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Chapter 1

 


 

Wednesday
23rd December 2009

 

Aidan Pennock walked slowly and carefully towards the overturned
Mazda pick-up, silently singing his own version of the old Clapton
song, "Running guns in the hot sun, I fought the law,
and the law won".

'Careful Sarge,' He heard the warning from young Brody who had
him covered and lifted his hand in acknowledgment.

He looked around carefully as he picked his way through the
scattered debris thrown out of the vehicle when it flipped over. He
could hear the groaning of the injured man before he saw him and
wondered for a brief moment whether it was a ruse but discarded the
thought; he sounded in real and serious pain. All the same he
carefully made his way round the front of the Mazda and when he saw
the driver clearly for the first time his heart sank even lower
than it had been lately. He was only young, fourteen, maybe fifteen
at a push.

The young Arab boy watched him through scared eyes, as Aidan
approached warily, all the while checking him out for any sign of a
weapon. Judging him safe he got out a pack of cigarettes and not
smelling any petrol fumes lit one. Squatting by the youngster he
placed it gently between his lips.

The boy didn't speak but gratefully drew on the cigarette. His
face was pale and his breathing laboured. Aidan quickly and
expertly checked him out. Multiple fractures, a head wound that was
bleeding profusely, a foot that was hanging on by a thread, and no
doubt a shed load of internal injuries; it didn't look good. He
quickly prepared a pain relieving shot and stuck it in the boy's
thigh.

The boy looked grateful, 'Is it bad?' He asked, his English was
just fluent enough to be understood. 

Aidan wondered whether to lie, but all along his philosophy had
been: if you're old enough to fight, you're old enough to die, and
hear the truth.

He nodded.

The boy drew on the cigarette and pulled the nicotine down into
lungs that would soon have no need of it. 'What happens now?'

This was the part of the job that Aidan hated the most. 'I can
leave you here with some water and cigarettes and maybe someone
will be along and get you to hospital,' he paused, 'but to be
honest, we're miles from anywhere and it's very unlikely that
you'll be found.'

'You can't take me with you?'

Aidan wished he could but his mission was too important to
jeopardise for the sake of a young Arab boy; he had a gun runner to
find. He doubted the lad would survive anyway even with expert
medical attention.

He gently shook his head.

'How long will I last?'

Aidan considered. 'Two hours maybe.' If you're unlucky he
thought but didn't voice it.

'Is it allowed for you to… .' The boy's voice tailed away.

He didn't need to finish because Aidan knew exactly what he
meant: is it allowed for Aidan to put a round through his head
and finish him off. Of course it's not bloody allowed he
wanted to scream but looked the boy right in the eye and said,
'Don't worry lad, I'll sort it out.'

 

Friday 21st
May 2010

 

Ort Murdoch eased himself into the armchair in his office and
tried to get comfortable, although his height of 6'2" wasn't
particularly compatible with the chair. It had been provided for a
far smaller incumbent of his office and he hadn't got round to
changing it. But it wouldn't have mattered how comfortable his
surroundings were as his discomfort owed more to the spiritual
rather than the physical realm.

Murdoch was the pastor of Slaithstone Evangelical Church in the
South West corner of God's own county: Yorkshire. Slaithstone - the
locals pronounced it Slattern - was a pleasant, some went as far as
to say picturesque, market town bordered to the north by
Huddersfield, to the east by Barnsley, to the south by Sheffield,
and to the west, albeit buffered by the Peak District National
Park, by the heathen of Lancashire. It had at one stage been
considered as the location for the long running popular BBC T.V.
series, "Last Of The Summer Wine," but had lost out to
Holmfirth. Some said money had changed hands but Murdoch didn't
know anything about that and didn't really care anyway. It was a
long time ago and his troubles were far more immediate.

It was hard for Murdoch to admit but something was wrong in the
lifeblood of the church. He could feel it as a tangible living
organism, and as a caring pastor, he wanted to help. Murdoch closed
his eyes and asked the Lord to reveal the problem to him, for as he
told Him, if he didn't know about it he couldn't do anything about
it.

The Lord was silent.

Murdoch sighed and thought back over his five year tenure at
Slaithstone. He had been a less than popular choice. He readily
admitted he'd been a controversial character back then and there
had been some opposition to his appointment. He knew that his
racial background had been a consideration for some people. He'd
overhead a couple talking one day, not knowing he was within
earshot, where the over riding concern had been the fact that:
"they'd nivver had a blackie before."

For other folks it had been his criminal record; Murdoch had
served time in Strangeways and Armley Jails for drug dealing. He
had been on a downward spiral of crime and was in the gutter. The
only problem being, he didn't know how low he was, and he wasn't
even looking at the stars. There had even been, Murdoch recalled
with a wry smile, a splinter group who weren't concerned by either
his colour or his criminality. For them his greatest disadvantage
in life was having had the misfortune to have been born on the
wrong side of the Pennines. For some Yorkshire folk greater sin
hath no man than that he be born in Lancashire.

But for most it had been his criminal background. Murdoch was
completely open about, citing it as a great example of God's love,
that He, the Lord of all had scooped him from the gutter.

He had come from a poor Catholic background, his father in and
out of work as a council labourer, while his mother cleaned the
muck of rich people in grand houses. Murdoch had showed promise at
school and had been marked down by the parish priest as a possible
candidate for the priesthood. He'd fought against it for a long
time on the basic principle that he liked girls too much and boys
not at all. When it looked likely that he would, by a mixture of
family pressure and emotional blackmail, be forced into a seminary,
something snapped. He ran away from his home in Mosside, Manchester
and found himself in London where, like countless runaways before,
he quickly found that Dick Whittington was a liar.

He was lucky in that he was found and returned home but not
before he cultivated a taste for class A drugs. He lived a
dissolute lifestyle for a number of years, frequently spending time
as a guest of Her Majesty. His salvation came one night, when at an
all night rave, high on ecstasy, God spoke to him.

Murdoch remembered quite clearly how, as he was dancing to the
pulsating rhythm, time seemed to stop. He heard a voice say,
"Stop now. You are mine. Go home and sin no more."

God had spoken.

Murdoch had been so shaken by the experience that he'd gone home
immediately and tried his best not to sin anymore.

In that he'd failed miserably.

He'd received a phone call from his sister the next day, who
told him all the way from Australia that at the time he'd heard the
voice telling him to sin no more, two hundred people were praying
for his salvation at her church in Sydney.

After his encounter with God in the disused carpet warehouse he
enrolled at a Bible college and gained a degree in theology.
Thereafter by a series of moves he found himself the pastor at
Slaithstone Evangelical Church. 

He was happy and content for the most part with the way his life
was now going. He was the pastor of a thriving church where the
members for the most part accepted him. He was married to the
gorgeous Tia, who many said, looked like a young Elizabeth Taylor.
True, they didn't have any children but they were both happy to
leave that in the capable hands of the Almighty.

Murdoch looked out of his first floor office window at the
crowded Market Square below. He watched as the market vendors
enticed prospective purchasers ever closer with the calls and spiel
that had been used for centuries on the same spot: "Cabbages,
cauliflower, pound a bowl; come and get your lovely
strawberries."

It was a beautiful spring day in the middle of May, everything
should be well with his world but he couldn't quite shake off the
feeling that something was desperately wrong with one of his
flock.

He pushed back his chair and headed for the door, perhaps a walk
would clear his head.

 

* * *

 

Brax Bollen was enjoying his day off. He'd done the few chores
that his wife, Jazz, had left for him, including unblocking the
sink which he didn't mind and mowing the lawn which he hated. Now
he was free to do as he pleased for the rest of the day and he knew
exactly how he was going to spend it, but first a little trip. He
drove the short distance into Slaithstone and having parked in the
multi-storey walked through the ginnel into Market Square whereupon
he realised he'd forgotten it was market day. Faced by a sea of
people and gaily coloured market stalls - a barrier to his
destination - he nearly turned back but his need being too great
carried on. He skirted the edge of the crowd for a while, drifting
past WH Smith, and the swathe of charity shops, looking carefully
at faces, anxious not to catch the eye of anyone he knew as he
didn't want to be delayed.

Brax hated shopping but this was a special trip he'd been
promising himself for the last month and he was determined to enjoy
it despite the nervousness he felt. The shop he was heading for was
on the far side of the Market Square and after edging round the
throng for a while, turned, and plunging straight in was quickly
absorbed. Moving swiftly but carefully, a little jink here, a
sidestep there; he was doing quite well until he came to an abrupt
halt as he bounced off a large black man.

They stood and looked at each other critically, the black man
spoke first. 'Braxton, you seem to be in a tearing hurry. Is
everything okay?'

Out of all the large black men in the whole of Slaithstone Brax
thought, I have to bump into this one. 'Sorry Ort, miles away.'

'So much is obvious Brax, that's why you bumped into me.' Ort
Murdoch replied with a smile.

Brax was beginning to wish he'd gone to Barnsley or Sheffield
for greater anonymity.

'Sorry Ort, I was in bit of a rush.'

'Too busy to have a coffee with your pastor?'

'Well… '

'If you really are too busy that's fine, but I could do with
some company for a while.'

'Never too busy for you Ort.'

'Good, let's pop into Peggy's shall we?'

Peggy's was by far the best and therefore the most popular
coffee shop in Slaithstone. The eponymous Peggy was long gone but
the business was in the same family that founded it back in the
dark days of 1926 during the general strike. Originally created in
the front room of a terraced house to provide sustenance for
striking miners, it had evolved over the years. The customers were
no longer striking miners - or miners of any description as the pit
had long since gone - thanks to Maggie Thatcher, whose effigy was
far more popular than Guy Fawkes on bonfire night. The fourth
generation Peggy - real name Susan -  was behind the counter
today and served Brax and Ort their drinks with a smile.

It was always busy in Peggy's, it was said that everyone in
Slaithstone had been there at one time or another, but they soon
found a table in an alcove near the toilets.

Murdoch lifted his Latte and took a sip. 'Ahh, that's what I
needed.'

Brax didn't want to be rude but could have done without this
distraction. He smiled at his pastor as he spooned sugar in his
coffee.

'How are you Brax, everything okay in the Bollen world?'

'Yeah, fine.'

'But?'

'Oh you know, always busy.'

'But today's your day off, you should be relaxing, not charging
round bumping into people.'

Brax shrugged. 'You know how it is.'

'Tell me.'

Brax didn't need this and wondered why Ort was so interested in
him. 'It's Jazz's birthday soon and I thought I'd look for
something for her.'

Murdoch nodded. 'And how is the lovely Jazz?'

'Yeah, she's good' Brax sipped his coffee and looked out of the
window.

'Are you two okay? No problems?'

Brax looked at Ort. 'No, why?'

'Forgive me Brax but I've got this feeling that there's a major
problem brewing for someone in the church and so I'm asking
everyone I meet if they're okay. And so far everyone is fine,' he
smiled, displaying a row of gleaming white teeth, 'which is good,
but I'm still left with a feeling that I can't explain.'

Brax nodded and said without thinking, 'Happen it's Ron.'

'Ron Counden?' Murdoch asked, interested. 'Why him?'

Brax shrugged, 'Dunno, he just came to mind.'

'I spoke to Ron at an elder's meeting on Tuesday, and everything
was okay in his world then.'

'Nothing you can do then.' Brax said, which he knew was less
than helpful but he had to get on.

'That's right. Only wait, and I've never been much good at
waiting.' Murdoch frowned and was about to say something else when
Brax putting his half finished coffee on the table said, 'Ort, I
don't want to be rude but… '

'That's okay, you get on. I think I'll have another coffee and
wait on the Lord.

 

* * *

 

Aidan Pennock walked slowly round the parade ground.

He paused at the edge of the square and watched as Sergeant
Major Crossland put new recruits through their paces. 'By the
leeeeft, quiiiiick march.' His voice echoed off the buildings at
the edge of the square to where Aidan stood watching, recalling his
own initiation into the mysteries of drill. The squad set off at a
brisk pace but as Aidan continued to watch one of the squad
stumbled and dropped his rifle. The rest of the squad came to a
shambolic halt.

Aidan snorted. Tosser. He waited for the
inevitable.

'Not you again, Atkins.' Crossland screamed. 'My old granny
could march better than you… and she's been dead for twenty
years.'

Aidan smiled as he carried on, nothing changed. Behind him he
could hear the rest of the squad laughing at their colleague's
misfortune, no doubt thinking: "there but for the grace of God
go I."

Crossland raised his hand in greeting as he noticed Aidan walk
past and mimed a drinking action by raising his right hand to his
mouth and tipping it backwards and forwards.

Aidan looked at his watch, although he knew to the second what
time it was.

Why not?

He gave Crossland the thumbs up followed by the outspread
fingers of both his hands to indicate ten minutes. In two hours he
would leave this place for the last time, the taxi booked, final
railway warrant issued, his twenty five years of service for Queen
and country would be over, so why not have a last beer with an old
pal. The Stones song came to mind and he sang quietly as he walked,
"This will be the last time."

What a way to finish though, bumming around the training depot
while his fate was decided by higher authority. He'd been in the
Army for the greater part of his life and tomorrow for the first
time in twenty five years he wouldn't have to answer to
anybody.

Shouldn't have left it so long he told himself, should have gone
at a time of his own choosing, should have jumped and not waited to
be pushed. That bastard Reynolds, remembering the interview,
although, thinking about it objectively, he'd just fired the bullet
that someone higher up the chain had made.

 

Thursday 1st
April 2010

 

He'd stood to attention before the C.O., waiting as Major
Reynolds skimmed through the medical officer's report. So much of
his time in the Army had been spent waiting. "If I could turn
back time," he sang in his head while he dispassionately
watched the turning of the pages.

 Reynolds looked up after a moment and said, 'Sit down
Sergeant Pennock.'

Aidan sat down and waited; more waiting. Just get on with it
man, stop farting around. We both know what you're gonna say. It
wasn't going to be good news, that much he knew. What he didn't
know was how bad the bad news was going to be. He idly looked about
the office while he waited for the blade to fall. There was the
Major shuffling the papers pretending to read them, all the while
sharpening the blade. The only sound in the room was the turning of
pages and the ticking of the clock. The windows were closed, the
heating turned up full, it was too hot and stuffy in the room. But
not as hot as the desert. He looked at the clock; 15:25.

Nowhere was as hot as the desert, well maybe hell. He closed his
eyes and was back there in the heat and the dust, the overturned
Mazda, the boy, a cigarette, and the gun, always the bloody gun.
"I fought the law and the law won."

'Are you okay Sergeant Pennock?'

Aidan opened his eyes and the desert receded, he wondered idly
if he was losing it again. 'Yes, thank you sir.'

He looked at the clock; 15:28, and thought who was it who sang
that song about the toy soldier?

Reynolds pushed back in his chair and put his glasses on the
desk, 'I won't pretend it's good news Sergeant. It's not.'

The blade was being hauled to the top of the Guillotine.

Reynolds picked up the sheaf of papers and riffled through them
before tossing them back on the desk. 'The M.O. reckons you've had
some kind of mini breakdown.' He laughed sympathetically. 'Bloody
quacks, eh? What do they know?'

Aidan wasn't sure if a response was required, Reynolds hadn't
been the C.O. for long and as such was an unknown quantity, so just
nodded. "I'm just a little toy soldier… "

'He believes something must have happened on your last tour, but
you've said nothing about it.' Reynolds paused to give Aidan the
chance to rectify this omission.

Aidan remained silent.

'Anyway,' Reynolds continued, pushing on, 'Word's come down from
upstairs that your time is up Sergeant Pennock.'

The lever was pushed and gravity took over, the crones around
the Guillotine cackling as the head rolled gently into the
basket.

'You've got twenty five in, you could have had your pension
three years ago. Time to retire gracefully with the grateful thanks
of Queen and country.'

Still Aidan said nothing; a memory had been stirred though, he
must have been, what, fifteen, sixteen, and clearing out a load o'
junk his dad had been nagging him about. At the bottom of a pile of
old school uniform he'd found his first ever Action Man. To this
day he didn't know why he'd done it - perhaps as a definite line in
the sand between boyhood and becoming a man - but anyway he clearly
remembered taking the Action Man out into the garden and standing
it to attention against the wall. He'd wrapped a blindfold round
it's eyes and then shot it with his dad's air rifle. Trouble was it
didn't look dead so he'd got the axe from the shed, and bending it
over a block of wood, had chopped its flaming head off. That had
done the job alright, only trouble was, because of the way the doll
- as his dad called it - had been held together, all the arms and
legs had dropped off as well.

The dead quadriplegic Action Man had been buried in a shoebox in
the garden with full military honours. He smiled at the memory, and
remembered that it was Cliff Richard who'd sung about the toy
soldier.

'Anything you want to say, Sergeant?' Reynolds prompted.

'Can I appeal the decision Sir?'

Major Reynolds frowned. 'Why would you want to?'

'Only thing I know sir, being a soldier.'

Reynolds leaned back in his chair, 'It won't be easy Sergeant,
but I'm sure a man of your calibre will soon adjust to civilian
life.'

He paused and pushed the report across the desk.

'In all honesty Sergeant I don't think there's any point in
appealing. Taking all things into consideration, your age, length
of service, the medical report, etc., etc… ' He tailed off and
looked at Aidan.

'I see sir.'

'Good, good. We'll get things moving for you, eh? No point in
hanging about.'

'No sir, thank you sir.'

Aidan stood and snapped to attention. He saluted Reynolds and
was halfway through the door when the C.O. said, 'Oh by the way
Sergeant.'

'Sir?'

'The padre would like a word with you.'

'Now sir?'

'No time like the present,' a faint smile, 'you know what these
God botherers are like.'

"So wind me up and let me go."

 

* * *

 

Aidan had been tempted to ignore the request from the padre but
in the end thought it would be easier all round if he got it over
and done with. Otherwise he'd be dodging about the barracks for
days trying to avoid him and he was a persistent sod who got you
eventually.

He’d been please by the absence of paperwork on the padre's desk
just a Bible opened to somewhere in the middle.

The padre, a thin man who always looked in need of a good feed,
looked at Aidan and smiled. 'How are you feeling?'

'Numb.'

'You must have had an inkling that it wasn't going to be good
news.'

'Live in hope, that's my motto, well, one of them.'

The padre nodded, 'And now?'

'How do you mean?'

'Well, you were living in hope that somehow, against all the
available evidence, you were going to be staying in the Army. That
hope's been taken away. What are you placing your hope in now?'

'Nothing.'

'Nothing at all?'

Aidan wondered if that was strictly true. Was there a greater
power? A celestial Commander in Chief ruling the great barracks in
the sky. Mebbe there was but he doubted it. He shook his head and
confirmed, 'Nothing.'

'You don't have a faith?'

'In what?'

'God.' The padre suggested softly.

'God?' Aidan replied as though seriously considering the idea.
He'd often thought about God. He'd known many soldiers over the
years who'd called on the name of God in his many forms, and not
all at the point of death.

The padre, perhaps sensing a breakthrough, asked, 'Have you
heard of the Alpha course?'

'Yeah, I've seen the posters.' Aidan said, disinterested,
wanting the interview to be over before communion was offered.

'Do you know what it is?'

'Explains the basics of Christianity.'

'I think it might do you good to go on one. I'm sure they'll be
one running near you.'

Aidan had said that he'd think about it. The padre had said
they'd speak again before he left but it hadn't happened. He'd been
posted to Afghanistan where, Aidan heard later, he'd been shot up
the jacksey by the Taliban. Aidan never thought of the padre again
without smiling.

 

Friday 21st
May 2010

 

And that had been that, a few weeks of winding down, clinging to
the wreckage of a life that was over. Even the bureaucracy was
against him, the paperwork being processed in record time.

Aidan arrived at the accommodation block and climbed the stairs
to his room on the first floor. Everything was neat and tidy,
that's how he is. Neat and tidy, no loose ends. Partly this was the
Army way, Aidan reflected, but he'd always been the same, even as a
young lad. He looked at the half packed suitcase and decided now
would be a good time to finish it.

 He picked up a photo album from the table and idly flicked
through the pages, stopping for a closer look at various pictures;
his dad in the forces, his mum holding him as a baby. He eventually
reached the photo where he always stopped. It's a wedding day
picture; his old mate Brax Bollen, getting married to Jazz Hoarth.
They stand on either side of her, both immaculate in their dress
uniforms, and although his is that bit swankier, it's hard to tell
who is the bridegroom and who is the best man.

The best man but not the better man.

It could have been him if he'd been interested enough. He had
enough signals; he would have had to have been blind, deaf, and
dumb to have missed them all. He hadn't wanted her though, not
enough anyway, not then.

He looked at other photos; more faces, names forgotten, smiled
back, reminding him that he was going back to a world that would be
very different from the one he'd left. He looked at one photo with
interest; him and Callie framed by the whale bones at Whitby just a
month or so before he joined up.

A good weekend that.

Callie Sunter. She was the one for him. It had always been
Callie. He wondered if she was married with children or still
footloose and fancy free. It's funny how things work out he
decided; he could have had Jazz but didn't want her, wanting Callie
instead who didn't want him. He came to a photo of bride and groom,
best man and bridesmaid; Jazz and Brax, him and Callie. They all
looked so young and happy. He looked intently at Jazz's face to see
if he can see any indication of what happened later that day but of
course he couldn't.

He closed the album and put it at the bottom of his case and
then with a deep sigh lowered the lid before leaving the room.

 

* * *

 

Brax felt a bit put out by his encounter with Ort Murdoch and
his questions. Plus he couldn't help wondering if he'd been
altogether wise mentioning Counden's name as someone who might be
having problems, and was still slightly puzzled why Counden's name
had suddenly come to mind.

Anyway, concentrate. He glanced at his watch and confirmed the
time with the Market Square clock, a fine piece of Victorian
engineering that still kept good time. He'd lost twenty minutes
having coffee and while normally it wouldn't have concerned him
unduly, today was different. Even so he forced himself to take his
time and not rush for his ultimate destination. One good thing
though, he thought coming out of Peggy's, the crowds had thinned
out.

Ten minutes later after wandering aimlessly, he had a careful
look around, and when he didn't see anyone he knew, quickly turned
into the doorway of Aphrodite's. He had never been in this shop
before, not even on business, and only knew of its existence when
Jazz came home with some lingerie a few months ago. He stopped just
inside the doorway and looked around waiting for the panic to
subside.

The whole shop was covered in lingerie from floor to ceiling and
Brax wondered how on earth he'd find what he was looking for.
Thankfully the shop was empty apart from an attractive middle aged
woman looking at matching sets of underwear. She glanced at him and
then, perhaps sensing his embarrassment, quickly looked away.

Bored housewife, not bad looking though, Brax thought as the
young sales girl looked up from hanging clothes on a rail and
asked. 'Can I help?'

Not really thought Brax but didn't say it. 'I'm looking for a
present for my wife.'

'What did you have in my mind?'

What I had mind is not to shout it out across the flaming
shop.

He moved towards the girl, lowering his voice. 'I was looking
for a matching bra and pants but I'm… ' He floundered and almost
wished he was at home watching Midsomer Murders on T.V.

The girl stopped what she was doing and made a movement towards
him. 'Do you have her sizes?'

Brax was ready for this and fished a scrap of paper from his
pocket.

She looked at the paper and back at Brax. 'We've got some things
over there that might be of interest.' She pointed towards a rail
at the back of the shop. Brax wandered over and looked at the bra's
and pants hanging there. Brax looked at the garments hanging on
rails, not wanting to touch. This was more difficult than he
thought it would be. There's too much choice he decided. Eventually
he picked some things that he liked, subtly sexy but not overly
raunchy, and took them to the counter where the girl was waiting
for him. She took off the security tags and put the prices through
the till, all the while keeping up a ceaseless chatter about
nothing in particular.

Brax paid with cash and left without looking back.










Chapter 2

 


Callie Sunter put the handset down after telling yet another
caller that Mister Counden was unavailable and went back to
inspecting her nails. The phone rang again, internal this time,
Jazz Bollen no less.

Callie sighed and answered, 'Yeah?'

'That's no way to answer the phone Miss Sunter.'

Callie laughed, 'That's 'cos I knew it was you Mrs Bollen.'

'Is he back yet? Have you heard from him?'

'Sorry Jazz, no, and no. I've told you he won't be back this
afternoon.'

'Bugger.'

'Now now Mrs Bollen, that's no way to speak in front of one of
the junior employees.'

'Are you sure he didn't say anything before he went?'

'He said, and I quote, "I'm going out Miss Sunter, and I may
be some time".'

Callie could feel Jazz's frustration down the line, 'Anything I
can help with?'

'Not really, but thanks for asking. I wonder where he's
gone?'

'Golf?'

'Possibly.'

Callie chuckled, 'Perhaps he's got a mistress?'

Jazz laughed out loud, 'I doubt it.'

'Anyway Mrs Bollen, I have to go, there are very important tasks
that await me. But I shall visit you shortly and sample some of
your delicious coffee.'

After her brief conversation with Jazz, Callie went back to
inspecting her nails for a short while but, as important as this
was, it couldn't hold her attention for long. She logged on the
internet and looked at holiday destinations; she rather fancied the
Canaries.

'Caught you.' The sudden voice from behind made her jump. It was
Stephen Barnes, the latest and youngest addition to the sales
force.

'You haven't caught me at all Mister Barnes. I'm doing research
for Mister Counden.'

'Oh yeah?'

'That's right Mister Barnes, golfing holidays in the
Canaries.'

He smiled in recognition of her ad lib answer.

She smiled in return. He really was a very attractive young man.
Twenty seven, twenty right maybe. Such a shame she wasn't going to
be around to get to know him better. Still they'd be lots of
attractive young men in Tenerife.

'What can I do for you Mister Barnes?'

'There's lots you could do for me Miss Sunter.'

'What a cheeky young man you are Mister Barnes,' she said
getting up from behind the reception desk. She picked some
imaginary fluff from his suit collar, and moving closer
straightened his tie. 'There, now you look like a proper
salesman.'

Barnes responded by moving slightly closer and Callie could tell
he was waiting for their lips to meet. She was very tempted but
chuckled and pushed him gently away.

'Not at work you naughty boy.'

 

* * *

 

Aidan mooched listlessly round the Sergeant's Mess. He should
have gone before now, where was the sense in dragging it out? He
had thought about pretending to go but hiding in the camp, living
off the goodwill of his mates. He smiled at the thought, wondering
how long he would have lasted. Months probably.

He didn't want to go but knew it couldn't be avoided any longer.
The Army had been his life and his family for the last twenty five
years, he loved it still, but it no longer wanted him. Leaving was
painful, a bit like a divorce or a bereavement.

The Mess orderly asked again if he would like anything and yet
again Aidan declined.

He waited in silence for a while, casually glancing at the pages
of the Daily Mail, until the door opened and Crossland entered.

'You off then?' He asked.

Aidan nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

'What time's your train?'

'Thirteen oh five.'

'Time for a beer?'

The mess orderly raised his hand to acknowledge the order and
Aidan tossed the paper to one side as Crossland joined him.

'How's that new squad shaping up?' Aidan enquired, trying to
deflect the conversation from himself.

Crossland took a sip of the beer handed to him by the orderly
before replying. He shrugged. 'They'll be fine, given time.'

'Even Atkins?'

Crossland laughed. 'He'll need a bit more time but I'm sure
we'll make a soldier out of Atkins eventually.'

Aidan took a long pull on his beer and waited.

'But what about you ex Sergeant Pennock. Got any plans, any work
lined up?'

Aidan put his glass down, 'No work, no plans really. I'm going
to stay with the old man for a while, he's on his own, a widower,
and could use some company. After that a holiday maybe, but beyond
that,' he shrugged slightly, 'nothing.'

'Where's home again? Somewhere in Yorkshire?

'Yeah, Slaithstone.'

'What's that, town, village?'

Aidan wondered how best to describe his home town. 'It's either
a large village or a small town. No one can make up their mind
which.'

'Where in Yorkshire?'

'South Yorkshire. Go up the M1 past Sheffield, turn left, middle
of bloody nowhere.'

'Sheffield, eh? What are you, Blades or Owls?'

'Neither, I've always been a Leeds supporter. Granddad was.' He
said by way of explanation.

Crossland nodded. 'Go much?'

Aidan smiled broadly. 'Practically lived there before I joined
up. I've not been much over the last twenty five years but now,
once the new season starts I'll be there a lot more.'

'Season ticket then?'

'Mebbe.'

Crossland nodded and Aidan wondered what he was thinking.

'Listen mate, there's no shame in what happened.' Crossland took
another pull on his beer.

Like you'd know.

'It could have been anyone of us.'

Aidan didn't say anything, just nodded in turn.

'But you're okay now?' Crossland probed.

'I'm fine mate, absolutely fine. Looking forward to a well
earned rest.'

'No rush is there? You'll have a bloody good pension, probably
no need to work at all. Life of leisure mate. Life of bloody
leisure.'

Aidan shook his head. 'Nah, I'll have to do something. I'll get
addled otherwise.'

'Security guard then'

They both laughed at the thought.

'Nah, don't think so.' Aidan said emphatically.

'There's plenty of opportunities for ex military, especially
with your experience.'

'What, back to the desert?'

'There's other places.'

'Nah. That's it for me.' "I'm coming home, I've done my
time," he sang in his head. 'Perhaps I will just settle for a
quiet life. The old man's got an allotment so maybe I'll pass my
time tending the chickens and the rabbits.'

Crossland laughs. 'Yeah right. Knowing you I'm sure you'll be up
to something once that novelty wears off.'

Aidan remembered a conversation he had with Brax Bollen years
ago just after he'd joined up. 'A lad I was at school with told me
I'd probably end up face down in a ditch'

Crossland looked amused. 'Never happened though mate. It never
happened.'

'Nah, not yet.'

'Could have happened in hundreds of places all over the world
but you're one of the lucky ones.' He took a drink from his beer,
'A survivor.' Crossland insisted.

'Let's hope so.'

'Listen, you've got my number. If you need anything at any time
just give me a bell, ok?'

'Ok, thanks.'

All of our agents are busy at the moment, but your call is
important to us, please hold the line.

 

* * *

 

Jazz Bollen was bored and restless.

She can't quite put her finger on why she felt the way she did
but it's there; a definite feeling of boredom. It might be the
weather of course, it's been hot and muggy for days, with no sign
of any change. Holding her blouse away from her skin she wafted it
to create a brief respite from the heat. The office windows are
open and she can hear faint traffic sounds from the road but apart
from that it is still and lifeless.

 She mentally totted up the things for which she should be
grateful. Her two daughters, Charlotte, and Rachel, her job; she's
the chief accountant at Counden and Company, a successful plumbing
suppliers. She has good health, she is slim and attractive; still
capable of drawing admiring glances, and propositions from time to
time. She knows as a married woman she should be immune to such
things but can't help feeling a tingle of excitement when a man
looks at her in a certain way.

Her thoughts turned to her husband, Brax. He's a good man, a
good provider, and that's important to Jazz even though she earned
a good salary herself. The problem wasn't Brax. It's not as if he's
boring; he's not, but Jazz is bored with him.

They were childhood sweethearts from the age of sixteen,
courting for three years before marrying twenty two years ago and
that, she didn't need reminding, made her forty one next month. The
trouble is she told herself, she felt sixty one.

He was her first serious boyfriend, the only other one worthy of
the name had been a brief relationship with Aidan Pennock who'd
made it abundantly clear he was only interested if they slept
together. She'd said no and he'd taken up with Callie instead. Jazz
had thought him shallow and hoped he'd come back once he'd drunk
his fill at Callie's well. She'd set her sights on him from an
early age and didn't like to be thwarted; but thwarted she had
been. She hadn't of course known the Army would have a stronger
pull than either of them.

And there'd always been Brax, safe reliable Brax. She'd never
quite given up on Aidan though, and if at any time he'd have
accepted her conditions for a relationship, she would have ditched
safe reliable second choice Brax without a second thought. He
hadn't and as she wasn't prepared to go back on her Christian
principles they had remained apart.

It was only on her wedding day that Aidan had acknowledged that
it was his loss, but that was in the past and best left
unvisited.

Jazz sighed and turned her attention once again to the open
spreadsheet on the computer. She wished she could make sense of the
figures before her, they were telling her one thing when she knew
quite well that the opposite was true. And where was bloody
Counden, he must know something about this. She'd tried calling his
mobile again but it was still switched off.

