showed my Private Detective’s ID to him and pointed
upwards.

“Room to rent out?”

He scowled.

“I dunna ask questions.”

“How much?” I replied.

He sniffed air in through his flat broken nose.

“£30 for a couple o’ hours.”

“When they come down,” I said flatly. “You can tell them his
wife knows.”

He scoffed.

“I’ll no do yer dirty work for yah, do it yer bloody self.”

He stormed off to tackle a couple of lads who were trying to get
a knife into the coin-box mechanism of an ancient slot-machine and
I started to make my way out of the place. I’d be glad to leave as
I don’t particularly like betting shops as they pray on the odds
and the hopeful poor. I slowed down and stopped after a few yards
and backtracked. I tapped my Scotsman on the shoulder. He turned
his frosty-eyed stare onto me.

“The young couple just inside the door,” I said quickly. “They
are sizing up the handbags of those two old-biddies playing on your
bingo machine.”

We watched the young couple, both in jeans and hoodies, as they
edged towards the bingo table. Quite professionally the man dropped
his mobile phone, swore and bent over. The girl let out a loud
sneeze, put a hankie to her nose and pulled it away leaving a small
red mark. We didn’t need any more, the Scotsman walked directly
towards them and I shot out the side door and trotted round to the
front. The young man ran straight into my flat hand against his
shoulder and he staggered back. He dropped the two handbags and
turned round just in time to almost fall into the hands of the
Scotsman.

“Not in mah shop,” he grunted before giving the lad a Glasgow
Kiss, that is to smash his forehead into the chaps face; this time
the blood was real.

After that we just had to drag one of the old biddies off of the
young woman, it’s surprising just how violent a pensioner can be
given a walking stick and enough righteous indignation.










Chapter 2 Am
I Detecting or Recruiting?


The next morning Jenn and I were on the job together, we’d
driven down to London and sought out the house that Fabian had
stayed in while at the university.  It was Saturday morning
and before 10am so we expected most of the students to be in. 
Jenn slipped on an official looking jacket, hung a fake ID card
round her neck and picked up a small parcel before she tottered
across the road to ring the doorbell.  I had her wired for
sound and listened in.  A young girl opened the door and
peered myopically at Jenn.

“Hi,” said Jenn cheerily.  “Is Fabian Williams-Brown
in?”

Jenn got a nice smile.

“Sorry, he’s moved out.”

“Did he leave a forwarding address?”

Jenn received a shake of the head.

“Oh,” said Jenn.  “That’s a shame, he entered a competition
last year and won a top of the range Apple Ipad and £300 to spend
at the on-line Apple store.”  She waved the parcel.

The girl’s eyes followed the parcel, she licked her lips.

“We could pass it on.”

Jenn shook her head.

“Need his signature and some ID to show who he is; driving
licence, passport, you know anything photographic.”

The girl hesitated and trotted off down the hall.  Jenn
kept up a whispered commentary.

“She’s gone into the kitchen and looked at the notice-board, now
she’s phoning out on her mobile and gone out of sight.”

The girl came back and handed the mobile to Jenn and I could
only hear Jenn’s side of the conversation.

“Yes Mr Williams-Brown it’s a full Ipad and it was a competition
you entered on-line, you must have been surfing on our website for
cheap ink-cartridges…  I’m sorry we can’t do that, it’s a
valuable item and we need to meet you in person with a suitable
photographic ID…  No we don’t post as we need verification of
ID, it’s the sort of item that can easily go astray and I’m tasked
with getting it to exactly the right person…”

There was a couple of minutes of silence and than Jenn thanked
Fabian and closed the phone.  She thanked the girl and came
back.

“Candy off a baby,” she said.  “He’s in the next street at
number 10a.  I heard a woman in the background telling him to
be careful, but the thought of a free Ipad was just too good to
miss.”

 


           
Number 10a was a grotty upstairs flat.  There were four houses
each divided into two flats, the others all had bright glossy red
doors, 10a had a faded brown layer of peeling paint of dubious
vintage.  As we arrived I could see the upstairs curtain
flapping, doubtless Fabian was already deciding what he would do
with his Ipad.  We walked over with Jenn still clutching the
little box and knocked at the door.  It opened a few
milliseconds later to reveal a smiling Fabian.  He was taller
than I expected and had grown his hair slightly, but it was still
the same Fabian with an aristocratic pointed nose and a square
jaw.  I held up an ID card.

“Congratulations, you’ve just been found by the Tarrant
Detective Agency.”

The woman who had been hovering behind him shot forward.

“I told you it was too good to be true, it’s got to be your
blasted mother.”

I studied her.  Slightly shorter than Fabian she had long
curly black hair hanging down well below her shoulders, a homely
slightly spotty face and deep brown eyes.  I judged she was at
least eight to ten years older then him. By now he’d lost his smile
and his colour.

“I say,” he muttered.  “You’re not going to tell her where
we are are you?”

“That is rather the idea,” replied Jenn.  “You can’t just
go frightening old ladies by pretending to be abducted.”

He took a step back and I placed my foot inside the door. 
He shuddered.

“Can we talk about it?”  He pleaded.

 


           
The flat inside wasn’t as near as grotty as the outside, but it was
only an image created by cleverly placed wall hangings and some
rather large pictures of azaleas.   We sat on an old
three piece suite; Jenn and I on the settee and the two of them
squashed into one armchair.  Fabian licked his lips.

“Mother doesn’t approve of Robin.”  He closed his
eyes.  “In fact mother doesn’t approve of anything she hasn’t
instigated.”

Jenn’s eyes swept round the flat.

“So you’d rather live here.”

He shrugged and Robin cleared her throat.

“It’s only temporary.  I’m working out my notice with the
university here and we’re moving up to Ipswich at the end of
term.  I’ve got a position as senior lecturer at the new
Suffolk University.”

He put an arm around her.

“We just fell in love and mother doesn’t understand.  Her
and father had what you might call an arranged marriage within the
‘country set’ and she believes that is the right and proper thing
to do.”

Jenn nodded in understanding.

“Ipswich is a bit close to Southwold isn’t it?”

He put his head in his hands.

“I know, I know; I’ve got to tell the old bat sometime, but we
want to get married first.”

Jenn raised an eyebrow and Robin leant forward.

“We’re waiting for my decree nisi to run its course.”

“Six days,” muttered Fabian.  “Just six days.”

“My former husband is in the Czech Republic chasing rainbows and
took his time signing the papers,” explained Robin.

Fabian sat up straight.

“He’d long gone before I met Robin.”

“I’m afraid we’re not interested in your domestic arrangements,”
I reminded him.  “Just your whereabouts.”

He leant forward and the words tumbled out, clearly he was
nervous of his mother.

“Look it’s just six days, we’ve already signed on at the local
registry office and will get married the day after Robin’s divorce
in finalised; we’ve got the solicitor set up to get the decree
absolute as soon as he can.  Then I’ll tell mother, if it’s
before that she’ll use her money to muddy the waters.”

He looked into my face and groaned.

“You’ve no idea what she’s like.  She’s got this girl lined
up for me; right pedigree, right family and right status, but she’s
as boring as hell and only has conversation about fetlocks and
fêtes.  And the insurance job she got me was desperate, it
involved going round old people’s homes and selling funeral polices
to the dead and dying.  I want to work in insurance, but that
was just extortion.”

Jenn smoothed down her short skirt.

“So what do you want to do in insurance?”

Robin butted in.

“Don’t undersell yourself.”  She said to him before looking
at Jenn.

“He’s got a training grant from the EEC to train as an insurance
investigator and a job lined up with Imperial Indemnity.”

He gave a half smile.

“It’s not quite in the bag yet, but their making all the right
noises.”

“Did you try Fristons?”  I asked innocently.

He gave a short barking laugh.

“No chance, they contract their stuff out and seem content with
that; seems an extravagance to me, but they say it is cost
effective as they only pay for results.”

Jenn suddenly smiled like a crocodile about to eat an innocent
young duckling.

“Oh there’s a good reason for that,” she purred.  “Want to
know why?”

 


           
Once we got home I went to drop off Jenn, I had an appointment with
the Baker twins and a narrow timeframe to complete it.  Jenn
hesitated with her hand on the door handle and then sat back.

“I’ve had an idea.”

I blinked, there was uncertainty in her voice, this was unusual
when it came to the business; uncertainty about self confidence
yes, about business decision no.  I rubbed her hand.  She
gazed at me.

“I’m toying with the idea of putting Fannie into Fred Nichol’s
place.  She’d fit in well as he tends to use unskilled
labour.”

Was this putting a thief to catch a thief or something else?

“He must take up references and have background checks
surely?”  I mused.  “After all the stuff he’s handling
can be worth a fortune in the wrong hands.”

Jenn smiled.

“Not if we tell him she’d one of ours and going under
cover.”

It was there again, the hesitancy and now I knew why.

“But you’re worried the firm’s reputation will be at stake if
she goes AWOL or gets personally involved in the scam.”

“Something like that.”

I rubbed her hand again.

“But you want to give her a leg up.”

Jenn nodded, and my heart sank.  I am a man besotted and to
be honest I couldn’t normally deny her anything, but this was a
step too far as Fannie under cover would be a disaster waiting to
happen.  I’d seen it too much in the army; an officer wanting
to give a dubious squaddie a chance and putting others in danger in
the process, usually good men.  It just wasn’t worth the
risk.  I shook my head.

“It’s a no-go.”

Jenn sighed.  I went for an alternative solution.

“On the other hand you could go undercover if Fannie did the
housekeeping.  You can’t run the household, do the majority of
the cooking and run the business.”  I gave her a kiss. 
“And I’m not being soft-hearted, I get to have you by my side more
and that is worth…”

She kissed me back before I’d finished and I hoped I’d made the
right decision.  She squeezed my hand.

“I don’t want a housekeeper, I like looking after the
house.”

“Then we’ll think of something else.”

She gave me a smile that was glowing enough to toast every
single one of my hormones.

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

She climbed out and I drove away.  By the time I’d reached
the end of the lane I’d forgotten Fannie and was thinking only
about the Baker Boys.

 


           
The Three Maidens is a pub at what you might call the low end of
the market having few amenities, inferior beer and a usually rowdy
clientele.  However, it has one redeeming feature in that it
has two dart teams and for the last four years has held top
position in the Anglian League.  Last year it held the top two
spots and legend has it that the bar was drunk dry during the final
showdown.  Both Baker boys played in the teams, one in each
and it was the only time I could find when they were apart.  I
changed into anonymous casual clothes in the car and walked up the
road to the pub.  I grabbed a drink of mineral water, ignored
the barman’s scowl and settled myself in a corner.  I had to
watch the twins for ten minutes before I was sure which one was
John, after that he was easy to identify as he’d cut himself
shaving and had a wicked red weal above his lip.  I watched as
the ‘B’ team assembled for an away match and scrambled into an
ancient minibus.  They almost caught me out as I was ready to
go when James suddenly off-loaded himself from the bus and John
climbed aboard, after that I relaxed, working at the Lost Ferret
would be easier than working here.  I waited fifteen minutes
and left the pub to wait behind the bus shelter to see if I had
been spotted.  Once the game was in progress I drove to the
Lost Ferret.  If the Three Maidens was down at heel the Lost
Ferret made it look like a palace.  Sandwiched between an
abandoned fruit market and an abattoir it looked fit for
demolition.  However, it possessed a dart’s team at the other
end of the league from the Three Maidens and sold real ale.  I
waited until the game was well under way and slipped round the
back.  Like a lot of old pubs the toilets are outside in the
rear yard; grim places at the best of times I made sure this one
was grimmer than usual.  I smashed the two light-bulbs and
ground a few stink-bombs into the floor.  I was banking on the
fact that inebriated men had to urinate somewhere and this
particular toilet was not going to be on that agenda.  I had
to wait forty minutes before the first man emerged, peered into the
dark smelly doorway and urinated behind the empty beer-casks. 
John came out ten minutes later.  As soon as he was half
hidden behind the large industrial size waste bin I crept up behind
him and threw the loop of a webbing strap round his neck, held on
tight and ran off towards the unlit courtyard of the fruit
market.  This was an exercise in shock tactics.  I gained
enough speed to jerk him off his feet and drag him for about twenty
yards.  I reversed course, rolled him onto his front and knelt
between his shoulder blades.  He was making suitable gurgling
noises and I released the auto-tightening strapping buckle, grabbed
his hair and pulled his head up.

“Car,” I said with as much force as I could in my best Welsh
accent.  “Tell me about the car.”

From his point of view the world must have gone mad, one moment
he’s peacefully urinating and the next he’s being dragged across
the concrete by an ever tightening strap around his throat.  I
went through it once in training and believe me it wasn’t nice, but
the shock effect only last for about a minute so I had to work
fast.  He didn’t answer so I bounced his nose on the concrete
and tried again.

“Car,” I said.  “Tell me about the car if you want to
live.”

“We didn’t nick it,” he screamed.  “James got a phone call
and we just went and picked it up.”

“Who phoned?”  I yelled in his ear.

“I dunno, James didn’t say; it was just a job.”  He
sobbed.

“Did you run down the girl?”

“No, no,” he gasped.  “We just dumped it over the
cliff.”

“Sure?”

“Course I’m bloody well sure.”

I removed the strap, gave him a kidney punch for luck and
temporary immobilisation, and melted into the night.

 


           
I slipped round the side of the market building and out of sight
before he got up on all fours and reached for his mobile
phone.  I was safely ensconced in a room on the second story
when a wreck of a car literally screeched to a halt and James
sprang out.

“Where is he?”  He yelled frantically at John.

John just shook his head James helped him into the car and
turned round.

“Bastard!”  He shouted into the night.  “You won’t get
away with this.”

They drove off and I reviewed what I had found out, namely that
it wasn’t the Baker Boys who’d mown down the girl.  If the
Xavier’s file was right then that put the owner of the car firmly
in the frame.  That made matter’s much more complicated. 
I briefly thought about the Baker Boys and decided that they’d
probably do something out of ‘honour,’ I only hope they didn’t do
it to the Xavier’s.

 

I sipped a coffee and watched five women out on a hen night,
they were knocking back lager like there was no tomorrow.  I
hated Lager, but my tongue still clung to the roof of my mouth and
a little devil inside me kept saying that one small drink wouldn’t
hurt.  I checked my watch, I still had an hour to go and so
far not one person had come to see me at our time at the Nauvoo
Motel.  I couldn’t blame them as the place was totally
tasteless with cheap nylon carpet and a reception desk made out of
shiny red glass bricks.  Ten minutes later a woman walked in
who was out of place as she neither wore the garb of a bar-reveller
nor a motorist.  She looked around, saw the small sign on the
desk in front of me and came over.  She was short, say five
feet, plump, had on a dark brown calf length dress, a beige blouse
and a tan cardigan, she was also clutching a very large bag that
looked more like a sewing kit than a handbag.  She arrived and
looked me in the eye as I’d decided to stand up.

“You the detective?”

“Yes, Jim Tarrent of the Tarrent Detective Agency.”

She flopped down in an armchair.

“You did a job for Mabel, she recommended you.”

I had no idea who Mabel was, but I just waited.  I offered
her coffee and she nodded.  Once she had a cup in her hand she
gazed at me over the rim.

“Need my son back,” she said.

I inwardly groaned, not another possessive mother I
thought.  She took a sip of her coffee, put the cup down and
added three sugar lumps.

“Tell me about it,” I ventured.

She picked up the last jammy dodger.

“He’s twenty-two and motorbike mad.  He had a scrambler
when he was fourteen, passed his moped test when he was sixteen and
his motorbike test the day after his seventeenth birthday. 
Since then it’s been a succession of bigger bikes, last one I saw
him on had the word ‘Indian’ in fancy gold writing on the fuel tank
and two of those saddle-bag type pannier bags with chrome
rivets.”

I interrupted.

“What does he do for a living?”

She sniffed her disapproval.

“He’s a van-driver for some courier firm or other.  Goes
all over the country delivering parcels.  He did try for the
police, but they wouldn’t guarantee him a job on a motorbike.”

She took another sip of coffee and added yet another
sugar-lump.

“He was living in Ipswich, just a small studio-flat, and coming
every week for Sunday dinner.  Then he got in with this
motorbike club and he changed.  He started to wear leathers
all the time, didn’t bother to shave or have a decent hair-cut and
became disrespectful.  He started to say things like ‘all
policemen are on the take’ and ‘Neighbourhood Watch was for a bunch
of old farts with nothing better to do.’  Then he brought that
woman home, she was all tattoos and make-up, and spoke like a
sewer-rat.  I told him he could do better than that and he
stopped coming for Sunday dinner.  I was so worried I went
round to his flat and found a nice young lady there who told me
he’d moved out months ago.  I rang his works number, the one
he had given me for emergencies, and was told he’d walked off the
job.”

She took a sip of coffee and I butted in.

“I don’t see what we can do, he is an adult and seems to have
made a lifestyle choice.”

She fished in her handbag and tossed a small photo-album and an
envelope on the table.

“I want to know if he is all right and I want you to tell him if
Michelle is his choice then I won’t make a fuss.”

I was beginning to get the drift.

“You were rather forthright with him?”

She nodded.

“I said what I thought and he took umbrage, they didn’t even
stay for pudding and it was a lemon meringue pie.”

She leant forward.

“I think he’s been beguiled by his motor-bike friends and their
view of the world.  I don’t want him falling into
trouble.”

She offered me a cheque.

“£250 up front and another £250 if you can deliver the
message.  If you bring him home to see me I’ll double
that.”

 “What’s his name?”

“He calls himself Jamie,” she said bitterly.  “Even James
is not good enough for him now.”

I took the cheque, she walked away.

 

I sat outside the awful looking block of flats and tried to
summon up some courage, but in truth I’d rather have faced a horde
of rampant Taliban than go into the flats.  Normally I would
have Jenn by my side, but it was a Monday evening and her favourite
TV soap took priority.  In the end I decided that I’d put it
off long enough and climbed the stairs to knock at the front
door.  The woman opened the door and smiled.

“Mr Tarrent, I was just thinking about giving you a ring.”

I followed her down the short bare hall and into a tiny lounge
that was dominated by a huge TV screen and a snow-white vinyl
covered lounge suite of ginormous proportions.  In a furniture
warehouse it would probably look twee, but here it just filled up
the room without leaving quite enough leg-room. I sat down and she
folded herself into the armchair with her feet up and her head to
one side.

“Thing is,” she said.  “I’ve been chatting to my sister and
she reckons I’m being just a bit unreasonable; I’ve only been
married seven months and could just be a tad over-protective.”

She paused for breath and I interrupted, I guess I needed to get
it over.  I offered the photographs.

“She may have an ulterior motive for saying that I’m
afraid.”

She took the photographs and glanced at them.

“Oh that’s just her way, she always was demonstrative.”

I gritted my teeth as I’d have to spell it out in words of one
syllable.

“Those photographs were taken over a period of eight minutes,
then they went upstairs.”

She looked at the photos again.

“Is that Jock’s Bets?”

“It is, apparently he’s been hiring your husband the room on and
off for three months, Jock says he only ever brings her.”

At least the fracas with the hoodies had brought some benefit,
Jock had spilled the beans while we waited for the police.

“Bastard,” she said vehemently.  “That’s where he used to
take me when I was living with my sister.”

She put the photos down and I noticed her hand was shaking.

“Bastard,” she repeated.

I noted it was him getting all the blame.

“Your sister is not entirely blameless.”

She glared at me.

“He’s got a smooth tongue.”

She simmered and grunted.

“Bastards, they’ve got me well and truly stitched.”

Now she’d gone white, but whether it was rage or shock I
couldn’t tell.  She glowered at me.

“This is his flat, I used to live two floors above with Greta,
when we got married I said I would drop out of the tenancy.”

She pounded the arm of the chair.

“Pigs, selfish money-grabbing pigs.”

I wanted to escape as my job was done, but I also needed to be
polite to a client, especially before we had been paid.

“When did the tenancy end?”

She gazed at me, ejected herself from the armchair like a
scalded rabbit and rummaged in a kitchen drawer.  She came
back waving a piece of paper.

“The current agreement is not up for a fortnight, but the actual
papers are in the upstairs flat.”

She grabbed some keys and headed for the front door.

“Coming?”  She said.  “You might as well see it
through.”

We climbed the stairs and walked along the concrete
balcony.  There were lights on in the flat, but she didn’t
knock, she put the key in the lock and marched in, I followed like
a lamb.  After a few paces we were in the lounge and there on
the floor were her husband and her sister in flagrante so
to speak.

“Excuse me,” she said in a sarcastic tone and opened the top
drawer of a small sideboard.  She fished out some papers while
he rolled over and tried pull up his chinos and she scrabbled to
get up.

“Anna, Anna,” he whined.  “It’s not what it seems.”

Greta eventually stood up with her skirt in a reasonable
position.

“Babies,” she said.  “It’s all about babies, I want one and
Martin said he’d give me one.”

Anna waved the papers.

“Well you can have your rotten babies in his flat.”  She
screamed.  “I’m staying here.”

“But that’s only got one bedroom,” Greta yelled.

“I’m sure that’s enough,” shouted Anna.  “For what you
want.”

She grabbed a set of VW car keys and stormed out.  By now
Martin had his chinos on, but was having trouble doing up the
zip.  I followed Anna.

“No!”  Martin bawled.  “I’ve only got one set since
you… ”

We walked out onto the balcony and she threw the keys off into
the dark with a great deal of energy, fuelled no doubt by
anger.

“Bastards!”  She shouted into the hall and slammed the
door.

I followed her downstairs and into the other flat.  She
walked into the lounge, pulled out a cheque book and smiled at
me.

“£250 wasn’t it?”  She purred.

 

I came across Martin in road outside.  He gave me a forlorn
look.

“Which way?”  He moaned.  “Which way did she chuck
them?”

I had to confess I hadn’t noticed as I’d been trying to get out
of the flat as fast as possible.  Ten seconds later a backpack
came over the edge of the third balcony.

“Bastard!”  Came a muffled cry.

“No!”  He shouted.  “No, don’t throw the… ”

He was too late as a blu-ray DVD player whistled through the air
to fragment on the pavement.  I decided to move away as other
items started to rain down.  As they say, hell hath no fury
like a woman scorned.










Chapter 3
Complications


Stephanie stared at Jenn in disbelief.

“You’ve got me a partner? How can we possibly afford that? It’s
a bit early to be expanding isn’t it?”

I decided to keep a low profile and concentrated on my toast and
marmalade.

“Not a partner,” Jenn said sweetly. “A trainee. He’s got a nice
fat training grant which will pay his wages and for him to attend a
few courses on insurance fraud, and for the extra overheads.” She
treated Stephanie to another sweet smile. “But he’ll learn more
from you in a month than a year’s worth of courses.”

Stephanie rolled her eyes.

“Oh I see, he’s totally wet behind the ears and I’ll have to
waste time in keeping him out of trouble.”

Jenn passed over a couple of sheets of paper.

“His CV; last summer holidays he worked for the local council
doing surveillance on benefit fraudsters and the summer before
worked with Homeland Security on monitoring incoming goods at a
parcels depot. He’s got a law degree that specialises in insurance
regulations and he’s keen to build a career because he’s just
getting married.”

Her eyes flicked over the text and she burst out laughing.

“Fabian? I hope he hasn’t got a yard.”

Jenn gave her a blank look.

“Fabian of the yard,” I explained. “It was a 1950s TV
series.”

“Based on real life cases,” shot back Stephanie. “He was before
his time.”

Jenn tapped the papers.

“He’s also got contacts at Imperial’s and,” said Jenn
emphasising the point. “And we told him he’d be on a week’s
extended trial and interview with you.”

Stephanie suddenly smiled.

“Well that’s alright then.”

She looked at me.

“I’m doing a whole bundle of supposedly stolen laptops at the
new university today, but Friston’s gave me this one, that I
thought you might be interested in.”

She flicked over a piece of paper.

“Apparently someone broke into the Baker Twin’s house and stole
a 54” high definition TV off the wall.”

I laughed at the thought of anyone sane trying to steal from
that pair. Stephanie picked up her coffee.

“How’s that case going?”

I glanced at Jenn; I didn’t want her to know how I got the
information.

“Good news and bad news, apparently the terrible two were paid
to dump the car. Bad news is that puts the car owner in the frame.
She swears the car was stolen from her driveway after the keys were
fished off her hall table; has an alibi for the exact time the
accident happened and,” I paused for effect. “And is the wife of
Julian Horncastle the local MP and Junior Foreign Secretary.”

Stephanie chewed on a morsel of thin cut toast with a smidgen of
marmalade.

“Could it have been him?”

“Possible, but he was supposed to be seeing some international
delegation at the House of Commons.”

She licked her lips.

“So he has Special Branch protection.” She mused.

“He’s only a junior secretary, butted in Jenn, why would he have
protection?”

“Protocol,” she muttered as she cleaned a bit of toast from
between her front teeth. “Just in case his boss gets bumped off,
wouldn’t want to lose both of them, besides junior ministers get
all the rotten jobs. But it will be low-grade, probably one officer
who has to sleep sometime, normally when the person he’s guarding
is in the house or in his home and under CCTV surveillance.”

I sat up. I hadn’t thought of that. If there was CCTV, maybe it
could help me, but how to get the tapes? My mind started to
whirl.

 

I reminded myself that this was Jenn’s idea, talking to the
police made me nervous, but she said we ought to build some
bridges; I just hoped they wouldn’t burn them from under us. So I
walked into the disused shop that was now home to the Police
Community Support Unit and smiled at the ever-so-young constable.
He came round from behind his desk and I was surprised at his size,
either he went in for body-building or he ate an awful lot of pies.
He stared at me and his eyes narrowed.

“You’re Jim Tarrent.”

The accent was Norfolk, so what was he doing down here?

“I didn’t know my fame had spread,” I quipped.

He laughed.

“You were in the paper, that Navy case you solved. My dad was in
the Navy, Chief Petty Officer on a carrier.”

“Sometimes we get our man,” I muttered.

He gave me another peculiar look.

“So what can I do for you?”

I noticed he hadn’t offered me a seat.

“Got a case that involves the Melton Motorcycle Club, I wondered
if you could tell me anything about them?”

He turned away.

“Look at the local papers, there’s plenty in there.”

I sat down.

“I have and there is, but if I’m going to follow through my case
I need a little more solid info than newspaper hype and
hyperbole.”

He swung round and sat down, his wooden chair groaned.

“Back scratching involved?”

“If you want.”

He stared at me while he made up his mind what to tell me; I
didn’t expect him to tell the whole truth, after all he was the
police and they always like to keep something up their sleeve. He
shrugged his shoulders.

“Well they’re not the Hell’s Angels by a long chalk, but they’re
probably not lily-white either. It’s a private club and they like
to keep to twelve core members, the rest are all ‘associates’ who
are mostly harmless. Currently the chairman is a guy called Roland
Hyde, nasty piece of work, rides a Honda Goldwing.”

Not a Harley?”

He shook his head.

“Normally they go in for old British Bikes like Panthers and BSA
Gold Stars, but he’s the exception; he likes to be the exception.
His misses is a gall called Nell, she’s been inside for drug
couriering, did six years in a French gaol before she met him. Rest
of the crew are pussycats compared with those two, but don’t get me
wrong I wouldn’t like to meet any of the twelve core members on a
dark night without a large police dog by my side.”

I digested this.

“What about crime?”

He laughed.

“We just don’t know. They go off on long rides, different
members go off in different directions and frankly we have
suspicions, but no evidence.”

“I thought you had number plate tracking these days.”

“We do, but they are authentic British bikes with authentic
old-style number plates, our machines don’t always pick them up and
if they do they don’t always get them right.

I put two and two together.

“So they are couriers who operate under your radar.”

He licked his lips.

“I’m not saying that they are illegal couriers, only
that they could be.”

He crossed his ample legs.

“But you don’t double cross them. Last year we found one of
their ‘associates’ in a field over by Hall Farm. Bike was a total
mess, it had been a 600cc Norton, and he wasn’t much better. He
said he’d taken the bend too fast and hit a tree, all I can say is
the tree must have fought back.”

He stood up.

“Their usual haunt is the old pump house on the outskirts of
Newbourne village, but don’t go calling unannounced. Their formal
club night is Wednesdays at the Cross-eyed Fox, if you go don’t
drink the cask ale, it’s lethal.”

He paused.

“If you go in for discrete surveillance be careful you don’t
disturb the Serious Crime Unit, rumour has it they’ve got a nest
somewhere nearby.”

I opened my mouth and he shook his head. I guess I wouldn’t get
any more until I could ‘scratch his back’ with some juicy
titbits.

 

I got home to find Country Music playing in the kitchen and
Fannie polishing the coffee machine. She gave me a wide smile.

“Jenn’s gone to see the vicar and Stephanie is chasing up and
insurance fraud in Norwich.”

“Norwich?” I echoed.

She frowned in thought.

“Norwich University, something about students swapping bicycles
and claiming insurance.”

I got another smile.

“So I’m doing lunch.”

I glanced at her backpack lying under the table.

“Not selling magazines today then?”

She shook her head and her blond pigtails took on a life of
their own.

“Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays, I share a plot with Jake the
Peg.”

“Got a wooden leg has he?” I quipped.

I got a blank look.

“No, he plays cribbage.”

Thankfully Jenn arrived through the back-door with Gerald in
tow. She took off a lightweight waterproof and gave me a kiss,
Gerald gave me a double wag of his tail and waited for a pat.

“You are really going to love this one,” she said.

I gave her a quizzical look as she washed her hands and at
down.

“Vicar gave me a ring, they are having trouble with their beach
hut.” She said it with humour in her voice.

“And?”

“And he and his wife have this beach hut philosophy; you either
go in for iron bars and large locks or you stick on a small padlock
to make it easy for people to break in.”

“You’re losing me,” I said.

She grinned.

“They say it is inevitable that the hut will get broken into and
if you put on large locks and iron bars you suffer more damage, so
they make it easy and suffer virtually no damage. They’ve even
taken to leaving out a can of cola and an open bible. Apparently
they were broken into four times last year and only lost a couple
of forks and a tin of coffee, next door had the front of the hut
ripped off twice and lost three recliners and a gas stove.”

I began to get the drift.

“And now?”

“And now they keep getting the hut broken into, but the people
who are doing it are leaving large sprays of fresh flowers and a
note saying ‘In memory of Alice.’”

“Who’s Alice?”

“That’s just the point, they don’t know an Alice and he’s
checked his records and he’s never conducted a funeral for an Alice
either.”

“Could it be a former owner of the hut?”

“Been there, the hut has been in their family for twenty-two
years, before that it there wasn’t a hut on that spot.”

Jenn leant forward and tapped the table with a fingernail.

“Thing is the burglars also replace the lock with an identical
one, that means they have to keep breaking in their own hut.”

There is nothing as quirky as humans. I looked at Jenn.

“Why contact us now?”

“Because it’s becoming sinister, last week they found a wreath
and a note saying. ‘In memoriam of Alice, killed in her prime,’
yesterday it was a laurel cross and the note read ‘In memoriam of
Alice, killed in her prime, by the church.”

Fannie suddenly laid out knives and forks and placed a salad
between each set. Now I don’t know about most people, but I’m not
over keen on salads. For a start the greenery seems to multiply on
the plate and unless the various components are thoroughly dried it
can end up a damp mess. This salad looked palatable, except
covering nearly one third of the plate was a pile of brown matter
that reminded me of desiccated horse manure. I went to open my
mouth and received a kick under the table.

“Nut roast salad,” announced Jenn. “One of Fannie’s
specialities.”

Then I got the look; that look that tells me to shut up and eat
up. Now eating food I don’t like for Jenn is one thing, but eating
it for someone else is quite another and I listlessly prodded the
brown matter only to receive another sharp kick. I got the hint and
started to eat. Now I’ve eaten most things in a lot of places and
some things most people wouldn’t think digestible in others, but
that nut roast was truly difficult to get through. For a start,
once in the mouth it had the consistency of setting blancmange and
the grittiness of a sand-filled gravel trap; then it had the
over-sweet taste of peanut butter tinged with tangy marmalade and
almond essence; finally when moist it was sticky enough to cling to
teeth while somehow managing to dry up the tongue and stick in the
throat. The only way to eat it was not to chew, but to swallow it
straight down. I’m almost proud to say I ate every scrap; it was
the same sort of pride I got from not letting the British Army down
and eating toasted muskrat with the American Rangers, only I think
that was easier. Fannie cleared away the plates and placed a bowl
in front of me.

“Banana in coconut milk,” she exclaimed.

One a scale of one to a hundred bananas comes out for me at
about minus eight. Eating green bananas in the tropics is one
thing, banana saturated in coconut milk is quite another. Jenn
looked at my face.

“I don’t think Jim will have any pudding, he’s trying to watch
his weight.” She murmured.

Fannie smiled, took my bowl and slopped the contents into hers.
I felt almost physically sick just watching her slurp her way
through it. Once she had eaten every morsel Fannie moved to towards
coffee machine, Jenn was instantly on her feet.

“I’ll get the coffee Fannie, you got the meal.”

Fannie sat down.

“Might have died on the spot,” she said.

I began to wonder about parallel universes.

“Who?”

“Alice.”

Actually she had a good idea there. Jenn placed a frothy coffee
in front of her and Fannie sniffed it.

“Or it might be a reference to Saint Alice,” she said as she
stirred in a generous spoonful of brown sugar.

Now I was lost. Jenn dazzled me with a smile.

“Fannie used to read a lot of books about saints didn’t
you?”

Fannie nodded.

“St Alice was a Belgium saint who lived in a convent and caught
leprosy, she became blind and was paralysed, but she had lots of
visions and God spoke to her quite regularly.”

I almost made a sad joke about the beach hut not being in
Belgium, but even I could see that Fannie was trying to be
helpful.

“Well I never knew that,” I said truthfully.

Fannie gave me a beaming smile and settled back to drink her
coffee, Jenn stayed away and just polished the coffee machine back
to a gleaming piece of pampered machinery.

 

I listened to Fannie singing something upstairs, she was
obviously singing along to her MP3 player as she had that off-key
sound you get from not quite hearing your own voice. Jenn rubbed
her hand through my hair.

“I’m sorry about that, I thought I’d follow up your suggestion
and give Fannie a try at housekeeping. I was sure she’d be OK at
cooking as she used to work in the prison kitchen quite
happily.

“Remind me never to break the law,” I said dryly.

She sat down and held my hand.

“She tries her best, but has that knack of never quite getting
it right.” Jenn mused.

“Well she certainly knows her saints.”

Jenn laughed.

“The prison padre had this huge pile of graphic comics about the
saints, goodness knows who donated them to him, but they just
gathered dust in the corner of the chapel vestry, that is until
Fannie spotted them. She said she would ‘read’ them all, and she
did. She must have read each one at least twice. When she left
prison the chaplain gave them to her as a leaving present saying
than he hoped they would inspire her to never come back and that
she should particularly remember Saint Martin de Caberello.”

“Who?”

“The Patron Saint of Shopkeepers.”

 

I haven’t got a motorbike, but I have got a gas-powered quad
bike. I ‘acquired’ it on a previous case and the people I borrowed
it from never asked for it back, so it’s become part of my
transport collection. Newbourne is close enough that I could get to
it using only bridal paths, so the quad bike was the perfect
vehicle for the task. I could have used my mountain bike, but the
quad-bike carries more kit. I studied my footpath map and set off.
I wasn’t really planning any deep reconnaissance, but I dressed in
camouflage fatigues all the same. I spent a happy fifteen minutes
pottering down the various paths and marvelling at how little noise
the quad-bike made, however the downside was that it lacked a
little power. Even so, if you opened the throttle too quickly you
could easily do a double wheelie and throw yourself off. I paused
on the outskirts of Kirton and studied my map. I had about a mile
on a ruler-straight bridleway and then a sharp left turn onto a
farm-track. I pottered forward and was about twenty yards short of
my turn when something caught my eye off to the left. I have no
idea what it was, but that sixth sense kicked in and I went
straight past my turn, over a small rise and stopped wondering what
I was actually doing. I parked the bike between some trees in some
scrub and walked back along the hedge-line. I stopped as soon as I
got near the turn and surveyed the lie of the land through my
binoculars. This is what I’ve been trained to do, be invisible and
look for the enemy. About a quarter of a mile up the track I could
just see half of a motorbike rear wheel sticking out from a hedge.
It had a silver mudguard and a black small number plate that ended
in a B, that meant the bike had been first registered in 1964. Old
habits die hard and I continued my assessment of what was around.
Across the open field from the motorbike was a dilapidated hut. I
would guess that it formed part of the wartime building memorabilia
that is scattered across Suffolk and it was in a dreadful state.
There was no roof, crumbling ivy clad brickwork and what looked
like a Eucalyptus tree growing out of the middle. It was totally
isolated in the centre of the field, and yet through the gap where
a window used to be I could see a green plastic bag hanging from
one of the lower branches of the tree. I studied the lie of the
land and decided I could see the bag, but the owner of the
motorbike probably couldn’t and I got that strange feeling that I
was not alone in my observations. I was about to creep away when I
heard the thump-thump-thump of a large motorcycle. It came down the
footpath, past the hidden motorbike and then turned right down the
bridle path by which I had come. However, this was no British bike
as inscribed on the fuel tank was the word ‘Indian’ and on the back
was a female pillion passenger sitting over a pair of black leather
saddlebags with chrome rivets.

 

The world was white. The landscape was white, my clothes were
white and even the binoculars in my hands were white. It was also
cold, cold enough to give frostbite if you left anything exposed
for more than a couple of minutes when out in the wind. I wriggled
down into my slit trench in the snow and mentally cursed whoever
had thought this was a good idea. We were in North-West Russia
overlooking a river and a forlorn boat house. We had arrived five
hours ago, being the land of the midnight sun I just couldn’t say
we had arrived by night. My orders were crystal clear, I was to
stay put for two high tides to enable the pair of female Navy
officers I had with me to observe the buildings on the other side
of the river, and leave nothing behind, and they meant nothing. So
we were urinating into bottles and defecating on little white
plastic sheets that you could hygienically fold up. All in all we
were supposed to spend five days across the border and it is quite
amazing just how much waste products a squad of six can make over
that time. Already things had not gone well. I had been given a
definite pinpoint location as to where I was to ‘park’ and protect
the Navy officers, and that location was dreadful. It may have
looked good on a map or a satellite photo, but in reality it was
awful. We had struggled through a snow bound wood trying not to
leave a trail and come to the edge of the wood a good half a mile
short of this proposed location. The designated spot was lower down
and on the gentle flood plain that led to the river, to say it was
exposed was an understatement. To add to my woes there was a dead
reindeer, or possible a dead moose, lying about five yards from
where we were supposed to be. Dead reindeer are fine, bears that
scavenge on them are not as they might scavenge on me as well and
in any case they attract unwanted attention. My naval party was
quite laid back about it all and didn’t seem to mind being in the
wood, as long as they could see the boathouse. An hour before high
tide was due two lorries bounced down the rough track and parked
behind the boathouse. Ten minutes later the roll-up door opened to
expose an empty space with energetic Russians piling soft bags on
the interior jetty. As if on cue a miniature submarine surfaced in
the middle of the river just enough to expose the conning tower, a
head popped up and the submarine steered into the boathouse and the
door came down.

“That was very smooth,” I said.

“They’ve done it before,” said one of the officers drolly.

We had what passed for lunch and, to our surprise, the boathouse
door opened again. This time the submarine came out and pottered
out to the middle of the river to turn downstream and disappear. I
checked my watch.

“That’s a turn round of two hours.” I said.

“That’s a turn up for the books,” the navy officer replied. “We
didn’t think they could do it on one tide because…”

I never heard her reply because a MIG fighter screamed down the
river and dropped a laser guided bomb next to the dead reindeer.
Ten seconds later his partner did just the same. We needed no
second bidding, we melted back into the woods to the sound of
approaching helicopters. Whoever they dropped didn’t follow us into
the woods, had they done so we would have been dead meat; we were
travelling light and only had automatic rifles, they could probably
have whistled up an entire arsenal. We’d come in through Norway,
but I took my secondary route out into Finland, a route I had not
discussed with anyone and which could therefore not be betrayed.
Once over the border we dug ourselves in and had to wait three days
for a suitably cloudy ‘night’ when we could be extracted by
helicopter. To say my commanding officer was apoplectic with rage
that I’d entered Finland was an understatement, his rage only
increased when I told him the reason. He didn’t like being us set
up any more than me. I never discovered why the Russians bombed
that exact location, but we did get two bottles of gin from the
Navy.

 

I sat up in a muck sweat and Jenn rolled over.

“Dream?” She said sleepily.

“Memories,” I replied.

“Bad?”

I lay down.

“Not sure, but I probably owe my life to a dead reindeer.”

“Tell me about it in the morning,” she yawned.

I closed my eyes, but the picture within was still vivid; a
white landscape and bits of reindeer lying everywhere, bits that
were meant to be me.

 

Stephanie spread a smidgen of low-fat margarine across her toast
and added a morsel of marmite, which she spread ultra-thinly across
the toast, she took a bite and started to crunch.

“Candy off a baby, there were five of them and they had nothing
in common apart from going to the same laundrette. They decided if
they all swap bicycles they could make an insurance claim and say
that they’d borrowed their current bike from a friend while waiting
for the payout.”

“But,” said Jenn.

“But three of them were with Friston’s and two insured by the
university scheme, which is, unbeknown to the students,
underwritten by Fristons. Hence five names all popped up at the
same university and they smelt a rat.”

At this rate I decided that Stephanie was single-handedly
earning most of our current income. Stephanie looked at Jenn.

“Checked out your big-issue seller.”

Jenn gave me a measured smile.

“Best be sure.” She said softly to me.

Stephanie started on an apple after peeling it into
submission.

“She left school and trained as a nanny, but she’d started
shoplifting while she was at school and rather than leaving it as
part of her adolescent past she took to it as a career and
eventually got sent to prison for a set of increasing terms. After
prison she worked at the Globetrotter Hotel for just over ten
months and until the hotel went financially belly-up because the
manager stole all the proceeds and they were uninsured. After that
she worked for a cleaning firm on two-week trial, but they didn’t
employ her.”

Stephanie looked up from her little notebook.

“Her supervisor said she was willing and did a good job, but
needed specific instructions on what to clean and not what to
clean.”

She glanced at me.

“Contract was to clean offices, but not touch the desks or the
windows; apparently Fannie polished everything in sight every time
to be sure she’d cleaned the right stuff.”

She glanced at her book.

“After that she tried he hand at litter-picking for the council,
but they said she was too fastidious. Then she moved on to selling
the big-issue and living in the Halfgate Hostel.”

“Not heard of that,” I murmured.

Stephanie screwed up her nose.

“Couple of notches down from the Salvation Army. You get a
supposedly secure locker and a guaranteed bed for twelve hours,
either 8pm to 8am or 8am to 8pm. Breakfast is provided, but is
mainly coffee in plastic cups and yesterday’s croissants.”

“Sounds grim.”

“Next stop is the railway arches.” Stephanie muttered.

She licked her lips and glanced at Jenn.

“I did have a word with someone I know who’s a prison warder. He
had an ask about. She seems to have been well behaved in prison
but…” she hesitated. “Did put another inmate in hospital by hitting
them with a dish full of nut-roast, apparently she fractured their
skull in two places.”

Jenn nodded.

“I know about that.”

She didn’t elucidate and I didn’t ask. I decided to change the
subject.

“What you doing today?”

She shrugged.

“Not much, couple of follow-ups of stale insurance frauds, but
they are well old.”

I flicked a file over.

“Fred Nichols Secure Postage; these are all the current staff,
can you check them out; one is probably rotten.”

Stephanie wagged a finger.

“Might be more, always difficult to do something like this on
your own and two makes it easier.” She grinned mischievously. “If
fact if they are all in cahoots it would be a doddle.”

Jenn suddenly changed the subject.

“Looked over the bungalow?”

Stephanie grimaced.

“It’s fine and the internal decorations are fine, but it’s
absolutely filthy. I tackled Ted and he said he had it decorated
nine months ago, but his son didn’t want to move in. Since then
they’ve used it for storing bits and pieces – bits and pieces with
bits of the local fields attached I would guess. And as for the so
called garden shed it might be full of garden, but it’s probably
also full of livestock I’d rather not meet.”

She suddenly smiled.

“I don’t want you to think I’m ungrateful, but it will take me
at least three weekends to clean it and I am not moving in while
there is mud and cobwebs all over the place.”

Having looked round the place I rather felt her estimate of
three weekends was optimistic, she probably hadn’t looked too
closely at the bathroom.

Jenn just smiled and anyone with half a brain could see what she
was thinking.

 

I watched an old lady rummage through the wool boxes and extract
four balls of lime green wool; I wondered which unfortunate niece
or nephew was going to get a winter scarf. I looked around,
personally I wouldn’t have chosen a library as a place to set up
shop, but Jenn said it was a hub of the community and people
wouldn’t feel conspicuous coming in. All of a sudden a chap with
exceedingly bushy ginger eyebrows and a crumpled beige suit slipped
into the chair opposite. We got a benign smile.

“I’m Holden Grange.”

I nodded.

“You’re the Town Council Planning Officer.”

His eyebrows shot up towards the rest of his ginger hair, which
was sparse and set back over a vast bald forehead.

“How on earth…?”

“You’re still wearing your identity tag,” I said drolly.

Jenn stifled a smile and he tucked his tag away and fixed his
watery blue eyes on me.

“Have you heard of guerrilla gardening?” He asked glancing round
at the people in the library.

“You mean the people who garden unused spaces by night and try
to make them look better for all?”

He nodded.

“Except it’s not always by night, some are quite bold.”

He shuffled as if he had piles.

“There’s a group around here called GRR8, and I want you to get
in touch with them for me?”

“Surely,” I said. “Their quite harmless.”

He glanced around again and started to sweat.

“GRR8 planted the flowerbed on the large roundabout that
welcomes people into town and they’ve starting to mark out a
flowerbed on the side of the old approach road.” He licked his
lips. “But they’re wasting their time. The old dual carriageway is
going to be extended to make a larger temporary lorry park when the
dock shuts due to inclement weather.” He lowered his voice. “And
the old allotments, they need to know about the old
allotments.”

Jenn piped up.

“What old allotments.”

He almost rolled his eyes.

“To the North of town, the allotments covered almost an acre and
had been there since the Boer war, but the District Council wanted
to build offices there and turfed off the allotment association.
There was a hell of a row and the District Council eventually gave
them a similar sized plot to the North of Trimley St Mary and a
footpath tunnel under the duel carriageway; it cost them a small
fortune.” He suddenly smiled. “Thing is they can’t get planning
permission as the County Council says it is green belt, which is
what the allotment association said in the first place.” He leant
forward conspiratorially. “Current plan is to say nothing and do
nothing to let the place become an eyesore and then try again.”

Jenn chuckled.

“But if GRR8 know it’s vacant…”

He nodded.

“Town might be saved from a concrete eyesore.”

I sat back.

“You don’t need us. Put a note in a biscuit tin and leave it in
amongst their begonias.”

His eyebrows wobbled.

“I can’t sign the note.”

“Give yourself a tag.”

“You mean like ‘The Mole?’”

“Not ‘The Mole,’” I said dryly. “Gardeners don’t like
moles.”

He had the grace to laugh, gave a casual wave and left. We
watched him glance around and sidle out of the door.

“Peculiar chap,” said Jenn.

“Peculiar chap asking the wrong questions. I wonder if it has
occurred to him where GRR8 get their bedding plants from?”

“How do you mean?” Replied Jenn, already loosing interest as we
had not got a job out of him.

“They must be using a huge number of bedding plants, I don’t
suppose it’s got anything to do with the fact that Chelmsford Parks
department had their nursery cleaned out earlier in the year.”

Jenn grinned.

“That’s true guerrilla gardening for you.”

 

An old couple came in and I made a mental estimate of which way
they would go; Internet Café, Coffee Bar or Newspaper area, or
perhaps even the free wool stock. I was wrong on all accounts, they
staggered over and sat down. He looked like a retired farmer as he
was gaunt, weather-beaten, dressed in a brown tweed suit and
wearing a grubby waxed cotton flat cap, which he didn’t take off.
She looked more like a refugee from the Mother’s Union with a
homely blue dress, brown sensible shoes and a floral handbag. He
peered at us.

“You those detective types?”

I wondered what a Yorkshire man was doing here. I nodded.

He smacked his lips. She placed her handbag on the small table
between us.

“We’re here on holiday,” she said in a gravelly Lancashire
accent.

He nodded.

“Daughter and her bairn.”

She glanced at him.

“She’s a widow, her husband was shot in an argument over a
parking space.”

Jenn sat up.

“Jonathon Hardacre?”

She nodded.

“Stupid thing to die for.”

Jenn glanced at me and smiled at her.

“The police caught the chap, didn’t he just get eight years for
manslaughter.”

He gave a sort of barking snort that I took to mean he’d got off
light. She nodded again.

“But the judge said the real villain was the person who supplied
the gun.”

I could see where this was going.

“I’m sure the police…”

“Police!” He spat. “They couldn’t catch a blind sheep with three
legs.”

She laid a bony hand on his arm.

“They told us they’d got to a dead end on tracing the gun.”

He pointed a finger at me.

“You find the bloke who supplied the gun and we’ll give you a
grand.”

He leant forward.

“No win, no fee mind.”

Jenn gently shook her head.

“We don’t work like that, if we take the case it will be a £250
non-returnable deposit towards expenses and £750 if we can solve
the case within three months, after that we’ve probably got no
hope.”

He shook his head.

“If you think I’m… ”

She placed her hand over the finger that was pointing at me
again.

“That’s fine, you just find him and tell us before you tell the
police.”

This time I shook my head.

“Police and then you, I can’t have you taking the law in your
own hands.”

She just smiled her Mother’s Union smile and he scowled his
sheep-farmer’s scowl, but the job was undoubtedly ours.










Chapter 4
Getting Sucked In


It was a Victoria terrace house with a small front garden in
which was parked a motorcycle under one of those expensive
tailor-made rain-covers. From under the cover a large chain crept
out and fastened itself to a D ring that was set in concrete. The
house itself was passable, but not too well cared for. It didn’t
have double glazing, the guttering was wobbly and the front door
could have done with a lick of paint. However, Jenn had worked her
little miracle and there was no doubt we were at the right
house.

“OK,” I said. “Looks like a first time hit, but how?”

She smiled.

“Because they are not trying to hide, they’re on the electoral
register; Mr James Sunderland and Miss Michelle Hyde.”

“Say her surname again.”

“Hyde.”

“Well well,” I mused. “I wonder if she’s related to Roland
Hyde?”

“Daughter,” said Jenn. “Pound to a penny. She used to be
registered at the same address as him.”

We left our car and ambled across the road, a curtain in the
next door terrace house twitched. I pressed the bell and we waited.
An old lady came out of the next door house, she was all long skirt
and off-white blouse.

“They ain’t in.” She shrilled.

Jenn gave her the best smile she could muster.

“Any ideas?”

The woman screwed up her eyes.

“You debt collectors?”

“No.”

She sniffed.

“Try the Black Barn Café.”

She pointed a scrawny finger at a row of shops about two hundred
yards away.

“If you go there,” she crowed. “Don’t eat the sausages, people
steal dogs around here.”

 

The Black Barn Café was a traditional working man’s café with
Formica topped tables and the smell of yesterday’s fried bacon.
They were sitting at a back table finishing a full English
breakfasts with toast and tea. His hair was longer and greasier
than the photograph we had and his mother’s description of her was
not far out. She had frizzed mousy blond hair, enough foundation
cream to grease a shipway, pink lips and blue powder on her
eyelids. On the other hand she was obviously trying to cover up
pockmarks in her cheeks of moon crater proportions. They were
dressed like any young couple in blue jeans and logoed sweatshirts,
only the leather jackets on the backs of the chairs linked them to
the biking fraternity. We ambled over, she looked up. I showed my
Private Detective card.

“May we join you for a moment?”

He grimaced, she gave a half-smile and took her macramé handbag
off of the chair next to her so we could sit down.

“So,” he grunted. “What gives us the pleasure?”

I noticed neither of them had eaten their sausages. I looked at
Jamie.

“Your mother has hired us to give you a message.”

“You’re kidding,” she said.

“She has no idea where you’re now living,” murmured Jenn.

He buttered some toast.

“Well message away,” he muttered back.

“She says she’s sorry for what she said and if Michelle is your
choice she won’t moan about it.”

He fought to open a small pre-packed jam sachet, she took it off
him and instantly peeled back to foil.

“She was out of order,” he grunted. “Well out of order.”

I pointed to Michelle’s left hand, the hand without the Tudor
rose tattoo on the ball of the thumb.

“Perhaps you can go round and tell her the good news.”

He nodded.

“I’ll think about it.”

Jenn smiled, examined the ring and looked at him.

“Parents can be real nasty at times, but she is your mother and
just supposed she died before you made up, then what?”

“OK, OK,” he said grudgingly. “I get the message.”

He sipped his tea.

“How is the old bat anyway?”

“She looks fine, but she is repentant,” said Jenn softly.

“And she’s just worried,” I added. “Worried that you’re being
led astray.”

“By me?” Said Michelle with a knowing smile.

“By the motorbike lot.”

To my surprise Michelle laughed.

“And she’s got every right to be worried, my step-mother is
turning them into a right den of iniquity.”

I began to wonder about Michelle, she had all the airs of a
hard-nosed working class cow, but she spoke educated English and
obviously had a brain that she used.

“You don’t like your step-mother?”

She shrugged.

“She’s dad’s choice and they get on well, but she likes to live
on the wild side.”

She shot Jamie a smile.

“But we’re safe, dad keeps us right out of it. If there’s
something going on he sends us off on an errand far away and out of
sight or warns us to stay away.”

I was curious.

“She what might be going on?”

Her eyes flicked round the café.

“She’s got them couriering guns.”

She lowered her voice.

“You want a gun for a robbery then you contact Nell. She sends
the gun via one of the club members who leaves it in a
dead-letterbox. Once the robbery is over they take the gun back and
Nell gets it picked up. It’s a fool’s game, someone someday is
bound to blow the whistle to save their own skin.”

“By which time,” he added. “Nell hopes to be long gone.”

Michelle shrugged.

“But, of course, it’s all hearsay, we don’t actually know.”

“Excuse me asking,” I said tentatively. “But why stay in the
club if in the end you could get tarred with the same brush when
the police finally swoop.”

He made a sucking noise through his teeth.

“You can join, but you can never leave, not if you are a core
member.”

“And you sure?”

He nodded.

“Ever since Bob ran into a tree near Hall Farm; shame that, it
was a nice bike.”

I turned to Michelle.

“How long can your father keep you out of trouble?”

She shrugged.

“Depends on Nell, she knows what he’s doing, but if she puts the
screws on… ”

By now Jenn was examining the engagement ring and my brain was
working at full tilt. There was something wrong here, it was all
too easy and they’d opened up about the motorcycle gang as if
expecting us to be interested. This was all very peculiar,
unless…

“You can tell your mum she’s a good actress.” I half-chided.

He sat up as if struck by lightning. I decided to strike home
the attack, if they wanted out and the wanted out enough to involve
his mum there had to be a catalyst and I doubted it was the gun
running per se.

“And when’s the baby due?”

Michelle went red, least I think she went red, it was hard to
tell with all that foundation cream. Her hand shot to her face.

“You really are detectives.”

“That,” I said with heavy irony. “Is what it says on the
tin.”

He gave a shallow laugh.

“Fair cop. We do need out and we do need to tell someone about
the gun-running, but didn’t know how to go about it, this was mum’s
idea.”

“Why not go to the police?” Asked Jenn.

“Because I value my bike and I don’t want Michelle to be an
early widow.” He muttered ruefully.

I considered my options.

“You willing to pass on information?”

He shrugged.

“Honestly haven’t got any.”

“Yes you have,” purred Jenn. “You know when Michelle’s father is
warning you off, that’s a start.”

 

We’d just got home when my mobile phone rang. It was the
Xavier’s, the Baker Twins were sitting across the road outside
their house and just staring, it wasn’t illegal, but it was what I
feared. I rapidly collected a few items and drove off in my Land
Rover, the Mercedes A Class would have been more inconspicuous, but
the Rover was equipped with just what I needed.

 

They were still outside and still staring when I crept down a
neighbour’s alleyway. My first task was to creep along a hedge and
stick a couple of potatoes up the exhaust pipe of their tatty Ford.
I decided it was a no no. I would have to cross six feet of open
pavement and the car had huge out of proportion wing mirrors,
probably stolen from a Ford Van. I was about to exercise a full
retreat when salvation arrived in the form of a group of teenagers.
There must have been eight, four boys dressed in hoodies and jeans
and four girls in colourful tops, short denim skirts and stiletto
heels. They must have been showing acres of long slinky legs and
were walking in front of the boys like sirens luring them to their
doom. I waited for them to pass and assumed my twins were red
blooded males; I had the potatoes in place in less than twenty
seconds and before the last boy had sauntered past the wing mirror.
I trotted back to my Land Rover and put the second part of my plan
into action; I didn’t need to hurt them, but I did need to frighten
them off, so it was a fine judgement. I drove round the corner and
the Baker boys were still sitting there with the front windows down
and elbows lazily draped over the doors. I pulled up close with my
driver’s window adjacent to what I assumed was James’ driver’s
window. I poked my short-barrelled shotgun out of my window and
clicked into my Welsh accent.

“You get one warning boyos,” I hissed. “And only one. We’re not
interested in you anymore so piss off.”

I was gone before they could reply, but not before I tossed a
small smoke grenade into the back of their car. I’ll give them
their due, as I drove away they both exited their car
simultaneously rolling on the ground. I hoped I’d done enough to
get them to stop, but somehow I suspected that their skins were too
thick and their brains not in gear. I stopped out of sight and took
off my false number plates and a ‘Wales’ sticker. The plates were
just a precaution, but with people like the Baker Boys you could
never leave anything to chance, hence the potatoes as I just didn’t
want them to be able to follow me.

 

My large constable was still in the Police Community Support
Unit building and he looked up from his laptop as I entered.

“Bit of trading?” I ventured.

He smirked.

“Possibly.”

I sat down.

“They’re into providing a gun for hire business and couriering
around firearms. Nell seems to be the king-pin, or should I say
queen-pin.”

He laughed.

“Tell be something I don’t know.”

“How about I can tell you when a deal is going down?”

His eyebrows waggled.

“Hmm.”

I tried another tack.

“And your lot keeping watch, tell them the derelict building in
the field is too obvious and they’re getting sloppy.”

He sat up as if I’d stuffed a hot poker up his bottom.

“They promised they’d back off!”

“Who?” I ventured.

He grimaced.

“Inland Revenue, I tell you if they get in our way I’ll… ”

He petered out and gave a half-smile.

“Anything else?”

Now it was my turn to smile.

“That depends.”

He nodded.

“The Xavier case,” I said, not expecting much in return. “That
must have been on your plot; little girl mown down by a hit and run
driver.”

His eyes narrowed.

“And?”

“And the owner of the car, Mrs Rosetta Horncastle, did you put
her in the frame?”

He gave a short barking laugh and shook his head.

“You’d need more than the protection you’ve got if you go after
her, her husband is a Junior Minister and her father is rich enough
to buy his own football club, not that he’s that stupid. But you
would be up against bureaucracy and money, a somewhat lethal
combination.”

I said nothing in the hope of extracting more. He sighed.

“Don’t bother with her, she was at a party - sorry not a party,
a soirée - and apparently drunk and incapable well before the
accident.” He gave a malicious smile. “But they have two children,
both with dubious alibis and both being what you might describe as
difficult to interview.”

I realised what he had said earlier and it didn’t make
sense.

“What protection?”

He gave me a sideways look.

“Don’t tell me you don’t know. Either you’ve really pissed
someone off, or they’re looking out for you, my guess is the
latter.”

“Who?”

He shrugged.

“Some outfit called Diplomatic Security, they’ve marked you
Private Detective Authorisation with a note that they are to be
contacted before anyone investigates you or wants to
interview you. It extends to your wife, but not your business
partner. Seems it’s personal.”

I coughed.

“Worked with them on a previous case.”

That was an understatement, but it sounded plausible. He turned
away as if he’d said enough, but I wanted more.

“And him?”

His eyebrows shot up.

“Says he was in London at the House of Commons, but he certainly
wasn’t in the chamber for the vote on Sex Trafficking Legislation
an hour before the accident.”

I stood up, I guessed I’d get little else from him.

“The Baker Boys,” I said. “I don’t think they did it, they just
dumped the car.”

He grimaced.

“Pity.”

 

I walked along the street musing on what I had just learnt and I
suppose I was thinking so much I got sloppy as a chap fell into
step beside me and I instantly knew he was some sort of bodyguard.
It’s not the body shape or the clothes, it’s the manner in which
they carry themselves. This one was six feet tall, slim and had a
face set in granite with steel blue eyes, thin lips and a scar just
below his left eye.

“Ruby’s Coffee House,” he grunted. “My boss wants a chat.”

“Suppose I don’t want to chat with him?”