There was a light tap at the door and after a second it swung
open. Callie stepped inside and waited.

Jazz was well aware of the door opening and equally well aware
that Callie was waiting for her attention, but she was determined
to find the answer to the problem that had been vexing her on and
off for most of the day.

'You look just like the good girls did at school.' Callie said
eventually.

Despite herself Jazz felt the need to respond, besides a brief
chat with Callie might help her focus. 'I was a good girl at
school,' she retorted, taking off her glasses and rubbing her eyes.
'Unlike some.'

'I bet I had a lot more fun!'

'How many abortions by the age of seventeen, two, three?'

'Just the one.'

Jazz snorted. 'Right. And how many boys did you have sex
with?'

Callie was silent.

Jazz poured them both a coffee from the pot bubbling at the side
of her desk.

'Well, how many?'

'Hang on darling, I'm still counting,' Callie said, taking the
offered cup. 'Five.'

Jazz burst out laughing. 'And the rest, what about Mister
Miller, the geography teacher?'

'He definitely wasn't a boy.' Callie responded sipping her
coffee.

'He was a pervert.' Jazz laughed. 'Mucky Miller.' She said,
drawing out the syllables.

'He was a good teacher old Mucky, very good at his subject.'

'I think erogenous zones are more biology than geography.'

‘Anyway,’ Callie declared, ‘nothing happened with Mister Miller
until I left school.’

'Really?' Jazz hadn't known that.

'Yeah. Admittedly, there was lots of flirting before that, but
nothing physical till I left. He didn’t want to take any chances.
Anyway,' sudden indignation, ‘he wasn’t a pervert, he wasn’t much
older than we were.’

Jazz sighed, ‘No, I suppose he wasn’t.’

Callie smiled, remembering, ‘Mister Miller.' She said dreamily.
'Did he have you as well?'

'No he didn't! I've only ever slept with one man in my
life.'

Callie just smirked.

'And you can take that look off your face lady.' Jazz paused.
‘I’m proud to say I was a virgin on my wedding day.’ This brief
interlude was supposed to make her feel better. 'Anyway, enough of
nostalgia lane, what do you want?'

'Just wondered if you fancied a drink tonight?'

Jazz thought for a moment. 'Can we make it another time?'

'We can, but then you'd miss out on my exciting news.'

'Callie Sunter, you're such a tease.'

'One of my best attributes.'

'Go on then, but I don't want a late night.'

Callie finished her coffee. 'Great, I'll meet you in the Cross
Keys at eight.'

After Callie’s departure Jazz had another coffee and craved
nicotine which was odd because, apart from a brief flirtation with
cigarettes in her early teens, she had never smoked. Perhaps
chocolate would help but her office was a chocolate free zone. She
had another fruitless trawl through the figures; where was
bloody Counden? She smiled at Callie's suggestion that he
might have a mistress.

It had been nice of her though, to suggest a drink that evening,
and wondered what her exciting news was. They didn't see a lot of
each other these days, ever since Jazz had been promoted and they
no longer shared an office, so it would be good to catch up.

Coffee, chocolate, cigarettes, Callie, they were all
distractions that would have only delayed the inevitable. She
waited until she could bear it no longer and then did what she knew
she was going to do all along. She opened her desk drawer and from
under a thick pile of old stationary retrieved a brown envelope
from its hiding place, and looked at the photo inside; it was of
younger versions of herself and Aidan Pennock on The Tops above
Slaithstone, taken in the summer of 1992. Standing next to each
other they smiled for the camera sending out a message to the
future that Jazz, unaware of at the time, could now see quite
clearly.

 Staring at it intently she could feel the old aching
feeling and knew it was a mistake to have given in. She should burn
the photo and leave the past where it belonged; in the past.

Instead she did what she always did; she put the photo back in
the envelope and then carefully placed it back at the bottom of the
drawer. Going back to her column of figures she wondered yet again
where Counden was.

 

* * *

 

Ron Counden was what used to be called a pillar of society. A
self made man he owned the largest plumbing suppliers in the north
of England. He was an elder of Slaithstone Evangelical Church where
he was a regular lay preacher; his regular theme being the sanctity
of marriage. A conservative by nature as well as political
inclination, he had been a mayor of the town some years ago and
while not taking an active part in day to day politics still had
his finger in many pies, including that of his sister in law,
Margaret.

Ron Counden was in love and it was a completely new experience
for him. He was sixty one years old and felt like a teenager. Well,
he felt like what he thought a teenager probably felt like. Being
born in 1949 meant his teenage years spanned 1962 - 1970, the era
of flower power, and The Beatles. This good fortune was more than
offset by being born into a strict Brethren family, who sincerely
believed that anything that remotely smacked of pleasure was the
work of the devil.

He'd been married to Beatrice for forty long boring years, and
at idle moments, of which he had more than his share, reckoned he
could have told Moses a thing or two about wandering in the
wilderness.

They'd had four children who were all married and settled, and
he often prayed that his offspring weren't as bored as he was. He
had many business interests but few hobbies apart from the mainstay
of the Slaithstoneian business classes; the occasional round of
golf.

He'd been settling into a life of quiet mediocrity, in the early
stages of fossilisation, until the stroke, of luck for him, that
despatched his brother in law Geoffrey.

As is often the case Ronald hadn't realised how boring his
marriage and life were until something illuminated the fact. The
spotlight that shone its way into his life and brightened his
existence with its brilliance was his sister in law Margaret. A
short while after Geoffrey had passed he'd been asked by Beatrice
if he'd help her widowed sister with the loose ends of his brother
in law's estate. He'd gone round to Margaret's house one evening,
Beatrice being too tired to go along, for which he was profoundly
grateful later, and within the hour he and Margaret were rutting
like stags on her living room floor.

He smiled as he remembered the moment afterwards when they were
lying side by side on the rug in front of the fire.

She'd looked at him and chuckled. 'Well Ronald, here's a turn
up. I bet you weren't expecting this when you came round
tonight.'

And he hadn't, such a thought would have been completely alien.
He'd never looked at Margaret in that way before, he'd never looked
at any woman in that way before, his wife included, always
believing in, and preaching on, the Bible's teaching on
marriage.

He knew one thing though; if this was love, then he'd never been
in love before. He felt as though the blinkers he'd been wearing
for decades had been removed. He'd first felt a stirring when he'd
seen the way Margaret had been at her husband's funeral. Dressed
completely in black - although she had confessed to him later that
she'd been wearing red underwear - she'd conducted herself with a
quiet dignity he'd found strangely moving. He'd always thought
women looked good in black but never as good as Margaret, who was a
particularly handsome woman.

And a wealthy one to boot. Geoffrey, the sly dog had left her
with more than a bob or two. Not that that mattered a great deal to
Counden who wasn't badly off himself but was a fervent believer
that you could never have enough.

He parked the Mercedes neatly at the kerb and looked around
before setting off down the path. All clear. It wouldn't do for
Beatrice to find out what was going on at this stage. He could just
imagine her reaction and shuddered.

Nor would it be good for word of his sin to come to the ears of
anyone at church. He knew he was taking a risk, Slaithstone wasn't
that big a place and he was known by lots of people, but he
couldn't give her up now. It wouldn't be long anyway before they
were clear and away.

There was just the one fly in the honey pot but he'd soon have
that sorted. No need to worry Margaret about it. In the meantime
there was nothing more delicious he'd found than getting your leg
over in the middle of the day especially when you should be at
work.

Today though, Counden realised after a few minutes, wasn't going
to be one of those days. Although he rang the bell and pounded on
the door it was quite clear that Margaret was out. He scratched his
head feeling distinctly put out. He'd been really looking forward
to a pleasant few hours in bed with Margaret and now she'd spoilt
it by being out. He knew she'd got herself a part time job doing
charity work, but didn't think she did it on a Friday.

Shopping then, that'd be it. She'd flaming well gone shopping.
He could have called her mobile of course but didn't want her
thinking she should be just hanging about waiting for him.

 

* * *

 

The taxi arrived right on time and Aidan let the driver take his
case and put it in the boot while he got in the passenger side. The
case loaded, the driver got behind the wheel and confirmed.
'Station?'

'Yeah.'

They set off from the accommodation block, passed the admin
offices and headed for the gate. Whenever he'd thought of this
moment over the past few months Aidan had conjured up a host of
well wishers standing around waving him off into civilian life. As
it was there was a couple of young squaddies who paid him no
attention at all. 

'Leave?' Asked the driver as he negotiated a security
chicane.

'Nah. Retired.'

'Last day eh?'

'Yeah.'

'How long ya done?'

Aidan thought it was just his luck to have an inquisitive taxi
driver. 'Twenty five.'

The driver whistled, 'End of an era then.'

'Yeah.'

'Glad to be out then, eh?'

'Mixed feelings really. I've had some good times, bad times,'
"happy or sad," he sang in his head. 'I've seen some right
shit over the years. Do you know, it's just good to be out in one
piece.’

They arrived at the barrier and came to a halt. They think
it's all over. The civilian security guard gave the taxi a
casual glance and pressed the button and the barrier lifted. Aidan
is about to lift his hand in farewell but the bored guard isn't
even looking.

Whatever happened to soldiers guarding soldiers?'

The driver slipped into first and they drive though into civvy
street.

It is now. Thank you Kenneth Wolstenholme.

Aidan shifted in his seat.

'Don't look back mate.' The driver's advice.

Good advice Aidan thought but he can't resist one last look.

It seemed different already.

The concourse at the railway station was busy as usual and Aidan
reflected that he'd never known it quiet. He wondered how many
times he'd made similar journeys during his time in the Army.
Hundreds probably. The taxi stopped at the main entrance and Aidan
jumped out and waited for the driver to get his bag from the
boot.

Aidan wasn't a natural tipper; too much Yorkshire blood in his
veins, so surprised himself when he told the driver to keep the
change from the twenty pound note; have to watch that tendency
in future lad.

The money quickly found its way into the driver's pocket,
'Cheers matey, that's very generous. All the best now, take
care.'

Aidan paused for a moment, as the driver pulled away without a
further glance, and then turned and walked into the station. He
joined the queue for tickets and wondered for a split second
whether to go First but his Yorkshire breeding asserted
itself and he settled for cattle class.

 

* * *

 

Norman Pennock didn't ask for much from life. He was happiest on
his allotment growing vegetables, and tending his chickens and
rabbits. He enjoyed the occasional visit to his local pub, the
Nelson, where he had a couple of pints of the locally brewed Piddle
from the Wacky Witch Brewing Company, and chewed the fat with a few
friends and acquaintances. The height of excitement for Norman was
a game of dominoes with the Major; an ex Army type who'd never been
in the Army.

He ran his expert eye over the crops growing on his small
allotment and liked what he saw. The chickens scattered before him
as he pottered about, removing the odd errant weed, checking
things, and just generally whiling away his time.

Glancing at his watch he wondered what time Aidan would be back.
He'd always had a good relationship with his eldest child but
didn't pretend to understand him for an instant. What father he
reasoned ever knew his own son?

He was delighted that Aidan had packed in the soldiering. Norman
had spent three years in the Army, a big mistake that; he'd hated
every minute. He blamed himself for Aidan getting the bug, and
marvelled that he'd been in for twenty five years. Blowing smoke
from his cigarette he relaxed in the old chair permanently placed
in the door of his shed from where he watched the world go by. He
took a long drink from a can of beer. It was a beautiful day, the
sun was shining, and Norman for the most part was content.

There was a small cloud on the horizon though, Norman
acknowledged as he surveyed his empire. What to do about Jean? That
was the big question.

Recently, Norman, after years of being a widower, had met up
with a girl he'd known at school. He hadn't seen her for fifty
years but had known her instantly when they'd bumped into each
other outside the local Co-op. Apparently she'd left Slaithstone at
the time of leaving school, and after working in a department store
in Manchester for a few years had married one of the managers and
settled down to raise a family. But now, a widow with her children
scattered around the country, she'd come home to Slaithstone to
spend her retirement.

They had started seeing a bit of each other. Not exactly
courting, Norman reasoned but you never knew where these things
could end up. "At the bloody altar old boy," was his
friend, the Major's considered opinion.

Norman hadn't realised that he'd been lonely and missing female
company until he met Jean. Having been a widower for thirty years
he'd long since resigned himself to a life of solitude. Jean
however, had awakened thoughts and feelings, that if not dead were
lying quite dormant. She was a firm believer that there was a many
a good tune to be played on an old fiddle; and it had to be said
thought Norman, Jean was pretty good with the bow.

Drawing deeply on the cigarette Norman wondered how long the
allotment, visits to the pub, the smoking, and his beloved Jack
Russell, Coco, would last if Jean became a permanent fixture. He
drained the can of beer, and after tickling Coco's ear who stirred
lazily, went outside.

Standing by the rabbit pen he took a final pull on the cigarette
before crushing it underfoot. He watched the rabbits munching on
greens for a while before he eventually bent down and scooped one
up. He cradled it close to his chest and stroked it softly. 'Ah
Jessie. My lovely Jessie.' He murmured to the rabbit who snuggled
contentedly next to him. 'Not a care in the world have you my
beauty.' With a sudden movement that would have surprised anyone
watching, he swiftly, almost casually, broke the rabbit's neck.

'Not a care in the bloody world.' He continued to stroke the
dead rabbit, softly whispering as if it could still hear him.

 

* * *

 

The station coffee shop was crowded as usual and Aidan struggled
to find a seat. He paused at the counter, drink in hand, and
scanned the room. There was the usual mix of business men,
students, folks heading off for holidays and squaddies; always
squaddies. A seat became available at a table towards the far end
of the room and Aidan quickly picked his way between the tables,
pushchairs, and outstretched legs, and after making sure with the
elderly couple that it was a free seat sat down.

'Going somewhere nice?' The old lady, fed up with trying to get
conversation out of her husband who was deep in the Racing Post,
tried her luck with Aidan.

He gave her a tight smile but didn't speak.

'Only we're going to visit our son and his wife. She's just had
a baby and we're going to lend a hand.'

Aidan had the impression that her daughter in law was a useless
slattern who didn't deserve her luck in landing such a fantastic
husband. Aidan nodded, a movement caught between indifference and
outright hostility.

'Only it's their first.'

And she's got nothing else to do the lazy cow.

Another nod.

'Isn't it Jim?' she nudged her husband.

'S'right.' Jim's contribution.

The woman continued, 'She had a c section.'

Aidan too bored to nod, blinked instead, and wondered what a c
section was.

'We never had them in my day, you pushed it out, and then you
got on with it.'

Aidan surprised himself by asking, 'What if you didn't, push it
out?'

The woman looked at Aidan as though he were stupid. 'You died of
course, both of you.'

Aidan, who had first seen a baby being pushed out in a school
sex education lesson and remembered thinking it looked a lot less
fun than getting it in there, gave her a hard look but it bounced
off.

'Just come out?' She asked.

Are we still talking about the baby?

The woman had an enquiring look, so probably not. 

Out of where then? The closet? Does she think I'm
gay? Do I look gay?

'Only you look a bit pale, like you've been inside for a
while.'

She thinks I've been in prison, silly cow. Can't she
recognise one of her country's unsung heroes when she sees
one?

He gave her his even harder stare reserved for people who'd
really pissed him off.

 'Going far?' She nosed, the subject of her daughter in
law, babies, and prisons exhausted.

Aidan wondered if he was slipping into an alternative reality.
He'd heard things had changed on the outside but didn't think it
was this bad. Or more likely he reasoned, she's working for the
security service. He'd heard they were having trouble
recruiting.

'Sheffield.'

And after that it was surprisingly easy. He sipped his latte and
nodded in all the right places, smiled appropriately, and all the
while checked out the willowy blonde sitting a few tables away. A
real looker, twenty seven, twenty eight, thirty at a push.
Fantastic legs, sheer black stockings he shouldn't wonder. Why
didn't he choose her table?

Because she wasn't there a minute ago. "There she was just a
walking down the street… "

She must been aware of his scrutiny because she suddenly turned
and looked right at him. He met her eyes and smiled. She gave him a
cool glance and then looked away.

Aidan was aware of a silence and realised that the old woman had
stopped talking and was looking at him with a curious smile. He
wondered if he'd nodded or smiled when he shouldn't have done.

Oh well.

Stuff it.

He looked at the departure board and saw the 13.05 to Sheffield
was leaving platform nine in ten minutes. He drained his latte,
stood and prepared to leave. A final stare at the old woman who
couldn't resist asking, 'How long were you, er, you know?'

He looked from her to the husband who finally looked up from his
paper. 'Twenty five years I've done. Released today.

The woman is undaunted. 'What were you in for?'

Aidan smiled, and her husband smirked, as he said. 'Killed an
old woman who asked too many questions.'










Chapter 3

 


Brax Bollen stepped out of the shower cubicle and having
towelled himself dry wrapped the towel round his waist and
carefully shaved before the mirror.

Careful now Brax lad, no cuts.

Satisfied with the smoothness of his face, he washed, and made
sure he was thoroughly dry everywhere then turned his attention to
the bed where his new purchases were laid out waiting for him along
with a favourite cream and red dress that he'd worn many times.

He picked up the sheer black pants and pulled them on followed
by the suspender belt and the bra. He took the gel implants and
positioned them inside the bra working them softly with his fingers
to make sure they fitted perfectly.

He pulled the dress over his head, smoothed it down, and when he
was happy, turned his attention to the make up. When he first
started dressing as a woman he didn't bother with make up; he was
happy just to put the clothes on but as time went by he'd
experimented more. Make up finished he sat on the edge of the bed
and drew the sheer tan stockings onto his legs and clipped them to
the suspender belt. He then took the blonde wig and placed it
carefully on his head.

He looked in the mirror and Brenda stared back at him. He liked
what he saw; it was good, he made a good woman he told himself.

In truth Brax knew there was something wrong with dressing as a
woman but, he rationalised, it didn't hurt anyone and he only did
it for himself. He had obviously never told anyone what he did, not
expecting anybody to understand. If anybody ever asked him why he
did it, and God forbid they ever would, Brax would have struggled
to explain, although he would have insisted it wasn't in any way a
sexual practice. He had been dressing in female clothing - he hated
the term cross dressing - since his teens and had never once been
aroused by doing so. If anything he found it relaxing, he could
shrug off his cares and concerns and just be himself.

He kept all his clothes, the make up and wig in a small suitcase
tucked away in the attic where nobody else ever went. He became
Brenda maybe three or four times a year, it's not like it's an
obsession, and would be absolutely mortified if anyone ever
found out.

But if anyone ever asked him when he started that would have
been easier to answer. He could date precisely when it began; it
was the day he called round to Aidan's who'd answered the door
dressed in his older sister's clothes.

Funny to think that was all it took.

 

Monday 23rd
August 1982

 

Brax walked slowly up the path. It was late August and his mate
Aidan should be back from his two weeks holiday at Whitby. Brax's
family didn't do summer holidays and he'd been a bit bored and at a
loss for the last fortnight. Still with Aidan back they should soon
settle back into the old routine, although Brax was sure that Aidan
had changed towards him since they'd been at different secondary
schools. Nothing obvious mind but there was a difference. Still
they'd always been mates and they were still going to join up at
the same time.

He rang the bell and waited, wondering what they would do today;
head into town and hang around, or maybe stay in and play some
music? The door opened slowly and a grotesque looking figure
appeared. Dressed in a canary yellow mini dress, black tights, and
a dishevelled blonde wig, the face covered in more make-up than a
panto Dame. Brax had never seen anything quite so garish in these
parts. He stepped back in fright and was just about to turn and run
when the figure burst out laughing.

Brax looked at the woman closely. 'Aidan?'

'Got yer there mate.' More laughter. 'What do you think?'

'Bloody hell. You daft pillock. You gave me a right shock. Whose
clothes are those?'

'Sister's. What do you reckon?' He preened himself. 'Fancy a
shag?'

'Yeah, but not with you.'

They both laughed some more and Brax felt his heartbeat
returning to normal.

Then Aidan said, lowering his voice, 'Come on in, Callie's here,
and she's hot to trot.'

'Oh right.' Hard to disguise the disappointment.

'Oh come on mate, she's not that bad.' Aidan knew that Brax
wasn't keen on Callie. 'If you ask her nicely she might let you get
your hand up her top,' he turned to go back in, leaving the door
open, 'It's up to you, but it's probably the best offer you'll get
all week.' 

'Well, just for a while.' Brax muttered to himself as he
followed Aidan inside. He had hoped that Callie would be hanging
around with Jazz Hoarth and that he and Aidan might bump into them
if they headed into town.

 

Friday 21st
May 2010

 

The willowy blonde with the legs had left the coffee shop at the
same time as Aidan and he was wondering whether she would be taking
the same train north but he couldn't see her in the crowds
streaming down the platform. More importantly there was no sign of
the nosy interfering old lady either. There was a bit of a
commotion up ahead where a couple of youths were swearing and
cussing as they tried to board the train. As he passed them Aidan
could see they were slightly the worse for wear and was careful not
to catch either of them in the eye. He knew he wouldn't have any
problem dealing with them but he just didn't want the hassle. He
hoped they weren't Army lads; perhaps he should have gone First
after all. He walked down a bit further towards the front of the
train before boarding himself.

It was very crowded on the train, people stowing bags, blocking
the aisles, and just generally getting in the way. The north must
be very popular these days Aidan thought wryly, as he passed
through a number of carriages looking in vain for an empty
seat.

He knew he should have booked in advance and made a reservation
but had wanted to keep his options open as when to travel. He could
have flown he supposed and been there in thirty minutes but then
there was the bother of getting to the airport, checking in,
security. No, this was the easiest and anyway, he'd always loved
going by train.

By the time the guard blew his whistle and the train started
pulling out of the station he was resigned to standing in the
doorway for a while. Staring out of the window at the seemingly
never ending London suburbs as the train slowly click clacked it's
way out of the capital, he felt another small pang of loss.

He wondered when the reality of leaving the Army would kick in.
This was no different to going home on leave, not that that was
something he'd done a lot of over the last few years. He'd been
more years in the Army than not and now he would have to adjust to
a whole new way of living. He knew that the world he was going back
to was a lot different from the one he'd left behind and hoped he
wasn't making a mistake returning to his home town. A lot had
changed over the years. Most of the lads he'd been at school with
would be well and truly married now with families, and
grandchildren some of them.

He didn't have to stay though. That was his fallback position, a
mantra he repeated to the rhythm of the train; I don't have to
stay, I don't have to stay, I don't have to stay.

See the old feller, maybe look up one or two of his old mates;
but then again, maybe not. It was a long time ago and as someone
had once said, "The past is another country."

 

* * *

 

Brax now fully transformed into his alter ego was in the living
room, a pile of Jazz's magazines to hand on the coffee table. He'd
glanced at a couple but found nothing that held his interest. He'd
got an hour or so before he needed to get changed and he was
determined to enjoy every minute. He switched on the T.V. and
scanned the channels but there was nothing worth watching apart
from yet another re-run of "Brief Encounter," but to
honest he wasn't really in the mood. He didn't like to admit it but
he was feeling slightly bored.

He stretched out his legs and pulling up his dress admired his
legs; they were long and shapely and he knew women who would kill
for legs as good as his. He smoothed down the dress and sipped his
coffee enjoying the luxury of the moment.

The doorbell rang and Brax was so startled he very nearly 
dropped his coffee. Flaming hell, that had never happened
before.

Just ignore it.

Whoever it is will get fed up and go after a minute or two. As
if to give lie to that thought the bell rang again. More
insistently Brax decided, annoyed.

Peering round the lounge doorway down the hall Brax could make
out a vague shape through the frosted glass. He was just about to
pull back to safety when the figure raised an arm and waved and
then rang the bell once more.

Bloody hell.

Brax wished he'd never had the idea of dressing as a woman and
told himself if he got out of this with reputation intact he'd
never do it again.

Bloody Aidan Pennock.

She'd seen him though; she wouldn't just go away. She looked the
persistent type, the bitch.

What should he do? If he didn't answer the door she might think
he needed help and get a neighbour, or worse, call the police and
that was unthinkable. Knowing that it was all going to end in
disaster he moved cautiously to the door all the time praying
fervently that it wasn't anybody he knew; especially, dear
God, not his mother in law.

He steeled himself and opened the door.

The woman on the step - mid to late forties, dark haired,
distinctive green eyes, mischievous smile, very attractive, looked
vaguely familiar, Brax thought.

Where do I know you from?

Anyway, praise the Lord, it wasn't his mother in law or anybody
else close enough to suss him out straight away.

'Good afternoon Madam, allow me to introduce myself. I represent
a well known market research company.' She flashed a photographic
id which Brax glanced at but didn't see, still feeling stunned by
the way his afternoon was turning out.

'Er.'

This was as far as he got before the women continued, 'We're in
the area for today only… '

That must be a great comfort to all local men dressed as
women.

'Canvassing opinion of a certain demographic on the subject of
sexuality in today's society. Have you the time to answer a few
questions?'

There was silence while Brax took this in. He suddenly became
aware that he was standing on the doorstep of his own house, in
full view of anyone who cared to notice, dressed as a bloody
women.

The attractive looking women with the green eyes was now looking
at him enquiringly and it dawned on Brax that she was waiting for
him to speak, either to invite her in, or more likely, politely
decline. He has fooled her. She thinks him a women.

Flaming hell, he's fooled a woman.

'Sorry,' His mouth caught up with his brain, 'what did you
say?'

'Have you got the time to spare to answer a few questions?'

'Of course. Absolutely.' Brax, with some difficulty pitched his
voice higher than normal.

No, go away. Why on earth did I say that?

The women smiled winningly, 'I usually find it's better over a
coffee and a biscuit.'

'Of course. I'm sorry, I was miles away.' He held open the door
and for better or worse invited her in.

 

* * *

 

The dividing doors between the carriages swished open and Aidan
casually glanced over to see the blonde with the legs enter. She
saw Aidan at the same time and gave a weak smile. Aidan thought she
would have backed out again if he hadn't been looking but stayed,
he decided, because she didn't want to lose face.

Should I speak?

They did sort of know each other he rationalised, well, she'd
caught him staring at her legs in the coffee shop. He resisted the
temptation to glance now and looked out of the window instead. The
train was clearing the suburbs, and picking up speed as it arrived
at open country. He looked back at the blonde and found her looking
at him.

He smiled and said, 'Is it always this busy?'

She shrugged as though to say how would I know.

All he wanted was a response, not too much to ask, surely? 'Are
you a regular?'

The woman had turned to look out of her window and it seemed to
Aidan it took a great effort of will to turn back and answer.
'Every week.'

'Business, pleasure?' Trying to move out of first gear.

'A bit of both.'

Aidan wondered what she did but thought it too early to ask.
Anyway it was her turn to ask him something. He wondered if she
would. If she turned back to the window he would leave it.

'What about you?'

Gotcha, just turn on the old Pennock charm. "There she was
just a walking down the street."

'I'm going home after a lifetime away.'

'Army?'

'Yeah, finished today after twenty five years in. Is it that
obvious?'

She considered. 'You have the look of a military man. In fact,'
she paused, 'you remind me of my dad.'

Ouch.

And having delivered her message she turned and looked back out
of the window.

 

* * *

 

Brax had been puzzling all the time he'd been in the kitchen
making the tea. He was sure the women sitting in his lounge, no
doubt studying the photos on display, is familiar. Oh bloody hell,
the photos! Wedding photos of him and Jazz.

'Are you okay in there?' He called through.

'Oh yes, fine thanks.' Her voice, soft and seductive, floated
back.

She sounded like she was sitting down and not snooping. He
couldn't get away from the feeling that he'd seen her somewhere
before. Oh well, just another of life's mysteries. The tea made, he
carried it through on a tray with a plate of biscuits. Everything
seemed ok. The photos weren't in that prominent a position anyway
and the woman was studying her clipboard. Brax wondered what the
questions would be about. He must be mad; why didn't he just tell
her to Foxtrot Oscar. Instead he'd ended up having a flaming tea
party with a stranger while dressed as a woman.

'Milk, sugar?' as he poured the tea.

'Milk no sugar please.'

'Please, help yourself to biscuits.' Motioning with the tea pot
towards the plate.

She took a Jaffa cake and sipping her tea, exclaimed. 'Ooh this
is a lovely cup of tea, just what I needed. I've been on the go all
day.'

Brax wondered if he'd got time to do her in and get her buried
in the garden before Jazz and the kids get in.

She put her cup down,  and Brax braced himself. 'I don't
think I've introduced myself.' the woman said extending her hand
which Brax took reluctantly.

No matter how good his legs are he knows his hands are not the
hands of a woman, female Bulgarian hod carriers aside. He gripped
her hand as limply as he could and watched her closely to see if
she either looked down at his hand or winced in pain. She did
neither and Brax was relieved, another test passed.

'I'm Simone.' She looked expectantly at Brax.'

'Br… Brenda.' He blurted out.

'Right then Brenda, shall we make a start?'

Brax nodded.

'Okay, our survey today is for research into sexual harassment
in the workplace,' brief pause, 'Okay?'

Brax nodded again.

'Okay, here we go, have you ever been the victim of sexual
harassment in the workplace?'

Brax pretended to think. 'No!'

'Have you ever been the victim of sexual innuendo in the
workplace?'

'No!'

'If you were the victim of either sexual harassment or sexual
innuendo in the workplace would you report it to a supervisor?'

'Yes.'

'Have you ever voluntarily flirted with a member of the opposite
sex in the workplace?'

'Oh yes.' Brax felt the need to qualify that answer, he didn't
want Simone thinking he's a tart. 'Well,' he qualified, 'when I say
yes it's only chatting and being silly really.' Even to him it
sounded a bit lame.

Simone flashed him a smile with her unnaturally green eyes, 'I'm
not here to judge.' Her pen hovered over the clipboard. 'Are you
happy with the answer to the last question?'

'Yes.'

'I had a friend called Brenda once, lovely lady.' She looked
down at the list of questions. 'Ah, have you ever voluntarily
flirted with a member of the same sex in the workplace?'

'Oh no.'

Simone flipped over the page. 'Yes my friend Brenda, was married
for fifteen years to a really smashing guy, Ken, when all of a
sudden one day she decided she'd been born into the wrong body and
should have been a man.'

Brax who had been feeling uncomfortable ever since Simone rang
the bell suddenly felt very edgy.

Does she know? Is she taking the mickey?

Have his colleagues at work sussed him out and sent her round to
wind him up? Is she secretly filming this?

'Have you ever been in situation where you've felt threatened by
a member of the opposite sex?'

Yes, right now.

Brax decided he had to front this out, get through it, and get
her out of the door. 'No.'

'Have you… ' She stopped and looked at him. 'Do you want to get
that?'

He realised the phone was ringing but found he couldn't
move.

'It might be important.'

'Probably a sales call or,' he tried a little joke. 'market
research.'

A faint smile but the riposte was immediate. 'Or maybe your
husband.'

The words, like a stiletto, gently slipped between his ribs. He
stared at her, the phone still ringing insistently. 'You know,
don't you?'

 

* * *

 

You made a right knob of yourselves there Aidan old lad, he told
himself. He looked at the blonde's body as it gently swayed with
the motion of the train.

I must be losing my touch.

He smiled to himself; it had to happen one day.

'I'm going for a coffee.' Last throw of the dice can't hurt. 'Do
you want one?'

She looked at him. 'Thanks, that would be nice. Let me give you
some money.'

Aidan shook his head. 'My treat. Back in a minute.'

He heard a commotion coming from somewhere ahead as he made his
way through the packed carriages and saw the two yobs he'd noticed
on the platform. They were coming towards him down the aisle;
shouting and swearing and generally being obnoxious. A few people
looked up and tutted but in that curiously British way nobody
challenged their behaviour. Aidan wondered whether he should say
anything, or maybe give them a look. He doubted they'd try anything
in a crowded train. Then again if it all kicked off he might miss
the chance of sharing coffee with the blonde.

He stepped aside and didn't make eye contact as the two lads
lurched past him.

 

* * *

 

Simone stood and for a second Brax thought she was going to
answer the phone but she moved instead to the sideboard 'Know, what
do I know?' She asked lightly.

She picked up a wedding photo of Brax and Jazz. 'Is this your
husband… Brenda?'

As the phone continued to ring the throbbing in his head got
more intense until he could stand it no longer.

'What's his name?'

With those words hurtling round his head he picked up the
receiver and snarled. 'Hello.'

There was silence then, 'Oh you are there. It took you ages to
answer. Are you alright?'

Jazz.

Wonderful.

What a dilemma; answer normally and Simone will know he's
definitely a man or stick with the high pitched and have Jazz
wondering what's going on?

He went for normal but tried to speak softly. 'I was outside.
Sorry.'

'I can't chat but I just wanted to remind you to get the girls
from school to take them to the dentist. You hadn't forgotten, had
you?'

He was sure he'd never been asked in the first place. 'No I
haven't forgotten.'

'Well don't be late, you know how they worry if someone's not
there on time.'

He assured her he wouldn't be late and replaced the receiver.
He'd had his back to Simone all through the call but now turned to
face her.

She gave him a neutral look. 'Are you okay?'

'I've got to get my daughters from school and I can't go like
this.'

She was immediately practical. 'Ring the school and get them to
keep them back and I'll help you get ready.'

'Why should you help me.' Brax retorted. 'You probably think I'm
some kind of pervert.'

She moved towards him and when she lifted her hand he thought
she might strike him, instead she gently stroked his face.

'How can I help?'

Brax felt helpless. 'You can unzip this dress?'

She reached round behind him and fumbled for the zipper. 'Are
you gay?'

Brax was infuriated. 'No, I'm not gay. Anything but. I'm a
normal red-blooded male'

Simone seemed sceptical. 'Are you sure?'

'I'm sure.'

'You seem very effeminate.' As she pulled the zip down.

'Dressing as a woman does not make me gay.'

She stepped back from him but was still close. Brax was aware of
her closeness, her perfume. A shock of recognition.

'If you say so.' She smiled.

'I do. If anything… '

'Yes.' She looked him right in the eye.

He noticed how green her eyes are.

Are they contacts?

'If anything, I might admit to being a lesbian.'

She smiled again. 'Now you're talking.' She put her arms round
his neck and gently brushed his lips with hers.

Brax responded and very soon they were kissing passionately.

Why has the middle aged woman from Aphrodite followed me
home?

She broke off, gasping. 'What about your daughters?'

Brax pulled her back.

Who cares.

'They can get the flaming bus.'

 

* * *

 

Donna wondered if she'd done the right thing in accepting a
coffee from the nice looking Army guy. She'd been aware of his
interest since the station coffee shop; the way his eyes lingered
on her legs. She couldn't hold it against him for looking at her,
but it's still a complication she doesn't need. She wondered
whether to move on down the train out of his way. He might be
annoyed if he got back with a coffee for her and she'd vanished;
the lady vanishes. She smiled, wasn't that the name of an old
film?

The day hissed open and the two rowdy youths she'd seen on the
platform appeared. She looked out of the window and hoped they'd
hadn't seen her smiling and get the wrong idea.

Keep moving boys.

The two lads, Dazz and Chazz, restless and permanently bored,
saw any unattached female as an opportunity for sport. With a
glance at each other they take up position either side of her; not
too close but close enough that she will sense them and be
uncomfortable.

It worked.

Donna felt distinctly uneasy. She moved away from the lads to
the opposite window and after a second they followed. She hoped the
Army guy would be back soon; but what if he doesn't come back?
She's sure these two won't try anything but you never know. She
tried to quell her rising panic and decided to move to the door and
head towards the buffet car but one of the youths blocked her
way.

'You're not going are you darling? That's not very friendly, is
it Dazz?'

Dazz looked at her with interest, his eyes lingering over her
flimsy white blouse, 'Nah Chazz, not very friendly at all.'

'What's your name darling?' One of them asked.

She remained silent.

'More unfriendliness Dazz.'

'S'right.'

'Question is, what we gonna do about it?'

'She's got a nice figure Dazz.'

She didn't look at the one called Dazz but could feel him
leering at her. This was all getting a bit silly.

'Not very talkative though.'

Dazz's gaze lingered on her breasts. What he wanted more than
anything right now was to give them a good feel but he didn't
somehow think that she was going to go along with that. 'Tell you
what darling,' he said. 'show us your tits and we'll let you
go.'

'Nice one Dazz. Come on darling, get your tits out for the
lads.'

Dazz had been watching her closely and reckoned that she might
just let them have quick flash if she thought they'd stop bothering
her.

Donna debated whether she would get away if she kicked one in
the nuts. She did have an illegal spray in her bag but would only
use it as a last resort. 'Looks lads, my husband will be back from
the buffet car in a minute.'

'Oh yeah.' This from Chazz. 'We'd best be quick then.' He
reached out as though to touch her. She knocked his hand down and
backed away. She should have had her bag open before now.

'Feisty, Dazz. We've got a feisty one here.'

Dazz nodded, a gleam in his eye. He reckoned between them they
could probably get her into one of the toilet cubicles and then,
who knows. 'Look darling, there's an easy way or a hard way. But me
and Chazz fancy a bit of fun and we reckon you're the sort of girl…
'

At that moment the connecting doors whooshed open and Aidan came
through.

At last thought Donna, the cavalry arrives. 'Hello darling. You
got the coffee's?'

Aidan took it all in at a glance and casually flipped the lid
off a Styrofoam container.

If he was surprised at being called darling he wasn't showing
it, Donna thought. She hoped that his presence would be enough to
make the lads back off. But if not there was always the Mace.

'Yeah, everything ok here sweetie?'

Donna lifted her eyebrows.

Touché.

'Well… '

Typical, thought Dazz, some middle aged git who wanted to be a
hero. He knew they weren't married. They hadn't been together on
the platform. 'Sort him out Chazz.'

Isn't life grand Aidan decided. He couldn't even take the train
home without getting involved in some action. He looked at Chazz
and smiled. 'Yeah, come on Chazz, sort me out. It's been a while
since I had a good laugh.

Chazz rushed at Aidan thinking it was going to be easy. The
sooner he sorted this pillock out the sooner he could get back to
the fun with the blonde.

Aidan waited until Chazz was almost on him then casually jerked
the coffee full into his face. Chazz screamed and put his hands up
to his eyes. Aidan gave him a quick one two to the stomach and as
Chazz doubled up in further pain he brought his knee up sharply and
heard the satisfying crunch of a nose breaking.

Chazz had had enough by now and slumped to the floor
retching.

At the same time Donna brought her own knee up into Dazz's groin
who staggered back in pain and confusion swaying in front of Aidan
who said, 'I don't think Chazz had quite what it took to sort me
out. Do you fancy a go pal?'

Dazz knew when he was beaten. 'I think there's been some kind of
mistake.' He spluttered.

Aidan nodded. 'I think you've got something for my wife.'

Confusion. 'Have I?'

'Yeah, an apology.

'Yeah, sorry love, just a bit of fun. No harm done.'

'Really.' said Aidan. 'Perhaps I should have hit him
harder.'

Donna thought it was time to go. 'Come on darling.' She took his
hand. 'Let me get you another coffee.'

They stepped over the still distressed Chazz while Dazz backed
away warily.

There's nothing like being a hero Aidan thought as Donna led the
way down the middle of the carriage. They went through another set
of doors and found themselves in a quiet area with toilet cubicles
to one side.

Donna stopped and pushed at one of the toilet doors, it opened
and she went into the cramped space pulling Aidan behind her. Once
inside she frantically clamped her mouth on his.

Aidan was bemused at this turn of events but was not going to
look a gift horse in the mouth. They kissed furiously all the while
fumbling with each other's clothing.

 

* * *

 

It looked as though the living room had been the scene of a mass
brawl in a boutique. Brax lifted his head and had a quick look at
the carnage; female clothing lay everywhere. He was still feeling
shocked at the way his afternoon has turned out. He couldn't
believe that he'd cheated on Jazz quite so easily, and with a
complete stranger at that.

Simone stirred beneath him. 'Can you just lift up a
fraction?'

Brax levered himself up with as much dignity as he could muster,
which to be fair was none, dressed as he was in sheer stockings,
suspender belt, with a bra hanging off one arm, the gel implants on
the floor. He knew one thing though: he was through with this
dressing up business.

Simone looked at him and smiled. 'I bet you weren't expecting
that when I rang the bell this afternoon.

'You're right there.'

Now the awkward bit.

'Look I don't mean to be… '

'Of course. You've got to get sorted out. You need to make it
look less like you've had rampant sex with a market research
woman.'

'Was it rampant then?'

'Not half bad,' she paused, 'for a male lesbian.'

Brax laughed. 'Aye well, I'm done with all that.'

Simone quickly dressed and made herself look presentable while
Brax became himself. Packing all his stuff into the small suitcase
he thought he'd put it in the car and drop it off at the tip after
getting the kids. On second thoughts better not, they might start
asking questions. He glanced at his watch; he might just make it by
the time they came out.

Simone was dressed and ready to go. 'Well,' she said.

Brax looked at her. 'Well.'

'What an afternoon eh?' She ventured.

'Aye.' Taciturn but trembling within.

'I don't make a habit of this you know.'

Brax shook his head. 'Me neither love, me neither.

'I don't suppose you want my number, do you?'

Brax considered. It wouldn't do any harm to part on good terms.
It's not like he had to ever ring her. 'Yeah, why not.'










Chapter 4

 


By the time the train pulled into Sheffield station Aidan and
Donna were standing in the door area. Nobody looking at them would
have guessed that they'd spent most of the journey north wedged
into one of the toilet cubicles having sex.

The doors opened and Aidan wondered whether he should risk
asking to see her again. He realised that he didn't even know her
name.

Leave it alone.

She'll have a life and a family no doubt. But… she wasn't
wearing any rings.

They got off the train together and walked towards the exit.

'Do you know?' said Aidan. 'I don't even know your name.'

'Donna.'

'I'm Aidan.'

They walked on in silence.

'Can I take your number Donna?'

She stopped walking and faced him. All the other people walking
the same way automatically flowed round them as though an island
had just appeared.

'Aidan, I'm ever so grateful for you rescuing me and everything…
'

Aidan wondered if the sex came under the everything heading.
'But?'

She shrugged. 'I'm a married woman, and my husband will be
waiting for me in the car park.'

'Right.' He should have known. He did know. 'So, thanks for the
memory, eh?'

'I'm not particularly proud of myself.'

'Yeah, I suppose there are other ways of thanking someone.'
Aidan said without undue emphasis.

Donna laughed ruefully and they started walking again.

They reached the barrier and Aidan was ready to walk off to a
different exit when Donna spoke. 'Aidan.'

He looked at her and she leant in and kissed him lightly on the
cheek. 'Thank you.'

He handed her the card he'd pulled out of his pocket a moment
before. 'Look take this. It's got my number on it. If you change
your mind, or if you need rescuing again, give me call.'

She looked doubtful and Aidan thought for a second she was going
to refuse but she took the card and walked off holding it. Aidan
watched her all the way to the door. She passed five litter bins on
the way to the exit but she was still holding the card when she
disappeared from his sight.

 

* * *

 

Both Brax and Jazz were quiet at the tea table.

Charlotte and Rachel were steadily working their way through the
pile of pancakes that Brax had made as an atonement for being late
in picking them up from school. Still he hadn't been too late, and
they were almost on time for the dentist. They'd also, and most
importantly, promised not to tell Jazz, on the condition that he
took them to KFC. After lecturing them on the perils of blackmail
as a career he'd given in, and after a bargain bucket they'd come
home where they'd put the screws on him to make pancakes.

Brax was still in shock after the events of the afternoon, still
trying to work out exactly what had happened; beyond the obvious of
course. He was still trying to fathom out if Simone, if that was
her name - it sounded suspiciously French to Brax but he reckoned
she was as Yorkshire as he was - had followed him from town, or if
it was a complete co-incidence that she was doing market research
in the area.

As puzzled as he was by what had happened he couldn't deny the
fact that it had. A strange woman had come to the door allegedly
doing market research, he hadn't paid much attention to her id
card.

Pillock.

She'd asked him a few questions and they'd ended up having wild
sex on the living room carpet. Like a couple of bloody teenagers
thought Brax ruefully.

He was annoyed with himself; never before in twenty two years of
marriage had he been unfaithful. He should have had better control,
but he knew, not that it was an excuse that would stand up in
court, that had he not been dressed as Brenda it wouldn't have
happened.

But as annoyed and as puzzled as he was, he was also, deep down
excited and pleased with himself. There's life in the old dog yet
he thought and suppressed a smile as he caught Jazz's eye.

Looking at her husband Jazz wondered what he had to be so
pleased about. He'd been up to something of that she was sure. She
wondered idly if he was still dressing in women's clothing. He had
no idea that she knew about that. At first when she realised what
he was doing she'd been upset, then annoyed, now she found it
faintly amusing. She'd often wondered what he got out of it and
whether he did it for sexual kicks, or because, deep down he wanted
to be a woman. One thing she knew though; he'd be absolutely
mortified if he knew that she knew.

She still felt a bit upset and tearful after this afternoon; her
period being on its way didn't help of course but still, she
thought she was over all that business. It had been years ago for
goodness sake. So, she thought looking at Brax and trying to
suppress a smile of her own, we've both got secrets, but I know
yours.

Brax didn't notice Jazz's smile as being a secretive one and
thought she was smiling at him.

He smiled back. 'Had a good day love?'

'Yeah, no, not really.' She paused, then continued, 'I've got
this mystery payment of fifteen thousand pounds that went out, then
it came back in, then out. I'm not sure where it went or who
authorised it.'

'Ask the boss.'

'And look stupid when it turns out to be something simple.'

'If it was simple you'd have found it by now.'

'Yeah,' she shrugged, 'I'll have another go Monday morning.'

Brax nodded reassuringly. 'Listen love, why don't we go out for
a drink tonight?'

She pulled a face. 'I've promised Callie I'd have a drink with
her tonight.'

'Oh right.'

Bloody Callie.

'I'm sorry Brax. She asked and it wasn't like we were doing
anything.'

'No that's fine love, don't worry about it.

'Are you sure?'

'Yeah, you go.'

'Right then.' Jazz said, standing. 'You girls can do the washing
up while I get ready.'

 

* * *

 

When Aidan got off the bus in Slaithstone it was as if the
previous twenty five years had been a dream. Standing in the middle
of the bus station taking stock of his surroundings he resolved to
wait until he saw someone he knew. It took all of five minutes
before a vaguely familiar figure appeared outside the newsagents
and stared straight at him. Time to go me old mate Aidan thought as
he hurried off, it would have to be mad Mary.

"Down the lane I strolled and there stood Mary, golden hair
- no chance - and lips like cherries." Prunes more like.

Mad Mary Muff had been a familiar sight around Slaithstone for
many years and Aidan was surprised that she was still alive. In her
younger days some tragedy had occurred in her life and she'd never
been right since. Speculation was, that she'd been interfered with,
but Aidan neither knew nor cared. His first and only encounter with
her had been in Slaithstone's first nightclub, the Apollo,
back in the mid eighties, when she could still appear relatively
normal despite the amount of vodka she put away.

He and Brax had somehow managed to get into the Apollo
despite the club's strict age policy and were huddled round the
most expensive pints in Yorkshire eying up the talent, such as it
was on grab a granny night. Brax had just gone to the bogs, when
this attractive looking older woman had appeared before him and
smiled. Had Aidan not have been quite as pissed as he was he might
have realised sooner there was something amiss, especially when she
lifted her skirt to the top of her thighs and asked him if he
thought she had nice legs. He'd told her they were beautiful, that
she was beautiful, and would she like a drink, or a dance; hoping
she'd say no to both, which she did adding that he could take her
home if he liked.

"Well I walked up to her and asked her if she wanted a
shag."

He'd been half way to the door congratulating himself on his
pulling power when Brax had clamped a hand on his shoulder and
asked him what the hell did he think he was doing. He'd taken Brax
to one side and explained that he'd pulled this older bird and he'd
give him all the details in the morning. Brax had very calmly and
graciously explained that the gorgeous looking woman was in fact
Mad Mary Muff and if he put his knob anywhere near her it would
drop off within a month. Mad Mary had taken umbrage at this and had
created a merry old scene that ended with them all being thrown
out. The last Aidan had seen of her she was asking a taxi driver if
he thought she had nice legs.

Aidan still shuddered whenever he remembered the incident.

He had been thinking of calling in one of the town centre pubs
for a quick pint; The Wheatsheaf, or maybe the Cross Keys but the
thought of Mad Mary looming up beside him was enough to kill the
desire.

It was an odd feeling Aidan decided, being back in Slaithstone
as he made his way from the bus station the short distance to his
dad's place. His place too, he supposed, for it was the house where
he'd lived from the age of three to when he left to join up at
seventeen.

Slaithstone had changed but in many respects it had remained the
same. He didn't know most of the people he saw although there were
some who seemed familiar, a few of whom looked at him as though
they knew him from somewhere but couldn't place where. It was
strange, but even the ones who he obviously couldn't know - the
youngsters - seemed familiar. He wondered if a place stamped its
imprint on the people who lived there so much so that they all
assumed a certain character or identity.

Don't be so soft he told himself as he turned into his dad's
street, Thornhill Road. It was a road of fifties semi detached
houses in an area that he once knew so well but which now seemed to
look different; the road shorter, the houses smaller. His dad lived
at number 28 and he tried to remember all the people who lived in
the houses on his side of the road. Most of them he could recall
easily but a few he had difficulty with. Passing number 44 he
wondered where Brax was these days and how he and Jazz were.

One person he definitely remembered was old Harrison, still
alive and still causing problems by the look of it. A few doors
down from his house on the opposite side of the road was Harrison's
place. He'd always been a bit funny; a bit old fashioned and
cantankerous even as a younger man. The garden had resembled a junk
yard for years; neighbours didn't expect manicured lawns and
regulation flower beds but they drew the line at rotting old cars
and bags of rubbish. They'd been numerous complaints about him over
the years and judging by the two coppers leading him down the path
to the police car they'd just been another one.

'Bastards!' He shouted when he saw Aidan. 'You serve your
country. Fight the bleedin' enemy and what do you find? The enemy
are all around.'

Aidan watched with interest as they reached the car. Old
Harrison saw him watching. 'And you, you little bleeder. I know
where you live. I'll be round to see your dad. I know what you've
been doing.'

I bet you don't thought Aidan and grinned. Old Harrison, seeing
Aidan laughing, winked as the two coppers put him in the back of
the car, and was still shouting and raving as they drove away.

He let himself in using the same key he'd had since he was
thirteen and taking off his jacket placed it on the newel post. He
could hear movement in the kitchen and then his dad appeared in the
doorway.

'I knew I should have had that lock changed.' Norman said,
laughing.

They shook hands.

'It's good to see you dad.'

'Yeah, you too. Come on through.

Aidan followed him into the kitchen. He looked around; nothing
seemed to have changed since he was last here a year ago. He
noticed the dead rabbit on the work surface but didn't comment.
Instead he said. 'You don't mind my staying with you for a while,
do you?'

'It's your home.' said Norman picking up a sharp knife. 'Why
don't you put the kettle on and we'll have a cuppa.'

Aidan realised that his dad hadn't said whether or not he minded
him staying and wondered if he was being too pedantic. Waiting for
the kettle to boil he watched his dad skinning the dead animal and
tried to remember a time when there wasn't a dead rabbit lying on
the kitchen top. His mother used to hate it, he remembered, and
would never have anything to do with the rabbits, alive or dead.
Aidan filled the kettle then said, 'I see old Harrison doesn't
change.'

Norman looked up. 'Why, what's happened?'

Aidan shrugged. 'Couple o' coppers taking him away in a squad
car, shouting and bawling he was. Business as usual, eh?'

'Mebbe.' Norman paused for a moment while he performed a tricky
bit of disembowelling. 'There's been a rumour going round for a
while now about a girl coming forward saying that he used to
interfere with her as a child'

Aidan was incredulous. 'Old Harrison? I can't see that. All the
kids were scared witless of him.'

Norman chuckled. 'I know you and Brax were. But anyroad, that's
what I've heard.'

Aidan busied himself with the teapot, one bag each and one for
the pot. The water boiled and he poured it on watching as it turned
brown.

'Do you remember that time he threw a bucket of water over the
pair of you for riding up and down outside his gate on your bikes?
You could only ha' been four or five.'

'Silly old bugger.' Even now, years later, Aidan remembered the
indignity he'd felt.

'Your mother was livid. She threatened to go round and have it
out wi' him.'

'Did she?' Another surprise Aidan reckoned.

'Oh aye, proper little fire cracker your mother when she got her
dander up.'

'So what happened?'

'Well by the time she'd got you dried off she'd calmed down so
it didn't come to anything.' He gestured to the rabbit. 'I remember
you and Braxton having a go at this when you were in t'cubs.'

'He could never do it though.' Aidan said.

Windy bugger.

Here, you finish it off, my eyes aren't what they were.'

Aidan took the knife and expertly finished skinning the
rabbit.

Norman watched him critically for a moment before he poured the
tea, 'You've improved as well.' 

 

* * *

 

By the time Jazz was alone in her bedroom getting changed to go
out she was beginning to regret being persuaded by Callie. It had
been a long week and she could have done with an early night. Still
she needn't be late back; quick drink, find out Callie's
exciting news, have a laugh, and a moan about work and
blokes. She just needed to summon up some enthusiasm and staring at
her bulging wardrobe wasn't the way to do it.

This was the part she hated the most; wondering what to wear. It
was still quite warm but might get cold later. After dithering over
the choice for what seemed like hours she eventually pulled out a
gold and cream summer dress that she hadn't worn for a while, which
she matched with a salmon coloured bolero cardigan. Then there was
the decision over stockings or bare legs, eventually deciding on
bare legs as it wasn't likely to get that cold.

She finished dressing and sat at the dressing table to do her
make-up. She knew Brax wasn't happy about her going out with
Callie; he thought every time Callie left the house she ended up
having sex with some bloke or other. Admittedly, she conceded,
quickly and skilfully applied eye shadow and mascara, she'd had
many lovers over the years but she wasn't quite the tart that Brax
made her out to be. She wondered if he thought she'd be led astray
by her which was a bit insulting. Anyway, she thought, applying
some sober lipstick, the only times she'd been led astray had got
nothing to do with Callie at all.

Looking at her reflection in the mirror she wondered if Brax had
ever slept with Callie. She'd never asked him but she wouldn't have
been surprised. They'd all been part of the same gang of teenagers
that had knocked around Slaithstone in those days, so there would
have been ample opportunity. Not that she cared she told herself;
it was all a long time ago.

She didn't look too bad she decided, and certainly not her
age.

As she had a final look round the room before leaving her eye
was caught by a small object half under the dressing table.
Stooping to retrieve it she found it was a tube of lipstick that
very definitely wasn't one of hers. She was still smiling as she
closed the bedroom door with a click.

 

* * *

 

Aidan pushed back his plate. 'Well you haven't lost your touch
with the rabbit stew.'

Norman beamed. 'That were Jessie.'

Aidan grimaced. 'I don't know how you can give 'em names and
then eat them.'

'Don't be so squeamish.'

'I'm not being squeamish. I cut the flaming thing up. I've got
no problem eating it. I'm just saying I find it odd that you give
'em names.'

'Aye well, I've allus give 'em names.'

'Okay, okay.' Aidan didn't want to argue with his dad on his
first night back. He didn't think that he would be staying with him
for long though. A few days, couple of weeks max. Any longer and
they'd be at each other's necks. He needed his own space.

Norman started clearing the table.

'Do you want a hand with the washing up?' Aidan asked.

'No thanks lad, I'll put 'em in the dishwasher.'

'Dishwasher? You've got a dishwasher?'

'And what's wrong with that?'

'Nothing wrong at all, but are you the same Norman Pennock who
wouldn't let his wife have an automatic washing machine for
years?'

'Well… '

Aidan could see that his dad was getting defensive and decided
to drop it. 'No you're right dad, it's a good idea. You load the
dishwasher and I'll pop us another couple o' beers.'

'You're not going out then?'

Aidan had thought about going out for a while - quick
reconnaissance, find the lie of the land - but had reasoned that
his dad would want him to stay in on his first night back, and now
here he was suggesting that he went out. He stood, bottle of beer
in one hand, opener in the other and looked at his dad. 'Been home
five minutes and you want me out.'

Norman paused in his tidying. 'I just wondered if you fancied a
pint.'

'Do you fancy one?'

Norman considered. 'Not tonight lad, but thanks for asking.'

'I'm tired dad, it's been a long day. I'll have another bottle
with you and turn in.'

'A couple of pints will do you good. Help you sleep.'

Aidan was beginning to feel a bit narked. He put the bottle down
unopened on the cupboard top. 'I don't have any trouble sleeping.'
That wasn't strictly true but there was no reason for anyone to
know that.

Norman stood arms folded. 'So you're not going out then?'

'You're trying to get rid of me.' Statement rather than
question.

Norman looked sheepish. 'Well… '

'You are'

Norman shrugged.

'Look dad, if you want me to go out just say so. Don't beat
about the bush. You should know I don't do subtle.'

Norman folded the tea-towel and carefully placed it on the
holder above the oven door. 'I would like you to go out, yes.'

Aidan shrugged. 'Fine, no problem, I'll go out. One
condition.'

'Which is?'

'You tell me why.' 

 

* * *

 

That didn't go too badly Brax thought as he scanned the local
Slaithstone Sentinel. The girls had done the washing up and were
now in their rooms doing homework; or so they'd said. They hadn't
dropped him in it with Jazz and she hadn't cottoned on to the fact
that he'd spent the afternoon screwing a stranger on the floor less
than a yard from where he now sat. Time for a beer.

The only dark cloud was Jazz going out for a drink with Callie.
Still that might not be such a bad thing. If she'd stayed in
tonight her female antenna might have started picking up the vibes
from this afternoon.

He heard footsteps coming down the hall and wondered if Jazz
would pop her head round the door before she went; she did, saying,
'Right I'm off.'

He looked up from the paper and smiled; she was wearing that
cream and gold dress that he liked. 'Ok love, have a nice time.' He
dropped his eyes back to the paper.

'Yeah, thanks. I won't be late.' He sensed her still looking at
him so looked up again, 'I was half thinking,' she said, 'of
calling Callie to cancel.'

'Oh why?'

'I've got a bit of a headache.'

And it's not even bedtime he thought but wisely didn't say, but
instead dropped into concerned husband. 'It'll probably wear off.
Just be careful how much you drink.'

'I'm taking the car so it'll just be a small glass of wine.'

After she'd gone Brax relaxed a bit, watching Top Gear on catch
up T.V. with a beer, but found he couldn't concentrate. He was too
pumped up by the afternoon's events. The guilt was slowly wearing
off and he was beginning to think about a repeat performance. He
went as far as looking at Simone's mobile number before reality
kicked in; don't be a knob Braxton, it happened, it was good,
you got away with it. Leave it there. 

 

* * *

 

The lounge bar of the Cross Keys was crowded as was usual on a
Friday evening but Callie Sunter had no trouble being served by the
attractive young student behind the bar. Jazz watched with a wry
smile and wondered how long it would have taken her to catch his
eye. It wasn't that Callie was younger than her, or more
attractive, or even more sexily dressed; in fact she was quite
conservative in her choice of outfit this evening, dressed as she
was in a simple white T shirt and blue jeans. By contrast Jazz felt
overdressed for a drink in town.

No, it was more that she exuded a sexuality that was hard to
ignore. Men and women were attracted to Callie Sunter. Jazz had
often joked that if she could bottle it she would have been a
wealthy woman to which Callie always replied that if she'd gone on
the game when leaving school she could have retired to somewhere
hot by the age of thirty.

Jazz watched in fascination as two young men stopped their
conversation while Callie glided by and then resumed it without
even realising what they'd done.

Callie put the drinks down. 'You seem quiet tonight Jazz.
Everything okay?'

Jazz considered, most things were okay but she didn't know about
everything. 'I feel a bit run down; nothing serious. I'm probably
coming down with something.'

'You should have called and cancelled.'

'It's not that bad. Anyway, I'm sure you said you had some
exciting news.' She looked at her friend expectantly.

'Yeah, in the time honoured way I've got good news and bad
news.'

Jazz took a sip of her drink and frowned, 'Bad news first
then.'

'Can't you guess.'

'You're pregnant?'

'Don't be stupid Jazz. I know what causes that now.'

Jazz laughed. 'But it is to do with a man?'

'How'd you guess?'

Jazz smiled at her friend. 'Who is it this time? Anyone I
know?'

'Oh aye, you know him alright.'

Jazz wondered for one wild moment if Callie was going to confess
to an affair with Brax. 'I'm intrigued,' she said lightly, 'who is
it then?'

Callie smiled tightly. 'Ronald.'

'Ronald? I don't think I know a Ronald.'

Callie laughed out loud. 'Oh Jazz, you're priceless. Ronald
Counden.'

Jazz was startled. Never in her wildest dreams had she ever
thought that Callie would ever have an affair with their boss, the
starchy Mr. Counden. 'Oh flaming hell Callie, tell me you're
joking.'

'I wish I could.'

'Mr Counden though.'

'I know. It's seems barely believable even to me.'

'How long as this been going on?'

Callie shrugged. 'Not long Jazz. About six months.'

'I'm surprised you've managed to keep it quiet for six
months.'

'Well that's the thing, he's been found out.'

'Not his wife?

Callie nodded. 'Well, she suspects more than knows.

Jazz sipped her drink trying to digest this information. No
wonder Ronald Counden had been looking a bit subdued for the past
few weeks. 'But you and Mr. Counden though. How did that
happen?'

Callie smirked, 'It just happened Jazz. I'd been working late
one night to finish some odds and sods on the McMillan project and
he offered me a lift home. He asked me if I fancied a quick drink
and I thought why not. I didn't go looking for it. It's not as if
he's some kind of sex god. He's not even my type.'

Jazz couldn't help but smile.

'I know what you're thinking Jazz; any male between seventeen
and seventy is my type. Well I do have some exceptions, and he was
one of them. He wasn't even in my top five hundred men to shag
before I die.'

Jazz said. 'So why did you?'

'I dunno,' Callie shrugged, 'It just happened. He's just a
normal bloke who fancied a fling with a younger woman. He found
himself alone with the biggest tart in Slaithstone and thought he'd
try his luck.' Callie chuckled. 'I'll tell you what though Jazz,
it's not half bad in the back of his Merc.'

Jazz had to laugh at the thought of Callie and Counden at it in
the back of his swanky car. 'So what happens now then?'

Callie looked serious. 'I've gotta go.'

'What do you mean go?'

'Leave the company.'

'What? He can't do that. He can't sack you for having an affair
with him. That is so unfair.'

'Calm down Jazz, and keep your flaming voice down.'

Jazz looked around, one of the two young men who'd been watching
Callie earlier caught her eye and smiled and startled she quickly
looked away. 'I don't think anybody heard me; it is pretty noisy in
here.'

'Yeah, okay. Sorry.' Callie took a big swig of her drink. 'Now
listen. He's not sacking me. I'm leaving of my own accord.'

'That seems like an awful lot of bad news Callie.'

'I know that Jazz, but there is some good news and it's called
voluntary redundancy.'

'He's paying you off?' Jazz stated bluntly.

Callie nodded. 'You could say that.'

Jazz knew it was none of her business but had to ask. 'How
much?'

Callie smiled with a gleam in her eye. 'Fifteen thousand lovely
smackers Jazz. How about that eh?'

 

* * *

 

'A girlfriend! You've got a girlfriend?'

'Nay, she's not a girl. Don't make it sound like she's a young
slip of a thing. She's a grown woman; as old as I am.' Norman was
relaxed now it was out in the open. He'd been a bit fretful about
telling Aidan about Jean.

'What's her name?'

'Jean.'

'Jean eh.'

'Aye, Jean Watson.'

'Would I know her?'

'I doubt it. She hasn't lived here for long.' He didn't mention
that she'd been at school with Alice; his wife, and Aidan's
mother.

Aidan could scarcely believe it. A girlfriend. The old feller at
his age. 'How long's this been going on then?'

If Norman resented the questioning he didn't show it. He was
happy to talk about Jean. 'I dunno, eight, nine months mebbe.'

Aidan shook his head, still taking it in, 'At your age eh?'

Norman puffed himself up. 'I'm in the prime o' life me.'

Aidan laughed. 'No. I'm in the prime o' life. You're well ovver
hill.'

'Nay lad, you'll find out when you're my age. Anyroad, you'd
best be ready if you're going out.'