He eyed me up and down and I figured he was wondering if he
could strong-arm me.

“It’s a friendly,” He offered in a husky whisper.

I nodded and he wheeled away, but not very far away. I guess he
wanted to check I’d do as I was told. So I walked straight past
Ruby’s glancing in the window as I did so, at the back was a
familiar figure. Even so I went down the alleyway and in through
the back door by the toilets. It was pointless really as once I’d
seen him we both knew I’d go and have a chat. He still looked like
a melancholy undertaker with his miserable expressive sagging
jowls, baggy blue eyes, hook nose and long black coat any
pallbearer would have been proud of, but I’d looked into those eyes
before and seen the cold ruthless killer inside. He sniffed as I
sat down and the waitress, unbidden, placed a coffee in front of
me; he pushed a plate of biscuits towards me.

“You wanted a chat or have you come to warn me off again?” I
said as my opening line.

He gave a sort of smile.

“I suppose I should offer you my congratulations on your
marriage, but I fear it is a much overrated institution.”

He screwed up his nose.

“My boys tell me you’re getting involved in the Xavier
case.”

“Now what makes you think that?” I responded.

He stirred his coffee, I had no doubt he was waiting for it to
get as stone cold as his heart.

“It so happens,” he said. “That one of my back-room
administrators lives just down the road from the Xaviers, he’s not
like you, he just happens to be in the right place and totally
untrained in observation. However, in times of cutbacks we have to
use what we can and I asked him to keep an eye on the Xaviers; I
feel for their loss, but I don’t want them causing trouble.”

I doubted he felt anything for them, but I let him continue.

“Then he tells me two yobs started to intimidate them, but got
professionally warned off. I just had to put two and two together
and came up with you.”

Now I was at a loss, I could see no reason why he would be
keeping tabs on the Xaviers. I got another bleak smile.

“So I’ve come to ask a favour and offer you a job.”

I waited, the last time he’d offered me a job it had paid
handsomely, but almost cost me my life. He sighed as if already
bored with the whole meeting.

“I’ve no doubt you are putting two and two together and are now
investigating the Horncastles, am I right?”

I nodded and he nodded in response, his jowls flapping with the
sudden movement.

“I’d like you to back off, just for a week. Julian was in the
House of Commons that day, but kicking off a secret diplomatic
mission with a set of countries we do not normally talk to alone.
It’s now moved on and is coming to fruition and we need a week to
finalise things so I do not want him distracted or disturbed. You
can take it from me that he was nowhere near Suffolk, but he is
somewhat attached to his children and I don’t want him running to
their defence at the drop of a hat and taking his eye off the
ball.”

“Just a week,” I murmured.

“Possibly ten days, but no more as the window of opportunity
will undoubtedly close.”

I nodded. I could live with that and frankly I didn’t want to
have to cope with his minions. He reached into his inside coat
pocket and placed a fat brown envelope on the table.

“There’s £2500 in there and I want you to investigate one of my
team-leaders.”

I smelt a rat, a very large whiffy rat.

“Don’t you have a vetting unit?”

He suddenly drank down his coffee in one gulp.

“You know I do, but if I use them it will go on his file and
he’s a good lad so I don’t want that.”

“So what’s the problem?”

He pursed his lips.

“I’m not sure there is a problem, but his behaviour has
changed.”

I waited, I needed more. He exhaled noisily through his
nose.

“He’s a good team leader in what he does because he’s
remorseless, aggressive, thorough, bombastic and expressive in his
language.” He suddenly smiled. “Think of him as you sergeant when
you went through boot-camp and multiply it by ten.”

I shuddered at the thought.

“But he’s suddenly changed. He’s become all smiles, polite to
his staff and last week gave one compassionate leave because his
wife had an ingrown toenail removed.”

I got the hidden message.

“And he’s started to actually think about what he is doing.”

He nodded and his face wobbled.

“Possibly, but I want to know why the change. As far as I can
tell he’s not got a mistress, is not taking backhanders, is not
angling for a post in another unit and doesn’t seem to care that
people are talking about him.”

I peered into the envelope.

“Why cash.”

“This is off the record, but I just can’t overlook a change in
behaviour.”

“Any ideas?”

He scooped some cold coffee grounds out of his cup and licked
them off his finger.

“I wouldn’t be employing you if I did.”

I noticed the bodyguard had returned and was tapping his watch.
My undertaker stood up.

“If you need me you can still reach me via The Chief Archivist
at the British Lending Library, Harrogate, or the email address in
the envelope, but that is…”

“Only to arrange a meeting.” I interrupted.

He nodded and walked out and I decided he was a worried man.
People like him did not normally give £2500 away to vet their own
staff and I began to wonder if there was any connection between him
and the person in the spotlight.

 

From somewhere sea-mist had rolled in, it didn’t mean our
rendezvous wouldn’t work, but it did make us jittery. Without the
mist we could check that the ground was clear, with the mist the
terrorist groups we’d been trying to avoid could be sitting right
next to us and we’d never know. I checked my watch, we had to wait
to just before dusk and we had two hours to go. We sat down and
broke out our cold rations and I watched Jack. He was worrying me,
normally he was cheerful and thorough; this tour he’d been
increasingly morose and monosyballic, now he was trembling. He was
trying to hide it, but he was definitely trembling. For someone who
had to operate electronic gear with tiny buttons this was not a
good trait. I eased over to him.

“You checked our GPS position?” I hissed.

“’Cause I’ve bloody checked our position. Do you think I’m
incompetent?” He half hissed and half shouted.

“Get a grip,” I hissed back. “We’re relying on you to get us
out.”

“I don’t want you relying on me,” he almost yelled. “I’m fed up
with being responsible I… ”

I put my hand over his mouth.

“You trying to get us killed?”

I removed my hand and he took a deep breath.

“Angela,” he whispered. “Angela, she’s got childhood
leukaemia.”

I gritted my teeth as he burst into tears; this was not the
place for a long counselling session.

“Well apply for compassionate leave when we get back to
base.”

“I have,” he sobbed. “Bastard officer refused because she’s not
yet in chemotherapy.”

I knew the officer he meant, a second lieutenant of no brain and
less feeling.

“I’ll talk to the CO.”

He nodded and we sat in silence for a while before I sidled over
to Bobby.

“The satellite GPS unit, can you work it?”

He knew what I meant, the GPS bit was easy, but the inbuilt
communication data channel was a pig of the first order being
unreliable and intermittent on a good day.

“Back at base yes, here at the foot of that ruddy great mountain
I don’t know, even Jack is having trouble.”

We sat in silence and I nibbled at a high-energy bar, it may
have contained enough energy to set off an A-bomb, but you needed
teeth of steel to eat it and an effort of will to actually swallow
it as it tasted of gunmetal and tripe. Eventually I gave Jack the
sign and he concentrated on the GPS unit. I almost relaxed, if all
went to plan the Navy would pick us up in a rubber dingy and we’d
be away in no time. Jack suddenly stood up and started smashing the
GPS unit against a rock, by the time I’d reached him he’d
pulverised it.

“Bloody thing,” he sobbed. “I’d like to stuff it up the… ”

I ripped it out of his hands, but it was useless, the screen was
smashed, the tiny keypad hanging by a thread and the battery
compartment cracked open.

I stared into the mist. I knew where the sea was, but the Navy
could land fifteen feet away from us and we’d never see them. I
left Jack sobbing against the rock with his head in his hands. I
turned to Bobby.

“You got the flares?”

He nodded.

“Send up a yellow; straight up.”

He fumbled with the package and I fervently hoped our chasing
terrorist group was as stuck in the mist as we were. There was a
muted whoosh and the flare shot skywards, bright as it probably was
we couldn’t see it. We went down to the water’s edge and I
fervently hoped the Navy could see the flare as it was our only
hope. Two minutes later I heard a gently lapping sound and a dingy
appeared out of nowhere. The Chief Petty Officer peered at us.

“Why the flare?”

“GPS is kaput.”

We left the beach and I took the GPS unit out of Jack’s clutched
hands and dropped it over the side. When we got back I made sure he
got compassionate leave and the other guys didn’t say anything,
after all we were a close-knit team. Next time the equipment was
doled out I grabbed a Dutch GPS unit, the language interface was a
living nightmare, but the data channel worked every time.

 

I rolled over and half-woke. Jenn was fast asleep so I couldn’t
have shouted during the dream. I thought I’d forgotten all about
the little incident on the coast of Borneo, but obviously it was
filed away in my memory and now was all too vivid. Angela
recovered, but Jack died; he came by rail to Amsterdam to rejoin us
for some joint exercises, but leaving the station he looked the
wrong way to cross a road and got mowed down by a bus; he was dead
before he hit the ground. I believe his wife married his younger
brother two months later. All of a sudden I was overwhelmed and
started to cry. Months ago I’d asked God to help me with my dreams
not really expecting anything to happen, but almost at once I
stopped reliving them and became a sort of observer; I’m not sure
if they were now cathartic, but at least now I only ever had a
dream once. Suddenly I felt Jenn’s arms around me and I knew all
was well.

 

Bert lit up a hand-rolled cigarette and gave a suitable
cough.

“That Melton Motorcycle bunch?” He wheezed. “They’re a security
conscious lot.”

I stood back from my assembled lock. Bert sniffed.

“Not bad.”

He rummaged in his box and produced a steel egg.

“Padlocks,” he said picking a piece of tobacco off of his
tongue. “What have we done?”

I went into recitation mode.

“Keys in the front give little scope for lots of levers whereas
barrel in the bottom gives a longer key, but thinner.”

He nodded.

“And?”

“And any padlock is vulnerable to a bolt-cutter, unless they
have a shrouded hook.”

“Or they’re a Bezier,” he intoned throwing the egg at me. “Best
locks on the market, but damned expensive. Key goes in the fat end
and the release button is on the sharp end. Locking bar is in the
scooped out hollow on top and the shape makes it almost impossible
to attack with a drill or chisel. Not that you’d want to because
they’re hardened steel.”

“It’s heavy,” I said.

“That’s quality,” he retorted and grinned like a cracked walnut.
“Three hundred and fifty pounds worth of quality.”

“For one lock!” I squealed and he coughed, wheezed and cackled
in response.

“You motorcycle club bought ten of them off me, paid cash and
didn’t ask for a discount.”

I suddenly became interested.

“And they’re unbroachable?”

He licked his lips.

“Now I didn’t say that did I? If man can make it, man can crack
it open.”

He produced some tools I’d never seen before and we had a very
interesting evening.

 

After I left Bert I went to the church, picked up Jenn and we
went home. Stephanie was waiting for us on the doorstep.

“The Xavier’s rang, the boys are back.”

I sighed. Jenn gave me her special look the one reserved for
idiots about to go into action.

“Be careful and no blood.”

She gave me a kiss and I loaded up the Rover with a few bits and
pieces. Just before I turned the key I mentally ran through my
game-plan and started thinking rather than reacting. I sat still,
this was all wrong; why sit outside someone’s house on a dark night
to intimidate them when you can’t be seen? There was some
terrorization merit in it, but not much. On the other hand… I
climbed out the vehicle and went into the house to tell Stephanie
to take the Rover and be sure to let them see it, but not her, and
then report back. Meanwhile I collected a different set of gear and
started walking. I now believed the Baker Boys were trying to draw
me out to come and take revenge here, and that made me angry. If I
was right I had to think about the four ways to my cottage. First
the simple one, come down the lane. However, in doing that they
could be seen and get trapped at the level crossing. They could
come round the back of the docks and up through the nature reserve,
but that was long and tortuous and they probably wouldn’t know the
route well enough to do it in the dark. Then there were a series of
footpaths along the edge of farmer’s fields, but that was decidedly
difficult. Finally they could come down a lane about half a mile
behind my cottage and then follow the well marked footpath that
came out next to my barn; for me that would be the their optimum
choice for ease of access and minimum risk of being spotted.
However, it was in my back yard so to speak and I would be waiting
at a location of my choice.

 

I was almost there when my phone bleeped and I knew I was right.
Stephanie had driven by and then turned up a side road, the Boys
had almost immediately taken off like a pair of scalded rats. I
sent Stephanie a text and settled down to wait. There was a little
light from the glow of the dock-lights, but not much; however I was
prepared as I had my night-vision goggles with me. Within ten
minutes I could clearly see two figures striding down the footpath
in single file, the second figure was carrying what looked like a
petrol can and the first a pencil-beam torch. They didn’t know it,
but they were lambs to the slaughter as I had all the advantages; I
could see in the dark, I’d chosen my ambush where there would be a
thick hawthorn hedge alongside them and a deep ditch between me and
them, and I was armed. I waited till they were almost abreast and
operated a little mechanism on the top of my gun, it made that
familiar click-snick noise of a 9mm pistol being cocked.

“Freeze!” I said in my best Welsh voice. “Or I’ll blow your
heads off.”

James, well I assumed it was James as he was out front, gave a
false laugh.

“Oh come on, you can’t go around shooting people.”

I didn’t shoot him, I shot John in the right shoulder causing
him to scream and drop the petrol can. Of course I didn’t use a 9mm
pistol, I used my paintball gun. Normally being hit by a paintball
causes mild discomfort, but normal you are not shot from five feet
and not with a gun that has been tweaked to eight times the normal
pressure. These used to be a standard part of our training kit when
we taught raw recruits that no matter how fast you ran across a
road and how swiftly you jinked you would inevitably get shot. From
five feet John would end up with a very sharp pain, a bruise the
size of a swallow’s egg and a mess of sticky red liquid on his
clothes. I was banking on the fact that in the dark, with only the
light from the small torch, John would firmly believe he had been
really shot, and so would James.

“If he screams again I’ll shoot him in the head,” I growled.

John shut up, but I noticed he’d wet himself; it’s a salutary
business getting shot.

I could see James casting his torch around, but I was well
hidden and lying down under a camouflage net, he obviously though I
was standing up.

“Who made the phone call?” I grunted.

“Go to hell,” snarled James.

I shot John in the leg, just above the knee. He stifled a
scream. Just then the Land-Rover came into view bumping down the
farm track. James started waving his torch.

“Don’t bother,” I said. “It’s my colleague. Don’t think I’m
going to leave your bodies here do you?”

James turned and stared into the darkness where he thought I
might be, even with the poor resolution of the night-vision goggles
I could see fear on his face as he started to believe I really
would kill him.

“Tell him,” whined John.

“Good advice if you want to crawl away,” I added.

“Pickles,” shouted John. “Sergeant Pickles.”

That was not what I had expected, not at all what I had expected
and it just went to show how wrong you can be making
assumptions.

“What’s Sergeant Pickles to you?”

“I’m his snout,” sobbed John.

James kicked him on the ankle.

“We have a business arrangement and he wanted a favour.”

Stephanie had crawled to a halt and I decided I’d done
enough.

“If I ever see either of you again I’ll spread the word that
you’re grassing up your mates – get it?”

“Hospital,” John groaned. “I need a hospital.”

“You need a bath, it’s a paint gun,” I mocked.

“You big baby,” snarled James just before he screeched as I shot
him in the thigh.

“Bit of advice,” I said. “That TV insurance claim you put in;
the company’s on to you.”

James sort of hiccupped.

“It was stolen, someone took it when we were out dumping the
car.”

“Then it’s your lucky day,” I snarled. “Now sod off and don’t
come back or next-time you definitely will need a hospital.”

They staggered off with James leaning on John, obviously I’d
given him a dead leg, but I felt no remorse.

 

Stephanie came out of the Rover and peered into the darkness. I
handed her my goggles and she eventually got them on.

“Oh my. I’ve heard about these things, they’re wonderful.”

“They have their uses and their limitations; just don’t turn
round suddenly, it takes practise.”

Now I stared into the darkness.

“Where are they?”

Stephanie giggled.

“Nearly back at the lane.”

“Did you sort the car?”

“Best horse manure all over the windscreen and on the front
seats as well, fools left the windows down.”

I picked up the petrol can and turned for the car.

“Do you know a Sergeant Pickles?”

She took the goggles off before turning round, a wise move.

“Knew a Detective Constable Pickles; cut-the-corners merchant
out for a swift rise through the ranks. He’s got a degree in fine
art and wanted to specialize in art fraud, but ended up sorting out
betting scams.”

I sighed. This was getting stupid, just where would this
policeman fit into the equation of a hit-and-run cover up? Where
ever it was, it wasn’t going to make things easy.










Chapter 5
Act of God


I looked round the breakfast table and wondered if we’d have to
start getting outside caterers. Normally there were three of us,
this Friday morning there were five. Fabian had joined us dressed
in exactly the right clothes, casual grey slacks and a reddish
lightweight sweatshirt; not too neat to stand out and not too
grubby to let our image down. We’d also gained Fannie who was going
to move into the cottage and clean up. Jenn had already given her a
lecture on confidentiality, but I had no idea how much had stuck.
However, I have a golden rule and that is leave no-one out of
briefings as to do so often courts disaster through
misunderstanding and miscommunication. Because Fabian was now
present we discussed each case in turn to give him the history. We
started with the Xavier case and I recounted the previous night’s
gleanings. Stephanie took a swig on her orange juice.

“Don’t think Pickles took the TV, but he’s not above telling one
of his snouts as a sort of ‘bonus.’”

I had no idea where she was coming from, but that wasn’t
unusual.

“Not sure it’s relevant to our case.”

She grinned.

“Who was he doing a favour for in getting the car dumped? One of
his snouts in trouble? A girlfriend? Certainly not a boyfriend, the
guys a lothario given half the chance.”

“Any chance it was for a friend in Special Branch?” I
queried.

She shrugged.

“Possibly, but doubtful; they would have their own
contacts.”

I moved on.

“Fred Nichols Secure Postage and his leaky staff.”

Stephanie looked at her notebook.

“Eight staff and frankly they are a dull lot, couldn’t find a
caution for speeding among the lot of them.”

Fannie suddenly sat up.

“Is that the company you get to down the alleyway beside
Thornton’s Chocolate House?”

Jenn nodded.

“He’s got the building behind, but it has its own service
road.”

Fannie trembled with excitement.

“My pitch is opposite the alleyway and I’m sure Asa works there,
I often see her with a short fat man in a grotty suit.”

I was about to say we had a staff list when Jenn gave her a
benevolent smile.

“Who’s Asa?”

“She was in remand at the same time as me, something to do with
selling wine with the wrong labels.”

“Can you remember her surname?” Jenn prompted.

Fannie screwed up her face and then shook her head.

“No, but I could ask a friend.”

Jenn smiled.

“No, don’t do that, we’ll find out another way.”

I relaxed, the last thing we wanted was a group of gossiping
ex-prisoners.

“Can you remember anything else?” Stephanie prompted.

Fannie nodded eagerly.

“She holds his arm and she’s wearing an engagement ring.”

I turned to Fabian.

“Get to it and track her down.”

His eyes became like saucers.

“Me?”

“You. Insurance work often means hours doing nothing, Stephanie
has a mobile enabled laptop so she can do other checks while she’s
waiting, we call it multi-tasking.”

He held his hands up.

“I get the idea.”

“Small outfit,” murmured Jenn. “We all pitch in even though
Stephanie is our insurance specialist and Jim specialises in
obtaining information from the reluctant.”

“And you?” Asked Fabian.

“Jenn makes the links between the information and keeps the
notice boards in the outhouse up to date.” I offered.

She also made sure I didn’t get myself lost in the wrong end of
a bottle of booze, but I wasn’t going to tell him that.

 

We all looked at the note, which proclaimed; ‘In memory of
Alice, killed in her prime, by the church, while others stood and
watched.’

“And it was attached to a small stone cross sawn from a breeze
block?” Said Fabian in bewilderment.

I nodded.

“Any ideas will be gratefully received.”

He shrugged.

“Why not just stake the place out?” He muttered.

“Not got enough staff,” said Jenn firmly. “And don’t go giving
Jim ideas.”

I turned my laptop round.

“Not a stake-out, but a webcam on top of a nearby hut.”

They all peered at the screen.

“That’s ridiculous,” said Stephanie.

“Unbelievable, “said Fabian.

“Wicked,” said Fannie.

“At least we know they dress up like a pair of grim-reapers and
one is considerably taller than the other.” I added dryly.

I hadn’t expected much from the webcam, but at least it pointed
to the mindset; whoever was breaking in was on a mission.

“Alice,” I said pointing at Fabian.

He nodded and added the name to his list.

 

Stephanie studied her notebook.

“Two new jobs from Friston’s. One is a Vintage Bentley and the
other a flock of sheep.”

“Sheep?” Said Fabian. “You have sheep rustlers?”

“You have morons who would lead us to believe they’ve had sheep
rustlers,” replied Stephanie dryly. “This flock was made up of
Norfolk Horns, they are a rare black-faced breed you wouldn’t want
to send for mutton.”

Fabian frowned.

“So?”

“So we’ll have a drive round and take a few sheep mugshots, this
time of year you don’t put sheep in barns, you let them graze.”

Fabian shook his head.

“Surely a sheep is a sheep and a picture won’t help.”

I let him out of his misery.

“They’re tagged and if you want full price you wouldn’t take the
tags off as they give the provenance.”

“Oh,” he muttered.

I slid a photograph onto the table.

Finally I‘ve been asked to look at this guy by a government
agency. His name is Gareth Honey and his employer is worried about
a behavioural change and his security rating.”

That was near enough to the truth. Jenn frowned.

“Did you say Gareth Honey?”

I nodded and she crossed over to what I called the black hole.
Now as far as case records go Jenn is meticulous, she keeps a set
of photos, notes and has comments for each live case pinned to a
notice board in our outhouse and adds in even the smallest of
details. However, like most people we get junk mail, flyers and
circulars and Jenn reads all this stuff and puts it in a drawer in
the kitchen. Once a month she empties the drawer out, tears up what
she now thinks is irrelevant (whereas it’s all irrelevant to me
from the beginning) and puts the rest back. Why she does this I
have no idea, but I’m sure there would be a reason if I look hard
enough into her past. She rummaged in the black hole, extracted a
flyer and placed it on the table. It showed an eager faced man with
blue sparking eyes holding a guitar in a pool of light. Across the
top it proclaimed ‘Once I was blind’ and was announcing a gospel
tour by the singer/songwriter Gareth Honey. I stared at the
pictures. The one I had showed a man with a mean disposition, a
scowl and crossed arms, the other a smiling individual with open
arms and a general air of total contentment. Both faces had black
arcing eyebrows that almost met above the nose, which was of the
broad squashed flat variety.

“This Saturday,” said Jenn. “At the tithe barn up on Jennifer’s
farm.”

I began to get a feeling that my melancholy undertaker was
playing some sort of game. He must know what was going on; perhaps
he just didn’t believe it.

“Well,” I murmured. “That’s a gig we just can’t miss can
we?”

 

The pump house at Newbourne was about the only thing on the site
with any air of elegance. Built in the art-deco style it’s four
floors had a frontage with rounded corners and curved windows,
however time had taken its toll and some of the rendering had now
fallen off and I doubted if any of the green painted metal windows
would open. The rest of the site was a mess of dissimilar buildings
placed in a higgledy-piggledy manner over the vast area of rough
concrete, all were flat-roofed grey concrete blocks with green
metal windows and all had that dilapidated air of studied neglect
only true abandonment brings. I examined the buildings and
suspected there had once been an office block, a sort of garage and
a chemical store, but what the other numerous small buildings had
been for I had no idea, except for the two built into a man-made
hillock, which I suspected were the current water company buildings
as they looked clean and well maintained. All the old buildings had
one thing in common however, as every door had a nice shiny
egg-shaped padlock fitting in a stainless steel hasp. I lay in my
concealed position for half an hour until I was satisfied there was
no-one around and gained entry via some rusty fencing round the
back of the pump-house. I decided on the biggest building first and
tackled the Bezier lock on the pump-house side door. Even with
last-night’s practice runs it took me seven minutes of sweat, tiny
manipulations and nervous effort to hold my large fingers steady.
Eventually the lock popped and I slid into the building. Inside it
was vast and hollow. The ground floor covered the area of about two
tennis courts and there were no other floors as the building just
rose above me for the full four stories, I guessed there had once
been metal grilling instead of floors above, but that had now gone.
On one half of the floor there was a maze of pipes and valves and
in the middle of the other half, set apart by about six feet, were
two motorcycles under repair. One was a Triumph twin with its
engine out and the pieces carefully spread across a piece of clean
tarpaulin, the other was mostly intact, but it had no rear-wheel
and no petrol tank; I suspected it was a BSA. Beyond the bikes
there was a pool table, some chairs and tables and an ancient TV
coupled to a video-tape machine. I crossed behind the bikes and
studied the club notice-board, it told me nothing.

“Well what have we here?” Said a deep voice.

I spun round to see three men behind me and my blood ran cold.
The middle one was obviously Roland Hyde, I’d seen his picture on
the club web-site, but up close he was bigger and meaner than I
expected. I guessed he was about six-foot nine and must have
weighed in at over twenty stone as he had a vast chest, thick arms
and a right hand that had a bicycle chain wrapped around it. His
first companion was thin, wiry, mean-faced and greasy; greasy hair,
grease encrusted fingernails, greasy leathers and oil encrusted
boots. His chosen weapon was a grubby money-wrench that he held in
one hand and smacked into the other. The third man was more like a
barrel, probably no more than five foot tall and almost spherical
with a jovial face and smiling lips that seem to deny the iron bar
he held onto like a prop. I’d have been happy to take on any of
these alone, possible willing to try two if I could be sure of
disabling one swiftly, but all three was too much to ask. Roland
grinned malevolently.

“We don’t like nosy-parkers.”

“No,” crowed the thin man. “We don’t like them at all.”

“Pity,” said roly-poly. “He’s got such lovely ginger hair.”

I resigned myself to a pasting, I knew I would try and give as
good as I got, but the inevitable outcome would probably be a
hospital bed, if I was lucky. Roland took two paces forward and
suddenly stopped. Colour drained from his face and he gave a sort
of suppressed moan before his right hand shot up to his chest and
in a sort of groaning slow-motion he sunk to his knees with his
lips moving and no words issuing forth. He closed his eyes while
his lips turned blue just before he fell forward onto the
concrete.

“It’s me or him,” I said.

“What you done?” Said thin-face.

“Nothing, he’s having a heart attack, so if you want to save you
mate you’d better give him CPR and get an ambulance pronto.” I
explained as I tried to edge sideways.

“CPR?” He echoed.

“First aid.”

He made a sort of flapping motion with his arms and I looked at
roly-poly. Who shook his head. In the battlefield I would have left
now as my enemy was incapacitated and his troops in confusion, but
this wasn’t a battlefield. I looked at roly-poly.

“Phone and ambulance, tell them heart-attack and he’s stopped
breathing.”

I sprang forward, rolled him over and listened to his chest,
there was nothing. I thumped him three times on the ribs and nearly
broke my fingers.

“You,” I said to thin-face. “Do you know the tune Nelly the
Elephant?”

He looked at me as if I’d lost the plot.

“Yeah.” He muttered.

“Then pump his chest up and down to the rhythm of that tune and
don’t stop till the ambulance comes.”

I then started to give mouth to mouth. I don’t know if you’ve
ever done this in a real-life situation, but believe me it is not
easy, especially with a man as big as Roland. It was like trying to
blow up a thick stiff leather medicine ball with your mouth wide
open. Thin-face pumped the chest and I could hear him muttering the
words of the song and I kept blowing up the lungs until my head
pounded, my own lungs hurt and I was eventually pushed aside by a
paramedic to sit panting for breath in the corner of the room with
blurred vision and a thumping heart of my own. I’ve seen paramedics
in action before and these two were good, in no time at all they
pumped stuff into his arm, used a defilibrator and put him on
oxygen. Within ten minutes they’d scooped him into the ambulance
and driven off with roly-poly inside.

 

I sat and faced thin-face. To my utter surprise he picked up his
monkey wrench.

“You and me have some unfinished business,” he growled before
charging.

I had time to get onto my feet, execute a sidestep, grab his arm
as he passed and swing him off his feet using his own momentum and
nearly ripping my arm-muscles in the process. He smashed into the
Triumph after bouncing off of the engine components. For most
people that would have been enough, but not him. He almost sprung
to his feet, looked around and picked up a torque-wrench in his
left hand. From his gait I suspected that he’d broken his right
collar-bone as it hung lower than his left and his right arm
obviously lacked power, but it didn’t stop him throwing himself at
me again like a rampant orang-utan. I began to suspect he was
fuelled by more than just adrenalin. This time I misjudged my
side-step and he half-cannoned me into the wall onto some sort of
protruding pipe which smashed into my left knee with excruciating
results. We did some close-contact brawling for a minute of two and
he managed to land a few good left handed punches into my ribs
while I tried unsuccessfully to lever him off and do some damage of
my own. Eventually I got an arm free long enough to give him a
short sharp finger-jab in his left eye and he screamed as I pushed
myself away to grab his lapels, roll onto my back and straighten my
legs to throw him over me and into a pile of chairs. He didn’t
pause to recover and I knew I would have to disable him before I
ran out of power as the mouth-to-mouth had really drained me of
energy and I had not had time to even half recover. He threw a
couple of chairs at me and I tried for the door. He chased me like
a raging bull; I let him get close and spun round to hit him in the
face with my hands clenched together. I didn’t stint on the power
of the blow and that, coupled with his momentum, made for a
monumental collision of flesh. He then ran straight into me,
knocking me off me feet and throwing me onto something hard and
lumpy. It was always a risk as you can’t stop a man in his tracks
with that sort of blow as the laws of physics dictate his forward
momentum will continue while I had stopped. But it was enough, I
managed to stand while he lay on the floor groaning, spitting blood
and rolling in dazed agony; I guessed I’d at least broken a
cheekbone and maybe his jaw. I staggered out of the building,
slammed the door shut and popped the Bezier lock back on; I just
did not want this guy trying to pursue me.

 

I probably needn’t have worried about him, but I did need to
worry about the chap who’d just rode into the site on a large
thumping motorcycle. I made it to the fence in record time and
probably broke the world-record for fence-crawling in the process.
Thankfully the quad-bike was nearby and I leapt on it to escape.
But my motor-cycling chap was not dim and he’d worked out just
where I was going so I’d only gone about a hundred yards down the
track when he appeared behind me and this was another no-contest. I
had an underpowered gas driven quad-bike and he had a dirty great
high powered motorcycle. Fortunately I had one advantage – four
wheels. I turned into a ploughed field and set off across the
furrows trying to ignore the jolting on my arms and bucking bronco
antics of the machine. To my surprise the chap on a motorcycle
followed with comparative ease, that is until I turned to follow
the furrows and his wheels dropped into a groove and threw him off.
I stopped half a mile later and composed myself while I studied the
terrain and looked for any more club members; thankfully I was
alone.

 

Jenn took one look at me and took command, she’s good at that,
taking command, that’s one of the reasons we get on so well
together. She undressed me and took me into to the shower where I
told her what happened and she could practice being merciless. She
washed out every cut, soaped every bruise and scrubbed my bleeding
knuckles with an antiseptic soap that they could have used in the
Spanish Inquisition.

“And just what did you learn from all this,” she snapped.

“I learnt that I probably looked in the wrong building.” I said
through clenched teeth as she poked about halfway down my back.

She spun me round.

“You are not going back,” she commanded. “If one did this sort
of damage, just imagine what three could do. If you must pursue
this case do it another way. Whatever you do that pumping station
is off limits unless you take a squad of commandos with you.”

Now that is what I call a clear and concise order with no
loopholes, unless that is I could find a friendly squad of
commandos at the local supermarket.

 

She dried me off, applied superglue to a couple of long cuts and
took me to the bedroom.

“Lie down,” she commanded. “And get some rest.”

She paused, smiled, kissed me on the forehead and marched out
slamming the door behind her. I knew it was worry about me that
brought on the annoyance and that was gratifying. I closed my eyes
and took some long slow breaths and began to wonder if there had
been some CCTV cameras that I had missed, if so they had to be very
well hidden, perhaps they…

 

It was dark, unnervingly dark. We’d gone up this perilous
goat-track around the side of the mountain at dawn to take-out the
lookout position a couple of hundred metres below the summit and
that had gone according to plan, so that by noon we should have
been on our way down, except for a damn red and yellow helicopter.
It had appeared from nowhere and buzzed around the mountain like a
hornet, a hornet that shouldn’t have existed as our intelligence
was certain this little bunch didn’t have a helicopter. It left at
two and we set off to be disturbed by the same red and yellow
machine an hour later; it had kept us lying low for long enough
that we had to complete the mission in the dark. There was
starlight, but that is a wholly over-rated luminance in such
conditions, but we all knew there was not due to be any worthwhile
moon. I’d have like to have whistled up our own airborne transport,
but that was strictly off-limits as we were not supposed to be
doing such things as eliminating look-out positions, just training
the locals. However, this was a favour for the local governor and
we were now compelled to take a stroll on the side of a mountain in
the pitch black. Tommy led the way down the goat-track wearing our
only pair of night-vision specs, even they need a little light and
he was complaining and swearing under his breath virtually all the
time. So he led and I followed holding on to his backpack, Sam held
onto mine, Diamond onto him and Brian brought up the rear of our
little single file human train. Progress was painfully slow, but
that didn’t worry me; the terrain certainly did. The walk up in
daylight had been scary enough with a sheer drop on one side,
uneven loose scree underfoot and a path that was literally only fit
for goats; going down in the dark and not being able to see what
was there was worse, far worse. We crept round an outcrop and from
out of nowhere I was hit on the hip with a great deal of energy and
I was gone. I had nothing to hold onto and I certainly wasn’t going
to hang onto Tommy and drag him over the edge as well. Sam tried to
hang onto me, but only succeeded in pulling off my backpack and
imparting me with a spinning motion, not that that made any
difference. I instinctively tried to roll onto a ball as I was
thrown by gravity down the mountainside with increasing speed. I
knew the speed was increasing as the bumps were getting harder and
I was being thrown about like a pea in a tumble dryer full of
rocks. There was no sense of orientation, just rolling, bumping,
thumping and bruising encounters with the terrain at increasing
velocity. But it wasn’t the falling that worried me, it was what
was at the bottom that terrified me – trees. Not little saplings,
but a valley full of mature trees waiting for me to smash into
them. I’d seen cars that had smashed into trees and knew my body
wouldn’t stand a chance. After what seemed an eternity of buffeting
and bruising I realised that I was on a gentler slope, by gentler I
mean fifty degrees not eighty degrees and I steeled myself for a
bone-grinding impact. I briefly considered trying to grab hold of
some bushes I was rolling over when all contact with the ground
disappeared and I felt I was floating. It made no sense, I’d
studied this terrain and there were no steps, just a slope falling
into the valley. Next thing I hit a rock face and fell into water;
ice cold water. It was only about five foot deep, but it broke my
fall sufficiently that when I hit the gravel bottom it hurt like
hell, but I didn’t break anything. I floundered about for a couple
of minutes till I found a handhold and I could stand with my head
above the water. Above me, perhaps twenty feet above me, was a slit
of starlight and I shivered. I’d come across these ravines before,
worn by water over aeons of time they usually had smooth sides and
a raging current, the fact that this one only had a gently current
made it all the more peculiar. Without warning there was a splash
and I wondered about crocodiles before deciding that any sensible
crocodile wouldn’t get stuck in a ravine. I guessed and hoped it
was my backpack and that Sam had followed the golden rule of
letting it drop after me. The problem was finding it in the dark
while feeling like I’d been through a mincing machine and not
knowing whether it would float or not. In the end the gentle
current brought it to me, but there was not one piece of kit in it
that had survived. The VHF radio was smashed, the satellite phone
was little better and the compass, which had been on the outside,
missing. The only thing that worked was my pencil-beam torch and I
soon began to wish it hadn’t. The sides of the ravine were sheer,
smooth and covered in a greasy moss, the water exited through a
slit about six inches wide and came in under water. I felt about in
my backpack and pulled out my faithful 9mm revolver. I waited an
hour, that was the time I assumed it would take my squad to come
off the mountain and try and find me, probably for body recovery,
and that was assuming whoever had pushed me off the mountain hadn’t
done the same to them. Once the hour was up I fired one shot into
the water. The noise was deafening, but I knew that outside the
ravine it would soon be lost in the trees. Fifteen minutes later I
fired again. I’d just let loose a fifth shot when a light shone
down from above.

“Jim, that you?” Never had Tommy’s voice sounded so good.

“Well it ain’t the Pope.” I answered back.

“What’s down there?”

“Water.”

I waited and ten minutes later a rope almost hit me on the head.
I tied it round my waist and they hauled me out. Once out I found I
couldn’t walk as my let hip was far too painful to walk on and the
lads decided to carry me back the two miles to the pick-up point
and to be truthful I was grateful they did. My weak-kneed
lieutenant took one look at me and decided I should go straight to
the hospital suffering from what he described as a ‘training
accident.’ Once I could see myself in the hospital lights I
realised how lucky I had been. My camouflage fatigues were ripped
to shreds, my helmet battered in a vast number of places and my
skin covered in bruises, scuffs, grazes, cuts and blisters. Tommy
was designated to stay with me until I had been seen by the chief
medic. He eyed me up and down as he bit into a beef jerky.

“You haven’t asked.”

“Asked what?”

“Who pushed you?”

I digested this.

“So who pushed me?”

He grinned.

“A goat. Once you let go of me and groaned I spun round, there
was a goat backed into a small gulley, I guess she was just
frightened.”

I remember starting to laugh, I guess it was a nervous
reaction.

“Not half as frightened as me.”

The doctor arrived and made some comment in Spanish about the
mad British before giving me the once over and finally declaring
that whatever had happened to me I had no broken bones, just ripped
thigh muscles. Three hours later my CO decided he didn’t want me in
a public place where questions might be asked and opted to ship me
back home. I ended up at the local aerodrome just as a helicopter
with familiar red and yellow marking was taking off. I pointed at
it and the local army officer turned up his nose.

“Local Governor,” he said in his best Sandhurst trained voice.
“Off in search of votes from the masses.” He turned to me. “You
wouldn’t be here if he had his way, he reckons the UN have no place
in a modern democracy, personally I think if you weren’t here it
would be people like him kicking the shit out of people like me all
over again.”

 

I woke up aching all over, feeling totally disoriented and
undergoing the sickness of betrayal. It took me a few moments to
realise I wasn’t in a South American hospital, but my own bedroom
and I relaxed. I ended up being off front-line duty for three
months sitting at a desk watching others go off on missions before
I was declared fit by an alcoholic doctor with a hell of a
hangover. I hadn’t been fit and it was another six weeks before I
could fully pull my weight, but that desk had been slowly killing
me inside while the body healed. I read in the paper that somebody
assassinated that local governor by firing an RPG into his
helicopter; I hoped it had been us.

 

Fannie’s eyes became like saucers when she saw me.

“Jim!” She exclaimed. “What happened?”

Jenn dumped some plates on the table.

“He went into action without his brain engaged, that’s what
happened,” she half-snapped. “But he’ll be alright as he heals
fast; he’s had plenty of practice.”

I counted the plates.

“No Stephanie?”

Jenn grinned.

“Off on night patrol with Fabian, she reckons she’s found the
Bentley.”

“Where?”

Jenn smiled and I relaxed, she was not still mad at me.

“In a haystack, or to be correct with a haystack built around
it. There were black-faced sheep in the next-door field and they
just stumbled across it, but she’d rather you didn’t tell Fabian
that. He’s convinced she has some brilliant detective
intuition.”

“And the sheep?”

“They’re working on it.”

My heart rose to my mouth as I realised it was Fannie who was
about to dish up and not Jenn. She saw my face.

“Fannie and I have been trying our hand at slow cooking so it’s
Irish Stew.”

I relaxed, Jenn’s slow-cooked Irish stew was just fine. I
decided to be sociable despite the ache in my rump every time I
moved.

“How’s the bungalow?”

Fannie stopped dishing up.

“Those under-eaves cupboards, you’d swear nobody has looked in
them since the place was built.”

She rummaged in her capacious backpack.

“I found these in a tin-box, any idea what they are?” She said
as she pulled out two second world war hand grenades and placed
them on the table; I just wish I’d have a camera handy to
photograph Jenn’s face.

“Put the food back in the slow-cooker”, I said to Fannie as I
calculated my options.

I decided I just didn’t want to phone the bomb squad for the
simple reason they might start searching the barn and I didn’t want
them to find my illegal stash of bits and pieces.

“Just don’t do anything stupid,” said Jenn softly as she read my
mind.

“If they were going to explode through vibration they would have
done it by now,” I said softly knowing that I was talking rubbish
as old and unstable explosives are mightily unpredictable and still
deadly.

I considered my physical condition, and especially the state of
my now swollen and stiff left knee. It was a two-mile walk to a
decent part of the river-bank and I would probably feel like the
old man of time once I got there, but I had little option. I smiled
at Jenn.

“I’m going for a little stroll, could you bring the quad-bike
down to the river bank by the bird-hides in about forty
minutes.”

“No way,” she said. “I’m coming with you.”

I tried for a smile hating to have to admit to a weakness in
front of Fannie.

“I’ll need it to come back, I don’t think a four-mile hike is on
the cards at the moment.”

She suddenly reached out and picked up both grenades, one in
each hand.

“In that case I’ll take a walk and you can meet me there.”

I opened my mouth and Fannie let out a sort of wail.

“Have I done something wrong!?”

I tried to calm the situation down.

“It’s alright Fannie, you weren’t to know. They are small
wartime bombs and we’ll have to throw them into the river.

She looked at Jenn.

“I found them, I’ll take them.”

I just did not want Fannie trying to grab them out of Jenn’s
hands.

“Why don’t you walk with Jenn to make sure she’s alright?” I
said calmly. “That’s the best thing you can do.”

Fannie nodded and I draped a coat over Jenn’s shoulders and they
set off. I changed the gas-bottle on the quad bike, just to be
sure, and caught them up halfway there. I gently rolled twenty
yards behind them as they walked down to the riverbank. It was a
beautiful starry night that denied the danger Jenn could be in and
I was grateful that Jenn took her time, but I knew by the time we
got there her hands would be aching and she would be trembling as I
was sure I would have been. Eventually we arrived and I carefully
took one grenade off of her, walked twenty yards away, gritted my
teeth and threw the grenade as hard as I could out into the river.
It did not explode with the violent movement or the impact and
neither did the second one. I breathed a sigh of relief and turned
round just as there was a muffled thump and even in the starlight I
could see Jenn had turned white. I kissed her on the cheek.

“People get medals for things like that.”

“Then them who hand them out need their heads examining,” she
retorted.

I sat Fannie on a fence and got Jenn to climb on the quad-bike
behind me and perch on the back rack. I got her home in eight
minutes and went back for Fannie. As she stood up I said
quietly.

“Fannie, next time you find something you don’t recognise please
leave it where it is and get me.”

I saw her nod.

“Sorry Mr Tarrent,” she said. “I didn’t mean no harm.”

“I know you didn’t, but you could have been killed picking those
up and we wouldn’t want that would we?”

She hung on tight all the way home and I have to say that once
we arrived back the Irish stew tasted absolutely bloody
marvellous.

 

As we lay in bed I held Jenn to me.

“Don’t you ever do anything like that again, it was brave, but
I’d rather have called out the bomb squad.”

She sniffed.

“Wouldn’t want them all over my kitchen with their great big
hobnail boots, besides I asked Fannie to clean the bungalow so it
was my problem.”

“Our problem,” I said softly as I kissed her.

She suddenly held me tight.

“Promise me you won’t go back to the pumping station, you may be
old and fit, but they have a bad reputation.”

“You’ve asked around?”

“Old Ma at the newsagents, she reckons they’re the scum of the
earth gathered together to play with their toys regardless of the
damage it causes others. She said there have been at least two
mysterious ‘accidents’ and two blokes in hospital for a long time.
The last one suffered a fractured skull and a swollen brain. So
please promise me you won’t go back.”

I did promise although to be truthful I didn’t expect anything
useful would be there now, but I had realised earlier I had learnt
one thing which intrigued me. The bike he had been working on that
had it’s petrol tank missing had a very unusual petrol tank
mounting, one that could easily take a small thin parcel and hide
it, not a gun or any sort, but papers. Now why would they want to
go to all that bother?

 

Jennifer’s barn had been laid out with scattered bales of straw
to sit on, a small row of portable toilets just outside and a small
raised dais at one end. Light was provided by six pressurised
paraffin lamps and everyone was given a bottle of water on entry, I
guess to assuage the straw dust. I was initially surprised at the
number of people there, I had expected a few dozen, but estimated
the barn had approaching two hundred by the time Gareth walked out
onto the little dais. The first thing that struck me was that he
was short, I had expected him to be six foot six, but he was a good
foot shorter than that; he was also quite unimpressive and yet
seemed to have an inner confidence that gave him strength. He gave
a small wave.

“Hi, I’m Gareth and I’m not here to tell you about me, but about
Him who changed my life.”

He grinned and picked up a guitar and my heart sank. There was
no backing group or any sign of an electronic backing track, so I
assumed he was going to sing Country and Western style. Fortunately
I was wrong, he sang a sort of mixture of contemporary blues and
mild rock. His guitar playing was fearsome and his voice
surprisingly strong, he certainly didn’t need a sound-system to
fill the barn with his music. He finished his opening song, one
about the God who created everything and smiled at the
audience.

“I guess you’ve all heard of Paul,” he said. “On his way to
Damascus to wreak havoc among the Christians when Jesus stopped him
in his tracks, well I know just how he felt.”

Without warning he launched into another song, this one
obviously a personal testimony set to Rhythm and Blues.

 

He sang about twelve songs, all with enthusiasm and all played
and sung expertly. However, I noticed that at the end of each song
he smiled at an angel in the corner of the barn. I call her an
angel as she was the prettiest girl I have ever seen. She was
roughly the same height as him, but I reckon about five years
younger, and a true blonde beauty. Her face had silk-smooth skin
and almost perfect proportions with a pert nose, delicate lips and
absolutely sparkling blue eyes. Her hair was golden blonde and just
long enough to be able to curl up at the base of her slim neck, and
it had that sheen that on a dog you would say indicated the prime
of health. There was little make-up as frankly she didn’t need it.
She was dressed in a tailored pair of RAF blue trousers and a
matching tailored waistcoat that had a snow-white blouse with
frilly collar and cuffs under it. But it was her body language that
intrigued me. At the end of every song she clapped in that peculiar
feminine way of holding the wrists together and flapping the hands
energetically while bouncing up and down with enthusiasm and, dare
I say it, adoration.

 

During the break I visited the bookstall and bought a copy of
his CD (for investigative purposes you understand) and a couple of
books about the gospel. The books were on my agenda because as he
had talked I realised how little I actually knew of the Gospel
story. It’s one of those stories we all think we know, but he had
exposed gaps in my knowledge by referring to parables and people I
had never heard of and I was actually intrigued. Gareth started the
second half with a song about the seven deadly sins and then
launched into a one sided discussion about what it meant to live
the Christian life illustrating each point with another song. He
finished the evening by singing How Great Thou Art and
getting the audience to join in. All in all it was a pleasant
evening and one that provided material to think about in terms of
life, death and living.

 

We climbed back into the car and Jenn dug me in the ribs.

“Her name is Angelina and she’s his potential fiancée.
Apparently he’s asked her father if he can marry her and is waiting
for the answer.”

“Sounds a bit old-fashioned.” I replied.

She shrugged.

“I think there’s more to it than meets the eye, but I only
managed to talk to her for a couple of minutes as we queued for the
loo.”

We made our slow progress off the field and Jenn studied the CD
and tapped the case.

“She’s on here – see there are two bonus tracks sung with
Angelina, both traditional hymns and both recorded live.”

I carefully avoided running anyone over as I made through the
exit gate and nodded. It had been an interesting evening in many
ways, but I had that feeling we were only just scratching the
surface of why I was investigating this guy in the first place.










Chapter 6
Identities


Stephanie smiled like a cat that had discovered the extra-thick
double cream as she bit into her Marmite toast.

“Definitely stolen; the police staked out the haystack and
caught a second-hand car dealer who turned up with a trailer to
remove the Bentley in the early hours of the morning.”

“So not an insurance fraud,” I lamented.

Her grin widened.

“Friston’s had already announced a £1500 reward for information
leading to the recovery of the vehicle, so I’ve checked and that
will be winging our way.”

“Sheep wasn’t so good,” moaned Fabian. “After traipsing over
half of Suffolk we only found a carrier bag full of the ear
tags.”

“So it’s mutton chops for them then.” I announced; nobody
laughed.

Fabian pulled out his smartphone.

“Asa,” he announced. “Been through the local newspaper archive
and the record of court proceedings. She’s Asa Hardingham also
known as Sarah Lansdale or Petra Zizith.” He looked up. “Hardingham
is actually her real name, but she has been arrested using the
other names.” He went back to studying the screen on the little
device. “Two counts of false trading, both from selling wine with
interesting labels covering supermarket plonk. Fannie is right, she
is engaged to our Mr Nichols and she is not on the staff list even
though she is a regular visitor to the firm’s premises.”

Jenn put her head on one side.

“How do you know that?”

He gave a sheepish grin.

“CCTV from the electrical shop at the end of the alleyway, their
camera covering the side window also covers the door to Fred’s
premises. They’ve let me have a look-through; she arrives just
before one almost every day and they go out to lunch.” He grinned.
“And she lets herself in so she obviously knows the code to the
electronic door lock.”

“Ever carry out any papers?”

He scowled and shook his head.

“Not so far, but I’ve only gone back a couple of months.”

I decided that at least he was eager.

“Probably enough.” I said dryly.

He sighed.

“Camera has a movement detector on it to save tape, she never
comes back at night and neither does anyone else, except… ”

“Except what,” said Stephanie.

“Except three nights ago the camera came on at four in the
morning as a stray dog walked past and the lights in Fred’s placed
are definitely on. When the bin-men arrive at six they are
definitely off.”

Jenn frowned and picked up the Nichol’s file to leaf through
it.

“Now that’s interesting as he has assured us there is only one
way in and the other two doors are fire exits and locked at
night.”

I smiled to myself as I felt a stakeout coming on.

“Any chance of checking other nocturnal runs of the camera?”

He nodded.

“On to it.”

He licked his lips.

“And Alice. How about ‘The Alice of Schaerbeek?’”

“Saint Alice,” cried Fannie. “Schaerbeek is where she came
from.”

Fabian smiled.

“She was a sailing barge coming out of the river Deben on an ebb
tide, but she hit a sandbank. She was going so fast she demasted
herself as she struck and the locals apparently enjoyed the
spectacle. Except one crewman, a Mr Henri Pilcke, got swept out to
sea while unconscious and drowned; no church involvement
though.”

I grunted.

“When was this?”

“1956.”

He licked his lips.

“There is an Alice Smeeton who drowned off the coast hereabouts
in 1933, but again no church involvement I could find; though there
could have been a Sunday school outing to the beach that afternoon,
but although there are pictures in the local rag no dates were
shown and it was the summer holidays.”

Stephanie rolled her eyes.

“That’s a long time ago for anyone to bear a grudge now.”

He nodded.

“Depends how far you want to go back. The on-line archive is
incomplete pre-1930 and only major events are available, but there
is one that caught my eye. On 26 November 1906 there was a sea-mist
obscuring the lighthouses at Orford and Southwold and apparently
Harwich had some sort of paraffin problem. On the other hand the
big red brick church near the centre of town had workmen in the
belfry using pressure lamps and apparently a ship’s captain mistook
it for the Harwich light and promptly beached his ship. It had
passengers on board and one Miss Alice Clarke tumbled off the prow
of the ship as it hit and got trapped between the ship and the
beach. They didn’t discover her body until they pulled the ship off
at the next high tide.”

“That’s over a hundred years!” Exclaimed Stephanie.

I had to agree, but there was a definitely church
involvement.

“Look of something more recent,” I said. “But also see if you
can find anything else about that 1906 incident.”

Fabian nodded as Stephanie rolled her eyes. Jenn then stepped in
and filled everybody in on the other cases and we disbanded. Jenn
eyed me as I put my jacket on.

“Going somewhere?”

I managed a smile.

“Hospital visiting.” I replied cautiously.

She turned and started to polish her coffee machine and I
slipped out of the door before she realised just who I might be
visiting.

 

Roland was out of Intensive care and in a side-ward, but he was
still plugged into a heart monitor and looked like parchment. He
frowned as I walked in and placed a bag of grapes just out of his
reach.

“You’ve got a nerve,” he gasped.

I shrugged.

“Just wanted to see if you were still in the land of the
living.”

He gave a cough, paused and took a deep breath.

“The A&E doctor said I owed you and Spanners my life and I
ought to say thank you.”

I took a grape.

“You really ought to teach your bunch First-Aid, motorbikes can
be dangerous when ridding carelessly.”

He gave a sort of hiccupping laugh.

“Spanners is downstairs in the orthopaedic unit, you apparently
broke his shoulder, jaw and a couple of ribs, plus stressing his
neck.”

“He wouldn’t back off, I guess he’s on drugs.”

I got a nod.

“What you doing nosing about our clubhouse anyway?” He
grunted.

“I’m a private detective, got a client who’s child was shot. I’m
looking for the guy who gave the yob who shot her the gun in the
first place.”

He grinned.

“And you heard about us.”

I nodded, he gave a gentle shake of the head.

“We don’t do guns.”

“That’s not what I heard.”

He groaned as he shifted position, I guess a heart attack is a
painful business.

“Don’t believe everything you hear, it’s a good cover story, but
guns are out as far as I’m concerned.”

His eyes narrowed.

“That’s my thank-you, you won’t get any more.”

I decided to push my luck.

“The police think your daughter’s involved.”

He heaved himself up on one elbow.

“Well she’s not and she’s well out of what we do. I want her to
have a better life. If you’ve got police contacts then tell her
she’s clean, and that lad of hers.”

I nodded.

“And in return?”

He scowled.

“If I wanted a gun - any gun - which I don’t, I’d talk to Owen,
the landlord of the Ratchet and Pawl.”

I nodded and stood up; he smiled a sort of wishful smile.

“And if I were you I’d watch my back, Spanners won’t forget;
it’s a matter of honour.”

“You won’t call him off?”

He slumped back.

“I can’t call him off, he’s not rational and doesn’t listen, but
he’s a damn good mechanic, you should just study his Norton, it’s
almost perfect. I left him and walked away down the corridor as
Nell came the other way carrying a bottle of orange juice. She was
shorter, and fatter, than her picture on the club website. She had
an absolutely huge bosom and, as if to compensate physically, a
huge pair of buttocks to keep her upright. However, it was her face
that struck me most. Jenn can be hard-faced, but compared to Nell
she was a softie. The face was set as if in stone with little piggy
brown eyes over plump rigid cheeks, a thin mean mouth and a triple
chin. She kept her hair long, even so she couldn’t hide the fact it
was wispy and a bald-patch was starting to show. She walked passed
without any recognition and I was relieved as that was one woman I
did not want to tangle with.

 

Spanners was sitting up in bed with his right arm in some sort
counter-balanced contraption, a neck-brace holding him up straight
and his jaw wired together. His eyes bulged as I sat down and
placed the obligatory bag of grapes on his bedside table. He
grunted something and I raised my eyebrows.

“Welsh bastard,” he said through clenched teeth; he couldn’t do
anything else really.

“I’ve had a chat with Roland,” I said conversationally. “I’m no
longer investigating your club, so you can back-off.”

“Go boil your head in a haggis,” he snarled.

I gave him a smile.

“Look, I’ve killed people for a living, but good motor-cycle
mechanics are rare. We had a skirmish and both didn’t come out
unscathed, let’s just leave it there shall we?”

“Why don’t you jump under a bus now before I push you under one
later?” He muttered darkly.

“Why don’t I finish it now,” I said idly as if it were of no
consequence. “You’re not exactly in a position to fight back.”

“Why don’t you go and groom a polar bear with a blunt
toothpick?” He grunted.

I sighed and thought about the problem, the problem being that I
did not like unnecessary brutality, I’ve just seen too much of it
and in any case Jenn would not approve.

“On the other hand I could set fire to your Norton, I know where
it’s parked and a flare in the petrol tank should do nicely.”

It was a bluff as I had absolutely no idea where his Norton was,
but he went deathly white anyway.

“Do that and you’re a dead man,” he growled, least I think he
was growling, it was hard to tell.

“And if I leave it alone?”

There was a silence as his pea sized brain worked through the
equation, I didn’t like to tell him that with a broken shoulder and
a stressed neck he wouldn’t be riding for ages anyway.

“Quits,” he said. “But don’t ever let me see you near our place
again.”

I nodded and stood up, it was ever so tempting to pat him on the
shoulder, but I resisted the impulse.

 

We don’t have a milkman, but we do have a milk-bottle container
outside the front door, one of those with a little dial that’s
supposed to tell the milkman how many pints to leave. As I pulled
up I noticed the dial was set to three. Zero is clear, one means a
visitor, two means the police and three also means police, but not
the normal sort. Before I went in I looked around for a car and
almost missed it as it was a dark green Land Rover Freelander that
was covered in mud parked in Ted’s yard. I studied it and noted the
two aerials plus the array of lights on the front. I wandered over
and looked at the tax disc, as I expected it told me nothing.

 

Fannie was lurking in the hall and she started to open her
mouth.

“I know,” I said quietly. “The fuzz is here.”

Her eyes bulged.

“How did you…”

I patted her on the shoulder.

“’Cause I’m a detective.”

I left her pondering that and walked into the lounge to see a
face I remembered from long ago. It wasn’t often we had an officer
with us on deep penetration missions, that is unless the CO wanted
to break in a second lieutenant. However I remembered this one. It
had been a jungle mission and we had instructions to get him to a
certain point and then protect him while he did what he had to do.
Unlike most officers he’d taken his turn on point hacking through
the jungle with his machete and he had been fit, probably fitter
than the rest of us even though he was like a gangly beanpole. Once
we got to our allocated position, halfway up a small mountain, he
assembled his rifle. It was the longest rifle I have ever seen and
was a single shot device with a huge telescopic lens on top. He set
up and studied the terrain ahead.

“What size shells?” I asked out of curiosity.

“12.7mm,” came the soft reply.

“What you looking for,” I asked.

He pointed.

“See that road that comes down the hill and then turns right
over that small bridge, just there.”

I did and it was a good two miles away and across the border,
but I guessed he knew that. We waited in the hot sun for three
hours and then there was a flash of sunlight on glass as a pick-up
truck with a machine gun on the back came into view followed by a
large tanker, the big sort you see on airfields. In the end there
were three of them ploughing down the hill, even at this distance I
could tell they were far too close to each other, so someone was
not paying attention to convoy deployment. Meanwhile he got into
position and adopted the still lifeless posture only long term
snipers seem to be able to adopt. He waited until the lead truck
slowed down to negotiate the bend and fired as it approached the
tiny bridge. I couldn’t see where he hit, but I saw the result. The
tanker veered off course, hit the bridge parapet and ploughed
through it before slowly rolling off the bridge and into the
culvert beneath, even with my puny binoculars I could see fuel
spilling out of the tanker where a rock had pieced through the
double skin. He calmly reloaded and waited. I noted the supposed
escort running away and wondered just what sort of fuel it was
before it ignited with a yellow flash. Tanker number three tried to
back-up and got stuck, the driver, probably driven by self
preservation, ran for his life. My officer started to disassemble
his rifle.

“We can go now,” he said softly.

“That’s not petrol,” I remarked.

“Contaminated Jet fuel,” he replied. “Can’t have them purifying
that, we need their jets on the ground.”

He didn’t say whose jets and I didn’t ask as lack of knowledge
can be a wonderful disclaimer. We were back in the jungle before we
heard a sort of dull thump, but even at two miles we felt the
vibration. Halfway back, while we were taking a breather he turned
to me.

“Of course what you just saw never happened.”

“Most of what I seen before hasn’t either,” I replied
cockily.

He looked round the lads.

“I mean it, one whisper that the shot came from over here and
some of our chaps will have to cope with the resulting riots, and
you know what that means.”

We all did, and we all kept as quiet as mice, but it didn’t stop
me thinking. Officers do not normally go sniping, they tell others
to do it. He had no insignia on his fatigues and had just been
introduced as Major Hartley, not as Major Hartley of the so and so
brigade. Whoever he was I was glad he was on our side as good
snipers give me the creeps.

 

Jenn smiled at me.

“This is Colonel Hunt, he says he’s met you before.”

“A long time ago,” I replied as I shook his hand.

He didn’t bat an eyelid at the change of name and I didn’t
either, but it told me a lot as only covert units go in for pure
anonymity. As I sat down and Jenn poured me a tea I studied him and
decided he hadn’t changed much as he still looked like an
overdressed beanpole in his anonymous army fatigues and he still
possessed the taut muscles that indicate fitness. His companion was
another matter and, even before he spoke, I took a dislike to him.
Equally thin, but shorter and dressed in a brown three-piece tweed
suit complete with a silver watch chain and a beige crisp shirt
with matching tweed tie. However, it was his face I didn’t like as
it was thin, sallow and had two major attributes, a black Hitler
type moustache and watery blue eyes with absolutely no compassion
in them. You had this feeling that he could stamp on you as a man
stamps on a crawling maggot and have no remorse about the outcome
whatsoever. The colonel turned his twinkly brown eyes on me.