'Happen I'll stay and meet this Jean.'

Norman was suddenly anxious. 'Now lad you promised.'

'Don't worry, I'll leave you to it. But I will have to meet her
some time.'

'Aye lad, happen you will.' Norman seemed less than pleased at
the prospect.

Later after he'd washed and changed Aidan stood in the hallway
ready to leave. 'Right I'm off.' He called.

Norman appeared from the living room. 'See you later then.'

'Unless you rather I stayed and met Jean.' Aidan half joked.

'You're not too big for a clout my lad.'

'Aye, but are you big enough to do it?'

Norman considered this as though it was a serious question. 'No
lad, I'm not.'

'Did I tell you I met a girl on the train?'

'Don't think you did.'

'Yeah, Donna. Nice girl.'

'You got a date?'

'I got her phone number.'

'That's a good start then.'

'Aye.' Aidan laughed. 'Trouble was her husband was waiting at
the station for her.'

Norman frowned. 'She's got a husband but gave you her phone
number?'

'Happen she's bored with him'

'You want to find yourself a nice girl who isn't married.'

'Happen I've got one in mind.'

Norman smiled, 'It'd be good to see you settled.

Ten minutes later having promised not to be back before midnight
in exchange for the use of his dad's old Ford, Aidan was parked
down the road with a clear view of the house. He wanted a look at
this Jean and now seemed like a good a time as any.










Chapter 5

 


Aidan felt like a stranger in a strange land.

He'd felt like this before: in Kosovo, in Iraq, in Afghanistan,
in Ireland, in Germany, in scores of countries around the globe. In
some places it was just a source of amusement for the locals and
embarrassment for him. In other places being different got you
killed. He'd expected to feel different in other countries but
didn't expect to feel different in his own town.

Everything that had been familiar from his childhood and teenage
years had changed. He could have been set down anywhere in England
and would have felt no different. Where was Marshall's, the
department store with its fantastic toy department on the top floor
that came alive at Christmas? Gone. Where was Dixon and Green, the
ironmongers? Gone. Where was Pike's, the angling shop? Gone.
Dawson's, the bakery that sold the best Cornish pasties this side
of the Tamar. All of them gone, along with scores of other names
and landmarks that he couldn't name, but could feel their
absence.

He knew that these changes hadn't happened overnight, that
they'd taken time, that they'd been a drip, drip, drip, of erosion
over the years. The map of Slaithstone had altered imperceptibly
brick by brick in such a way that it wouldn't have alarmed the
locals but was a huge shock to him.

He walked round the familiar streets made less familiar by the
absent signboards, and thought it change by stealth.

He walked past a gleaming new Aldi supermarket that, the posters
proclaimed, was going to be opened on Saturday by Miss Slaithstone.
Aidan stopped and stared at the photo of the fresh faced young
girl, trying to get his bearings, and with more sorrow than shock
realised that Alf the barber's had also been swept away by the tide
of change.

He needed a drink and over his first pint in the Miners Arms -
pub still here but miners gone -  remembered Alf. A small
dapper man with slicked back hair. The Brylcreem competing with the
sickly sweet cologne. He'd always worn a little waistcoat with
plenty of pockets for combs and scissors. Rumour had it among his
dad and his mates that Alf batted for Lancashire and it had taken
Aidan a few years to realise what was meant by the expression, but
even when he knew it referred to sexual orientation rather than
sporting affiliation it had never bothered him; you always got a
decent hair cut at Alf's. At that time in Slaithstone, if you
wanted your hair cut by a genuine old fashioned barber, rather than
a hair dresser, or God forbid, stylist, then Alf's was the place to
go. And now he was gone, well his shop anyway. Aidan wondered what
had happened to Alf himself.

There was still one familiar landscape loved and loathed by
generations of Slaithstoneians; Morley's Mill. It stood apart, set
back from the main streets but was so tall it could be seen from
all over the town. It stood there like an ancient monolith, its
once bright stonework blackened first by soot, but latterly by
exhaust fumes. It had closed as a woollen mill in the early sixties
but for a few years had been used as a storage facility for Army
surplus clothing. Aidan smiled as he remembered getting in through
a broken ground floor window and getting himself an old KOYLI
uniform at the age of twelve; it'd had hung off him but it had been
his treasured possession.

Morley's now stood empty and boarded up; a silent witness to the
disappearances. 

For his second drink he walked the short distance to the Blue
Bell where he had a pint of the locally brewed Piddle and thought
some more about what else had vanished. There had been another
small shop next door to Alf's, he remembered; a cobblers run by a
one legged man whose name Aidan couldn't remember. He could recall
though, the dingy atmosphere, and the all pervading smell of
leather along with the one legged man swinging his way round the
shop on his good leg and a crutch. He'd had a frightening look
about him, probably because of his missing leg. Aidan had believed
his dad when he'd told him the man was an ex pirate. One day when
he was five or six Aidan, on being sent to take some shoes in for
soling and heeling, had plucked up the courage to ask the man if he
had a parrot. The one legged man had glared at him and told him to
sling his hook which only confirmed in Aidan's mind the truth of
the story. Later he found out that the man was a veteran of El
Alamein and that his missing leg was somewhere in the shifting
sands of the desert. Aidan smiled at the memory and drained his
pint.

Leaving the Blue Bell he shivered slightly and wondered if he
should have brought a jacket. Nay lad, he told himself, you've been
out less than a day and you're getting soft. A couple of drunken
youths passed singing the virtues of Sheffield United and reminded
Aidan of Dazz and Chazz from the train, which in turn led to
thoughts of Donna and what she might be doing. He wondered idly if
she would ever call him. Probably not he decided; why should she?
He'd rescued her and she'd rewarded him. And what a reward it had
been he thought, recalling the sway of the carriage and the frantic
fumbling and thrusting in the train toilet. 

Aidan had been away so long he didn't know the culture of
Slaithstone. Where the "in" places were; not that he
expected there to be any "in" places that catered for
ex-squaddies just arrived home.

He dismissed the thought of the Nelson where his dad had been a
regular for the past thirty years, so just wandered aimlessly from
pub to pub down the High Street. He saw one or two familiar faces
and got a few nods of recognition but didn't stay in any one place
for more than twenty minutes.

Aidan looked at his watch; 10:30 already. In the good old days
this would have been closing time but now he was sure he could find
somewhere to have a drink until well after midnight without even
going near a night club. He mooched down the High Street for a
while looking in the shop windows and wondered if he was becoming
middle-aged until he saw a couple of very attractive twenty
something girls wearing belts for skirts. Feeling a surge of desire
he knew he wasn't quite past it. As he turned the corner into
Mutton Row, a short narrow road linking High Street to Market
Square, a beautiful oriental aroma filled his nostrils. Food,
that's what he needed. Coming out into the wide open space of the
Square he headed for The Mayflower Chinese restaurant on the
opposite side.

 

* * *

 

Jazz sipped her drink thoughtfully while Callie was in the loo.
At least the mystery of the appearing and disappearing fifteen
thousand pounds had been solved; but what should she do about it?
As the company accountant it was her responsibility to ensure
things like that didn't happen. She would have to speak to Mr.
Counden on Monday she resolved.

Across the crowded lounge bar she could see Callie at the bar
talking to one of the two guys who'd been looking at them most of
the evening.

When she eventually tore herself away and came back Jazz was
slightly irritated to see she'd bought more drinks. She'd already
had two full glasses of wine and would have to leave the car in
town until tomorrow. Brax didn't like her doing that; too many
toe-rags about.

'They're a laugh those two.' Callie said putting the glasses
down.

Jazz smiled politely. She was a bit annoyed with Callie but
didn't want to say anything and risk an argument in the pub.

'I wasn't going to have anymore, in fact,' she opened her bag to
look for her keys, 'I was thinking of getting off.'

Callie looked so crestfallen Jazz nearly burst out laughing. 'Oh
Jazz no. Don't go yet. Tell you what, let's have a Chinese. We
haven't been to The Mayflower for ages.'

Jazz was very tempted; having only had a few pancakes for tea
she was quite hungry and didn't take much persuading. 'Ok, let's do
it.'

Callie looked at her slyly. 'I've er.. asked Mike and Phil to
join us.'

'What?'

'Oh come on Jazz, it's only a Chinese. I'm not asking you to
spend the night with one of them.'

'Bloody hell Callie, has it ever occurred to you to ask me first
before arranging something like that?'

'I'm sorry Jazz, I don't know what came over me. Come on, don't
be cross. I'll get rid of them.'

Jazz looked into her open bag and saw the lippie she'd picked up
from the bedroom floor earlier. She smiled, the tension
relieved.

Why not?

'No, I'm sure they'll be pleasant company.' If Brax could have
his secrets then so could she.

 

* * *

 

Aidan pushed his plate away and leaned back in his chair.

That had been bloody good; beef with green peppers in black bean
sauce, egg fried rice, prawn crackers, and two pints of lager.
Should he  have another beer or call it a night? Was it safe
to go home yet? Had Jean gone off in her Cinderella coach, or was
she staying the night?

The Mayflower was slowly filling and he was sure they would want
his table for a bigger party soon. The door bounced open and
another giggly crowd fresh from one of the numerous pubs trooped
in.

Aidan glanced over idly wondering if he knew any of them and had
an instantaneous shock of recognition. He hadn't seen her for a
good number of years but he'd know Callie Sunter anywhere. There
was quite a crowd in the doorway, one party paying and leaving,
Callie waiting to come in. Was she with someone?

She was still looking good he decided, and felt a pang for what
might have been. As the crowds around the door cleared Aidan could
see that Callie was with a man, she was holding his arm and he bent
into her as she turned her head and spoke. He had an even bigger
shock a moment later when they cleared the doorway and he could see
there was another couple with Callie and her friend. The other
woman was Jazz Bollen but the man wasn't Brax.

He watched in fascination as they were shown to a freshly
cleared table near the window. He was glad now that he'd been stuck
in a corner alcove near the kitchen. He wouldn't have wanted to
have been spotted quite so soon and from here he could keep an eye
on the two woman.

He wouldn't have thought that Jazz would have been the kind of
girl to cheat on her husband and wondered whether she and Brax had
split up. He didn't recognise the two men with Jazz and Callie but
knew the type. A multi national company had a training school in
the countryside to the east of the town and Aidan reckoned that's
where they were from. Both in their late twenties and thrilled with
life because they thought they pulled a couple of bored
housewives.

Jazz had been Aidan's first ever girlfriend before they even
knew what it meant. Their mothers had been close friends and they
had always spent a lot of time together as youngsters. Later as
teenagers they had roamed round Slaithstone in the same gang and
had even gone out with each other for a short while. A romance
Aidan remembered that hadn't gone beyond kissing and an occasional
attempt on his part to touch her breasts in the dark of the local
flea pit which was tolerated as long as he didn't do it for too
long and his hands remained strictly on view.

She had always been a girl with strong morals saving herself for
her future husband and wedding night, and didn't agree with Aidan's
theory that nobody ever missed a slice from a cut loaf. In the end
it had been her refusal to sleep with him that had led to their
break up, when he'd decided that the more compliant Callie was far
worthier of his attention. And good old Brax, the understudy in the
wings, stepped into the limelight, ready for his starring role.
Except good old Brax had become as frustrated as Aidan. He'd played
the more cunning game though, Aidan acknowledged, going out with
Jazz, and getting engaged, and generally being a model citizen but
getting his rocks off with other girls whenever he could.

He couldn't get over seeing Jazz with a man other than Brax and
wondered again if they'd separated. He watched in irritation as the
man she was with pointed things out to her on the menu and smiled
and laughed with her as they ordered. He  realised it was
quite irrational to be jealous but they were his friends
and he wanted to be with them.

He was home but it wasn't only the landscape that had changed.
The people he'd counted on being the same had also changed.

 

* * *

 

Jazz had been annoyed when Callie had told her what she'd
arranged but that soon wore off once she had given in to the idea.
Self justification was part of the process; it's only a meal with a
couple of blokes she'd reasoned; it's not an affair, it's not a
one night stand, I'm not being unfaithful.

It was fairly busy in the Mayflower but not overcrowded and they
were soon shown to a table for four by the window.

She'd had a quick look round to see if there was anybody there
that she knew, anybody who might reasonably wonder why she was out
with a man other than her husband, and was relieved when she didn't
recognise anyone. Although she'd convinced herself she was without
blame she didn't want anybody else pointing the finger. Jazz was
well aware how quickly tittle tattle spread in a community like
Slaithstone and she'd rather it never started. There were some
who'd like nothing better than to slyly insinuate that they knew
something, all the while watching closely for a reaction.

Nosy buggers.

The waiter came with the menu and went scurrying off with a
drinks order. Jazz looked at Callie deep in conversation with Mike
and wondered when, if ever, she'd find someone to share her life
with. The drinks came and Jazz relaxed enjoying the atmosphere and
the company. They all quickly decided what they wanted and
ordered.

Callie had made it obvious from the start that she was
interested in Mike, so Jazz and Phil were left to chat to each
other.

Jazz looked at Phil, he was an attractive man she decided, and
wondered if he was married or with somebody. A discrete glance at
his ring finger only told her he wasn't wearing one. She hoped he
didn't think he'd struck as lucky as his friend.

Let them know where they stand straight away
Jasmine.

She smiled at the memory of her mother's advice and said without
preamble. 'You know I'm married don't you?'

'I thought you might be,' he smiled and nodded at her left hand,
'bit of a giveaway.'

Jazz smiled. 'Oh yeah, I suppose so.'

 

* * *

 

Aidan was in a bit of a quandary.

He would have to leave soon, the waitress had cleared the table
and placed the little folder containing the bill on the table. His
coffee cup was almost empty, and the mints eaten,  but if he
left now there was a risk of being seen by Jazz or Callie. Of
course he could pretend he'd just spotted them and act
surprised.

"Well Hello Callie, it's so good to see you back where you
belong."

But if Jazz was cheating on Brax she wouldn't want Aidan to
know. He looked round the small alcove. There was only a door to
the toilets. The toilets, bloody hell, sooner or later Jazz or
Callie would need the loo and they couldn't fail to spot him sat
there like Billy no mates.

He had to go and he had to go quickly and from what he could see
his only option was out through the kitchen. The young pretty
Chinese girl hovered again nearby so he smiled and with his wallet
in hand said quietly. 'Pay the bill love.'

'She bowed slightly.' How quaint. 'At the desk please
Sir.'

That's no flaming good. 'Can I see the manager please?'

That worried her. 'Is everything alright Sir?'

'Everything's fine my love but I'd like a quick word with the
manager please.'

She scurried off to fetch him and he duly appeared behind her a
minute later. 'Is there a problem Sir?'

Aidan wondered why everybody thought there had to be a problem.
Why couldn't he be complimenting them on good food? 'No. No
problem.' He beckoned him down to his level before saying.
'Everything is absolutely fine. Lovely food. Fantastic meal but I
need to ask you a favour.'

The manager took it all in his stride. 'How can I help Sir?'

Aidan opened his wallet and took out the price of the meal plus
another twenty. 'I need to leave through the kitchen, is that
okay'?'

The manager looked at the Aidan and then looked at the money. He
smiled. 'Of course Sir.' Taking the note from Aidan he said.
'Follow me Sir.'

 

* * *

 

Mike and Phil were staying at the Travelodge and had invited the
girls back for coffee. Callie had eagerly accepted but Jazz thought
it would only be asking for trouble so declined. Phil had offered
to walk her to the taxi rank. Jazz would have far preferred to say
goodnight outside the restaurant and walk the short distance
herself but didn't want to seem rude so accepted. She'd wondered
what the etiquette was for saying goodnight to a good looking man
you'd met two hours ago. Did you shake hands or was a peck on the
cheek acceptable? She quickly found out, and was taken totally by
surprise, when he pulled her into a shop doorway and clamped his
mouth on hers.

Bloody cheek she thought until his tongue probed gently between
her lips and she caught a whiff of his aftershave. A quick snog
won't harm she'd decided, flattered to still be able to attract a
younger man at her age. She would have enjoyed kissing him for a
lot longer had he not decided after two minutes to make a move for
her breasts.

She pulled back from him and he swayed unsteadily. 'What's up
Jazz? I thought you were keen.'

'I have to go now Phil. It's been a lovely evening but I need to
be home.' She walked quickly away leaving him standing in the
doorway of Dollond and Aichison, trying to work out where he'd gone
wrong. He shouted something after her, she didn't hear what it was
but quickened her step and arrived a minute or so later at the
empty taxi rank. Nothing for it but to walk she decided, it wasn't
far and she certainly couldn't risk driving.

What on earth had caused her to behave like that she asked
herself crossing Market Square. She wasn't desperately unhappy with
Brax. Why suddenly allow herself to be kissed by Phil? He obviously
found her attractive, he wanted to touch her breasts and she had no
doubt at all that had she let him his hand would have been under
her skirt in no time at all.

Men! Bloody animals. Her heart was still pumping with the thrill
and excitement though.

Pushing on through the deserted town centre she calmed down a
little but was still puzzled and concerned both at her behaviour
and her conflicting feelings. Jazz realised with a shudder how easy
it would been to have had sex with Phil. It was a deep dark doorway
they'd been in, it would have been so easy to have let him push her
skirt up round her waist, slip her pants off and just do it.

Stop it Jazz.

She couldn't quite believe how aroused that encounter had made
her feel. Still, the walk home should cool her off.

 

* * *

 

After an hours wait Aidan wondered if they'd already come out
and he'd missed them; had he fallen asleep and they'd walked by
laughing and joking? Despite the heat of the day it was now cold in
the car and he had to move his position several times to avoid
cramp. The radio was playing softly and Aidan remembered similar
stakeouts from the past. Home from home he told himself. Another
twenty minutes ticked round slowly and he was finally rewarded by
the sight of Callie and one of the men coming out first followed by
Jazz and the other one.

They all stood around outside the restaurant for few minutes
chatting before Callie and her man set off in one direction and
Jazz and hers came the other way towards where Aidan had parked. He
slumped down in the seat and watched through half closed eyelids.
They were a few yards from his car when the man took Jazz's hand
and pulled her into a shop doorway. To Aidan straining to see in
the half light from a street lamp it looked as though the two
bodies had become one. Oh for a pair of night vision bino's he
thought as he dispassionately watched them kissing.

Aidan was surprised to see Jazz step back and after exchanging a
brief word with the man, she walked off past Aidan's car and
started crossing Market Square at a diagonal. The man stood swaying
slightly watching Jazz and after shouting the solitary word,
'Bitch.' turned and stumbled away.

Aidan left it a minute and switching on the engine followed
Jazz.

 

* * *

 

They were no sooner through the door of Mike's hotel room at the
Slaithstone Travelodge when Callie pulled Mike towards her and
kissed him long and hard.

She idly wondered how Jazz and Phil were getting on. She was
pretty sure that Phil would end up disappointed. She really
couldn't see Jazz being unfaithful; it just wasn't in her nature.
Although there was that time when…

A knocking on the door interrupted her thought process.

'Phew.' Mike said.

Callie wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. 'Are you gonna
answer the door?'

'I s'pose.'

He opened the door a little and put his foot behind it. Phil
tried to get in but bounced backwards.

'Hey, come on mate. Lerrus in I wanna go to bed.' He
slurred.

'I'm busy mate. Come back later.'

''Kin hell Mike lerrus in. I won't gerrin the way.'

'What happened with you and Jazz?'

''Kin bitch blew us out.'

Callie stood behind Mike. 'Let him in love.'

'What?'

'He'll only be banging on the door all night making a racket.
We'll all get thrown out and we don't want that, do we?'

'He'll want to join in.' Mike protested.

Callie smiled. 'There's enough to go round darling.'

Mike suddenly grinned and opened the door. 'Come on in Phil,
it's your lucky night mate.'

 

* * *

 

Aidan kept a distance back from Jazz not wanting to alarm her.
It was quiet though and she was bound to hear the engine sooner or
later. Anyway, most people have a feeling when they're being
followed. He didn't want her to think she was being stalked. She
turned into York Street and he followed. It looked like she was
going to walk all the way. It wasn't far and she would probably be
alright but he was reluctant to let her out of his sight. He would
never forgive himself if anything happened to her. He hadn't wanted
anyone to know he was home yet but he couldn't follow her all the
way home like this.

Decision made he speeded up and lowering the window pulled
alongside her.

'Hi Jazz.' he called though the open window. 'Do you want a
lift?'

She stepped away from the car and looked about to run, 'Jazz,
it's me, Aidan.'

She turned back towards the car, and crouching, peered
inside.

'Aidan?'

He smiled, 'Yeah, I thought it was you. It's good to see
you.'

'What are you doing here?'

'Why don't you get in and I might tell you.'

She hesitated, 'Come on,' he encouraged, 'I'll give you a life
home.'

Jazz got in the car and winding the window up, said, 'Are you
home on leave? We haven't seen you for ages. Are you ok? Where are
you stationed now?'

She seemed nervous Aidan thought, which was understandable given
the circumstances. He put the car in gear but before moving off,
said, 'Whoa. One question at a time. But first, are you still in
the same house.'

'Yeah, Broadway Close, number 17,' a pause while he let in the
clutch and they moved off. 'Do you know where it is?'

'I should think so.' A quick left and then a dogleg right.
'Okay, now I'll take your questions.' he said smiling at her.

'Sorry, sorry. It's such a surprise to see you.'

'A pleasant surprise I hope.'

Another slight hesitation, 'Yeah, of course. So,' she took a
breath. 'Are you home on leave?'

'I'm home for good. I've left the Army now. Done my time and
that's it.' He laughed, '"I'm coming home, I've done my
time."' He sang.

She looked at him and smiled, 'What are you going to do?'

'Haven't decided yet, I only got out today.'

'Wow, today?'

'Yeah, so it's quite a coincidence bumping into you tonight.
Where you been, out with some mates?'

Jazz wondered whether to mention Callie. 'Yeah, out with a
girlfriend from work.'

'Right. You still at Counden's.'

'Yeah, twenty four years next month.'

They were travelling through the darkened streets and would be
soon be at her house Jazz realised. She didn't want to just get out
of the car without having a proper chat with Aidan.

'This friend of yours. Anybody I might know?' He asked.

'Callie. Callie Sunter. You remember her?'

'Oh yes, of course I remember Callie.'

'Yeah, didn't you two go out for a while?'

'I'm not sure you could call it going out, but yeah we saw a bit
of each other.'

Aidan pulled up a few doors down from her house.

'It's been lovely seeing you again Aidan.' Jazz said, with her
hand on the door handle.

'Yeah, and you.' Aidan looked at her properly for the first
time. She was still gorgeous he decided. Slim with shoulder length
wavy brown hair. As far as Aidan could tell she hadn't put on
weight in the last fifteen years.

'I'll be off then.' Jazz said, opening the door slightly.

'Yeah.' He hesitated, 'I expect we'll bump into each other
again?'

She smiled, 'I expect so, as we both live in sleepy old
Slaithstone.

'Listen, Jazz, have you still got the same phone number?'

'Yes we have.'

'Do me a favour and don't tell Brax that you've seen me
tonight.'

'Oh?' Puzzled.

'I thought I'd surprise him with a phone call and take him out
for a beer.'

'Ok.' She leant over towards him and lightly kissed his cheek.
'Goodnight Aidan, thanks for the lift.'

 

* * *

 

Lying in bed Brax kept glancing at the bedside clock. Eleven
twenty. The minutes ticked by slowly. Eleven thirty five. Not too
late he considered but he thought she would have been home well
before now and hoped she was alright. Hearing a car drive along the
road and pull up a few doors down he leapt out of bed and peered
through the gap in the curtains. Dark coloured Ford, probably blue,
a few years old. He made a mental note of the registration number.
It was a private car and not a taxi. The engine was turned off and
the lights extinguished.

He could make out two shapes in the front of the vehicle. Man
and woman? Maybe, he couldn't tell. They seemed to be half facing
each other; probably talking. Brax thought about getting his field
glasses from the bottom of the wardrobe but he'd probably have to
put the lights on and it would all take time and he didn't want to
miss anything. It looked like someone had given Jazz a lift home;
it could be Callie of course, but he somehow doubted it.

The courtesy light came on in the car and Brax concentrated on
what it suddenly revealed. A man behind the wheel and Jazz in the
passenger seat. The door was slightly open. They were talking; Jazz
made to get out, then stopped and leaned over to the man and kissed
him on the cheek.

Brax felt a surge of annoyance.

Jazz got out of the car and waited as the engine started, then
waved as the car drove off. Brax was relieved that the man, whoever
it was, didn't pip the horn. He repeated the car number a few
times, then watched as Jazz walked up the path.

Brax got back into bed and wondered what it meant. Was she
having an affair? He somehow doubted that her lover would drop her
off almost at her front door. And the kiss on the cheek, what was
that about. He knew Jazz would only do that to someone she knew
reasonably well. He was intrigued and wondered if she'd tell him.
He couldn't very well ask; he didn't want her to think he'd been
spying on her.

Jazz had a glass of water in the kitchen and went slowly
upstairs wondering if Brax had seen Aidan drop her off. She had
deliberately not looked up at the window as she came up the path.
She felt awful about what had happened with Phil. She wondered
again why she'd allowed him to kiss her like that. Drink she
decided. She'd simply had too much to drink and had got carried
away.

She quickly removed her make-up, brushed her teeth and softly
tip-toed across the landing. It was dark in their bedroom and she
wondered if Brax was asleep. He was quiet and his breathing was
even. She got undressed quietly and placed her clothes on the back
of the chair. She usually slept in T shirt and knickers but tonight
she got into bed naked. Brax was facing the opposite way and she
cuddled up to him.

'Are you asleep?' She asked softly, running her fingers down his
back. He stirred slightly but didn't respond.

She listened to his breathing for a few minutes trying to work
out if he was really asleep, and when she realised he was turned
over and closed her eyes.










Chapter 6

 


Saturday 22nd
May 2010

 

Aidan woke at five as usual and dressed quickly and silently. He
made his way downstairs, had a bowl of cornflakes and a glass of
milk, then stepped out of the back door followed by Coco. He made
his way down the street, the Jack Russell on the lead trotting
obediently by his side.

It had been past midnight when he'd got in last night and all
was quiet, lights doused. He had been half tempted to peer into his
dad's room for a laugh to see if the mysterious Jean was staying
over but decided on sober reflection that it probably wasn't a good
idea.

Passing the early morning milk float from the Co-op dairy, he
said a cheery hello to the milkman and continued on his way. It was
quiet, hardly a soul around and that gave Aidan plenty of time to
think about the previous evening. It had been lovely to see Callie
and Jazz but what he'd seen in the shop doorway had left him
puzzled. Realising he didn't have enough information to work it out
he left it to his subconscious to chew on.

Past the newsagents on the corner of Thornhill Road and Gorse
Close, where he remembered doing a paper round before school when
he was fourteen. He also remembered the newsagents wife, although
he couldn't recall her name. But he did remember how he'd thought
her the sexiest woman he'd ever seen in his life, which he had to
admit, at fourteen hadn't been very many. There's such a thin line
between being a boy and being a man he decided. Sure it's a gradual
process but there's a tipping point; one day a boy, the next a man,
and the newsagent's wife had been his tipping point one frantic
afternoon in the back room.

Over the main road, down a ginel between two rows of labourers
cottages, through the allotments, and then open country ahead.
Looking up towards The Tops he suddenly realised why he'd come
home.   

 

* * *

 

When Callie opened her eyes a stream of bright light hit her
full in the face. Not liking the light she closed them again; then,
slowly forced them open and worked out it was the sun coming
through a gap in the curtains. She tried to look at her watch and
in moving her arm found she was hemmed in by two large immoveable
objects; Mike and Phil.

She groaned at the reminder of the previous evening. One of
them, she didn't know which, stirred and stretched. She lay still
until Mike, or Phil, settled back down into sleep then slowly and
carefully extricated herself from the bed without disturbing them
further.

She spent a few minutes searching for her clothes but could only
find jeans, T-shirt and bra. Of her knickers there was no sign and
she suspected they were probably in the bed and wondered which of
the boys would claim them as a souvenir. Dressed, she scooped up
her bag from the dresser, and after making sure her purse, keys,
and mobile were inside, carefully opened the door and cautiously
peered down the corridor, first one way, then the other. It was
quiet and clear, so she left the room and walked confidently
towards the door at the far end.  

Once through the double fire doors she found to her annoyance
that she'd come the wrong way; she was at a dead end, apart from a
fire exit door, with a sign that read: "Caution, this door is
alarmed."

Bollocks.

Should have looked at the signs Callie she told herself
furiously.

She turned and was about to retrace her steps when she realised
that the corridor she'd just come along was no longer empty. A
housekeeping trolley was blocking her escape and the owner was
looking her way. Urgently needing the loo she didn't have time for
awkward questions and explanations so turned and threw her body
against the fire door. She stumbled outside into the cool morning
air.

Alarm, what alarm?

At that moment the fire alarm went off, a loud wailing klaxon
noise, interspersed with an American sounding voice that urged all
guests to evacuate the building.

Oh shit.

Callie backed away from the building, the noise, the voice, and
turning, ran.

Two hundred yards down the road, having been forced to a halt by
a stitch in her side, she stood gasping, and watched in amazement
as two fire engines, blue lights flashing, sped past to the fire
that wasn't. She forced herself to start walking normally towards
the town centre hoping she wouldn't see anybody she knew. Passing a
church billboard she read the words, "In Christ all things are
possible, it's never too late to invite him into your
life."

As if he'd want to come into mine Callie thought as she walked
slowly past.

 

* * *

 

Aidan looked down at Slaithstone below. It could almost be a
mirage he thought; blink and it's gone. He stood for a few minutes,
it was a steady incline from the valley floor up to The Tops, not
too bad a climb but you knew you'd done it nonetheless. He stooped
and rubbed his calves and wondered where Coco had gone. Off
exploring no doubt, probably got the scent of a rabbit. He looked
around at the sparse scrubby grass and the dry stone walls and
decided there was nowhere quite like Yorkshire.

After a while Aidan continued, meandering along the side of the
wall waiting for a gap and calling for Coco intermittently. His
reactions, he thought afterwards, had been good, not dulled in any
way from his one day out of the Army; he hadn't switched off,
hadn't yet become a civvie.

He immediately categorised the sound as gunfire and hit the
ground making himself as low as possible. He had the dry stone wall
as cover and his first thoughts had been that it came from the
other side of the wall. He lifted his head carefully and quickly
scanned his surroundings.

Nothing.

All clear.

No incoming.

Getting cautiously to his feet he wondered if he was hearing
things. Had he in fact heard a car backfiring down in the valley
and the sound had carried up to The Tops? Cars don't backfire these
day he told himself and it had been a clear sound anyway. It was
close, very close. It had in fact sounded like a shotgun and as he
was in a farming area he shouldn't be surprised to hear things like
shotguns.

All these thoughts raced through his mind in a fraction of a
second, his brain busy computing the sound, direction of fire, the
chances of survival. Aidan brushed the grass and dust from his
trousers and told himself he was a daft bugger. He was startled to
hear the voice when it spoke.

'You alright lad?'

He looked towards the wall and saw the head and shoulders of a
man. He was wearing a flat cap from under which bright blue eyes
set in a craggy face seemed to be twinkling at his discomfort. Over
the cap he was wearing a pair of bright yellow ear defenders.

Aidan spoke. 'That noise, did you hear it?'

'I should bloody think so. It were this.' And he raised a
shotgun and wafted it in the air. Putting the gun down on the wall,
he pushed up the defenders and continued, 'if it weren't for these
I'd be flaming well deaf.'

Aidan quickly noted the shotgun was open. 'I wouldn't have
thought there was much to shoot up here?'

'Only a rogue dog.'

'No! You haven't shot the bloody dog?'

The man shook his head, his voice grave, 'I had to.'

'Please tell me you're joking.' But Aidan knew he wasn't, there
was something in his manner.

'I never joke when this is involved.' He replied, picking the
gun up again.

'Why shoot a fucking dog, are you crazy?' Which to Aidan seemed
a little incongruous to be asking a man with a gun if he was crazy.
What to do if this mad twat decided he was next? The wall was too
high to get over quickly, he'd never make it.

'It were worrying sheep.' The man said.

'What sheep? There aren't any fucking sheep!'