“It’s been a long time Jim, but I’ve heard reports about your
business venture and I have a job for you.”

“Read my army file have you,” I said dryly.

He chuckled.

“Once I’d wheedled it out of Diplomatic Security on pain of
death , yes.”

I turned to his companion.

“And you are?”

He sniffed.

“Just call me Mr Brown.”

Considering the colour of his suit I thought that was an
adequate name for the time being. Colonel Hunt smiled at me.

“If we could just take a walk in the garden I’ll tell you all
about it.”

I shook my head.

“We’re a team; if you give us a job we’ll all work on it and
talk about it.”

That elicited another dismissive sniff from Mr Brown.

“Does that include the rather peculiar young lady listening just
outside the door?”

“It certainly does, and Stephanie our business partner and
Fabian our trainee.”

He rolled his watery eyes and turned to the colonel.

“And exactly what is their security clearance?”

Colonel Hunt laid a hand on his arm.

“Jim is cleared all the way up and that’s good enough for me. If
they work as a team I can understand that as it’s been a successful
modus operandi for us in the past; two heads better than one and
all that.”

He turned to me.

“Nine months ago two of our guys were found in a car in
Rendlesham forest. They were sitting on the back seat hugging one
another and dead. The car was locked from the inside and there was
no suicide note.”

“I remember that,” said Jenn. “They were both sergeants in full
dress uniform and discovered by a forestry commission worker.” She
frowned. “But I didn’t see any follow up articles in the
newspaper.”

He nodded.

“We wanted to keep it quiet and didn’t want any speculation
about homosexuality upsetting the families.”

Either he thought we were totally naïve or he was toeing the
party line, whatever the cause he meant they had muzzled the press
very quickly and managed to keep the muzzle on, that took a lot of
clout. He continued.

“An autopsy confirmed the cause of death as poisoning by cyanide
capsule and the police dropped out of the case leaving it to the
military authorities.”

“But it wasn’t cyanide,” I said. “You just wanted the police out
of the equation.”

He nodded approvingly.

“Give the man a coconut. The autopsies, and there were three of
them, were indeterminate. However, either they had simultaneous
heart attacks or they took something that stopped their hearts
dead, but apparently that could from a selection of over a hundred
known toxins.”

He stopped and drummed his fingers on his knee.

“And the military police have got nowhere and believe me they
have had the drains up.”

“And you expect us to work miracles,” said Jenn. “That takes a
little longer.”

He laughed while Mr Brown sniffed.

“I expect you to take a wider view and cover angles we haven’t
thought of.”

I looked at Mr Brown.

“And your angle is?”

He looked away.

“Of no consequence to you.”

“Unless I know who you represent, and your interest,” I said
quietly. “We will not take the case.”

He leant forward and for a brief instance I thought he was going
to threaten me, but Colonel Hunt coughed.

“Mr Brown is from Customs and Excise as there is a facet to this
case which none of us understand.”

Mr Brown’s moustache quivered.

“This pair,” he said abruptly. “This pair had apparently just
driven the car they were discovered in all the way from Bolivia to
Suffolk and inside the spare wheel was two kilogrammes of almost
100% per heroin. It was brilliantly concealed using vulcanised
rubber balls the size of hen’s eggs, the tyre even had 40psi
pressure and could have been used as a spare, except the weight
gave it away.” He scowled. “But it was so good even our best drug
dog failed to detect it.”

“Bolivia,” said Jenn in surprise. “How can you drive from
Bolivia to Suffolk for heaven’s sake?”

Mr Brown coughed.

“They kept a diary. Basically it was Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador,
Columbia, Mexico, all the way up the West coast of America and
Canada, a container ship from Anchorage to Shanghai, and then
across China to Kazakhstan, westwards to The Ukraine via Russia,
then, Moldova, Romania, Hungary, Slovenia, Italy, Switzerland,
Germany, France, Belgium, Holland and finally a ferry across to
Harwich. It took them many months with spells of almost of almost
constant driving and the odd dalliance here and there to get a good
rest.”

“Bloody hell,” I said. “Just don’t tell me with all those border
crossings that the drugs came from Bolivia.”

He nodded.

“It would appear so; the forensic signature is quite clear.”

“And it’s the wrong way round,” I added. “It’s shorter to go
East.”

“Quite,” said Mr Brown. “But not so exciting.”

Colonel Hunt smiled at Jenn.

“And, of course, nothing is simple. Sergeant Gregory was
stationed at Colchester Barracks and seconded to a specialist unit,
while Sergeant Orem was in the RAF Regiment and as far as we can
tell from their military files they had never met before this trip
and before you ask Sergeant Gregory came from Newcastle and
Sergeant Orem from Tunbridge Wells so they didn’t meet at
school.”

“And which one,” said Jenn smiling back. “Which one worked on
something so secret it’s given you the raging collywobbles.”

They looked at each other and Colonel Hunt gave a shrug.

“Sergeant Gregory had probably been to places he shouldn’t have
been and seen things that the UK Government would probably want to
deny, but Jim can tell you all about that sort of thing. Sergeant
Orem on the other hand worked at Farmingdale Early Warning Station
in Yorkshire, and before that spent a tour of duty at Mount Weather
in the USA.”

“I take it you mean the hush-hush Mount Weather no-one talks
about?” I interjected.

“Quite,” he replied.

I turned to Mr Brown.

“So why the high level of interest from Customs?”

His eyes virtually bulged.

“Good god man haven’t you got it? This pair drove halfway round
the world with a stash of heroin in their luggage and nobody at any
border crossing picked them up. As far as we can tell they didn’t
go in for visas and don’t appear to have any support system!”

“And if they can do it,” said Jenn. “Any Tom, Dick or Harriet
can do it.”

He nodded.

“It doesn’t bear thinking about.”

He was right, it didn’t bear thinking about, not for his
involvement that is. Colonel Hunt leaned over to his canvass
briefcase and extracted a thin envelope.

“£5000 non-returnable deposit for expenses,” he murmured
enticingly. “And £10,000 if you can give us a satisfactory
answer.”

“That’s very generous,” I muttered wondering just what was worth
so much.

He grinned.

“Don’t thank me, we sold the heroin to a pharmaceutical company
at a very good profit.”

I looked at Jenn and she nodded, so I took the cheque. He passed
over another envelope.

“ID card for you saying you work for Military Intelligence as a
special investigator, it might open a few doors.”

“Just me?” I asked.

He gave me a wink Mr Brown couldn’t see.

“Gold dust,” he replied. “Pure gold dust.”

Mr Brown stirred.

“If you deem it necessary I can get you wife and business
partner ID cards as Customs investigators.”

Jenn shook her head.

“No thanks, might complicate matters, best if we stay
neutral.”

They stood up in unison.

“I’ll get the files delivered,” Mr Brown said. “You’d better
make some space.”

He handed me a memory stick.

“Their diary, it’s makes interesting reading and could have
provided the BBC with a good travelogue.”

They left and Fannie appeared as if from nowhere.

“And,” said Jenn.

“And I took Gerald for a walk,” she replied. “And a handsome
young man in blue sweatshirt and olive green chinos followed me all
the way round.”

I mentally cursed myself, I hadn’t spotted any hangers-on , but
Fannie had flushed one out and it was me that was supposed to be
the expert.

 

We regrouped in the kitchen while Jenn worked her magic with her
whizzo coffee machine. I opened the two envelopes; the first, as
promised had a £5000 cheque, the second two ID cards, one for me
and one for Jenn. I handed hers over and her eyebrows rose.

“It’s already got my signature on.”

“So has mine, I guess that was easy enough for them.”

She tilted it back and forth studying the hologram.

“Are these Bona Fide?”

“Probably, but if we use them to get into any military building
you can bet your last shilling that Colonel Hunt will know about it
within five minutes.”

We drank our coffee and discussed what we had been told. Jenn
picked up the memory stick.

“We’ll browse through this.”

“Use the spare laptop,” I said. “The one without the Internet
connection.”

“Eggs,” said Jenn. “And how to suck them.”

I tapped the newspaper on the table.

“See the article on page three? Apparently we’ve signed an
accord with Estonia, Lithuania, and Latvia; we get access to some
of their rare minerals and they get help with drilling for oil on
their respective coasts. There’s a lovely picture of Julian
Horncastle looking like the cat that has just got the cream and the
salmon at the same time.”

Jenn put her head on one side.

“So you’re back on the Xavier case.”

“I am, and Miss Yvette Horncastle is first on my list.”

 

It was a truly posh estate agent with Georgian bow windows and
property with prices to make your eyes water. I looked over the
properties in the window and studied the only woman inside. She had
long blond hair drawn back tightly into a pony-tail, which in my
opinion was a mistake as it exposed the black roots rather nicely.
Other than that she had high cheekbones, a pointed nose and one of
those receding jaw lines that make the chin almost invisible. And
she was smart, a charcoal grey two piece suit with the semi-tight
skirt coming down to just below the knees, a snow white blouse with
an open neck displaying a triple row of pearls. I decided to go in.
The woman I took to be Yvette glanced at me, her eyes flicking up
and down and then she glanced away obviously deciding that I
wouldn’t have the wherewithal for one of their properties. I
decided that if I did have enough money to buy one I wouldn’t stand
around looking sheepish. I imagined how most of the arrogant second
lieutenants I had encountered would act.

“That Barn conversion in Buxley, is anybody here actually
selling it?” I barked.

She leapt from her seat like a scaled cat.

“That’s me,” she purred. She held her hand out. “Yvette
Horncastle.” The accent was a pure crisp no nonsense Surrey with
slight Cheltenham overtones.

I shook it and nodded.

“Why isn’t it finished?”

She licked her lips and I wondered what yarn I would be
spun.

“The gentleman who originally had the vision for this startling
conversion decided to put his energies elsewhere when his domestic
arrangements changed. He had wanted to provide a perfect place for
his retirement, hence the swimming pool and the open lift, but it
wasn’t to be.”

A rough translation would probably have been that he ran out of
cash and his wife left him not wanting to be a pauper’s moll.
Yvette, however, was now in full flow.

“It’s a truly amazing place, from the living accommodation
upstairs you can see right across the rolling countryside and the
ground floor has four huge bedrooms while there are two more
bedrooms planned for inside the upper part of the roof and… ”

“How old is the barn?” I barked, cutting right across her.

She swiftly regrouped.

“The foundations were probably laid in the Middle Ages as there
has been a barn marked there on every map since 1662 when the first
real map of the village was drawn… ”

“And the modern structure?” I said frowning as if bored with her
patter.

“We think 1972.”

“You think?” I said acidly.

She licked her lips again.

“Well we know it was reclad in 2002 and the builder who did it
made a note that thirty years wasn’t a bad run for the original
cladding.”

She gave me a dazzling smile and I had no doubt she could dazzle
when she wanted to.

“Would you like to look at the details?”

I waved dismissively.

“That’s what solicitors are for, I’d rather see it in the
flesh.”

She gave a discreet smile.

“And have you somewhere to sell?”

I looked at her as if she were mad.

“I’m thinking of a wedding present for the daughter.”

Pound signs almost appeared in her eyes at the thought of a no
chain sale. She reached for her handbag.

“It’s a twenty minute drive,” she purred. “I can tell you all
about it on the way.”

And she did while she terrified the life out of me. Her driving
was absolutely appalling, she approached junctions too fast,
ignored Z-bend signs and roared about the countryside as if
everyone else ought to get out of her way. The car, on the other
hand, was a dream being a powder blue automatic Mazda MX5 open top
roadster; you got that feeling that no matter how she approached a
corner the car would get her through it while the six speed gearbox
shifted up and down without a hiccup. I decided that I’d have to
check, but I was pretty sure Mazda didn’t sell the automatic
version of the MX5 in the UK and that meant she must have had it
imported from Japan; that was of interest to me as the car the
Baker boys had dumped had been a manual.

“Nice car,” I said as she pulled up by a barn seemingly in the
middle of nowhere.

I got a tolerant smile, but no answers.

 

Inside the place was a mess. The lobby was finished with a grand
curving maple open staircase arcing upwards to the newly installed
suspended floor, but there was little else except piles of rubble
and yellow marker tape on the concrete floor showing where the
dividing walls should go. Upstairs the walls were in place and, as
she had said, the views through the huge picture windows were
magnificent.

“Place been treated for woodworm?” I asked.

“Of course,” she replied tartly.

That told me something, namely she had no idea as you only treat
if you have had woodworm, not before. However, I let her lead me
from room to room giving her estate agent’s professional patter. I
waited until we were in bedroom number four and she was by the
window while I was standing in the doorframe.

“Of course we do realise that there is still some work to be
done and that is reflected in the price, but I am sure you can
see…”

“Why did you drive away after you hit the young girl?” I
said.

She blinked at me.

“Pardon?”

“I said why did you drive away after you hit the young
girl?”

The effect was dramatic, or rather she became dramatic. She
threw her hands in the air and began to shrill.

“Oh you’ve brought me here to molest me! How dare you do such a
thing? Rape, it’s going to be rape!”

She pulled out her mobile phone and I pulled out my Private
Investigator’s ID.

“Private Detective,” I said tapping the tiny badge on my jacket.
“And I’ve got everything on video.”

I hadn’t of course, but it stopped her in her tracks.

“But you did get me here under false pretences.”

“Possibly, but I like to keep abreast of the market in case some
so and so burns down my offices.”

Another lie, but reasonable plausible I thought.

“And you haven’t answered my question.” I added.

She looked me in the eye.

“I have never, ever, hit a child; killed a pheasant once yes,
but children no.” She put on a grim face. “Now if you will excuse
me.”

She barged her way passed and yelled as she clattered down the
stairs.

“And in the circumstances you can find your own way home.”

“Good, “I yelled back. “And this time wear your glasses before
you do kill a child.”

She stopped on the bottom step.

“I am a perfectly safe driver,” she screeched back.

“You approach junctions too fast and don’t read the road ahead,
I would guess you’re short-sighted, but too vain to wear glasses.
Forget vanity and think prison if you commit manslaughter!” I
yelled down.

She put her hands on her hips.

“Well thank you very much for your advice, but I’d rather listen to
someone I respect.”

She slammed the front door, trotted down the short path and
roared away in her car. She stopped a few yards later and rummage
in her handbag before driving away again. Long before she got to
the T-junction ahead her brake lights came on.

 

The farmhouse was reasonable close, but screened from the barn
by a row of bushy trees. I knocked at the door for the simple
reason there was no mobile phone signal to be had from my service
provider. A dumpy woman in a floral dress with tent overtones
opened the door and smiled at me.

“You’ve just been looking over the barn.” She said in her almost
pure Suffolk farmer’s accent.

I looked at the trees.

“How do you know?”

She laughed.

“Grandmother planted the trees because she couldn’t stand the
sight of the place, it’s where my aunt was conceived at it wasn’t a
happy relationship.”

I put my head on one side as she continued.

“Hubby had a CCTV camera put in the end tree as we had a bit of
vandalism, nothing great, but empty barns are great places for
illegal parties.”

She smiled again.

“I guess Miss Snooty has driven off and you need the phone.”

“Has she done it before?”

“Twice, apparently she’s got a very short fuse. Last time the
chap only asked her if he could see her credentials as he was
unhappy with the answers she was giving him.”

She opened the door and I walked in.

“You going to buy the place?”

I shook my head.

“No, I’m a private detective and I wanted to try and ask her a
few questions.”

“Ooo,” she replied. “Was it about the chap she keeps meeting
here at night?”

I decided that waiting for Stephanie to arrive might not be a
waste of time after all.










Chapter 7
Blundering about in Fog


The kitchen table was laid for two and I raised an eyebrow at
Jenn.

“Harri’s popped up and whisked Stephanie off to Harwich.”

Harwich?” I said in amazement. “Who would want to go to
Harwich?”

“There’s a cruise liner in dock and Harri has a table for two in
their upper restaurant, though I suspect Harri also wants to snoop
about on the liner after some story or other.”

I sat down.

“And Fannie?”

Jenn grinned.

“Cedric has taken her out to the cinema.”

I racked my brains, clearly I was supposed to know a Cedric, but
the only one who came to mind was a Corporal Cedric Brown of the
American Rangers who could skin a ferret faster than I could get a
fire going.

“Cedric?”

Jenn gave me a tolerant smile.

“Cedric, Ted’s occasional farm-hand; he drives about in a tiny
Suzuki Pick-up.”

A picture of a stocky lad came to mind.

“Grief, he’s not the sharpest tool in the box.”

Jenn placed some Shepherd’s pie in front of me.

“And neither is Fannie, she has her redeeming points, but I
would not call her an intellectual.” She paused as she sat down.
“On the other hand she may have hit on something with our soldier’s
round the world diary.”

“Really?” I said as I tasted the succulent lamb with its
enticing gravy.

Jenn smiled and we ate in the intimate silence of companionship.
As I mopped my plate Jenn patted Gerald as if to reassure him he
would get the scrapings from the cooking dish. I didn’t resent
that, but would have enjoyed them all the same.

“So, what’s she found?” I finally asked.

Jenn picked up the plates and talked as she rinsed them under
the tap and put them in the dishwasher.

“When we were inside together Fannie used to have what she
called her holidays.”

“Holidays from prison,” I quipped. “Whatever next.”

She ignored me.

“As part of her rehabilitation she was given computer lessons,
supposedly to teach her word-processing, but it was fruitless. She
types at the speed of a hesitant tortoise and nothing seems to
change that. The instructor soon realised it was a no-go, but
taught her how to surf the internet. So she would have a holiday
once a week every Thursday when she was supposed to be learning
word-processing. She would choose a country and then spent the two
hours looking at pictures and webcams from that country. It kept
her off the instructor’s back and gave her enormous pleasure.”

I wondered if this was going anywhere. Jenn placed a baked apple
stuffed with maple syrup and rich breadcrumbs before me.

“So she has looked at thousands of images of different countries
and she reckoned she had seen some of the photos in the soldier’s
diary before.”

Now this was interesting.

“Was she right?”

Jenn nodded and bit into her banana.

“So we’ve found images from Italy, Canada, France and
Switzerland that are clones of those in the diary.”

I prodded the apple and steam issued forth.

“Ergo it’s false. If one part is false…”

“Then it’s probably all false,” she said, finishing off her
sentence for me.

I waited for the apple to get slightly colder and then tucked
in. As I pushed the plate away I smiled at Jenn.

“Since we have the evening alone how about going out to sit in
an aircraft hanger together?”

She gave me the sideways look she normally reserves for
lunatics.

“Why would we want to do that?”

I pushed two tickets across the desk I’d got from the shop next
to Yvette’s estate agents and smiled at her smile as she read the
tickets, while knowing that I’d given myself an evening in
purgatory.

“I didn’t know he was on tour over here,” she said.

“Neither did I, apparently it’s all low-key and mainly for the
airmen in the American base at Mildenhall hence the aircraft
hanger, but I saw the tickets were on limited sale and…”

She leapt up, gave me a big kiss and scampered upstairs,
although how anybody could get excited about an evening of Country
and Western Music, regardless of who sang it, was beyond me;
totally beyond me.

 

When we got home I let Gerald into the garden for his evening
stroll and stood gazing at the stars. Is there really life out
there, or are we unique in all the universe? If the universe is
constantly expanding, what is it expanding into? Was there really
such a thing as dark matter and… I stopped pondering as the
microwave pinged announcing that our evening hot milk drinks were
ready. I hoped they were good, Jenn was as happy as I’d ever seen
her, but I needed something to get the dreadful Country and Western
Rhythms out of my head before I went to sleep or goodness knows
what I would dream.

 

Jenn was sound asleep as I tiptoed out of the bedroom to go
downstairs. I’d tried to sleep, and had grabbed a few snatches, but
a woebegotten song about a woman whose lover had just been executed
for killing her husband kept running around my mind. So I settled
myself in the kitchen with a cup of black tea and set to reading
yesterday’s Times newspaper from cover to cover.

 

I woke up to the noise of a small engine vehicle pottering past
the front door and peered at the clock; the big hand was on the
twelve and the little hand on the three. I padded to the front room
and peered out of the window and smiled. It was a little Suzuki
pick-up and I watched Fannie climb out, wave at the occupant inside
and trot off towards the bungalow. As Cedric drove away it occurred
to me that Stephanie was not in. She was a grown woman and I am not
her father, but it struck me as odd. Now feeling like death warmed
up due to my kitchen nap I climbed the stairs and went back to bed,
I think I was asleep before my head had time to sink into the
pillow.

 

Breakfast was a quiet affair with no Fannie and no Stephanie and
Fabian looking like he had been up all night. Jenn plonked some
toast on the table and patted him on the shoulder.

“You’re doing OK, there’s no need to knock yourself out to
impress.”

He gave a tired grin.

“Thursday mornings, once a month regular as clockwork, the
lights are on at Fred’s place.”

“You can tell that from your CCTV?”

He grinned.

“Not the ones I was trawling through before, I sat down and had
a think. On the other side of Fred’s place – the side where the
fire exit is – is a short street. At the end of it, on the other
side of the road, is a used car lot and they have CCTV looking at
the forecourt. Fred’s place is well out of focus and a long way
away, but you can tell if the lights are on or off. So I checked
out every night for four months at high speed. The lights come on
between 2am and 4am and go off an hour later.”

“Now that,” said Jenn. “Is what I call detective work.”

He grinned like a fisherman with the catch of the month.

“And the next Thursday is?” I asked.

He grinned again.

“This week.”

He sighed.

“The used car CCTV is truly terrible, but I also reckon whoever
is in there does not come by car, there is no sign of car lights on
any of the mornings.”

Suddenly the front door slammed and Stephanie flounced in and
dropped into her usual seat. For once she looked a little
dishevelled.

“I would like to announce,” she said abruptly. “That Harri and I
are definitely not an item.”

“Bad night?” Said Jenn.

Stephanie furrowed her brow and pinched a sliced of buttered
toast from Fabian’s plate.

“Harri had two tickets for a special dinner in the upper
restaurant.” He face softened a little. “And I must say the meal
was excellent, but he disappeared just before coffee was due to
arrive and never reappeared. Then the toad phoned me from the
quayside saying he was very sorry, but the boat had cast off and he
only just managed to get off before the last rope was cast
off.”

I suppressed a smile.

“And the next stop was?”

She glowered at me.

“Aberdeen.”

Jenn let out a titter.

“You obviously didn’t go there.”

“No, I buttonholed the first ship’s officer I could find.” She
crossed her arms, always a bad sign. “That was the Bursar and he
told me I’d have to pay for the passage and it would cost
£600!”

Fabian’s eyes fairly bulged.

“£600!”

Stephanie nodded.

“The only spare berth was a first class one on of the upper
decks.”

“So,” I asked. “How come your here?”

She gave a malevolent grin.

“I told him there had been no announcement in the upper
restaurant that the ship was leaving and therefore it was his
problem. We had a bit of an argument and eventually he got me
picked off by a passing pilot boat.”

She bit into the toast.

“Have you any idea what it’s like getting into a pilot boat in
the dark on the high seas?” She munched for a few seconds. “Then,
when the pilot boat dropped me back at Felixstowe I was told that
because I had disembarked from an international cruise liner I had
to go through customs, but of course there is no bloody customs at
Felixstowe at two in the morning, so I had to wait in a bare room
for four hours until somebody arrived. Then, of course, I had no
passport and had to fill in a mountain of paperwork. I tell you if
ever I get hold of Harri again I’ll tear his heart out with a rusty
breadknife.”

Jenn nodded sagely.

“And where is Harri?”

Stephanie gave her malevolent grin again.

“Last I heard he was driving to Aberdeen.”

“And you haven’t told him you got off on a pilot boat?” I asked
tentatively.

“No,” she snapped. “And he didn’t tell me he was investigating
one of the passengers who he suspects of fixing cricket matches who
just happened to be eating in the same restaurant. And there was I
thinking he was doing something romantic.” She suddenly swung my
way. “And just don’t even think about sending him a text telling
him I’m OK; I want him to suffer where it hurts most; in his
wallet.”

I held my hands up in surrender as she turned to Fabian.

“Well don’t just sit there stuffing your face, we’ve got a new
case list from Friston’s.”

“More sheep?” He asked.

“Students,” she replied smartly. “Students and mobile phones and
not the cheap sort.”

He followed her out like a lamb to the slaughter. Once the front
door slammed both Jenn and I burst into laughter. Later, Jenn took
pity on Harri and sent him a text, I only hope he had time to stop
and read it.

 

The Wine List, a shop for those with a discerning palette and
willing to pay more than £20 a bottle, is located halfway down the
high-street in Woodbridge; fortunately it is almost dead opposite
the only modern coffee shop in town. Not that I would normally have
coffee there preferring the more intimate shop, with home made
cakes, at the back of a local bookshop. However, needs must and I
settled into my seat pretending to read the newspaper while
surveying the shop. It looked like any wine shop, except there was
a poster proclaiming ‘we don’t sell cheap plonk, but we do sell
excellent wines,’ with a footnote saying that the shop sold no
wines under £20 a bottle. Even so customers were wandering in and
coming out with cases of wine; I wondered if they had more money
than sense. Jenn suddenly appeared in my view and went into the
shop; in her snow-white short dress and white stiletto boots she
looked a million dollars. I made sure my earpiece was in place. I
didn’t like sending Jenn into the unknown, but I figured that Ms
Yvette Horncastle would have by now given her brother Algernon, the
shop owner, my description. Jenn pottered about looking at bottles
until the shop was momentarily empty. Algernon busied himself at
the counter checking something or other. He was Yvette’s twin and
looked much the same, except he had slicked down black hair parted
in the centre and was wearing an expensive purple shirt and dark
blue trousers. Jenn walked over to the counter.

“That Châteaux Lafite Rothschild Pauillac at £199 a bottle, do
you do a discount for a case?”

Even at this distance I could see Algernon suddenly stand up
straight and pull out a calculator.

“I could manage a case for £2199.” He said smugly in a sort of
strangled Oxford accent.

“What about ten cases?”

He pounded the calculator again.

“Let’s call it a round £21000.”

“Can you actually get that number of bottles?”

He smiled at her.

“I’d give it a damn good go.”

“Tell me first, why did you get the car dumped after you hit
that young girl?” She said gently.

Algernon sprang back from the counter as if it had suddenly
become electrified.

“You’re from that detective agency,” he gasped. “The one that’s
been hounding my sister.”

“Killing young girls and running off is a serious business,”
replied Jenn. “And we don’t give up easily.”

He moved forward and I tensed.

“How about I gave you a case of Châteaux Lafite Rothschild
Pauillac free?” He said smoothly. “And you just go away out of our
lives and get well and truly pissed.”

“Is that what you did with the police,” said Jenn. “We don’t
work like that.”

“Then get out,” he said. “Out, out, out, OUT.”

Jenn didn’t move and another customer wandered in. Jenn tapped
her foot.

“I’m waiting for an answer, or do you want me to repeat the
question?”

Algernon visible glanced at the customer.

“I may have my faults,” he said evenly. “Like offering pretty
women discounts I couldn’t possible sustain, but I was sampling my
wine at home when the accident happened. And no, I don’t have
anyone who can verify that, but I assure you that sampling wine is
rather a pleasurable hobby of mine.”

The Customer laughed.

“What he means m’dear is that he likes to have a go at drinking
the profits, but even his liver couldn’t stand that.”

Algernon ignored him.

“Now please go away and question someone else.” He muttered.

“What about your parents?”

“They would do the honourable thing, now go and look
elsewhere.”

“Any suggestions?” Cooed Jenn.

He looked at the ceiling.

“That particular car isn’t only insured for my family, but also
for my father’s tame bodyguard and mother’s entourage, so you could
try one of them.”

The customer wandered over with a couple of bottles of wine and
Jenn left giving him a casual wave.

“See you again,” she said. “If your suggestions don’t work
out.”

 

I watched Jenn walk down the street towards Horncastle’s
constituency office, but it was a different Jenn. Now she was
wearing a ‘mumsy’ brown dress, low heeled brown shoes and a
shoulder length brown wig plus modern narrow type spectacles with
plain lenses. We’d had a pow-wow after she had seen Algernon and
decided to have a go at the mother as soon as we could. I couldn’t
park anywhere near the constituency office and there were no coffee
shops around as it was in the old part of town that had narrow
streets and little commercial trading, so I had a yellow topcoat on
and carried a clipboard so I could pretend to be inspecting manhole
covers. Jenn went into the office and I hope she’d remember to keep
her tiny white leather handbag tucked under her shoulder as it
contained the microphone.

“Good afternoon,” I heard Mrs Horncastle say. “Can I help
you?”

“Yes,” replied Jenn cheerfully. “What can you tell me about the
night Naomi Xavier was run down by your car?”

“My husband’s car,” she said frostily. “And what is it to do
with you?”

“I work for a private detective agency and we are taking up
where the police left off, so would you mind telling me where you
were at the time?”

“Yes I would,” she snapped. “It’s nothing to do with us,
Julian’s car was stolen and that’s an end to it as far as we are
concerned.”

I heard Jenn cough, so I started to make my way across the road
and glanced through the window as I passed. Mrs Horncastle was
standing up and towering over Jenn, who was still sitting down.

“You see Mrs Horncastle we have a problem. We now have have
proof that some local lads were paid handsomely to dump the car,
your two children drive automatics and the car has a manual
gearbox, therefore it would be reasonable to say that either you or
your husband were driving it. However, he was in London so that
leaves…”

“How dare you accuse me of such a barbaric act,” Mrs Horncastle
shouted. “Now get out and don’t come back.”

Jenn held her ground.

“Where were you Mrs Horncastle? You were supposed to be at a
soirée in aid of neglected pit ponies, but nobody at the event
remembers you there after the first hour.”

There was a short silence.

“The car was stolen and that is all I have to say, now go away
and stop bothering me or I will take action.”

“Action Mrs Horncastle?” Purred Jenn. “Wouldn’t you rather Naomi
had justice and we find out the truth?”

“I have nothing to add.”

I heard a chair scraping.

“Very well we’ll continue to look elsewhere.” She paused. “Of
course, just because Yvette and Algernon have automatics doesn’t
mean to say they can’t drive a manual.”

Mrs Horncastle gave a false laugh.

“Yvette has only ever driven automatics and we paid for Algernon
to have forty driving lessons before he switched over, he never
could managed to use two feet at the same time, besides they are
not insured for either of our cars only their own, and that still
costs us a small fortune.”

 

We walked back down the street together.

“Did you get all that?”

“Loud and clear, do you believe her?”

Jenn looked at me.

“Not one word, she was a shifty as hell and quite jittery.”

I felt the same and I had only heard the words.

“Now what?” I asked.

“Now,” she replied I’m going home to read through some military
files, Fannie sent me a text saying that some nice man had
delivered twelve cardboard boxes. You?”

“Same case, different tack; I’m off to see my friendly police
officer.”

 

As I walked in I wondered if he ever left his desk these days,
he glanced up and grimaced.

“Been hearing about you, apparently you put two of them in
hospital, given their track record I am impressed.”

“One,” I said. “The other was self-induced, and for the record I
didn’t want to hurt the one, but he was a wee bit persistent.”

“Remind me,” he said dryly. “Never to meet you on a dark
night.”

He put his pen down.

“And you are visiting me because?”

I pushed a photograph across the table, it was a bit grainy as I
have taken it off of the farmer’s wife’s CCTV machine that could
have been taken to the Antiques Road show for valuation. However,
it was clear enough in showing a large man in a grey suit with
distinctive black hair that was extremely curly and looked like it
had been knitted on his head.

“Any ideas.”

He glanced at it and an eyebrow wriggled.

“What’s it worth?”

“The motorcycle mob isn’t into guns, whatever they are carrying
is paperwork, my guess would be false IDs.”

He frowned.

“You sure?”

“As much as I can be.”

He nodded.

“Well that is worth knowing; mind if I ask who told you?”

I smiled at him and tapped the photograph. He grinned.

“That’s our Detective Inspector Waverly, commonly known as the
Curly on account of his hair.”

Now it was my turn to frown.

“Didn’t he take the lead on the Xavier case?”

I got a curt nod.

“He did along with his sidekick Sergeant Pickles, and I am told
they left no stone unturned.”

No stone that is, I thought, except the fact he knew Yvette well
enough to visit he in the evenings at a semi-converted barn at
least once a week.

“Is he married?”

I got a serious scowl.

“Don’t know what it’s got to do with you, but yes he is, got two
bairns as well, which is why he pulled out all the stops.”

I stood up and he motioned me to sit down.

“Had a complaint about you from Mrs Horncastle, she says your
hounding her children and barging into her office to ask
impertinent questions.”

I smiled at him.

“It’s what we do,” I said.

“Well tread carefully, lest there be dragons ahead.”

I stood up to go and got a genuine smile.

“Not that I’m telling you to stop, failing to get young Xavier’s
killer is a blot on our landscape I’d like removed.”

I stared at him and he smiled.

“My Colin was in her class, it could have been him.”

 

I sat in my little Mercedes in the used car lot looking down the
street opposite. I’d walked down it and found Fred’s fire escape
and made myself reasonably certain it was a cul-de-sac, so if
anybody was going in via the fire escape I’d see them approaching
if I just sat in my car. I checked the radio, not that Fabian was
saying anything, and settled down. Even at nearly two in the
morning there were still people wandering up and down the road by
the car lot, some drunk, some scurrying home and some couples lost
in love. I spotted a woman’s figure hugging the shadows on the
other side of the road, she crossed over the street in front and I
relaxed, only to sit up straight a few seconds later as she
disappeared into the back yard of the building in front. Three
minutes later the lights came on.

“Hey,” said Fabian on the radio. “The lights have come on.”

“This side as quick as you like, there’s a third way in.” I
replied.

He appeared five minutes later and climbed in the Merc. I
pointed.

“She went in that yard.”

“She? You mean Asa.”

“Couldn’t tell, but let’s go see.”

We crossed the road and quietly entered the yard.

“This is ridiculous,” whispered Fabian. “There’s not even a
window.”

“Nevertheless, she came in here.” I whispered back.

“Shit,” said Fabian. “I’ve trod in some dog poo.”

While he scraped muck off his shoes I studied the wall in front
and looked behind a large waste bin. I tapped Fabian on the
shoulder.

“Dog flap.”

He stared at it while I squatted down.

“Not going in there are you? What if the dog’s on the other
side?” He whispered earnestly.

I knew what he meant, judging by the size of the flap and the
size of the poo it wasn’t a small dog, or even a medium sized dog.
What he hadn’t yet realised was that the flap might be for a large
dog, but I doubted I could squeeze through, so if anyone was going
in it was him. I pushed the flap, and it didn’t yield. I tried
gripping it on the edge and pulling, with the same result. Fabian
pointed.

“It’s got one of them radio thingamajigs, it’ll only unlock for
the dog with the transponder on his collar.”

I checked my watch.

“Go and watch the fire escape, I’ll wait here.”

I heaved myself up on top of the waste-bin and waited and waited
and waited, but I’m good at waiting, after all the army invested a
lot of money in me to teach me how to wait, and wait silently.

“Lights out,” crackled the radio.

There was a tiny click and the dog flap opened and a woman
crawled out. I waited until she was standing upright and shone my
torch in her eyes.

“You’re nabbed.” I said.

She ran for the gate, only to find Fabian blocking her way, she
looked back at me, fear in her eyes, and I was sure of one thing,
it definitely wasn’t Asa.

 

We squeezed into the corner table of the all-night café making
sure she was in the corner with Fabian on the outside and me
opposite. In the harsh light of the café I could see her clearly,
and that gave me a problem because she didn’t look anything like
any of the staff photos. She was thin to the point of anorexia, had
high cheekbones, anxious brown eyes and a gentle brown complexion
plus shoulder length jet black wispy hair and the smell of fear.
It’s an indefinable smell, but I knew it well.

The waitress came over and I ordered three teas. She
sniffed.

“Don’t do just teas at this time in the morning.”

“Then three teas and three bacon rolls.”

The woman opposite me shook her head.

“Vegetarian,” she squeaked.

“Cheese,” said the waitress helpfully.

She shook her head again.

“How about egg?”

Another shake of the head.

“Salad?”

She nodded and the waitress went away.

“Right,” I said softly. “First off we are not the police, we’re
from a private detective agency.”

Her eyes flitted from me to Fabian and back.

“So you can’t keep me here.”

“I can keep you here if I call the police, I could even make a
citizen’s arrest if I thought it would help.”

She licked her thin lips.

“How about a name?” Said Fabian.

“Kati.”

“Kati what?” He pressed.

“Kati Hardingham.”

I thought I saw a glimmer of light.

“So you’re doing this for your mum.”

Words fell out in a torrent as she shook her head.

“My aunt, she said it was OK, said it was only a few measly
papers and we could use them to pay off my debts.”

“What debts,” I said gently.

She shuffled.

“Hospital debts. She paid for me, but said she needs the money
back and I couldn’t get a job.”

Fabian butted in.

“How old are you Kati?”

She pulled herself up to her full height.

“Eighteen.”

“Is that eighteen as in eighteen or eighteen as nearly
eighteen?” I asked gently.

She looked away.

“Eighteen after Christmas.”

So we were dealing with a minor, that put a whole different
complexion on things.

“What did you have done in hospital Kati?” I probed gently.

“’S private.”

“But expensive private?”

She nodded.

“NHS wouldn’t do it, said there was no need.”

She bit her bottom lip.

“Asa borrowed the money from this guy and he said he had to have
it back at £500 a month.”

Tears began to roll.

“I didn’t mean to get her into trouble, but I couldn’t stand… I
just couldn’t bear… ”

I decided to change tack.

“If Asa is engaged to Fred, why doesn’t she just ask him for the
papers?”

Of course I knew the answer, but I wondered if she did.

“She really loves him, she doesn’t want to ask as it might turn
him off her.”

“So she steals them from behind his back?”

She nodded as the teas and rolls arrived, her roll looked
desperately pathetic.

“Vegetarian?” I asked.

She nodded.

“Asa made me promise. She’s a vegan and can’t bear the thought
of me eating meat.”

I pushed over my roll.

“She need never know.”

She hesitated for a fraction of a second and took it; she bit
into it with relish. Fabian sniffed his roll and pushed it towards
Kati, she didn’t refuse. We waited while she ate both rolls and
neither Fabian nor I considered eating the salad roll; we did have
our standards. Eventually she licked her lips.

“So,” I said. “What does your aunt do with the exam papers?”

Kati looked at me as if I were mad.

“She gives them to the guy she owes money too, one set of papers
for each month’s payment.” We got a brief smile. “Just one month to
go.”

“You mean one month more?”

She shook her head.

“Just this month, this is the last ‘cause mum gets married next
month and she says it’s got to stop.”

“And you,” said Fabian. “What you going to do?”

We got a beautiful smile.

“Cruise liner, I’ve got a job in the ship’s orchestra, I play
the flute.”

She didn’t look like she had enough lung capacity to blow over a
butterfly, let alone play the flute, but you never could tell. I
sipped my tea and made a pragmatic decision, one that would cost
me.

“This is how it is Kati, you go home and give Asa the papers and
tell her you were caught by us red handed so this is definitely the
last time. Be sure and tell her she must pass the message on to
your loan shark, there is no more, the tap has been turned
off.”

She looked dubious.

“He’s a bit frightening.”

“Tell him we’re a very smart firm and if we’ve caught you we can
prove to the authorities he’s been handling stolen exam papers and
he wouldn’t want that.”

She stared at me.

“No police?”

“No police, I don’t see the point in ruining your life. Go and
play your flute, eat plenty of meat and live your life to the
full.”

She looked away.

“Asa doesn’t know about the cruise liner, she wants me to take a
job as a domestic at the local hotel.”

I thought of the endless beds to be made.

“Tell her we told you to get a job out of the country till all
the papers had been sold on and the fuss had died down.”

Her face lit up and I nodded to Fabian, who let her out. She
paused at the end of the table.

“I won’t let you down,” she said softly. “World here I
come.”

She trotted out and Fabian lifted an eyebrow and I felt I had to
explain.

“She’s scared to death about something, probably Asa, and there
is no point in sending her to prison, and it would be prison for
burglary, fraud and goodness knows what else. I’d also bet a pound
to a penny Asa and the loan shark could step away behind clever
lawyers, but she would be banged to rights.”

Fabian stared at the door.

“I wonder what she had done?”

“I’d go for a double mastectomy. It’s all in the cuttings Jenn
gleaned from the newspapers, Asa’s sister had breast cancer six
years ago, her mother died of it and her grandmother probably would
have died of it is she hadn’t caught pneumonia first.”

He nodded.

“The sword of Damocles, unwanted genetic inheritance.”

We stood up and I paid, but at the back of my mind I knew I
still had Jenn to face about the fees I had just thrown away,
however the thought of sending Kati to prison had been just too
much and I just hoped she would understand.

 

Jenn was up when I got home and I immediately confessed all, she
laughed and ruffled my hair.

“You big softee.”

She kissed my forehead.

“Still better that than the hard-nosed solider I first met.”

I drank my tea and went to bed to ponder on her words, in
essence I had mellowed and so had she, so perhaps we were good for
one another after all.










Chapter 8
Complicated Relationships


The grizzled sergeant pulled out a map and laid it on the ground
while we all gathered round. He stabbed at a point about thirty
miles away.

“That’s where we’re going, we should find an English couple
there and we’ve got to bring them back to base whether they like it
or not. Rules of engagement are we don’t unless we’re attacked,
then it’s down to what we think is appropriate. Any questions?”

There weren’t any and the other lads melted away.

“Sergeant,” I said tentatively. “That’s thirty miles inside
enemy territory, do we have any back up?”

He patted me on the shoulder.

“They’re fighting each other lad, not us, not if they’ve got any
sense.”

He gave me what passed as a smile.

“I know this is your first sortie with the likes of us, but
you’ll get used to it. We are expected to operate independently and
use our initiative where appropriate. We don’t have an officer
around to bark orders and confuse us, and all the other lads have
done this sort of thing before. Believe me it’s better than square
bashing.”

He turned and waved and the two Land Rovers fired up their
growling diesel engines. He turned back to me.

“Ride in number two, they’ll have a spare seat in the back.”

Number Two Land Rover was like nothing I had seen before, it was
really a long wheelbase Land Rover pick-up with a heavy machine gun
bolted to the back, but it had high sides made of some sort of
plate and a seat in each corner of the back so the machine-gunner
could fire in any direction. I climbed aboard and the corporal
grinned.

“We got this from a guerrilla group last year, it’s better than
the standard issue for this sort of work.”

We set off and bounced down what was supposed to be a road
driving through village after village and the destruction was
almost absolute. The houses or huts were universally burnt or had
large sections missing.

“Has there been an airstrike?” I asked.

The corporal laughed.

“An ethnic cleansing strike more like, you’ve got to say it for
the bastards, they are efficient.”

In the next village the destruction was not so bad and I figured
we were passing from one territory into another. Then, as if in
slow motion, I saw it all. I rifle appeared at a window and a shot
rang out, Nick at the machine gun fell backwards clutching his
shoulder and yelling. Without thinking I leapt to my feet, pointed
the heavy machine gun at the hut and let rip. I shot through the
window, then through the walls each side of the window and finally
through the wall under the window. One of the privates on the first
Rover jumped off, scurried over and tossed a grenade inside. There
was a dull boom, a burst of dust and the hut just collapsed. The
solider jumped onto our wagon and we rolled onwards. He pulled out
a medical kit and tended to Nick, he’d been fortunate as it was
just a flesh wound. Half an hour later we pulled into a clearing
and stopped. An elderly couple came out and the sergeant talked to
them and then remonstrated with them. Finally he came over to us
and pointed at three of us

“They won’t come unless the rest of the household comes too,
they’ve got an old lorry round the back so go at get it ready to
roll, pronto.

Old lorry was a good description, old wreck would have been
another. It was probably Russian and could have been left over from
WW2 for all we knew, one thing was for sure, it was definitely not
‘ready to roll.' There wasn’t a single external light left, the
tyres were all practically bald and the cab was a mess and the
dashboard totally missing. In the end we drained the oil from a
nearby wreck of a Land Cruiser and topped up both the engine and
gearbox with it, while one of the other lads siphoned some fuel out
of the Cruiser and the diesel generator to fill up the tank as best
we could. Thankfully, being a diesel, it didn’t need a battery and
we gave it a tow start using one of the Rovers. Most diesel lorries
growl, this one sounded like a demented blacksmith pounding a
selection of anvils, not that that mattered as there was no
silencer so the unmuffled exhaust gasses were deafening.
Instinctively I knew this was all wrong, we’d taken too much time
getting it going and it was so noisy anybody interested could track
us for miles, but orders are orders. As I was fruitlessly trying to
clean the windscreen the ‘the household’ arrived and I could
immediately see why the couple wouldn’t leave them behind because
if they did they most certainly wouldn’t survive for long, not in
the current ethnic climate. The old guy turned to me and shouted in
my ear.

“Last time I drove it there was only first and third, the clutch
was a mite sticky and there is a bit of slack in the steering.”

He was right on all counts and by the time we’d done five miles
I was sweating like a pig, especially as the brakes seemed to be
either full on or full off. As we drove it gradually got dark and
the Rover in front let me pull right behind it as I had no lights.
After what seemed an age we stopped and the sergeant walked back to
us.

“We’re over the border by about three miles, so we’ll stop for
the night.”

He pointed to me.

“Go join the others for grub.”

I turned the engine off by pulling the stop handle under the
bonnet and silence descended as I went over to the others, sank
down and bit into a chocolate bar, ten minutes later all our
‘guests’ joined us and we shared our food. The sergeant sat next to
me and I turned to him.

“That wreck slowed us down, we were sitting ducks.”

He nodded as he supped his tea and then looked up.

“But it was the right thing to do, couldn’t leave ‘em there and
sleep at nights. You think it’s bad now, but mark my words if NATO
doesn’t intervene it’ll get worse; violence begets violence as my
old mother used to say.”

 

I woke up and it was broad daylight. I let out a sigh. I’d spent
six months in that unit before I had been promoted to corporal and
moved on. It had been a characteristic of that sergeant that he
always tried to do the right thing; it had taught me that there
could be a place for compassion in the modern army. I turned over
and considered some of my later, much bloodier, missions and
wondered where the compassion had gone.

 

Jenn was waiting downstairs, fully dressed and looking as bright
as ever. We had breakfast and then I washed and dressed at a
leisurely pace before ambling back downstairs. Jenn was immersed in
the ‘military’ files. She looked up.

“Most of this is pure rubbish, just padding to make it look like
there had been a thorough investigation, but it’s all just
background and not really about what happened in the woods.”

She leant back.

“But I’ll tell you one thing, they were both adrenaline junkies.
Base jumping, snowboarding, mountain climbing, potholing, cross
country skiing, white water rafting, skydiving, water skiing,
paragliding, wreck diving, they’ve done it all and a bit more.”

“So they could have brought the drugs back from Bolivia just for
the excitement.” I chipped in.

She shrugged.

“Nothing else illegal.”

We both jumped as there was a pounding of the door knocker,
Gerald immediately threw a fit and barked at the miscreant through
the closed door. After a few moments mayhem as Jenn tried to get
him to shut up I opened the door.

“You were supposed to find him, not cater to his daft ideas,”
Stormed Mrs Williams-Brown as she brushed past me.

“Is he here, with that hussy of his?”

She stopped dead and locked eyes with Gerald. Her whole
demeanour suddenly changed and she offered him the back of her hand
to sniff.

“Who’s a good boy then? She cooed.

Gerald clearly wasn’t convinced at this sudden
metamorphosis.

She crouched lower and pulled a small dog biscuit out of her
pocket. She placed it on the palm of her hand and held it out.
Gerald eyed it, sniffed it and then, in one careful movement
scooped it up on his tongue, chewed it and spat it out.

“Well,” she said. “They’re my best broccoli biscuits, my Daisy
loves them.”

Gerald is a good soldier and he knows when he is beaten, he
retreated to the corner and lay down. Mrs Williams-Brown sat down
and looked at Jenn’s whizzo coffee machine.

“Does that thing work?”

Jenn nodded.

“Then I’ll have an espresso as strong as you like.”

Jenn set about making the coffee while she scowled at no-one in
particular. Eventually, after much hissing and gurgling Jenn put a
thick black coffee in front of Mrs Williams-Brown and a mild
Americano, with milk, in front of me. Mrs Williams-Brown sniffed it
and gave an appreciative nod.

“Nothing against you,” she said. “I just don’t want my Fabian
working for some tin-pot detective agency chasing down adulterous
men in seedy dives.”

I coughed.

“Actually we’re not like that, currently we have a long-term
contract with Friston’s insurance, a job for a governmental agency,
a job for Military Intelligence and a job for our local vicar. And
we are not pursuing any adulterous men anywhere.”

“And last year,” chipped in Jenn. “We helped the Navy solve a
case that had International implications.”

“And his wife doesn’t work here, she’s a Senior Lecturer at the
local university and I believe pursuing a doctorate at the same
time.” I finished off.

She made a face.

“I know, but it’s not exactly Oxbridge is it?”

She sipped her coffee.

“But where are his career prospects? He’ll end up just scraping
by and living from hand to mouth, he’d be better off as a postman;
at least he’d get a pension.”

I leant forward and said firmly.

“Actually Mrs Williams-Brown we do rather well as we have a high
turnover of successful cases, but should he wish to, once he’s
finished his training, he could join almost any insurance company
as an investigator.”

She suddenly downed her coffee and stood up.

“As he keeps telling me, he is an adult and I suppose this is
his choice.”

She frowned and stared at me.

“But I don’t want him on any violent cases, do you hear?”

With that she stormed out and Gerald heaved a sigh of relief.
Jenn grinned.

“I suppose you can call it plausible deniability, but last night
at the surgery at our local hotel we picked up two possible
adulteries, Stephanie wants to do one with Fabian, but the other is
right up your street.”

“Only,” I said soberly. “If it involves plenty of seedy
dives.”

We both burst out laughing and Gerald thumped his tail on the
floor at the release of tension.

 

Just as I was considering my next move on the Xavier case Fannie
burst into the kitchen.

“The barns on fire,” she announced at a deafening pitch.
“There’s smoke everywhere.”

Without thinking I grabbed the Rover keys and sprinted for the
barn. It wasn’t the barn, it was the Mercedes, someone had smashed
the nearside windows and set light to the inside. Smoke was
billowing out of the broken windows and flames could be clearly
seen inside. By the time I jumped into the Rover and started the
engine flames were beginning to billow out of the windows.
Fortunately I had parked the Rover and Mercedes nose to tail so I
could just slip the rover into a low gear and literally push the
blazing Merc out onto the yard and then reverse away leaving two
black strips on the concrete surface, testimony to the fact that
Mercedes make exceedingly fine parking brakes. Ted appeared
carrying a CO2 fire extinguisher and I shouted at him
not to bother, the Merc was already a write-off and we needed the
fire brigade, not a single extinguisher. I checked the barn and
fortunately nothing had caught alight, but it is a steel barn, even
so I did have some combustible materials hidden on the mezzanine
floor. The fire brigade took fifteen minutes to arrive, by which
time the whole vehicle was ablaze. The fire-fighters spilled out
and soon got the blaze under control, the one in a white hat walked
over to us.

“Sorry we took so long,” she said. “Even though we phoned ahead
we were too late to stop a freight train and got stuck at the level
crossing.” She looked at the car. “Too far gone to tell you where
the fire started I’m afraid.”

I wasn’t sorry as I did not want her to get involved in an arson
investigation as I already had some prime suspects in mind. I
noticed Fannie talking to a small crowd that had gathered and
smiled at the fire-fighter.

“It’s OK, by the time we phoned it was a write off anyway, now
it’s just more of a write-off now.” I said by way of placation.

She studied the black marks on the ground.

“Normally,” she said wryly. “I would counsel against trying to
move a burning vehicle, but in this case you probably saved your
barn.”

She turned to go and turned back.

“If your insurance company cut up rough put them in touch with
me at the station and I’ll tell them about the level crossing.”

She ambled away and within a few minutes they had gone and the
small crowd had dispersed. I surveyed the blackened tangled mess of
metal and Fannie joined me.

“That little old lady with the Scottie, she said she saw two
suspicious young men.”

“That’s Mrs Wilson, all young men are suspicious to her,” I
grunted.

“One was tall with greasy hair and had his arm in a sling and
the other was short and fat.” She replied.

I turned to her.

“Now that is interesting, well done.”

She beamed and trotted away to speak to Jenn as Ted wandered
over.

“Damn shame,” he muttered. “That was a nice car.” He suddenly
grinned at me. “At least you didn’t lose your Rover as well, that
would have been a real tragedy.”

He studied the mess of metal, ash and smoking rubber.

“When it’s cold, want me to get the lads to scoop it up and take
it to the knacker’s yard on a flatbed trailer for you?”

I said I did and thanked him profusely. That’s the joy of having
a farmer around; they are immensely practical and have the heavy
equipment to do almost anything.

 

I laid the bag of tangerines on the bedside cabinet and sat
down, the clipboard on the end of his bed said nil by mouth as he
was due for a by-pass operation. Roland scowled at me.

“Come to gloat?” He growled.

“Actually I’ve come to ask your advice.”

He gave a husky laugh.

“You’ve got a damned cheek.”

I gave him a smile.

“I take it they’ve released Spanners.”

He nodded.

“They screwed and pinned his shoulder and let him go, lucky
bastard.”

“Well,” I said. “One of my cars burst into flames this morning,
a sort of spontaneous combustion due to having its windows
smashed.”

“So?” He muttered, avoiding my eyes.

“So Spanners was seen by one of my neighbours. Therefore I need
to know will his honour be satisfied or will he try and do
more.”

He gave me a lopsided grin.

“What you mean is does he need another pasting to lay off or
not?”

I shrugged, he sighed.

“For what it’s worth I reckon he won’t do anything else.”

“Fair enough,” I said standing up.

He looked at the oranges.

“If you come again,” he said bitterly. “Bring some whisky, I
hate fruit.”

I shook my head.

“Now now, it’s not eating your five a day that got you in here
in the first place.”

I didn’t wait for a reply.

 

Late afternoon Jenn and I went car shopping, this time we chose
a white Citroën Berlingo with all the trimmings mainly because we
thought it would blend in almost anywhere and because of Gerald as
it had acres of space in the rear. I was happy with the choice as
it was loaded with nooks and crannies and I like nooks and crannies
in a car. I told the garage to have it worked over by Jo, my tame
electronics specialist, before I picked it up and we drove away.
Jenn suddenly pointed to a MacDonald’s and I wondered if she’d had
a brain aberration. She allowed me to buy a double quarter pounder
with cheese and an orange juice for her. I bit in to the beautiful
concoction.

“We’ve got a little problem,” she said.

I chewed and swallowed. People mutter about how these buns are
totally unhealthy for you, but now and again they are
delightful.

“Insurance?” I managed to mutter.

She laughed.

“No, Friston’s just rolled over and paid the full value of the
car. Our contact said it happens all the time to their
investigators, scratched paintwork, mirrors torn off, slashed tyres
and kicked bodywork. They haven’t had a car set fire for a couple
of years though.”

I wondered how much was true, and how much was really bad
driving.

“No,” she continued, “Not insurance; Fannie.”

I licked my lips.

“Thought she was doing well in the bungalow.”

“She was and she is, but by the time we get back she will have
finished.”

“Ah.”

I finished off my burger and wondered what Jenn actually wanted
as she was not normally one to seek my approval if she thought she
had a good idea. Eventually I wiped my fingers and put my arm
around her shoulders.

“Spit it out, you’ve already got a plan of action worked out if
I know you.”

She gave me a sheepish smile.

“It is nice having her around and you were right, me not doing
any cleaning does mean I have more time for myself and more for the
business, so I feel I can pull my weight.”

“You have never not,” I said emphatically, “Pulled your
weight.”

She nudged me.

“Don’t interrupt.” She regrouped. “But you know the problems, we
could never, ever, use her on a job by herself; she types at a
speed a caterpillar would be ashamed of; I don’t think I dare let
her do the cooking and she is eager to be helpful, too eager at
times.”

I thought Jen had summed her up rather nicely.

“On the other hand,” Jenn continued. “She actually loves
cleaning and Stephanie would like her in the bungalow as she
doesn’t want to be alone in such a remote building.”

I almost choked, the bungalow was less than twenty yards from
us, by any stretch of the imagination that was not remote, but I
let it ride; Jenn obviously had been thinking and I wanted to hear
her out. She flashed me a smile.

“And she is good at surfing the net, I guess she’s just nosey
and wants to find out about people and with practise she will get
better.” Jenn paused and continued softly. “But I don’t want us to
exploit her. She would be happy with just board and lodging and a
little pocket money, but that wouldn’t be right. It wouldn’t be… ”
She paused. “… Christian.”

I gave her a squeeze.

“What you mean is ex-prisoner usually get exploited because
they’re either unemployable or vulnerable.”

“Something like that, but if we pay her a decent wage, even
allowing for the board and lodging, we might be pushing our
finances a little.”

Now I was lost.

“I thought we were doing fine.”

“We are, but we’ve recently bought a bungalow and a barn and
we’ll soon have to lodge £8000 with the agency that sponsors Fabian
to show we can match them pound for pound.”

The penny dropped.

“What you’re saying is that we need to concentrate on the cases
that will bring in the most income.”

She smiled sheepishly.

“Just for a while, until we have our reserve back.” She offered
me the orange juice. “I’m not saying drop the Xavier case, and I
think you should be able to close the adultery case in one day, but
we ought to put more effort into Gareth Honey and our two dead
military chaps.”

I kissed her one the cheek.

“Message received loud and clear.”

She suddenly grabbed my hand.

“I’m not criticising, it’s just that we are in a position to
help Fannie and I don’t think we should walk away.”

“And leave her to flounder or be exploited elsewhere, “I
finished off.

She suddenly kissed me hard.

“I knew you’d understand, you’re a good man.”

With my ego flattered we drove home to find the bungalow spick
and span and ready for Stephanie’s occupation.

 

I loitered on the corner and Gerald, my cover for this job,
sniffed the lower regions of a telegraph pole. Thirty seconds
later, and right on cue, my quarry appeared and walked off down the
road with his small backpack slung over one shoulder, we set off in
pursuit. My quarry was a tall man in blue jeans and a dreadful
checked shirt, the sort mythical lumberjacks are alleged to wear.
He was supposed to be going to a fine art course at the library,
but apparently wasn’t and this was making his wife consider the
worst. As expected he passed the library and walked down the road
behind the library to enter the URC church hall. I ambled up to the
notice board and my blood ran cold at what I saw. I read it again
and closed my eyes as I knew what I should do, but it went against
every fibre in my body. Eventually I started to walk back to where
I had parked the Rover and phoned Jenn on the way. She sounded
bored, but reading through the mountain of paperwork on our two
military men would have driven me to distraction days ago.

“Hi,” I said, trying to sound cheerful. “I’ve followed our man
and he’s gone to ground in a church hall.” I swallowed back some
bile. “There’s line-dancing on there this evening so to go in we’d
have to both go, do you fancy it?”

There was a sort of yeehaa at other end and the line went
dead.

 

We arrived back forty minutes later, by the time I had picked
her up she’d changed into a red spangly dress and a pair of cowboy
boots, and laid out some blue jeans, a brown belt and a rough red
shirt for me. We entered the hall and a jolly lady in a Calamity
Jane outfit strode over.

“Come to try us out?” She drawled.

I managed a nod while trying not to cringe at either the music
or the thought of synchronised ‘dancing.’

“First one is free,” she said cheerfully. “I’d say stay in the
back row so you can see everyone else. All the drinks are free and
you’ll need aplenty.”

She thrust a leaflet in my hand and strode away; Jenn grabbed my
hand and led me to the back row. I tried to remember that this was
a job, but the music prevented any semblance of logical brain
activity.

 

After an hour I had the routine, three dances and a five minute
break for fluid or a quick visit to the loo, followed by another
three dances and so on. For the first couple of dances I’d felt a
right twit, but soon realised that everyone else around me was
looking like a right twit as well, so it didn’t matter. It was
rather like the first time I’d ever put on camouflage make-up, it
made me feel like a pratt on steroids, then I had figured out that
all the other crew felt just the same and it might, just, mean the
difference between life and death. My mind returned to the job in
hand and by now I was certain of one thing, my quarry didn’t have a
woman here, wasn’t flirting with anyone and seemed to be thoroughly
enjoying himself; so amazingly he was here for the dancing and
nothing else. We could have left then, but Jenn seemed to be
enjoying herself and actually it was quite a good work-out if you
viewed it from that perspective alone. So I decided to stay for the
duration, mug that I am.

 

We left at 10pm when the music stopped and one look at Jenn made
me remember our vicar. At our wedding he’d talked about love as a
commitment and about love as a sacrifice. I thought it odd at the
time to bring up that subject at a wedding, but now I knew he was
right and one glance at Jenn’s face told me it was time for me to
make a sacrifice.