'Aye lad, I'll give you that, but they'll be 200 Slaithstone
Whites here this afternoon. I can't be having stray dogs roaming
round place.'

'It wasn't a stray.'

'Were it yours then.'

'Yes, well me dad's.'

'Well, I'm reet sorry lad, but I am within my rights you
know.'

'What to just shoot a dog if you feel like it?'

'I'm entitled to shoot a dog if it's worrying livestock.'

Aidan took a deep breath. It seemed as though he was a character
in a Kafka novel. 'Am I missing something here? What have you got,
invisible fucking sheep?'

'I can see you're upset lad, would you like to…

'I'm not having this.' Aidan said pulling his mobile from his
pocket and pushing the buttons. He held the phone to his ear and
watched the mad farmer very carefully.

'Nay lad you're wasting your time.'

As Aidan listened, the phone clamped to his ear, he heard a
brief burst of ringing, then silence.

'Signal hit and miss up here up here lad,' Bainbridge confided,
'Why don't you come down t'house. You can ring from there; police
is it?'

And with that he turned and walked away.

 

* * *

 

Jazz awoke suddenly from a weird dream in which she been in a
shop doorway having sex with a man she didn't know while Aidan
Pennock watched with an amused look on his face. She opened her
eyes cautiously and was relieved to find she was in her own bed and
then, with a sudden start, remembered the evening before. It was
warm in the bed, so she must have been there for some time. Feeling
Brax stir beside her she reached out for him and lightly touched
his shoulder.

He stretched lazily and she kissed him softly on the neck.

'What time is it?' He whispered.

She had a quick look at the bedside clock.

'Six. Why?' She continued kissing his neck and shoulder.

'Just wondered.'

Jazz ran her hands down his back until she reached his buttocks.
He half turned towards her and put his arm round her waist. At that
moment the phone started ringing. Brax reached for it but Jazz
pulled him back towards her.

'Leave it.'

'But I'm… '

The phone stopped abruptly.

She kissed him softly on the lips, both the phone, and the
previous evening for the moment forgotten.

 

* * *

 

Aidan hurriedly found a gap in the wall and after making sure
there was nothing he could so for Coco, ran after the farmer
resolving to shove the gun as far up his arse as he could before
pulling the trigger. By the time he caught sight of him though he
was a good way ahead, so Aidan just tracked him at a safe distance,
down the side of the hill, over a stile and along a single track
hardcore road until they'd reached the farmyard. Chickens scurried
to one side as he trailed along in his wake, past rotting, obsolete
farm equipment, and forgotten rolls of barbed wire. An ancient
Landrover, originally green but now cow shit brown was parked to
one side and a mangy looking dog with each eye a different colour
and obviously mentally defective strained and snarled at the end of
a chain.

The farmer strode across the yard and disappeared through a
black wooden door which banged shut behind him.

Aidan hesitated at the door. He didn't relish the idea of just
barging through the door and confronting a mad farmer with a
shotgun he'd already used once.

Oh for a stun grenade.

Was he supposed to go in or wait for the farmer to bring him the
phone?

'Come in lad.' A voice boomed from inside.

Aidan pushed the door open, waited and then cautiously entered.
It was a typical farm kitchen. Stone flags on the floor, a range at
one end, and a big wooden table capable of seating at least twelve
stood in the middle of the room. A big Welsh dresser was at the
opposite end of the kitchen to the range, the shotgun casually
propped against it.

'Sit yoursen down lad. Mek yoursen at home.'

Aidan looked at the and tried to work out if he could get to the
farmer before the farmer could get to the gun; he decided it would
be close. 'I'll stand.'

'Suit yoursen.'

The farmer bustled about the kitchen, filling the kettle,
getting bacon and eggs from the fridge, putting a pan to warm on
the range, but all the while keeping close to the shotgun. Aidan
watched in silence wondering if he'd strayed into someone else's
nightmare.

'Tea?'

Aidan nodded, calming down by the second, but not yet trusting
himself to speak.

The farmer paused for a moment in his activity and holding out a
hand said. 'Bainbridge, John Bainbridge.'

Aidan looked at the hand and ignored it. He could have pretended
to take the man's hand, pull him close and killed him. But in the
eyes of the law that would have a disproportionate response.
Anyway, a job like that needed planning. 

If Bainbridge was offended at being ignored he didn't show it
but the look on his face said, "Suit yoursen". He looked
steadily at Aidan then resumed his domestic business. He made the
tea, let it mash, and then putting a pint mug on the table near
Aidan pointed to the milk and sugar.

An uneasy stand off was how Aidan thought of these situations.
He'd been in farm kitchens before in various hot spots around the
world and this was no different. They'd always got something you
wanted; usually information, and always wanted something in return;
sometimes a desire to be left in peace and quiet, but more usually
money.

Bainbridge cut four thick slices from a loaf and loading bacon
and eggs on the bread quickly made sandwiches. Looking at Aidan he
asked. 'Sauce?'

Aidan was starving and the sandwiches looked and smelled
delicious. Refusing one wouldn't bring Coco back. 'Brown.' He
replied tersely, knowing the psychology that Bainbridge employed,
even if the farmer was unaware of it himself. You're a lot less
likely to physically harm someone if you've accepted their
hospitality.

'Quite right too, can't be having red sauce on bacon.'
Bainbridge dropped a generous dollop on each sandwich and handing
one sandwich to Aidan started eating his own.

After a minute or two Bainbridge spoke. 'You'll get a signal in
here if you still want to ring police.'

Aidan wondered if he really did want to involve the police in
this. He'd already decided that Bainbridge was going to pay for
shooting Coco but it would be justice of the Old Testament kind not
the justice of 21st century Britain with its ASBO's and Community
Service. He was a cocky bastard, Aidan decided, who thought he was
above the law. Might do him good to have the law ask him one or two
questions. He'd probably got something to hide; most people had.
Most likely got red diesel in that crappy old Landrover
outside.

Aidan finished his sandwich and drained his tea. He could hear
the bleating of sheep nearby as he pulled out his phone and dialled
the emergency services.

 

* * *

 

Jazz and Brax lay in bed after their strenuous early morning
activity.

Jazz felt as though she'd exorcised the demons of the previous
evening. She loved her husband, he loved her and they'd just made
love in a healthy way. She had no need of any other man. Phil was
forgotten and while Aidan wasn't exactly forgotten he was put back
in a box, the lid placed on top, tied with string, and the box
pushed in a dark recess at the back of the cupboard.

Brax's thoughts were on the same lines but somewhat simpler. Two
women in two days he mused and immediately thought he shouldn't be
thinking about Simone at all. That had clearly been a mistake; it
shouldn't have happened and it wouldn't happen again. And neither
would that bloody dressing up as a woman either. He would get rid
of that suitcase as soon as he could do so safely.

There was still one cloud on the horizon though, he kept
puzzling over who'd brought Jazz home last night. The more he
thought about it the more it niggled him until in the end he
resolved to try and put it out of his mind.

He turned and squinted at Jazz. 'I wonder who was ringing?'

'Dunno.' She murmured. 'If it's important they'll ring
back.'

'Aye, happen they will.'

'Just relax.' She giggled. 'Get your strength back, you might
need it later.'

Just then the phone started ringing again. Brax stretched to get
it but had to retrieve his arm from under Jazz who protested
drowsily. 'If it's important they'll ring back.'

'This probably is them ringing back.'

The phone had stopped again by the time he'd got his hand
back.

'See.' She said. 'Not important, it only rang four times.'

There was whispering and giggling on the landing. Jazz raised
herself on her elbow and looked at Brax. 'You don't think the girls
heard us, do you?'

'Probably, the noise you were making.'

'Sod.' She dug him in the ribs.

There was a knock on the door and Charlotte came in closely
followed by Rachel.

'Is it safe?' Charlotte asked with a knowing smile while Rachel
smirked and looked embarrassed.

Brax and Jazz looked at each other and grinned.

Charlotte continued without pause. 'That were station on
t'phone, there's been a shooting on Tops. Can you ring 'em
back?

 

* * *

 

Brax didn't know if he was disappointed or relieved, after
Charlotte's dramatic announcement, to learn that the shooting was
only of a dog. Brax didn't much care for dogs after an incident in
childhood with a friend's Alsatian. The animal in question had
pinned Brax against the wall with it's paws on his shoulders. Brax
thinking he was about to be eaten alive was frozen with fear to the
spot for about five minutes while the dog looked deep into his eyes
and then eventually licked his face. His howls of sheer terror had
brought his friend's mother running who after taking in the
situation had smiled broadly and told Brax that "Lollipop"
was only being friendly. The deeper embarrassment for Brax had been
in wetting himself.

Still it was a bit of excitement he supposed. John Bainbridge
had a reputation for shooting first and asking questions later when
it came to dogs on his property. He was intensely protective of his
rare Slaithstone Whites and had been know on many occasions to
harass innocent walkers on the public footpaths that crossed his
land.

It was good to be about and about this early on a Saturday
morning. He wasn't in the least bit annoyed about being called in
on his day off; sorry Sarge, short staffed had been the
station's excuse.

There was only one way to The Tops from Slaithstone and that was
through the town and out on the moors road. It was a wild remote
place, even for Yorkshire, which had more than its share of wild
remote place. Brax managed to negotiate his way through Slaithstone
fairly quickly for a Saturday morning. Market traders with their
white vans were setting up stalls in Market Square selling
everything from pots and pans, flowers, clothing, cakes and
biscuits, and small DIY tools.

Held up only slightly at temporary traffic lights -  a
burst water main by the cricket ground - he was soon through the
town and out on the main Sheffield Road.

There was a small MOD establishment just on the edge of town,
where trained RAF operatives used to listen for Russian Bombers
sweeping in across the North Sea. It was now only used for storage
but there had been talk recently of opening it up as a Cold War
museum. It was certainly cold enough, especially in winter, Brax
thought as he turned left onto a small road just after the site.
Honey Pot Lane, known locally as Durex Drive after the number of
prophylactics that littered the numerous parking bays carved out of
the verge by parking cars.

On the other side of the MOD site was the old Slaithstone
isolation hospital that had been used for many years as a Community
Psychiatric Unit, known locally as the Nuthouse. It housed medium
risk patients from all over Yorkshire. Rumour had it that the
Yorkshire Ripper had spent time there but nobody knew if it was
true or not. It was a dark forbidding Victorian building that
matched the MOD station in gloom. It was said that a tunnel ran
between the two sites and that the wild boys from the RAF used it
to suddenly appear in the Nuthouse and cause alarm among the more
vulnerable and nervous patients.

Once on Honey Pot Lane he pulled in to one of the many bays and
called the station.

'Hello Brax lad. How ya' getting on. Have you nailed that
bastard Bainbridge yet.' This from the front desk Sergeant, Terry
Bookham, universally known as Danno, after the catch phrase in the
American cop show, Hawaii Five O, where, on the arrest of a suspect
one character said to another, "Book him Danno." After
years of insisting his name was Terry he had given in and generally
gave Danno as his name on all but official documents. It was
strongly rumoured that even his wife and kids called him Danno; he
denied this.

'Not there yet Danno,' Brax replied, wondering at a pair of
black lacy knickers on a fence post, 'Can you do me a favour
mate?'

'Yeah sure.'

Brax took a deep breath and asked Danno to do a PNC check on the
blue Ford that had brought Jazz home the previous night. He wasn't
supposed to do it but he had to know. He was taking a chance but
not much of one he reasoned.

'Daughter's boyfriend is it Brax?'

'Lay off Danno, she's only fourteen.'

'They start younger mate.'

Didn't they just. Brax knew this only too well from picking up
the debris after Slaithstone's two nightclubs discharged their
clientele into the town for the various agencies to deal with every
Friday and Saturday night.

Having been told by Bookham Danno that he'd get back to him
shortly Brax carried on; it was a only a short trek from here to
Bainbridge's place up a steep winding lane that seemed to go on
forever but then flattened out on to The Tops.

 

* * *

 

It was hot and oppressive in the kitchen. Bainbridge seemed
nervous Aidan thought as he watched him pace round the room for the
fourth or fifth time. He'd put the radio on then switched it off;
the same with the T.V. He kept crossing to the window that gave a
good view of the road as it appeared from the valley.

'No sign yet.'

Aidan didn't say anything. After a while he got up and crossed
to the dresser to look at the photos. There was a wedding picture
in a silver frame; bride and groom happy on their happy day.

Bainbridge joined him. 'That's ar lass.' He said with a wistful
sigh. 'Gone now.'

Aidan couldn't think of anything to say, but thought she was a
woman who'd had a lucky escape.

Bainbridge carried on, 'Good riddance I say,' he chuckled. 'She
buggered off with a feed salesman twenty year back. That frame's
worth a bob or two tha' knows.' He paused. 'Only reason I keep it.'
He crossed to the window again. 'Hey up lad, bobbies here.'

Aidan joined him at the window as they watched a plain blue car
come over the crest of the hill then down the hardcore track into
the farmyard.

Bainbridge made for the door, 'Right, let's get this sorted out
then.'

 

* * *

 

As Brax drove down the track towards Bainbridge's place he knew
he wasn't looking forward to the encounter. Distraught dog owner
and self righteous farmer plus dead dog wasn't a good combination.
His phone rang as he turned into the farmyard and parked beside the
ancient Landrover but well away from the devil dog on the chain
that was barking and snarling as usual.

He looked at the display. It was the station.

'Yeah.'

'Brax, it's Danno.'

'Hiya mate, what you got?'

'That PNC check on the blue Ford.'

'Oh yeah.' Brax watched as the farmhouse door opened and two
figures appeared; Bainbridge and presumably the dog owner. Brax
frowned; he looked familiar.

Danno continued. 'Registered keeper is… '

'Norman Pennock.' Brax interrupted.

'Well if you knew, why bother asking?'

'I didn't know when I asked. Thanks anyway mate, I'll catch you
later.' He broke the connection and got out of the car. Bloody
typical he thought. Aidan bloody Pennock. He disappeared for years
at a time and then popped up at Bainbridge's complaining his dog
had been shot. Brax wondered how long he'd been home and if
Bainbridge knew what he might have let himself in for.

Crossing the yard he stood before the two men and looked from
one to the other, addressing Bainbridge first, 'Morning John.'

'Good morning Sergeant Bollen. It's a lovely day for it.' He
looked across at the dog. 'Shut up you stupid bastard.' Turning his
attention back to Brax and Aidan, 'I only have it for a bit of
security. It roams loose at night. It'd rip you piece from bloody
piece if it got hold of yer.' This last remark delivered while
looking at Aidan.

Brax ignored this and looked at Aidan. He hadn't changed a bit;
still looked the same as when he'd last seen him fifteen years ago.
'And you are Sir?'

Aidan held out his hand. 'Pennock, Aidan Pennock,' slight pause,
'but you can call me Al,' he smiled.

Brax took the outstretched hand and shaking it felt the secret
grip they'd developed as kids. He worked hard to suppress the smile
that bubbled up, "You can call me Al", eh? Paul Simon song
from the Graceland album they both loved. Afternoons and evenings
spent at each other's houses wearing a groove in the plastic.

But obviously not hard enough as Bainbridge asked, 'Do you two
buggers know each other?'

Brax ignored this. 'Well then,' he said, addressing them both.
'What's to do?'

'He shot my fucking dog. That's what's to do. That's what he's
done, and I want to know what you're gonna do.'

Brax sighed inwardly. Typical Pennock manoeuvre; straight on the
attack. Was he annoyed that he hadn't been openly acknowledged.

He looked at Bainbridge who looked shocked at this revelation.
'John?'

'Nivver seen a dog all morning.'

'He's lying.' Aidan glared at Bainbridge and Brax in turn.

Brax held up his hand. 'You'll get your say in a minute Mr.
Pennock.' He looked at Bainbridge. 'Now John, why do you think Mr
Pennock is alleging you've shot his dog.'

Bainbridge looked at them both. 'Well Sergeant Bollen, this
gentleman here - Mr Pennock - was banging and clattering at my door
a while ago. I let him in and he asked if he could use the phone as
he couldn't get a signal up on t'hill. I said yes he could. I
didn't know he was ringing your lot so it was quite a surprise when
you turned up. After he'd used the phone I offered him a cuppa and
a bacon butty. Now would I do that if I'd just shot his dog?'

Aidan had been shaking his head all the time Bainbridge had been
speaking. 'What a complete and utter load of bollocks. Why would I
ring the police and say my dog had been shot if it hadn't?'

'That's what I'm wondering Sergeant Bollen.' Bainbridge said
with just a hint of a smile.

Brax sighed and wished he was somewhere else.

'Check the gun.' Aidan offered, 'You should be able to tell if
it's been fired recently.'

'Farmers' shotguns are allus being fired Mr. Pennock.'

'That's right, Sergeant Bollen.' Bainbridge said. 'In fact I had
a go at a rabbit not long since.'

'So where's the fucking rabbit then?' Aidan asked.

'Well Mr Pennock,' and here Bainbridge openly chuckled. 'my eyes
ain't what they used to be.'

Brax didn't know why he was bothering but asked anyway, 'Where
are you saying your dog was shot Mr Pennock.'

'Just up there.' Aidan replied, pointing. 'It's not far.'

'Right then, let's go and have a look. If you've no objections
John?'

Aidan wasn't surprised in the least when ten minutes later he
stood on the spot where Coco's body should have been but wasn't.
What was surprising was the two hundred or so sheep that covered
the hillside. Where the bloody hell had they come from.

'No sign on it.' This from Bainbridge.

Brax said. 'Mr Pennock?'

'The dog was lying here right by my feet. You can tell some of
the grass has been cut away to remove the bloodstains. These sheep
weren't here. He shot the dog then justified himself by saying he
couldn't take a chance of a stray dog being around when he brought
the sheep here later.'

Brax looked down at the ground. It did look as though a small
section of grass had been removed but, and it was a big but, the
ground was poor quality and was all scuffed anyway.

'John?'

'These sheep have been here for the last few days Sergeant
Bollen.'

Brax stood and looked around wondering how to play this. The
last thing he wanted was Aidan going off on one.

Aidan spoke. 'He's obviously got someone to get rid of the body
and bring the sheep in.'

Bainbridge shook his head mournfully. 'Nay, there's only me here
on a Sat'day. Anyroad I was with you all the time,' he paused,
'sin' you banged on t'door.'

Aidan shook his head in disbelief. 'And the sheep?'

'Like I said, they've bin here 'sin We'nsday.' He scratched his
chest and turning his head spat on the bare ground.

Brax looked at Aidan. Your move sunshine.

Aidan said. 'That's that then. He shoots t'dog and gets away wi'
it. Or happen you'll be thinking I didn't have a bleeding dog in
first place.'

'I'm sure you had a dog Mr Pennock.' Brax said.

'How's that then?'

'You're still holding the lead!'

Bainbridge scratched his head. 'Happen it chased a rabbit and
got stuck down hole. Hillside's littered wi' 'em.'

What kind of dog was it Mr Pennock?' Brax asked.

'Jack Russell; it's my dad's.'

'That'll be it then.' Bainbridge said cheerfully. 'A buggers for
rabbits is a Jack Russell. It'll be stuck somewhere.' He cocked his
head to one side as though listening for the dog's bark.

Aidan squared up to Bainbridge and Brax wondered if he'd be able
to separate them if it came to blows. Bainbridge was giving a few
years but was a right nasty bugger. Aidan had youth and
professional training on his side. His money was on Aidan.

Aidan looked Bainbridge in the eye who didn't flinch, 'I know
and you know you shot my dog. You're gonna pay for that.' When it
looked like Bainbridge was about to speak Aidan held a finger to
his lips like you would to a child, 'No, quiet John. You'd better
watch your back John, because you're gonna pay. I'll be watching
you and one dark quiet night, I'll have you. You've messed with the
wrong man this time.'

A final stare and then he turned and looked down at the
town.

There was silence apart from the bleating of sheep, then
Bainbridge hawked and spat on the grass again, 'I hope you've made
a note of those threats made against me Sergeant Bollen.'

Brax ignored this and turning to Aidan asked, 'Are you a local
man Mr Pennock?'

'Yes Sergeant.' Aidan paused wondering how much to say. 'I've
been away for a long time but I'm home now.'

'I'll give you a lift down into town then. If you'd like to wait
for me by my car I'd just like a quick word with Mr
Bainbridge.'










Chapter 7

 


Aidan and Brax hadn't said a lot on the drive back into
Slaithstone beyond agreeing to get together for a beer that night.
Brax hadn't mentioned the threats Aidan had made against
Bainbridge. When Bainbridge had brought it up again once Aidan was
out of earshot, Brax had tersely told him he hadn't heard a thing,
and that if anything happened it was his own stupid fault.
Bainbridge had stared at him with a sullen expression, while Brax
delivered a lecture on the safe and proper use of a shotgun.
Warning delivered, Brax had walked away, ignoring the muttering
that followed him down the hillside.

Brax wasn't sure he wanted to resurrect his friendship with
Aidan but, he reasoned, he could hardly say no to a friendly beer,
could he? It wasn't even that he disliked Aidan. No, it was more
the memory of how he'd let him down at the crucial moment. He
should have stood by his side, shoulder to shoulder, but, at
decision time, he couldn't do it. And every time he'd seen him
since the memory came back to taunt him, as it did now.

 

7th Sept
1985

 

Brax Bollen looked carefully at the letter from the education
authorities which he'd kept tucked away in the bottom drawer of his
bedroom cabinet along with torn out pictures from his mother's old
shopping catalogue. It had been there for the last five years;
longer than the pictures but not half as much use.

He held the letter in his hand and although his eyes flicked
over the words he wasn't reading them. Not that he needed to, he
knew the content off by heart. Although it was addressed to his
parents it was about him and his life. The life that was about to
change dramatically.

The letter had informed them that their son, Braxton Bollen, had
failed to reach the required standard in the eleven plus
examination, and as a consequence of this failure would be
attending Slaithstone Secondary Modern and not the prestigious
Grammar School. He would be required to attend for five years and
then he could take up the place reserved for him on the scrap
heap.   

He looked round his bedroom carefully and wondered what he'd
miss the most; the ancient record player that had seen better days
even before it came off the Ark, the pictures of Leeds players past
and present on the wall, the 1977 silver jubilee mug that he kept
his pens in, the small writing desk where he'd sweated blood
revising for his O levels, the bed where he'd had his first sexual
experience. He grinned remembering.

The smile faded as he thought once more about leaving in two
days time. It wasn't that he wasn't excited about going but there
was a tinge of sadness and apprehension. He had never spent time
away from his home and family before if you didn't count the field
trips to the Dales with the school, which he didn't. But now,
within a matter of days he would be leaving all this behind. He
looked out of the window at the familiar street where he'd lived
all his life. He didn't know anything else he realised.

He looked at the other letter on his bed; the one telling him he
had been granted a place in HM Forces and that he should report to
the training depot near Birmingham on the 9th September 1985. The
date he would have been back at school starting his A level course
had he stayed on. There was a travel warrant along with the letter
and its official seal.

He wondered again if he was doing the right thing. Make a man of
you, the Army, Aidan had said. Trouble was, he didn't think he was
ready to be a man. His head was throbbing with a headache that had
been lurking for days. Surely he reasoned, if I was meant to be
doing this it wouldn't be this difficult. He could be staring down
the barrel of a rifle in a few months and pulling the trigger. He
wasn't sure if he could do that. Is that what men did?

He knew Aidan would be pretty pissed off if he didn't go through
with it. They'd had that stupid pact since they were eight years
old and even though they had gone to different secondary schools
they'd kept in touch. Ok, they hadn't been as close as they once
were but they'd still been mates and still knocked round
Slaithstone in the same gang.

There was a knock at the door and it opened after a few seconds.
His mother stood framed in the doorway. He felt irritated by her
presence; didn't she know he needed to be alone with his thoughts.
And why couldn't she wait for him to say come in? He knew he was
being unreasonable but couldn't help it.

Looking up from the letter he said. 'Hi.'

She smiled at him and he wished she hadn't; it only made him
more aware of what he'd be missing. It was alright for Aidan he
didn't have a mum to miss, except when she'd died of course but
that was years ago. He smiled back.

'We've been having a chat your dad and me.'

'Oh aye?'

'About you, and your future.' She paused and when he didn't
speak carried on. 'And we just wanted you to know that you don't
have to go if you don't want to. You won't be letting anyone
down.'

Only Aidan.

But now there was a flicker of hope where before none had
existed. He seriously considered, for the first time, not
going.

'I'm sure you could carry on at school if you wanted; do your A
levels; if that's what you really want to do. Maybe go on to
university.

That was the thing though; he didn't want to go on to
university, he didn't want to do A levels. He was through with all
that. He was through with Slaithstone Secondary Modern. The hope
faded momentarily until his mother went on.

'Or, you could get a job, do an apprenticeship.' He looked at
her as she went on, 'All we're saying is, you don't have to join
the Army if you don't want. There are other options. Don't throw
your life away on something you're not sure about.'

He could feel his eyelids pricking and knew if she carried on he
would start crying. Perhaps she was aware of this because, homily
delivered, she turned and left, quietly shutting the bedroom door.
He lay on his bed and burying his head in the pillow softly wept.
It was going to be alright.

It was all going to be alright.

 

22nd May
2010

 

Aidan had joined the Army has he'd always intended and Brax, not
able to get an apprenticeship in anything he wanted to do, had
bummed around doing dead end jobs for two or three years until he'd
gone for the police and been accepted. Jazz had been the driving
force in that. Although they'd been seeing each other a while she
wouldn't get married until Brax had got himself a steady job with
prospects.

They'd kept in touch for ten years after Aidan had joined up.
Aidan never held it against Brax that he'd changed his mind about
joining up and used to write regular letters telling Brax all about
his experiences in the Army, and they'd always met up when he was
home on leave.

Brax had even travelled down to Sutton Coldfield for Aidan's
passing out parade and they'd hit Birmingham on a night out
afterwards.

 Aidan had been Brax's best man when he'd married Jazz.
Thinking back, it was after that, Brax decided, that the contact
had become more spasmodic. The letters had dwindled away to maybe
one every six months and then given way to once a year postcards.
Birthday and Christmas cards had lasted a bit longer but eventually
they too ceased.

Brax saw less and less of Aidan when he was home on leave. Ok he
was married by then but the girls hadn't come along for a while
after that so there would always have been time to get together for
a beer. But Aidan had been home a few times without getting in
touch. Sometimes Brax only found out by chance that he'd been home;
someone mentioning they'd seen him, or Brax's dad having a chat
with Aidan's dad in the pub.

Brax had often wondered if Aidan was jealous of his life;
married to his childhood sweetheart, two lovely kids. Aidan had
never married, he didn't think it was the right lifestyle for a
wife having a husband who could be posted anywhere in the world at
short notice.

What was it that had caused the rift? They'd never openly fallen
out with each other, never had a major disagreement. But the
childhood friendship that had started at infants school and
continued all the way through their teens despite going to
different secondary schools had just dwindled away when they were
both in their twenties. Brax was convinced it was nothing he'd done
or not done, and that the answer lay with Aidan.

Brax had thought again about the previous evening and decided it
was strange that Aidan hadn't mentioned giving Jazz a lift home. It
was strange too, that Jazz hadn't mentioned it either. He toyed
with the idea that there might be something between them but
immediately dismissed it. Aidan had never been that interested in
Jazz. Callie Sunter was more his style.

They always spent a lot of time together and in the group of
eight or so friends that used to hang out together at the time
would always gravitate to each other. They would sleep together but
also have relationships with other people. Aidan never seemed to
mind that Callie put herself about. When Brax had tried talking
about it with him he'd just shrug his shoulders and say.

"Callie's Callie;" as though that somehow explained
it.

But Brax was sure at the time of Aidan joining the Army that
they'd been a bit more settled together, a bit more girlfriend and
boyfriend.

In fact it had been Callie who'd tagged along when Brax gave
Aidan a lift to the station when he went back after his last leave
before being posted to Northern Ireland. Brax had passed his
driving test two months before and was now the proud owner of a
Cortina of uncertain vintage with too many previous owners to
bother counting. The four of them, Brax, Jazz, Aidan, and Callie
had been out to the Lion and Lamb for a farewell drink.

They'd all piled out of the pub at nine pm; or twenty one
hundred hours as Aidan insisted on calling it; the twenty four hour
clock hadn't made much of an impact in Slaithstone at that time.
Initially the plan had been to drop Aidan and his kit off at the
bus station to get the last bus to Sheffield at 9.30 but they'd
misjudged the time needed to get from the pub out in the sticks
back to Slaithstone, and had missed the bus.

Brax had offered to drive Aidan into Sheffield - petrol was
cheap and driving still a novelty at the time. Jazz couldn't or
wouldn't come along; said she was tired, so they dropped her off
first and then were going to drop Callie off before setting out for
Sheffield.

It never happened like that though, Brax recalled. Callie, or
was it Aidan, decided that she too would come along for the
ride.

 

13th April
1986

 

'Hey Brax?'

'Huh?'

'Does the heater in this rust bucket work?'

'Yah can allus walk.'

'Only jokin'.'

Callie giggled in the back next to Aidan.

They'd just dropped Jazz off at her house and Brax felt a bit
annoyed that they hadn't felt able to have their usual lingering
farewell. Aidan had kept poking him in the side and pointing at his
watch. He'd watched Jazz all the way up her front path and in
through the front door before turning round to look at Aidan and
Callie in the back seat. Callie's skirt was rucked up and he had a
glimpse of her stocking tops before quickly looking away but not
quickly enough that she didn't notice and smile.

'Right then.' Brax said, pulling away, 'We'll drop you off next
Callie.'

'Change o' plan Brax lad.'

'Oh?'

'Yeah, Callie's gonna come along for the ride. Okay?'

'Fine wi' me.'

The Slaithstone to Sheffield run was fairly straight forward
once you got to the motorway. Before that it was all open country
and moorland, some of it pretty desolate. Brax glanced in the rear
mirror a few times at Aidan and Callie kissing frantically in the
back on the way out through town. All the way down past the MOD
station and the Nuthouse, and up on to The Tops, all he could see
was their faces glued together. When he was out on moorland he
adjusted the mirror slightly so he caught the occasional glimpse of
Aidan feeling Callie's breasts. When his hand was no longer in
sight he assumed it was now up her skirt.

They were, perhaps halfway to the trunk road when Aidan
said.

'Pull in Brax. Next lay-by.'

Brax looked in the mirror but couldn't see Callie this time, but
from the glazed look on Aidan's face knew exactly what she was
doing. He pulled in and waited for the next request.

'Why don't you take a bit of a walk Brax, give us ten minutes,
eh?'

Brax opened the door and made sure he had a real good look at
Callie's dishevelled state before getting out.

Tart.

Ten minutes eh? He must have been having lessons. This is
flaming wonderful he thought, walking half a mile down the road
before turning round and walking back. Here am I the proud owner of
a Ford Cortina and my mate's banging his girlfriend in the back
seat while I'm counting sodding sheep.

He peered through the window but couldn't see much as the moon
had chosen that moment to disappear behind some clouds. The 
old Cortina though was fair bouncing on the springs, and Callie was
wailing fit to raise the bloody dead. He wondered what they'd do if
he got back in; carry on probably.

Brax wandered up and down the road for a while before the
courtesy light came on inside the car and Aidan got out and pulled
his jeans up.

Brax said. '7 minutes, 29 seconds.'

Aidan laughed. 'A new personal best was set tonight on The Tops
above Slaithstone in the back seat of Brax's Cortina by Private
Aidan Pennock.'

Brax joined in the laughter but couldn't help resent the fact
that he was going out with probably the only virgin in
Slaithstone.

Later, on the platform at Sheffield near to the Deltic with it's
gently throbbing engine and warm diesel smell, Aidan pulled Brax to
one side. Callie stood watching for a second or two before heading
for the ladies room.

'I'm gonna be away for quite a while this time.'

'Yeah?'

'Northern Ireland.'

'Right.'

'Keep on eye on Callie for us.'

'What do you mean?'

'Keep an eye on her, make sure she's okay. Okay?'

'Are you two… ?'

'I dunno mate.' Aidan paused. 'I really like her. I know what
she's like, we all do. We've all had a go there.'

'I haven't!'

'Really?'

'Really.'

Although I wouldn't say no.

'Bloody hell.' Aidan took a second to consider this amazing
news. 'Anyway, we've spent a lot of time together while I've been
back, and well, I think she might be changing. She's been happy
just being with me.'