“Did you enjoy that?” I asked, knowing the reply I would
elicit.

She nodded and I swallowed.

“Like to join?”

She stared at me and put her head on one side.

“You enjoyed it too? Enough to join up?”

I sort for a diplomatic reply.

“It has its merits, and one of them is that you enjoyed it and
we could do it together.”

She giggled.

“You mean you’d do it for me.”

“For us.”

She paused for a moment.

“Then you’re on.”

I managed a smile.

“Well that’s our Friday nights sorted.”

She laughed.

“If you could only see your face! But it’s only once a
fortnight, on the Friday in-between it’s Tai-Chi run by the thin
woman in the denim dress. And before you ask our man comes to that
too and comes alone and leaves alone and doesn’t appear to try and
flirt with any of the female members.”

I heaved a sigh of partial relief, line-dancing I could cope
with, Tai-Chi was somewhat even less appealing and that was saying
something.

 

Saturday morning saw us approaching the house of our previous
night’s quarry, except we knew he was at work on the night shift as
a clerk in the police control room. It was a rather nondescript
house with cheap white PVC window frames and a tatty brown front
door with one of those low-down letterboxes that postmen hate. Jenn
knocked at the door and we waited for five minutes before it opened
and I got my first look at his wife. She was not impressive having
bland features, straggly brown short hair and a shapeless off-white
track-suit. She stared at us. Jenn smiled.

“We come with results.”

The woman broke into a smile.

“Oh, you caught the toad; have you got juicy pictures?”

She pushed the door open and we walked into her lounge. It had a
pink three-piece suite, the type with huge arms you can’t sit on, a
small television and a glass fronted cabinet stuffed full of
expensive porcelain figurines. We sat down and she gave an evil
smile, I can’t describe it as anything else, it was a lip curling
smirk of pure and utter wickedness.

“Let’s see the dirt then.”

“He’s not seeing a woman,” Jenn explained. “He’s going line
dancing.”

She laid some photographs out on the coffee table and the woman
stared at them.

“Line dancing? Is that all? I bet he’s got a little bit of stuff
tucked away somewhere.”

Jenn shook her head.

“He comes alone and leaves alone, he’s just there for the
dancing, so your marriage is safe.”

I look of utter disgust crossed her face.

“Safe? How can you say it is safe when he’s off dancing with a
bunch of morons?”

I decided to intervene, besides she was indirectly calling my
wife a moron.

“You could always join him?”

She looked at me as if I’d suggested something disgustingly
lewd.

“Join a bunch of loonies waving their arms and legs about to
some irritating piece of noise you couldn’t possible call music?
I’d rather jump under a bus.”

I decided to try again.

“He may value you making the effort to go with him?”

She rolled her eyes.

“I’m not paying you for marriage guidance, just finding out what
he’s up to.”

There was something wrong here, something in her manner and her
appearance. She kept glancing at the clock and she was not relieved
that we had proved he was not being unfaithful. I decided on a bit
of snooping.

“Jenn will explain what happened in full detail; do you mind if
I visit your loo?”

“Upstairs,” she snapped. “First on the right.”

It was, because I checked. I also checked the other two doors on
the little landing and in the main bedroom, peacefully sleeping,
was a man with long blond hair. I instantly knew who he was from
the pictures in the hallway below. I hesitated for a moment and
then quietly picked up his mobile phone that was perched on his
neatly folded clothes and went downstairs after I had flushed the
toilet. I arrived back just as Jenn was explaining about the
Tai-Chi. The women shook her head.

“Tai-Chi and line dancing, the swine, he knows I think that’s a
load of old cobblers.”

Jenn managed a smile.

“I believe that means we have completed our contract, so that’s
£150 for a job done.”

She sneered at us.

“I gave you £50 before and it’s only taken one night, so that
will have to do.”

Jenn kept her composure.

“We did agree £200.”

She tossed her head.

“We agreed £200 if you proved he was unfaithful, which you
haven’t, now clear off.”

“OK,” I said quietly. “We’ll just sit here until your husband
comes home and see how you explain to him that the best man at your
wedding is now lying in his bed.”

I thought she might turn red with embarrassment, but her
complexion didn’t change by one iota.

“Well he’s got to find out sometime sooner or later.”

I reached over and picked up the magazine on the coffee
table.

“Fair enough.”

She licked her lips.

“I could call the police and have you thrown out.”

“And we could sue for breach of contract,” responded Jenn
smartly.

It took another three minutes and two glances at the clock
before she reached into her handbag and pulled out a cheque
book.

“Cash,” said Jenn. “We agreed cash.”

She pulled out a small bundle of notes and threw then at Jenn.
Jenn annoyed her by slowly counting and checking each note.
Eventually she stood up and we made for the front door. I let the
two women go in front and slipped the mobile phone, now switched
off but still containing some rather sexy text messages, into the
pocket of her husband’s denim jacket. I know that was really
unprofessional, but the woman had called my wife a moron and for
that she would have to pay, beside her attitude towards her husband
stuck in my throat. She slammed the door after us and we wandered
back towards the car.

“Stephanie said she had something to hide,” muttered Jenn. “It
must be like being married to a cobra.”

She suddenly tucked her arm into mine.

“At least it was an easy £200.”

I smiled and kept quiet. It had been an easy £200, but it had
left a legacy I would have to live with every other Friday night
for goodness knows how long. The only compensation was that Jenn
was happy and I guessed, with time, I could be happy with it
to.

 

I left Jenn in town shopping and went to my local friendly
electrical shop for some bits and pieces. I came out and wandered
along, my mind really elsewhere, until I realised that a big beefy
man was right behind me and lurking in a doorway ahead was his
equally big and beefy partner. I diverted into a friendly coffee
shop and sat at the far end where there was a pair of two seat
settees facing each other. I waved at one of the beefy guys and
pointed to the other settee. They came in and sat down and by the
way they had to squeeze into the settee I realised just how big and
beefy they really were. Both had thick necks, huge biceps and hands
that looked like they could squeeze juice out of a piece of rock.
One was wearing an ill-fitting blue suit and the other an ill
fitting green suit, obviously from the same not quite off the peg
tailor. I stood up and the outside one sprang to his feet.

“I’m just ordering the coffee, you have to do it at the counter
here.” I explained.

I’ll do it,” he muttered.

“Then mine’s a black tea.”

He ordered and came and sat down.

“Do you have names?” I asked.

“Call me Grumpy,” said the one in the blue suit.

“And me Moody,” said the other.

I paused as the waitress placed the drinks in front of us and I
relaxed slightly as I now had an escape route, because if I had to
I could throw the scalding hot tea into the face of the one on the
outside and be gone before they sorted themselves out. Actually
it’s quite empowering, knowing you have an escape plan that is. I
sat back.

“So what do you want with me.”

Grumpy tried to give me a mean look.

“Our boss says back off his family.”

“His family being,” I queried, already knowing the answer.

“The Horncastles.”

“Or,” I said. “You’re telling me to back off or else, what is
the else?”

Grumpy clearly hadn’t considered this, Moody was faster on the
uptake.

“Or it’ll be the worse for you and your family.”

“Doesn’t,” I said calmly. “The little girl who got killed
deserve justice?”

“We’re not here to discuss philosophy,” growled Moody.

I managed a smile.

“Suppose I say that will cost, me backing off that is. After all
it will cost me a generous fee.”

Grumpy pulled out a mobile phone and sent a text message. We all
waited for a reply and I was happy to sit in silence. Eventually
his phone beeped and he studied the screen.

“£15,000, with no questions asked.”

I leant forward.

“Well now text your boss that he can stick the money where the
sun doesn’t shine, because you can’t put a price on justice.”

I got up and walked out, they didn’t follow. However, I found it
really interesting that the bidding had started at such a large sum
as that probably meant there was plenty to hide.

 

I wandered about town for a while and then headed back to the
car-park hoping that Jenn would be on time, it was probably an
improbable hope. Seeing that she wasn’t loitering by the Rover I
popped into the public toilet on the edge of the car-park, I had no
idea how long I would have to wait and it is better safe than
sorry. It’s only a small public toilet with two cubicles, two
urinals and two hand-washing stations, the sort you stick your
hands under and automatically get a dollop of soap, some water and
a hand-dry. I’d just got a dollop of soap when the door opened and
Grumpy walked in, I immediately moved to the second hand-wash
station and got a second dollop of soap. Grumpy moved towards me,
effectively trapping me in the small area allocated for the
hand-washing. He towered over me and then glanced sideways as the
hand dryer next to him burst into life. I decided to grasp the
opportunity and threw the soap dollops into his face while
balancing myself on one leg to give him a flat-footed side-kick
straight onto his left knee. It is a terrible thing to do to a man
if they have their full weight on the leg as it bends the knee
backwards, often breaking bones, ripping tendons and causing a
permanent limp when healed. I felt I had no choice, he was big
enough to rip me apart and as I was effectively trapped in a small
space all the advantages were his. It was like kicking concrete and
he didn’t so much as grunt, so either I missed his knee or he had
leg muscles like bell-ropes. Now the fighting advantage was his as
I was totally off balance, but to my utter surprise he stepped
back.

“George,” he yelled. “We need two.”

George, alias Moody, came in through the door so now two of them
blocked my way. From their movements they intended to pick me up
from each side and lift me off the floor, a simple move, but one
that would make it extremely difficult for me to fight back
effectively. I decided on a bluff.

“You don’t have to do this,” I said.

“I think we do,” answered Moody.”

“If that is the case,” I replied,” which one of you wants to end
up in hospital?”

It was a nice statement, but probably one I had no chance of
fulfilling.

“Last week,” I continued with a confidence I did not feel.
“Three members of a motorcycle cub took me on; two ended up in
hospital and one is still there.”

I saw them glance at each other and realisation dawned, these
weren’t heavies in any real sense, they were trained doormen and as
such they’d been taught to restrain and control, not hurt and
destroy. Grumpy swallowed.

“We have orders to rough you up if you do not comply.”

I ran my fingers through me hair.

“Consider me roughed up.”

They paused and I lowered my voice.

“What’s the point lads? I’ve got your master’s message, why put
yourself off work for months.”

They glanced at each other again, neither wanting to be the one
I ‘hurt,’ though to tell the truth if the knee kick didn’t work
tackling these two would be like fighting with a pair of oak trees
and I didn’t much fancy it either. I stood waiting for a resolution
and wondering which one I should try and poke in the eye when, in
perfect unison, they turned and walked to the door. Grumpy turned
back.

“If asked, we roughed you up.”

“Well and truly,” I replied.

They walked out and I heaved a very large sigh of relief.

 

Sunday morning I showered and dressed, as usual, in time to take
Jenn to the 10:30am morning service at the local church, I say take
her because that was my original intention months ago, but now I go
as well. However, Jenn was still eating a leisurely breakfast when
I arrived. She looked up.

“Thought you might like to go elsewhere?”

“Where,” I said suspiciously.

“The large church in the centre of Woodbridge.”

I knew their reputation and thought I might prefer
line-dancing.

“Why?”

She grinned and held up a flyer.

“Because Gareth Honey is the guest preacher.”

 

It did say that the church was part of the Church of England on
the way in, but once the service started that was difficult to
discern as the sound system was good enough to make your ears meet
in the middle and the music group both enthusiastic and loud.
However, I couldn’t fault them on energy, vibrancy and commitment.
Once we’d sung about six modern hymns one after the other we all
sat down and listened to a Bible reading on Paul’s dramatic
encounter with God on the way to Damascus. Then, to my surprise,
two men carried out an Irish harp and set it down on the dais just
before Gareth’s angel, Angeline, came out and sat at it. She paused
and then started to play and sing. Neither her nor the harp were
connected to the sound system, but it didn’t matter as she had a
pure clear voice and the harp was the perfect accompaniment for
her. She sang There were three wooden crosses and when she
finished there was absolute and utter silence. It took me a few
moments to realise that this was not silence through the absence of
noise, but silence because of the presence of God. For what seemed
like an age everyone sat still basking in the silence and then
Angelina sang again. This time she sang that John Rutter piece
about the peace of God. Once again it was mesmerising and I
realised that this was her gift, singing alone and singing about
God from the heart. Just after she finished Gareth walked out onto
the dais and smiled at the congregation.

“Paul, or Saul as he then was, didn’t have peace in his heart
that day on the road to Damascus,” he began. “It was full of anger
and self-righteous indignation and he wanted to change the world
single handed by destroying anyone, especially Christians, who
stood in his path.” His eyes swept the congregation. “I used to be
like that, not the destroying Christians bit, but the anger bit and
the desire to tread on anyone and everyone to fulfil my own
ambition at any cost; and then I met God, maybe not as dramatically
as Saul, but a definite meeting.”

I sat back to listen. He spoke for no more than twelve minutes,
was interesting and packed a lot in, but somewhere at the back of
my mind I was uneasy. In the end I decided that I probably wouldn’t
want to hear him speak again, on the other hand I’d probably climb
a few mountains to hear Angelina sing.

 

That afternoon, while Jenn, Stephanie and Fannie watched a six
tissue weepie on the TV I got out one of the books I’d bought at
the barn bookstall and started reading. As I expected it told me a
lot about the Gospel story that I didn’t know in the first few
chapters and then it started to expand on what it had said by
taking me back to the Old testament which I found a bit academic
and…

 

Sergeant Fournier kicked over the cooking pot of some poor set
of legionnaires and poured out a torrent of expletive laden French
before walking over to us, you could almost see his brain switching
into English.

“No, no,” he barked at one of my privates. “You must skin it
with the legs on, you will waste too much meat if you throw them
away.”

He strutted away, his honour satisfied. We were ‘privileged’
guests of the foreign legion on one of their living off the land
courses, that meant two days in the classroom (or actually in a
nearby wood) and then twenty days out on our own with no rations,
but a couple of experience legionnaires beside us. Because we were
‘privileged guests’ he spoke to us in English, but because of
honour he had to shout at us just as much as the others. However,
he was a good teacher and despite his interesting manner we were
learning a lot. We cooked and ate the pair of squirrels, cleared
away and settled down for the night. At 2am we were woken up by
Capitaine Dubois, our liaison officer for the duration.

“Gentlemen,” he said in his cracked accent. “It is time for you
to go, we will put you in a helicopter and drop you off about one
hundred and fifty kilometres away; you will not have a map. You
have up to twenty days to get back here on foot.” He pointed a
finger at me. “You must bring all the skins of the animals you have
eaten and there is, of course, a prize for the first back.” He
paused trying to formulate what he was going to say next. “Although
you will have a distinct advantage it would be a shame if such a
prize was not won by one of our own.”

I tried not to smile, in other words he was telling us it would
be a faux-pas to actually win.

“Advantage?” I said.

I got a Gallic shrug.

“The two experienced legionnaires you have been paired with must
go on other duties, so you have Sergeant Fournier to guide you in
your eating.” Before I could say anything he gave me a hard stare.
“But you are the sergeant in charge and Sergeant Fournier
understands that and he will not guide you back.”

So we were bundled into a rattler of an ancient helicopter and
taken goodness knows where as there were no windows and the pilot
flew round in a few circles for good measure. We were dropped off
in a clearing in a densely wooded area and just left. The next two
days were a revelation. Sergeant Fournier was about as much of an
asset as a ship’s anchor would have been. At first I thought he was
being deliberately unhelpful, and then the truth dawned on me.
Fortunately I remembered, just in time, about the ‘honour’ of the
Legion. I took him to one side and well out of earshot of my own
guys. I took a deep breath and tried to engage my best diplomatic
manner.

“Sergeant Fournier,” I said. “Would I be correct in saying that
you have never actually done this in the wild?”

His eyes darted about.

“We’re alone and what we say is between sergeants.” I added.

He nodded and waved his arms.

“I am a chef and I have specialised in preparing and cooking
unusual animals, I am not – how you say – a foot soldier.”

Now I was getting lost.

“I thought all legionnaires went through the basic
training.”

He rolled his eyes.

“For some there are other ways in, especially specialists.”

“You mean you were seconded in as a chef.”

He gave a Gallic shrub.

“Seconded, transferred, allocated, sent, my English is not so
good.”

I laughed.

“You mean you were made an offer you couldn’t refuse.”

He gave me a toothy grin.

“When I arrive there has been no cookhouse for nine weeks, the
men are tough, but nine weeks on dry rations was not good for the
morale. The commandant said I should get the cookhouse working
first and worry about basic training later.” I got a shrug. “But he
moved and I forget.”

I tried a different tack.

“So you have never actually killed your own food.”

He put his head on one side.

“Of course, chicken, crab… ”

“I mean your more unusual dishes.”

He shook his head and I knew I would have to do something for
his ‘honour.’

“How about you teach us to cook and we teach you to catch the
animals, and it is our secret?”

He nodded as I looked around.

“I don’t suppose you know where we are?”

“But of course, I could hear the conversation in the cockpit on
my earphones, the pilot headed due north.”

I relaxed.

“That’s easy then we’ll just head south.”

“You know which way is South,” he said in amazement.

I tapped my watch and pointed at the sun.

“Dead easy, we’ll show you. It’s always a handy thing to
know.”

So we walked south and we taught him how to stalk and snare and
he taught us how to cook our spoils. But he did more than that, he
taught us about mushrooms and edible fungi, about which berries to
use as improvised cook-in sauces, about which leaves could be used
as salad and which needed to be avoided or cooked into submission.
Within eight days we were in a small wood within spitting distance
of the camp and we stayed there until the first legionnaire group
arrived back, then we marched in. I had just showered when
Capitaine Dubois took me to one side.

“A little bird told me you’ve been in the woods just over the
hill for four days, why didn’t you come in?”

I shrugged.

“We had an unfair advantage; we had Sergeant Fournier with
us.”

He gave me a sideways look.

“He was a help? Yes?”

I nodded.

“Two nights ago he shot a wild pig and we’ve been eating like
kings.”

“He shot a wild pig on the move?”

“One shot, straight through the head.” I reasoned it would be
churlish of me to add that it wasn’t actually the pig he was aiming
at.

He gave me a beaming smile.

“You should not be a soldier; you should be in the diplomatic
service.” He laughed.

I gazed at the smoke rising from the cookhouse.

“May I say something off the record?”

He nodded.

“The food Sergeant Fournier cooked with us was excellent and his
knowledge of fauna and flora impeccable, but his dishes take too
long to cook. When he cooked a fox he stewed it for four hours. It
was delicious, but in our line of work we wouldn’t sit in one place
for four hours sending out cooking smells for all and sundry to
savour; it would not be wise.”

He smiled.

“So you want to know what to eat raw?”

“Not particularly, but it needs to be faster, say cooked in
fifteen minutes tops.”

He grinned.

“I will set him the problem, we need wild nutritious fast
food.”

He looked at the cookhouse.

“Are you staying for the end of course meal, I believe he is
cooking poached camel rollmop.”

“We’ve got to get back, delightful though it will probably be.”
I said dryly.

He laughed, thumped me on the back and walked away. An hour
later, as we were climbing in a truck to leave, Sergeant Fournier
rushed over and thrust a wooden box into my hands.

“For the journey and for my companions,” he said. “And to cement
our secret.”

Inside were six roasted pears with a marinated berry stuffing,
they were absolutely…

 

I woke up as my book dropped to the floor and smiled at the
memory of Sergeant Fournier and his weird dishes, then it suddenly
struck me about Gareth. What was worrying me was that he said all
the right words, but seemed not to have the same inner certainty as
Angelina. As the Americans would say, he was talking the talk, but
had he actually walked the walk?










Chapter 9
Just Another Day at the Coal Face


Being the first Monday of the month, the day when Jenn handed
out the expenses cheques, we had warm croissants and real butter.
It made little difference to Stephanie, she still only spread a
smidgen of butter followed by a smear of Marmite onto her
croissant.

“Sleep well in the bungalow?” I asked.

She broke off a piece of croissant.

“Mm, glad Fannie is there as well though, feel a bit vulnerable
there on my own.”

Fabian laughed.

“Though that was the joy of the countryside, being remote and
all that.”

“In our line of work, where there are sometimes reprisals, being
alone does not bring peace of mind.” She replied dryly

I resolved, quietly, to double the number of smoke detectors in
the bungalow and do the same as I had done in the cottage, that is
fit a metal box behind the letterbox and place one of those
temperature sensitive fire extinguishers in it.

“Had your mother here the other day,” I said to Fabian.

He rolled his eyes.

“She’s getting worse. Robin insists we visit once a week, but
it’s like trying to teach a dead parrot to change his tune.”

“Mixed metaphor,” murmured Stephanie. “Dead parrots don’t have a
tune.”

I decided they must be getting on well if they could banter.

“So,” I said looking at Fabian. “You said you’d cracked your
adultery case.”

Stephanie gave me a wink.

“Surprisingly easy. Husband was worried that his wife visited
her mother every Friday and left there at nine, but did not get
home till after eleven, when they live in adjacent roads.”

“And?”

“And she’s been going to the local betting shop to play on-line
poker. She wants to get enough money to buy her hubby a
motorbike.”

I smiled.

“How much has she lost?”

Stephanie laughed.

“Why do men always assume we women can’t cut the mustard, she’s
won £8700 so far. According to her husband he only wants a £6000
Suzuki, so she might have the bug, but that’s not our problem.”

“And your insurance cases?”

Stephanie took another croissant, this was a record as she
normally only ever had one.

“Solved six out of ten of the mobile phone claims, usual stuff,
the lads had advertised them on the university notice board. Other
four were all virtually identical top of the range Nokias, easily
marketable and clearly nicked, so we warned the authorities in the
university they might have an organized thief about. To be honest
they didn’t seem over-bothered.”

Fabian licked his lips.

“Your beach hut mob has been back, this time it was a crude
wooden cross with the word Alice burnt into it plus a longer
message. ‘In memory of Alice, killed in her prime, by the church,
while others stood and watched. Shame on them all.’” He grinned.
“And I know when they will be back.”

“You think you know,” chided Stephanie.

“They come every four days if you exclude Monday and
Tuesday.”

I tried to get my head round this revelation.

“So they will be back?”

“On Thursday night.”

Jenn rolled her eyes.

“So, I said. “Another stakeout is on the cards.”

Jenn poured herself another tea.

“And I think I’ve found something in our military case.”

She tapped the box by her feet.

“This is the oddments box, statements never used by the Military
or the police, photographs not considered pertinent and so on. In
it are few things of interest. One is a statement from a ten year
old, apparently the forestry commission worker had his son with him
at the time. The lad says he thought they were wearing make-up.
Apparently he’s a fan of CSI and also noticed that although the car
was locked the keys were in the ignition.”

“Good grief,” said Stephanie. “That’s a first on the scene
statement, it should never be discarded even if it was from a
booze-sodden lunatic.”

Jenn smiled.

“Police said they felt the boy had a fanciful nature and the
Forestry commission worker said he didn’t look in the window
because he was squeamish and he knew something was wrong.” She
grinned. “Which is interesting as in the registered statement he
apparently says he was alerted to something not being right as they
were in full-dress uniform and hugging one another, but not
moving.”

“And the other anomalies?” I asked.

“She pulled out three photographs.

“These were taken from the mobile phone of a lady who arrived to
walk her dog,”

She laid one out and we gazed at it. It showed the car and two
policemen, it also showed a pair of curving car tracks.

“That was driven in at speed,” said Stephanie.

Jenn laid out another photograph.

“From the video-camera of the first police car on the
scene.”

It showed the car with a man being sick in the undergrowth and a
boy aiming his mobile phone through the window.

“Needless to say,” Jenn said softly, “No-one seems to have asked
the boy for the photographs he took. And… ”

She turned over a colour photograph of a naked man laid face
down on the pathologist’s slab, there was no indication of any
violent cause of death.

“Interesting,” said Jenn. “As in Sergeant Orem’s file it says he
has a unicorn tattooed on his left shoulder blade, with the head
facing the spine.”

She pointed and the unicorn was clearly the other way round.

“Oh we have a cover-up,” I said. “And those cheap swine are
using us to see if it’s watertight.”

“Possibly,” said Jenn. “But Colonel Hunt’s name doesn’t appear
on any files until it’s all done and dusted and Mr Brown’s name
doesn’t appear anywhere, and neither does a Customs involvement.
Maybe they suspect something, but are not in a position to follow
it up because of politics of one sort or another.” She grinned.
“And the pièce de résistance.”

She laid out a grainy black and white photograph.

“Off the Internet, supposedly taken in Bolivia and supposedly
showing a group of British soldiers, who shouldn’t be there in the
first place, setting light to a drug processing factory in the
middle of nowhere. If the date is right, it was two months before
the bodies turned up in the woods.” She licked her lips. “And it
was in a plain brown envelope on top of the box that did not have a
reference number on it, so it was added after the case was
closed.”

Fabian licked his fingers, clearly he was enjoying the
croissants.

“What I don’t understand is,” he said. “If you are going to do
all this why bother with the dress uniforms.”

“Medals,” I said. “These two were long-timers and you acquire a
lot of campaign and other medals on the way. After a time they
become almost unique, they are your medal signature if you like, so
by placing them in dress uniforms and putting the right signature
in place it adds verification to the bodies.”

“Took a lot of work,” remarked Stephanie. “A lot of work by
someone who had access to their files to know what medals they had
in the first place.”

Fannie stirred.

“Why bother? Why not just put them in a concrete jacket and drop
them off the end of the pier.”

Now that was a surprisingly good question, why go to all this
bother and risk exposure?

“Good point,” I said. “And that is something we will definitely
have to work on.”

 

I left them discussing expenses and set out for my first venue
knowing I had a busy day ahead. First stop was the workman’s café
at the far end of Felixstowe. It’s a decent enough place and the
food is well cooked, but the décor is lousy. The Baker twins were
sitting each side of a yellow Formica topped table wearing
identical white singlets and swigging in unison from mugs of tea
while obviously enjoying a standard English fry-up. I pulled up a
chair and sat down. John put his mug down.

“You’ve got a nerve.”

“This isn’t social,” I said. “It’s business.”

James glanced around, I knew what he was worried about; namely
their image. I dropped a photograph of Detective Inspector Waverly
on the table, this was a better one lifted off of the police web
site.

“I have reason to believe this might be one of your business
contacts.”

“And,” said James.

I dropped a £20 note on the table.

“And I need you to set up a meeting with him, you needn’t go,
but I need to meet him without any of his colleagues around,
especially his sergeant.”

James sniffed.

“You don’t want much.”

I dropped a £10 note on top of the twenty.

“Today, 1pm in Languard Common Car-Park.”

“Supposing he can’t make it,” John sneered.

“Tell him it’s a golden opportunity he just won’t want to
miss.”

James scooped up the money.

“Fair dos.”

“And lads,” I said softly. “You should be careful who you deal
with as I suspect one of his other contacts lifted your TV.”

James stared at me and then the penny dropped. He nodded and I
went to leave, but James held up an arm.

“Your paint-gun, where did you get it?”

“I bought it off the owner of Paintball Mayhem.” I looked
around. “You don’t need a licence, but that doesn’t mean that the
fuzz won’t take it as a dangerous weapon if used outside of a
paintball game.”

James smiled.

“Thanks for the tip.”

 

Stop two was a tiny house in the new Rendlesham development, I
guessed I always thought Forestry Commission workers lived in the
countryside in idyllic cottages, but it was not so. I knocked at
the door and a tiny woman opened the door, she could have been no
more than four foot six tall and was dressed in children’s jeans, a
red top and a pair of fluffy luminous green slippers.

“Mrs Clarke,” I said holding up my ID card. “I’m from a private
detective agency and I’d like to talk to your husband.”

“Cor,” said a voice from behind her. A real Private Dick.”

I looked over her shoulder at a short blond lad in a sort of
blue track suit. She swung round.

“You mind your manners.” She swung back. “He’ll be home for a
cup of coffee in ten minutes, do come in.”

The place was tiny and there was a minuscule lounge with just
enough room for a three seat settee and a flat screen TV. She
offered me tea and left the room and I knew this was my chance. I
turned to the lad and handed him a piece of paper.

“My mobile phone number, I need the photographs you took at the
crime scene; can you send them to me?”

His eyes bulged like saucers.

“What’s it worth?”

I passed over a book. He glanced at the cover.

“1001 things every Private Investigator should know; is it any
good?”

“I keep a copy on my desk at all times.”

True, but it was the hardback version and just the right
thickness to lift up my flat screen monitor to the height I liked.
But it was a good book and in my early days it did help me avoid a
few pitfalls. He smiled, nodded, dropped the book onto the settee
and sat down on it. His mother reappeared and handed me a tea.

“This will be about that car in the woods.” Her voice was just
on the wrong edge of shrill.

I nodded.

“Terribly that,” she said. “Bertie had nightmares for
weeks.”

As her son was called Terence I assumed she meant her husband
William. I nodded gravely.

“Are you telling me it would be best if I didn’t reawaken old
memories?”

Her face softened.

“He probably couldn’t tell you anything new.”

I handed her the tea back.

“Then I’ll go.”

 

Ten minutes later, while I was back in my Rover, my phone
vibrated and I pulled into a lay-by. Terence’s photography skills
were awful and his hand had been shaking so much most of the
thirteen photographs he sent me were useless, but three, where I
suspect he had rested his hand against something solid, were
passable. One showed a side view of the two corpses and he was
right, the facial colours were all wrong, for dead people that is.
Another showed the front of the car and the keys in the ignition,
but it also revealed that the driver’s seat was as far forward as
it would go and both my soldiers were over six-foot. The final
picture had been taken through the windscreen and the autofocus on
his mobile had focused on the windscreen, not the soldiers.
However, it did reveal their supposed embrace in silhouette and it
looked sort of stage-managed. I sent the photographs on the Jenn to
see if she could work on them and continued my journey to stop
three.

 

My friendly farmer’s wife, who lived opposite the barn, clearly
led a boring life as she welcomed my in with open arms for a cup of
tea with two drop scones. She chatted away while I scanned the
tapes produced by her CCTV system. Needless to say it was out of
the ark, especially as it still used tapes and not recordable DVDs.
However, I found what I wanted and then stopped scanning.

“Pardon?” I said. “Can you say that again?”

She grinned.

“Knew you weren’t listening, men never listen they just grunt in
what they think is the right place.”

“I’m listening now.”

“I said they had one daytime meeting, but it wasn’t at the barn.
It was over at the Farmer’s market in Crowfield; I was helping out
at Jennifer’s cake stall when I spotted them in the refreshment
area sitting at the same table. I don’t know what they were saying,
but she was grateful for something because she kept holding his
hand and saying thank you.”

I didn’t ask how she knew what Yvette had been saying when she
couldn’t hear, but body language speaks volumes.

“When was this?”

“Two days after the date you gave me.”

I thanked her, took two tapes and headed for stop four.

 

Languard Common car-park out of season is the haunt of
dog-walkers and the serious fresh air fanatic or the joggers who
come rain or shine do the full six mile round trip along the
promenade and back. In season it can be crowded as it is free and
the walk on the common interesting. That’s the reason I chose it as
I knew there would be plenty of people around. Detective Inspector
Waverly must have parked up in the Languard Fort car-park as he
ambled across the common towards me as if he didn’t have a care in
the world. I studied him and he actually looked more like a Mafia
thug than a policeman with his broad shoulders, thuggish gait and
needless dark sunglasses. I waited till he passed me and fell into
step beside him.

“Afternoon,” I said cheerily. “The twins aren’t coming.”

He stopped and stared at me.

“Who the hell are you?” His voice was set just on the right side
of intimidation and the wrong side of friendly.

“Jim Tarrent of the Tarrent Detective Agency.”

He rolled his eyes.

“Bloody amateur.”

I didn’t expect him to be welcoming and I suppose I got what I
expected.

“And you’re a professional.”

“Too right and you can go to hell.”

He turned to walk off.

“I suppose your Superintendant knows of your affair with Yvette
Horncastle.”

He stopped dead and I drove the point home.

“Especially as it was already in progress when you took up the
Xavier case.”

He swung back to come and tower over me.

“I don’t take kindly to blackmailers and you haven’t got a shred
of evidence.”

I put a photograph taken from the CCTV on the barn into his hand
and flagged down the ‘stop me and buy one’ ice-cream tricycle to
buy two ice-creams. I handed one to Inspector Waverly.

“Shall we start again?”

I sat down with my feet dangling over the promenade edge, he
hesitated and sat down beside me.

“This proves diddly-squat and wouldn’t stand up in a court of
law.”

“You’ve been meeting her on a regular basis at the barn for over
a year and at least once at the Crowfield Farmer’s market; and it’s
not a court of law you need to worry about, it would be an internal
enquiry.”

I let him stew for a moment and decided to move on as this time
he was not my quarry. I sighed.

“It’s not your career I’m after, I just need to know who Yvette
told you was in trouble.”

He threw his cornet away and almost immediately attracted a pair
of malevolent seagulls, who squabbled over the remains.

“I know it wasn’t Yvette or Algernon, that leaves mum and dad
and he was supposed to be in London.” I murmured encouragingly.

“Bloody amateurs,” he muttered under his breath. “They’ll be the
death of me.”

“I just want justice for the Xavier girl.” I muttered back.

He took his sunglasses off, he had a beautiful black eye. He
shrugged.

“I just did what Yvette asked.”

I managed a scoffing laugh.

“You’re a professional policeman, you’d want to know, especially
if you were obfuscating the enquiry.”

He turned to me.

“It’s too hot to handle, if I’d have pursued it I would have
been ruined and Yvette knew that from the outset.”

I waited.

“There was a third party, Yvette never said who it was and
implied it was her mother at the wheel, but it couldn’t have been.
Mrs Horncastle only drives automatics. Oh I know she has a manual
licence, but she likes those Mercedes with what we used to call
Man-u-matic gearboxes, in other words there is no clutch pedal.
That night her Merc was in for repair, the kids were out so they
had to use the father’s car and - I’m guessing mind - and the third
party drove.”

I pushed him a little.

“And your guess at the third party?”

He put his head in his hands.

“Process of elimination. They were hurrying to the station to
catch a train to London and the third party was desperate to be
there by midnight. At midnight there was a close fought vote due to
take place over the abortion law reform in the House of Commons,
ergo they are an MP.”

He closed his eyes.

“If you postulate that they are an MP that Rosetta Horncastle
would naturally meet in the first place and who had been vocal
about the bill you can narrow it down to two. One is Bill Symnes,
but he has a cast iron alibi because he was in hospital and got
himself wheeled into the commons for the vote.”

“And the other?”

He swallowed.

“Julian’s boss.”

I tried to get my head around this.

“Little bird told me there were some high level diplomatic talks
in progress at the same time.”

He gave a snort.

“She was frozen out. Her brother has shares in a Lithuanian
mining company and she has a reputation for being squeaky clean, so
she let Julian take the lead. However, I guess she threw off her
normal escort and came up here by herself. It wouldn’t be difficult
as the special branch officers are not allowed inside the chamber
or into high-level diplomatic exchanges.”

He sat up stared at me and shrugged his shoulders.

“If you fancy taking on the highly popular Foreign Secretary and
accuse her both of a lesbian relationship and a hit and run then go
ahead, but you’ll end up as mincemeat unless you have irrefutable
proof, and I mean undeniable, totally convincing, unassailable,
overwhelming, watertight , buttoned down, concrete, rock solid
proof.” He sighed. “And believe me I hate two-faced politicians
more than I hate amateur sleuths.”

“I take it,” I said. “You couldn’t find any.”

“I didn’t look, even looking could be suicidal for my
career.”

We sat in silence for a couple of minutes.

“I have another case,” I said.

He groaned, but I continued.

“That of a man who was shot in an argument over a parking
space.”

He raised his eyebrows.

“Not one of mine.”

I stared out to sea.

“I’m trying to trace who supplied the gun, but reached a point
where I would have trouble proceeding alone.”

“Spit it out,” he snarled, reverting to type.

“The Ratchet and Pawl public house. I’m reliably informed the
publican there can supply you with the weapon of your choice.”

He groaned and shook his head.

“If I go in there mob handed and find nothing, on whose face is
the egg?”

“Then send in one of your undercover chaps first.”

He stood up.

“And you won’t contact my Super?”

I shook my head.

“I worked it out all by myself.”

 

When I reached home I sought out Fannie and gave her a website
address.

“That is the House of Commons website, on it you can find out
who voted for what.” I slipped a piece of paper under her nose. “I
need to know what votes that lady took part in on that date.”

“Ooo,” she cooed. “I’m working on a real case.”

“You are and it is highly secret.”

She almost visible preened herself.

“I’m on it.”

 

I found Jenn sitting at our big monitor.

“Any luck?”

She shook her head.

“The photo-recovery software is good, but it’s asking too much
of it to clean these up. However, the three good ones are
interesting.”

“But they don’t prove a cover-up,” I said.

Jenn patted me on the shoulder.

“No, but it’s a start. Shall we go?”

 

Our destination was Colchester Barracks and I was in two minds
about the visit. Going back inside a barracks always gives me the
collywobbles because it is too easy to slip back into the old
routine of being the NCO to all the officers there. That’s why I
needed Jenn by my side on this final visit of the day, besides an
extra pair of sharp eyes and ears could do no harm as we were about
to barge uninvited into a lion’s den. We rolled in through the
gates and I ignored the visitor’s car-park that was outside the
perimeter fencing to stop at the entrance barrier. A redcap shot
out of the little hut like a tongue out of a chameleon.

“Can’t you read? No unauthorised vehicles in the Barracks,
visitor’s car-park is over there, you’ll have to back-up.”

He may have been bawling at me, but his two companions had taken
station fore and aft and each was carrying a standard issue
automatic rifle in the ‘easy’ position, that is easy to bring it up
to fire.

“Actually,” I said politely. “I want to go inside.”

He shook his head.

“Sorry, you can’t do that.”

“I rather think I can,” I said firmly, showing him my Military
Intelligence ID card.

He stooped down and Jenn passed her card over. He retreated into
the booth and made a phone call glancing at us every ten seconds or
so, his companions didn’t move. He put the phone down, passed the
cards through a card-reader and glanced at us again. He came back
and handed the cards over.

“CO’s office is in the white block just beyond the flagpole, you
can park on the edge of the barrack square, sir.” He coughed. “And
he might appreciate some warning of your visit, sir, as he does not
like his routine disturbed.”

He didn’t salute because I wasn’t in uniform, but he did the
best he could with a deferential nod.

 

I drove about a hundred yards and then stopped by a soldier, who
was fastidiously studying the roses.

“RSM's office?” I enquired.

He didn’t even look up, he was totally withdrawn and
concentrating on the rose.

“Third block down, green door with a bugle on it.”

We stopped adjacent to the green door and climbed out. I
corporal bounced out of the door.

“Sorry sir, you can’t park that there.”

I showed him my ID card.

“I rather think I can and I’d be obliged if you make sure it
doesn’t get taken apart by a tank.”

His face was a picture. I softened my tone.

“Ten minutes max.”

We knocked on the RSM’s door and entered before he could say
anything. He put down his mug of tea, surveyed us, glanced at his
diary, and stood up.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t seem to have you in my
diary.”

We showed him our ID cards and he stiffened. We sat down and I
looked him in the eyes. I hadn’t met him before, but I knew him all
the same, call it the comradeship of those that had actually been
to war.

“We’ve come to talk about Sergeant Gregory.”

He swallowed.

“I rather think I couldn’t tell you much.” He paused. “Sir.”

I leant back.

“This isn’t a matter of further muck-raking; this is a matter of
regimental honour. You can probably see we’re not you normal
Military Intelligence types, we’ve been seconded in to clear his
name and the regiment’s name.”

His eyes narrowed, clearly he didn’t believe me and I wouldn’t
have believed me either.

“I just want to know what sort of soldier he was.”

He cleared his throat.

“We fought together in Bosnia, Somalia and Iraq. I’d have him
fight beside me anytime. He could be a little impetuous at times
and somewhat single minded, but he always sought never to put his
colleagues in danger.”

“You knew him well then,” said Jenn softly.

He nodded and glanced at me, still sizing me up.

“You ever lost a fellow soldier?”

“Too many times,” I said. “Sometimes through enemy action and
sometimes through sheer bloody incompetence.”

I didn’t need to say incompetence by whom, for he would
know.

“What happened to his effects,” asked Jenn.

He snorted.

“Redcaps moved in almost as soon as the bodies were found, they
cleared the place out.”

He glanced out of the window.

“Managed to get his Bible though, he told me that if ever he got
killed it was to go to his sister.”

“Sister?” Said Jenn. “His next of kin is listed as his
uncle.”

He grimaced and smiled at the same time.

“That was Peter all over, he reckoned that he wouldn’t want his
sister - well half-sister, but they were close – to hear from some
lead faced officer, so I went over and told her.”

“That was kind of you,” said Jenn.

He stared at her.

“It was my duty, for Peter and for the Regiment.”

“She must be close by,” I remarked. “If you could pop over.”

“Lives above the fish ‘n’ chip shop opposite the gates, her and
her partner run it.”

I stood up and held out my hand.

“Thank you sergeant, if we can we will clear his name.”

He held onto me.

“Not for me, not for the regiment, but for his family, it was
all a terrible blow, especially with the press.”

He made them sound like the scum of the earth.

 

Outside I found a Bomb Disposal Land-Rover parked behind mine
and a harassed corporal trying to prevent the two sappers from
tearing it apart with their bare hands. One of them turned to me in
sheer frustration.

“Excuse me sir, but you have a radio-scanner operating in there,
would you mind turning it off?”

I mentally cursed myself.

“Of course, and I should have turned it off before I came in, so
my apologies.”

He relaxed as I leant inside and flicked a switch. His companion
waved what looked like a walking stick around the back.

“Can you turn off the tracking device too?” He said
apologetically.

My blood ran cold.

“I don’t have a tracking device fitted.”

He folded out a little mirror on the end of a stick and stuck it
into the rear wheel arch.

“You do sir, simple device attached to the bodywork.”

He reached in and pulled out a matchbox sized device. He studied
it.

“StikyTrack; Chinese manufacture, not NATO issue.”

“So we don’t use them?”

He shook his head.

“Cheap, cheerful and they don’t like the cold.” He paused.
“Funny Farm sometimes uses them on account of the price. Like me to
disable it?” His voice was matter of fact as if he did this all the
time, which he probably did.

“Rather you sent it somewhere I’m not.”

He ran his fingers over his stubble.

“Got a coach-load of Danish Bandsmen going up to the Military
Tattoo later, I’ve just swept their coach.”

“Perfect.” I paused, remembering who I was supposed to be. “And
well done, the pair of you.”

I thanked the corporal and drove round to the CO’s office.

 

His adjutant showed us straight in.

“I don’t care who you are,” the Colonel barked. “I don’t like
being kept waiting.”

This was the standard ‘get them on the wrong foot’ routine. I
decided to stand my ground and not apologise.

“We didn’t actually say we were coming to see you sir, the
redcap at the hut sort of assumed it.” He opened his mouth, but I
continued. “We’ve just been to pay our respects to the RSM.”

He grunted and, finally, I managed to read his name strip,
fortunately it was who I expected it to be.

“So you’re here about Sergeant Gregory.”

I smiled, the RSM had followed the unofficial protocol and
phoned his CO as soon as we had left. He sighed.

“You know I can’t tell you what he did and I have nothing to add
to my previous statements; he was just a damned good soldier.”

“Oh I know what he did,” I said softly. “He went to places where
he shouldn’t have been, doing things that the government would
probably deny, in ways that the Geneva Convention doesn’t cover,
often without any back-up and frequently having to change plan on
the hoof just to complete the mission and survive.”

His steel blue eyes didn’t leave mine.

“And?”

“And to misquote Shakespeare; I come to make sure that evil that
he didn’t do doesn’t live after him; and that the good is not just
interréd with his bones.”

He actually smiled and I was glad he did; he was a Shakespeare
fanatic and it had taken me nearly all the journey here to work out
the misquote. Jenn smiled at him.

“Your RSM’s probably said we’re not the normal Military
Intelligence, we’ve been seconded in because of our special
expertise to search out the truth.”

He stared at me.

“And your special expertise is?”

“Going to places where I shouldn’t have been, doing things that
the government would probably deny, in ways that the Geneva
Convention didn’t cover, often without any back-up and frequently
having to change plan on the hoof just to complete the mission and
survive.”

He looked at my ID card again.

“That your real name?”

I nodded and he swung round to tap at his keyboard and manoeuvre
his mouse. After a few minutes he looked up.

“You were a busy boy, but it says here you now have links with
Diplomatic Security.”

“We’re versatile,” I said dryly.

He looked at Jenn.

“And your expertise?”

I jumped in.

“Sorry, can’t say, but not the Services.”

He started to fiddle with a pencil.

“I’m not sure if I can add anything to your enquiries.”

Let me ask a few questions,” I said. “First, did he come back
from Bolivia and I mean freely, not in a body bag?”

This was a wild postulation, but he nodded.

“Five weeks before he went missing.”

Jenn stared at him.

“So you know the final report on him is bullshit?”

He gritted his teeth.

“I got a phone call from the Brigadier, he said the report was
for reasons of operational necessity and I was to keep my mouth
shut.”

“Did you get it confirmed in writing?” She persisted.

He shook his head and looked at me.

“You know how it is.”

“So when did he actually go missing?” I asked.

“He stayed on base for two weeks and had a month’s furlough
after that, he went missing three weeks in.”

“Know where he was?”

“Norfolk Broads,” he responded. “You know how it is, we needed
him and his unit on call.”

“Norfolk Broads!” Jenn said as if startled. “He was an
adrenaline junkie, he wouldn’t go boating.”

The Colonel smiled.

“He came back with a severe burn on his back from a phosphorus
flare, so anything involving physical exertion on the body was off
limits, besides his uncle lives in Norfolk.”

I opened my mouth and he shook his head.

“My Brigadier was most explicit and I have probably pushed the
boundaries already.”

“Is there nothing else?” Said Jenn softly. “For the
Regiment?”

He hesitated and leant forward.

“To be honest I don’t even know that he is dead, I didn’t see
the body and neither did anyone else from here, although the Padre
had a damn good try. It was all done by fingerprints and DNA.”

He stood up.

“And good luck, I don’t like this business, it’s bad all
round.”

We walked out and back towards the Rover.

“Before you ask,” said Jenn. “Yes there was a face down picture
of Sergeant Gregory and no there isn’t a burn mark to be seen.”

 

We found the Bomb Disposal team crawling over my Rover. The
sapper crawled out from underneath.

“Thought we’d do a training exercise sir, don’t often get
foreign vehicles inside the perimeter. You might like to know that
you are perfectly clean, but your sump oil-washer could do with a
changing in the not too distant future.”

I thanked them and drove out; the corporal at the booth didn’t
give us a friendly wave as we drove by.

 

Jenn thrust a bag of chips at me and climbed in the Rover.

“She said she’d be out in a minute or two, once the college rush
is over.”

I ate some chips, but they were not to my liking, too much fat
and too little substance. Jenn stared at the shop.

“She isn’t what I expected, could be Polynesian, but she has an
Australian accent.”

Just then she popped out of the side door and I saw what Jenn
meant, she had the Polynesian stature and the round face with the
deep brown eyes. She waddled over and I climbed out so she could
sit in the driver’s seat. She heaved herself up and grunted as she
sat down.

“Been waiting for you guys,” she said. “What took you so
long?”

Jenn feigned surprise.

“No-one has seen you of talked to you?”

“Not a solitary soul.”

She shrugged.

“Not that I know anything, it was all a total surprise to me him
being found in the woods like that.”

She was too confident, too blasé, even for an Australian.

“Excuse me asking,” said Jenn. “But which part of Australia are
you from?”

She laughed.

“Norfolk Island Dearie, not Australia. My father was a builder
there and my mother the Australian journalist who swept him off his
feet. He died, she came to England and married Peter’s dad, he’s
five years younger than me.”

I decided it was time.

“What message did Peter leave you in his Bible?”

Her mouth dropped open and I continued.

“You see I was on ops like him and I always left a last note for
my wife in my Bible, just in case the official channels got clogged
up.”

Her eyes flitted around.

“Is it important?”

“It could clear his name.”

She took one of my chips and chewed on it.

“Two notes. One old and crumpled saying that he loved us very
much and would be sorry never to see us again and a fresh one
written on lavatory paper saying whatever we were told we were not
to believe it and he was OK, but might be out of touch for some
time.”

She turned her eyes on me.

“Which one should I believe? I hope it’s the second, but fear
it’s the first.”

“That,” I said gently. “Is what we are trying to find out.”

 

We dumped the chips as soon as we could and headed home
discussing our afternoon’s findings and although we now had much
more information I wasn’t sure we were any further forward. As I
drove off the A14 slip-road towards Trimley Jenn’s phone rang. She
listened for a few seconds.

“Fannie,” she said. “Slow down.”

She listened again.

“Tell Stephanie we will need her back-up.”

She closed her phone.

“Kati’s been on the phone, Asa is apparently having a nasty
set-too with their loan shark. It’s 137 Runstead House.”

I almost asked why Jenn thought we would need back-up, but she
was the officer and I was the subaltern in situations like this and
I trusted her judgement. Runstead House is in an area of sixteen
identical blocks of three story flatlets, some say it is a dumping
ground for the socially outcast and some say it is the breeding
ground for becoming socially outcast, whatever the view it is a
nasty area of poorly built housing and few facilities. I parked as
close as I could to Runstead House and told Jenn to lock the Rover
doors. As I was sprinting up the outside concrete stairs to the
first floor I saw Stephanie’s mini enter the car-park below. The
door to 137 was ajar and I went straight into the flat and found
myself in the lounge, there was no lobby. Kati was cowering in a
corner while a tall man was leaning over Asa, who was trapped in an
armchair, and slapping her face. I’ve always thought loan sharks
wore suits, I don’t know why, I suppose it’s just an image I had.
This one was wearing smart blue trousers, an Italian black leather
jacket and black patent leather shoes.

“It’s over when I say it’s over,” he snarled. “And not
before.”

He hit her again and I picked up the papers that were lying on
the coffee table. I started to tear them up.

“Actually,” I said evenly. “It’s over when I say it’s over.”

He turned to face me and you could see from his mean lips and
nasty eyes that he thought of himself as hard. His eyes flicked up
and down assessing my size. He took two paces across the room and
grabbed my lapels.

“I don’t know who you are but… ”

He suddenly stopped speaking and I knew why; I was serving him
up a Testicular Crush. I don’t know how many hand-to-hand fighting
courses I completed, probably eight or nine, but one with the
Mexican Army stood out. Its techniques were spiteful, malicious,
cruel, totally malevolent and unorthodox if somewhat effective; and
it was there I learnt the Testicular Crush. It’s a way of
squeezing, twisting and grinding the testicles that sends out so
many pain signals it temporarily overwhelms the brain, so much so
that you have to be wary that it doesn’t overwhelm the victims
autonomous nervous system as well; that is if you don’t want to
kill him in the first place. Ten seconds is normally enough to
disable a man for five minutes and I know how it felt because a
sadistic Mexican instructor gave me one for fifteen seconds and it
took me three hours to get my heart rate back in order. It didn’t
matter as I later taught him a British move involving ankle bones
and he was still limping when I left for home. However, it’s not an
easy move and it relies on three things, firstly you attacker is
right in front of you and square on, secondly that they are totally
unprepared and can’t tense up, and thirdly that you can use both
hands; for normal people that is for with my huge hands I could do
it with one. So I gave him the Crush and started counting. I got to
four when there was a scream behind me and I glanced over my
shoulder to see Stephanie holding an extendable baton and a man
lying on the floor clutching the back of his knee. In one smooth
move she dropped a knee into his back, pulled his hands behind him
and tied the wrists together with a cable tie; once a policewoman
always a policewoman I’m glad to say. I got to eight and let go
pushing my loan-shark into a vacant armchair. He was ashen grey and
his eye bulging and, at that moment, he wasn’t breathing. I frisked
him and pulled out a roll of £20 notes that I tossed to Kati and
his Iphone that I tossed to Jenn who had now appeared behind
Stephanie.

“Can you wipe that,” I said.

In the old days a loan-shark would have had a little black book,
these days it was an Iphone. Stephanie frisked the man on the floor
and pulled out a top of the range Nokia, she set to wiping the data
on that as well. After nearly half a minute I heard a deep racking
breath and I waited for our loan shark’s colour to return to an
off-white shade of near normal. He wasn’t quite there when there
was a commotion at the door and my portly Community Policeman
appeared with a fresh faced Special Constable in tow. His eyes
flicked round the room and settled on me.

“Everything all right here? We had a report of screaming.”

“It is now officer,” said Asa.

He looked at me and I nodded. He glanced at the man on the floor
and a broad grin broke out on his face.

“Well if it isn’t Danny Campbell. I’ve been looking for you as
you didn’t turn up at the magistrate’s court yesterday.”

He leant over, grabbed his shoulder and heaved him upright.

“You’re nicked for an outstanding warrant.”

“She assaulted me,” he whined. “That’s excessive force.”

“Tell it to the magistrate,” he replied. “And that’s the same
magistrate who you told that you accidentally head butted one of my
female colleagues because you thought she was your wife.”

He nodded to me and hauled him away. I turned to my loan-shark,
whose eyes had now regained life.

“You get my message,” I said softly and with menace. “It’s over,
there is no more.”

Jenn threw his Iphone at him and he didn’t even try to catch it,
I guess he wasn’t as hard as he thought he was.

“I asked you a question!” I barked.

He nodded.

“Now this is how it is,” I added. “This block is off limits to
you from now on. If I hear of you trying to work any flat in this
block I’ll be back and what you just had is only the starters.”

He suddenly threw himself to one side and was sick all over the
floor, I couldn’t say I blamed him, I’d been sick as well when it
happened to me. He sat upright and ran the back of his trembling
hand across his mouth.

“Won’t make a difference,” he said hoarsely. “It just means that
Harriet can move in on my patch here.”

“Then let Harriet move it, because you’re moving out.”

He picked up his Iphone and stood up; he turned white and sat
down.

“Still hurts does it?” I chided. “Wait till tomorrow
morning.”

He stood up and waddled out like a Penguin. Asa stood up as
well.

“Don’t,” I commanded. “He’s not worth it.”

She sat down.

“You won’t tell Fred will you?” She pleaded.

I stood up.

“No, get married and enjoy life, everyone deserves a second
chance.”

I could say that with feeling, I’d had a second chance and it
had worked well.

We left, I thanked Stephanie and we went home, all in all it had
been one of those days that made me glad I didn’t just work in a
boring office.










Chapter 10
Links, But no Chains


I didn’t make breakfast before the day started. On my way to the
kitchen the doorbell rang and I diverted to open the front door.
Our papergirl handed me our normal newspapers and gave me a bemused
look.

“Sad man in a sad car just up the lane just paid me a fiver to
tell you he wants an early morning meeting.”

I said my thanks and she pointed to the little brass plaque the
Post Office made me put up, it just says ‘Tarrent Detective
Agency.’ She cleared her throat.

“Hope you don’t mid me asking, but I’m studying law ‘A’ level so
could I interview you sometime about the law and non-police
agencies?”

I glanced down the road and pointed.

“See that young lady by the barn? She’s Stephanie, one of our
best detectives and our law expert, tell her you’ve been talking to
me.”

She smiled and trotted off and I grabbed a coat.

 

He looked as sad as ever and his car was certainly sad, it was a
grey seven seat Chrysler with worn out matt paintwork and a bent
front bumper. I climbed in the back. He set his melancholy eyes on
me and sniffed.

“Like playing your games don’t you Mr Tarrent?”

“And you know I don’t like tracking devices,” I retorted.

He nodded and I had to know, just out of curiosity.

“How far?”

He sighed the sigh of the totally uninterested.

“All the way to Edinburgh. They didn’t ask themselves how an old
Land-Rover could hurtle up the A1 at over seventy, nor why they
couldn’t find it when they stopped at Newark service area.”

I shook my head.

“You ought to recruit better people.”

He ignored my jibe.

“Julian Horncastle is getting restless, he’s complained to
Special Branch that you’re stalking his family.”

He fixed his woeful eyes back on me.

“Are you, or are you actually getting anywhere?”

I considered my answer, he wasn’t paying for the Xavier
investigation and I’d already held it up once for him, on the other
hand I wondered why he was interested.

“I think I know who the hit and run driver was, but I’ve still
to secure adequate evidence.” His flabby face wobbled slightly.

“If you want to you could tell him that his children are off the
hook as far as the actually hit and run is concerned.” I added.

He gave a gravelly laugh.

“I rather think he knows that by now.”

“Does he know I’ve been offered £15,000 by his father-in-law to
back off?”

His eyebrows wiggled and then frowned.

“You do know who he is of course?”

I shrugged and he laughed.

“Oh Mr Tarrent, it’s the first rule; investigate the whole
family.”

“Might be for you with unlimited resources, but we have to
prioritise.”

He shook his head; at least it gave his cheeks some
exercise.

“Sir Henry Cuthbourne, former diplomat in Latin America and now
chairman of the local police board. If he’s offered you a bribe and
risked his reputation that says something in itself.”

Was this a clue or a red herring?

“Is he one of your charges?”

“Not now.”

I changed tack.

“Tell me, if a minister wanted to lose their bodyguard in the
House of Commons, would it be easy?”

He shook his head in despair.

“Too easy, the higher you are the more access you get to use the
hundreds of different ways out.’

I decided to take a risk.

“Is the Foreign Secretary one of your charges?”

He tut-tutted.

“Homework Mr Tarrent, do your homework. Not in this country,
we’re strictly our chaps abroad and helping other people’s chaps
over her stay alive, plus the odd special task when the other
agencies don’t want to be seen to be involved.”

“But if she were to go abroad?”

He shook his head solemnly.

“Too high a rank, the locals would want to do it their way with
our Special Branch just for the Kudos.”

He gazed at me.

“Getting out of our depth are we?”

I shrugged and he actually smiled.

“I could lend you and operative.” He said temptingly.

“No thanks.”

“How about Gareth Honey?” He didn’t give me time to answer. “And
talking of Mr Honey… ”

I thought fast and hard and came to the same conclusion I had
before, not enough data. I chose my words carefully.

“You know and I know he’s changed because he’s had a religious
experience. It’s not the sort of growing experience that some of us
have by going to church and considering our faith; I mean a
wham-bang blow your socks off totally life-changing
experience.”

His face became even more dismal.

“But will it last?”

I managed a laugh.

“Ask a theologian or a philosopher, because I’m damned if I
know.”

He shot a sharp glance at me.

“So you have your doubts?”

I shrugged.

“Who am I to say, talk to the young lady he has in tow.”

The look on his face said it all and the penny dropped, but it
couldn’t be, that beautiful apparition of a harp-playing creature
couldn’t be…

“Angelina is your daughter?”

He turned a pair of haunted eyes on me.

“I must know, I’ve promised him an answer by Sunday if he has my
blessing to marry her. But I need to know if, once married, he’ll
revert to the overbearing control freak that he used to be.”

“What does your daughter say?”

He flapped his hands, helplessly. This was a man used to control
trying to understand something he couldn’t control.

“That I should trust in God’s power.”

I almost laughed, but decided it would be undiplomatic.

“Ok, if I get an opportunity, I’ll get Honey to work with
me.”

He dropped a brown envelope in my lap.

“Make the opportunity, I only have one daughter.” He paused and
reached into his coat pocket.

“You’ll need this, or he won’t trust you.”

I gazed at a Diplomatic Security ID card and felt that I was
beginning to gather ID cards like other people collect
confetti.

“Where will this actually get me?”

“Oh nowhere at all should you want to interview a British
diplomat, but then you don’t want to interview a diplomat do
you?”

I left him in his sad car facing the dilemma every father must
face: is this man good enough for my daughter to marry?

 

I walked in the kitchen to find everyone staring at the TV set
where there was a young woman in a bright pink coat standing in a
nondescript car-park speaking excitedly into a rather large
microphone.

‘… so early this morning the police raided these premises and
discovered a quantity of firearms. This is what Detective Inspector
Waverly had to say.’ The picture change to my knitted hair
policeman in his best informal attire. He cleared his throat,
‘Following information from an ultra-reliable source we had reason
to believe that these premises were being used to provide firearms
to undesirable elements in the community. This was confirmed by one
of our undercover officers so we decided investigate more closely
and duly paid a visit at three o’clock this morning. In the
premises we found a number of small-arms weapons, three rifles, one
automatic shotgun and over a thousand rounds of ammunition, plus
evidence of a gun renovation workshop. Currently we have three
people in custody and our enquiries are continuing. That will be
all I have to say for now.’

He turned away without answering and questions and the young
reporter reappeared to burble for two minutes and add nothing. Jenn
turned the TV off.

“Fannie spotted this on the news an hour ago and we hoped there
would be a repeat.”

I settled down to breakfast and Fannie passed me a note. I
glanced at it and smiled at her.

“Thanks, well done.”

She beamed.

“And I found out something else, she was in Bolivia six months
before that photograph Jenn found on the Internet.”

“You sure?”

She nodded.

“We had a pharmaceutical trade fair there and she opened it for
the Prime Minister.”

I noticed Jenn was smiling as if to say ‘I told you she’d be
useful’ and started on my toast. Stephanie yawned.

“Thank you for putting that girl in touch with me – I don’t
think – have you any idea just how much time a school can eat
up?”

“Call it good PR.” I responded.

We started our briefing and to be honest I only half listened
until Stephanie looked at me.

“Friston’s came up with the goods. They investigated the
car-insurance register for us. Algernon and Yvette have never made
any claims, Julian has made two, one recently for his ‘stolen’ car
and one three years ago when he hit a meandering sheep. Rosette on
the other hand is not on their radar as a policy holder, only a
second named driver on Julian’s second car and she has thirteen
points on her licence.”

Fabian’s head shot up.

“I thought it was twelve max and then bye-bye licence.”

“Not with a smart lawyer in your pocket,” Stephanie responded
acidly. “She’s got nine points for speeding, two for a parking
offence and two for driving a car with faulty lights. She got off
losing her licence as her lawyer said that her husband was a
Government minister and she needed to be able to take him to London
at short notice.”

We continue for another five minutes and then the others drifted
away, including Fannie. Jenn grinned.

“Fannie did a good job?”

“I must admit she surprised me.”

Jenn laughed.

“She’s downright nosey, give her a name and she wants to know
all the dirt. Stephanie said she didn’t go to bed until 2am. She
probably knows more about our Foreign Secretary than she does
herself.”

I finished my tea.

“Can Fannie drive?”

Jenn looked at me as if I were mad.

“Not that I know of.”

“Could we get her lessons?”

Jenn shook her head.

“She’d never pass the theory test, not in the allotted
time.”

I wasn’t going to be put off.

“People with dyslexia and dyspraxia pass, so there must be some
way of making special provisions.”

She frowned.

“I’ll look into it.”

I stood up and gave her a long morning kiss, Gerald thumped his
tail in approval.

 

I caught the train to Ipswich for two reasons, firstly I needed
to pick-up our new Citroën and secondly I wanted to investigate
Ipswich Station. After disembarking from the Felixstowe Rattler I
wandered up and down reading door labels, in the end, round the
back of the parcel depot, I found what I wanted; a little door
marked CCTV. I knocked and entered. The room was semi-gloomy with
six TV monitors, a rickety desk and a chap in a poorly fitting
uniform staring at his computer. He turned and looked at me, at
least I think he looked at me as the blue-tinted lenses on his
glasses were so thick you could have used them for milk-bottle
bottoms. I’m not into first glance evaluations, but my immediate
feeling was that he was a jobsworth, in other words he wouldn’t be
helpful; to be honest I think it was gross over-comb on his bald
head that didn’t help.

“Sorry,” he said in a nasal whine. “This is off limits to the
public.”

I showed my Private Detective ID card.

“Hi,” I said with forced bonhomie, “I’m a private detective and…
”

He cut across me.

“Get a warrant, even the police need a warrant unless it’s crowd
control.”

I let my arms drop and tried to look despondent.

“Fair dos, thought it was worth a try for this one.”

He stared at me.

“Bad case?”

That was the thing about being a private detective, everyone is
curious about what you actually do.

“Young girl killed in a hit and run, police have given up and
I’m looking for justice for the lass.”

He took his glasses off and rubbed his already red eyes.

“So what brings you here?”

“I have reason to believe they drove the car here after the
accident to catch a train.”

He licked his lips.

“Got the number?”

He held out his hand and I passed a business card with the
number written on the back.

“Got the date too, if you want it.”

He shook his head and talked as he tapped.

“Don’t need it, number’s enough if they used the multi-story. We
upgraded the system last year and had Rultz do the car-park. Every
car gets four shots at the entrance barrier, front, rear and two
through the windscreen; two just in case the barrier moves. Same on
the way out; helps prevent ticket fraud. Also complete number plate
recognition software courtesy of the police.” He stared at the
screen in front of him. “It’s been here rather a lot.”

“Try the last time,” I said helpfully.

He pressed a button and the printer behind him whirled. He
handed me an A4 sheet with four photos, one of the front of the car
showing the number plate and a damaged nearside wing with broken
headlight, one of the rear and two looking through the windscreen
clearly showing Rosetta in the passenger seat and Penelope Smith,
the Foreign Secretary, behind the driving wheel. The printer
disgorged another piece of paper.

“Interesting,” he said before passing it over.

These four showed the same car on exit, but the Baker twins in
the front seat. He tapped a few keys and swung the monitor
round.

“Synchronous automatic tracking, get it on the way in and… ” He
pressed a button with a flourish. “And it follows the car through
the car-park.”

We watched as the car progressed up the floor levels, the system
changing cameras smoothly. Eventually they parked in a dark corner
on level four, climbed out, locked the car and fiddled about round
the rear wheel arch. The pair then walked towards the lift, pressed
the button and threw themselves into a passionate kiss.

“Oh my,” he said. “Oh my my my.”

He stopped the recording, drew a white circle around Rosetta’s
head and pressed another button. Now we followed them across the
walkway and down the outside of the station. Eventually Rosetta let
go of Penelope’s hand and talked to the first taxi driver in the
rank, Penelope continued on to go inside the station. Rosetta
talked to three drivers before she climbed in a cab.

“Interesting,” I said idly. “Wonder why she did that?”

He gave me a superior smile.

“That’s Bert’s cab, he takes credit cards.”

He swung his monitor back and temporarily got lost in his
technology.

“Other one went to Platform 2, first-class, train to
London.”

I stood up and offered my thanks. He scowled.

“I’ve got a young girl, just the one and three years old; if
anyone mowed her down I’d rip their heart out with my bare
hands.”

I walked towards the door and turned back.

“That data,” I said carefully. “The people I’m after are rich
and powerful with friends in high places, keep it safe will
you?”

He stuck his thumb up before reaching for a recordable DVD from
a spindle behind him. I closed the door and for once was glad that
my first impressions had been wrong, he’d given me pay-dirt.

 

I found Stephanie and Fabian drinking what passed for tea in a
student’s refreshment area at the local university. I flopped down
beside them.

“Will I disturb anything?”

Stephanie put down her doughnut.

“Not yet, fifteen minutes before liftoff.”

Fabian nodded.

“Got another list from Friston’s five more Super-dooper Nokias
gone missing, so now they want us to see what we can find.” He
glanced at Stephanie. “Stephanie reckons a simple card on the
exchange-and-mart board saying we wanted one, plus a number would
flush out the thief.”

“And has it?” I asked.

A look of bewilderment crossed his face.

“Two phone calls this morning offering us such phones, I can’t
believe anyone would be so stupid as to nick phones here and then
try to sell them on.”

“Greed,” said Stephanie. “And technological expertise as the
phones are now supposed to be blocked for life by the phone
operators.”

I laid out my photographs and Stephanie stared at them.

“My my,” she mused. “That’s careless, getting caught on a high
resolution CCTV system.”

She leant back.

“Of course they prove absolutely nothing, just that Penelope was
driving into the car-park with Rosetta. They could have swapped
places at any time, the car might have been damaged before they
started driving it and there is absolutely no connection at all
with the scene of crime unless you can get a DNA sample off a
photograph, and we haven’ got that far yet.”

She studied the second set of prints.

“Much the same, you know the Baker twins were in the car, but
have no proof that Rosetta deliberately left them the key and the
parking ticket to collect. And, of course, they could just be Baker
twin’s look-alikes as far as defence council is concerned.”

She suddenly smiled.

“But as a lever to get more information from either party it’s
invaluable and, of course, in the worse case you give it to a
tabloid and let them investigate the matter via the front
page.”

I nodded, she had neatly crystallised what I had been thinking,
namely I had one link and a chain of more links to flush out, and
if necessary a fallback ‘revenge’ position for the Xaviers.

 

I tapped the gate and smiled at Fred.

“Sorry, we’ve blown it. We’ve probably stopped more papers being
nicked, but failed to actually solve the case. Behind here is a
yard, off the yard and into the building is an entrance through a
dog-flap and… ”

He patted me on the shoulder.

“Asa confessed.”

Confessed to what I wondered.

“She confessed?” I said in mock surprise.

“Everything,” said Fred. “She threw herself into my arms and
said she couldn’t live a lie and because she loved me she had to
tell me. I hear you rather gave her loan-sharp a lesson.”

He handed me a cheque.

“You did what you thought was right for our happiness, so thank
you.”

I took gratefully took the money as I do not like lying to
clients. I tapped the gate again.

“If one person can get in… ”

He gave me a smug look.

“Apparently Kati went through the dog-flap into the kitchen,
then undid the hatch into the hallway they use for food deliveries.
Once there she could go upstairs and use a piece of wire through a
small hole to hook back my fire-escape door and bingo she was
inside.”

“I thought you said you bolted them at night.” I reminded
him.

He laughed.

“I did, but of course the door opens outwards and I’d fitted the
bolt as if the door opened inwards – now it’s padlocked at
night.”

He held out his hand and we shook hands. He seemed happy enough
now; I could only hope that his marriage to Asa made him more
happy.

 

I went home and gave the money to Jenn, who responded by making
me a cup of coffee. She passed over a print-out.

“I hate to say it, but you are right, there are paths to help
people who fall outside of the norm to get a driving licence,
normally you have to be registered disabled or have a recognisable
condition to qualify, but there is a firm in Norwich who run
fortnight courses and reckons they can get anybody through.”

Jenn pursed her lips, always a bad sign.

“But I’d like to think about it.”

I nodded and she checked her little pad.

“Some young lad called Terence rang. He said he’s been reading
your book and hadn’t realised before, but when he was at the car it
smelt of apples.”

“Apples?”

“I think he meant apple juice, the sort you put in cider.”

I wasn’t sure if this was helpful or not. Jenn moved down her
list.

“Booked you a slot with Penelope Smith at her monthly surgery
tomorrow evening, 6pm at her Market Harborough office.”

“It will be her,” I said. “Not a private secretary on her
behalf?”

Jenn shook her head.

“Nope, she insists that she’s been elected as an MP by the
constituents and therefore will serve the constituents not fob them
off.” She sighed. “If it wasn’t for this business you’d have to say
she’s one of the good girls.”

There was nothing else so I took Jenn out for a ride in our new
Citroen, as I expected she liked it more than the Rover, but wanted
something done about the front seats; they were good enough for a
journey, but not sitting around in all day waiting for something to
happen.

 

Later I parked my Rover in the rough car-park area in Rendlesham
Forest where the two sergeants had been found and waited. Twenty
minutes later Colonel Hunt arrived in his mud covered Freelander
and climbed out. We took a stroll. After twenty yards I looked
back.

“No Mr Brown?”

“He’s otherwise engaged.”

I can’t say I wasn’t glad as I still hadn’t figured out his
interest in the case.

“You know it was all a cover up?”

“Stitch-up,” he said vehemently. “Just about everybody
surrounding these two has had a phone call from the Brass Hats
telling them to shut up.”

I wondered how much he actually knew.

“You know it wasn’t their bodies in the car I presume.”

He stopped dead.

“Pardon? Are you sure?”

I was staggered that he hadn’t considered it, either that or he
was a good actor.

“Not if the photographs are to be believed and frankly I don’t
believe anything in those files. It’s all too amateurish, Sergeant
Orem had a tattoo painted on back to front and Sergeant Gregory’s
body lacked his latest battle-scars.”

He sat on a tree stump and I continued.

“And why go to all the trouble of making up a false story that
most of his friends and colleagues wouldn’t believe?”

I paused.

“That is unless there is someone who you want to believe it who
is not sufficiently close to them to realise it is all wrong.”

He didn’t say anything so I ploughed on.

“And then you want to use such an event to provide cover to
insert them somewhere they shouldn’t be, after all what better
cover than being dead, or provide them a way out of danger and into
a witness protection programme.”

He didn’t move a muscle and I was getting tired of doing all the
talking.

“And as yet I have found absolutely no connection, apart from
the fact they were both adrenaline junkies, between the two
sergeants, or any previous points of contact.”

Now I said nothing and just waited. Eventually he picked up a
piece of wood.

“And your conclusion?”

I decided to go out on a limb, after all I really had nothing to
lose.

“It’s all too amateurish for any of the respectable agencies,
given twenty-four hours any of them could have come up with
something far better. In fact why do it at all? My guess is the two
lads did it themselves as a short-term smokescreen, the fact they
could do it shows a high degree of resourcefulness and the fact
they felt they needed to do it must tell us something, but I’m not
sure what.”

He stared into the middle distance.

“We think there might be a woman involved.” He said distantly,
as if it were of no consequence.

“What woman?”

He tossed the wood up and down.

“Sergeant Gregory’s last op was in Bolivia and involved blowing
up a few drug factories, pinprick on the base of a mountain if you
ask me, but the politicos liked the idea. Sergeant Orem was his
electronic warfare back up, you know monitoring mobile phones and
suchlike, but he did not go to Bolivia, he did it all in the
USA.”

“Mount Weather,” I interjected.

“Can’t say,” he responded.

He crossed his long legs.

“Sergeant Gregory had a contact in the Bolivian Secret Service,
she was in deep cover and she used Sergeant Oram as a cut-out. If
all went as planned, and I have no reason to think otherwise, she
should never have come face-to-face Sergeant Gregory and she should
never have been within a hundred miles of him in any case.”

“I sense a ‘but’ coming on,” I remarked.

Colonel Hunt nodded.

“But she is also ‘missing’ and so is the member of the our Drug
enforcement agency who was seconded to Bolivia and involved in the
same operation and who had contact with Sergeant Orem, but not the
other two.”

He suddenly, and violently, threw the piece of wood against a
tree with a dull thwack.

“As far as the Brass Hats are concerned this is all about
Sergeant Orem as they are frantic that he might have defected,
hence the attempt at screwing the lid down on all this. Sergeant
Gregory has just been forgotten in the fog of paranoia.”

I tried to put two and two together.

“Are you saying you believe the two sergeants staged their own
death and hoped to get away with it?”

He held up his hands.

“How many scenarios do you want, we’ve got at least five viable
ideas? They could easily have staged their own deaths, especially
as the dress uniforms were their own uniforms, not mock-ups. Or did
the agency of a country they decided to defect to stage the deaths,
if so it was bloody amateurish and as you say only designed as a
short term smoke screen. Or was one of the women a honey-trap and a
double agent? Or… ”

“Whoa, whoa,” I said. “You’ve got infinite resources at your
fingertips, MI5, MI6, CIA, to name a few; so why employ me?”

He closed his eyes.

“Because the Americans don’t know and if the CIA get wind that
this side of the Atlantic has a panic over some guy whose seen the
inside, and used, their most secret monitoring facility they would
not be happy bunnies at all.”

He looked me in the eyes.

“And you are good, damned good. I read that report on your job
last year with the dead sailors.”

He took a breath.

“I am employing you to look in the other direction?”

Now he had lost me.

“Other direction?”

He shrugged.

“We’re trained rats, we all look down obvious channels looking
for obvious answers, you’re my wild-card and considering the short
time you’ve been running you’re not doing too bad so far.”

I wasn’t sure if this was a compliment.

“How tall are the women?” I asked.

He raised an eyebrow, pulled out a touch-screen phone and
started pushing icons I couldn’t see. As I waited I considered
love. Had this all been done for love? I tried to remember if
either sergeant had a girlfriend or wife, and failed.

“Ofelia, the Bolivian, is five foot six; Claudia, Mr Brown’s
operative, is five foot dead.”

He put his phone away.

“Why do you ask?”

I shrugged.

“Just a hunch, the car in the woods had the driving seat right
forward.”

He frowned.

“How on earth do you know that? I didn’t know that.”

“Got a photograph of the car interior.”

He laughed.

“My, you are as good as they say you are.”

My ego suitably stroked, I changed tacks.

“Where did they get the bodies from?”

“Ah,” he said. “That is the million dollar question that none of
the not quite infinite resources I do control have answered.”

He turned to walk back.

“Now I’ll tell you what I’m pretty sure of, but not one hundred
percent sure of. First they have not left the country by any public
means and we don’t think by any secret sailings, but with the
possible drug contacts they might have who knows? Secondly, it was
partially planned, but I don’t think fully planned. Claudia just
went on holiday and Ofelia just dropped out of contact. They
weren’t too concerned as sometimes she goes for weeks on end out of
contact, but after two months they started to smell a rat and after
four months assumed she’d either been caught and disposed of or was
in a context where communication was impossible.”

“So how do they know she’s not still there?” I asked.

He stopped.

“Would you believe she sent an email to the head of her
department from goodness knows where telling him where and when she
expected one of the Bolivian drug cartels to try and smuggle out a
large consignment, she called it her ‘don partingl.’”

Don partingl?” I echoed.

“Parting gift.”

He patted me on the shoulder and put an envelope in my hand.

“Call it more expenses, but find where the bodies came from,
that would help us on our way.”

“What if I find the sergeants?”

He laughed.

“£20,000 bonus and phone me first, not Mr brown, not a Brass
Hat, not the police – me.”

He wandered back to his Freelander and I sat on a nearby bench
to think. Did I like being used as a wild-card? I decided it didn’t
matter if it earned us money. What was more important was, what was
the next step?

 

I got back to find a smiling Jenn.

“Some weird policeman phoned, he said thank you for the tip off
and you might like to know that an initial look matches the
tool-marks on the gun used to kill Jonathon Hardacre to the tools
in the Ratchet and Pawl workshop.” She blew steam out of the coffee
machine. “I’ve phoned our Yorkshire farmer and he was exceptionally
miffed that you’d already involved the police. I’ve told him to
hold off sending the money until we are absolutely sure.”

We sat down and had coffee, we had a cage to rattle later and
needed a solid strategy under our belt before we left.

 

Julian Horncastle was a difficult person to doorstep. First of
all he worked in London most of the time, and secondly he had a
Special Branch minder. However, today was his daughter’s birthday
and I was betting that he’d come home for an evening celebration.
We parked the Berlingo in a nook on the country lane leading to his
house and pretended to be amorous lovers, not that we needed to
pretend. We sat until nearly eight o’clock, decided that it was a
no-go and went home. It’s a case of some you win and some you lose,
this time we had been wrong.

 

I woke up and was instantly wide awake wondering what had woken
me up. I glanced at the clock, which told me it was 2am and learned
little. I wandered over to the window, but didn’t pull the curtains
back as I knew now what had woke me up. In the dark I pulled on
some clothes and went downstairs to don my boots and take my
fishing gilet out of the cupboard, this was pre-loaded with my
usual kit and I stood wondering if I would need anything else and
decided not. Now there are the usual two ways out of my cottage,
namely the front and back doors, but on this occasion I used exit
number three, which is out of the landing window onto the flat roof
of the outhouses. I moved towards the edge and looked down. I
couldn’t see much, but someone was fussing about by the kitchen
window and wearing enough aftershave to kill a pigeon at fifty
yards. I retreated and climbed down my extra-secure rose trellis to
sneak round the front of the house. There was no-one at the front,
but someone had put a screamer on the front door. This is a little
device that you stick to the doorframe and then stick a pull-string
to the door so that if the door is opened the device goes off and
emits a very loud shriek. The theory being it panics the person who
opened the door just long enough to give the now warned people
round the back time to get away. I checked the lane and found a
black Vauxhall Astra saloon parked about ten yards up the road
pointing away from the cottage. There were no keys in it, but the
boot was unlocked, so I could reach through and unlock a back-door
and then the front door. I released the handbrake and gently pushed
it backwards into Ted’s yard taking care not to allow the
steering-wheel lock to engage. It was a mediocre version of the
Astra which only had wind-up windows in the rear and that suited me
fine. I closed the doors and boot-lid, but left about an inch gap
in the rear window, through which I poked Ted’s thick rubber hose
he uses for filling up water tanks and turned the tap on. There is
nothing better to come home to than a car full of freezing cold
water. I circled round behind Stephanie’s bungalow and into the
footpath that runs beside my garden, but now I had a problem. I had
designed the garden with security in mind and now I couldn’t get in
without announcing my presence, so I just had to wait in the
shadows of my own front garden. Twenty minutes later a figure stole
up my front-path and prised off the screamer, I let him put it in
his pocket before I slunk up beside him and said ‘Boo’ in his ear.
He was certainly wound up and full of adrenaline because he took
off like a rocket, which is a shame as it only took a gentle push
to send him off course and crashing into the gatepost. I heard him
grunt and it must have really hurt, but adrenaline is a wonderful
drug and he pushed himself sideways through the gate and ran off up
the lane. I opened the front door and called Gerald, he obliged by
popping out of the doorway at high speed. Now given the right
motivation Gerald will chase anything, but tonight he decided he
didn’t have the motivation and just wagged his tail and made a fuss
of me. We did take a stroll down the lane, but found nothing.

 

Two hours later I woke up to the sound of a starter grinding
away. After five or six minutes the engine fired and that is a
testimony to modern engineering as all the in-car electrics must
have been saturated.

 

The following morning I investigated the kitchen window frame
and it was a really neat job, a small microphone that would look
like a spider’s nest from the inside was pressed against the
window. From there a pair of exceptionally fine wires led down into
the ground where there was a transmitter buried with an antenna
like a thin wizened blade of seed-grass poking upwards. I
considered leaving it there and giving some false information, but
decided it wasn’t worth the trouble and removed the installation. I
didn’t need to wonder who had put it there as I knew, the car had
had a police issue radio and no blue lights, so my guess was
Special Branch, but the question was why?

 

I met Gareth in a little Market Harborough café tucked away
behind a dress shop. The café seemed to have been left behind from
a time warp as the tables were rickety and covered in plastic
gingham and the walls papered with sheet music. However, the baked
potato and minced beef I was eating was excellent and I decided
that the café might be eccentric, but it was OK. Gareth had
obviously decided that I was eccentric and not OK. He’d started by
checking my Diplomatic ID card with a fine tooth comb and then
phoning some safe phone number to check it’s validity before
handing it back. Now he was staring at me after reading the
briefing papers Jenn had prepared for him.

“You can’t be serious.” He exclaimed softly so as not to alert
the other diners. “You’re not expecting us to walk into Penelope
Smith’s constituency office and just confront her with the
photograph!”

I finished the last piece of crunchy potato skin.

“You got a better idea?” I growled.

He pushed the papers away and rolled his eyes.

“I know old sourpuss is always saying that we do the odd special
task when the other agencies don’t want to be seen to be involved,
but this is a political hot potato so no wonder nobody else wants
to touch it.”

He shook his head.

“And surely there is the bigger picture to consider, is it worth
bringing down the best Foreign Secretary we’ve had in years for
this?”

I looked him in the eyes.

“How many dead children would it take in your opinion if not
this one? Two? Ten? Fifty?”

He held his hands up, but I decided to press the point, after
all I was here on a double mission.

“Or are you saying it’s alright for one child to die if we can
save the whole world?”

“Politics is always an uneasy balance,” he answered
evasively.

“What about ‘Thou shalt not kill’ or are politicians immune from
that?”

He fiddled with his fingers.

“Actually a better translation is ‘Thou shalt not murder,’ and
by your own account she probably didn’t set out to kill the
child.”

I tried to appear nonchalant.

“Can you trust a politician who does kill a child and then goes
for a cover-up while pretending to be whiter than white?”

He turned away from my gaze.

“We’re all sinners, so we can’t go about throwing stones. Life
happens and sometimes we have to do the best we can.”

I tapped the photograph I had of Naomi Xavier.

“And what about justice for her?”

He stared at the photograph.

“What’s so damned important about this girl? Is she any
different from the hundreds of your girls starving to death that
Penelope Smith is trying to help? Is her life worth that much
more?”

“Wrong question,” I said. “It’s ‘is her life worth that much
less?’”

He tore his eyes away from the photograph and buried his head in
his hands.

“I just don’t know. I used to think that there was always a
black and white answer, but sometimes we encounter a million shades
of grey and it’s difficult to know where you are.”

I nodded, as if in agreement.

“Might be nice to be religious and have an answer for
everything.”

He laughed.

“Don’t get me started. Christianity gives certainty about the
future and a forgiveness for wrong, but it doesn’t make living in
the here and now with problems like this any easier.” He sighed.
“My girlfriend has a wonderful faith and lives as if God is part of
her, oh how I wish it was all that easy.”

“So Christianity is not for you?” I probed.

He smiled.

“Oh I’m not saying that. There is a joy of knowing that God has
made provision for you in his scheme of things and an inner peace
nothing else can give, plus forgiveness when we do make mistakes,
but life crowds in and if you are not careful swamps you before you
are looking.”

He suddenly stood up.

“Enough of philosophy, it’s time we went.”

 

Penelope was holding her constituency surgery in a wooden
Congregational church just round the corner. We walked in to be
confronted by two burly special branch detectives and a thin man,
who was obviously acting as her secretary for the evening and
loving every minute of it. We were expertly frisked while he
studied the list in front of him.

“Mr Tarrent and Mr Honey?” He queried.

“The same,” I answered.

His eyes flicked from Gareth to me.

“I see your not constituents, but have urgent business with Ms
Smith. I hope you’re not from the same place as Ms Smith has a
strict rule that she never sees more than one person from any
agency or body as she says she is trying to cut down on overall
costs and one person is enough.”

What he meant is that she used the divide and conquer technique.
I saw Gareth hesitate and smiled at the man.

“It’s OK, we’re not from the same place.”

I showed him my Military Intelligence ID and nodded to Gareth to
show his Diplomatic Security ID. The man studied them and moved off
into Penelope’s office. Gareth nodded towards my ID card.

“Where on earth did you get that?” He whispered. “I hope to
goodness you didn’t just make it up.”

The little man came out and smiled at us.

“Ms Smith will see you now.”

 

The ‘office’ was just a bare room with a small table and three
wooden chairs. Ms Smith was standing behind the table studying some
large sheets on which were printed something that resembled a
genealogy. She was dressed in an ultra-smart pale blue two piece
suit with a complimentary white blouse and a pair of her famous
bright red low-heeled shoes. Up close she looked younger as her
skin was beautifully smooth and her cheeks flawless. The only odd
point was her nose, which was far too small for her face looking
more like a nose for a three year old stuck on a grown woman. She
glanced up.

“And what can I do for you gentlemen?” The voice was pleasantly
toned and inviting.

I dropped the set of photographs from the station car-park on
the table.

“We wondered if you would like to comment on this?”

I was difficult to tell as she was wearing some sort of
foundation cream, but I’m sure she went a shade whiter. Her eyes
flicked round the photographs and then looked at me.

“And which newspaper are you from?”

“Not a newspaper ma’am,” I said. “Individuals seeking
justice.”

She sat down.

“Sorry, no comment.”

I dropped a photograph of Naomi on the table.

“This is the little girl who made such a terrible mess of the
nearside wing, as you know she didn’t survive.”

She swallowed.

“No comment.”

“I also have a video of you and Mrs Horncastle in the
car-park.”

“No comment.”

Gareth cleared his throat.

“In a speech to the American Congress three months ago you said
the most important thing in the world was justice for the
individual as once a state ceases to honour its citizens it ceases
to have any credibility. It was a wonderful speech, I believe you
got a standing ovation.”

Her eyes glinted.

“Out of context and no comment.”

I took up the baton while Gareth gritted his teeth.

“I think the girl deserves justice and the parents deserve
closure on a traumatic death in the family.”

She took a sip of water from a small glass.

“No comment.”

Gareth threw his hands in the air.

“Don’t you care about ruined lives and unremitting grief?”

She fixed him with a frosty stare.

“In my job I see plenty of ruined lives and more unremitting
grief than you can imagine and yes I do care.” She tapped the
photograph. “But on this no comment and if you have any further
questions see my lawyers.”

She pressed one of those radio operated doorbell buttons that
was lying on her desk and the little man instantly reappeared. She
gave us a frosty smile and spoke to him.

“These two gentlemen are leaving now.”

I picked up the set of photographs from the car-park and
deliberately left Naomi’s picture on the table.

“We’ll be in touch,” I said by way of a parting gift.

When I got to the door I glanced back, she was studying Naomi’s
photograph, but there was no remorse in her eyes, only political
calculation.

 

I surveyed the hut in front of me, one of three down one side of
a sort of open square. Opposite, on the other side of the square,
were three burnt out huts and along one edge a larger, grander,
building without a roof. We settled down to wait, it had only got
dark an hour ago and we had plenty of time. I studied each hut in
turn, concentrating on the middle one. The one to the left showed
no signs of life and the one to the right had one oil-lamp hanging
in the middle and two women sewing what looked like a
multi-coloured tent. The middle hut also showed no signs of life
and that was worrying as my target for this foray into enemy
territory was supposed to be hiding out there. I wondered about
crossing the open ground and using a small mirror to look inside,
but it was too dark inside the huts. Two hours later a battered
Toyota Land Cruiser pulled up and out climbed a man with an AK47, a
young girl and two small children. The girl and children went to
the hut containing the women and the man went to the middle hut.
After a few minutes he lit another oil-lamp and settled down to
play solitaire. So far so good, except he was not the one I was
after. Another hour passed and another Land Cruiser pulled up, this
had two men and two young girls, both obviously disorientated and
distressed. The men laughed and shoved them into the middle hut, I
tried to ignore the ensuing screams as my man had still not
appeared. After ten minutes I knew I had to do something, but what?
The women and children in the end hut seemed oblivious to the
screams and if we showed ourselves my main target could be easily
missed, and I had been told that he was an important target. Just
as my indecision was reaching a peak a light appeared in the third
hut and my target casually walked out of the hut into the middle
one and started shouting. I didn’t understand the language, but I
understood the rant; he was berating the pair of men, but whether
that was for waking him up, or abusing the women it was difficult
to tell. The scene through the unglazed window soon told us, he
wanted one of the terrified girls for himself. He dragged her back
to the end hut and increased my dilemma. The easy end to my mission
would be to toss a couple of hand-grenades into each of the two
huts, but I was reluctant to kill a pair of innocent bystanders. I
motioned my intentions to my small troop and we stole up to the
windows, counted to ten, stood up and simultaneously threw an empty
can into each hut to distract the inhabitants. The scene inside
would be brightly etched on my mind for months, he had her kneeling
on the floor and was cutting her ears off, why I have no idea
unless it was for some form of ritualistic self-gratification. As I
levelled my rifle and took aim he turned to look at me and grinned,
there was no remorse in his eyes, only brutality and I wondered,
for the fleeting second before I pulled the trigger, what he saw in
mine. It was over in seconds and at that point we should have
withdrawn, but we didn’t, we stayed to administer first aid to the
girl; at least we saved one of her ears. The odd thing was the
women from the third hut seemed to be immune to the girl’s plight
and more intent on weeping and wailing over the dead men,
especially the target. In the end we ‘borrowed’ a Land Cruiser and
took the girls with us to eventually drop them of at a Salvation
Army Mission Station before we walked the thirty kilometres to the
border. It had been an unsavoury assignment from the start and all
the more unsavoury as it had made me wonder if I was any different
from him and just fighting for a different side.

 

I woke up and listened to Jenn’s regular breathing. That little
incident had been the beginning of the end for me as once you start
to think about what you are doing, the Disposables is no place to
be. I turned over and closed my eyes to hear a sound I hadn’t heard
in months, that of the Fax machine in the kitchen responding to an
incoming call. As I listened to the whirr of the motor I wondered
who, in this age of emails, would be sending us a fax. I decided
the answer could wait to the morning.










Chapter 11
Troubles Come in Bunches


Curiosity got the better of me and I padded downstairs to study
the unrolling fax. I read it twice and then rooted about in the
cutlery drawer for a wireless dongle, why Jenn keeps it in the
cutlery draw I have never figured out, especially when there was
another drawer full of computer bits and pieces in the outhouse. I
fired up the ancient laptop Jenn uses for recipes and plugged in
the dongle, three minutes later I’d found the website I was looking
for and had started to download a very large file. Jenn chose this
moment to wander in.

“Early morning cookery? Most men just raid the ‘fridge.”

I passed her the fax, she frowned.

“Special branch raided Ipswich Station, whatever for?”

“That’s from the chap who runs the CCTV there, luckily he was on
night shift and sent that from the inn opposite. He’s given us info
on where he stored back-up copies of the material on Penelope
Smith.”

She re-read the fax.

“He doesn’t sound a happy bunny.”

“I bet he isn’t,” I replied, wishing the download would increase
speed. “The CCTV system is his pride and joy.”

Jenn put the kettle on and glanced at the clock.

“If they’re raiding the Station, do you think they will come
here?”

I glanced up from the screen, I have to be honest and say the
thought had not crossed my mind.

 

They came at 8am and I opened the door to a very large ruddy
faced policeman with over-long black hair tied back in a ponytail
and a tall, thin wiry colleague with a mean face, steel blue eyes
and a blonde fuzz that was almost as short as Jenn’s. The large
policeman slapped some papers into my chest.

“Search warrant,” he snapped in a no nonsense manner before
trying to push past.

I blocked his path and Gerald let out a suitable low growl. The
thin one pointed to the dog.

“If you don’t lock him up I’ll have him shot,” he snarled.

“No you won’t,” said Stephanie. “The dangerous dog’s act 1991 is
most clear that to do that he either needs to have bitten a
policeman or member of the public or be out of control and you need
to have an RSPCA inspector present.”

I handed her the search warrant and she held out a hand.

“Warrant card please.”

The ruddy faced policeman hesitated, Stephanie was
merciless.

“If you are executing a warrant you have to be accountable and
to that end you have to tell us who you are.”

He handed over his warrant card and she glanced at it.

“Detective Constable Putney of the Suffolk Constabulary.”

She handed it back and held out her hand to the thin man.

“Warrant card please.”

“You’ve seen his,” he growled.

Stephanie fixed him with a stare.

“And now I want to see yours, or are you above the law?”

He handed his card over with a scowl and she showed it to
me.

“Detective Sergeant McIvor of Special branch, what are you doing
hunting birds eggs?”

“Birds Eggs?” I echoed.

She tapped the warrant.

“They want to search for evidence of illegal trading in wild
bird eggs.”

She pushed the paperwork back into the Detective Constable’s
chest.

“Bad paperwork is the bane of every policeman’s life, the date
is wrong; it’s dated last year not this year.”

He stared at the warrant and went a shade redder while his
companion muttered about yokel policemen. I managed a smile at the
Detective Sergeant.

“Actually we’ve nothing to hide, so why don’t you come in and
have a cup of coffee while your companion sorts out the paperwork
to a legal status.”

He leant over and snarled in the Detective Constable’s ear
something about getting it sorted and pronto before smiling back at
me.

“That is most considerate.”

Frankly I’ve seen more believable smiles on a politician.

 

I took him to the kitchen and waved a hand.

“Stephanie, our business partner, you’ve met. Lady kneading
dough is our housekeeper cum part-time associate, gentleman at the
table is Fabian our legal eagle on insurance matters and my wife is
at the coffee machine.”

Jenn patted her super-whizzo Italian coffee machine.

“Coffee while you wait?”

He licked his lips.

“Can you do a two-shot espresso?”

Jenn nodded and I led him to our main outhouse, Gerald padded
behind not taking his eyes off what he obviously regarded as an
intruder. The outhouse had been transformed by Jenn. The normal
work-boards were covered by old pink sheets and only the Xavier
work-board was on display, but had been severely edited; however
pinned in the middle was that photograph. He walked over and tapped
the photo.

“May I ask where you got that?”

“You can ask,” I said dryly. “But I do not have to reply,
especially as you are hunting bird-eggs not politicians.”

He gazed out our large screen Macintosh computer, which was
showing a beautiful picture of Naomi Xavier.

“Terrible shame,” I said tongue in cheek. “Victim of a hit and
run driver who seems to have no conscience.”

He licked his lips.

“This your main computer?”

“It is.”

I suppose that was a truthful answer as all the other computers
were laptops, but in reality we only used it for surfing and
picture manipulation.

“May I look at the files on it?”

I pulled out a chair.

“We have nothing to hide.”

He sat down and worked his way through the file system,
hesitating when he came to a file labelled ‘Xavier.’ He put his
hand in his pocket and pulled out a USB memory stick.

“Don’t even think about it,” snapped Stephanie, who had crept in
behind us. “If you think there is evidence pertinent to your
enquiry you can seize the computer, but you cannot, under any
conditions, plug a memory stick into it.”

He put the stick away and stood up. We all trooped back to the
kitchen and we sat him at the table. Fannie pounded the dough and
peered at a recipe on the screen. I decided on a frontal
skirmish.

“Shall we cut to the chase,” I said softly. “You’re here because
yesterday I had a chat with the foreign secretary about Naomi
Xavier.”

He pinched his lips together in a mean scowl. Jenn placed one of
those tiny coffee cups in front of him full of dark liquid and for
a brief moment I wished it was gunpowder. He considered his
options, picked up the coffee and sniffed it. He took a sip and
nodded to Jenn.

“Perfect.”

He cleared his throat.

“What you did yesterday was unwise. You must stop harassing her
and the Horncastle family.”

“Or?” I asked.

“Or you’ll find more red tape tying up your business than you
can cut through.”

I shrugged.

“If that happens, the photograph and the car-park video go to a
tabloid.”

He gave a false laugh.

“They won’t be able to get them verified as bona fide.”

He took another sip of coffee and I hoped there was enough
caffeine in it to blow his brains out.

“There is of course an insurance angle to this,” said Fabian.
“We have proof that the car Ms Smith was driving was deliberately
dumped on the orders of the Horncastle family, but Julian
Horncastle has put in an insurance claim for the loss of the car,
that’s insurance fraud.”

DS McIvor looked at him as if he were mad and swigged back the
coffee.

“When my colleague comes back I shall want all the computers in
the house,” he said casually as if talking about doughnuts and
jam.

Fannie stood bolt upright and almost wailed.

“You’re not going to take my recipe computer, how can I cook
without my recipes!?”

“Have a heart,” I said. “It’s an ancient machine running Windows
97 and it only has recipes on it, take a look.”

He walked over and peered at the flour covered keyboard and the
recipe on the screen. He investigated the file system.

“What are all these videos?”

Fannie smacked her hands together causing a mini flour
storm.

“Oh that’s all my Delia Smith Cooker Course videos, want to take
a look?”

He stepped back as if he’d been offered a glimpse into the
underworld.

“That won’t be necessary. I see no point in taking that machine,
but I will take all the others.”

I leant back.

“There’s only the Mac you saw in the outhouse.”

He looked round the table.

“Do you take me for a fool, you’re all bound to have
laptops.”

“True,” answered Stephanie. “But I keep mine at home and that’s
a different address.”

“Snap,” said Fabian.

I said nothing as I’d already removed our other laptop into
Stephanie’s bungalow.

“I could have you all for obstructing legitimate police
enquiries,” he snapped.

Jenn laughed.

“Legitimate police enquires? Who do you think you are kidding?
You come here looking for evidence of trading in wild bird eggs and
then give us a warning about pursuing a legitimate investigation;
the local magistrate would love that.”

He shrugged as if he didn’t care as his erstwhile companion
returned and thrust the search warrant at Stephanie as if she were
a schoolteacher about to mark it. She didn’t even bother to look at
it.

“The Wildlife and Countryside Act was 1981 last time I looked,
not 1991, you really must try harder.”

DS McIvor snatched the warrant and peered at it before thrusting
it back into his companion’s hands.

“Go away and get it right, I haven’t got all day.”

“Neither have we,” I said. “We have a business to run. So far
we’ve been hospitable, but now you can wait outside.”

He was about to retort when his phone rang, he pulled it out and
turned his back to us. “McIvor,” he barked. He listened for about a
minute. “Say that again,” he snapped. He listened. “Who? Never
heard of them,” he snarled. He listened, closed the phone and spun
back.

“Seems you’ve got friends in high places and I’ve been told to
back off, but you heed what I said – as far as you are concerned
the Xavier case is closed.”

He stomped out and Stephanie laid a hand on DC Putney’s arm.

“There are other mistakes on the warrant, but if you want to do
some real police work raid this guy’s home.” She handed over a
piece of paper. “We’re 99.9% sure he’s nicking high end mobile
phones and reselling them at the university.”

He stared at the piece of paper. Stephanie gave him a smile.

“You might also like to browse the Cumbria Police website, they
have a whole section on search warrants and what to look out for,
plus a pro-forma of a ‘perfect’ one and the top ten laws used on
such warrants.”

He wandered out looking a little shell shocked and I closed the
door. Back in the kitchen Fabian sat as if dazed.

“I can’t believe we just did that,” he said. “Stonewalled
Special Branch.”

Jenn patted him on the head.

“Happens every day, stick around and you might learn
something.”

I sat down.

“You two busy or could you spare a couple of hours? We need a
brainstorm on our military case.”

Stephanie stretched her arms over her head.

“Sounds good to me, better than work.”

Fannie stopped kneading dough.

“Did I do alright?”

“Oscar,” said Jenn. “You deserve an Oscar.”

 

“I can’t believe the bodies haven’t been identified,” said
Stephanie. “Not with all the databases the police can access these
days.”

Jenn looked up from a cardboard box.

“Not a single facial photograph of either body anywhere in the
file, just them lying face down on the slab.”

Fabian looked up from a document he was reading.

“We went round a coroner’s court as part of our course, the chap
said a post-mortem report carried a whole set of photographs of
facial features, distinguishing marks and, if possible, the cause
of death.”

I made a note.

“So, we haven’t got the real post-mortem results.”

Fannie pointed to the ‘slab’ photographs on the work-board.

“These aren’t just usual guys, look at those muscles.”

We did and I must confess I hadn’t noticed. Mentally I compared
the image with the strong fit soldiers I had known.

“Looks more like working out than doing manual work for a
living.”

Jenn fished out the photograph of the car and pinned it to the
board.

“This is the only photo of the car showing the number plate and
it was in the odd box. Otherwise we know nothing. Was it stolen,
did it belong to one of the sergeants or does it come from
somewhere else?”

I made another note. So far I was writing down more questions
than answers.

“Apples,” I said. “Don’t forget the young lad said it smelt of
apples.”

Stephanie yawned.

“Find the car history and you might find where the guys came
from.” She paused. “And remember there are probably two cars
because if there was a separate driver they would have needed a
lift home.”

“Fannie,” I said. “Can you do a trawl for news items about
stolen Ford Mondeos?”

She nodded and Jenn declared it was time for lunch.

 

I walked in and sat at the bedside.

“You still here?” I said. “Can’t you bear to go home?”

Roland scowled at me.

“Got an infection so they won’t let me out.”

I handed over a small brown bag and he peered inside.

“What the doctor ordered,” I remarked. He grunted.

“Just a little thank you for the tip-off, it solved one of my
cases.”

He tucked the small brown bag into his bedside cabinet.

“I won’t make a habit of it.” He said huskily.

“I’ve another case,” I said casually. “One that involves four
people who might have needed false papers.”

He laughed and then gripped his side.

“Don’t make me laugh.”

“Four people,” I said. “Two of each sex plus two possible
murders and a cover-up the size of a football field.”

“I don’t care,” he growled. “If it’s the size of a golf-course;
I can’t help because we don’t deal in false papers.”

I nodded.

“I know, you’re just couriers. Any idea who I should talk
to?”

He shook his head.

“You’d have to talk to Nell and she’s a bit sensitive about
stuff like that.”

I stood up.

“Don’t drink it all at once, Ledaig is good stuff.”

He smacked his lips.

“I do love a good single malt.”

“Bigger bottle,” I said temptingly. “Just over the horizon.”

He snorted.

“You’d never get it past Nell.”

“You leave that to me.”

I went to leave.

“Glengoyne,” he said. “Best whisky in the world.”

I nodded and wondered if I’d ever get decent information out of
him.

 

I showed my Military Intelligence pass and the redcap at the
gate of Wattisham airfield visible grimaced.

“Not sniffing about on your patch,” I told him. “Just here to
use the secure video-link.”

He relaxed.

“Third block on the right, blue door with a dragon on it.” He
hesitated. “Would you mind parking your Land-Rover twenty yards
beyond in the small car-park, it might be best.”

I followed his instructions, parked the Rover and walked back to
the blue door with a dragon motif on it. Behind it was a formidable
female sergeant who could probably shrivel a whole bouquet with a
single look. She studied my ID card and sniffed her
disapproval.

“Studio’s through there on the left.”

I didn’t move.

“The link is secure.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“It’s my business to ensure it is secure.” She said
witheringly.

I decided that was good enough and moved to the studio to sit
down. Half an hour later the huge flat-screen TV in front of me lit
up with a test-card informing me that I was at Wattisham before
dissolving into a picture of Mr Brown. He glowered at me.

“What’s all this about Tarrent? I haven’t got time for
games.”

“Neither have I,” I responded smartly. “But all the information
I’ve got is sadly lacking. For starters there are no post-mortem
results.”

“Their classified,” he snapped.

“Information on the car, someone must have taken it to a
forensic laboratory.”

“Classified.”

“Identity of the bodes.”

“Likewise,” he retorted.

“Do you want me to find your missing operative or are you just
playing political games?” I snarled.

He stared at the screen with a look of utter distaste on his
face. I decided to give him a few home truths.

“No-one else has found her have they? You don’t actually know if
she’s dead or alive or even in this country. You have almost
limitless resources and yet you’re getting nowhere. I may be your
only hope of ever seeing her again and I can’t do my job if you
feed me shit.”

He continued to stare and then made a sort of huffing grunt.

“I’ll get the stuff sent round.”

“Tell me,” I said. “Is she weapons trained?”

He rolled his eyes.

“Good grief man, she’s just a back room analyst specialising in
international money laundering. We only used her on the Bolivian
job because she’s a fluent Spanish speaker.”

“How come?”

He shrugged.

“She did Spanish ‘A’ Level at school and when at university
joined the Argentinean Society, apparently she loves flamenco
dancing.”

“You are sure she hasn’t been’ turned’ by somebody or
other?”

“Quite sure.” He paused. “But he mother died three months before
the Bolivian job, I didn’t realise it at the time, but she has no
other family apart from a distant cousin in Albuquerque.”

He glanced away and glanced back.

“I’ll send her file too.”

“Conversations,” I said before he cut the call. “Do you have a
record of the conversations between Sergeant Orem and everybody
else?”

He nodded.

“And there’s nothing there apart from operational conversations
and no you can’t have them as they are so classified I’ve almost
had to shoot myself for listening to them.”

He chuckled at his own joke and the screen went blank.

 

Bert dropped a safe-lock into my hands.

“What’s special about that?” He wheezed.

I studied the lock.

“So you’re going to stake out this beach hut tonight, all a bit
silly isn’t it?” He rasped.

I turned the lock over in my hands, Bert handed me a key.

“Might be a bit over the top, but the vicar’s wife is finding it
all a bit distressing.” I mumbled, trying to concentrate on the
lock.

I put the key in the lock and turned it, there was a sharp crack
and a puff of smoke and the lock almost instantly turned red hot. I
dropped it onto an old rag and Bert burst into a paroxysm of
laughing.

“It’s a SD lock, SD meaning self-destruct,” he gasped. “Try to
open it with the wrong key and you’ll never open it again.”

I picked it up, it was still hot, but I was able to hold it.

“Bit OTT isn’t it?”

“Depends what you’ve got in the safe,” he wheezed.

“So then what?” I said. “You call in your favourite locksmith
and… ”

“And,” he said coughing. “And nothing, it does what it says on
the tin, destroys all the levers and fuses the tongue in the out
position. After that an oxy-acetylene cutter is your best
option.”

I studied the lock.

“And these things are actually used?”

He studied the end of his limp cigarette.

“If you have something which is so valuable or so secret you
dare not lose it then yes, and you’d be surprised how many of these
I have fitted.”

I light began to dawn.

“But before it implodes, is there a way of getting round the
mechanism?”

“Ah,” he chuckled. “I thought you’d never ask.”

 

The beach huts in North Felixstowe are built in tiers on the
side of a 45˚ cliff face, each tier is just higher than the
previous one so that sitting outside you can see over the rooftops
below to the sea. It is a peculiarly English thing and there are
five tiers where the vicar has his hut and his is on tier three.
It’s alright building on a slope, but to get up and down to the
beach below or the car-park above, you have to use the wooden steps
or risk breaking an ankle running up and down between the huts. All
in all the layout made the stakeout easy. I placed Fabian in the
car-park and waited between the huts on the tier below. It was dark
and surprisingly cold in a chilly East wind, but at least it wasn’t
raining. By the time it got to 2am I was thinking of calling the
whole thing off when Fabian’s voice whispered in my earpiece.

“Two people on the beach below.”

Now more alert I heard them climbing the wooden steps and come
into view as grey shapes in the dark. There was a bit of mumbling
and I heard the lock snap and saw the door open. I lit a short fuse
thunderflash, counted to five, tossed it in the hut and turned on a
powerful torch while shouting something incomprehensible at the top
of my voice. The whole thing is based on disorientation and
surprise and I certainly achieved that bit of my plan. The
thunderflash went bang, I shouted and the two miscreants were
stopped in their tracks in total bewilderment. I shone the torch
over the nearest of the two intruders and I would then tried to
take her mask off, except there was a whoosh at the back of the hut
where something the thunderflash had singed burst into flame. After
that it was mayhem. In a few seconds the whole rear wall of the hut
was covered in flame and I had to let the two captives out just as
I realised I had absolutely nothing to tackle the fire with.
Fortunately Fabian phoned the Fire Brigade and they arrived within
five minutes, but by then the rear of the hut was toast. By 3am the
Fire brigade had gone and I stood surveying the burnt out remnants
of the vicar’s beach hut. The front half was perfectly OK, but the
rear half a mess of charred timbers. In one sense that didn’t worry
me as accidents happen, but in another sense I was totally
mortified. Somehow I had to explain to explain to Jenn that yes I
had caught the intruders red-handed, but I had burnt down the
vicar’s hut in the process and that might cost us dear.

 

I shall never understand the female psych as Jenn thought it all
highly hilarious. I’ve seen her laugh before, but never laugh so
much she had trouble taking breaths. Eventually she calmed down
enough to talk, but even then she would randomly burst into a fit
of giggles as the conversation progressed.

“You got a good look at one.” She managed to say. “Did you
recognise them?”

“They had a mask on, but I saw her feet.”

“And?” Said Jenn.

“And she was wearing a pair of white trainers with pale blue
toecaps and luminous green laces.”

Jenn studied my face.

“You’re not saying you recognised them?”

I had recognised them and I had also recognised the thin spindle
legs and the mottled black tights, but I thought it best I didn’t
tell Jenn I studied women’s anatomy as a pastime, especially when
in church.

“One of the trainers has a small blob of blue paint on the side
and it makes it pretty distinctive and I’m almost certain they are
Raya’s.”

Jenn’s mouth almost dropped open.

“Raya the vicar’s daughter?” She said in bewilderment.

“Raya the vicar’s rebellious teenager daughter. Didn’t he tell
us her given name is Rachel, but when she was twelve she decided
she preferred Raya and wouldn’t answer to anything else?”

Jenn gave out a burst of giggles.

“Oh my,” she said. “So you’ve not only got to tell the vicar you
have burnt down his hut, but that his own daughter has been leaving
the mysterious messages in the first place.”

“I rather hoped,” I said pleading. “That you would come with
me.”

“Oh,” she replied. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

 

The paper-girl waved a fiver that was held between her
fingers.

“Same sad man, but this time he’s got a black limousine.”

She pointed up the road and grinned.

“Tell him he can have as many meetings as he likes if he gives
me a fiver every time.”

She wandered off and I ambled up the road, this time he had a
shiny large black Mercedes. I opened the rear door and paused
before climbing in as the door was both heavy and thick.

“Worried I might try and shoot you,” I quipped.

He turned has sad eyes on me.

“Got to meet an ambassador from a minor African state, he’s not
popular at home, or with his ex-pats over here; better safe than
cause a diplomatic incident.”

I settled into the plush leather seat and watched a motorbike
courier take a small cardboard filing box towards the house.

“Well,” he said. “Time is running out.”

I knew what I wanted to say, but not how to phrase it
eloquently.

“I can give you an answer, but it is my personal opinion, I have
no prima-facia evidence, just a conviction.”

He sighed as Jenn signed for the box and went inside.

“Go on.”

“It’s like this,” I said. “I have no doubt that he’s become a
Christian and is trying to live his life according to what he sees
as a Christian set of morals and ethics. I don’t think he has the
certainty of faith your daughter has and in some respects that
means he’s living in her shadow wishing he did, but glad he can
recognise the difference. Do I think he will revert to his former
way of living? No. Do I think he is still working out his own faith
in response to how God has worked in his life? Yes.” I paused.
“Would I let him marry my daughter? Yes.”

We sat in silence for a minute or two and he eventually
nodded.

“Any doubts in your assessment?”

I gestured my hands palm upwards.

“I’m not a guru or prophet, I’m saying how I see it. I gave him
a lift back from Market Harborough to Cambridge and we had a good
conversation and I have no doubt he loves your daughter
deeply.”

“Did he discuss me?”

“No.”

He suddenly held out his hand for me to shake.

“Thank you Mr Tarrent, I shall heed your advice.”

You’ve paid enough for it, I thought. He tapped the side of his
nose.

“And I believe you owe me one Mr Tarrent, Special Branch was
baying for your blood and I managed to get them off your back, at
least for the time being.”

He suddenly smiled and it was eerie, rather like a hippopotamus
sprouting wings.

“Friend of mine in the tabloid press has an interesting motto,
he says ‘if you’ve found a spot of dirt someone is trying to cover
up, dig harder and you will find the real stuff.’ Of course he
believes that all politicians are out for their own good and set on
lining their own pockets, be a shame if that was universally
true.”

After that pearl of wisdom I climbed out of the car and it
glided away. I just hoped I was right about Gareth because if he
did turn into a despot I might just find old sourpuss coming back
to haunt me.

 

I parked the Citroën in the vicar’s driveway and looked at the
large rambling Victorian pile they called the Vicarage, personally
I would rather have lived anywhere else, but I guess he had no
choice. We walked up to the door and I thought I heard Jenn
suppress a giggle. After what seemed like an age Raya opened the
door and gave what passes as a teenage smile, that is a sneer that
could probably curdle milk given half the chance.

“Sorry, dad is out.” She muttered.

I decided, goodness knows why, to try and solve a conundrum.

“Nice to see you again Raya,” I said. “You do look better
without the grim reaper mask.”

Her hand shot up to her face and her eyes opened to their
maximum extent. She furtively looked over our shoulders.

“It was you last night! I couldn’t see because of the bright
light and I thought it might be one of the lads having a
laugh.”

“No, it was me.”

She unexpectedly smiled.

“So you burnt down mum’s precious hut, wish it had been me.”

Jenn suddenly intervened.

“What’s this all about Raya?”

She glared at Jenn.

“None of your business.”

“Raya,” said Jenn softly. “Have you any idea how your parents
will feel if we tell them it was you leaving the messages.”

Raya tossed her head and her long blond hair swirled about. Jenn
persisted.

“Ever been betrayed by a friend? I bet you have. Your parents
will feel a hundred times worse, do they really deserve that?”

She looked over our shoulders again.

“Not here, lightening coffee bar in half an hour.”

She closed the door and Jenn gave me a tender look.

“They’re a nice family, why destroy that?”

 

The Lightening coffee bar is on the seafront at the tourist end
of town just before the seafront merges into the docks. It is
sandwiched between a noisy amusement arcade and a greasy spoon type
fish and chip shop. Inside it is deliberately dingy with oblong
picnic tables spread down the two sides of the cafe in small
booths. Each well worn wooden table has two wooden benches either
side, a bowl of dubious sugar cubes and a plastic menu in the
centre plus a black loudspeaker hanging overhead blasting out
incomprehensible modern music. As a venue for a quiet discussion it
was somewhat lacking, but as a venue where her parents wouldn’t
find us it had its merits. Raya had arrived before us and occupied
a booth halfway down on the left. The reason for her choice was
apparent when we sat down, the overhead loudspeaker didn’t work. I
tapped the grubby menu card.

“What’s safe to drink?”

“Anything without hot water, they use an urn and it’s full of
scum.”

We ended up ordering three milk shakes and I studied Raya. She
was in full teenage rebellion with a silver ring dangling from her
nostrils, an eyebrow stud and hair dangling over one eye.

“Give me a reason,” I said. “Why I shouldn’t tell your dad who I
found in the hut.”

She scowled, quite professionally I thought.

“Have you any idea what it’s like living in a vicarage?” She
spat. “It’s like living in a goldfish bowl with everybody expecting
you to be goody-goody, well I’ve had enough.”

“So why the messages,” I asked out of curiosity.

I got another, darker, scowl.

“In 1906 there was a ship-wreck on Felixstowe beach caused by
some old sea-dog thinking the church was a lighthouse. One person
was killed and she was called Alice, but dad doesn’t know that. He
used the story to illustrate a sermon about being sure what you
were following and he was really sanctimonious. It wasn’t a sermon
illustration it was a tragedy and that poor woman died, so I wanted
to learn him a lesson.”

“Teach him a lesson,” said Jenn.

She shrugged.

“Whatever.”

I nodded sagely.

“So you’ve no objections to me telling him of your involvement
then, since you’ll want to punch the lesson home?”

The milk shakes arrived and she stirred hers with the long slim
silver spoon that came with it.

“I didn’t say that did I?” She mumbled.

Jenn sniffed her milkshake, she’d chosen banana and even from
where I sat it smelt more like acetone.

“It must be nice,” said Jenn idly. “Being able to rebel from a
place of safety. After all you know whatever you do your parents
won’t throw you out and if you really get into trouble they’d stand
by you all the way.”

Raya’s eyes dangerously narrowed.

“’S not like that. I don’t agree with what they stand for, I
don’t like being called the vicar’s daughter and I definitely don’t
like being in a school where my blasted father is a governor.” She
glowered belligerently. “Bet you wouldn’t have liked it.”

Jenn took a tentative sip of her drink and decided it was a
taste too far.

“Actually my father committed suicide when I was thirteen, it
rather spoilt my teenage years.”

Raya stopped slurping her pink shake through the straw.

“You had a mother?”

Jenn swallowed and I realised this was hard for her and I
wondered why she was putting herself through it, after all this was
just a job.

“Yes, but she was utterly betrayed by his actions. He’d run up
debts he couldn’t cope with, lost his job through stealing and left
her to face the consequences alone. She took to drink and anger as
a way out.”

Raya stared at her.

“But you were OK?”

“Not really, I ended up in prison, that’s what you call real
rebellion as far as you family is concerned.”

Raya’s eyes opened wide.

“But you’re OK now?”

Jenn smiled.

“That’s thanks to the God your parents believe in and Jim.”

Jenn pushed her drink away.

“Have you thought about your mother in all this? Didn’t she
marry your father when he was a commercial artist, maybe she
doesn’t like living in a goldfish bowl either.”

Jenn received a seriously sullen look, Jenn was not put off.

“In your class how many of your friends have broken homes or
parents at war with each other? Would you want to be one of them?”
Jenn asked.

“Might be better than living in a goldfish bowl,” Raya muttered
darkly.

Jenn laughed.

“Bet you dream of being a celebrity, where would your goldfish
bowl be then?”

Jenn got a first class top-of-the-range glower.

“I’m not saying your parents are perfect,” said Jenn. “After all
they’re parents, but I am saying you could think about what you are
doing. Especially think about the way you are hurting your mother,
does she really deserve it?”

Raya tossed her head.

“Oh I see, this is the blackmail bit, be a goody-goody or I’ll
tell your parents what you’ve been up to,” She sneered.

Jenn stood up.

“No, I’m not saying that, I’m saying we’ll give you a second
chance and time to have a think. We won’t tell your parents it was
you, you might think about doing that yourself one day.”

Raya blinked in bewilderment.

“So you’re not going to tell?”

“No.”

She raised her hands and flapped them from side to side.

“I don’t understand.”

“Simple,” said Jenn. “I don’t want to be the one to break your
parent’s heart.”

We left her sitting in the booth and I put my arm around
Jenn.

“You’re a real softie.”

She snuggled into me.

“I just couldn’t do it Jim, they’ve been so good to me and you
should see the work they do with the single mums and families in
crisis.” She glanced back. “And I know her mum hates the goldfish
bowl thing as well, she told me one day that when they arrived the
church was full of expectations about what she should do, so she
decided to do none of them and concentrate on her family.

“Do you think Raya will change?” I wondered.

“I hope so, but I didn’t, not till it was too late.”

 

The vicar gave me his half-vacant gaze as we stood in the vast
vicarage hallway.

“Oh it wasn’t your fault, I rather fear I am to blame.”

I opened my mouth, but he was in full swing.

“I wanted to paint the rear of the hut and I had some paint of
the correct colour, but it was too thick, so I thinned it down with
white spirit.” He gave a sort of self-depreciating chuckle. “I’m
afraid I rather overdid it and the paint ran everywhere. I did put
some newspaper on the floor and it was rather covered in paint by
the time I finished.” He shrugged. “Then I don’t think it was
drying properly. I painted it in the morning and when we left the
hut in the afternoon it was still wet.”

That explained to me just why the hut caught light so fast, but
I didn’t thing in absolved me of blame.

“It was still me who threw in the thunderflash and started it
all off.” I said. “Are you insured?”

“Goodness me no,” he exclaimed. “Have you any idea how much
beach hut insurance is? It’s cheaper to buy a new hut.”