Brax couldn't see this working out at all but what could he
say.

'So you want me to keep an eye on her?'

'Yeah. Look, if she ends up shagging around again I don't wanna
know, okay.'

'What's the point in keeping an eye on her then if you don't
wanna know what she does?'

'Look forget it. It's not important.'

'I'm only saying… '

'Forget it Brax. It'll either work out or it won't.'

Ain't that the truth thought Brax as Callie rejoined them.

 

22nd May
2010

 

Aidan drained his first pint of Theakston's Old Peculiar and set
his glass down emphatically.

Brax was only halfway down his pint and didn't think he could
keep up if Aidan continued at the same pace.

'Come on Brax.' Aidan said watching impatiently. 'It's your
round.'

When Brax returned from the bar and Aidan had been to the gents,
they touched glasses.

'Lock up your daughters missus.' Aidan began.

'The boys are back in town.' Brax finished.

They were in the Wheatsheaf, which had always been their pub,
away from the prying eyes of nosy parents. It had been run in those
days by Bill Osbourne, who didn't really care how old you were as
long as you could pay for your ale, and just as importantly, hold
it.

Aidan had asked after him at the bar only to be told that Bill
had died a few years previously. He looked at Brax, 'Did you know
Bill had died?'

'Oh, aye. I went to his funeral. Stroke apparently.'

Aidan lifted his glass. Here's to Bill, the finest landlord in
Slaithstone.'

They drank deeply and were silent for a moment, then Aidan said.
'The good old days, eh?'

Brax wasn't so sure about that but didn't say so. 'Aye, the good
old days.'

Aidan looked around. 'It's changed a bit.'

'Where hasn't?'

Aidan pulled his chair closer to Brax and leant forward
conspiratorially. 'This bugger Bainbridge?'

'What about him?'

'Are you gonna fettle him, or am I?'

Brax took a deep pull on his pint and felt the alcohol doing
it's work. It was at times like this that he still craved a
cigarette despite having been stopped the best part of twenty
years.

'What do you mean by fettle exactly?' He replied, playing for
time.

'Look Brax, that twat Bainbridge shot my old man's dog. He loved
that dog.' He drank half his pint in one gulp and continued. 'That
dog was shot on my watch and I want summat done about it.'

Brax shook his head, 'The thing is Aidan; there's no evidence,
no witnesses, no body.'

'Let's get one thing straight from the off, shall we?' Aidan's
tone was fierce.

Brax nodded.

'Do you believe me?'

'Oh aye, I believe you alright.'

'It's not the first time, is it?'

Brax shook his head. 'Nah, there's been at least five other
people telling the same story as you.'

Aidan finished his pint and pushed his chair back. 'So your mob
can't touch him?'

'Not until he makes a mistake.'

'Well I'll tell you summat, shall I?' Aidan said, gathering up
the glasses. 'I'm gonna fuckin' 'av 'im. Alright?' And with that he
was off to the bar again.

Brax watched Aidan laughing and joking with the barmaid as she
pulled another two pints of Theakston's. As he waited for him to
return he thought carefully about what he would say.

'Looks like we're in for a bit of a session.' Aidan remarked
setting the fresh pints down.

Brax shook his head. 'Nah, one more will do me. Look.' He said
toying with the beer mat. 'There's something you need to know about
me.'

'You're a transvestite.'

'What?' Brax felt the blood drain from his face and quickly took
a long drink from his glass.

'Only joking Brax. But do you remember that time you came round
to mine and I was dressed in my sister's clothes? Gave you a right
shock.'

'I do, ya daft sod.'

'So what is it then?

'I've become a Christian.'

Aidan looked at his friend very carefully. 'Have you now?' He
smiled conspiratorially, 'I thought there were summat different
about you.'

'I'm also a police officer.'

'Aye, I knew that bit.'

'So, there are certain standards I have to uphold. Certain moral
guidelines that I have to adhere to.'

Aidan nodded. 'Aye, I can see that there would be like.'

'So, I get a bit nervous when you say things like "I'm gonna
fettle him", or "I'm gonna have him".'

Aidan nodded. 'Aye I see what you mean.'

'Good.'

They watched in silence as a young woman came and stood by the
jukebox a few feet away. Brax had never heard the song she
selected. He looked at Aidan who shrugged and shook his head.

When the girl had retreated to her friends Aidan said, 'But Brax
my old friend, I'll freely admit that although not a Christian
myself I do have certain standards. A set of moral guidelines if
you like, and I do believe in certain Biblical principles. Such as…
' He paused.

Brax knew with utter certainty what Aidan was going to say and
was not disappointed when he continued.

'An eye for a fucking eye, and a tooth for a fucking tooth.
Okay?'

'I thought you'd say that.' Brax responded, 'most people say
that to justify their behaviour.'

'So, I'll tell you what Brax lad.' Aidan said cheerfully. 'You
pray for him and I'll fettle 'im!' He laughed uncontrollably for a
minute.

'The thing is Aidan.' Brax said, once Aidan's laughter had
subsided. 'If anything happens to Bainbridge, I'll know where to
come looking.'

'Aye well Brax lad.' Aidan drained his third pint. 'Don't forget
you'll need evidence, a witness, and a body. Your round.' He said,
and winked.

 

* * *

 

Ort Murdoch wasn't much of a drinker these days. Time was, he
would have sunk ten pints and thought nothing of it. Now he was
content with one or two, then a steady walk home. It was also rare
for him to drink alone, indeed he rarely socialised at all without
his wife, Tia.

Tonight though was different, he felt as though he had the
weight of the world on his shoulders, he needed a beer and some
time to think.

He'd never been in the Wheatsheaf so wasn't sure what to expect,
but was pleasantly surprised. A town centre pub located just off
Market Square it had escaped the attention of the modernisers. He
bought a pint of the local Beer and having paid and taken a good
pull surveyed his surroundings. There were a few early evening
drinkers, shoppers and sightseers in the main, with the emphasis on
the former. It had the feel of a locals pub, not that strangers
weren't welcome, Murdoch had been served attentively by the young
girl behind the bar. Probably don't get many blackies in here he
thought wryly.

He drank some more of his beer and once again his mind turned to
Ron Counden. It wasn't as if Ron had said there was a problem; in
fact when he'd called him earlier, although gracious, there had
been a hint of exasperation at being asked again if he was
alright.

"I'll tell you Ort," he'd reassured, "I'll tell you
if there's owt the matter."

Why then, Murdoch asked himself, didn't he feel reassured?

He'd been alerted to the possibility of Ron having a problem by
Brax Bollen. But Brax didn't know anything, it was just a feeling
he'd had. Murdoch didn't discount feelings entirely but he wanted
something solid to chew on. He sighed and drained his glass, it
looked like it was going to be a three pint problem.

As the girl pulled him a fresh pint of Beer at the bar he
silently asked the Lord to lead him to Brax again if he was on the
right track. A man appeared at his elbow and ordered two pints of
Old Peculiar. Murdoch casually glanced at him and the man stared
back unremittingly. There was challenge in the look but challenge
to what Ort couldn't say.

There's a man with problems.

He watched as the man walked back to his friend. I bet you don't
know Jesus pal. But his friend did, Ort watched in astonishment as
hard stare man clinked glasses with Brax Bollen. They both laughed
and drank deeply.

'Go and join them.'

Ort looked round startled but there was only the girl behind the
bar polishing glasses. She gave no sign of having heard the Lord
speak but then not everybody had that privilege.

Ort picked up his glass and walked over to Brax and his
companion.

 

* * *

 

Brax thought it wise to steer the conversation away from
Bainbridge and Coco, so when Aidan returned he asked him how he was
adjusting to civilian life.

'It'll tek some time Brax, it'll tek some time.'

He fell silent as the large black man he'd seen at the bar came
and stood by their table.

Interesting development.

He was at a disadvantage being seated and wondered whether he
should stand and take him out now, or see how things panned
out.

The large black man spoke and solved his dilemma. 'Brax, good to
see you again, it's becoming a habit.'

Brax stood and shook hands while Aidan watched carefully.
Introductions were made and Ort invited to join them. There was
awkwardness for a few minutes, the conversation stilted, and Ort
was conscious of having upset the dynamics of the situation. The
two men had been friends for many years. Aidan had just returned
from a lifetime of service and was catching up with his old mate,
he didn't want a Christian pastor imposing himself. Ort resolved to
finish his drink and make his excuses.

The Lord however had other ideas Ort realised when he was
suddenly compelled to speak, 'Tell me Aidan,' he said lightly, 'Do
you know Jesus?'

'Nah, can't say I do, does he drink in here?'

Brax cringed and took a long pull from his beer.

Ort smiled, and if he was upset by this comment didn't show it.
'He's probably here right now, by the power of His Spirit.'

Aidan stared at Murdoch. 'Really?'

'Jesus said,' Murdoch replied, '"Where two or three are gathered
together in my name… "'

'"There am I in the midst of them".' Aidan finished, to Brax's
astonishment. 'Matthew chapter eighteen, verse twenty.'

Ort smiled broadly, 'You know your Bible Aidan.'

Aidan shrugged, 'Only thing to read in some of the places I've
been.'

Ort nodded and smiled, 'That's a good start.'

'Yeah, well, I've read it but I don't believe it.'

'Well, anytime you want to talk about it, give me a call.'

'Why would I want to do that?' Aidan gave Ort the hard stare
again.

'I think you're seeking answers.' Ort replied, staring right
back, 'and Christians believe the only way to God is through
Jesus.'

Aidan nodded and drained his glass, 'Aye, happen you're right,
happen I am looking for something.' He looked at Brax, 'Your round
mate.'

'Here, let me get these,' Ort stood and opened his wallet giving
Brax a twenty, 'Will you get them Brax, mine's a Piddle.'

Once Brax had gone to the bar, Ort, in an attempt to get on to
safer ground asked, 'How long did you spend in the Army?'

 'Twenty five years in, then got the bullet,' he paused for
effect, 'in a manner of speaking. Golden handshake from the
Queen.'

Murdoch nodded sympathetically, 'It must be difficult, trying to
adjust.'

'Aye. All I've done for twenty five years is killed Her
Majesty's enemies,'

'I would imagine that can have an affect.'

'It's a funny thing Rev. when you kill someone.' Aidan paused.
'I don't suppose you've ever killed anyone?'

Murdoch had often wondered that himself. All those years of
dealing drugs, surely someone had died as a result of his
activities. 'I don't know Aidan,' he shook his head, 'I don't
know.'

'I have. Christ, where's Brax wi' beer.' He looked at Murdoch.
'Sorry Rev.'

Murdoch shrugged. It happened all the time, usually he
challenged people but didn't now.

'I've killed a few times.' Aidan glanced at the Pastor. He
wondered if he'd be shocked. No reason why he should be; Pastors'
have heard and seen the lot. Bit like coppers.

Murdoch was silent.

'Mainly at long range. Sharp sudden fire fights. All over in a
few minutes. But you know. You usually know when you've put someone
down.'

Murdoch nodded as though he understood. He tried to think what
it must be like to be suddenly in a situation where it was kill or
be killed. But he couldn't.

"Ask about the desert." The voice of God, again crystal
clear, but rather cryptic.

'Is there a particular instance that you want to talk
about?'

Aidan looked at him. 'Like?'

'The desert for instance?'

'What makes you say that? What do you know about the
desert?'

Brax came back with the drinks at that moment and when he'd
settled down and handed over the change Murdoch replied, 'I just
had a sense from God that you might want to talk about the
desert.

That was spooky Aidan decided. Murdoch had either struck with a
lucky guess or he was plugged into a higher source. Should
he tell him though? It wasn't like he'd done anything wrong. Or had
he? That was the bit he couldn't get straight. There weren't even
any witnesses; well only Brody, and what had he seen?

'Is it like the Catholic's with your lot?'

Murdoch was thrown for moment. 'What do you mean?'

'The confessional.' Aidan explained.

'Ah, you mean the sanctity of the confessional?'

'Yeah. If I confess to something do you have to tell the
authorities?'

Murdoch wondered about that; people told him things all the time
that the authorities might be interested in.

'Was it an illegal something?' He asked.

'Probably,' He ran his hands through his hair and looked at
Brax. 'I dunno, maybe.' He laughed awkwardly.

Murdoch fell back on the old standby. 'What if it had happened
to a friend and not you?'

Aidan smiled. 'Got you.'

Murdoch waited patiently. That was a major part of his job,
waiting. When he wasn't waiting for God he was waiting for man.

Aidan decided if he had to unburden himself it might as well to
be to this guy. He pulled closer to the table and the other two
followed suit. 'It was like this Rev., some time ago a mate of mine
was seconded to special ops for a while. He and another guy were
placed in a desert area; I can't say where or when.' He tapped his
nose. 'It's all confidential stuff; protecting the guilty and all
that. Anyway they were on the look out for gun runners. There was
intel that a Mazda pick-up of a certain colour, with a specific
registration would be in a certain place at a certain time. It was
all good stuff. Myse… my mate and his driver were tasked with
intercepting the vehicle and detaining the driver. I thought it
seemed too good to be true. You don't get that level of info
without having someone on the inside and I didn't think we had.

'You thought it might be a set up?'

If Aidan was annoyed at being interrupted he didn't show it. He
took a drink from his glass and continued. 'I thought someone was
either being set up, or they knew we were on to them and were
setting a bait. So… yes.' He was silent.

Again Murdoch waited.

Eventually Aidan spoke again. 'We picked up the Mazda just over
the border; right colour, right reg, right place, right time. We
were good to go.'

'But?'

'There's always a but isn't there? We tried intercepting the
vehicle but the driver instead of pulling over and co-operating
took off at high speed; panicked I expect.'

'And?'

'Flipped over, a total right off. Driver badly injured. He was a
goner Rev. He was in the waiting room ready for the next bus to
Nirvana or where ever they go. Kid; fourteen, fifteen. That's why
he panicked and took off. An older more experienced guy would have
known to have pulled over and let us take him in. They were all
given false info to feed us. It was a game to them.'

'What happened?'

'The kid died Rev., that's what happened.'

'There's more though?'

'Yeah, there's more. There's always more. My driver covered me
and I approached the wreck. The driver, this kid, had been thrown
clear and he had pretty bad injuries. He was conscious though,
lucid. I gave him a cigarette, some water, a shot of morphine. But
he was a goner.'

Aidan lapsed into silence again and Murdoch wondered how the
story would finish. He exchanged glances with Brax who raised his
shoulders slightly. He wondered if Aidan realised he was now
telling the story in the first person.

'The thing is Rev. the kid asked me how bad it was and I told
him. I didn't have to tell him. I could have given him some
bullshit.'

'He would have known though.' Murdoch knew from experience.

'Yeah, I suppose so. So, what to do?'

'What could you do?'

'Well, this is the situation Rev. We're on critical mission. The
guns were nowhere to be seen. The kid was a decoy. So that meant
that somebody else was bringing the guns over and we had to find
them. We couldn't stay around nursing a sick kid who would soon be
dead.'

'So, you left him?'

'Yeah, I left him.'

'But you did your best to ease his suffering?'

'Oh yeah.'

'I don't see there's anything with which to reproach
yourself.'

'You're not getting it Rev.'

Murdoch was puzzled. There was something bothering Aidan about
the incident with the young Arab boy but he wasn't telling him the
full facts. Just bits and pieces and leaving him to work out the
rest for himself. And then suddenly it clicked into place. 'This
Arab boy?'

Aidan stared at Murdoch. 'Yeah?'

'Was he alive when you left him?'

Aidan looked away; he could feel the tears pricking his eyes and
didn't want Murdoch to know. 'That's the thing Rev. The kid didn't
want me to leave him, but I couldn't stay. He asked me to… '

At last Murdoch understood. 'He asked you to put him out of his
pain?'

'That's right Rev. You got it. The only problem was neither
myself or Brody had enough morphine on us to do the business. I
told the kid that even if we gave him all we had there was no
guarantee that he wouldn't come round in a few hours'

'So?'

'He was a brave boy.'

There was still something else thought Murdoch.

Aidan lapsed into a silence that dragged on. Murdoch waited. A
couple of giggly teenage girls, short skirts, legs that stretched
for ever, came to the jukebox and debated what to play. They
eventually settled on Bob Marley's "No Woman, No Cry." The
girls went and in the silence that followed Bob Marley Murdoch
heard the voice again: "Ask him about the Irishman."

'Aidan?'

Aidan looked at Murdoch with eyes that didn't quite focus.
'Huh?'

'Tell me about the Irishman.'

Aidan looked so startled that for a brief moment Ort thought he
would stand and leave, then his face broke into a smile, 'You're
good Rev, you're very good.' He turned to Brax, 'He's good Brax,
this pastor of yours. I think he's plugged into a higher source.' A
pause while he drained his glass, then, 'Do you remember that Irish
comedian from the seventies?'

'Which one?'

'Dave Allen.'

'Yeah, vaguely.' Wasn't he the one always telling gags about God
and religion?

'The thing is Rev. there's only one guaranteed way of putting
someone out of their misery if you don't have enough morphine.'

'You mean… ?' Murdoch broke off.

Aidan didn't reply but just pointed two fingers at Murdoch with
his thumb raised; the universal gesture of a hand gun.

'Right.' said Murdoch not knowing what else to say but wondering
where Dave Allen came into it.

The thing is Rev. I just couldn't shoot the kid without saying
something. Some kind of… you know like the Catholic priest saying
the last rites.' He paused. 'But what to say? I wasn't a strong
believer in anything; I didn't know about the kid. I could have
asked him but have you ever tried asking a young kid if he believes
in God just before you put a 9mm under his chin and pull the
trigger? So I just said the first words that came into my head. I
simply said: "May your God go with You."' He stared at
Murdoch. 'That's right Rev. I used the words an Irish comedian used
to say at the end of his show when I killed a young Arab boy.'

Murdoch was lost for words and that didn't happen very
often.

'So when you say the only way to God is through Jesus I would
have to disagree. My way is through Dave Allen; good night and
thanks for watching.' said Aidan. 'and may your God go wit' you.
Ker-boom.'

Aidan sat silent and motionless as a tear rolled down his cheek.
Brax who'd listened in silence looked away feeling embarrassed for
his friend but Murdoch reached out and taking Aidan's hand squeezed
it.

 

* * *

 

Walking through the Market Square later, Aidan was reminded of
how, as young teenagers, he and Brax used to sneak out of their
houses and, after meeting at the corner of the road came into town
to have a couple of halves in the Wheatsheaf, and the White Horse.
They could only have been fourteen or fifteen at the time. The
landlord in the White Horse wasn't as lenient as Bill Osbourne
though, and would quite often tell them to clear off especially at
busy times.

Murdoch had left a short while after hearing Aidan's desert
story. He'd given Aidan his number and told him to ring any time he
wanted to talk. Brax had drunk more than he wanted to and was
feeling a bit unsteady. The Wheatsheaf had filled up rapidly with
the regular Saturday night crowd.

All the beer and the chill of the evening air made Aidan realise
how hungry he was.

'Fancy a Chinese?' He asked, as they walked through Market
Square.

'Good idea, let's do it.'

'Is Mr Wong's still open?' Aidan asked.

Brax thought. 'Yeah, should be.'

'Let's get a Chinky and take it back to mine.'

'Yeah, why not.'

In the queue at Mr Wong's two drunks started squabbling over a
girl and went outside to sort out their differences.

'You're not getting involved?' Aidan asked.

'I should call it in but they look too far gone to cause any
damage.'

Aidan looked out of the window and watched as the two men in
their early twenties circled round each other, shouting and
swearing. One of them lunged at the other but fell over. The other
one slumped down beside him.

'See what I mean.' Brax said.

Coming out of the takeaway with their food and stepping round
the two drunken lads who were now professing their undying love for
each other, Aidan asked. 'Walk or taxi?'

'Walk. It's not far.'

As they walked along Bull Street they became aware of blue
flashing lights on a police car a bit further along. As they got
nearer they could see a crowd of people, mainly men but a
sprinkling of women, laughing, and pointing at something in a shop
window. 

'What's to do there?' Aidan wondered.

'Be nowt much I expect. It seems peaceful enough.'

Reaching the shop they saw that it was an electrical store with
a bank of T.V.'s in the window all tuned to the same late night
porn channel where two men were taking turns to service a woman on
a luxury yacht.

Aidan and Brax looked at each other and burst out laughing.

'What ya' gonna do now Sergeant Bollen?' 

'Have a word with young Jenkins.' He pointed at a young officer
watching and laughing along with the crowd.

'Constable Jenkins.' Brax called.

Jenkins turned and looked startled at hearing his name. When he
saw Brax he hurried over looking flustered.

'Sarge. We had a report of a disturbance so we came down to
check it out.'

'Who's we?'

'P.C. Kemp, Sarge.'

'Ok lad, get hold of the key holder asap and get these channels
retuned to Jackanory or summat else safe.'

'Sarge.'

'But before that I've got a more important job for you.'

'Sarge?'

You can give me and my mate a lift home, ok?'

'Of course Sarge, my pleasure.'

 

* * *

 

'Hello lads. What you got there then?'

Norman Pennock opened the door for them as Aidan had forgotten
his key.

'Chinky.'

'I don't know how you eat that muck.'

Brax laughed.

Aidan said. 'It's lovely grub dad. You want some?'

'No I bloody don't.'

He followed them into the kitchen where Aidan quickly found two
plates and tipped the food out of the foil cartons.

'There was a Chinky shut down last year.'

Aidan and Brax exchanged glances.

'Environmental health raided the place.'

'And let me guess dad.' Aidan butted in. 'There were dead dogs
hanging up in t'kitchen.'

'No, that's not right clever clogs. But they did find dog and
cat meat in t'freezer.'

'Bollocks.'

'I'm telling you.' Norman insisted.

Aidan looked at Brax and asked. 'Did you hear about this?'

Brax shook his head.

'I never said it were in Slaithstone.' Norman protested.

'Wouldn't ha' been anywhere in Yorkshire.' Aidan said forking
egg fried rice and black bean sauce into his mouth.

'That's right.' Norman said, pausing for maximum effect. 'It
were in Manchester.'

'Ah well, I can bloody believe that.' Aidan laughed.

'Anyway lads, I'm off to bed. I've got to be up early to go out
and try and find Coco.'

Brax looked at Aidan but kept quiet.

'Aye dad. Goodnight.'

After Norman had gone and they'd taken the food and some cans of
lager into the lounge Brax said.

'You've not told him then?'

Aidan paused, the fork held halfway to his mouth. 'And say what?
Sorry dad but some mad twat of a farmer has shot your beloved
dog.'

'So what did you say?'

'That it ran off after a rabbit and didn't come back.'

He lit the gas fire and sniffed the air.

Brax watched him. 'Gas leak?' He ventured.

'Can you smell perfume?'

Brax sniffed. 'No. Can you?'

'Nah.'

'What are you on about?'

Aidan selected a cd from a pile on the coffee table and put it
on to play. 'Recognise this?'

Brax didn't have to listen long. '"Tubular Bells", good
stuff. I haven't heard this for years.'

'Timeless. Absolutely timeless.' Aidan took a swig from the can
of lager and picked up his plate.

'What's wi' sniffing for perfume?' Brax asked tucking into his
Chow Mien.

Aidan laughed. 'The old fellers got a girlfriend - sorry,
companion. Jean. Jean Watson.'

Brax nodded. 'How do you feel about that?'

Aidan shrugged. 'Nowt to do wi' me.'

'True, but how do you feel about it?'

'Dunno. It seems a bit strange to think of him seeing someone
after all this time. I would have expected him to have got sorted
out long before now.'

'Perhaps he was waiting for the right woman.'

Aidan considered then shook his head. 'Nah. I think the
loneliness caught up with him.'

'What's she like? Have you met her?'

'Nah, seen her but not been formally introduced.'

He didn't like to say that he'd waited twenty minutes in the car
to catch a glimpse of his dad's mystery woman. He hadn't given much
thought to what Jean might be like but he certainly wasn't
expecting the slim, attractive woman who arrived in the Golf
convertible.

'So, what's she like? Fat and frumpy?'

'Nah, far from it. Quite a looker for her age.' He grabbed a
handful of prawn crackers.

'Glamour puss eh?'

'Aye, there's life in the old dog yet.' Aidan acknowledged.

Brax laughed. 'Do you reckon they're at it?'

'No, don't.' Aidan gave a mock shudder.

'Many a good tune played on an old fiddle.'

'Perlease.' Aidan set his plate down and belched.

'I see you haven't lost the Slaithstone salute to good food.'
Brax said.

'You can't go wrong with Mr. Wong's.' Aidan thought a moment
while he took a long swig of lager and placed the empty can
carefully down on the table. 'Hey, that's good, do ya think I could
get a job in advertising?'

'Happen.' Brax didn't have the heart to tell him that that
slogan had been in Mr. Wong's window for the last ten years.

'What are ya gonna do anyway? Any plans?'

'I never did learn to play the piano, so doorman in a knocking
shop.' They both laughed and Aidan, after popping another lager,
asked, 'Do you want one?'

'Nah, I should get off soon. It's Sunday tomorrow.'

'You on duty?'

'Nah,'

'Lie in then.'

'Church.'

Aidan nodded. 'Of course.'

'Why don't you come?'

'What me? To church? You must be jokin' Brax lad.'

'Thought you might fancy it after meeting the Pastor.'

'Nah, it's not for me.'

'Okay.'

Despite his flat refusal Aidan was intrigued about Brax's faith.
'Where is this church o' yours?'

'Slaithstone Evangelical. It's in the High Street opposite the C
of E place, St Barnabas.'

'Evangelical? Isn't that all happy clappy and born again
nonsense?'

Brax smiled. 'Well we try to be happy, there is some clapping,
and I don't there's anything nonsensical in being born again. But,
come along and see for yourself.'

'I'll think about it. But it won't be tomorrow.'

'Okay, I'll look forward to that.' He took a quick glance at his
watch, 'Anyway matey, look at the time, I gotta go.'

At the door for something to say before he left Brax asked. 'Did
your dad believe you about the dog running off?'

'He wanted to. He really wanted to, but I don't think he
did.'

'You've gotta tell him Aidan. He'll be putting reward posters up
next.'

'Posters eh?' Aidan smiled enigmatically. 'That's a good idea
you've had there Brax lad.'

Brax had a sudden thought. 'What you doing tomorrow?' He
asked.

'I'm not going to church.'

'I know that. Listen, why don't you come for lunch, I'm sure
Jazz would love to see you again.' Brax looked at Aidan
closely.

'I think you should okay that with Jazz first before I turn up
with my knife and fork at the ready.' Aidan laughed.

'We're back from church by one, so just come round at two, I'll
okay it with Jazz. She'll be cool.'

'Well,' Aidan said, 'If you're sure.'

It was agreed that unless Aidan heard to the contrary he should
come at two on Sunday.

Brax turned at the gate, 'Was it true, that tale about the young
Arab boy in the desert?'

'Every word.'

'That's how I know I made the right decision.'

'Aye, happen you did.'

There was silence for a second, Brax closed the gate.
'Brax?'

'Yeah?'

'May your God go wit' you.'

'He's not just my God Aidan, he's yours too, you just don't
realise it yet.'










Chapter 8

 


Sunday 23rd
May 2010

 

Aidan Pennock lay perfectly still on the hillside overlooking
Gorse Farm. Looking through his high powered binoculars he could
see every detail of the farmhouse and outbuildings. The devil dog
was in it's kennel but as yet there wasn't any sign of
Bainbridge.

It was a perfect English spring day and Aidan had been up and in
position at 04:00 to take full advantage of it. The only event of
interest had been the arrival at 04.17 of a white Transit van. He
made a note of the number and continued to watch. The van had
pulled up in a gateway about 400 metres from Aidan's location and
two men, both wearing jeans, trainers, and T shirts emerged. They
looked remarkably alike, tall, slim, medium build, long greasy
hair. The only difference between them was the colour of their T
shirts, one orange the other green. Aidan guessed they were
brothers and watched them closely. One of them pulled out a pack of
cigarettes, and taking one offered the pack to the other who also
took one. Cigarettes lit, they leaned on the gate for ten minutes,
occasionally exchanging a word or two. Aidan could see the smoke
drifting straight upwards in the clear air and although they seemed
to be doing nothing other than having a quiet smoke and watching
the sheep he suspected they were up to no good.

This impression was confirmed when they casually flicked their
still lit cigarette butts into the hedge and climbed over the fence
into the field. They approached a small group of six sheep from
either side and while orange T shirt stood off, green T shirt
lunged at one of the lambs. The whole group of sheep rose in alarm
and made off to the far side of the field, half heartedly chased by
green T shirt while his orange clad brother fell about laughing.
Aidan continued watching as the two men exchanged a brief word,
climbed back over the fence and drove off. Bloody crooks he thought
and turned his attention back to the farmhouse.

That had been three and a half hours ago, since which nothing
had happened. Aidan was used to watching and waiting and could
remain motionless for hours. This ability had proved useful on
numerous occasions, most notably in the bandit country of South
Armagh, when he'd lain in a ditch on the edge of a wood while an
IRA man, oblivious to his presence, had pissed all over him. He
took a sip from the drinking tube which led to the container of
tepid water strapped to his side and then tensed as he saw movement
at the farm.

Bainbridge appeared in the battered black doorway where he stood
for a minute yawning and scratching his balls oblivious to the fact
that he'd had intruders on his land who tried taking one of his
precious Slaithstone Whites. Aidan focussed on his unshaven face
and wished he had a sniping rifle. He'd never know what had hit
him. Too easy though. Too quick. Aidan wanted the bastard to
suffer.

The farmer went into an outbuilding and came back out a minute
later with a jug of food which he poured into the devil dog's
feeding bowl. Bainbridge filled its water bowl from a hosepipe then
wandered back into the house and closed the door.

Aidan was dressed in full Army fatigues and knew he blended into
the hillside perfectly. He knew he was a bit over the top with all
the kit he had with him but he was treating this in exactly the
same way he would have approached a mission in the Army.
Reconnaissance first and foremost. Know your enemy; know his
routines and his habits. Such attention to detail had kept Aidan
alive more than once in twenty five years in the forces and he
wasn't about to give up on it now. Whoever had said time spent on
reconnaissance is rarely wasted was right.

Aidan looked at his watch; just gone 08:00. Was that the extent
of the morning routine? Although Aidan only had a layman's grasp of
farming and its routines he was expecting a bit more activity than
feeding the dog. Perhaps it was different on a Sunday but he didn't
see how it could be. If there were animals to be fed then it was a
seven day job.

He felt a tickle on his neck and easing his position rubbed at
it. It was getting hotter and the flies were becoming active. He
wondered how long he should stay watching, surely something else
had to happen.

He took a another short sip from his tube and continued
watching. The minutes ticked slowly by. He thought again about
Brax's invite for Sunday lunch; should he go?

The door opened again and Bainbridge slouched out heading for
the outbuilding. He went and opening the big double door at the
front disappeared from sight. He rode out a minute later on a quad
bike pulling a small trailer behind. He went out through the gate
and Aidan could hear the throaty sound of the engine lifting up to
him high on the hill.

Activity at last. Bainbridge was obviously going to check on his
sheep. Aidan didn't think he was in any danger of being spotted but
squirmed a little lower in the bracken anyway. The noise of the
quad bike got nearer and Bainbridge appeared at a gate, perhaps
half a mile away. He opened the gate, drove through, then closed it
again.

Glad to see the country code was still in operation Aidan
thought. He didn't think there was anything else he would find out
this morning. He'd wait till Bainbridge had gone then tactically
withdraw. Home for a wash and brush up and then, perhaps he would
go to the Bollen's for lunch. Happen it'd be fresh lamb wi' mint
sauce.

 

* * *

 

Brax normally loved church on a Sunday morning but not today. He
knew he had some serious business to conduct with God. He'd sinned
and he needed to repent.

The worship leader, Trevor Keld, a middle aged librarian, with a
shock of ginger hair, and a wicked sense of humour, led the
faithful in three songs before Pastor Murdoch rose to deliver the
message. Trevor, who was loved and respected by all but a few, had
a more than passing resemblance to Billy Connolly, which combined
with his Bristolian accent always provoked smiles and laughter from
the congregation whenever he led worship.

Brax, usually the first on his feet to worship, remained seated
and seemed oblivious to the music. He sat, leaning slightly forward
with his head in hands, quietly praying and asking God's
forgiveness for his infidelity. Other thoughts though kept
intruding. Although it had been great to see Aidan Pennock again he
wasn't that sure that he wanted him to come and live in Slaithstone
now his Army career was over. He was too much of a loose cannon.
What would he do about Bainbridge for instance? What did he mean
when he said he'd fettle him? Would there be a report any day now
of a shooting up at Gorse Farm and it turn out to be Bainbridge
dead.

Brax didn't want the hassle. He had a good comfortable decent
life. He didn't want Aidan Pennock coming home and getting in the
way. Eventually, during the second song, he managed to push other
concerns to one side and concentrate on God.

Oh dear Lord Father God, please forgive me for my
infidelity, the way I cheated on my wife, Jazz. Please forgive me
Lord for enjoying it so much and please strengthen me Lord, so that
I don't sin in this way again.

There was movement at his side and he opened his eyes and saw
the collection bag passing by. He caught Jazz's eye and she
mouthed, 'Are you okay?'

He nodded and smiled.

Then there was Jazz. Brax knew he was second best, the first
reserve. He knew, he'd always known, that she preferred Aidan to
him. Brax had been amazed all though their teenage years that he'd
gone after Callie Sunter as he had. That he'd decided the hamburger
of Callie tasted better than the prime steak of Jazz. But then
Callie's hamburger stand was always open for business, while he
would have waited a long for Jazz to come to maturity.

Maybe though Jazz wouldn't have been a virgin on her wedding day
as she proudly proclaimed to their own girls if Aidan had been
available to her. Perhaps she hadn't been waiting so much for her
wedding day as waiting for him. Had she been waiting for him to
rescue her like that scene in "Mrs. Robinson"?

It would have been difficult for Pennock though, Brax
acknowledged, to have come crashing though the doors when he was
stood at Brax's side. His right hand man. What was it he'd called
himself all day long; "the best man, but not the better
man."

That had irritated the hell out of Brax but he knew better than
to show it. You didn't show any weakness to Aidan Pennock.

Brax wondered if Aidan had ever become aware of just what he
could have had. Funny that he'd never married or set up home with
someone. Maybe he had; it's not as if they'd kept in close contact
for the past fifteen years. He was sure though, that word of such
an event would have filtered through to Slaithstone.

The third song came to a close and Ron Counden, the duty elder,
waited for silence and then said, 'Please be seated.'

Jazz took his hand and squeezed it, 'Are you okay?' She
whispered, 'You seem miles away.'

He smiled reassuringly. 'I'm fine love.' He replied, then
switched off again.

After Counden had made a number of announcements about various
church matters he sat down. Ort Murdoch stood up and smiled in the
general direction of the congregation.

'Good morning.' He began.

Quite a lot of people in the church echoed back their good
mornings, Jazz among them.

'If you have your Bibles with you, and if you haven't, why not?
Laugher dutifully rolled through the room. Murdoch waited until it
was quiet, then said. 'Please turn to St. Matthew's gospel, Chapter
seven verse twenty four.'

After reading through the parable of the wise and foolish
builders Murdoch paused, then posed the question. 'I wonder how
many people in this assembly here today in Slaithstone have built
their lives on less than secure foundations?'

Brax nearly put his hand up but realised just in time that the
question was rhetorical. Had Murdoch seen his arm twitch as he
scanned the room in the silence. He could feel Jazz turn and look
at him but he didn't respond.

'I'm sure none of us would build our lives on the shifting sands
of debt, child abuse, wife or husband abuse, alcohol, drugs, or
pornography.'

Brax had always said when the list included cross dressing then
he would stop doing it, but after the episode on Friday afternoon
he was stopping anyway.

Murdoch continued expanding his sermon and Brax switched into
auto pilot mode.

He'd already decided to take all of Brenda's clothes
and leave them in a bag outside the Oxfam shop on the High Street.
That still left him with the problem of what to do about Simone. He
wanted to see her again and was fighting against it, in much the
same way he fought against becoming Brenda.

Dear God, please help me fight this. It's no good if I can
only stop dressing as a woman by having an affair with a real
one.

To stop himself thinking of Simone he deliberately brought Jazz
and Aidan back to mind. Why hadn't either of them mentioned that
they'd bumped into each other. He'd actually given Aidan the
perfect opportunity to say he'd already seen her when he invited
him round for lunch. But he hadn't said a word.

Oh No! Lunch.

He hadn't mentioned to Jazz that he'd invited Aidan. She'd be
furious, she hated people turning up unexpectedly.

 

* * *

 

Brax thought about telling Jazz on the drive home that he'd
invited Aidan for Sunday lunch but didn't as he didn't really
expect him to turn up. Therefore he was altogether perplexed when
he pushed open the front door and was met by the unmistakable aroma
of Sunday lunch. Such a thing had never happened before, and Brax's
first thought, soon dismissed as highly unlikely, was that the
Charlotte and Rachel had cooked lunch between them.

He was so startled that he came to an abrupt halt.

Jazz not noticing bumped into his back. 'Hoy clumsy.'

Brax shook his head in wonderment. 'Can you smell what I
smell?'

'Sunday dinner, yeah. Top marks in name that smell eh? Looks
like the girls have decided to surprise us for once.' She said
pushing past him only to come to an abrupt halt herself.

'What the hell are you doing here?' She exclaimed.

'What is it love?' Brax asked.

'You tell me,' she said, stepping to one side.

As she did Brax could quite clearly see Aidan in the kitchen
doorway.

Bollocks!

'Hi guys.' Aidan said cheerfully, 'Thought I'd surprise you with
a touch of the old home cooking. Beef, Yorkshire's, roast spuds,
and lots of veg.'

'Brax, do you know anything about this? Surely people don't just
decide to invade your kitchen and cook you Sunday dinner on a whim,
do they?'

Brax waved his arms and shrugged in a manner reminiscent of
Sergeant Wilson in "Dad's Army."

'I've heard of guerrilla gardening, but guerrilla cooking is a
new one on me.' Jazz stared at Aidan.

Aidan was beginning to look a little crestfallen as Jazz
continued. 'How did you get in? Where are the girls? Why did they
let you in? They don't know you.'

'If I could say something.' Brax intervened.

'Well go on then.' Jazz said impatiently.

'I invited Aidan round for Sunday lunch.'

'And?'

Brax shrugged. 'That's it. I invited him round for lunch.'

'To eat lunch with us rather than cook it for us
presumably?'

Brax nodded and said yes with his eyes.

Aidan cleared his throat. 'Could I say something?'

'Please do.' Jazz glared.

'I explained to your daughters that I was an old friend of their
mum and dad and that I'd been invited for Sunday lunch but I
thought it would be a nice treat for them if I actually cooked the
dinner. They were cool with that and showed me to the kitchen. I
know my way round a kitchen, I know one end of a spud from another,
I know how to cook beef. In short I know how to make a bloody good
Sunday dinner.'

'Don't swear, Aidan please.'

'Sorry.' He smiled at Jazz and Brax could see that she was
calming down a little. It didn't take much of the Pennock charm to
get round Jazz.

Aidan held up his arms. 'Look I'm sorry. I thought it was a good
idea but it's obviously… '

Jazz was quickly in. 'No, sorry, I was a bit startled that's
all. I just wasn't expecting you to appear in my kitchen cooking me
lunch.'

Brax thought it time to assert himself. 'Us.'

'What?'

Jazz was clearly still irritated Brax thought, but with me,
rather than pillock Pennock. 'Us, he's made lunch for us.'

'Whatever. Anyway Aidan, it's lovely to see you again after all
this time. Come here.'

She opened her arms and Pennock advanced cautiously, like one of
those agents on an agent swap at Checkpoint Charlie who half expect
a bullet in the back any second. Brax nearly smiled but then turned
away to shut the still open front door as Jazz and Aidan hugged in
the middle of the hall.

After all what time?

He slammed the door: it was only Friday night when he gave her a
lift home. Funny that nobody seemed to be acknowledging that.

Nobody commented on his show of petulance and, after his wife
and one time best friend had disengaged Jazz went upstairs to see
the girls, no doubt to give them a lecture on letting strange men
into the house, Brax said. 'Fancy a beer?'

'Why not, it's thirsty work this cooking.'

They went into the kitchen and popped a couple of lagers. Aidan
took a long swallow looking at Brax all the while. 'I thought you
were gonna tell her I was coming round?'

'Yeah, well, I clearly forget to tell her something I didn't
know. When I invited you round for lunch I didn't expect you to
invade my soddin' kitchen.'

Aidan was silent save for the sound of the lager bubbling out of
the bottle as he tipped it down his throat. He finished and set the
bottle down.

'Look mate, I can see you're pissed off. Do you want me to
go?'

Brax did but didn't say so. He wanted to observe Jazz and Aidan
during the course of the afternoon to see if he could glean
anything.

'No, no worries. How long's this dinner gonna be, I'm flaming
starving.'

Brax checked the dining table, while Aidan finished off his
culinary masterpiece, and was pleased to find it hadn't been laid.
He really went to town getting out the second best tablecloth and
the Habitat cutlery.

Rachel joined him and they worked in silence for a while, then.
'Are you okay dad?'

'I'm fine love, how are you?'

'Fine. I guess.'

'Mum give you a hard time?'

'Yeah.' She paused then continued indignantly, 'We knew who he
was.'

'Did you? How?'

'Well,' she paused in setting out the cutlery, 'we knew you and
mum had a friend called Aidan who you hadn't seen for a long time
because he'd been away in the Army. We knew he was home and that
you went out for a drink with him last night.'

'Ahh, but how did you know that the man on the doorstep claiming
to be Aidan was Aidan?'

'Easy.'

'Go on.'

'I recognised him from your wedding pictures.'

'You're a clever cat, aren't you.' He gave a her a hug, then
said, 'those knives need straightening.'

'Oh dad!'

Later during the meal, which everybody agreed, was the best
Sunday dinner ever, Brax watched while his wife and elder daughter
competed for the glamorous guest's attention. Charlotte was
fourteen and was just discovering boys as objects of sexual desire
rather than annoying creatures from another planet. That stage
would come round again when she married one, Brax thought ruefully.
She was practising her developing flirting skills on a non
threatening male much to Brax's amusement and her mother's
annoyance.

Brax couldn't see that there was anything happening between Jazz
and Aidan. No secret looks, no coded phrases, no footsie under the
table; he'd dropped his fork and checked. But that didn't mean that
it couldn't happen at some stage, he reasoned as he poured more of
the excellent Merlot; yet another Pennock touch.

Typical.

You don't see someone for fifteen years and then they turn up
like they've never been gone. They waltz back into your life as
though you've just been hanging around waiting for them. Brax was
beginning to feel quite aggrieved by Aidan's behaviour. He, Brax,
was the Sunday lunch maker in the Bollen house. He would never turn
up at someone's house and take over; it was a bit like going to
someone's garden and taking over the barbecue. It was only a short
step from there to sleeping with your missus.

 

* * *

 

Ron Counden didn't dare lock his office door at home. Beatrice
would only fuss and fret if she couldn't get in. It was unlikely
she would try though as she liked to have an afternoon nap after
Sunday lunch.

He retrieved the attaché case from its hiding place at the back
of the cupboard and snapping it open looked again at the money.

Sixty grand.

It didn't look a lot when it was all packed tightly into a small
space and it didn't sound a lot when you said it quickly. And in
truth it wasn't a great deal compared to what he and Margaret had
gathered up between them. They had more than enough to make a fresh
start elsewhere.

It was still too much to give to that bitch Sunter though,
especially when added to the fifteen grand redundancy payment. It
was an awful lot of money to be given just for dropping into a pub
for a pee and seeing something you wouldn't otherwise have known
about.

Anyway, he and Margaret could put it to far better use.

The problem was though; if he didn't pay Sunter off she might
just decide to go and see Beatrice, and that was something that
just couldn't happen. So, the question that had been troubling him
for weeks now, arose again; what to do about Callie Sunter.

To pay or not to pay.

He closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. The headache was back
again and his thoughts were all fuzzy.  And now there was the
added complication of Ort Murdoch going round asking people if they
had a problem. He didn't think Murdoch knew anything for definite
but once he was on the case he wouldn't let up.

He had to decide soon whether to pay her or not.

The way Counden saw it, he couldn't take the risk of Beatrice
finding out.

Therefore he had to keep Sunter quiet. He could pay her off yes,
but would that guarantee her silence anyway? What other way could
he ensure her silence? There was only one way that he could think
of but he didn't want to contemplate that idea. He was a Christian
for God's sake.

He stared at the money.

Finally he bowed his head in prayer and closed his eyes.
"Dear Lord, I know what I am thinking about doing is wrong but
I believe I have finally been given the chance of happiness with
Margaret and I don't want anything to get in the way. Please guide
me Lord."

He remained head bowed for a long time until he was sure he'd
heard from the Lord.

He closed the case with a snap and spun the combination wheels
to lock it. Decision made he felt better. His headache had lifted
and the fuzzy feeling in his head was lifting like an early morning
mist burnt off by the sun.

He would pay her the money and pray she did a better job of
keeping her mouth closed than she did her legs.

 

Monday 24th
May 2010

 

Jazz got the coffee pot going as soon as she got into the office
on Monday morning; she had a feeling it was going to be a long day.
The weekend hadn't been too bad in the end and she'd managed to
resist telling Brax about what had happened with Phil on Friday
night. She shuddered when she thought about it though. It was so
unlike her; what on earth was she thinking of? And she'd felt such
a hypocrite in Church on Sunday morning. She smiled when she
wondered what the Elder's wives would think of her, although Tia,
the Pastor's wife was lovely. Jazz was sure she would understand,
especially with her own background.

And Aidan Pennock coming home. How bizarre that he'd taken it
upon himself to come round and cook lunch like that. Brax had been
bloody annoyed she reflected, not that she'd been overjoyed
herself. She always felt a mixture of fear and excitement around
Aidan. There was something very masculine and dangerous about him.
She couldn't imagine him for a moment dressing up like a girl.

Lunch - the food had been lovely; lunch - the occasion had been
a bit fraught, what with Brax swinging from sullen to charming, and
Charlotte flirting like a seasoned courtesan, whilst Jazz herself
was trying to hold it all together.

She hoped that she'd been friendly towards Aidan without sending
a signal that she still felt the same as she had years ago. She
didn't want him thinking that it could all start up again; that all
he had to do was appear and she'd come running. And, most
important, she didn't want to alarm Brax in any way.

Aidan himself had been charm personified.

Lapping up all the attention like a cat that had found a bucket
full of cream. He'd gently flirted with Charlotte - she really
would have to speak to her about the length of her skirts, Jazz was
sure that she'd never wore anything quite so short. Perhaps she
didn't realise everybody could see her knickers when she sat down,
although, being nearly fifteen, she should have some sense of
decorum. He'd been kind to Rachel, allowing himself to be dragged
outside to see the family rabbits, and the look on Rachel's face
was priceless when he'd mentioned he'd eaten one just like Sammy
for tea on Friday. Knowing Aidan he probably had.

He'd reminisced with Jazz about the "good old days",
each trying to outdo the other in their tales of outrageous teenage
behaviour while Brax and the girls tried to play Monopoly.

Jazz sighed and wished life was simpler. She didn't need any
complications right now. She felt as though her life was changing,
as though forces beyond her control were at work and she was
powerless to resist. She'd always known that Aidan would leave the
Army one day but had never really thought what she'd do when he
did.

She turned on her computer and waited for it to boot up. She
hoped that Aidan hadn't seen any of that incident with Phil. He was
bound to think ill of her if he had. It was odd though, she
reflected as she typed in her password, him being there like that
to offer her a lift home. She wondered if he'd been following her.
Why would he though? It had all been a long time ago. She was a
married woman; happily married at that, and how many people could
say that these days.

He'd never married though. He was single and available for some
lucky woman and Jazz would have to find some way of keeping him at
a manageable distance.

And that that business with the dog was odd as well. She'd never
met Bainbridge but she'd heard of him and didn't like what she'd
heard. How awful for Aidan to be out walking with his dad's dog and
to have it shot like that.

She'd asked Brax if there was anything the police could do but
he'd said not without a witness or a body.

The coffee pot was bubbling so she poured herself a cup and
tried to concentrate on her work. That was another strange
co-incidence though, she thought, staring at the screen, Brax being
called out and Aidan being there on his first proper day home.

She felt a headache coming on so took a couple of Paracetamol.
She didn't like the way things were developing. She should never
have agreed to not tell Brax she'd seen Aidan when he'd asked her
not to. That was something else she felt bad about.

Life had been fairly simple until Friday night when she'd gone
out with Callie and met that Phil. If she hadn't done that she
wouldn't have been in town and wouldn't have bumped into Aidan. And
there was that business with the fifteen thousand pound payment to
Callie. Jazz started her accounting software and wondered what to
do about it all.

 

* * *

 

Brax hadn't had much time to think about the weekend until late
morning. It was always busier on a Monday morning after the
criminal elements of Slaithstone had run wild over the weekend. It
had taken the best part of an hour to check emails and write up his
report on the Bainbridge business. Then came reports from the
weekend to follow up; a break-in at an electrical store in Market
Square; not the same one showing late night porn films, a report of
a suspected peeper on the council estate, and a spate of thefts
from cars at the cricket club on Saturday evening.

He was just about to leave the station for a cuppa and a currant
bun at Peggy's coffee shop, when Bookham Danno waved him over to
the front desk. 'Wann's looking for you.' He said gravely.

Wann being Detective Inspector Kerr, Brax immediate superior.
Brax groaned, 'I've just come from upstairs, he's not there.'

Danno smiled less than sympathetically. 'Bugger took the lift,
you came down the stairs.'

'Can't you tell him you haven't seen me?' Brax ventured
tentatively

'I could my old son, but I have seen you, and I've told you, and
we all know that police officers don't lie.' He winked.

Brax groaned and made his towards the stairs. Everybody in the
station dreaded any contact with Kerr who was universally
acknowledged as probably the worst officer on the force, CID or
uniform. Problem was, Brax didn't have any option.

 Stories about his incompetence were legend and Brax could
hardly believe some of them. His personal favourite though, came
from a time quite a few years ago when Kerr, still a Detective
Sergeant at the time, and Bollen a raw recruit to CID, had been
interviewing a suspected paedophile.

It was getting on for well into the evening on a bitterly cold
winters night and the interview was going nowhere. The suspect, a
teacher at the Comprehensive, had been accused by a girl's parents
of showing an unhealthy interest in their daughter. The girl wasn't
accusing him of anything other than being a brilliant teacher,
which was rare enough at the Comp. to be suspicious in itself. Brax
didn't think there was anything in it but Kerr did, and as the
older more experienced officer he had the final say. Brax
remembered the final sparring of the interview with relish.

 

* * *

 

'So, Peter, you still deny having an inappropriate relationship
with Sandra Lobley.'

The teacher, Peter Beaumont, remained silent and this annoyed
Kerr who fancied himself as a hard man.

He stood up and slammed his fist down on the desk and Beaumont
visibly jumped.

'Answer the flaming question.'

Beaumont quickly regained his composure. 'Ask me one then.'

This wound Kerr up even more. 'Have you been shagging Sandra
Lobley?'

'No.'

'Have you ever had sex with an under age girl?'

Beaumont thought for a moment then said. 'Yes, I think I did
once.'

Kerr, who'd been expecting another denial straightened up in his
seat and became as alert as it was possible for him to become.

'You admit to that?'

'Oh, yes.' Beaumont said cheerfully. 'Can I go now?'

Kerr nearly choked on his words. 'Go? Go? No you flaming well
can't go. You won't be going anywhere other than Wakefield nick you
filthy pervert.'

Beaumont smiled and at that moment Brax knew something was
wrong. He turned to Kerr. 'Sarge, can I have a quick word
outside?'

'Not now D.C. Bollen.'

He turned back to Beaumont. 'Now then son, you were just telling
us about having sex with a girl under the age of sixteen.'

'That's right Sergeant. Lovely girl she was. Long blonde hair,
blue eyes. Gorgeous. Legs up to her… ' He stopped.

'What was her name son?'

'Her name… it was all such… , let me think. Daisy, that's it,
Daisy Delaney.'

Brax was beginning to get a sinking feeling as Kerr forged
ahead.

'Daisy eh? Nice name.'

'Nice name, nice girl.'

Kerr licked his lips. 'And did this sexual activity take place
just the once or over a period of time?'

'I don't know if I should say Sergeant.'

'Get it off your chest son.'

'I suppose we had sex at least four times a week for well over a
year.'

Kerr spluttered and muttered to Bollen. 'Bloody hell.'

Brax tried again. 'If I could have a word Sarge.'

'Not now Bollen.'

Beaumont continued. 'In fact, now I remember better, I think it
all started when she was fourteen.'

'And you were her teacher, right?'

'It was a mutual thing. I taught her but she taught me quite a
lot too.'

'When was this Peter?'

'1972.'

'1972.' Kerr wrote it down on the pad. 'That would have made
you… '

Beaumont had watched him struggle with the maths for a minute
and then quietly said, 'Fifteen.'

There was silence in the room broken only by the eventually
snapping of Kerr's pencil. He looked at Beaumont.

'Are you taking the piss son? Do you think I'm stupid?'

'Yes, and yes Sergeant.'

Brax was amazed at Kerr's self control. He knew he would have
battered Beaumont's smug smirking face to a pulp.

'Kerr turned to Bollen and Brax could see his face was almost
crimson. 'You wanted a word D.C. Bollen?'

Outside in the corridor Kerr's face was starting to regain its
normal colour. He stared at the floor for a long moment before
saying, 'Not a word Bollen. If you value your career, not a word to
anyone. Understand?'

'Yes Sarge.' Brax was struggling not to burst out laughing.

'Let the twat go.'

There had been further discomfort for Kerr at the front door of
the station where he was waiting to see Beaumont off the
premises.

Just as he was about to leave Kerr had said, 'My daughter goes
to Slaithstone Comprehensive. If I ever hear of you showing an
inappropriate interest in her I'll jump all over you. Get it?'

'Oh there's no chance of that Sergeant Kerr.'

'Good.' Then, after the cogs ticked over he asked, 'Why
not?'

'She looks too much like her mother.' Beaumont smiled and was
gone, the door swung shut behind him and Kerr had stalked off
fuming and muttering.

 

* * *

 

Brax climbed the stairs to CID and pushed open the swing doors
to the open plan office. He peered inside, it was empty. What a
stroke of luck, Kerr must have been called away. He backed out
slowly and turned round to creep away when Kerr appeared out of the
Gents wringing his hands.

'Ahh Branston, there you are.'

'You wanted to see me?'

'Yeah, I'd like a quick update on our crazy farmer.'

'John Bainbridge.'

'That's the bugger,' a pause as they walked into the CID office,
'please tell me we've got him bang to rights this time and that
he's locked up downstairs.'

'No, same as usual. Distraught owner called it in from
Bainbridge's kitchen where he'd taken him for a cuppa and a bacon
buttie.'

'Cheeky bugger.'

'Yes sir.'

'So, no smoking gun, no body.'

Brax shook his head. 'Nah, I'm afraid not'

'Who was the owner?'

Brax pretended to consult his notebook. 'A Mister Pennock, Aidan
Pennock.'

Kerr nodded. 'Likely to cause trouble?'

'Made a few threatening noises but I think he'll calm down.'
Brax sent up a silent prayer.

'Okay, keep me informed.'

Later, on his way back into the station from his trip to
Peggy's, Bookham Danno once again caught his eye and beckoned him
over.

'Not Wann again?'

Danno shook his head and tried his very best to suppress a grin.
'Nah, you'll love this,' he said, 'Crazy Bainbridge has been in
shouting the odds.'

'What's up with him?'

'He reckons,' Danno said with as straight a face as he could
manage, 'that some bugger has nicked half a dozen of his precious
Slaithstone Whites.'

Brax groaned. 'Where is he now?'

'Interview room two.'

'Can you get uniform to have a word wi' him? Get a statement,
tell him we'll keep an eye out. You know the PR routine.'

Bookham listened, smiling and nodding, then said. 'Sorry Brax,
but he asked for you personally.'

 

* * *

 

Aidan drove his dad's old Ford carefully down the track towards
Rose Cottage and pulled up outside. He turned off the engine and
closed his eyes for a moment. He'd never realised that house
hunting could be so tiring. He'd already looked at four places this
morning and was frankly fed up of it. One more today was all he
could stand. Even the charms of Cathy Larch, the lass from the
estate agency couldn't overcome the stultifying boredom of looking
round empty houses.

He had to admit though, that this one looked more promising. A
stone built farm labourer's cottage at the end of a short track. It
was one of a pair and, if the details were to be believed, was
neat, tidy and well kept.

It had been quite a surprise he reflected bumping into Callie
Sunter in Helliwell's the estate agent's. He'd placed her
immediately she'd come through the door with her trademark
sunglasses perched on the top of her head. She was average height,
about 5'6", with shoulder length brown wavy hair that bobbed up and
down as she walked. Her features were regular, she wasn't what
you'd call beautiful, or even pretty, but she had a certain
something that stopped men in their tracks. Her eyes were a deep
blue and they quite often sparkled and shone when she was excited
or animated about something, usually a man. Aidan was sure that the
French would have a word for it but all he knew was that she had
enough of it to make a Cardinal question his calling.

He'd been looking at the display racks of properties for rent
when she came through the door and walked purposely towards the
only male on duty. He told himself afterwards that he hadn't been
intentionally listening to her conversation as she explained that,
because she was going away for a while, she needed to rent out her
house for six months, maybe more. He had been listening though, and
when he realised she was going away had felt disappointment. Not
now Callie, he'd thought, I've just come home.

He'd kept his back to her the whole time she was at the enquiry
desk and thought she'd hadn't noticed him but she was more
observant than he thought, or maybe it was because he was a man
that she had.

She'd touched him on the arm as she was leaving and said,
'Aidan, it is you. I thought it was but had to make sure.'

They'd hugged, then chatted for a few minutes before Callie went
off to do some urgent shopping in her lunch hour. Before going
she'd insisted that he come round for a drink later in the week.
They'd swapped numbers and Callie was going to ring and confirm a
day with him later.

The Beatles song, "Hello, Goodbye," came to mind and as
he waited for Cathy to arrive he hummed the tune. Getting bored of
this he drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. It was hot and
stuffy in the car, even with the windows open. He hoped Cathy
wouldn't be too long. She said she had to call into the office on
the way to Rose Cottage and knowing the traffic in Slaithstone at
this time of year that meant he could be in for a long wait.

He kept yawning, his eyelids drooping, so in order to save
himself the embarrassment of being found asleep by Cathy when she
eventually arrived he got out of the car and stretched his legs. He
opened the gate and walked down the path to look through the front
window. He could see a three piece suite, bookcase, pictures on the
wall, a T.V., and Hi Fi unit. Not bad. Not bad at all.

'Can I help you?'

He turned and looked at the young mum, baby balanced on hip,
thought about a facetious comment but decided against it.

'Hello,' he said, holding out his hand, 'Aidan Pennock. I've
come to have a look round the cottage.'

She looked at his hand. 'I'd better not, Charlie here needs his
nappy changing.'

'I'm just waiting for the estate agent to show me round.' Aidan
said.

'Do you want a cuppa while you're waiting?'

'Sounds good.'

At that moment Cathy arrived in her Beetle with the flower in
the dashboard and pipped her horn.

He smiled apologetically. 'Another time.'

'Sure, no worries. I'm Amy by the way.' She turned and went
indoors as Cathy came to meet him.

'Sorry I'm late,  I got held up in traffic.'

'That's okay Cathy. Let's have a quick look as we're here but
I'm pretty sure I'm going to take this one.'

Cathy's face lit up with a beaming smile. 'That's great.'










Chapter 9

 


In the end Brax had decided it was probably less suspicious to
simply walk into Oxfam and leave the suitcase by the counter where
well intentioned folk normally left things. He had been intending
dropping it off outside when the shop was closed but the idea that
someone might take it and trace the contents back to him made him
go cold all over.

The only problem was that the crowds that he'd seen through the
window before making his move had all melted away by the time he
got back from the car with the case. The shop was now empty and the
bell on the door jangled alarmingly. He hurried up to the counter
and was just putting the case down when a voice said. 'Thank
you.'

He didn't look at the source of the voice, a middle aged female
by the sounds of it and was about to mumble something in reply when
it continued, 'Oh, hello,' it said. 'Fancy meeting you again so
soon.'

Brax turned and looked at the woman who had recognised him. It
was Simone. 'Oh hello,' he said weakly. 'Small world, eh?'

She looked down at the case, smiled, and said, 'Is that what I
think it is?'

Brax nodded glumly.

'Don't worry, I'll take care of it. Your secret's safe with me.'
She smiled.

'That's good to know.' He said, shifting his balance ready to
turn and leave.

'Are you sure now,' she said, picking up the suitcase and moving
it behind the counter, 'or do you want me to hold on to it for a
few days?'

Brax shook his head. 'Nah, I'm done with all that.'

She smiled brightly. 'It's nearly lunch time, why don't you stay
and have a coffee?'

'Okay.'

She locked and bolted the door, then taking his hand, led him
behind the counter to the other side of the fence where the grass
looked greener but after a while tasted just the same.

 

* * *

 

It had taken Jazz all morning and another fruitless trawl
through the accounts to convince her she wasn't going mad, and that
fifteen thousand had been going out and coming into the company in
a number of guises over the last few weeks. She couldn't quite see
though, if what Callie had said was true, why there was such a need
for subterfuge. She was leaving, as wrong as it was, and Jazz
didn't dwell on this aspect. She was being made redundant, being
paid fifteen thousand; why the secrecy?

The question was, Jazz asked herself; what to do?

Did she see Counden and ask him, or just forget about it? She
knew before the thought was even formed, that she couldn't forget
about it. It upset her equilibrium, her sense of order and balance.
What was right and what wasn't. And this definitely wasn't. She
needed to know. And the only way to know she reasoned, was to ask
Counden, but she was reluctant to do that. It wasn't that she was
scared to ask him. He was a nice man, a good boss. No, it wasn't
him that scared her; it was more what he would say.

It was early afternoon by the time Jazz had worked up enough
moral indignation to see Counden. She walked the few yards down the
corridor to his office and lightly tapped on his door.

'Jasmine.' What can I do for you, he asked, and then frowned,
'are you okay my dear, you look a bit under the weather.' He
motioned to a small coffee table set aside from his desk and she
sat down opposite him. He looked over his glasses and smiled
tentatively.

Jazz smiled back.

'Coffee?'

She shook her head.

He took a cigar from a box on the table and Jazz looked at it
with interest. She hoped he wasn't going to light it.

He seemed to know what she was thinking. 'Don't worry, I know
it's illegal.' He looked at her expectantly, then, when she still
didn't speak asked, 'Is there a problem Jasmine?'

Apart from her mother Ron Counden was the only person who ever
called her Jasmine and she still felt a twinge of annoyance when
either of them did it.

'I'm a bit puzzled,' she began tentatively, breaking off to look
at him. He nodded in a kindly manner so she continued, 'it might
not be anything, but there's a sum of money that's going out and
coming into the company accounts, and I just wondered… ' she tailed
off.

He toyed with the cigar and looked at her steadily. 'And you
just wondered if I knew anything about it?'

Jazz cleared her throat. 'Yes.'

Counden steepled his fingers and frowned. 'How long have you
worked for me Jasmine?'

'Since I left school,' she smiled, 'and that was a long time
ago.'

'And would you say I was a fair and honest employer who has
always tried to look after his employees?'

Jazz wondered where he was going with this. 'Yes you have.'

Counden nodded and seemed to come to a decision. 'I'm in a bit
of a fix Jasmine.'

'Are you?'

'Yes.' A deep sigh. 'Yes I am.'

'Can I help?'

'I don't think anybody can help.'

'Would you like to talk about it?' Jazz asked.

Counden exhaled another deep sigh. 'Have you ever been utterly
let down by someone you trusted?'

Jazz shrugged, a gesture that could have meant anything.

'I've been foolish Jasmine. Very foolish indeed.'

'Have you?'

He stood and looked out of the window at the car park. 'Would
you be shocked if I told you that I've been having an affair?'

'No, not really.'

He turned and looked at her. 'Oh!'