“Well that’s settled then,” said Jenn. “We’ll buy you a new
hut.”

He held up his hands.

“I can’t really…”

“How about a compromise,” I said. “We buy a hut, I’ll organise a
church working party to clear the site and put it up and you and
your wife run a beach barbeque. You did one last year and everybody
seemed to enjoy it.”

“But we will definitely buy the meat,” interrupted Jenn.

He beamed over his half-cut spectacles.

“Well that’s very generous of you.” He turned his watery blue
eyes on me.

“But you didn’t catch the intruders?”

I shrugged.

“Sorry, they escaped while I was wondering how to fight the
fire. However, I somehow don’t think they’ll be back as I probably
scared them half to death.”

I was saved from further interrogation by Raya coming in through
the front door carrying a bunch of flowers. He father, remarkably,
didn’t turn a hair.

“Flowers?” He murmured.

“For mum,” said Raya. “I know how much the beach hut means to
her.”

She walked passed and he shook his head at no-one in
particular.

“Children,” he said. “I don’t think I will ever understand what
they think.”

 

Fabian was already settled in the Hotel when I entered; as I sat
down he poured me a coffee.

“How did the vicar take it?”

“Remarkably well, considering. Turns out he’d painted the rear
wall with a mixture of paint and white spirit.”

Fabian laughed and I grinned.

“You and Robin are invited to a barbeque and hut building next
Saturday, bring a hammer.”

Fabian furtively leaned forward.

“There are a couple of odd men hanging about, they look for all
the world like a pair of lost body-builders in search of a good
workout.”

“Mr Moody and Mr Grumpy,” I replied. “They work for Rosetta
Horncastle’s father.”

As if on cue they appeared in a doorway and waddled across to
sit in the two armchairs opposite. I lifted the coffee pot and Mr
Moody nodded so I poured out two cups of coffee, they both took it
black.

“I take it,” I said. “This is not a courtesy call.”

“Got orders,” said Mr Grumpy.

“To rough you up a little harder,” added Mr Moody.

Fabian’s eyebrows rose a good half an inch.

“The point of which is?” I asked.

“That you stop digging up dirt on his daughter.”

“Is there dirt to dig?” I asked innocently.

There was no reply.

“Tell your boss I’m digging up dirt on someone else.”

Mr Grumpy shook his head.

“He won’t have his daughter caught up in collateral damage.”

“So what are you going to do?” I asked.

Mr Moody sighed.

“Mr Tarrent, you must understand we’re caught between a rock and
a hard place.”

I laughed.

“So you want me to come quietly round the back so you can beat
me up.”

They shrugged in unison. I decided that a bluff had worked once
so it was worth trying again.

“But there’s two of us and my business associate just loves his
Karate.”

Mr Grumpy’s eyes flicked up and down Fabian in a professional
manager and I could almost see him measuring up Fabian as no threat
at all, which was probably an accurate assessment all round. I
decided on a different tack.

“You contact your boss and say I want a meet.”

Mr Grumpy leered.

“Why would he want to talk with you?”

“Because he wants to protect his daughter and I already have
enough dirt on her to sink her forever.”

Mr Moody pulled out his mobile phone and started texting.
Considering his fingers were so large he was quite nimble. After
that we drank coffee and waited, there was no small talk.
Eventually his phone beeped and he read the screen.

“He’ll see you tomorrow at 3pm.”

I shook my head, partly because I do not like working on a
Sunday and partly because I did not want him to call all the
shots.

“Tell him I don’t do Sundays.”

Mr Grumpy stared at me as if I had lost my mind while Mr Moody
dutifully typed away. Again we waited. This time it was faster.

“11am on Monday, but it will have to be at his home.”

I nodded and Mr Moody sent a reply.

“Just out of curiosity,” I said. “Why you two? This isn’t your
normal line of work.”

Mr Grumpy grimaced.

“His normal pair of heavies has done a bunk.”

Mr Moody rolled his eyes.

“’Done a bunk,’ what sort of language is that? They went home
without asking.”

He shrugged.

“Eastern European and I guess they got a better offer.”

“Or one they couldn’t refuse,” chuckled Mr Moody. “The police
were getting interested in them.”

They stood up.

“Be there or be square,” said Mr Grumpy.

“More like oblong,” said Mr Moody. “In a coffin.”

They waddled out and Fabian looked at me.

“Are they real?”

“Oh their real alright and don’t be fooled, they are both
physically as hard as nails. If they decided to rough you over you
would definitely feel very rough afterwards.”

 

I glanced at the clock, since the departure of the two Mr Men
time had dragged and no customers had appeared. This was par for
the course with this hotel and I decided it might be worthwhile
going somewhere else in future when Roland walked in. He limped
over and flopped down. I offered coffee and he shook his head.

“Whisky?” I suggested.

“Make it a double, Nell is miles away.”

I despatched Fabian to the hotel bar.

“You look rough,” I said by way of comfort.

“I feel rough, the wound on my leg where they took the vein from
just won’t heal and believe me it’s a right pain.”

“And your heart?”

“Ticking away nicely.”

Fabian reappeared and Roland sniffed the whisky.

“Jack Daniels?”

“All they had,” replied Fabian.

He shrugged.

“Any port in a storm.”

He took a swig and sighed before licking his lips.

“Got a job for us?” I asked.

He bellowed with laughter.

“In your dreams.”

He squirmed in the seat to try and get comfortable.

“You asked me a question and as far as I can tell the answer is
no.”

He took another sip and smacked his lips.

“But, if you give me a bit more info I might see if I can track
down an individual.”

This was all wrong, why was he offering to help me?

“Why would you?”

He closed his eyes.

“Because I’m climbing the bloody walls. I’m not allowed to
smoke, Nell won’t let me drink and my leg’s too painful to ride a
motorcycle.”

I decided I had nothing to lose, except if he did find some info
I guessed I’d have to pay for it one way or another.

“Two blokes, both muscular, one has a tattoo of a unicorn on his
back and the other a huge burn, also on his back. Two women, one a
Spanish speaker and the other short.”

He sniffed.

“Not much to go on.”

I shrugged, he swallowed the rest of his whisky and struggled to
his feet.

“You might like to know Spanners is back in hospital.” He gave a
non-consequential shrug. “Came off his bike and landed on his
shoulder, shame he’d just restored it.”

He limped out and Fabian, being highly domesticated by Robin,
piled up the dirty crockery for easy collection.

“Are our surgeries always this peculiar?” he queried.

“Only on a Saturday,” I replied. “And only when there’s a full
moon rising.”










Chapter 12
The Devil is in the Detail


I couldn’t sleep, perhaps it was because it was a Sunday and I
hadn’t been very energetic, or perhaps I was getting old and
needing less. The most likely cause of my insomnia, however, was
the fact that the details of the Xavier case and the military case
kept going round in my head and getting mixed up. In the end, when
I was sure Jenn was asleep, I crept downstairs, made myself a cup
of tea and a tomato sandwich and went to the outhouse to think. I
sat staring at the Xavier board and commenced to slowly eat my
tomato sandwich, savouring every salty bite, after all what are
tomato sandwiches without salt? I’d just chewed on the last piece
of crust when two thoughts simultaneously entered my mind. I tucked
one away and picked up a magnifying glass to study the car-park
photograph again, this time not the front view of the car, but the
back view. Still not satisfied I fired up our Macintosh computer
and got the picture on the screen. I used the inbuilt zoom tool to
study one particular part of the photograph and then sat back, if
what I thought I was seeing was true it would blow all my
presumptions so far apart. I picked up the second idea and studied
a street map of Ipswich, after an hour I went back to bed.

 

Sleep would still not come so I tried to put myself in the place
of Sergeant Gregory and imagined what I would do if I had gone
AWOL. Answers came thick and fast. I would need a safe place to lie
low or a very quick escape route not involving any major ports or
airports. And I would need money while my own bank account would be
out of bounds. And I would need documents so I could travel to a
place of real safety. I turned over and thought about places of
real safety and let my mind drift.

 

The moor was bleak and inhospitable with a chill in the air and
a low autumnal mist that was still not dispersed by the weak
October sun. Charlie, my corporal, cursed as he picked up the tin
kettle forgetting the handle was boiling hot.

“Bloody place,” he said. “Bloody wild goose chase, bloody
impossible task.”

Actually he summed up all our feelings very nicely. There were
just three of us and one vehicle, not one of our normal Land Rovers
but an Austrian Steyr-Puch Pinzgauer, which was nearly twice the
size and large enough for us all to sleep in the back and still
carry a shed-load of equipment. It was also wicked off-road and we
were truly off-road. However, this wasn’t an attack mission, it was
a rescue mission. Wilf, one of our snipers, had gone walkabout.
He’d been noticeably under stress for a few days and then just
walked out of our camp one dark and stormy night three days ago
while we had all been camped in the middle of the moors. The CO
could have declared him absent without leave there and then, but
he’s one of the good officers and he’d given me, Charlie and his
best friend Leo six days to find him and bring him back. After then
the CO probably reckoned he’d either be dead or would have walked
off the moors into obscurity. The problem was, of course, that Wilf
was an expert at camouflage while our Pinzgauer stood out like a
sore thumb and made a very distinctive noise. I also hoped upon
hoped that he didn’t have his rifle with him and was so unhinged
that he would use it on us if we got within a couple of miles. We
drank our tea and ate a chocolate bar each. On board we had rations
for ten days, so food was definitely not going to be a problem. The
mist cleared and we all climbed on top of the Pinzgauer and each
chose a different sector to scan with our binoculars, but it was
fruitless. I was considering our options when a quad-bike came into
view and a peculiar chap pulled it alongside us. He was dressed in
heather coloured tweeds, complete with deerstalker cap, and had a
full size handlebar moustache. I half expected him to have a
monocle.

“You types going to be driving about here much longer,” he said
in a crisp upper-class accent. “You’re disturbing the
wildlife.”

I hadn’t actually been looking, but I hadn’t seen any wildlife
at all. I remembered our all too weak cover story.

“Training exercise,” I replied. “Five more days max.”

He snorted.

“It’s the middle of the blasted rutting season don’t you know?
The bucks get one chance a year and you driving around like an
elephant on heat isn’t helping the bucks do their stuff.”

I decided on a little PR.

“Where should we avoid?”

He swept his arms around.

“Just about everywhere.” He paused. “Sorry, didn’t introduce
myself, I’m Professor John Hunter of York university.”

“You’re a long way from home,” I said.

“Don’t get red deer this size in England,” he snorted back.
“Been studying them for years.” He quivered his moustache. “Try not
to go east of here and tell that guy you’ve got holed up on Swallow
Dip he’s in the middle of one of the old buck’s favourite rutting
areas and it’s probably his last top year.”

“Swallow Dip,” exclaimed Leo. “Where the hell is that?”

I pulled out a map and our professor plonked a fat finger on
it.

“Here, about two miles North of where you lot are having a
jamboree.”

“And our guy?” I said as innocently as I could.

His finger moved.

“Not sure, somewhere here. He’s damned good and I haven’t
spotted him, but the deer have; they can probably scent him.”

We drove to within a couple of miles and then went on foot, even
though we knew roughly where Wilf was it took us four hours to find
him, even then it was by a little bit of luck. He was in a shallow
depression with his camouflage net over the top and I almost fell
onto him, not that he would have cared as he was cold, dehydrated
and almost delirious. When he’d walked out he’d taken his rifle and
net, but no food or water. On the moor at this time of year water
wasn’t a problem if you knew what to do, but four days without food
or sleep takes its toll. As we carried him to the Pinzgauer Charlie
moaned that he was practically on our doorstep and Wilf moaned that
he didn’t want to go back. Once we’d warmed him up he told us that
he couldn’t bear not seeing his wife and young daughter for months
on end. He never had to leave them again as the CO gave him a
discharge on medical grounds as soon as he could as unstable
snipers are not welcome bedfellows.

 

I half woke up and turned over. I was sure the dream meant
something, but what? Was it just another memory rising to the
surface of had something in my psyche triggered it off? I was
asleep before I answered the question.

 

“Worse than useless,” Stephanie exclaimed bitterly. “I’ve seen
dozens of autopsy reports and these are about as anodyne as it
gets.”

“Are you saying they’ve been doctored?” I asked.

“No, just nominal. Both bodies showed no major diseases, both
were fit young men and both died from an unknown toxic or inhaled
chemical; and that about sums it all up. I get the impression that
the pathologist had been told to go through the motions and not to
look too hard.”

“Identity?”

“Oh that’s a different kettle of fish; they pulled out all the
stops, investigated a huge number of fingerprint and DNA databases
and came up with absolutely nothing.”

“Do you believe it?” I queried.

She threw up her hands.

“It all looks reasonable and I’ve no reason to doubt it.” She
paused. “But they didn’t look at a single American database and I
must admit I would have tried a few over there given the
occupations of the two bodies they were supposed to be.”

I turned to Jenn, she opened another file.

“Car was stolen in Lowestoft from a cheap used car-lot the night
before it was found in the wood. Whoever it was broke in the office
by cutting through the wooden wall with a power-saw, probably a
battery powered jig-saw.”

“That must have made a hell of a noise,” said Fabian.

Jenn nodded.

“Car-lot was in an old coal yard near a building site, so the
police reckon nobody either noticed or cared.” She glanced at her
notes. “No usable forensics as the whole car interior had been
wiped down with bleach.” She looked up. “Domestic strength bleach
enhanced by the fragrance of apples.” She tapped her notes. “Just
one interesting find, apparently someone left a burst bag of
potting compost in the boot and there is a note saying that on the
same night as the car was stolen someone pinched five bags of
potting compost from outside a local garage after disabling the
CCTV camera.”

“So basically,” said Stephanie. “We are no further forward.”

“I’ve never come across bleach enhanced by the fragrance of
apples,” I remarked.

Jenn thumbed through the file in front of her.

“It’s a cheap make produced for the corner-shop market,
apparently we import it from Bangladesh.”

“And the potting compost?” I asked.

“John Innes No3.”

Fabian frowned.

“Any other cars stolen from that car-lot?”

“Ah,” exclaimed Jenn. “Now there is a problem, apparently once
our thieves had cut their way in and disappeared just about every
joy-rider in Lowestoft ‘borrowed’ one of the cars. Total of ten
were taken from the forecourt and seven of them were recovered,
though some were burnt out.” She examined the file. “Still missing
are two BMW three series; and torched were a Ford Mondeo and a
Mazda 3. The Ford was found in Beccles and the Mazda in Potter
Heigham.”

“My money is on the Ford,” I said. “Beccles is on the train-line
to Lowestoft.”

Jenn smiled.

“The police agree with you, but couldn’t find it on any of the
CCTV cameras en route from Rendlesham to Beccles or Lowestoft, nor
any of the other cars for that matter.”

I turned to Fannie.

“Can you find out who sells this bleach with apple stuff, and
which corner shops stock it?”

She blinked.

“Me?”

“You did a good job on the parliament site.”

Jenn stepped in.

“We’ll have a go.”

 

I tossed my blow-up of the rear-camera shot of Julian
Horncastle’s car as it entered the car-park onto the table. I
handed Stephanie a magnifying glass.

“Take a look at that.”

“What am I looking for?”

“A rear seat passenger.”

She studied the three rear head-rests.

“Could be. It looks like there’s a brown fuzz on top of the
right hand head-rest, but perspective could mean we’re looking at a
fur-lining on the back of Ms Smith’s coat.”

She put the magnifying glass down.

“And there is definitely no rear passenger on the video of the
car inside the car-park.”

I had to agree, but something wasn’t right. I pulled out the
street map.

“And I’ve been studying this. I just assumed Naomi was killed on
a route from the Horncastle’s house to the station, but look the
accident site is nowhere near any reasonable route,”

Stephanie tut-tutted.

“If it’s a secret liaison, they definitely would not have been
at Rosetta’s house.”

“But,” I added. “It is smack on a route from the station to
Rosetta’s father’s house, not the other way round because of the
one-way system between the house and the accident site.” I let this
sink in. “And the timing’s all wrong for the accident to be on the
way to the station, it was forty-five minutes earlier.”

Fabian creased his brow.

“But that’s stupid, that would have to mean they drove from the
station to the house and then almost immediately came back the
other way, why would you do that?”

Jenn scratched her ear-lobe.

“To give a message you couldn’t trust other than by word of
mouth and from the actual person involved.”

“Or,” I added. “Or to give a message you dare not risk being
intercepted by electronic means.”

I turned to Fabian.

“I want you to investigate Sir Henry Cuthbourne, you have just
over the hour before you have to text me your findings.”

“What am I looking for?”

“Any connections with Estonia, Lithuania, or Latvia, or any
connections that would mean an accord with those three countries
losing him money.”

Fannie suddenly took on the look of someone who had just
remembered where they had buried the treasure map.

“Julian Horncastle,” she exclaimed. “He’s got brown hair, so it
could be him in the car.”

“But the question is why?” Said Stephanie. “Especially when he
is supposed to be in a secret meeting in London.”

 

He was still sitting behind his desk peering through his
thick-lens glasses when I walked in on him. I sat down and thanked
him for the tip off about the data back-up storage, he
grimaced.

“Hope you got to it before they did, as far as I can work out
they erased every single day that car was in the car-park for
‘reasons of national security.’ Pigs also wiped the back-up data
file so I had to spend the entire morning re-backing up the data I
had left.”

I showed him the blown up photograph.

“If,” I said. “If there was someone in the back could they get
out without being caught on CCTV?”

He studied the picture.

“Theoretically, but they would have to know what they are doing.
Once the cars turn left after entry there are ten yards before the
first camera. The CCTV cameras are there to monitor the parking and
cover the up and down ramps, but as there is no parking for the
first ten yards due to the toilets and plant room it’s not
covered.” He took off his glasses. “Then they’d have to walk out
when there are no cars at the barrier to prevent them getting
caught in a picture.”

“But now,” I added. “The data have been wiped.”

He turned to his keyboard.

“The car-park data, but not the station data. They had an
argument about it, but decided not to erase data because of
football matches.”

Now that was interesting, in other words they didn’t want the
local police to get wind of what they had done. He tapped some keys
and swivelled the screen around. We watched Rosetta at the
taxi-rank and then ran the data backwards for twenty minutes;
Julian did not appear.

“Any other way onto the platform?”

He sighed.

“The official answer is no. However, there is a gate at the
car-park end of the platform for access to the tunnel, and past the
station building is the postal area and they drive on and off the
platform all the time in the evenings, but to use that you’d have
to walk past the station.”

I thought for a moment.

“Supposing they crossed the road, passed the station and crossed
back?”

He shrugged.

“Wouldn’t see them until they used the postal entrance.”

He tapped a few more keys and we saw the postal gate open and
some small vehicles with postbag trolleys coming in and out, plus a
few people nipping through, mostly youngsters.

“Stop,” I said.

The picture showed a tall man in a beige overcoat striding
through with briefcase in hand. It wasn’t Julian, but he did have
brown hair. Before I asked he’d set the printer in motion and
reached for a recordable DVD. Once I had them I gave him a large
plastic bag. He pulled out a light brown teddy-bear.

“For your daughter,” I explained.

He positively beamed just as an officious looking man in a smart
uniform stepped into the office and stared at me.

“This is Jim,” said my bespectacled friend. “He’s going to be my
daughter’s Godparent.”

Now that was news to me.

 

 

I walked along the street and peered through the electrically
operated front gates that lead to a long curling gravel drive. I
had expected Sir Henry Cuthbourne to live in a mansion, but I was
wrong, he had one of those modern up-market houses. It looked like
three large oblong glass cages piled one on another, but with an
angle of about fifteen degrees between each floor giving the
building a sort of twist. As it was on top of a hill it was built
out over a swimming pool at one end. I guess that is real
decadence, to be able to walk out on your bedroom balcony and dive
straight into the pool for your morning dip. I continued my walk
and studied his fence. I suppose the walk-around was unnecessary,
but I always like to have a look at the lie of the land if I am
going into enemy territory in case I have to come out in rather a
hurry. Most of the gardens were enclosed by a friendly wooden fence
with leylandii behind, except it wasn’t friendly as there was a
strand of barbed wire run just under the top of the fence on the
inside so if you tried to climb over it would be both painful and
difficult, that is if you could push your way through the closely
packed leylandii. I also suspected that there were strands of
barbed wire strung between the trees, but the foliage was so dense
I couldn’t be sure. I’d almost completed my circuit when my phone
bleeped and I read the text message from Fabian. I considered my
options and sent him a message back before ambling towards my Land
Rover having decided that now was not the time to see Sir Henry
alone. As if from nowhere Mr Grumpy and Mr Moody appeared and stood
between me and my vehicle.

“Not thinking of leaving before you see Sir Henry are you?” said
Mr Moody moodily.

“Bad manners,” added Mr Grumpy grumpily.

“And if I am?” I queried.

Mr Moody shook his head in sorrow. They both took a step towards
me in unison and I knew what they would try and do, namely grab me
and lift me off my feet. In strength terms I was on a loser, but I
thought I had one asset over them; speed. I took a step back.

“Have to catch me first,” I chanted.

They launched themselves at me and I took off like a hare. I’ll
give them their due, they tried, but after a couple of hundred
yards I’d left them for dead. I completed the circuit of Sir
Henry’s grounds before either of them realised that one of them
could have just stayed by the Rover and waited while the other lost
the chase. However, they were used to doing things in unison and
thereby lost their quarry. I wondered briefly if they would have
tried to disable the Rover, but it started first time and I was
away and free.

 

I knew there was something amiss when I got home as Jenn made me
a cup of tea and offered me a shortbread biscuit.

“What’s up?”

She bit her bottom lip.

“Stephanie and I decided that if you wanted to bring in the
press the best option was the political editor of The Free
European.”

“And?”

“And we should have checked before we made contact, it’s
Susannah Rose. In fact she is now their Chief Political
Editor.”

I vision of a tall, poised and elegant woman in a twin-piece
finely cut brown suit and an obligatory set of pearls round her
neck came into my mind. We’d worked with her before, when she had
been their diplomatic editor, but she had spoiled a good job by
trying to muscle in on another case we were pursuing just to get a
scoop. I guess her looks summed her up, a silky smooth face with
wide appealing lips and steel blue eyes that betrayed the ambition
and hardness within.

“Then we’ll have to live with it,” I declared. “We just don’t
have the resources or contacts for this one now and a bit of
additional help and an alliance with the Free European has worked
before to both our favours, we’ll just have to make sure she
doesn’t sneak about to find out what else we are doing.”

I risked a second shortbread.

“When does she want to meet us?”

“She’s on her way,” said Stephanie. “One mention of Ms Smith and
Sir Henry in the same breath had her reaching for her hat and
coat.”

Fabian creased his brow.

“Doesn’t Harri work for the Free European?”

Stephanie threw a box of tissues at him.

“Don’t you mention his name; ever!”

I decided on diversion tactics.

“And the apple flavoured bleach?”

“Oh yes,” said Fannie excitedly. “It’s mainly sold up North in
Newcastle and Sunderland. There are outlets selling the stuff in
Bodmin, Cardiff and Milton Keynes, but the only shop currently on
the distributer’s books in East Anglia is in Horning which is a few
miles East of Potter Heigham on the Norfolk Broads and they only
had one consignment of twenty bottles as a sample three years
ago.”

She almost bounced up and down.

“Shall I give them a ring?”

I thought about it.

“No, we’ll take a trip there tomorrow, as long as the Xavier
case doesn’t go into meltdown on us.”

 

We’d finished dinner by the time Susannah arrived, but we had
eaten early so as to be prepared. Fortunately Fannie was being
taken out for the evening by Cedric, I believe they were heading
for a Young Farmer’s event of some kind. That meant there were only
the three of us, and Gerald, to meet Susannah. She arrived, to my
surprise, in a beat-up red Subaru of dubious vintage and trotted up
the drive. I immediately had a sense of déjà vu as she was still
wearing the brown suit we’d seen her in before, either that or
she’d acquired another one and made it her trademark. She was
followed by a young woman in rather more traditional jeans and
tee-shirt. Young is an understatement; I know I’m getting older,
but she looked too young to have left school and her fresh white
face betrayed anticipation, excitement and bafflement. We settled
in the lounge and Jenn disappeared to make coffee after Susannah
introduced Deborah to us, apparently she was an investigative
reporter from the financial news desk. Susannah gave me a smile
rather like a vulture sitting over a juicy dead body.

“I rather thought I’d blotted my copybook with you,” she said in
her perfectly pronounced English.

I shrugged.

“We thought you’d be the best for this job, but I want to make
it clear, we work on this job and no other and you get exclusive
rights. You pratt us about and we’ll go to every tabloid in the
land.”

She laughed, more of a gentle litter than a laugh while
Deborah’s large hazel eyes virtually bulged out of her face. I
guess she’d never heard a chief editor challenged like that
before.

“Well that’s cleared the air. You have my word, this case only,”
Susannah purred.

I was wondering wondered just what her word was worth when Jenn
arrived with coffee and flapjack.

 

I listened as Jenn talked Susannah through the Xavier case,
leaving out the Baker twins and the way I had obtained information
from them. Eventually she arrived at the third person in the car
and our theory about the need to carry information personally.
Stephanie cleared her throat.

“We did a bit of digging. We knew Ms Smith’s brother has shares
in a Lithuanian mining company, but not the extent. If the
Financial Times is to be believed he bought a majority share when
the company was on its knees six months before the accord was
signed. And according to company house Sir Henry became a well paid
director just two days after the accord was signed.”

Deborah raised a hand.

“Let me get the timeline straight, Ms Smith’s brother bought
into the company after the accord talks started, but before it was
signed whereas Sir Henry waited until after the accord was signed
before he made his move?”

“Don’t know,” said Jenn. “Sir Henry could have made his move
just before the accord was signed as these things take a day or two
to work their way through. Besides it might have been after it was
signed, but it was before it was announced in the press as there
was a seven day embargo so it could be simultaneously announced in
ever country.”

She took a sip of coffee

“And Sir Henry bought heavily into a company that uses the rare
earth neodymium, which apparently makes whizzo magnets for use in
hard disc, at the same time.” I added.

“And guess,” said Jenn. “What the Lithuanian Mining company is
tooling up to dig out of the ground?”

“Neodymium,” said Susannah obligingly if with a somewhat bored
tone.

“Another interesting fact is who else bought into the same
company so that between them they own just over 55%,” I added

“Surprise me,” she muttered.

“Algernon Horncastle.”

Deborah sat bolt upright.

“Does he have that sort of money?”

“Unless his wine shop is making a fortune on the side, no; so he
is obviously a front for someone.”

Stephanie chipped in.

“And the share price for the neodymium company has risen by over
a hundredfold and is still rising like a rocket. In other words
they made a killing.”

“They made a killing,” Susannah murmured. “Because they knew
they had a supply of the rare earth on tap.”

I slid the photograph of the man sneaking onto the station
platform onto the coffee table.

“There is a possibility that this man was in the back of the car
when Ms Smith drove it from Sir Henry’s to the station.”

She stared at the picture and then clapped her hands.

“Oh my, what have you stumbled on?” She exclaimed.

“You know him?” Said Jenn in amazement.

“Oh dearie where have you been all this time?” Susannah said
chidingly. “That’s Simon Joplin, otherwise known as Mr Fix-it.”

“Never heard of him,” said Stephanie.

“That,” said Susannah. “Is because he likes to work in the
shadows. You want a particular candidate to get nominated into a
nice safe seat, then call for Mr Fix-it. Funds running dry and you
need a fat donation? Mr Fix-it knows just who to ask. Got a
particular back-bencher who’s being a pain, then Mr Fix-it will
know just how to get them to shut up.”

She suddenly gave her vulture smile.

“But Mr Fix-it has had a few problems, namely that he’s falling
out of favour because he rather likes his tipple and he’s been
having rather too much at rather inconvenient times.”

Deborah suddenly came to life again.

“You have this theory that someone came to give a personal
message to Sir Henry, it could be the other way round, that is he
came to collect something from Sir Henry.”

She pointed to the briefcase in the picture.

“One wonders if he had a bulging briefcase when he arrived.”

I tried to get my head around what she was implying.

“You mean cash bribes?”

“Been known before. Nice stuff cash, no paper trails, no
electronic trails and universally accepted, especially if it is in
dollars.”

Susannah practically gloated.

“Can you find CCTV of him arriving?”

“Had a try,” I said. “But it’s a busy station for commuters at
that time and trying to spot a face in the crowd is difficult,
besides my man on the inside isn’t sure the CCTV on the platforms
would give you enough resolution and he may not have left the
station through the barriers where there is a good CCTV.”

“Get the recordings for us and I’ll have a crew trawl through
them,” said Susannah.

I made a note. Susannah looked at Deborah.

“Now you know the players can you have a dig around for more
financial shenanigans?”

Deborah nodded.

“Easi-peasy, and I’ll also see if they’re up to any weird
financial transactions.”

“Include them all,” said Stephanie. “Julian Horncastle, Rosetta
Horncastle, Yvette Horncastle, Algernon Horncastle, Sir Henry, Mr
Fix-it, Ms Smith and any close family.”

Susannah smiled her crocodile about to eat a duck smile.

“Couple of days and we can go to print and set the ball
rolling.”

“Need to clear it with the lawyers first,” murmured Deborah. “We
are talking about politicians with lots of clout.”

“Need to clear it with me first,” I said firmly. “Because you
are forgetting the object of this exercise, namely work out who was
driving the car when it hit Naomi. The rest is your domain, but
that comes first.”

Susannah bristled, but didn’t say anything. Deborah put her head
on one side.

“My money would be on Mr Fix-it. He’s already lost his licence
through drink driving and he would have been in a hurry to get the
money.”

Susannah smiled again.

“And if he had the keys to Julian’s car, that puts him nicely in
the shit as well.”

“You do your political and financial digging, I’ll have a chat
with our Julian.” I said decisively.

We discussed the case for another hour, but frankly we were
going round in circles and falling too much into supposition.
However, I had achieved what I had set out to do, that is pull in
extra resource that understood the political context I had stumbled
into, and I had shared the information just in case; just in case
of what I wasn’t sure, but it was best to be on the safe side.

 

The paper-girl waved another five pound note at me.

“Happy man in a weird car.”

She pointed into Ted’s farmyard and then tapped my brass
plate.

“Must be a lot of money in your business if everyone has fivers
to give away any chance of a Saturday job?”

I laughed.

“If ever we have one I’ll think of you.”

She turned to go and then hesitated.

“There’s another funny man up the lane. He’s got a black van
with little numbers painted over the wheel arch and he’s parked at
the end of the Gamekeeper’s path. When I passed he ducked down all
furtive like.”

I pulled out a wallet and gave her another fiver.

“When you go past him this time, deny your instincts and don’t
look.”

She took the fiver from me and smiled.

 

The weird car was a yellow Citroën 2CV with a flower painted on
the bonnet, inside was Gareth Honey. I climbed in and the car
rocked from side to side and then settled down.

“Before you say anything,” he said. “It’s Angelina’s.”

I decided to keep quiet.

“I’m after some advice,” he said softly. “I’m a little bit out
of my depth.”

“What sort of advice?”

“I’ve been asked to keep an African politician safe, we’ve got
him holed up in a safe house in the country, but I’ve got this
nagging feeling we’ve not covered all the angles.” He turned to
face me. “You’ve got a military background and I thought you might
have a look with me.”

I nodded and he pulled out a large scale map. I studied it.

“Nice house well away from the surrounding fence with CCTV,
guard dogs and no less than three heavies from Diplomatic Security,
plus the politician’s own henchmen.” He explained.

“Got an ordinance survey map,” I asked.

He past one over and I spread it out. I studied the terrain and
put a finger on the map.

“Right, it’s like this. Firstly he may have brought his own
henchmen, but I’d get rid of them pronto as they’re just as likely
to switch sides and kill him as protect him, remember if you get
murdered it’s likely to be by someone you know. Secondly, if I was
tasked with killing him there are two easy options, the first is a
rocket propelled grenade into his car as he leaves, or even better
an anti-tank weapon. The other is a rifle from this hill, it
overlooks your mansion and he has to walk to his car as you
probably haven’t got an underground car park.”

He stared at the map.

“But that’s nearly three kilometres away!”

“That’s nothing for a good sniper,” I said dryly. “And if
someone really wants him dead they’ll pay for a good sniper.”

He folded the map up looking rattled.

“Of course,” I added. “If I didn’t have much money and I wasn’t
very organised I’d go for a roadside bomb. Easy to make, easy to
plant and easy to survive if you’re in an armoured car; that is
assuming it’s armoured underneath as well as on top, otherwise they
are lethal as they contain the blast within the car to the
detriment of the car’s contents.”

I left him talking rapidly into his mobile phone and went home;
then I went hunting.

 

I chose my mountain bike as I could go out down the footpath
beside the house and then round and down the gamekeeper’s path. I
stopped halfway down, pulled out a pair of huge binoculars and
pretended to study the birds in the trees and then resumed my
journey; just another twitcher looking for birds. I cycled slowly
past the van, stopped and got out my binoculars again, this time I
pretended to clean the large lenses, in fact I used them as
mirrors, my prey was sitting in the front seat eating a doughnut. I
spun round, opened the door, grabbed his coat by the neck and
dragged him out in one violent movement. Before he had time to
respond I had him on the ground with my knee in the small of his
back and my left hand gripping his hair and pulling his head right
back.

“Who are you?” I growled.

“Back pocket,” he gasped.

I gingerly pulled out his wallet and opened it up. I recognised
the type of ID card instantly as I carried one all the time.

“So if you’re a private detective, what are you detecting?”

I’ll give him his due, I’d probably frightened the life out of
him, but he shook his head.

“Confidential.”

I tightened my grip on his hair and pressed me knee into his
spine.

“Number 48,” he groaned. “Checking up on the husband.”

I let him go and he rolled over. I showed him my Private
Detective ID card and he groaned again.

“Oh don’t tell me you’re on the same case.”

“No, I live at the end of the lane and some of my more dubious
cases can attract surveillance from people I don’t like.” I tapped
the van. “This is an official van of someone or other, normal
people don’t paint the tyre pressures over the wheels.”

He smiled.

“Used to be a county council dog van before they contracted the
service out, bought it at an auction.”

Something crossed my mind, just one of those obscure ideas.

“This your first case?”

He nodded.

“And you’ve rather blown my cover.”

I laughed.

“You didn’t have any cover, you stuck out like a sore thumb.” I
pointed back up the path.

“If you want to watch number 48 do it from those trees, not
here.”

He mumbled something.

“Pardon?”

“I don’t have any binoculars.”

I handed him my pair.

“Present from one Private Detective to another.”

He took them and I ambled home for breakfast, at last.

 

I listened to Stephanie and Fabian discussing their latest
insurance cases. Frankly I hadn’t ever expected the business to be
following up on so many insurance cases, but Stephanie was good at
it and her success rate had improved significantly now she was
teamed with Fabian. Personally I found such cases tedious, however
they appeared to like what they did and got a definite buzz from
it. Even hearing them discuss the cases told me about their
enthusiasm for the job. Eventually they left to investigate a
couple who seemed to be exceptionally unlucky having ‘lost’ three
engagement rings in one year, each with a different insurance
company of course; but did these people really believe insurance
companies didn’t speak with one another? I finished my tea and
smiled at Jenn.

“Tell me who lives at number 48; it’s a bungalow with a red
door.”

To my surprise Fannie replied.

“That’s Mrs Felborough, she’s got dreadful arthritis and doesn’t
go out much unless her grandson takes her.”

I laughed.

“Well I just stumbled across a Private Detective who thinks
she’s got a man in tow.”

Jenn tittered.

“Not unless it’s a serious toy boy.”

Fannie grinned.

“He’s probably watching Mrs Waterson in number 44, she’s a young
widow and has a tall blond man come to do her gardening for
her.”

“Is it just gardening or something more?” I suggested.

Fannie chuckled.

“Just gardening, least that’s what she told me. She says she’s
not ready for a romantic liaison just yet and her blond man needs
the money.”

 

He wasn’t difficult to sneak up on as he was concentrating on
looking at the house through the binoculars and not taking account
of his environment. I crept up behind him.

“Woman at number 48 has dreadful arthritis,” I remarked
loudly.

He physically jumped. I handed him a thermos with some of Jenn’s
coffee in it.

“Word on the street is the woman at number 44 has an immaculate
garden, but no lover and is not seeking a lover.”

He gave a slow smile and opened the thermos. I handed him a
business card.

“While you’re here, if you see anyone suspicious hanging about
let me know.”

He poured himself a drink in the cap to the thermos.

“Happens a lot does it, people turning the tables on you?” He
said warily.

“A bit, nothing I can’t handle. It all depends on what sort of
cases you take on.”

He sniffed the coffee and took a sip.

“My that tastes good.” He glanced at me. “What sort of cases do
you take on?”

“Adultery, abduction, vandalism, insurance fraud, almost
anything that’s legal.”

He sighed.

“Love to get into insurance fraud, but you need to have proved
yourself before they give you any cases, so it’s a bit chicken and
egg.”

“Try Imperial Indemnity,” I replied helpfully. “ I hear they’re
a bit short at the moment.”

He finished the coffee and handed the thermos back.

“Thanks for the tip, I might just do that.”

I tapped him on the shoulder.

“Car just arrived at number 44.”

He turned and raised his binoculars and I left him to it
wondering where my business would be if I hadn’t teamed up with
Jenn. The answer was simple, before Jenn no success; since Jenn
success at almost every turn. It was a salutary thought.

 

I’d suggested actually going to Potter Heigham as I’d fancied a
trip out with Jenn as a sort of work and play excursion, however
Jenn insisted on bringing Fannie with us as she’d tracked down the
bleach angle and therefore she wanted her to see it through. I
didn’t mind, but it wasn’t what I expected and neither was Potter
Heigham. I’d expected a dreary Norfolk village and got a cheerful
chirpy village beside the river. It had an airy feel of life and
was obviously tourist orientated having an inordinate number of
restaurants and cafes for such a hamlet and a thriving boat hire
industry based on the Norfolk Broad's experience. We actually had
some excellent soup in a riverside cafe and then went in search of
our bleach outlet. It turned out to be a small hardware shop cum
ships chandlers that sold everything from mooring hooks to deck
polish. Jenn and Fannie took the lead and found a plastic container
full of the apple bleach and took it to the counter. A young Asian
woman appeared from behind a beaded curtain.

“That will be four pounds and eighty pence please,” she
said.

Jenn paid and smiled.

“Never seen this bleach before,” she said cheerfully. “Sell much
of it?”

She got a shy smile.

“We’ve only been here a few months and it came with the stock,
to be honest people usually prefer a brand they know. In fact
you’re only the second person I’ve sold some too.”

Jenn laughed.

“Who was the other, a tourist with a blocked loo?”

The woman smiled.

“Oh no, it was that nice young couple in the small
houseboat.”

“Houseboat?” Exclaimed Fannie. “I didn’t know there were
houseboats on the broads.”

“Oh yes,” the woman explained. “More than you think, but they
are in one of the grand ones, more like a floating house than a
boat.”

She handed Fannie a leaflet.

“You can hire then by the week or month or season, it’s all in
here.”

We retreated to have an ice-creak and read the leaflet, in it
were both a convenient map and a nice picture showing two floating
wooden mansions marauding as houseboats.

 

We stopped ten yards short of our quarry. In realty I expected
our birds to have flown, but it was worth a look first before
tackling the owners and finding two false names and addresses. I
looked at Fannie.

“You know what to do?”

She nodded eagerly.

“Wait ten minutes and if you don’t call me I’m to phone the
police and stay well away.”

“And if we go in the front door and someone jumps over the
side?”

“Scream as loud as I can.”

I nodded and we walked towards the houseboat. When someone says
houseboat to me I picture a Narrow Boat with potted plants on the
roof and a small dog by the tiller, this one was more like a large
floating high class shed with a huge picture window at one end and
an open area for al fresco meals at the other. We stepped off of
the wooden pier straight onto the houseboat and I called out
‘delivery’ through the open door. In a few seconds a short woman
appeared wearing blue jeans a red tee-shirt and a wide smile and I
knew that we had stumbled upon pay-dirt. I lifted up the bleach
container.

“Hello Claudia, we’ve got some bleach, especially good for
wiping down car interiors.”

She turned white just as Jenn’s phone beeped. Jenn showed me the
screen.

“Your man gone out for vittles has he?” I said sarcastically
while watching her every move.

Her hand shot to her face.

“You the police?”

I held up my Private Detective ID card.

“Private detectives working for your boss, he wants you
back.”

Her eyes glanced over my shoulder and I gently held her wrist
before I turned. Sergeant Orem was bigger in the flesh than in his
pictures, he looked fit and tanned and would be a hell of a
struggle to hold onto physically if I had to. She saved me the
bother.

“We’re blown Dan,” she said with a catch in her voice.

He stared at me and I knew I was safe, you can tell it from the
eyes. This man was not a hardened killer or a thug of any
description, in fact the eyes were soft and kind. He slipped past
me, placed the groceries on the floor and put his muscular arm
around Claudia.

“They’re not the police, she said to him. “Private
detectives.”

Jenn looked from one to the other.

“Can we come in? I rather think we need to talk.”

I saw his eyes dart to the door behind him and a two-seat canoe
which was sitting on the deck.

“Don’t think about it,” I murmured. “We’ve got the place
covered.”

“Someone told them you were coming,” said Claudia, inadvertently
strengthening my suggestion.

Jenn held out her hand.

“Your mobiles please, we don’t want you calling in the
Calvary.”

They handed them over like a meek pair of lambs.

“Lead on,” I said.

He nodded and took us into a sumptuous lounge. Jenn sent a text
message to Fannie and we sat down.

“Tea?” Asked Claudia.

“We’d rather you stayed in our sight,” replied Jenn.

She hesitated and then sat down on the arm of Dan’s armchair and
I wondered where to start as Fannie arrived and sat on a small
chair behind them.

 

While we sat in silence I had a chance to get a good look at
them in the flesh and I must say that she was pig-ugly. Her face
was sort of square with a pronounced forehead, wide thin lips,
sallow cheeks and large dead straight black eyebrows that ended in
huge roundels just above her apology for a nose. To say it was
minimal would be an understatement, but her whole face was sort of
flat as if she’d been pressing in up against a glass window all her
life. Her hair was jet black and tucked back into a long single
braid while her lobeless ears lay almost dead flat against the
sides of her head. Her eyes were dark brown and peered out from
under what I call sleepy eyelids, that is eyelids that never seem
to open wide and the neck was thick and squat, like the rest of
her. He, on the other hand, could have been a male model;
muscularly built with short blond hair, a handsome face and clear
blue eyes. I also noticed that she had an engagement ring and he a
signet ring on the fourth finger of his left hand. Eventually she
spoke again and I noticed that she had a slight Welsh accent with
strong Cheshire overtones.

“We’re not trying to leave the country, we just don’t know who
we can trust.”

“How about your boss Mr Brown?”

She shook her head.

“Don’t know a Mr Brown.”

“Watery blue eyes, Hitler type moustache and a brown three-piece
tweed suit.”

She raised and lowered her eyebrows.

“Seen him once, don’t know his name; he appeared after one of my
colleagues was caught skimming some of his confiscated contraband.
I think he interviewed all the top management and I think they
didn’t like it much.”

Jenn looked at him.

“You must have contacts, you’ve been around a bit.”

He shrugged.

“If you can’t trust your Wing Commander, who can you trust?”

“And the other two?” Jenn asked.

Claudia grimaced, it actually made her less ugly.

“They split four weeks ago. They were in the other houseboat and
then they weren’t. No idea where they are and frankly I don’t care.
Peter reckoned he had a friend of a friend who could get him false
passports so I guess they got them and flew away. It has made me
sleep better at nights.”

Jenn licked her lips.

“I could murder a cup of tea.” She smiled at Fannie who wandered
out towards the kitchen. She reappeared thirty seconds later with a
9mm automatic in a plastic bag. She handed it to me and it was
cold.

“In the ‘fridge,” she exclaimed. “Next to the pro-biotic
yogurt.”

“Expecting visitors?” I asked.

I didn’t get a reply and we sat in silence until Fannie brought
in tea for everyone. I decided it was time.

“Right, I’m Jim, this is Jenn and the lady behind you is Fannie.
We are all from the Tarrent detective agency and we’ve been
contracted to find you and take you in, but I am intrigued about
all this and why two people in secure vetted jobs would suddenly up
sticks and seek to vanish. So if you do have a story to tell now is
the time to tell it, but don’t muck us about with fairy tales as
that will only lead you to Mr Brown, a dark prison cell and no
daylight until your pension is well overdue.”

Dan put his arm over Claudia’s shoulders and she held onto his
hand as if it were a parachute rip cord.

“I don’t know where to begin,” said Claudia.

“Try the beginning,” replied Jenn dryly.

 

Dan licked his lips.

“For me it started when I got called in at short notice to see
my Wing Commander. He said there was a special job going down in
Bolivia and they needed someone to monitor telephone calls and act
as a liaison point in America. He said as I spoke Spanish, had been
to America and had what he called ‘special talents’ I was the
person for the job. Frankly I was surprised as I had felt up to
that point that I was being marginalised by my Squadron Leader with
a view to showing me the door.”

“You speak Spanish?” Interrupted Jenn.

He nodded.

“It must be in my file, my parents were Gibraltarians and
fiercely proud of their English heritage, but they also both spoke
Spanish like natives. So they taught me Spanish from when I was
knee high to a grasshopper. It’s my only second language and that’s
why I thought I was being marginalised as there is a move away from
the old European languages towards Far Eastern languages.”

Jenn raised an eyebrow at me and he continued.

“He even hinted that it might be a path to Warrant Officer.
Anyway I got my briefing and got packed off to America pronto. I
thought at the time that it was a bit odd having a British Army
operation in Bolivia, but I’d been told this was a ‘highly
political operation’ so I didn’t raise my concerns when I arrived
at my monitoring point.”

“Mount Weather,” I said.

He ignored me.

“I soon found out I was almost a pariah as the Americans clearly
wanted ‘plausible deniability’ about the whole thing and were
unhappy that they had to provide facilities for me. I was told by a
very senior army official that I was not to talk about my
assignment with anyone, I would be working alone and I was not,
under any circumstances to send any emails or text messages that
could be attributed to them. Eventually I was allocated a work
station in an area closed off from the other operatives and given
my contact list. I instantly recognised Claudia’s name as we’d both
been in the same society at university.”

“Pardon,” said Jenn. “We’d been told you’d never had contact
with each other.”

He chuckled.

“We never had official contact. I went to Imperial
College, London and Claudia went to University College London, but
The Argentinean Society accepted members from any of the London
universities, it had to really as it had a rather limited appeal. I
joined to keep my Spanish going and Claudia joined for the flamenco
dancing, she’s rather good at it you know.”

He paused to figure out where he’d got to in his story.

“It didn’t take me long to figure out there was something not
quite right in Bolivia. Instead of a slash and burn policy when
they targeted drug factories the Sergeant in charge was told to
always give a couple of kilos of prime stuff to some ‘officials’
that were attached to them. This was for supposedly forensic
purposes, but as far as I could tell from my phone monitoring only
a few grams ended up at the laboratory and the rest of the stuff
just ‘disappeared.’ So I contacted Claudia and told her my
fears.”

“How did you contact her?” Queried Jenn.

“Not over the phone,” he said laughing. “I sent her a
letter.”

“How did you know where she was?” I asked out of curiosity.

He shrugged.

“Remember where I was and people weren’t so much as not taking
an interest in what I was doing, rather they were studiously
avoiding wanting to know. Anyway I told her the code words to use
if she had got my letter and she thought there was something wrong
as well. She used them as soon as she got my letter and we
established voice contact via a different route.”

“How?” Asked Jenn.

He squirmed.

“I found a local amateur radio enthusiast and paid him to use
his equipment. Claudia found one in Bolivia and we set up an
encrypted data link over a voice channel. It was crude, but I
reckoned it was safe for a while.”

He looked at Claudia and she took up the story.

“It was quite a surprise when I got the letter from Dan,
especially when he reinforced my view that there was something
wrong.”

Jenn held up a hand.

“Can you start at the beginning of your story?”

Claudia nodded

.Much like Dan I was called into my boss’ boss’ boss’ office and
told I had been selected for a special foreign assignment. I was
quite surprised as I’d had my appraisement the month before and
told that I was just holding my head above water despite the fact
I’d traced over four million pounds worth of illegally transferred
funds in the last quarter of the year. I was told to pack my bag
and to be in Bolivia within four days. When I arrived it was chaos,
no-one was quite sure why I was there and neither was I. It turned
out the idea was the army would destroy a drugs factory, but send
me back any computers to see if I could trace where their funding
was coming from or going to. As soon as I got the first one back I
smelt a rat, it had been none to expertly doctored and anything
really useful had been erased. That’s when Dan’s letter arrived and
I sought out a local radio ham. He was a nice guy confined to a
wheel chair and his only real lifeline was his radio, before I left
I bought him a new one.”

Dan stirred.

“Peter wasn’t too happy either. He was lumbered with these guys
who were supposed to ferry back drugs to forensics and computers to
Claudia, but they kept changing personnel and that meant if they
could find where Peter was any opposition could also be informed.
They hit six factories in ten days and they were all devoid of key
personnel and just contained press-ganged locals.”

Dan smirked.

“I took a guess that the army was up to its normal standard of
equipment and had issued Peter’s squad with a copy of Spanish
for Dummies, so I used that for a second line of encrypted
communication with them. You know three number codes, page, lines
down and words across. It’s laborious, but I figured if anyone was
listening in they wouldn’t have a clue as they didn’t have the
book.”

Claudia nodded.

“Then Peter got fed up of just going to the factories his
Bolivian ‘helpers’ said were there and decided to go off-script.
His ‘helpers’ were elsewhere and a local told him where another
drug factory was. This time they caught the whole crew red handed
and had them trussed and bound by the time the ‘helpers’ caught up
with them. Peter said they were extremely unhappy and kept talking
about ‘agreed targets.” Peter ignored them and followed up on
another lead and found a chemical store and two men beating the
hell out of Ofelia. At that point the ‘helpers’ fled and Peter got
an urgent recall from home.”

I tried to put myself in Peter’s position, it wasn’t hard. He’d
obviously been given a task to do with the usual ‘use your own
discretion’ clause in the orders. He’d been in a foreign country,
hampered by local politics and pointed in the wrong direction. All
in all I would probably have gone ‘off-script’ too.

“So then what?” I asked.

They looked at each other. Dan replied.

“Peter had no idea what to do with Ofelia. She was insisting
that she was Bolivian drug enforcement in deep cover, but had been
betrayed by someone in her hierarchy. She didn’t want to be turned
over to the local police and didn’t feel safe going back to base.
In the end Peter brought her back with him, plus about three kilos
of drugs. His squad knew about her, but not the drugs.”

How,” said Jenn in total amazement. “Could he possible bring her
here?”

Claudia shrugged.

“He said it was absurdly easy. They dressed her up in army
fatigues and took her on the transport plane. His fresh orders were
to report to the nearest airfield and the Mexican Air force flew
them out and back to Mexico. Nobody had told the pilot how many to
expect and he didn’t particularly care as he just wanted to leave
as quickly as possible. They landed at a Mexican airbase and were
bundled onto a RAF transport back to Blighty, again he says they
just trooped on board and no-one questioned why they had a woman in
their crew. They landed at some god-forsaken place in Scotland and
between the aircraft and the disembarkation shed Ofelia left them.
According to Peter they didn’t have a customs check and had to wait
three days for transport back to Colchester. When he got back he
filed a report and was told in no uncertain terms that the
assignment was over and to forget everything he’d ever learnt about
Bolivia.”

“And Ofelia,” asked Jenn.

She said it was stunningly easy to get off the airbase in the
back of a baker’s van, after that she used public transport to get
down to Norwich and stayed at the youth hostel until Peter picked
her up.”

|Jenn opened her mouth to ask a question, but Fannie butted
in.

“Funny woman on the footpath,” she exclaimed. She jumped out
from behind a boat shed, took a photograph and jumped back. She was
dressed to kill.”

This was exactly why I had told Fannie to sit behind the couple
and look out through the large window. I looked at Dan.

“If you want to stay out of clink you’ll have to trust us. Get
in your canoe and paddle east to Hickling Broad, I’ll pick you up
on the far side.”

He hesitated and Claudia kissed him on the cheek.

“Time to trust someone,” she whispered. “We can’t live in hiding
all our lives.”

They scrambled out the back door, dropped the canoe in the water
and climbed in. I noticed that he picked up a pre-packed small
backpack on the way. Jenn tossed Claudia her mobile phone and told
them to lay low somewhere on the edge of the Broad until we rang.
We watched them paddled off and I turned to Fannie.

“Any food in the kitchen we can eat right now?”

She nodded.

“Dan brought back a pizza, it will be cold by now though.”

It doesn’t matter,” I said. “It’s time for tea.”

 










Chapter 13
It's a Matter of Trust


They were actually slower than I had anticipated.  In fact
we had well over half an hour to move to the rear patio, break out
some soft drinks, spread out a newspaper and start to eat the
pizza.  Being on a boat we felt their arrival before we saw
them.  Two men in full police gear launched themselves through
the doorway onto the patio while another two leapt off of the
footpath onto the deck.  They were not armed as such, but two
of them held Taser high-voltage stun guns as if they knew how to
use them.

“You’re too late,” I said.  “And if you’re not you’ve
probably frightened them away anyway.”

The lead policeman, and I noticed none of them had any sort of
identification on their uniforms, gave me a hard stare.

“And you are?”

I slowly reached into my inside pocket and showed him my
Military Intelligence ID, Jenn did likewise.

“Damn,” he said.

“So what brought you here?”  I asked, hoping that they
hadn’t followed us.

“Information received.”

“You mean an anonymous telephone call.”

He put his Tazar away and nodded to his companions; they all
trooped off.  Jenn offered him a seat and he shook his
head.  He glanced at us and frowned.

“What you doing here?” He asked brusquely.

I folded up the newspaper.

“Waiting in the vain hope that they had just gone out for the
day, but like you, information received.”

“We were told there was a missing serviceman here, his moll and
a large stash of drugs.”

“No people,” I answered.  “And no drugs, just Pizza and bad
information.”

 He turned to go.

“If you’re here there’s no point in me staying.”  He
paused.  “I take it they are valuable?”

“Were,” I replied.  “Probably now out of reach –
again.”

 


           
I waited till he walked out of sight along the riverside path and
then followed him.  He didn’t look back he just walked to the
car-park and climbed into a grubby people carrier.  He didn’t
walk like a policeman and the car certainly didn’t look like a
police vehicle as there were none of the normal array of
aerials.  A couple of minutes later a woman walked over to
them and spoke through the driver’s window.  There was a
heated conversation and she tapped her watch before striding
off.  I had no idea who she was, but she was certainly well
dressed.  It started with her coat; it had the deep beige
colour of a gabardine mac, but there all similarities ceased. 
It was tailored to her shapely body, had wide lapels and huge deep
brown buttons.  I’m normally no judge or women’s clothing, but
even I could tell that this coat cost a fortune.  Then she had
a matching trilby hat worn at a slight angle, brown suede
low-heeled shoes and a dark brown Gucci handbag.  She also
walked as if she was a model and strode elegantly across the
car-park as if on a catwalk.  If she was trying to blend in
with the locals she was as successful as a vulture in a children’s
playground.  I followed her back to the waterside where she
sat on an outside table of a riverside café where she could observe
the houseboats.  Fortunately the sun was such that it glinted
off the huge picture window and made the interior invisible. 
I went into the café and bought a nice beef curry before going
outside and sitting at her table.  Close up I could see she
was wearing a pair of huge brown wire-framed spectacles and had
used exactly the right amount of make-up in the right places to
make her look alluring.  She glanced at me and looked
away.

“Impersonating a police officer is a serious offence,” I
remarked.

She looked back.

“They didn’t actually say they were police officers.”  She
replied in a rounded BBC accent.

I knew then what I had suspected, namely that she had them wired
for sound.

“So tell me who you really are.”

She sniffed and turned away.

“Interesting stuff curry,” I said lazily.  “Trouble is if
it gets on a coat like yours you’ll never get the stain out in a
million years.”

She turned and stared at me as if seeing me for the first
time.

“Are you threatening me?”

“Yes.”

She moved to go and I murmured that curry accidents can happen
just as well on the move and she sat still.

“Throw the curry if you like,” she said tartly.  “But if
you do I’ll make sure you pay for a replacement coat.”

“At least I’ll then know who you are,” I replied smartly. 
“Or I won’t be able to make out the cheque.”

She simmered in silence.

“How about we exchange ID cards?”  I suggested.

She nodded, reached into her handbag and tossed a business card
on the table.  I wondered which of my selection to use and
decided on my private Detective ID.

“Miss Lorraine Bell, investigative journalist for The
Street.”  I read out.

I wondered just what sort of journalist she must be if she
worked for a cheap tabloid and yet wore expensive clothes. 
She didn’t look at my card.

“You’re Jim Tarrent,” she said.  “You’re a bit
distinctive.”

She meant my red hair and huge hands were a dead giveaway.

“And you’re after a scoop,” I ventured.

She didn’t reply and I was conscious of time ticking away as my
couple paddled away towards Hickling Broad.  Given enough time
they might decide to paddle somewhere else.

“How about cards on the table?”

She gave me full view of her eyes through the spectacle lenses
and I realised that she was wearing contact lenses as well; ergo
her eyesight must be naturally terrible.

“Only if I get first bite at the story.”

“You’ll get first bite at whatever can be published.”

She laughed; it was like an ass with sinus trouble trying to
bray.

“That’s what started me on this one.”  She looked around,
for what I wasn’t sure.  “I came across this story about two
soldiers who died while hugging each other in the back of a car and
wondered why nobody had followed it up.  Then I discovered it
had so many prohibition notices you couldn’t even say it had
existed in the first place.  I decided someone somewhere must
be anxious about something and had a go.  I found one of the
soldiers had a sister and I tried to interview her, but she
wouldn’t see me.  However, her friend in the fish shop said
she’d been visited by a funny couple in a Land Rover.  She
described you and your wife and I knew I was onto something.”

She smiled at me.

“You’re a bit notorious after that Navy escapade and I figured
if you were on the case there was something to discover.  So I
had a root around and the only thing I could turn up is that there
may be a drugs connection.”

“Really?”  I said in feigned surprise.

“Really, local plod let it slip they brought over a pair of drug
dogs from Felixstowe and let them run over half the forest. 
Couldn’t find out if they discovered anything though.”

Her eyes wandered to my curry and back to me.

“I went back to base and trawled through our relational database
and came up with an anonymous phone call to the news-desk made
three weeks ago.  We get them all the time and usually ignore
them, but we always put them in the database.  This one said
there was a soldier hiding out from the authorities on a large
houseboat in Potter Heigham with his lover and a stash of
drugs.  She gave the code-word ‘Rendlesham’ so we would
remember if she rang back.  It was that code word that popped
up and brought me here.”

“But they are not policemen,” I reminded her.

She smiled.

“Extras from a film shoot up the road, some police drama or
other.  I hired them for half a day.”

I leant forward.

“There might be a story here and there might not.  If there
is it all starts in Bolivia.”

Her neatly manicured brown eyebrows wiggled.

“Bolivia?”

“Our Foreign Secretary went to Bolivia for a trade visit and a
couple of weeks later some of our chaps are blowing up drug
factories, but the operation was flawed from the start and it is
that flaw that produced the ramifications that led to the
bodies.  So if you want to dig, start with Bolivia.”

“Oh come on,” she exclaimed.  “Do you think I was born
yesterday?  Our Ms Smith is squeaky clean.”

“That’s as maybe, but she went to Bolivia and the operation
followed on and went pear shaped.  She may have had good
intentions, but somebody skewed the playing field.”

She nodded.

“Very well, I’ve always fancied a trip to Latin American.”

“Whoa,” I said in a hurry.  “You go there asking questions
about this and you’re not liable to come back.”

She stared at me wide eyed.

“You serious?”

“Deadly, if you’ll excuse the pun.”

She stood up.

“Must get this lot back to their film shoot or the editor will
be screaming at me about expenses.  I’ll be in touch.”

She sauntered off and I waited until she was out of sight before
hurrying to the houseboat.  Jenn was unperturbed about
Lorraine, but anxious that we didn’t lose Dan and Claudia.

 


           
She needn’t have worried.  We drove to Hickling Heath and
parked on a narrow road called Hill Common which ran adjacent to
the top of Hickling Broad.  We called Claudia on Jenn’s phone
and she answered immediately.  Ten minutes later they paddled
into view and we helped them out of the canoe, which we pushed into
some bushes.  I got everyone in the car and told Claudia and
Dan we’d got their stuff in the boot before wandering over the road
to a couple of young teenage boys.  I took out £10.

“See that canoe in the bushes, you look after it for us and tell
no-one it’s there.  If we’re not back in forty-eight hours to
collect it it’s yours.”

The taller of the two took the money.

“You serious, that’s a Mohawk?”

“Serious, but forty-eight hours, not forty-seven.”

They nodded in unison.  Of course I had absolutely no
intention of coming back, but I also didn’t want the lads boasting
about their new canoe just yet.

 


           
I checked the mirror for the umpteenth time, but as before all was
clear.  It eased my mind on one point, but not another; where
was I going to stash this couple and get the second half of the
story?  As usual Jenn read my mind.

“There’s that couple in church who rent out the cottage on their
farm.”

I nodded and she made a phone call.

“It’s free for ten days.”

“That’s long enough,” I said dryly.  “God made the universe
in six.”

The cottage was part of the farm buildings and the farm was down
a long track in the middle of nowhere in particular.  That’s
Suffolk for you, picturesque villages, friendly towns and acres and
acres of undulating countryside covered in fields.  We got Dan
and Claudia settled in and headed for home just as it was getting
dark.  I would have liked to question them there and then
while they were still reeling from being found, but there were
other fish to be fried.  We did, however, just as a precaution
not give them their mobile phones back and leave the unregistered
pay-as-you-go phone with them that normally lived a happy life in
the glove-box for ‘emergencies.’  I just didn’t want them
contacting the other two, no matter what they said they thought
about them.

 


           
When we got home I checked and the debate in the House of Commons
on foreign aid to the third world was still in progress and I asked
Jenn to wake me up when the debate finally ended in a vote before
going to bed with Julian Horncastle on my mind.

 


           
In was wet, not only was in constantly raining, but the humidity
was way over 70%.  That meant you sweated in your clothes, you
sweated in your tent, you sweated if you even thought about moving
and everything you touched was wet.  I would have murdered for
a warm bath, but there were no baths around, just acres and acres
of dripping wet rain forest.  However, we now had other
problems. We were actually doing some proper forward reconnaissance
for a change, looking for a pair of vintage soviet helicopter
gunships that had been allegedly shipped in by road.  The RAF
had tried to spot them, the satellite observation lot had tried to
find them and now we had been sent in.  We knew the rough
location, but in this forest they could have been stashed twenty
yards away and we could easily miss them.  But, our
intelligence said they were not on this side of the river we had
just come up against as there were no suitable roads, and therein
lay my problem.  Firstly it was swollen, secondly it was deep
and thirdly if we broke cover we’d be sitting targets if, and it
was a big if, there were unfriendly natives on the other
side.  I did what I always liked to do on these occasions, we
withdrew and had a cup of tea.  I wiped moisture off of the
outside and inside of my map folder and looked at the map. 
The river was at least half a kilometre across and there were no
bridges within easy walking distance.  Downstream the river
got wider, upstream there was just a tiny hamlet.

“Why didn’t they just bloody well drop us on the other side,”
exclaimed Nobby.  “Instead of making us walk in this… ”

“Stop moaning,” I commanded, wanting time to think.

I thought and put my finger on the map.

“Map shows a jetty here, so there might be a boat.”

Nobby stared out across the swift moving torrent that normally
was a slow shallow river.

“’Ave to be a bloody great boat if I’m going to get in it.”

“If we find a punt and I say you’ll get in it, you’ll get in
it,” I snapped.

I picked up my pack and bit back anything else I was going to
say.  Nobby wasn’t a bad solider, just a persistent
moaner.  If you sent him to a Queen’s banquet he’d probably
complain that the vegetables were undercooked and the company a bit
stuffy.  We worked our way through the forest next to the
river.  It would have been shorter across country, but
navigation in a rain forest is not an exact science, especially
when our GPS unit had already packed up and our GPS enabled
satellite phone was wrapped in three layers of cling-film for
safety.  Initially I thought the map was wrong as no jetty
came into sight, then we rounded a bend and the jetty was before
us, if you could call it a jetty as it was obviously suffering from
the river’s current violence and breaking up.  I stopped
everyone and studied the map again.  I hated phoning in and
saying we’d failed, but in my view the river was…

“There’s folks there, folks with a ruddy great tent.” 
Exclaimed Nobby.

I took us a bit closer and then climbed a tree, no easy feat in
the rain.  I settled myself between the fork of two branches
and used my binoculars, actually only half of the binoculars as the
other half was already too misted up inside to use.  Nobby was
right, there were people there, some were clearing away rubbish
from an area downstream of the jetty as some were working in a
giant green marquee strung between the trees, and they were working
on a rust red vintage soviet helicopter.  I trained my
binocular across the river and observed another cluster of people
around two flatbed trucks at the end of a logging track; hauled up
on the muddy river bank in front of them was a large barge.  I
climbed down the tree, checked the map and phoned through the map
co-ordinates, then I prayed.  I prayed that the map was right,
that any navigator on the aircraft sent to finish the mission could
read a map and that they did their job well, otherwise we could
easily become the hunted quarry of some very upset people.  I
expected an air-strike or a couple of our helicopter gunships to
appear, what we actually got, two hours later, was a Chinook filled
with American Rangers.  It came in low over the trees, hovered
and about thirty chaps abseiled out of it into the area
thoughtfully cleared by our opponents.  By the time we’d
arrived it was all over.  The people on the other side of the
river had swiftly disappeared, the ones on this side gave up almost
without a fight and we’d captured one intact unserviceable gunship,
a pile of dubious spares and two engineering mercenaries from South
Africa.  That gave us an unexpected problem as our orders were
to leave all prisoners behind as it was just the helicopters we
were after and not people.  However, without the helicopter
there was no reason for the mercenaries and their expected
life-span after we left would probably be dreadfully short. 
Nobby said it would serve them right, but the Ranger Captain
thought otherwise.  From somewhere a couple of Rangers found
an old boat, which was shaped like a long thin rowing boat and
obviously intended for four.  We put it in the river, gave the
mercenaries instructions to go downstream and turn left when they
got to the sea and if they could row the four kilometres till they
could cross the border, where they would be much safer.  In no
time at all after they’d left we cleared enough space for the
Chinook to hover close to the ground and I got a lift back to base
and, joy of joys, one long hot bath.

 


           
I woke up and listened to the activity in the kitchen below. 
I guess it was the river association that made me remember the
helicopter incident.  Although we kept an eye out for them,
the mercenaries and the boat were never seen again.  However,
two years later there was a rumour that one of the factions in
Sudan had gained an ancient Chinese helicopter from seemingly out
of nowhere and I always wondered…

 


           
Colchester station was deserted, but it was nearly one o’clock in
the morning.  I’d come down from Ipswich by rail Second Class
and now I was waiting to go back First Class.  The three
carriage night service train from London pulled in and I mentally
cursed, the whole of the short first class section was empty. 
I let the train go and sat down to wait.  I’d been trained to
be patient and wait, but I was conscious that somewhere a CCTV
camera would doubtless be watching me being patient.  An hour
later another train pulled in and this time my quarry was sitting
alone in the first class end of the carriage and sitting outside,
in the second-class part to save money, was his minder.  I
strode onto the train, opened the door to the first class part and
sat down away from Julian opening a book as I did so.  I
waited until we’d been moving for five minutes and the special
branch detective had closed his eyes.  I swopped seats and sat
opposite Julian.

“Hello,” I said jauntily.  “Can you tell me why you gave
Simon Joplin the keys to your car that fateful day and then didn’t
tell the police that he’d killed a child while driving it.”

It is often said that people turn white when suddenly
frightened; Julian turned white and then parchment.

“Who are you,” he managed to gasp.

I held up my card.

“Jim Tarrent of the Tarrent detective Agency.”

“I should have guessed,” he said bitterly.  “Well you can’t
frighten me because you have no evidence.”

“But I’m right,” I said with more bravado than confidence. 
“And you are in deep shit.”  He went to open his mouth to call
out and I added, “Giving bribes to members of another country is a
serious offence for a politician in your position.”

If he’d been white he now became whiter and I could see a vein
in his head pulsating furiously on his forehead.

“Supposition,” he croaked.  “Pure unsubstantiated
supposition.”

I leant forward slightly.

“But you know and I know I will get the evidence.  I’ve
already got the diplomatic section of a newspaper digging up the
dirt and once they start digging you’re doomed.”

I sat back.

“Of course you’re a politician and there is one way out for you,
but only one.”

He gazed at me as if I was the spectre of death.

“Give them up, all of them,” I said.  “Turn Queen’s
evidence, after all you’ve only been hanging back to gather enough
evidence to expose them all.”

I stood up and dropped my card in his lap.

“Think about it, you’ve got forty-eight hours.”

I paused at the door.

“For once in your life do the right thing.”

“But my wife,” he gasped.

I tossed Susannah's visiting card at him.

“Tell her if you if you don’t want to talk to me, but tell the
truth, if not I’ll come back and haunt you.”

I left him; his ‘minder’ was by now fast asleep; in my previous
life that would have been a court martial offence.

 


           
The cottage we’d put Dan and Claudia in was quite twee with a
rustic style three piece suite in a genteel room with floral
wallpaper and a reprint of Constable’s Haywain on one wall. 
Claudia brought in some tea and sat next to Dan on the small
settee, Stephanie and Jenn used the armchairs and I was relegated
to a poufee against the wall, but I’ve sat on worse.  I
introduced Stephanie and Dan sat back and crossed his legs, a bad
sign.

“We want witness protection and complete anonymity.”  He
said with less certainty than he hoped.

“You’re likely to get twenty years and be forgotten,” I growled
back.

Stephanie gave me a scathing look.

“It’s probably best if you tell us the truth, it always pays in
the end.”

Claudia gave a half nod.

“So, why did you both go AWOL?”  Asked Stephanie.

They looked at each other.  Claudia decided to open the
batting.

“We didn’t plan it.  I got back on a Thursday and found out
that my direct boss was on leave and planned to make me redundant
on the Monday.  I already felt used and that was the last
straw, so I booked a fortnight’s leave with his temporary stand-in
and just filed a report which said the whole thing had been one
long disaster.”  She glanced at Dan.  “I rang Dan as soon
as he got back and he took leave as well and we decided to go
boating on the Broads.  I think we would have both gone back
if Peter and Ofelia hadn’t turned up, that made all the
difference.”

Jenn Shrugged.

“Why?”

Dan stirred.

“I don’t think you understand as we were a little economical
with the truth.”

He waited for a response and didn’t get one.  He cleared
his throat.

“Ofelia wasn’t just a mole in deep cover she was first and
foremost the mistress of the local drug baron.  He got her to
make contact with the Bolivian intelligence service to use them for
their own ends.  She fed them information on rival drug firms
to shut them down, and parts of their own cartel if they were
getting out of line, or starting to play the power game.  When
Peter discovered her it was her lover that was beating her up
because Peter’s first off-script excursion had taken out one of his
major drug factories and he thought Ofelia had betrayed him. 
Peter spun a yarn to his squad saying she was a betrayed undercover
officer and wasn’t safe anywhere in Bolivia just to get them to
support him on smuggling her over here.”

Claudia took up the story.

“The drug factory Peter discovered her in was manufacturing
small rubber balls in two halves and children were packing the
halves with heroin and then sticking them together with a rubber
based glue.  Then the balls were washed and given a vulcanised
rubber coating.  Peter didn’t smuggle out the drugs, Ofelia
did in an army backpack.”

“But,” Dan interrupted.  “But Peter knew what she was up to
because she told him she’d split the profits with him and that she
had access to an offshore account with at least a couple of million
dollars in it.”

Jenn held up a hand.

“How did they find you?”

Claudia made a face.

“Ofelia tracked us down.  She rang my office saying she was
an old school pal over from Spain and here for only a short
time.  They gave her my mobile phone number and she rang
me.  I was so surprised, and at that time I did not know their
side of the story, I stupidly told her where I was.”

Dan nodded.

“And they wanted silence from us while they planned their
escape.”  He looked away.  “I know we were stupid, but
he’s a trained killer and I have no doubt she would slit the throat
of her nearest and dearest if she thought it was to her
advantage.  Basically we were scared.”

I moved my eyes from one to the other and back.

“Doesn’t ring true,” I growled menacingly.  “You could have
gone to the police the minute you knew they had split.”

Claudia grimaced.

“Look at my mobile phone.  They sent me a text saying gone
but not forgotten and not to think we weren’t observed and that we
were by now both in deep trouble anyway.”

“She also said that if we did turn them in they’d make sure we
were implicated in it all and did we really fancy twenty years in
the nick?”  Added Dan sourly.

“Now tell us about the car in the woods,” Stephanie
commanded.

Dan looked miserable.

“I was by now AWOL and so was he so the future was looking
grim.  The problem seemed to be that Ofelia was having trouble
accessing her offshore account and needed to wait for something to
arrive that she said would give her the ‘key.’  So she
suggested that we create a smokescreen to divert attention, looking
back I think it was more to divert our attention than the
authorities, but it must have stirred them up a bit.”

Claudia made a helpless gesture.

“Ofelia and I made up the supposed travel itinerary, it took us
a couple of weeks.  Peter obtained the two bodies, we don’t
know where from and we didn’t ask, but he hinted a local mortuary
needed better security.  Dan and he dressed them up and Ofelia
and I stole the cars.”  She suddenly smiled.  “Actually
that was quite exciting.”

I decided to interrupt.

“You had your dress uniform with you?”

He shrugged.

“Never know if you’re going to get called back off leave for a
formal occasion and remember I hadn’t planned to go AWOL.”

I thought of the countless number of times I’d been on leave and
not once had I taken my dress uniform with me, but I kept quiet;
for the moment.

“Why the drugs in the spare tyre?  They must have been
worth a considerable amount of money.”

Claudia shrugged.

“Ofelia said she couldn’t sell them as she had no contacts over
here and it wasn’t worth the risk of trying to take them with them
when they left.  She thought it would add to the
smokescreen.”

“Anything else?”  Asked Jenn.

They looked at each other.

“And we want to get married, even if it all turns out for the
worse.”

I decided to interrupt as time was passing and this couple were
currently of no help in tracing the other two.

“Sorry, you’re definitely going for the twenty years in clink
option if you don’t tell us the whole truth.”

Jenn raised an eyebrow, I started ticking points off my
fingers.

“One, nobody takes their dress uniform on holiday with
them.  Two, no Government agency would hand out the phone
number of an employee to someone they didn’t know whatever the
story.  Three, you said she escaped with three kilos of drugs
and yet only two kilos were put in the car.  Four, you said
you were frightened, but Dan has a 9mm in the ‘fridge, plus a full
magazine, so you could easily have killed them.  And please
don’t tell me that Dan couldn’t because he’s in the RAF regiment
and no matter what job he does now he would have been through a
considerable amount of training.  Five, you’re saying all the
fault lies with the other two while you are squeaky clean and I
find that difficult to swallow.  And finally you haven’t
really said what you put in your reports that has made you so
nervous.”

Dan cleared his throat.

“We rather thought we would save some of that for a formal
debrief, after all you are only a Private Detective Agency.”

I tossed my Military Intelligence ID card onto the table in
front of him.

“Perhaps you’d like to take a turn around the courtyard and
think about it.”

They looked at each other and went outside, Stephanie shot out
of her seat like a bolt from the blue and went upstairs.  Jenn
frowned and turned to me.

“Bit hard on them weren’t you?”

“I don’t think so,” I said defensively.

She gave me a smile.

“I think you might be automatically siding with Sergeant Gregory
because he does the same job that you did.  But not everyone
has the same integrity as you and he could be a bad egg just as
they say.  You must have met some in your time.”

I thought about it and she was right of course, I had been
mentally assuming that Sergeant Gregory was a good guy. 
However, I still unhappy with what they had told us.  I was
about to say something to Jenn when Stephanie came back into the
room with their little backpack they had taken in the canoe. 
She held it up.

“Two passports, in their own names.  Two mobile phones, as
yet unused as the SIM cards haven’t been installed.  One
rather tatty digital camera, two hundred pounds in used ten pound
notes and four hundred Euros in used twenty Euro notes.  Plus
one 7mm handgun and the address of a B&B in Newport.”

The couple arrived back and Claudia’s brows furrowed.

“That’s our property.”

Stephanie extracted the gun and tossed it to me before tossing
the backpack to her.

Dan picked up my ID card.

“This is real is it and not some ID scam?”

“Try the hologram,” I said.

“Or try mine,” said Jenn proffering hers.

He tilted and studied the hologram in front of the window and
then nodded.

 


           
We resettled with another cup of tea.  Claudia put her arm
through Dan’s.

“Dan and I thought this was a miserable business and decided to
do a bit of whistle-blowing.  We knew that Peter’s squad had
been sent to Bolivia with inadequate equipment, virtually zero
support, no intelligence to speak of and with no time to really
prepare.  They had to borrow transport from the Bolivian army,
cadge hand-grenades and stun-grenades from the same source and buy
a radio-scanner from an electronics warehouse.  It was almost
as if they were being thrown to the wolves.  I knew that the
Bolivians, while being terribly courteous, had no idea what I was
doing there and Dan knew that the Americans wanted to wash their
hands of the entire operation.”

I cleared my throat.

“This was your first time on such an operation?”

She nodded and I remembered my operations, most had been
carefully prepared, but some, out of expediency, were conducted
rather more on the hoof.

“Go on,” “I said.

Claudia smiled at Dan and continued.

“So I contacted Peter, after all I knew what regiment they were
in and Dan knew his name.  I told him to bring full dress
uniform as I thought there might be a press conference involved,
but I had not reckoned on Ofelia.  Finding her with him was
somewhat a surprise.”

Dan nodded.

“It changed the whole dynamic the moment we met.  Their
only concern was getting out of the country after Ofelia had
accessed her mysterious bank account, and believe me they were both
frightening and nasty.  Of course they had no intention of
going to the press and so Claudia and I were both high and
dry.”

Stephanie laughed.

“Don’t tell me, you both put in your report you were going to
the press.”

They nodded in unison.

“Drugs,” said Jenn.  “Tell us about the drugs.”

“That’s easy,” replied Dan.  “Ofelia is an addict, she kept
some back for her own use.  She says she wants to kick the
habit, and maybe she does, but I saw no evidence of her trying to
wean herself off while she was with us.”

Claudia licked her lips.

“Let’s just say it makes her somewhat unstable and prone to
excessive mood swings.”

Jenn stirred, perhaps remembering her past.

“I take it she is injecting?”

Claudia shrugged.

“She’ll take it anyway she can, but yes she’s injecting. 
Peter had to break into a local pharmacy and steal a bunch of
needles and syringes for her, plus antiseptic wipes and bandages as
she’s got some suppurating sores.”

They fell silent and I made up my mind.  I turned to
Jenn.

“Shall I make the call?”

She nodded and I went outside.

 


           
I had to walk about half a mile along the river edge before I got a
decent phone signal.  I dialled in Colonel Hunt’s contact
number and waited.  When he did answer the line was crackly
and his voice distant.

“Jim Tarrent here,” I said without preamble.  “You owe me
£12,500.”

“I understand,” he replied.  “Have you got what I
want?”

“Probably not, it’s the other half.”

There was a buzzing and the line settled down.

“I’ll contact Mr Brown on your behalf, well done.”

“That might not be wise,” I answered swiftly.  “There could
be dangers.”

“Are the goods safe?”

“For the moment, but I’m not geared up for handling such goods
in a secure manner.”

There was a pause and I thought the line had gone, but the
crackling persisted, so I waited.

“Be with you in twenty-four hours, I will send someone to assist
with safe handling.”  He answered decisively.

“Someone I know,” I insisted.

“Understood.”  He replied.  “Delivery where you are
phoning from?”

“Near enough.”

“Good, and well done.”

I put the phone away and looked around, this time with my
soldier’s eyes.

 


           
Just over two hours later a brown minibus came down the track to
the farm and out stepped my RSM from Colchester barracks. 
That instantly confirmed what I already suspected, namely that
using my Military Intelligence ID card on military premises would
be flagged up to Colonel Hunt and he would doubtless enquire what I
had been up to.  The RSM frowned and then almost saluted.

“CO said you had a special mission for me, sir.”

I took him away from the minibus.

“Any of that lot in Sergeant Gregory’s outfit?”

He shook his head.

“One of our unit’s fresh back from training for deployment with
the UN.”

Satisfied I took him to the edge of the farm.

“Look around sergeant, where would you attack this place
from?”

He scanned the flat landscape.

“Personally sir I’d lob in a couple of mortar shells or whistle
up a helicopter gunship.”

“By stealth,” I added.

He stroked his chin.

“Wouldn’t want to cross that open ground, so it’s the river by
night, try to crawl along that long hedge from the railway line or
attack by subterfuge.”

He pointed to the river edge footpath.

“Nice hiking party with backpacks.”

I nodded.

“My view too.”

I gave him a briefing on what I wanted and then we went back to
the minibus and I climbed inside.

“Right,” I said feeling quite at home.  “We’ve two people
in this cottage who are valuable, very valuable, to your
regiment.  The RSM will brief you, but please do not disturb
the inhabitants of the farm, the working of the farm or the people
in the cottage; otherwise I want this farm stitched up tighter than
a drum.”

I left the RSM doing his briefing and sort out our church
friend, I had some explaining to do as to just why he suddenly had
a dozen soldiers tramping all over his farm.

 


           
When I got home Fannie was piling stuff into a casserole dish and
Jenn was chopping vegetables at a prodigious rate, she turned to
face me.

“I’ve got them settled in Stephanie’s old room, are you sure all
this subterfuge is necessary after all no-one found them in Potter
Heigham.”

I wondered this myself, but felt I had to justify my decision,
goodness knows why.

“But we’ve disturbed the pond and I don’t know what muck we
might have raked up.”

She turned to peel a carrot into submission.

“Talking of muck, you might like to hear what Fannie has
uncovered.”

Fannie gave me a triumphant smile.

“I looked up Miss Lorraine Bell of The Street. 
Her last article was on methods of cleaning red wine stains off of
white leather settees and the two before that were on choosing the
right shape cushions for your back posture and whether or not to
have curtain tie-backs.”  She giggled.  “She’s a
lifestyle and fashion writer and hasn’t got one investigative
report to her name.”

I think I groaned, but Fannie hadn’t finished.

“On the other hand she is the editor’s niece.”

Jenn took up the baton.

“She studied journalism at some weird college in Oxford that
seems completely off the map and certainly wasn’t part of any
university.  Oh and in her blurb on The Street’s
website she says her ambition is to have an investigative scoop
like Watergate before she is thirty.”

I must admit I felt like swearing.

“So I’ve chosen the wrong person, big time.”

Jenn gave me a smile.

“At least she will be keen.”

Over-keen, I thought.  Over-keen to get a scoop under her
belt and change her image.  Still I couldn’t blame her as I
wouldn’t want to write about curtain tie-backs and wine stains for
a living.

 


           
The papergirl pointed up the road.

“Big guy on a motorbike.”  She held up a £2 coin. 
“Who obviously doesn’t know the going rate for message
delivery.”

I laughed and gave her £3 out of my pocket while wondering while
nobody ever seemed to come and actually talk to me at home.

 


           
Roland was sitting aside his Honda Goldwing and looking
uncomfortable.

“Riding again,” I said by way of greeting.

He screwed up his nose.

“Yeah, but me leg is still giving me gyp.”

I leant against a convenient telegraph pole.

“So, to what do I owe the honour.”

He blew his nose on a handkerchief the size of a small
pillowcase.

“Got two passports, one for a tall woman and one for a chap
who’s listed a burn scar on his back as a distinguishing
mark.  They’re due to be delivered to a dead letter box on
Friday.  If you want you can do the delivering.”  He
paused.  “For a price.”

I tried to hide my increase in heart rate.

“What sort of price?”

“Ten grand,” he said without batting an eyelid.

“Oh come on,” I said.  “Where am I going to get that sort
of money?”

He put his face close to mine.

“Ten grand.  If I give you the goods Nell will go ape and I
need to be somewhere else.”  He grinned.  “And I’ve got
somewhere else to go, but it’s ten grand or no deal.”

“Does your daughter Michelle know?”

He laughed.

“It’s her idea, the four of us will ride off into the
sunset.”

“Four?”

“Me, Michelle, Jamie and their kiddo.  I don’t want my sins
being taken out on them.”

I began to wonder if I had any sanity left.

“OK, Ten grand.”

He pressed the started button and his bike whirled into
life.

“I’ll deliver to you on Friday morning.  Used notes, all
twenties and tens, and no tricks.”

He drove away and grimaced as his bike traversed a pothole.

 


           
I ate a leisurely breakfast  and realised I was in waiting
mode; waiting for Julian to do the honourable thing, or in his case
the political thing; waiting for Roland to bring me the passports;
waiting for Colonel Hunt to arrive and waiting for action out at
the farm.  I had a second cup of tea and Fannie appeared.

“You seen the local news?”

“Can’t say I have.”

“Police Inspector and his sergeant got attacked last night, they
were ambushed in a back alley behind a dance club and covered in
paintball blotches.”

“Don’t tell me,” I said.  “Inspector Waverly.”

She gazed at me in wonder.

“You know!”

“Educated guess.”

I was saved from further conversation by the call of my mobile
phone, I checked the screen, it was my RSM so I answered.

“Mr Tarrent, you’d better come over, we have a little
problem.”  He said stiffly.

“What sort of problem?”

“Let’s call it a problem of rank.”

 


           
It was less than a ten minute car ride and I pulled up behind a
little train of vehicles.  My army unit had their minibus
across the road and waiting to get by was an RAF staff car,
complete with WRAF driver, and a van driven by two redcaps. 
Not a normal van, but the sort with a steel cage in the back for
conveying prisoners.  I ambled past the van and met my RSM, he
nodded towards the staff car.

“They turned up out of the blue and I can’t really ignore a
Group Captain, sir.”  He said softly.

“Any trouble last night.”  I asked

He shook his head.

“Bagged a poacher though”

“Poacher?  Here?”  I replied in surprise.

He grinned.

“Brown sort with a busy tail and a liking for chickens, farmer’s
wife was right chuffed as her husband hadn’t been able to catch it
for weeks.”

I laughed and peered inside the staff car.  Mr Brown I
recognised, the RAF officer I didn’t, except he had the four
epaulette strips of a Group Captain.

“Just what do you think you are doing man?”  Mr Brown
blustered.  “You have no authority to keep us out.”

I ignored him and looked at the Group Captain.

“And you are?”

He deigned to look at me.

“Group Captain Ffaulks, now do be a good chap and let us
through.”

I shook my head.

“There is nothing for you here.”

Mr Brown went red.

“Don’t be stupid man, I know you’ve got Claudia here and
probably Sergeant Orem.”

“Been listening in to my mobile phone conversations have
you?”  I enquired brusquely.  “And making two plus two
equal seven.”

He took a deep breath.

“Just let us through.”

I thought I’d played with them enough.  I nodded to the RSM
and looked at the Group Captain.

“Just you and Mr Brown, I’m sorry but your driver and the
redcaps stay here for the moment.”

Mr Brown went to make a tart reply and the Group Captain laid a
hand on his arm.

“Very well we’ll play it your way, for the moment.”

Their driver climbed out, I climbed in and the minibus pulled
back just enough for us to pass.

 


           
I parked away from the cottage and as they climbed out I kept them
by the staff car and faced Mr Brown, it was important now that I
played divide and conquer.

“The couple I have under safe keeping are in the cottage, they
are in the lounge and you can see them through the window, but I do
not want you to talk with them or give their descriptions to
anyone.”

“Poppycock,” retorted Mr Brown.

I led them over and they peered through the window at Fabian and
Robin sitting quietly drinking tea.  I’m glad to say Mr
Brown’s jaw nearly fell open.

“It’s a ruse,” he said eventually.  “They are in the
farm.”

I waved at a corporal and he came over.

“Corporal,” I said in my best commanding voice.  “Would you
tell these gentlemen where everybody on the farm currently is?”

He swallowed.

“Your couple is in the cottage, they’ve been there all
night.  Farmer is out on his tractor in what he calls lower
meadow.  His wife is cooking in their kitchen and their son is
in the wooden barn trying to change the fuel injector on their old
tractor.  There’s no-one else except a female bird-watcher a
mile downstream using one of the hides on the nature reserve. 
Sir.”

Group Captain Ffaulks twitched an eyebrow.

“Tell me corporal, has there been any body-swapping going
on?”

I could have kissed the corporal as he showed total
surprise.

“No sir.  It’s the same couple that’s always been
here.”

That was enough for the Group Captain, he turned to Mr
Brown.

“I would suggest Mr Brown that next time you wish to disturb my
day with a cock and bull story you at least establish the correct
facts first.”

Mr Brown was not so easily diverted.

“Who are they?”  He asked forcibly.  “That couple, who
are they?”

I looked at the Group Captain, still playing my divide and
conquer game.

“I rather feel you may not want to know on the grounds of
plausible deniability, but if you ask me again I shall give you an
answer.”

Group Captain Ffaulks pursed his lips.

“I don’t think that will be necessary Mr Tarrent, I think I’d
rather not know.”

He turned to go.

“If you want a lift back Mr Brown I suggest you come now, you’ve
already wasted enough of my day.”  You could have cut granite
with the sharp edge to his tone.

The corporal drove them up the track and the WRAF driver climbed
back in the car.  The RSM and Corporal saluted and they all
drove away leaving me to heave a sigh of relief.  I waited for
the RSM to arrive and nodded downstream.

“That twitcher, think she’s kosher?”

“Think she’s about eighty sir, she arrived on one of those
motability scooters.”

His eyes flitted around.

“I sent a private into the hide, she is old and has apparently
been bird-watching here for over half a century and he says she
could bore for England.”  He sniffed.  “But we’re still
watching her, can’t be too careful.”

I went into the cottage for a quick chat with Robin and Fabian,
who loved every minute of the subterfuge and thoroughly enjoying
their relaxing time together…

 


           
Colonel Hunt arrived in a Black Hawk Helicopter.  It came in
low over the trees and caused great consternation from my army
squad as they obviously though it was going to hold a number of
well-armed troops.  However, it briefly touched down and
Colonel Hunt gave a friendly wave to the pilot as he accelerated
skywards.  He strutted over and my RSM gave him a smart
salute.  He looked around.

“Any trouble sergeant?”

“No sir.”

He nodded and came over to me.

“So you’ve got them holed up here?”

“Actually no, I’ve got a couple of my colleagues stashed in the
cottage, but the army doesn’t know that.  Your couple are over
at my house.  He raised an eyebrow and I explained about Mr
Brown.  He laughed like a drain.

“That old fox wanted first bite of the cherry did he.”

“I rather fear he wanted to cart them away to somewhere from
where they would never be seen again.”

“So what’s the story?”

I led him over to a couple of army-issue canvass chairs and a
private supplied us with two steaming mugs of tea and some oatcakes
made by the farmer’s wife, which I am sure even a shark would have
had trouble biting in half.  I explained everything from start
to finish, not leaving out Lorraine Bell or Group Captain
Ffaulks.  Colonel Hunt scratched his head.

“I don’t get it.  This pair actually believes they have
discovered something amiss when in reality it was just a poorly
planned and poorly implemented political initiative. 
Admittedly we don’t get them every day anymore, but they are not
uncommon and definitely not worth risking careers over.”

I thought he’d summed it up rather nicely.

“There might be something else, something they haven’t told me,
but I have no idea what.”  I said.

He nodded and stood up.

“Well we’d best go and see.”

He turned and marched over to the RSM.  I have no idea what
he said, but the RSM saluted and looked well pleased.  They
started to pack up and I took the Colonel to my Land Rover.

“The other couple,” I said slowly.  “I’ve got a lead, but a
problem as it will cost me £10,000 to get it.”

Colonel Hunt gave a sort of grunt.

“Ask me for half a battalion of Arctic trained soldiers plus a
few tanks and I’d have no problem, but cash in used notes, that’s
something else.  Just how sure are you of this lead?”

I shrugged.

“It could be the lead of the century, on the other hand it could
be money down the drain.”

“Well at least you’re honest,” he muttered.

He pulled out his mobile phone and glanced around.

“Would you mind?”

I wandered out of earshot.  He found me ten minutes
later.

“Early Friday morning, best I could do.”

For someone who said they had trouble getting cash he obviously
knew which strings to pull.

 


           
We arrived back to be met by Jenn before we even got out of the
Rover.

“Problems,” she hissed.  “Lorraine has turned up saying she
has the Bolivian key.  I’ve parked her in the lounge; Claudia
and Dan are in the outhouse with Fannie.”

Colonel Hunt’s eyes narrowed.

“Not one of your games is this Tarrent?”

I held my hands up.

“She’s a rookie and she’s obviously keen, but she would not be
anywhere near the top of my list if I did want to throw a spanner
in the works.”

He mused.

“Well let’s see her first.”

To say I was surprised would be an understatement, but I
understood his problem for as yet this couple had no real
bargaining chips to give them pardon and the permanent anonymity
they required.

 


           
Today she was wearing mottled mauve and violet silk trousers, a red
roll-top sweater with one of those huge collars and puff sleeves,
and a red and mauve hooped beret.  She’d swopped her glasses
for a pair of the modern tiny oblongs and sported a pair of dangly
earrings with large rubies swinging on the ends.  I introduced
Colonel Hunt and Jenn and we all sat down, Lorraine peered at the
Colonel.

“I assume you are the paymaster?”

“That madam,” he said stiffly.  “Is her Majesty’s
Government.”

“Lorraine, we haven’t got much time.” I said huskily.

She smiled showing a wide set of glowing white teeth and still
addressed the Colonel.

“I am assured I have first bite of the publishing cherry?”

“If there is a publishing cherry to be bitten,” he replied
drolly.

She pulled out a notebook and exchanged her glasses for the
wire-framed ones.

“As far as I can make out the sequence of events is this. 
The British Government hold a pharmaceutical trade fair in the
Bolivia capital and Ms Smith attends to give it some added
oomph.  After that our army goes in and blows up a few drug
factories and bingo the Bolivian representative on FIFA says he
will vote for England to hold the Futsal World cup.”

“Futsal?”  Said Jenn.

Lorraine looked over her glasses.

“Five a side indoor football to you and me.”

“So far,” I muttered.  “That is just coincidence.”

“But I can say that Ms Smith was not supposed to be there. 
She was supposed to be at a meeting of European Foreign Secretaries
in Rome, but she sent her junior minister.  There were
questions in the House and she stated that Julian Horncastle spoke
fluent Italian and she did not and so she felt he was the best
person to represent Britain.  She also went mob handed and
took a Junior Minister for Sport, no less than three civil servants
from the Department of Trade and Industry and Mrs Horncastle.”

“Did you say Mrs Horncastle?”  Interrupted Jenn.

Lorraine looked up from her notes.

“Yes, she’s her junior minister’s wife and she took her along as
a consultant.”

Jenn raised an eyebrow at me, but Lorraine was back to her
notes.

“What’s really interesting is that Futsal is a largely
unpromoted game in England as it is not televised, but guess who
does have the television rights?”

We all looked at each other blankly.

“Mr Simon Joplin, probably on behalf of his political party,
which at the moment are rapidly running into what is called
negative equity.”

The Colonel frowned.

“Are you saying that Ms Smith allowed the British army to be
used in Bolivia to curry favour so that we get the Futsal world cup
and her political party’s coffers benefit?”

Lorraine looked sad.

“I can say it here as mere speculation, but were we to put it in
print we’d need concrete evidence or face a libel action of mammoth
proportions.”

“What about the other FIFA reps, any signs of wooing
them?”  Asked Jenn.

Loraine shrugged causing her earrings to swing dangerously.

“I had a chat with our sport’s journalists, but they were
uninterested in Futsal as they say it is a minority sport.  I
did track down the British bid website that stated the votes were
on a knife edge between us and Romania, but that’s all I had time
for.”  We got another wide smile.  “But just suppose we
got the games and Mr Joplin managed to sell the television rights
and an advertising campaign went into action.  I would imagine
that it would be worth a good few hundred thousand.”

I could see it on Colonel Hunt’s face, it may be worth a good
few hundred thousand pounds, but it was not worth a soldier’s
life.  He stood up.

“You stay here, we will be back.”

Her eyes opened wide.

“You’ve got them here.”

“We’ve got people here we need to talk to, I am afraid your
soldier is still on the run.”

 

In the outhouse and I briefed Fannie to sit with Lorraine. 
She could talk about anything she liked, but not any of our cases,
not one iota.  Jenn smiled at her.

“Lorraine is a lifestyle journalist remember?  Maybe she’d
like your recipe for nut roast, it is rather unusual.”

Fannie shot off like a pip from a squeezed tomato and we joined
Colonel Hunt with Claudia and Dan.  If they had been relaxed
with me, they were clearly petrified of Colonel Hunt and with good
reason as he could hand Dan over to the redcaps to disappear for
quite a long time.  Colonel Hunt gave Dan a long hard look and
then Claudia got the same treatment.  In interrogation terms
this is what is called building up the tension.  The idea is
to make people nervous and therefore susceptible to letting things
slip and contradicting oneself.  He cleared his throat.

“Mr Tarrent has briefed me on what you have said so far,
unfortunately there is nothing in your story that would move me to
give you any sort of favourable treatment.”

Claudia gave Dan a wide-eyed fearful look.  Dan seemed to
stiffen his backbone.

“I had a fairly wide remit while I was on the assignment in
America, and I listened to a large number of mobile phone
calls.”

“How did you target them?”  The Colonel barked.

“Any mobile phone that was English and roaming on the Bolivian
networks, some numbers fed to me by my Wing Commander and I had the
equipment rigged to flag up the words ‘drugs,’ ‘soldiers,’
British,’ and suchlike.”  He hesitated.  “I also had a
trawl through the mobile phone calls that the Americans had
retrieved from the Bolivian networks from roaming phones during the
time of the pharmaceutical trade fair.”

Colonel Hunt frowned.

“Did you have permission to do that?”

“No, but no-one wanted to know what I was doing and as that
rather gave me carte blanch I didn’t ask.”

What he meant was he didn’t ask because he knew the Americans
would veto the idea at birth.  The Colonel frowned with
foreboding.

“Why?”  He barked again.  “Just looking for dirt?”

Dan shook his head.

“There was a Welshman from some drug company or other over for a
meeting with some Bolivian Doctors when I first arrived and he
mentioned the trade fair and said that he understood since then
Britain was on a better footing with Bolivia over drugs.”

“So one thing led to another,” said Jenn.

Dan nodded.

“It was one of a number of… ”

“There is no need to explain how,” snapped Colonel Hunt. 
“Just what.”

Dan regrouped.

“I had to trace the owners of the phones, but they were all
registered so it was not a problem.”  He sounded quite
amazed.  “But there was one from a Mr Joplin to some guy I’d
never heard of promising action to clear his land of drug factories
if he could be certain of a favourable result.  Later the same
chap said it was on the cards, but he needed proof of goodwill
first.  There was another from an unregistered phone in
England to Mr Joplin asking if we could be sure of the correct vote
and Mr Joplin replied ‘if the army do their job it’s in the
bag.’”

He paused.  “Do you know what I am talking about?”

“Why don’t you tell us?”  I replied languidly.

He took a deep breath.

“It’s the world cup, our government is trying to skew the voting
for the world cup and using the army to do it and that is
illegal.”

I almost laughed, he obviously thought they were talking about
soccer not futsal.  Colonel Hunt didn’t bat an eyelid.

“Underhand, but surely not illegal?”

Dan composed himself, Claudia looked increasingly nervous. 
Dan licked his lips.

“There were a couple of other phone calls, I got one between the
guy I didn’t know and a logging company, assuring them the land
would soon be clear.  And one on a secure satellite phone
between Sergeant Gregory and a Lieutenant Oliver.”

“If it was secure how come you listened in?”  I asked.

He grinned.

“They used NATO encryption codes, considering where I was that
was no problem.”

He glanced nervously at Colonel Hunt.

“Sergeant Gregory told the Lieutenant that the mission was in
meltdown as there was no support, dubious assistance and an
increasing risk of failure.  The Lieutenant told him not to be
a baby and to enjoy his time in the sun.”  Colonel Hunt’s
eyebrows twitched.  “Sergeant Gregory pressed the point and
said he recommended extraction.  Lieutenant Oliver told him
that he was a big boy now and to stop whining.  I must admit I
felt… ” he petered out and Colonel Hunt scowled.

“You felt what?”

“I’d better not say.”

“You’d better had,” the Colonel growled.  Dan took a deep
breath.

“Judging by the background noise I would say the Lieutenant was
in the Mess and suffering from the effects of alcohol.”

“Do you mean he was tipsy or totally inebriated?”  Retorted
the Colonel menacingly.

“Somewhere between the two, but closer to inebriated, which
surprised me as in the UK it was only just noon.”  Dan
swallowed.  “Shortly after that I contacted my superiors with
the same message saying that in my opinion we were heading for a
fall.  They told me that my remarks were noted.  Just
after that Sergeant Gregory went off-script.”

I bet he did, I thought.  That’s exactly what I would have
done to force the hand of my superiors.  No-one said anything
and Dan took a sip of water.

“I also had some texts.”  He looked at Jenn.  “Texts
are easier as it’s a bit his and miss to catch conversations, but
texts hang around longer because the service providers and… ” 
He caught Colonel Hunts face and changed tack.  “There were
several between Ms Smith and Mr Joplin about next to nothing, one
from Mrs Horncastle to Julian saying that she hoped he was finding
times to visit the art galleries.  And one from the chap who’d
received the phone call about the land saying that he hoped to have
90,000 acres of forest ready for felling in the near future.” 
He coughed.  “During the operation I picked up several from
the people Sergeant Gregory refers to as ‘helper’ to unknown
recipients saying that they now had more goods available.”

Claudia stirred.

“When Dan told me that his bosses and Sergeant Gregory’s bosses
seemed uninterested I tried to pass a message back to my bosses
saying that the operation wasn’t working and was told to stick at
it and that I was in no danger.”

Colonel Hunt sighed.

“Of course, we’ve only got your word for all this.”

Dan looked extremely uncomfortable.

“Actually I took a record of all the conversations and texts,
plus a few emails; they are all stored in my camera’s memory.”

Colonel Hunt grunted like a grizzly bear about to attack.

“That is strictly against every regulation in the book.” 
He held out his hand.

Dan remained quiet while Claudia rummaged in the backpack and
handed over the camera.  Colonel Hunt took it, slipped it in
his pocket and then stroked his chin and looked at Claudia.

“I can understand Dan being here, but not you.  You’re a
civilian and while your employers may give you the sack they can’t
do anything else.”

Claudia sat up as straight as she could.

“Once Ofelia was on the scene I stuck around to get my hands on
the details of her mysterious bank account.  If it is a drugs
account it could lead us to financial dealings all over the
world.”

He nodded, which was good as I didn’t believe a word of it.

We waited while Colonel Hunt ruminated; eventually he came to a
decision.

“For the moment I’ll put you in a safe house, so go and pack,
but this is just while I think about what to do, you are by no
means out of the woods.”

They trooped out like a pair of downcast penguins.  When
they had gone he turned to me.

“We need the other pair, don’t let them get away at any
cost.”  He grunted.  “I don’t like the smell of this one
little bit.”

He sighed.

“I can’t keep them out of Mr Brown’s clutches for long unless I
have more.”

“I take it Mr Brown is not from Customs and Excise,” I said
sarcastically.

He laughed.

“Actually he is, but remember there is the small matter of 2kg
of pure heroin and drugs couriers get put away for a long
time.”

He pointed towards the house.

“Give an abbreviated and sanitised version of the relevant bits
regarding futsal to your tame reporter, who knows she might have
luck on her side and turn up something useful.”

I hesitated and then remembered that so far Colonel Hunt had
paid us more than anyone else.

“Actually colonel we have another case that involve Ms Smith and
Mr Joplin.  It is just coincidence, but it may resolve itself
faster than this one.”

He shrugged.

“Then go to it and when you’ve got them sweating about whatever
you’re investigating throw in the odd question regarding this case,
you might rattle them enough to make a slip.”

 


           
To my surprise there was a Navy staff car waiting outside and the
three of them got in it and drove away.  I went inside and
told Lorraine what I thought I could safely tell her and she left
like a scalded rabbit.  I went back to the kitchen and
gratefully accepted a coffee from Jenn, she smiled and looked at
Fannie.  Fannie became all serious.

“Dan gave me a message for you, but I don’t understand it. 
He said what is in his camera is also in the mobile phone he’s left
behind inside his pillow plus a little extra.  He said it was
his lifeline backup, just in case.”

Jenn smiled.

“I’m onto it, just in case there’s more in there than he has let
on.”

I wondered if his ‘little extra’ would make all the
difference.  I rather hoped it would as I was beginning to
like Claudia and Dan even though they looked like beauty and the
beast.

 










Chapter 14
Out of Sight


I put down my binoculars and then picked them up again, but the
view hadn’t changed. There was a steady line of North Korean
Soldiers advancing towards us step by step. They weren’t hurrying,
but they didn’t have to as we had nowhere to go. I glanced at
Mi-ok, my diminutive female South Korean companion, but it was hard
to tell what she was thinking.

“At this rate we have about two hours.”

She nodded phlegmatically.

“We could try the village.”

I thought about it, but I wasn’t keen. Our cover story was as
thin as cigarette paper and in this rural community I would stick
out like a sore thumb.

“Could you make it on your own?” I asked with more gallantry
than I felt.

She shook her head.

“No, I need you to find our way out.”

I had another peep through the binoculars, there was no change.
I tried to think of options, but there were few as we were being
squeezed between the line of soldiers in front and the inhabitants
of the village behind. I decided to move closer to the village
outskirts and we settled in a little cluster of ruins. Whatever had
been here had burnt down as the broken walls smelt of smoke. We’d
been there five minutes and I was once again checking our advancing
soldiers when Mi-ok placed a hand on my shoulder. I turned and
winced, standing in what had once been a doorway was a small girl
in a white dress. Mi-ok said something softly and the girl nodded
and moved out of sight.

“What did you say to her?” I asked softly.

“That she should go home and tell no one that she had seen
us.”

Ten minutes later the girl reappeared, this time holding the
hand of an old man. He looked at Mi-ok and then his eyes took me
in. He rattled something to Mi-ok in a gurgling-husky wavering
voice. Mi-ok replied and they had a short conversation. She
clarified something and whispered to me.

“He says he wants to help and hide us.”

“Why?”

“He says he remembers the war and has a daughter in Seoul.”

“Won’t that be dangerous for him?” I asked, not wanting others
to suffer on our behalf.

“He says he doesn’t care and that he’s old and dying
anyway.”

I decided we had no choice, no matter how slim our chances we
needed to get the information we had gleaned back to base or some
other poor soul would be sent in. We followed him across the ruins
and he grubbed about in the dirt before opening a hatch, below it
was dark, doubtless insect ridden and more like a prison than an
escape.

“What is this place?” I asked Mi-ok.

She rattled off the question in Korean and he replied, even I
could tell he was making a joke.

“It used to be the village prison for local hotheads, but he
says they now have a better solution as they make them join the
army.”

We dropped into the hole and he closed the flap. Five minutes
later he opened it again and passed down a bucket with a lid, a
bottle of what looked like apple juice and a lump of what passed
for bread. He closed the flap and I heard him piling bricks onto it
before silence ensued.

 

Mi-ok and I sat against the side of the hole and held hands
mainly because it was pitch black, but also for comfort. After an
hour or so I began to imagine what it would be like to be
interrogated by the North Koreans. I’d been through interrogation
school twice and it had been totally unnerving and demoralising,
and that had been done by ‘friends.’ I pulled my mind away from the
unthinkable and let my mind wander over the whole operation. We’d
come into North Korea via the short Russian border with the
objective of finding a manufacturing plant built into a hillside to
determine whether or not it was a Heavy Water plant. I was chosen
for the operation because the navigation was by an uncertain map
and a soldier’s instinct while Mi-ok was to undertake the
assessment of the manufacturing plant. It had taken us nearly eight
days to cover the 50km from border to factory due to the terrain
and the necessity of avoiding people as here almost anyone would
give you away to please the local authorities as not to do so would
almost certainly mean more hardship than they already had and
possibly worse. It had taken Mi-ok about eight minutes to decide we
had arrived at a brewery. To be sure she’d actually wandered into
the area outside the factory and mingled with a few locals, then
she was in no doubt, it was a brewery. Unfortunately we could not
directly communicate that back to base as it had been decided that
carrying any electronic equipment, even a satellite phone, was just
too risky. Actually we weren’t allowed anything and that included
everything from the satellite pictures I had studied for hours to a
simple compass. I came out of my reflections at the sound of
scraping above.

“Jim,” Mi-ok said softly. “If it is the army and we are
discovered will you kill me before they can get us out?”

I swallowed back some bile.

“Kill you? For goodness sake why?”

I felt her shrug.

“They will eventually shoot me anyway and I don’t mind dying
because that is the price some of us have to pay for freedom. But
it is the bit in between now and then I don’t fancy.”

I couldn’t comprehend her matter-of-fact manner. I knew she had
a young son, a husband working at the university and a career as a
scientist, and to say she would rather die than be captured seemed
somewhat melodramatic at first. Then I remembered where we were and
the reputation of the regime above. I mentally decided that I could
doubtless kill her swiftly by breaking her neck, but whether I
could actually bring myself to kill a companion in that manner was
another thing. Suddenly light flooded in as the flap opened and an
army officer shone a torch into out hidey-hole. He shook his
head.

“So my stupid father did hide you here.” He said in immaculate
BBC English.

“We hid ourselves.” I answered.

He laughed uproariously.

“And piled stones on the flap after you closed it?”

“There were three of us,” I lied. “We drew lots on who stayed
topside.”

He laughed again.

“I can almost imagine you British doing such a thing, after all
it would be considered a noble deed.”

He sat down and dangled his legs over the edge, I briefly
wondered about pulling him in.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “You are safe. If I hand you in I betray
my father and he may be old and stupid, but he is my father.”

I relaxed, but only a little.

“Can I ask what you are doing here?” He asked nonchalantly.

“Bird-watching, looking for the Daurian Jackdaw.” I replied
drolly.

He shook his head in sorrow.

“Well I suppose you are English and therefore have a right to be
eccentric, but your companion is from closer by.”

Mi-ok said nothing, but I could feel her quivering next to
me.

“You’re making for the coast?”

“Would we find Von
Schrenck's Bittern there?” I quipped.

He laughed again.

“I’ll make you a bargain,” he said. “I’ll help you get where
you’ve got to go to protect my father, but you take my daughter
with you and deliver her to my half-sister in Seoul.” He looked
far-away across the landscape. “I love my daughter, but she will
have a better life there; no food shortages in Seoul.” He looked at
Mi-ok. “Here she has a life of drudgery ahead, probably a marriage
to a first or second cousin and the problem of feeding children on
little or no money. There she can have opportunity.”

“Why don’t you come to?” I asked.

“If we change we change from the inside. If we all leave there
will be no change.”

I couldn’t see Mi-ok’s face, but she squeezed my hand.

“Very well, but she will need clothes like us, grey or green and
trousers not a skirt.”

He nodded.

“And I take you to the coast.”

“How will you get us through the soldiers?”

At first he looked perplexed and then he laughed.

“They were not looking for you. A young boy was missing.”

“Did you find him?” I asked.

He nodded.

“Stupid boy put his foot down a rabbit hole and broke his
ankle.”

I relaxed, that would partly explain what had been bothering me,
the absence of a helicopter. They might deploy one to search for
spies, they almost certainly wouldn’t deploy one for a peasant boy.
Our solider held out his hand to Mi-ok.

“Come.”

I felt her hesitate and went first, to my utter relief he was
alone.

 

The farm-truck bucked on yet another pothole and I felt the
straw bales on top of us jump about, Mi-ok grunted. Eventually we
came to a halt by some trees and he moved the bales to one side so
we could get out and dust ourselves down. The young girl,
Kyoung-mi, dusted down Mi-ok’s back, but she avoided me.

“It’s your ginger hair,” whispered Mi-ok. “She’s never seen
ginger hair before.”

Our soldier took a small packet from the cab and gave it to
Mi-ok.

“Pass this to my sister, it’s for Kyoug-mi when she grows
up.”

He looked at me and the hills beyond.

“You really came in through the Russian border?”

I shrugged.

“Fancy working for us?” I ventured.

He frowned.

“If we change, we change from the inside, we do not value help
from the outside.”

He turned to Kyoung-mi and rattled off some Korean before giving
her a hug. In any language it was obvious what he was saying. He
drove away before she could see his tears.

 

I’d got him to drop us off as near as I dare, even so it was a
five kilometre walk over rough terrain to our crossing point and
that is hard for a young girl, but she didn’t say a word or make
one complaint. Eventually, by working South, I found what I was
looking for, a small squat concrete building on four brick pillars.
I checked it had a double notch out of the South East corner and
went round the back to roll underneath and grub about until I found
a small hole in which, under a piece of slate, was an old-fashion
telephone. I lifted the handset to a loud click and waited;
eventually a voice answered.

“Bath-house reception.” It was English with a heavy Russian
accent.

“I would like to book a set of clean blue towels,” I replied.
“And a drink of carrot juice and vinegar extract.”

“You took your time,” came the crackly reply.

“Slight problems, will explain later. I need towels for
three.”

“Three!” came the retort. “Three?”

There was a pause.

“Are they valuable?”

I thought of Kyoung-mi’s father.

“To some.”

There was another pause, as if he was trying to gather his
Russian thoughts into English.

“Can be available tonight, but come before three or wait
forty-eight hours.”

The line went dead and I carefully replaced the phone and
scooped dirt into the hole until the ground was level. How they had
got a phone-wire across the border to here was a mystery to me, but
I was grateful for it all the same. I rolled out.

“Walkies,” I said. “But not for long.”

 

The Russian-North Korea border was patrolled, but fairly
languidly, after all the Russians were fellow communists. All the
same we had to crawl out across a minefield and, of course, we were
not crawling into safety. However, there was a hot drink and a
truck on the other side plus a verbal explosion from my temporary
hosts when they realised we had a child with us. At that moment all
hell broke loose on the other side of the border with two
helicopters appearing and shining lights down onto their side of
the border. It might have been routine, and it might not. So the
die was cast as she could not go back. We reversed our original
input route and went by truck, ferry-boat, truck and trawler to
safety. Who carried us I don’t know and why they did it I don’t
know, but I was grateful for Mi-ok and Kyoung-mi that they didn’t
have to walk.

 

I woke up and relaxed. After the operation I had had nightmares
about being interrogated by the North Koreans and the continual
sweats about the dilemma of if we had actually been discovered by
the army could I have killed Mi-ok or would I have let her suffer
at the hands of her interrogators? I guess it was the strain of
being in a truly hostile country for so long with no support.
Kyoung-mi’s aunt turned out not to exist, or rather not exist
anymore as she had died five years before. Rather than put her in
an orphanage Mi-ok took her home to meet her new younger ‘brother.’
I did get a couple of Christmas cards via the regiment, but then
nothing. I idly wondered about taking Jenn for a holiday to Seoul
and fell asleep.

 

I chewed on my toast and listened to Stephanie and Fabian
discussing their next set of insurance cases. Eventually Stephanie
gave me a smile.

“It’s crunch time, if we can clear up three cases today our
clear-up rate goes above twenty a week for the last four weeks and
we earn a £1000 bonus.”

I paused chewing.

“That’s a hell of a clear-up rate.”

She grinned.

“It was the mobile phone scam, each phone counted as a separate
case so our numbers shot up.”

Jenn sniffed.

“Well be sure you don’t raise the bar so that their expectations
increase and their payment per case decreases.”

Fabian laughed.

“It’s a matter of honour, no-one but no-one has ever got the
£1000 bonus, it’s been their unreachable carrot until now!”

Jenn sniffed again and sat down to put a mug of coffee in front
of me.

“Had two faxes overnight,” she started.

“Faxes!” I exclaimed. “Whatever happened to email?”

“I’ve asked everyone associated with either of the cases
involving Ms Smith to use Fax when they can as if Mr Brown can
monitor your mobile, he can tap our landline and doubtless clone
our emails.”

I nodded, that was smart thinking and I should have thought of
it, but that is what made Jenn so valuable to the company; she
continued.

“Deborah says she’s located Mr Fix-it disembarking from the
train and he’s not carrying a briefcase. She’s also got him walking
through the ticket lobby and he’s not carrying one there
either.”

I racked my brain.

“Deborah?”

“Susannah’s sidekick.”

I mentally frowned, it wasn’t normal for me to forget people.
Jenn ploughed on.

“Lorraine faxed to say that she has good reason to believe the
Congolese judge has been nobbled as he apparently has suddenly
acquired a Mini. She also says that according to her sport’s desk
an hitherto unknown sports writer has started submitting pieces
about Futsal.”

“That makes sense as they’d have to whip up enthusiasm about
Futsal to up the price for the television rights.” I remarked.

Jenn ignored me.

“And we’ve picked up another adultery case.”

She looked at me and slid the piece of paper across to
Fabian.

“It’s all yours.”

He stared at Jenn.

“By myself?”

“By yourself, but if you need advice ask for it, this is not a
test it’s a job.”

He nodded and they got up and left. I looked around.

“Where’s Fannie?”

“Out shopping, we’re running out of toner for the fax
machine.”

I relaxed, enjoyed my coffee and took Gerald for a long walk. I
checked behind the house and in front of the house, behind the
bungalow and in front of the bungalow, the lane in front of the
house and the footpath up the side plus a wide circuit of the
surrounding fields. Gerald thought it was great fun and I ended up
satisfied that nothing appeared untoward. I got back to find Jenn
and Fannie peering into the depths of the fax machine. I took the
fax cartridge off of her, broke off the two plastic tabs and pushed
it home in the machine. Jenn sighed.

“Told you men have their uses,” she said to Fannie.

I put the old cartridge in a plastic bag and took it out to the
dustbin. I casually dropped the bag in and then whistled, Gerald
appeared like greased lightning. We shot out the back gate and onto
the footpath where there was a young man holding a brown envelope
skulking behind one of the trees. He eyed the dog and then me.

“Not doing any harm,” he whined.

“It’s a footpath,” I replied. “And you’re supposed to walk on
it, not hide behind trees.”

He curled his lip.

“No law against it is there? Countryside act says that I’m
allowed to stop and admire the view at any time.”

I put my brain into gear. He hadn’t been there on my walkabout
and now he was, the only thing that had changed was Fannie, she
hadn’t been around and now she was. I took a step towards him.

“You stalking one of my employees?”

Gerald caught the change in my tone of voice and suddenly became
attentive, fixing his eyes on the lad, who licked his lips.

“Nuffin’ to do with you.”

He went to move and Gerald growled his sort of ultra-deep ‘don’t
you dare’ growl.

“You call your dog off, it’s illegal to use a dog as a weapon
and I’m within my rights as long as I stay on the path.”

There was something wrong here; he knew the law too well for an
idle youth. I smiled at him.

“This is a permissive path and I’ve just shut it.”

He laughed.

“You have to put up notices.”

Now I was sure he was no idle youth, I took a guess.

“OK, so you’re a bailiff, who are you after?”

He gave a sideways grin.

“Miss Francis Pope.”

It took me a second to realise who he meant. I held out my hand,
he shook his head.

“It’s personal.”

“What’s it for?”

“None of your business.”

I took a step forward and so did Gerald.

“Do you want to play this the hard way or the easy way?”

His eyes flicked around and I could almost see him mentally
calculating the odds; he made the right choice.

“Got a debt to collect.”

“How much?”

“Shade under £200,000.”

“You can’t be serious.”

He gave a hollow laugh.

“She took out a store card ten years ago and ran up a £1000 bill
which she didn’t pay.”

My mind boggled.

“So where does the other £190,000 come from?”

He gave a lopsided grin.

“Compound interest at just under 75%; store cards are
wicked.”

There was something wrong here and it took me a few moments to
realise what.

“So you’re from a debt collecting agency?”

“Check.” He said nonchalantly.

“And you bought the debt off of the department store and now
want to recoup your outlay.”

“Check.” He replied in a manner that was beginning to
irritate.

“When?”

His eyes narrowed.

“Doesn’t matter.”

Now it was my turn to laugh.

“Oh yes it does as the minute you buy the debt it stops accruing
interest.”

He mumbled something.

“Speak clearly!” I commanded briskly.

He almost jumped out of his skin.

“Seven years ago.”

I did a rough, very rough, calculation.

“When it was around £5000, and you paid what, fifty pence to the
pound? I think what you are trying here is extortion and that is
illegal.”

He shrugged.

“We can charge what fees we like.”

“Have you told Trading Standards and the Financial Services
Authority that?” I quipped.

He turned to go.

“Wait,” I ordered. “Why now?”

He shuffled his feet.

“Boss said to reactivate he case.”

I achieved a scornful laugh.

“So you’d written it off.” I took a half pace forward. “And just
who is your boss?”

He nervously glanced at Gerald, who looked like he was about to
enjoy a rather special feast.

“Sir Henry Cuthbourne, he runs a nightclub business and it has a
debt collecting arm.”

I was close enough to pat him on the shoulder.

“Well you tell him if he wants to put pressure on us he’s going
the wrong way about it.”

He offered me the envelope and I shook my head.

“Do you really want to give that to me so I can give it to the
nearest tabloid press with a story about the super rich seeking to
exploit the peasants?”

He quickly held the envelope to his chest.

“OK Gerald,” I commanded. “You can let him go on his way.”

If it’s possible I thought Gerald looked a little
disappointed.

 

Back inside I decided not to tell Fannie what had just happened
as I didn’t want her running round in hysterical circles. Jenn
looked up from her notebook.

“Did you read the paper this morning?”

I shook my head.

“Announcement in the weddings column. “Dr and Mrs Grey are
pleased to announce the engagement of their only daughter Angelina
to Mr Gareth Honey with a view to a spring wedding.”

I was about to make some trite remark when the doorbell rang. I
opened it to find a sallow-faced tall thin middle-aged man in a
pin-striped suit, behind him in the road was a large black saloon
with a chauffeur behind the wheel. He might as well have had Civil
Servant tattooed across his forehead

“Mr Tarrent?”

I nodded, he shuffled.

“Sorry, but I’d rather like some ID.”

I fished out my Private Detective ID and he half nodded before
handing me a slim white envelope.

“I’ll wait for a reply,” he stated in a manner that offered no
alternative.

He smartly turned and I went inside to find Jenn.

 

It was quite simple, Julian wanted to meet me at the Holiday Inn
Hotel in Brentwood at 1pm and if we didn’t want to travel by public
transport the car would take me. Jenn and I discussed it, made a
phone call and marched out to the car. My Civil Servant
scowled.

“I was told one person and one person only.”

“We’re married,” I quipped. “So we two have become one.”

Before he could argue Jenn climbed in the middle seat and I sat
on the outside. We closed the door and pulled away and at that
moment I remembered one of Jenn’s idiosyncrasies. We all have them
and I guess when you live with someone they gradually merge into
the background of normality, but in the close confines of the back
of this car one of Jenn’s came to the forefront. Most women like
perfume and a tiny dab will suffice, Jenn prefers the all-over
knock-em-dead approach and uses a perfume spray with an output akin
to a pressure washer. Today it was her rose tinted lemongrass
perfume and our poor Civil Servant was obviously getting the full
value of the toxic aroma. Before we had even turned out of the lane
he was beginning to wipe his nose and dab the tears from his eyes
and we still had at least an hour to go. In some ways I wished I
had known the close-up effects of a surfeit of perfume earlier as I
could have made it part of my interrogation portfolio.

“I hope we haven’t put you out,” said Jenn politely.

“I only live at Grundisburgh and I was on my way in anyway,” he
said somewhat stiffly.

I glanced at my watch and he sniffed his disapproval, which was
a mistake as he doubtless filled his olfactory system with Jenn’s
perfume and sneezed as a result.

“I may go in to work in the middle of the morning, but I do not
cease work until the House rises as politician’s need answers
continually while the house is sitting,” he said gruffly.

“Oh, and what do you answer questions on?” Asked Jenn,
determined to keep the conversation going and totally oblivious to
the effect of the perfume on the poor man.

“Latin America, I specialised in Latin American affairs.”

My ears pricked up.

“So what’s the state of play with Bolivia?”

He half shrugged.

“Not one of mine, I cover Guadeloupe,
Guatemala,
Guyana,
Haiti,
Honduras,
Jamaica,
Mexico,
Nicaragua,
Paraguay,
Peru,
Puerto
Rico, South Georgia and the South Sandwich islands, Suriname,
Trinidad and Tobago, Uruguay
and Venezuela,
but not Bolivia. However I do believe that relations with them are
improving.”

“Is that because we recently sent in the army to help with their
drugs problem?” I ventured.

He gave a short barking laugh.

“Don’t be ridiculous. I suppose you saw that picture on the
Internet, well take it from me it’s a fake. We would not, under any
circumstances, involve our army in their domestic affairs.” He gave
a small cough. “We leave that to our American allies.”

I smiled at the Civil Service mindset, he obviously had the list
of countries from G onwards and didn’t bat a hair that The
Falklands and South Georgia were in different Civil Service areas,
he probably also found it hard to believe that any covert
operations took place. However, having half the countries on his
list probably meant he was well up the food chain; I decided to
press him.

“Oh I don’t know, I was in the army and we got sent to some
peculiar places just for politics.”

He laughed.

“No politician who wanted to keep their seat would send in the
army to any Latin American country if they had even half a brain.
There would just be no gain for us. America is closer and has much
more to gain than us. On the other hand the Eastern European
countries are virtually on our doorstep and of much greater
interest than you might think.”

“Do you ever get to visit your countries?” Asked Jenn.

He sighed.

“Not as much as I’d like to as I have to be available while the
House is sitting. Last recess I went to Guatemala.”

He then proceeded to show how wrong first impressions can be.
He, with intermittent sneezes, regaled us with tails of his visits
to various Latin American countries showing both humour and a keen
eye for economic and political detail, he was halfway through
telling us about the rise of the Mormon church in Guatemala when we
arrived at the hotel. He suddenly switched tack.

“You two run a detective agency, so what case is Julian got you
on that’s so important to him?”

I muttered something about client confidentiality and he nodded
sagely.

“I just hope it’s not his wife.”

“His wife?” Echoed Jenn.

He looked out of the window.

“There are rumours about an affair. I don’t go much for
politicians, but Ms Smith and Mr Horncastle make a formidable team,
probably the best we’ve had in years, and I’d hate to lose him over
some kiss and tell fiasco.”

We climbed out, as I closed the door he gave one more violent
sneeze.

 

Susannah was waiting in a red leather armchair near the
reception desk. We joined her and she closed the flap of her
ultra-sheik laptop.

“Well I’m here. What’s this all about? I’ve got deadlines to
meet.”

I glanced around, but it was only 12:45.

“Julian’s asked to meet me here, I rather hope he’s going to
spill the beans.”

Susannah frowned.

“Why on earth would he do that?”

“I put the frighteners on him and suggested that his only way
out was to cough all and blame the others.” I explained a bit
sheepishly.

She laughed.

“And you really think he’ll fall for that? He’s probably got you
here to meet his ever so clever and highly expensive lawyers.”

She tucked her laptop away in her stylish oversize handbag and
became businesslike.

“If he is mad enough to spill the beans can you record him?”

“Of course.”

“Video?”

“No.”

She grimaced.

“I guess Deborah told you she located our Mr Fix-it on the
arrivals platform with no briefcase, would you like to know that
Sir Henry moved £200,000 from one of his offshore accounts into his
current account from whence it disappeared.”

“How on earth do you… ” started Jenn.

Susannah tapped the side of her nose.

“We could never use it in print, but it’s all good background.
Good grief!”

The ‘good grief’ was for Julian Horncastle who crept into the
hotel like a man condemned. And I must admit he looked dreadful
despite the fact he was wearing an expensive suit and carrying an
expensive red leather briefcase. It was the dark bags under his
bloodshot eyes, the hunched shoulders and the slow walk as if he
had a million haemorrhoids that set the scene. He spotted me and
slowed to a stop. His eyes flitted round.

“Is this a hanging party?” He mumbled.

Even at five yards I could smell the whisky. I stood up.

“Not a hanging party, seekers after the truth.”

He eyed Susannah.

“Should I know you?”

“She’s from The Free European, best get your version of
events out first.”

Susannah stood up.

“Not here,” she hissed. “Too public.”

She marched up to the reception desk, commanded attention and
waved her American Express card. I was pleased about that as
whatever she was doing would go on her expenses and not mine.

 

The suite was not bad and looked clean and welcoming. There were
two bedrooms, a large bathroom and a lounge area with four
armchairs and two glass coffee tables. Within minutes of our
arrival a huge platter of sandwiches and a large pot of coffee
arrived. These went on one coffee table and Susannah’s laptop went
on the other, I couldn’t help noticing that she had it open and the
rear-facing web-cam pointing straight at the chair where Justin
would sit, when he came out of the loos that is. After a minutes
wait I went to the toilet, used my penknife to rotate the lock and
marched in, he was drinking from a hip-flask. I took it off
him.

“It won’t help,” I whispered.

I went to the sink, tilted the flask and the smell hit me, the
smell of single malt and my mouth went dry. A little long dormant
demon suddenly whispered to me that one snort wouldn’t hurt anyone.
I told it to bugger off and poured the whisky away.

 

We waited until he had drunk two cups of strong black coffee and
eaten half a dozen sandwiches. Suddenly, half way through a beef
and mustard on granary, he looked at me.

“They played me for a fool.” He stated. “A stupid bloody fool
and I fell for it.”

“Why not start at the beginning,” I suggested.

He put his sandwich down.

“I told my wife that I was going to head up the discussions with
the Eastern European Countries and she told me it was about time I
had some major responsibility rather than playing second fiddle all
the time. I remember this was over Sunday lunch at her father’s and
he gave her a knowing look, but at the time I thought nothing of
it. I guess I’d had two preliminary meetings with various officials
and a few with serious politicians when Simon waylaid me in a
corridor.”

“That’s Simon Joplin?” I said.

He nodded.

“Our esteemed Mr Fix-it; bastard. He asked me how it was going
and I stupidly told him the truth, that is the talks were going
nowhere as each of the three countries wanted preferential
treatment and I could not harmonise their approach. They weren’t
that far apart, but I could not get them close enough to strike the
deal. He asked if I could do with a little extra help and I said I
would be grateful of anything. He told me to go and take a long
lunch and when I came back everything was all smiles and the deal
was on the table. To be honest I was over the moon.”

He took a slurp of coffee.

“Then, on that fateful day when I had all three country’s
politicians at a meeting he suddenly, after lunch, asks to borrow
my car-keys as he has to go and see Ms Smith who is at my
father-in-laws with my wife.”

“The ‘he’ being Simon Joplin,” I interjected.

“Who else?” he spat. “Of course he didn’t tell me he didn’t have
a valid driving licence and a two year ban did he?”

“Surely you would have known,” said Susannah. “It’s not
something you can hide.”

He gave a throaty laugh.

“You couldn’t, bet he can. We all call him Simon Joplin, but his
real name is Simon Scott and that’s the name his driving licence is
in, so when he went to court he managed to stay out of the
newspapers.” The delivery was now full of vitriol and suppressed
anger so either he was a good actor, or he was really telling the
truth.

“Did you know Ms Smith was with your wife?” Asked Jenn.

He waved a dismissive hand.

“They see each other all the time, they were at boarding school
together and shared a twin dorm for years, they even roomed in the
same house at university.”

He stared blankly at me.

“You said he asked for your car keys.” I prompted.

He nodded.

“Later he returns with one of my old briefcases and sees each
country’s delegates in turn and hey presto we signed an intent to
proceed without a murmur. It was only when I got home I found all
hell had broken loose as the bastard had run down some poor school
kid in my car and Rosetta had somehow covered his tracks.”

He put his head in his hands.

“I’m ashamed to say I lost my temper and it all came out.”

“Came out of where?” Snapped Susannah.

He gazed at her.

“Out of my wife, she was actually gloating. Gloating that she
was going to make a fortune, gloating that she’d got the hit and
run covered up and gloating that Simon had ‘fixed’ it all with an
enormous bribe and I would get the political kudos.” He half
sobbed. “I should have gone to the police then, but I couldn’t as I
was stitched up like a stuffed turkey.”

“Just why didn’t you go to the police?” Asked Jenn softly.

He gave a half sob.

“I couldn’t then because Rosetta had involved Yvette, my
daughter. She’s always steered clear of Rosetta’s little schemes,
but this time Rosetta involved Yvette to shut her up because she
knew if she didn’t Yvette would do the honourable thing.” He took a
deep breath. “And she got my boss to drive that car to the
station, I knew it would be on CCTV somewhere and I just couldn’t
end her career for something she hadn’t done.”

He suddenly pulled himself upright.

“But now I have all the facts and it is time to tell the truth
and clear Ms Smith’s name and my own.”

He reached into his inside pocket and tossed a memory stick onto
the table.

“My father-in-law’s insider dealing, my wife’s financial
schemes, my son’s involvement and Simon’s share dealings, they’re
all there.” He gave a hollow groan like nervous laugh. “You have to
admire the swine; he got £200,000 in cash from my father-in-law,
used £150,000 for bribes and bought shares in companies he knew
would appreciate in value with the other £50,000. He didn’t even
have to spend any of his own money!”

He let out a large sigh.

“There, I’ve done it.”

Susannah reached for the memory stick and plugged it into her
laptop.

“What about proof that Simon was driving the car when it killed
Naomi Xavier?” I asked swiftly before the desire to tell all left
him.

He shrugged as if it were of little consequence before reaching
into his briefcase and throwing a knotted carrier bag at me.

“My wife had to cut the driver’s airbag out of the car to make
it drivable as Simon had to get to the station and didn’t want a
taxi-driver remembering he was there. He had a cold at the time and
I just hope his DNA is on the bag. My stupid wife had put it in the
dustbin, so I retrieved it for posterity.”

Susannah wordlessly unplugged the memory stick and gave it to
me. She fixed Julian with a stare.

“So this version of events leaves you and Ms Smith in the clear
and puts just about everybody else in the shit; just why should we
believe you?”

“Because it’s the truth,” he bleated. “As God is my judge.”

I decided it was time for a few hard questions.

“What about Ms Smith’s brother, according to our investigations
he’s up to his neck in this.”

He closed his eyes and groaned as he put his head in his
hands.

“He was at university with my wife, when they left university
they even briefly set up a company together, but they were naïve
and it floundered almost immediately as they didn’t understand the
importance of cashflow.”

“And your daughter,” I pressed. “How was she involved?”

His face hardened.

“Leave her out of it.”

“I know she disposed of the car,” I said rapidly. “But why?”

He stared at me and then closed his eyes again.

“She’s having an affair with a married man and Rosetta found
out, that woman will use any levers to get her way, even on her own
flesh and blood.”

“And your son?” Asked Jenn. “Did she manipulate him?”

He gave a sneering laugh.

“Only by putting pound signs before him, he’s a chip of her
block and would sell his soul for the chance of making money by
fair means or foul.”

He suddenly started sobbing and by some unseen mutual agreement
we stopped questioning him anymore, in any case I had my stained
airbag and Susannah doubtless had enough to publish and be
damned.

“Home,” he gasped. “I can’t go home. I just can’t face her.”

I took Susannah outside and left him with Jenn, just to make
sure he didn’t do anything silly.

“Now what?” I asked. “Book him in here?”

She shook her head.

“He’s too well known, once this gets out he’d be besieged before
the police can re-interview him.”

I pulled out my phone.

“Safe house,” I said to Susannah. “I’ll get him a safe
house.”

 

Gareth Honey was with some woman I’d not seen before and they
ushered Julian out into a waiting car, the woman got in with him
and they drove away. Gareth trotted back.

“We don’t usually do this you know, protecting MPs is strictly
Special Branch.”

I patted him on the back.

“Everybody keeps telling me that Ms Smith and Julian are the
best Foreign Office team in years, be a shame to end his career in
tatters.”

Gareth stared at me and gently shook his head.

“He’s already politically dead in the water. He may have done
nothing wrong, but on the other hand if what you tell me is right
he’s withheld information from the police about a hit and run, been
complicit in bribing foreign politicians and obstructed the police
in their investigations. And that’s leaving out and financial gains
he gets by proxy from his marriage partner.” He paused. “In your
opinion should I be warning my boss about Ms Smith?”

I thought about my other case.

“She could be squeaky clean, but mud sticks and once the
opposition parties get stuck in along with the tabloid press she
could become a political liability too far for the Prime
Minister.”

“Oh great!” He moaned. “In one foul swoop we’re involved in a
double political knock-down.”

“Treble,” I said softly. “Don’t forget Simon Joplin.”

“He’s not political, he’s just devious,” Gareth replied smartly.
“And if you are going to pin the hit and run on him you will need
solid evidence, and I mean a solid chain of unbreakable
proportions. Don’t forget he studied law, but preferred political
knives at dawn.”

I watched Gareth leave and Jenn and I started our walk up the
road to Brentwood station and a gentle train-ride home.

 

My community policeman was locking up his shop unit when I
arrived. He didn’t look at me.

“Can it wait?”

I pushed the knotted carrier bag into his hands, plus a memory
stick that contained a recording of Julian’s confession.

“Air bags from the car that ran down Naomi Xavier, hopefully
they contain the DNA of the miscreant party, plus a confession from
the car owner that he knew about the accident the day it
happened.”

He shrugged.

“Useless as we can’t connect them with the car.”

I’d thought about this on my train ride home and I only hoped I
could convince him of my idea.

“They were hurriedly hacked out with a pair of scissors; the car
wasn’t burnt out, it was pulverised by the sea, but if we are lucky
the plastic of what’s left of the air-bags will… ”

“Match these,” finished my pet policeman.

He gazed into my eyes.

“And does Sherlock Holmes have a name of the person who’s DNA I
am looking for?”

“Try Simon Joplin of political manipulation fame, but you might
find him on your police computer as Simon Scott as he likes to use
that name for his legal misdeeds like being banned for drunken
driving.” I said nonchalantly.

“Oh it gets better and better,” he muttered. “You really do like
to drop me in it.”

I leant closer.

“A word in your shell like. The shit is about to hit the fan on
a political bribery scandal and if I was Mr Joplin I would be
heading for the nearest airport at the earliest opportunity.”

His eyes opened wide.

“You serious?”

“Deadly.”

He began to unlock the shop.

“I’ll need you later,” he said. “To explain to my wife just why
I am late for our annual wedding anniversary meal, or should I say
annually late for… ”

I left him muttering to himself and went home praying that the
forensics laboratory could both isolate some DNA and match the
airbag to the wreck of a car in their possession. It was all a long
shot, but then God does rather specialise in miracles.

 

I was half an hour late when I got to Bert’s and I rang the
doorbell as usual. A young woman opened the door and stared at me.
Her eyes shifted to my hair.

“You must be Jim, my uncle told me about you.” The accent was
London East End rough.

I noted the past tense.

“Is he ill?”

She looked over my shoulder.

“Died Tuesday morning in his sleep. I did want to contact you,
but he didn’t leave your address anywhere.”

She held the door wide and I stepped inside, the place smelt of
an over-abundance of air-freshener and sorrow. She led me into his
tiny lounge, a place I had never been as we usually talked in his
garage cum workshop. It was a sad room with two armchairs covered
in grey blankets, an old-fashioned 1930s valve radio and two
budgerigars in a cage. I idly wondered if budgerigars could die
from passive smoking. We sat down; she sniffed.

“I knew his heart was a bit dodgy, but the doctor says he just
died of natural causes.” She gave a weak smile. “Age gets to us all
in the end.”

I knew surprisingly little about Bert’s family life apart from
the fact that he had no children and his wife had died some time
before.

“Did you know your uncle well?” I asked politely.

She pulled out a handkerchief the size of a mouse-mat, it
already looked sodden.

“He paid for me to go to art college, said he had nothing else
to spend his ill gotten gains on.”

She gave a weak smile.

“And he took me out to lunch once a month while I was there and
wanted to know everything about it. What was I painting, was I
sculpting and so on. When I left and got a job as a commercial
artist I started taking him out for lunch. We ate together last
Sunday.”

The last words were said in a sort of strangled gasp and she
took a couple of deep breaths.

“The funeral is on Tuesday at 10am at St Felix Catholic
Church.”

“I didn’t know he was a Catholic?” I said for want of something
to say.

She sniffed and nodded.

“In the choir before his lungs gave out.”

I stood up.

I am very sorry; I was rather fond of your uncle.”

She gave a weak smile.

“He told me all about you. You make him feel that he wasn’t a
useless old man and that he still had something to give. That did
him a power of good, so thank you.”

I left her and took a long walk with my thoughts. In days gone
by I’d have walked into a pub and toasted his departing, but I just
walked and remembered him coughing and wheezing and telling me
locksmith stories about locked out nightdress clad women and
under-floor safes in houses of dubious repute. It was a sad end to
an otherwise fruitful day.

 










Chapter 15
It's Easy on Paper


The next morning I had The Free European specially
delivered, in it there was not one word about Julian Horncastle.
Jenn watched my face and then smiled.

“Had a fax from Deborah, their lawyers have gone into orbit so
the article is on hold.”

“Whatever happened to publish and be damned?” I remarked
sarcastically.

Jenn giggled.

“According to Deborah that’s just what Susannah is going to do
in the lunchtime edition, remember The Free European is a
European newspaper and they want to hit as many European newsstands
as they can in one go, I guess it is all about maximising the
profits and stamping your name in the marketplace.”

She placed a coffee before me.

“I’ve faxed Lorraine to tell her to get a copy when it is
published and said we might have some more info for her later in
the day. I don’t want her jumping the gun and publishing what she
doesn’t know and screwing up our case.”

Stephanie arrived and pointed over her shoulder.

“Pair of guys at the door with mean looks and a large
briefcase.”

I wandered to the door and half smiled. I don’t know where
Colonel Hunt had got them from, but they were a pair of the largest
soldiers I had ever seen, both well over six foot and both with
necks like tree trunks. The corporal stopped chewing his gum.

“You Jim Tarrent?”

“I am?”

“Can we see you Military Intelligence ID card please?”

I fished it out and gave it to him. He swiped it through a
portable card reader and watched the screen. He nodded and handed
the card back.

“Special delivery from Colonel Hunt,” he said handing over the
briefcase.

They turned to go.

“Don’t you want me to sign anything?” I asked in
bewilderment.

He turned back and gave me an uncaring look.

“Your ID card just did the signing for you.”

They marched away to a waiting 4x4 of indistinct heritage and I
took the case inside. Jenn Stephanie and I counted out the money
from the case and put it in a backpack which I then swept with my
radio scanner. It’s not that I would have minded Roland being
ambushed and the money stolen back, I just didn’t fancy his wrath
afterwards.

 

Just as Fabian and Stephanie were gloating one more time about
the £1000 bonus fee from Friston’s the phone rang. I took the
handset in the hall so I could concentrate on the call.

“Is that Mr Tarrent?”

“It is.” I replied carefully.

“Constable Harris here, thought I’d keep you abreast of events.
Forensics have sent of some bodily fluids for analysis, but they
have also managed to pick up some fingerprints from the driver’s
airbag. Two nice thumbprints of a certain Mr Scott and a jumble of
fingerprints from Mrs Horncastle, we’ve got her prints on file for
elimination purposes you understand, not because she is on our
criminal database; yet.” He paused. “Later today we’re going to try
and match up the airbag to the car, but I have to tell you that
forensics is doubtful that there’s anything in the car of use.
However, I have enough to put out an all ports warning for our Mr
Scott alias Joplin, especially after listening to that recording,
that is dynamite.”

“Read The Free European lunchtime edition,” I replied.
“That’s the explosion.”

“Blue touch-paper,” he replied. “The explosion will be in the
House of Commons, at least that might convince my wife I wasn’t
trying to avoid our anniversary meal, again.”

 

I managed a half bowl of cornflakes when the doorbell rang. The
paper-girl held up a £2 coin.

“Guy on a motor-bike is back,” she pointed into Ted’s
farmyard.

“Anyone else around?” I asked.

“Another motorbike, not a Honda, an Indian with some posh
leather bags at the back. It’s parked in the entrance to Simpson’s
fields and there’s a couple on it dressed in leathers.”

I gave her £5 and picked up the backpack and ambled into the
farmyard. I stopped six feet from Roland. His eyes fixed on the
backpack as if it contained his entire salvation, which in truth it
probably did. He licked his lips.

“That the money?” He grunted.

“It is.”

“Is it all there?”

“Trust me, it’s all there.”

We had a Mexican stand off for a minute.

“Tell you what,” I said. “You toss me the papers and I’ll let
you examine the money, then you can tell me where they’ve got to
go.”

He nodded, pulled a jiffy-bag out from under his jacket and
tossed it to me. I placed the backpack on the ground and circled
round. He kicked out a side-stand and climbed off the bike. As he
approached the money I approached his bike and removed the ignition
key. So far, so good. He knelt and examined the money, tipping out
the bundles of money to check them one by one before putting them
in his own backpack. He was thorough, but I would have been in his
position. While he did that I checked the passports, the photograph
was terrible, but there was no doubt it was Sergeant Gregory now
alias Jeremy Parker. The other one was for a woman called Fianorá
Gregory nee Pena, the picture showed someone with high cheekbones
and a gaunt face; at one time she would have been a beauty, but the
photograph and the drugs had done her no favours. Eventually he
straightened up and walked up to me.

“Aldeburgh, do you know Aldeburgh?”

“A bit.”

He rolled his eyes as if everyone should know Aldeburgh.

“South end of the town on the promenade there’s a big hotel
called the Brudenell, if you go to the top floor and look inland
you’ll see a derelict building by a small stream That’s the
dead-letter box. Inside you should find a Highland Shortbread
biscuit tin, leave the stuff there at seven o’clock tomorrow
evening. If it’s not gone by seven the following morning repeat the
process on Monday and Wednesday, after than you can burn them as
they won’t be collecting.”

He swung the backpack over his shoulders and I gave him the
ignition keys. He started the bike.

“Have a good life,” he said. “I know I will.”

He rode away and the other motorbike pulled out behind him.
Michelle half turned on the pillion and gave me a wave as they rode
away. I had no doubt that wherever they were going, they would not
be going via Newbourne or Melton.

 

My mobile phone disturbed my train of thought just as Jenn and I
were just about to leave for Aldeburgh. I checked the screen and
pressed the little green button.

“Jim here,” I answered.

“Jim,” Fabian bleated. “I need your help.”

In the background I could hear shouting, screaming and
banging.

“Where are you?”

“In the disabled loo at the Road House Motel. My adultery case
has gone belly-up.”

We slung our cases into the back of the Land Rover told Fannie
that we were sure Gerald would be alright with her and shot off. At
least the Road House Motel was on our way.

 

It’s not really a hotel and it’s not really on the road, neither
is it a motel in the strictest sense being more of a restaurant
with a few cabins in the grounds. We pulled up and as I entered I
could still hear screaming and shouting. There didn’t seem to be
any staff around and I soon found out why, they were clustered
between the restaurant entrance and the disabled loo screaming and
shouting at each other. I took in the scene. One tall man and one
blond woman, both dressed in the restaurant’s livery of blue and
gold trimming, were shouting at each other while a third person
dressed like a postman, was trying to break down the door to the
loo. Jenn had briefed me so I had an idea of what was taking
place.

“Stop!” I yelled at the top of my voice in my best commanding
manner.

For a second or two there was a stunned silence.

“Keep out of this,” shouted the postman.

“Can’t do that,” I bellowed back. “That’s my colleague you’ve
got in there.”

He swung round with fire in his eyes.

“You from the same lot?”

Before I could reply he launched himself at me with both hands
raised as if he wanted to grab me by the throat and shake me until
all my bones fragmented. He started from about ten feet away and I
waited until he was almost upon me before I sidestepped and grabbed
one of his arms as he came level with me. I used his momentum to
swing him round straight into a convenient wall. There was a nose
crunching thud and I let go, but this guy was running on pure
pent-up adrenaline fuelled anger and he pushed himself off the wall
to come at me again. He got one hand on my throat, but before he
could get the other one in place I punched him in the solar plexus.
His breath literally spewed out of his mouth and he stopped dead
with a groan. He let go of me and staggered before spiralling down
to sit on the floor.

“Swine!” yelled the woman. Before she too came at me.

She didn’t want my throat, she wanted to claw my eyes out with
her beautifully manicured bright blue fingernails. She managed
about two feet before Jenn handbagged her. Most women keep a purse,
some lipstick and a small perfume bottle in their handbag, so does
Jenn, except for occasions like this when she slips a large glass
pot of cold-cream in as well. Swung double handed it’s lethal.
Fortunately for the woman Jenn hit her from behind on the right
shoulder-blade, she turned with the impact, tottered off her
ridiculously high heels and fell onto her knees. Once down she
forgot about me and crawled the few feet to the postman. She
clutched him in her arms and cooed.

“My poor baby, oh my poor poor baby.”

I looked at our client as Fabian came out of the toilet and
Stephanie rushed in clutching her faithful extendable night-stick.
I was going to leave the post-mortem for later, when there was only
us, but Stephanie had other ideas.

“What happened?” She said breathlessly.

Fabian’s eyes swivelled to our client, who was looking at the
couple on the floor with utter disbelief all over his face.

“I was just getting the lie of the land when I found them in one
of the cabins out back, but he realised I was taking photographs
and came after me.”

That was interesting as people having illicit sex usually have
nothing else on their mind and taking surreptitious photographs is
easy, unless… Stephanie got there before me and rolled her
eyes.

“Don’t tell me you left the flash on.”

Fabian raised his hands in surrender.

“I know, I know, first rule of taking sneaky photographs is to
turn the flash off and I thought I had, but I only disabled the red
eye function.”

“Oh please!” Groaned Stephanie. “At least learn how to handle a
camera.”

Jenn intervened and walked up to the client.

“You asked for evidence of adultery.” She glanced at the couple
on the floor. “I believe you owe us £120.”

He looked at Fabian.

“I dunna wanna see nah photographs.”

I thought that was just as well because if Fabian had left the
flash on the only photographs he took would have been of the bright
reflection. Our client walked behind the small bar, pulled out the
till tray and dumped it on the counter.

“Help yourself,” he muttered.

Jenn reached in and counted out six £20 notes. Our client turned
to his wife.

“And what of our nest egg?” He yelled.

We all decided it was probably time for a smart exit, but on the
way out I decided it was probably time Fabian learned at least the
basics of self defence before another enraged third party took his
head off.

 

Jenn and I booked ourselves into the Brudenell and got settled
in a top floor room facing away from the sea. It’s an odd hotel
with a huge terrace beside the promenade, a sort of boat theme
throughout and wallpaper in the corridors reminiscent of boat
builder’s blueprints, but the staff were exceptionally friendly and
the whole place look upmarket, comfortable and relaxing. While Jenn
unpacked our clothes I studied the derelict building through a pair
of high-power binoculars. It was the perfect place for a dead
letter box as it was set by itself in a field yet being so near the
town it was easily observed and I counted at least eight places
where anyone with a pair of binoculars could observe the comings
and goings with ease. There also appeared to be only one easy way
to it down a narrow trodden path. Not that I believed Sergeant
Gregory would go that way because I certainly wouldn’t have in his
position. The building itself had probably been some sort of
cottage, but the slate roof was now half collapsed and the windows
were missing leaving gaping holes. I guessed it was far too close
to the river to be restored and in any case the whole field looked
marshy, which was another point in favour of using the building for
a drop-off. I compared what I was seeing with a convenient
satellite picture off of Google. I revised my assessment, it wasn’t
a stream it was a meandering stream cum tidal drainage channel. I
began to wonder if reception would have some tide tables.

 

Jenn and I had a relaxing evening with a meal in the excellent,
if overpriced, restaurant and then coffee in the area they called
the lounge. In fact it might have once been a lounge, but now it
had windows on one side overlooking the promenade and two walls
with wide doorless entrances. It was the perfect place to have
coffee, chat and observe the comings and goings of other people
using the hotel. Sergeant Gregory and Ofelia were not two of them.
Neither were they at the other big hotel at the other end of town
where we had Fabian and Robin booked in, nor at the hotel nearer
the centre of town where Stephanie was ensconced. Not that I had
expected them to be foolish enough to risk booking into a hotel,
but people on the run can get lazy and take unnecessary risks; but
not this pair.

 

We all had breakfast in the Brudenell and worked out our
strategy. Fabian and Robin would stroll about looking for caravans,
boats and other places they might be holed up. I would check out
the dead letter drop and Stephanie would stake out the junction of
the only two roads into town.

 

At two o’clock Reception managed to obtain a lunchtime copy of
The Free European. To my surprise the picture on the front
was some French politician I had never heard of expressively
dancing the tango with a Belgium banker. However, the main headline
said it all: British Politics: bribery, insider dealing and child
killing – you couldn’t make it up. It was a long headline, but it
said it all. The main article laid out the bare story and the next
six pages contained in-depth reports. First there was a full page
article on the bribery scandal and the insider dealing written by
Deborah and then pages of individual profiles written by Susannah,
two to a page and each with a picture and natty headline. Julian
Horncastle: The Whistleblower. Simon Scott: Mr Fix-it who killed* a
child (footnote:* according to Julian Horncastle.) Sir Henry: The
Financier. Rosetta Horncastle: The Scheming Mastermind. Naomi
Xavier: The Innocent Victim. And Jonathan Smith: The Company
Investor. I turned the page and almost died, for there was another
profile entitled ‘Jim and Jenn Tarrent: Private Eyes Seeking
Justice. Susannah had actually written a rather flattering piece
showing how the search for the perpetrator of a hit and run had
lead to a political scandal. In this report, and this report only
was Ms Smith mentioned as having driven the car. There was no
direct implication that she knew what was going on or that she knew
the car had been involved in the accident. I guess Susannah’s
lawyers had decided she was off-limits. I closed the paper having
no doubts that now Susannah had turned over the stone other papers
would be seeking out the creepy-crawlies underneath. I must admit
it was all rather satisfying.

 

I managed to catch the first ten minutes of the six o’clock news
and it was the first piece of real news after Manchester United
dropping into the relegation zone and England thrashing France at
cricket. Whoever the editor of the news was they certainly were not
frightened of Ms Smith’s lawyers for they asked the questions of
‘how could it happen on her watch’ and ‘how much did she know about
the hit and run?’ It goes without saying that Ms Smith and Simon
Joplin were currently not making any comments. By quarter past
there had been no sightings so I sent Robin and Fabian off home,
asked Stephanie to go to the rear of a boatyard that overlooked the
other side of the building and left Jenn in the Brudenell to both
coordinate and watch from on high. I waited until six thirty and
set off to place the papers in the tin. I did not try to hide. My
theory was that they would want to opt for a pick-up on the first
day and therefore from somewhere Sergeant Gregory would be watching
the building and waiting for me to appear. I picked my way down the
path and stopped to survey the building. From a distance it looked
stable, but from close up I didn’t trust the roof and there were
rat droppings on the path next to it. I went in through what had
once been a door and hunted around. It was a highland shortbread
biscuit tin, but the paint was faded and the lid dented. However,
it was possible to prise off the lid with comparative ease. I ran
my handkerchief around the edge and inspected it. Someone had put a
thin film of oil round the top of the tin; so far so good. I looked
around and then took my special device out of my backpack. It
looked like a giant clothes peg with a carbuncle on the side.
Actually it was a pair of lightly sprung levers with electrical
contacts at the business end that when closed set off a smoke
detector. I propped it half open with a marble and put it in the
tin with a short note and closed the lid. I shook the tin gently
and heard the marble roll around, now the next time the lid came
off anyone within a hundred feet would know. I walked out and went
to the hotel. My trap was set and I could only hope the bait would
be tempting enough to catch my fly.

 

Once I had picked up my small backpack and changed into my
camouflage fatigues and a green balaclava, I went back. This time
not via the track and only to a point about thirty yards away where
I could sit on a tree stump and merge into a hedge. Then I began to
wait. Since the drop method was to wait until seven the following
morning to check I knew I could be in for a long wait. Personally,
if it was me picking up the stuff I would have come just before
daybreak, but I wasn’t wanted by the authorities and champing at
the bit to leave the country. About forty minutes later I got that
feeling, that feeling that I was not alone. It’s an irrational
feeling and logic would say it makes no sense, but I’d had the
feeling before and now I had it again. I turned my head slowly and
four feet away there was a young woman watching me and I had no
idea where she had come from. She was elegantly dressed in a
stylish grey topcoat, purple low-heeled boots and a red beret, and
her face was exquisitely made up. However there was something not
quite right, her eyes were grey and large with a perpetual wide
look of amazement, her lips were thickish, slightly protruding and
slightly apart, and she seemed ungainly.

“Flies?” She said. “You looking for flies?” Her speech was slow
and carefully enunciated, even so it was slightly lisping.

I took my balaclava off so as not to frighten her.

“Flies?” I repeated.

“Dragons!” She exclaimed. “Lots of dragons here.”

As if to highlight her point a huge dragonfly zoomed along the
edge of the hedge and I almost ducked as it went over me. She
pointed.

“Dragons.”

I scratched my head, this was all wrong, dragonflies breed in
fresh or stagnant water, not tidal waterways, but I had no time to
think about the matter and sent a text to Jenn.

“Beautiful,” I said.

She nodded.

“I like dragons.”

As if on cue another one jinked off across the field, she
flapped her hands excitedly. I glanced at the building; no-one was
there, but this was exactly the sort of diversion I did not
need.

“I’m Jim,” I remarked.

She gazed at me doing an evaluation.

“Strange man,” she said eventually. “Mustn’t talk.”

Thankfully Jenn arrived exactly behind the woman indicating that
there was something I had missed.

“Hello,” said Jenn. “I’m Jenn.”

The woman smiled.

“Jessica, I’m Jessica.”

“She’s looking for dragonflies,” I added.

She swept an arm around.

“Many here, always dragons here.”

Jenn gave her a huge smile.

“Why don’t you come back to the hotel with me for tea and tell
me all about it?”

Jessica hesitated.

“It’s not safe here today, strange men,” said Jenn grinning
broadly at me.

Jessica nodded and they disappeared from sight. I checked the
hedge and realised that it was not continuous and a small track
between two buildings led to a narrow gap in the hedge. I noted
this and went back to merge into the hedge further along, I just
hoped Sergeant Gregory had not been watching.

 

An hour later I received a cryptic text message from Jenn.

‘Jessica says her brother makes Dragonflies for her in his
garden pond just behind where you are. She also says she has seen
another strange man dressed just like you earlier this week, but
doesn’t know which day. If I understand her he drives an orange and
cream VW camper van. Stephanie says there is one parked at the back
of the boatyard she is in. Jessica likes cream teas and the
reception staff know her mother.”

I put the phone away just as my smoke detector went off. That
either meant I was getting rusty or Sergeant Gregory was very good.
After a few seconds the bleeping ceased and he briefly appeared in
the door way holding a mobile phone. I ambled over and stopped a
few yards short. He appeared again.

“I’m not in the mood for playing silly buggers,” he snarled.

He was in the same sort of camouflage fatigues as me, except the
front of his were smeared in mud, so that meant he had slithered
his way to the cottage. I showed him a jiffy-bag I had down the top
of my jacket.

“I just want some information.”

“We’ve given you £5000, so that’s all you’re getting.” He
growled.

“I ignored him and the flick knife he had produced.

“Bolivia,” I said. “I want to know about Bolivia.”

He gave a gritty laugh.

“Rotten job from the start. No plan, no back-up on the ground, no
equipment of any use and a last-minute briefing by a politico.”

My ears pricked up.

“A politician? Got a name?”

“He said he was Simon and showed a House of Commons pass, she
didn’t say anything. They were both on the five o’clock news over
the bribery scandal.”

“Describe her,” I commanded.

He shrugged.

“Small nose, bright red shoes, smart clothes.”

“What did they say?”

He snorted.

“That we were to be careful and not go around killing people
unless it was absolutely necessary for self-defence.”

He suddenly waved his knife.

“That’s enough, I want the goods.”

I licked my lips. Up close I knew he would make a formidable
opponent and he looked fit, desperately fit. I tried for
reason.

“Before you come close let me say that I used to do your job so
I’ve been in nasty places doing nasty things. I’ve seen your file
and I’ve been on six of the same hand to hand course as you. I
didn’t do one with Mossad, however I did do one with the Foreign
Legion and another with the Finns.”

“Foreign Legion,” he spat. “Load of pussies.”

“What I’m trying to say,” I continued. “Is that if we fight even
the looser could end up in hospital and… ”

He didn’t wait for me to finish, he just charged. He held the
knife professionally low and his eyes had locked onto mine, so I
had no option, I shot him.

 

Of course I didn’t use a gun, I used the Taser I had stuffed
down the back of my trousers and had charged up the moment the
smoke detector had bleated out its warning. At first I was
concerned that the barbs wouldn’t go through his fatigues, but I
needn’t have worried as once I pulled the trigger right back he
screamed. No matter how big and strong you are umpteen thousand
volts brings you to a dead stop. I let go of the trigger and before
he could recover I hobbled him by handcuffing his right wrist to
his left ankle across his back. I felt through his pockets and
fished out his mobile phone, but he used a password so I couldn’t
see who he had been texting, but I could guess. I retreated up the
path, reloaded my Taser with a new cartridge and left it on the
ground. I walked back.

“Sorry, I’ve got to take you in.”

“Quarter of a mill,” he grunted. “Yours if you … ”

“Bastard,” said a voice behind me in a Spanish accent.

I turned as Ofelia pulled the Taser trigger. I felt the barbs
stick in my thigh and heard the familiar clicking of the Taser, but
felt nothing. It’s not that I’m a superman, I’d just put a duff
cartridge in the gun, one without connecting contacts. She realised
something was wrong and turned to run. Stephanie was merciless, she
wacked her on the knees with her night-stick, kicked her feet away
and dropped on her like a ton of bricks. Even so it took both of us
a couple of minutes to subdue her as she resisted like a woman
demented. Eventually we got the handcuffs on and I slipped a
cable-tie around her ankles. Then, when I looked Sergeant Gregory
had gone. I checked the river, but he wasn’t there, it was as if
he’d never been.

 

I didn’t hesitate, I bolted for my Land Rover. I leapt in it,
fired it up and shot straight out of the car-park towards the high
road. Fortune favours the foresighted and I arrived at the junction
just as an orange and gold camper van came speeding towards me. I
didn’t hesitate and drove straight out in front of him. He swerved
to miss me, mounted the pavement, scraped by a telegraph pole and
smashed into a brick gatepost. I drove my Rover into the driver’s
door and thought I had him nicely trapped with the Rover pinning
the driver’s door shut while also covering the side-door, and with
the telegraph pole wedged against the passenger door, but I
underestimated his will to escape. He kicked out the huge
windscreen in one double footed aggressive thrust and dived out to
do a forward roll and try and run off. I piled into him and we
crashed through a wooden fence to roll about in someone’s front
garden. In the movies hand to hand fighting is elegant and has a
degree of ballet quality, in real life it is gruesome and
gruelling. He tried for a testicular crush while I tried for a
double eye gouge. He broke my face hold and went for a few quick
chops at my throat while I had a go at punching his left ear. While
we were doing this we were locked together and rolling about in
gravel while alternately smashing into a brick wall and the
concrete posts of a chain link fence; it was brutal. We rolled and
punched, punched and rolled with neither of us letting the other
get far enough away to get a good swing or a good kick. Twice I
thought I had him, once when I managed to get hold of his throat
and squeeze, but he broke my hold, and once when I punched him so
hard his eyes temporarily glazed over, but he had absolutely
amazing powers of recovery. I managed to get my fingers up his
nose, but he managed to get an arm behind my neck and started to
push my head backwards. I clawed at his face, tried to knee him in
the groin and generally break his hold, but he was merciless. I
tried to roll us over, but by now he had his legs round me in a
scissor lock and I was powerless. I took to thumping his head by
the left ear as hard as I could again and again and again to no
avail. I was just about to pass out when there was a hissing puff
and the smell of lemongrass and roses wafted past my nose. He
instantly went into paroxysms of gasping for air. There was another
puff as tried for an intake of breath and he started coughing and
let me go. I rolled off him and he reached out to grab me, but a
white stiletto heel thumped down onto his hand. I think he would
have screamed, but he didn’t have the breath. We tied his left
ankle to a convenient metal post with two cable ties and I sought
for some sort of physical equilibrium while he sought for life
giving oxygen. I managed to keep an eye on him and got my thoughts
together. I had been losing the fight for one simple reason, I had
been fighting to restrain and he had been fighting to kill, but I
couldn’t do that anymore as my life had changed too much.
Eventually I managed to get his other leg tied to the same gatepost
and left it at that; he wasn’t going anywhere.

 

A police car arrived two minutes later and a young fresh faced
constable emerged. He took in me and Sergeant Gregory with one
suspicious look and I don’t blame him for I’m not sure which of us
had more blood on his fatigues. Jenn pulled out her military
intelligence ID from her handbag and showed it to him. She pointed
to Sergeant Gregory.

“He’s a killer, probably wanted for two murders and the redcaps
are on their way.”

He nodded.

“Well I’ll take him to the local nick and he can wait there.” He
replied soothingly.

I placed a hand on his knee, the only part of him I could
reach.

“If I was you I’d leave him there. The army has taught him to
kill with his bare hands and he rather doesn’t want to go
back.”

He listened to Sergeant Gregory alternately gasping for breath
and sending out a torrent of abuse. I have to give him his due, he
didn’t repeat himself, but by the time he’d finished Jenn and I
would have been cursed in every way imaginable.

 

We had to wait for forty minutes, during which time a little old
lady appeared at the front door and asked if we’d like a cup of tea
and our fresh faced constable was joined by a weather-beaten old
Inspector. Eventually six redcaps arrived with two vans and
decamped to survey Sergeant Gregory before turned to me as by now
I’d managed to get up to sit on the bumper of my Rover.

“I guess he didn’t come without a fight,” said the lead corporal
sarcastically.

I bit back a cutting reply. Jenn stepped in.

“Has Colonel Hunt contacted you?”

He looked at her.

“Yeah.”

“It’s yes, ma’am,” she shot back showing her ID card.

I managed to fumble mine out and showed it to him as well, he
instantly stiffened.

I looked him in the eye.

“Believe me this man is dangerous. He will stop and nothing to
escape and he will kill you if he has to. He probably knows a dozen
ways to do that effectively and another dozen ways to immobilise
your vehicle. He needs to be trussed up like a chicken and sat on
in the back of your van until you get him in a very secure
environment.”

The corporal shook his head.

“Sorry sir, he has human rights too.”

I ground my teeth in frustration, this is just what we didn’t
need, a by-the-book modern Politically Correct Redcap who had never
seen real action. Jenn laid a hand on his arm.

“Why don’t you phone Colonel Hunt?”

He stood upright.

“I don’t report to him,” he paused. “Ma’am.”

“I hope you don’t mind repeating that at a board of enquiry,” I
said.

I waved my card.

“Phone him or be on report for insubordination.”

I could see his emotions running across his face. I was dressed
in anonymous fatigues and covered in blood, I could have been any
rank or no rank, but my voice had the authority of command. Jenn
handed him her phone.

“It’s dialling out,” she said, giving him no options.

He wandered away and I couldn’t hear what was being said, but I
could see his body language. After thirty seconds he stood bolt
upright, put the phone away and came back.

“He says I am to take my orders from you; sir.”

He almost saluted.

“You have them,” I said. “Trussed up like a chicken and held
under very secure guard until Colonel Hunt arrives.”

“I believe he’s abroad sir,” the corporal replied.

“I don’t care if he is in Timbuktu and takes a month of Sundays
to arrive, you have my orders,” I bellowed.

I might have used more vehemence than I needed for I saw Jenn
wince. I moderated my voice.

“There is another one around the corner with a colleague. She is
a foreign national and should be treated with respect, but do not
be fooled she would gouge your eyes out given half the chance.”

“You’ve got two?” Said a private in surprise.

The corporal turned and smiled at Sergeant Gregory.

“Now you’re not going to cause any trouble are you?” He
said.

Sergeant Gregory gave him a vicious knuckle punch just below the
knee cap that made him howl and step back.

“Redcaps,” he gasped. “Scum of the Earth.”

 

It was not pleasant watching six redcaps and one constable
struggle to get one man into the back of a van, but I was too stiff
to help, besides for once I was the officer in charge and others
could take the punishment. The other van went off and came back
quickly with Ofelia in the back and Stephanie in the front. She
climbed out looking like the cat that had got the cream. I
personally checked the doors to the back of the vans before they
left and made sure they were padlocked as well as bolted. I guess
it was self preservation. Once they drove away I turned to
Stephanie and she held up a small USB plug. I stared at it and Jenn
raised an eyebrow.

“I think,” she said softly. “That this is a hard-wired key to an
offshore bank account, it was tucked in her bra and she definitely
wasn’t pleased when I found it.”

I’m sad to say it took both women to help me back to the hotel
and I felt old, old and stiff.

 

The hotel reception staff were brilliant. Despite the fact it
was very late they provided a dozen clean white towels, a bucket of
ice and three packets of antiseptic wipes. Jenn alternated between
berating me for being so stupid and acting like a tender kitten as
she treated my ever growing plethora of bruises. I had a long hot
bath and she used superglue on the open cuts, ice on the bruises
and a pair of tweezers to pick grit out of my left cheek. I’m glad
to say it didn’t take us long to discover that most of the blood on
my fatigues wasn’t mine, so my opening head-butt on Sergeant
Gregory’s nose must have been effective, at least that was some
comfort.

 

Sunday we got up late and Stephanie drove out to us in the
Berlingo with Fabian before driving us home while Fabian drove the
Rover behind us. Once home I went to bed after assuring Fannie that
I didn’t need a doctor while Jenn remarked that I probably did, but
brain surgery was expensive.

 

Monday morning we all convened in the kitchen and Fabian got his
first view of my face.

“Bloody hell,” he exclaimed. “I hope you don’t feel as bad as it
looks.”

“Mainly superficial bruises,” sniffed Jenn.

“You should see the other guy,” added Stephanie.

We settled down and managed a few discussions about forthcoming
insurance cases before Jenn slid a piece of paper towards
Fabian.

“Jim, Stephanie and I have decided to re-invest your £1000
bonus, along with a pound for pound match by the Association of
Private Detectives Development Fund, in three training courses;
this is yours.”

He picked up the paper and his eyes flitted across it before he
smiled.

“Self defence and covert photography, you’re not dropping hints
are you?”

“Do you want to end up looking like Jim,” Jenn quipped before
turning to Fannie. “You get a fortnight’s driving tuition with the
chance of three goes at the test, plus Indian cookery in the
evenings.”

I winced; I had agreed with the courses, but knowing what Fannie
could do with a nut roast I shuddered to imagine what she could do
with a chicken korma. Fannie, however, jumped up and down with joy.
Fabian turned to Stephanie.

“And you get?”

“A five day course on insurance fraud.”

“Boring!” He replied.

“In Gibraltar,” Stephanie added.

Fannie suddenly laid a magazine in front of us, it was the
lifestyle weekend supplement from The Street. She thumbed
to the middle and opened it out. There in all its glory was a
recipe for marmalade coated nut-roast. I have no doubt she was
proud, but I couldn’t help thinking of all the poor souls who would
cook it thinking that they were in for a special treat only
discover its hidden qualities.

 

This time the redcaps were primed and we were guided smoothly
through to a part of Colchester Barracks I had never been to
before, the prison. We went through two sets of locked doors before
we met Colonel Hunt in a side room. He studied my face and slid
over a brown envelope.

“Looks like this time you earned you fee.”

I passed the envelope to Jenn, who slipped it into her
handbag.

“What,” I asked. “Are we doing here apart from collecting money
that is?”

He crossed his long legs.

“We have a bit of a problem. The legal boys say we can only
charge Sergeant Gregory with being Absent Without Leave as there is
no definitive proof that he either imported drugs or murdered the
two chaps in the car. He’s denying everything and failing to answer
questions about the car incident so that leaves his word against
the others. The lawyers say their statements wouldn’t stand up in
court as they have a high motivation to clear their own yardarm and
any defence layer worth their salt would rip them apart. The police
are less than helpful muttering about definitive proof and only
prosecuting if it is in the public interest. As for Ofelia it’s
much the same story, except she is a foreign national and the best
we can do is deport her for illegal entry.”

“So?” I asked.

“So I want you to talk to him about Bolivia with your tame
reporter from The Street. She should be on her way here as
we speak. If we can’t nail him I see no reason why politicians who
send the army into areas for their own financial gain shouldn’t be
named and shamed.”

Jenn placed her hands on the table.

“Does Ofelia know you have nothing on her?”

“No”

Jenn smiled her crocodile smile.

“Then we may be able to salvage something.”

“What about the other two?” I asked.

He shrugged.

“Much the same. Claudia hasn’t broken any laws even if she has
immensely annoyed her employers while Sergeant Orem has also been
absent without leave.” He paused. “There are some mitigating
circumstances, but I’m not sure I believe them.”

“Let them resign,” I said. “They’ve done no harm and if they
have been naïve and made some mistakes they deserve a second
chance.”

Colonel hunt frowned.

“That’s rather giving them the benefit of the doubt, you know I
can’t just ignore an AWOL charge.”

“Would you rather have a court martial so the Americans learn
that we thought he may have defected and didn’t tell them?”
Remarked Jenn.

“Good point,” he muttered.

There was a flurry of activity and Lorraine appeared, this time
she was dressed in a red velvet two-piece suit and a deep mauve
Trilby hat. Colonel Hunt waved her to sit down. He cleared his
throat.

“Miss Bell, we are giving you a one-off opportunity to speak
with Sergeant Gregory. You may ask him questions about his
activities in Bolivia, but not about the car incident.”

Lorraine sat upright.

“You have no right to muzzle the free press and I’m not sure I
want any part of this,” she said stiffly.

I decided on a little soft encouragement.

“Colonel Hunt is offering you the chance of getting enough
information to have a once in a lifetime political scoop as long as
you avoid the subject which is still under prohibition notices
anyway.”

She turned up her nose.

“So what price press freedom?”

“OK, I’ll give Susannah a ring at The Free European,
she’s handling our other scoop well enough.” I said lazily.

Her eyes widened as she realized she might have pushed it too
far. She nodded.

“I agree, but I want it noted that I am not happy.”

Colonel Hunt nodded gravely.

“Of course, I would expect nothing less.”

 

We were ushered into a bare room that only contained a table and
three chairs. I was glad to see that the table was bolted to the
floor and Sergeant Gregory handcuffed to a metal ring on top of the
table. He gawped at me.

“You look like I feel,” he muttered.

He shuffled his wrists.

“But if it wasn’t for that woman and her perfume spray I would
have had you.”

This was a matter of pride for him, I was long past caring.

“You would, the headlock was finishing me off.” I confirmed.

He gave a self satisfied smirk, but in truth he looked dreadful.
One half of his face was dreadfully swollen and his left eye half
closed, and his nose was that dull red that comes from being
flattened with force. Lorraine raised an eyebrow.

“You two been fighting?”

“It was a matter of Regimental honour,” I said.

He gave a guttural laugh in reply as Lorraine laid a notebook on
the table.

“Tell me about Bolivia,” she said.

He shrugged.

“No.”

She opened her mouth, but I intervened.

“Don’t let the politicians get away with it, your men could have
been killed for no reason, you didn’t join up for that.”

He gave me a savage look and turned to Lorraine.

“You won’t distort what I say?”

“Not if it’s true,” she replied. “And I can validate it.”

He grunted.

“I knew it was a bum job from the start as no-one would trust
Lieutenant Oliver to tie their shoe-laces let alone run an
operation in a foreign country. You see… ”

I half listened as he told his tale. Soldiers like telling tales
and I wanted to try and make sure he didn’t over-elaborate it, but
he didn’t need to as it was a tale of mismanagement and political
manipulation right from the start.

 

He rambled for about three quarters of an hour and Lorraine
asked a few questions before we left him to his fate. Back in
Colonel Hunt’s room he passed a sheet of photocopy paper across to
Lorraine. She studied it.

“Visitor’s book?”

“From RAF Northolt on the day in question.”

“What are the entries that have been obscured?” She
muttered.

“You have no need to know,” he replied softly.

She tapped her foot.

“How do I know you are not setting me up?”

I internally grimaced and could see the frustration on his face.
He was handing her a plum scoop on a plate and she was being
difficult and diffident. Jenn could also see the body language.

“This time,” she said to Lorraine. “This time please leave us
out of your article as our presence in it would add nothing to it,
you’ve done all the work so you get all the by-line.” She paused.
“It’s not many reporters can bring down a government.”

Lorraine sat bolt upright.

“Bring down a Government? How?”

Jenn gave her warming smile.

“If what you say is true then Ms Smith will have to go and there
will be serious doubts over party funding that could lead to other
members leaving the party and it currently only has a very slim
majority.”

I thought she was rather pushing it, but Lorraine believed every
word. She stood up.

“Thank you very much,” she said formally. “I hope we can work
together again.”

Not if I could help it, I thought while managing to shake her
hand with a smile.

 

When she had gone Jenn smiled at Colonel Hunt.

“Ofelia; if I can get the name and access to her overseas bank
account can we have 2% of what is recovered?”

I did a mental calculation, Jenn was angling for $40,000 and I
admired her nerve. Colonel Hunt had a flurry of text messages to Mr
Brown.

“He says he can offer you a 1% commission, but that is all.

“Tell him it’s a wrap,” said Jenn winking at me.

 

Ofelia looked even more miserable than Sergeant Gregory,
especially as she was dressed in a shapeless pair of orange
dungarees. I noted, however, that her hands were not handcuffed or
chained to the table. Jenn and I sat down conscious that Colonel
Hunt would be watching us via CCTV. I opened a plain brown file,
actually it was a file on the cleaning stores for the prison, but
she wouldn’t know that. I gave her a fierce look.

“Doesn’t make good reading does it? Illegal entry, drug running,
car theft, aiding and abetting a prisoner on the run plus
cooperation in a pair of murders and falsifying documents to waste
police time.”

“I am a foreign national,” she said with her nose in the air.
“You cannot detain me like this. I demand to go home.”

“You shall,” I said helpfully. “Once you have served half your
prison sentence over here you can serve the other half in your own
country. However, with drug running and conspiracy to murder that
could be at least twenty years.”

This was all balderdash, but I hoped it sounded good. It
certainly had an effect as colour drained from her face, I rather
think it wasn’t the ten years over here that bothered her, rather
ten years in a Bolivian jail. Jenn laid the USB key on the
table.

“On the other hand we could do a deal, give us the access codes
to the account and we will just deport you.”

“Go to hell,” she snarled.

We stood up in unison.

“Enjoy your time inside,” I said. “We will tell your Embassy
where you are.”

“Wait!” She snarled as she weighed up what she thought were the
odds.

“Not Bolivia, I want my passport and a first-class flight to
Peru.” She bargained.

Jenn gave her a hard look.

“When we are certain of access it could be a tourist class
flight to Peru, but that is all.”

She closed her eyes.

“Get me a computer and I will show you.”

“We’ll get a computer, and you can tell me,” replied Jenn. “You
are not going anywhere near a keyboard until you land in Peru.”

And so the pact was made, I only hoped that it bore fruit.

 

Bert’s funeral was not a solemn affair. His coffin came in to
‘Key to my Heart’ by the Emotions and went out to a beautiful blues
piece by Davy Knowles called ‘Back Door Slam.’ During the service
his niece read a poem entitled ‘Coffin Nails,’ and I noticed that
at each end of the coffin there was a golden padlock holding the
lid closed. Afterwards I stayed for coffee, but after a few words
with his niece I slipped away as I didn’t know anybody and didn’t
fancy small talk.

 

At home there was a pretty postcard from Kati on the table and a
copy of The Street. As I feared the articles of the
Bolivian scandal were lurid, over-hyped and added to by a fearful
amount of speculation. On the other hand they made no ambiguity
over nailing Ms Smith and Mr Fix-it to the wall; perhaps they had
better lawyers than The Free European or perhaps they just
didn’t care. Thankfully we were not mentioned, although the link
with the hit and run via Scott Joplin was gleefully mentioned. I
closed the paper and listened to the two messages on the Ansaphone.
The first was from a jubilant police constable saying they had been
able to match the airbag beyond reasonable doubt, and the second
was from The Brudenell, apparently I had left my dressing gown
there and it was now at reception awaiting collection or they could
post it on. I looked at the clock. Jenn was out buying Jessica one
of those large craft kits for making dragonflies you could hand
from the ceiling by way of thank-you, though I suspect she’d also
taken a shine to her. I also knew, although I wasn’t supposed to –
but after all I am a detective – that she was going to the travel
agents to pick up a pair of tickets for a Scandinavian cruise to
see the Northern Lights. So I calculated that I had enough time to
drive to the Brudenell and back and avoid Jenn knowing that I’d
left behind the Christmas present she had brought me last year.

 

The reception staff were suitably sympathetic about my bruises
and just about to pass over my dressing gown when a large man and a
thin woman in a smartly tailored white trouser suit came round the
corner from the corridor. I looked at him and he looked at me
before bolting for the main door. I felled him with a rugby tackle
and he fell hard, bouncing his head against the hard wooden
floor.

“My husband,” she shrilled as she beat me over the head with a
small bunch of flowers. “What are you doing to my husband?”

“Bigamy,” I replied as he tried to pull us across the smooth
floor. “He’s wanted for three counts of bigamy.”

“Bigamy!” She howled, tasting the bitterness of betrayal.

Before anyone could stop her she circumnavigated me and kicked
him twice in the head, the kicks were not the friendly sort.

I held on tight and he gave up trying to get away and pounded
the floor in frustration. I suppose he was now technically a
Quadgamist, but I still wanted my £2000 as I was Jim Tarrent
Private Detective and I never give up; well that’s what the papers
say, so it must be true.
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	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?



	


Cold
(2010)
Jim Tarrent is an ex-army sergeant turned private investigator
following his untimely departure from the army. On solving his
first case he gains a partner and together they look like they will
make a go of his business. However, Jim has a traumatic past that
he cannot seem to leave behind and his partner is probably no
better off. Then two cases hit them that could change their lives,
and their detective agency, for ever.



	


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...



	


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...
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