Jazz almost smiled at his disappointment. She smiled, hoping to
combine sorrow with sympathy. 'It happens.'

'You'd have thought I'd have known better,' He paused but when
she didn't respond continued, 'a man in my position.'

'We're all vulnerable.' Jazz said.

He took a moment to digest this, then went on, 'Anyway, I've
been having an affair and someone found out about it and is
threatening to tell my wife.'

Jazz was puzzled. This didn't quite square with what Callie had
told her. 'Who have you been seeing?'

He frowned. 'It's not important, is it?'

Jazz let that go for the moment. 'Are you being
blackmailed?'

He slumped down behind his desk. 'Yes Jasmine, I am.'

'By someone that you trusted?'

He nodded. 'Which is why I've been shunting fifteen thousand
pounds round the company to see if I could make it disappear.'

Jazz didn't like to tell him it was awfully difficult to make
money disappear without leaving some kind of trail.

'Is that how much you're being asked to pay?'

He shook his head mournfully. 'Seventy five.'

'Seventy five?' Jazz was enraged. 'Seventy five thousand
pounds?'

He shrugged his shoulders. 'I've managed to raise sixty by
selling some shares and closing a nest egg account but I needed
another fifteen.'

'This is so wrong.'

'I know. It was stupid of me to think I could take fifteen
thousand pounds without you knowing about it. I'm sorry.'

'I didn't mean that. I meant what is happening to you.'

He looked close to tears. 'What am I going to do Jasmine?'

'Go to the police. Tell them what's happening. Tell them you're
being blackmailed.'

'No! I can't do that. I can't run the risk of my wife finding
out.'

He sounded quite distraught to Jazz. 'Okay. Okay.' A pause then,
'So there's no way you could tell her yourself?'

He laughed out loud. 'Oh Jasmine, you know my wife.'

He didn't have to say anymore. Everyone in the company knew
Beatrice Counden, a strange mouse of a woman, with jerky nervous
movements. She used to turn up at reception demanding to see her
husband over some little domestic problem that couldn't possibly
wait until his return. When told he was busy or in a meeting she'd
storm past the receptionist and go looking for him. She was always
complaining, nothing was ever good enough. Funny thing was, she
never behaved badly at church.

'So… what are you going to do?'

He fidgeted with the cigar some more and looked around the room.
'Are you sure you don't want some coffee?'

She shook her head.

'The thing is Jasmine.' He took a deep breath and continued.
'You know you asked if you could help?'

Jazz nodded cautiously wondering what was coming next. 'Yes.'
She answered carefully.

'You know the person who is doing this'

'Do I?'

He closed his eyes and nodded.

'You'd better tell me who it is.'

 

* * *

 

After Aidan had signed the contract for a six month let of Rose
Cottage and left Cathy Larch with a broad smile he made his way to
his dad's allotment. Norman and Jean were having a day out at
Meadowhall, the massive shopping complex just off the M1 at
Sheffield.

'Day out shopping, eh dad?' Aidan had teased, 'you'll be seeing
the vicar next.'

He'd even offered to feed the rabbits and chickens so Norman
could get off early, and he could see how addictive this allotment
business could be. Lovely spring day, your own veggies growing,
gentle hum of bees, warm sun on your skin, unmarked police car
pulling up at the gate.

Aidan pretended he hadn't noticed Brax getting out of the car
and walk towards him. At least he didn't have the blues and twos
going.

'I don't suppose you know anything about missing sheep?' Brax
said without preamble.

Aidan paused from feeding the chickens. 'You lost one?'

'Not personally, but we've had a report of some missing.'

'Is it a slow crime day in Slaithstone?' Aidan chuckled, 'I can
just imagine the scene at the morning briefing; "Hey up lads,
listen up now." Dramatic pause, then, "you'd best round up usual
suspects, there's a little fluffy sheep gone missing from top
fell".'

Aidan could hardly contain himself and even Brax released a
smile.

'Is this an official visit Sergeant Bollen? Am I one of the
usual suspects?'

'Don't make this difficult Aidan. I'm hoping it's a pure
co-incidence, but some of John Bainbridge's sheep have gone
missing.'

'Bainbridge? Do I know him?' Aidan pretended to think.

'Just tell me you don't know anything about it and I can get on
with more important stuff.'

'I've got him now. I thought the name was familiar. He's the
twat that shot me dad's dog.'

'Happen he did, but here's no proof is there?'

'Well Sergeant, you're welcome to look round but I can tell you
now, you won't find any prize Slaithstone's on this allotment.'

'I'll not bother. If you say you know nowt about it that's good
enough for me.'

Aidan threw a handful of food down for the chickens milling
round their feet. 'Do all farmers call in the law when they have a
missing sheep?'

'Not for the odd one perhaps, but half a dozen is a different
matter.'

'Half a dozen, eh?'

'So he reckons.'

'They've probably just wandered off. Unless… '

'Unless what?'

'Happen there's a black panther loose on t'moor!'

'There's no black panthers round here. Anyroad I can't see a
black panther taking six bloody sheep.'

'What about a couple o' dodgy looking lads sniffing round? That
the sort o' thing that might interest you?'

Brax gave Aidan a funny look. 'You'd best tell me what you
know.'

'This isn't official. I'm not making a statement, okay?'

Brax nodded. 'Okay.'

'Sunday morning when all good citizens were at church I went for
a bit of a walk up near Gorse Farm. I saw these two lads in a white
Tranny van chasing sheep round a field.'

Brax snorted. 'That's the biggest load o'… .'

Aidan continued as though Brax hadn't spoken. 'To be fair, they
didn't catch one. Didn't look like they could catch a cold those
two,' he shrugged, 'but they might have gone back later for another
go, and got lucky.'

Brax stared at him in disbelief.

'I'm telling you.' Aidan insisted. 'Get your notebook out and
I'll give you the registration number o' van.'

Once Brax had written down the number and checked it back with
Aidan he asked, 'What time was this?'

Aidan threw more grain down, 'About 4:15,' he replied
nonchalantly.

'4:15? What were you doing up there at that time?'

Aidan smiled, 'Just keeping an eye on Bainbridge's sheep for
him.'

Brax sighed in exasperation, 'I don't need the hassle Aidan.
Stay away from Bainbridge. If owt happens to him or his property
and it's down to you,' he shook his head, 'being mates wi' me won't
do you any good. Do you understand?'

'Message received and understood.' Aidan's smile never left his
face.

'Right, I'll be off then.'

'Are you gonna do owt with that intel?'

Brax nodded, 'I'll look into it.' He turned to go.

'And Brax.'

'Aye.'

'If you see friend Bainbridge give him a message from me, will
you?'

'Depends what it is.'

'Just tell him I said, Matthew 18:12.'

'He's a nasty bugger Aidan, don't mess with him.'

'Perhaps someone should tell him I can be a nasty bugger and not
to mess wi' me, eh?' Aidan snapped his finger, 'Oh, too late, he
already has.'

 

* * *

 

Jazz lay back in the bath and relaxed.

Everyone was out. The girls at friend's houses and Brax, well
she wasn't sure where Brax was. He'd called to say he'd be late and
not to worry.

She had a cd playing quietly, the new one from Rumer, a glass of
red to hand, and the soft glow of candles. What more could a girl
need? Chocolate would have been good she conceded,  but
despite an intensive search she couldn't find any in the house.

She ran through in her mind what Counden had told her.

He'd been having an affair with his sister in law Margaret, who
was a few years younger than her sister. The way Counden told it,
that wasn't the only difference. She was kind, loving, gentle, sexy
- Jazz had gracefully blushed at this point, and incredibly lonely
since her husband, Geoffrey, died of a rare form of cancer eighteen
months ago.

According to Counden, he'd been helping Margaret out with some
investment advice, and as a result of spending time together they'd
begun an affair which they were both terrified of Beatrice finding
out about. And of course, Counden had his position as a church
elder to think about.

Everything had been okay for a long time. The lovers had been
able to spend time together without Beatrice finding out or, if she
did know, becoming suspicious. Under the cover of business Counden
had been able to get away on trips to various European
capitals.

Jazz had been amazed at his ingenuity and had wondered if all
men could be so deceptive until she thought of Brax and his cross
dressing activities.

The two sisters had never been very close. Margaret was twelve
years younger and they'd never spent a lot of time together so
there wasn't the problem of Beatrice working out what was happening
from her sister's behaviour, but still they had worried and fretted
over continuing the affair or calling it a day. But, as Counden had
explained, he only felt alive when he was with Margaret.

Their constant fear was that Beatrice would find out and cause
trouble as Counden had put it. They'd never for one moment thought
that someone would find out and attempt to blackmail Counden.

But that is exactly what had happened. Callie Sunter had found
out through a chance visit to a pub out in the sticks, and had told
Counden that the price of her silence was seventy five thousand
pounds. She would then, on receipt of the money, resign from her
position at Counden & Co and go away for a while.

Jazz poured more wine and turned on the hot tap.

She hadn't been able to take in all that Counden was telling her
at first.

'So you've not been having an affair with Callie?' She'd
asked.

He'd looked over the top of his glasses at her and done the
steepling thing with his fingers.

'Are you okay Jasmine?'

She'd reassured him she was fine.

'I don't know why you think I've been having an affair with Miss
Sunter. She's the one who's threatening to tell my

wife.' He'd almost shuddered as he said this.

'Sorry, sorry. I'm just trying to get it straight. It all seems
quite bizarre.'

And it was utterly bizarre. Jazz had known Callie all her life
and would never have thought she could pull a stunt like this.

Counden had asked for her advice as though he thought she might
come up with a magical solution but all she could do was set out
the available options. He could either pay up and hope that she
wouldn't ask for any more, or he could go to the police. His third
option was to call Callie's bluff and do nothing.

He'd grown increasingly gloomy as he listened to her and then
said. 'There is another option.'

Jazz couldn't think of one and said so.

'Miss Sunter is a friend of yours.'

'She was. I don't think I'll be having anything to do with her
after this!'

Counden had smiled at this show of loyalty. He'd looked at her
for a long moment.

'I wonder whether you might consider… talking to her.' He saw
the look of dismay on Jazz's face and tailed off.

She'd told Counden that as much as she'd like to help she didn't
think that if Callie was prepared to blackmail her boss she didn't
think she would listen to reason.

At that point he'd laughed bitterly and asked if Jazz knew of
any hit men for hire.

Jazz was stumped, not knowing who or what to believe. She turned
off the tap and thought about what she could do.

She had on the one hand what Callie had told her about having
the affair with Counden and his wife being suspicious. Counden then
offering her a fifteen thousand redundancy payment as a means of
getting her to leave quietly. On the opposite side of the equation
was Counden's story of this affair with his wife's sister which
Callie had found out about and was then blackmailing Counden to the
tune of seventy five thousand in order to stay silent.

There was a big discrepancy in the amounts of money involved.
Jazz's problem was that neither of the stories sounded totally
plausible but of the two she was more inclined to favour Callie's.
She'd known Callie Sunter a long time and knew exactly what she was
like. Ever since the age of thirteen she'd been sexually active in
a way that Jazz had found shocking at the time and still found
uncomfortable. She was manipulative and bitchy and wasn't above
stabbing someone in the back to get what she wanted.

Jazz thought back to the time when they were fifteen and there
was a knock on the door one Saturday afternoon. Jazz answered to
find Callie stood there a with an overnight case and a crafty smile
playing about her eyes. Her mother was waiting in the car looking
towards the door, and when she saw Jazz open the door, waved and
drove off. After a can of coke and a piece of cake that Jazz and
her mother had been baking she waltzed off down the path taking the
case with her.

Jazz's mother had been on the phone immediately to Callie's
mother but it had been too late. Jazz found out later that she'd
spent the night at a cheap B & B in Bridlington with some guy
she'd met in Woolworths. Callie had complained about Jazz's mother
dropping her in it but didn't hold it against Jazz herself in any
way.

For all Callie's faults and there were many Jazz couldn't see
that blackmail was one of them.

She started thinking about Counden's story again and wondered if
it could be checked in any way. Could she find out for instance if
he was having an affair with his sister in law? Jazz didn't see how
she could do this easily. Could she follow him she wondered, but
from where? She didn't know a lot about his personal life outside
of work and church. She knew he lived in a big detached house on
Hill Top Road but couldn't really see herself hanging around
outside waiting for him to leave. Anyway she reasoned she just
didn't have the time, what with work and family commitments.

What about this Margaret? Did Beatrice Counden even have a
sister; could she find out? And if she did, had her husband died
eighteen months ago? But here was a stumbling block straight away;
she didn't know Margaret's married name. How could she find
out?

So many questions but how to find the answers?

In the end the best she could think of was to have a poke around
in his office when he was out and see what turned up. She could
also speak to her pastor, Ort Murdoch.

 With at least some kind of plan in mind she poured herself
another glass of wine and lay back relaxing.

 

Tuesday 25th
May 2010

 

Norman was sat at the kitchen table with the local Slaithstone
Sentinel open before him. He looked up as Aidan came through the
back door.

'Morning dad.'

'Happen.'

'Owt in't paper?'

Norman Pennock pushed the paper across the table and grunted.
'Nay, there's nowt much happens in sleepy Slaithstone. I don't know
why they bother with a local paper, it's nobbut adverts.'

Aidan set to making himself a cooked breakfast; eggs, bacon,
sausage, fried slice. As he worked Norman watched him steadily for
a while before saying, 'You were up early this morning.'

'Aye, fancied a walk up on Tops.'

'Looking for Coco?'

Aidan stopped and looked at his dad. Lying used to get him the
old belt straight across his backside. 'I'm sorry dad.'

'It's alright lad, I'm not so green as I'm cabbage looking.' He
shrugged, a resigned gesture, 'I should ha' warned you about
Bainbridge.'

Aidan turned back to the cooker where he carefully laid two
rashers in the big old pan. 'You want some?'

'I've had some cereal.'

'Cereal eh? It's worse than I thought.' Aidan said, trying to
lighten the mood.

'He was in the pub last night.'

'Who was?'

'Bainbridge.'

Aidan looked at his dad, 'And?'

'He reckons he's had sheep go missing.'

'Bad lads from the Crag End I expect.'

Norman carried on as Aidan tipped the bacon onto a plate and
cracked an egg in the pan. 'He reckons half a dozen.'

'Bad lads.' Aidan repeated, spooning hot fat over the yolk.

'It's nowt to do wi' you then?'

'Me? What would I do wi' half a dozen sheep?' Aidan carefully
lifted the egg and placed it next to the bacon. 'Nah, it's nowt to
do wi' me.' Taking a slice of bread he put it in the pan and
pouring more oil alongside it turned up the heat.

'I just wondered.' Norman said, watching his son all the
while.

Aidan, conscious of the scrutiny, felt the need to speak
further. 'Unless of course,' he laughed, 'there's one o' them black
panthers roaming the moors?'

Norman shook his head as he felt the teapot. 'I think I'll make
a fresh pot. Do you want one?'

'Yeah.'

'I've been thinking,' Norman said as he occupied himself with
making the tea.

'I bet that were painful.'

'It gets more painful the older you get,' he poured boiling
water in the tea pot, 'you'd do well to remember that.'

Aidan flipped the fried slice for the final time and slid it on
the plate. 'I'll try.'

'Anyroad,' Norman continued pouring the tea, 'I've been thinking
it might be an idea for you to get your own place.'

Aidan paused, first forkful of food held in mid air just under
his mouth. 'I signed a contract yesterday for a six month let on a
cottage.'

'Oh.'

'So,' Aidan continued between mouthfuls of food, 'you don't have
to worry on that score.'

Aidan poured some tea into Aidan's mug, 'It's not that I don't
like having you here, I do. But, I'm used to being on my own.' He
paused. 'And there's Jean, o' course.'

'It's alright dad, don't worry about it.'

'And then there's this Bainbridge business.

This was the real reason thought Aidan. 'Has he bothered
you?'

Norman tipped the teapot over his mug. 'He said when he finds
out who ever's doing it he's gonna fettle 'em good and proper.'

Aidan laughed. 'Unless.'

'Unless what?'

'Unless somebody fettles him first.'

'Aye well.' Norman paused and looked at Aidan. 'He's a right
nasty bugger so… just be careful, okay?'

 

* * *

 

Jazz sat for most of the afternoon mulling things over helped by
the occasional cup of coffee. At five o'clock she knew the first
thing she was going to do.

She looked out of the window and checked that Counden's Mercedes
had gone from its place by the front door. She wanted to be
confident that when he left for the night he wouldn't be coming
back; she would hate to be found snooping in his office.

She had another coffee even though she knew she was on caffeine
overload, and waited a little longer.

Then, when she was sure everyone else had gone she walked down
the corridor and stood outside Counden's office door. She'd already
checked the car park and it was empty save for her Golf. Even so
she felt nervous about entering Counden's office and looking
around. She'd got a cover story in case he came back and found her
but she knew that was extremely unlikely.

Taking a deep breath she opened the door and crossing to the
window closed the blinds. She knew it wouldn't keep out all the
light but it made her feel better.

She sat at his desk and quickly went through all the drawers,
and didn't find anything relevant. Filing cabinet next. That took
longer but it was only a small two drawer one and that too revealed
nothing.

She glanced at her watch; five thirty already, she had to be
home by six fifteen at the latest.

She looked round the office in desperation. It was sparsely
furnished with the desk, filing cabinet, small coffee table and
easy chairs. There was a low level bookcase against the wall near
the door but nothing else.

There was a small washroom with a sink and a toilet in the far
corner but Jazz didn't think they'd be anything in there but went
in to look anyway. Toilet, sink, toothbrush and electric shaver.
Nothing of any interest. If Counden was having an affair with his
wife's sister, Margaret, there would be some evidence of it
somewhere in his office she reasoned. It was human nature to keep
mementos of things that made you happy. Unless of course, Callie
was being truthful.

Jazz was just about to go when her eye caught the wooden
cladding that covered the pipe work for the toilet and washbasin.
She studied it carefully, it looked to her as if a panel about a
foot square could be removed by taking out four screws in each
corner. She stared at the panel, wondering where on earth she'd
find a screwdriver, then remembered the trade counter would be
bound to have some tools lying about.

Ten minutes later she was back with a medium sized screwdriver
that she hoped would do the job. She'd managed to removed two of
the screws when she'd heard a noise in the corridor. She froze in
place, her heartbeat soaring and the adrenaline flowing like crazy
until she'd heard the rumble of the vacuum cleaner and realised it
was one of the cleaners.

She walked quietly to the office door and locked it from the
inside. She knew the cleaner didn't have a key and was confident
she would just assume Counden didn't want it cleaning.

There was further momentary panic when she'd heard the rattle of
the office door but then silence, leaving her in peace to remove
the last two screws, and carefully lift the panel off.

 

* * *

 

Jazz had forgotten they were going out on Tuesday evening, a
rare midweek outing for them but Brax had heard good things about
this new jazz bar in Sheffield and wanted to check it out. She took
a sip of her drink and looked round but couldn't really take much
in; she was still buzzing from her earlier discovery.

Behind the panel in Counden's private bathroom she had found
brochures and tickets from the hotels he and Margaret had stayed at
in Paris, Venice, Florence, and Barcelona. There was a City Breaks
brochure with a travel agent's stamp in Leeds, along with hotel
receipts made out to Mister and Mrs Counden. There were birthday,
Christmas, and Valentines day cards. An unopened present with a
gift tag saying: To my dearest Margaret. The present felt soft and
light to the touch. Probably lingerie Jazz thought, wishing that
Brax would buy her lingerie, instead of himself she thought with a
wry smile.

The biggest surprise of all though, which Jazz had hesitated to
open, was a packet of photographs.

Most of them were of a woman, Margaret, Jazz presumed, at
tourist sites in the cities they'd visited. One or two were of
Counden and Margaret themselves smiling and looking happy for the
camera. At the back of the packet tucked into one of the little
flaps behind the negatives were some further photos of Margaret
taken in their hotel bedroom. They were glamour shots Jazz decided,
not pornographic but still she probably wouldn't want anyone else
seeing them. She was draped across the bed showing stocking tops in
a few, in others the straps of her dress were hanging down with
just a hint of her nipples showing. She was a lovely looking woman
Jazz decided, and certainly a lot different to her sister.

She had very carefully put everything back in the exact place
she had found it and after re-attaching the panel had gone home to
find Brax all agitated because he thought she'd forgotten about
their evening out.

She would have to speak to Callie she decided. Should she also
tell Brax what was happening or would he get all righteous and
insist on the police being involved. She looked at him, trying to
decide.

He smiled and asked, 'You okay?'

'Yeah,' she took his hand and squeezed it, 'I'm fine.'

It was the interval. It was busy for midweek and there was a
constant hum of conversation from the mainly couples that filled
the place. The fleet of waitresses scurried back and forth
fulfilling food and drink orders. Brax and Jazz had decided not to
eat on this occasion.

Jazz loved people watching and had her eye on the middle aged
man at the next table who was paying a lot of attention to the
young woman with him who had to be half his age. She was maybe
nineteen or twenty, with long auburn hair. She wore a loose green
top and a pair of tight cream trousers.

Daughter? She didn't think so.

She looked at Brax and he too seemed to be paying the young
woman a lot of attention, at least with his eyes.

She nudged him and he had the grace to look flustered.

'I don't blame you,' Jazz smiled, 'she's gorgeous.'

He looked again. 'I suppose so.'

'Do you wish you could still attract girls like that?'

He smiled. 'What makes you think I can't?'

'In your dreams Brax, she's out of your league.'

She looked at the couple again and noted their body language.
They seemed relaxed and at ease with each other.

'Do you think they're lovers?' She asked. 'Although,' an
afterthought, 'he seems a bit old for her.'

Brax shook his head. 'Nah. Father and daughter.'

'I don't think so somehow.' Jazz replied decisively.

'Yeah. He lives in Wolverhampton and she's at the Uni here
studying English.'

He finished his beer and smiled challenging her to believe
him.

'Are you making that up? I know what you're like.'

He chuckled. 'He was telling me his life story in the gents.
He's always being mistaken for her sugar daddy; finds it quite
amusing.'

'Oh.' Jazz was bemused that her reading of the situation had
been so wrong. She'd already had three gin and tonics and the drink
along with the music and atmosphere was making her feel a bit
woozy. There was a small dance floor in front of the stage and a
few couples were smooching to the cd that was playing. She didn't
recognise the track but knew that Brax would probably know if she
asked him. She wondered if he'd ask her to dance and then laughed
at the idea. The last time he'd asked  her to dance
was at their wedding reception.

She didn't particularly like remembering their wedding and
frowned at the memory.

Brax looked at her and smiled. 'Okay, isn't it?'

'Yeah. It's good.'

'Do you wanna dance?'

A miracle. Thank you Lord. 'Yeah, why not.'

When they were on the small dance area and moving in time to the
music, Jazz asked, 'Who's this singing?'

'Billy Joel, "New York State of Mind".'

'Nice.'

They swayed in time to the music for a while each lost in their
own thoughts; Jazz wondering what on earth had possessed Brax to
ask her to dance, he'd rather normally go to the dentist. He'd be
bringing flowers home next and then she would be worried. She
nestled her face into his shoulder and tried to shake off her
mood.

Brax had always felt awkward on a dance floor and tonight was no
exception, the driving force being as always guilt. Being
unfaithful didn't sit comfortably with him and he'd fallen twice in
less than a week. To some extent he could justify the first time as
being overtaken by events, and the second time also to a lesser
degree, but he had arranged to see Simone again and he wondered
whether he could have an affair without being found out. Probably
not, and what would happen then? Would Jazz feel driven to
respond?

The musicians were showing sign of returning so Brax and Jazz
returned to their seats.

'Another drink?' Brax asked.

'Are you driving?'

'Yeah.'

'Okay then.'

Brax caught the eye of one of the young waitresses, students
from the Uni he supposed, who took their order.

Jazz leant towards her husband and touched his hand.

'Brax?'

'Uhu?'

'We need to talk.'

Talking was the last thing of Brax's mind. He just wanted a
couple of beers and to relax listening to some good music.

'Do we?'

Brax also knew that when Jazz said they needed to talk what she
really meant was, that she needed to talk and he needed to listen,
but after twenty odd years of marriage he'd learnt enough not to
say this. He could see the musicians milling around at the back of
the small stage area and knew they would start playing again
soon.

'What do you want us to talk about?'

Jazz had thought very carefully what she should say to Brax; she
didn't want him going off on one.

'I want to run a hypothetical situation by you, ok?'

'Go on then'

She quickly outlined a situation similar to Counden's and asked
him what was the best thing to do.

Brax thought for a minute or two weighing up what he'd just
heard, then said, 'Okay, this guy's having an affair with his
wife's sister. The wife is quite peculiar and nobody quite knows
how she'll react if she finds out. He looked at Jazz to see if he'd
understood that part, not believing for a moment it was as
hypothetical as Jazz had said.

Jazz said. 'Yeah.'

He fell silent as the girl arrived with their drinks; another G
& T for Jazz and an orange and lemonade for Brax who winced at
the tab, that Naomi, according to her badge, placed on the table.
He gave her ten pounds and told her to keep the change as it didn't
seem worth her while coming all the way back with pennies, and then
continued, 'and someone has found out about it and is blackmailing
the guy having the affair to the tune of seventy five grand?'

'Correct.'

'And he loves the sister more than his wife?'

'Hmm, I think so.'

'Let's assume he does.'

'Okay.'

Brax smiled with the air of one who has just solved a
complicated mathematical problem that had been unsolved for
centuries. 'It's simple.'

Jazz was mystified. 'Is it?'

'Yeah, and I'm surprised at you for not seeing it yourself.'

Jazz was becoming exasperated. 'Well tell me then.'

'Leave the wife, go off with the sister, and put the seventy
five k to better use.' He waited for her reaction.

On the stage the musicians were tuning their instruments.

'Is that what you'd do?' Jazz asked with a frown.

'Nah,' he grinned, 'you haven't got a sister.'

'Sod,' she poked him in the ribs and then said, 'But it's not a
very Christian thing to do, is it?'

'You're right,' Brax chuckled, 'especially when you're a church
elder called Ron Counden.

And with that he turned his attention back to the stage, where
the lights had come up and the band had broken out into "Bye
Bye Blackbird".

"Pack up all my cares and woes, singing high, singing
low… " Jazz listened with half an ear and wondered
how on earth he knew.

Later, on the drive home to Slaithstone she tried asking Brax
what he knew about Counden but all he wanted to talk about was his
visit to Aidan on the allotment. She knew of old that he wouldn't
be pushed into talking about something if he didn't want to, so all
she could do was listen to what he did want to talk about.

'I couldn't believe it when he started quoting the Bible.' Brax
said indignantly.

Jazz smiled. 'That's typical of Aidan.'

Brax snorted. 'I don't need Aidan Pennock quoting God's word to
me.'

'What did he say?'

'He said to tell Bainbridge Matthew 18:12.' He looked at her
expectantly.

'You'll have to tell me Brax.'

Brax sighed. 'It's where Jesus is talking to the disciples about
a man who has a hundred sheep and one goes missing. And if he finds
it he will rejoice over its safe return.'

Jazz laughed out loud. 'Priceless. And he said this after you'd
told him that the farmer who shot his dad's dog had lost some of
his sheep?'

Brax nodded affirmation, and pulled out to overtake a white
Transit van. He quickly scanned the number plate but it didn't ring
any bells.

'Good for Aidan then.'

Brax snorted, 'I'm surprised he knows any of the Bible.'

'We all went to Sunday School; it's surprising what sticks.
Anyway,' she reflected, 'it's not only Christians that read the
Bible.'

Brax considered this. 'I suppose you're right.'

'Don't let him get to you.' Jazz advised.

'I'm not.'

'Do you think he had anything to do with it?'

'I know he did.'

'But you can't prove it.'

'Nah. In the same way I can't prove Bainbridge shot the
dog.'

'What will you do?'

'There's nothing I can do.'

'Will you pass the message on to Bainbridge?'

'No I won't. I want things to calm down, not get worse. I'm just
hoping Aidan will be satisfied with his Biblical justice.'

 

* * *

 

Aidan hated motorway service areas with a passion but realised
they fulfilled a necessary role in the movement of stolen goods
around the country.

In the space of twenty minutes he saw at least five dodgy deals
going down.

Several cartons of what he took to be cigarettes were moved from
the back of a white Ford Transit to the boot of a blue Mondeo; a
brown envelope was passed the other way. Two Sony T.V.'s still in
original packaging came out of a Fiat van with French plates and
were quickly put away into the back of a Renault truck. 

Two nervous oriental looking men moved swiftly from one car to
another which then sped off southbound. Several Jerry cans of fuel
appeared from another white Transit and disappeared into the back
of a VW camper van.

The only activity that seemed legitimate was a trucker walking a
King Charles Spaniel until the dog had a dump and the trucker
didn't clean it up.

Aidan wondered if Woolly Edge on the M1 near Wakefield was
representative of other service areas around the country.

He looked at the clock on the dash and wondered if Crossland
would be on time. Still he was thirty minutes early; plenty of time
for a coffee.

Five minutes later he was sat in the cafe nursing a coffee and
wondering why he'd bothered. The place was full of noise and
activity even at this late hour. Aidan had heard a rumour once that
the security services had people in places like this just watching
for suspicious activity but he couldn't really see it himself.
There was a truck driver at the next table having a heated
discussion with someone on his mobile. He finally folded the phone
shut and muttered what sounded to Aidan like: "stuff
you".

Aidan wondered if it was his wife or boss that had him so
enraged and put his money on the wife. The driver caught his eye
and smiled sheepishly. 'You married?'

Aidan shook his head. 'Nah.'

'Do yourself a favour and don't bother.' He drained his Coke and
left.

His phone rang; it was Crossland and ten minutes later he was
engaged in his own dodgy deal in the car park. Crossland had parked
by the fence with the rear of his car facing a scrubby grass verge.
Their business was swiftly conducted and Aidan thanked his old
comrade profusely.

'No worries mate.' Crossland said, getting back into his own
Vauxhall, 'personally I think you're crazy, but have fun.'

Aidan watched him go and then left it fifteen minutes before
heading for home.










Chapter 10

 


Thursday 27th
May 2010

 

Callie's place wasn't difficult to find.

Aidan had walked the two miles from Thornhill Road as Pennock
senior had decided if he didn't use his own car occasionally he
would lose it by default. Pennock junior had considered this
reasonable and had handed over the keys without protest.

He looked down at himself and wondered if he was too smart. He'd
been undecided between smart cords or casual jeans and had gone for
the smart brown cords with a green checked casual shirt. A touch of
his favourite Aramis aftershave completed the outfit. He ran his
fingers through his hair and rang the bell.

Callie opened the door immediately and Aidan had the impression
she'd just put the phone down. He hoped she hadn't seen him
straightening his hair. They hugged and he kissed her on the cheek
then stepped back and looked at each other. She was wearing a
simple knee length orange dress with bare legs.

'You look good.' He told her.

She smelled good too, but then, he recalled, she always had.

'You don't look so bad yourself.' She returned the compliment
with a smile.

He handed her the flowers he'd bought on impulse from the new
Aldi as he passed.

'Thanks Aidan. They're lovely. Come on in.'

He followed her down the narrow hallway and looked around with
interest at the seascapes on the wall; bog standard garden centre
prints he decided, but tasteful.  

At the end of the hall was a kitchen diner with a smell of
cooking. A cd was playing and Aidan recognised the voice of 
Frank Sinatra singing, "The Way You Look Tonight."

He sniffed the air appreciatively, 'Smells good. I didn't
realise I was invited to eat.'

'If you've eaten already it's okay,' she caught his eye, 'you
can just watch me.'

He'd had a hurried beans on toast earlier but was quite capable
of doing justice to whatever Callie had prepared.

'I'll join you if there's enough to go round.'

'Good, there's plenty.'

He sat in an armchair by the open patio doors that led out to
the long narrow garden. Callie put the flowers in a vase on the
window sill and then went back to her cooking. Aidan watched as she
moved around the kitchen with an ease that he envied, moving from
stove to worktop and back in fluid movements as she put the
finishing touches to the pasta dish she was cooking. She had a
balance about her, as she moved, that he found quite hypnotic; the
sway of her hips was delightful. It would be quite easy to become
infatuated with Callie again he thought.

She looked his way, 'Would you like a drink? I've got lager or
wine.'

It was a warm evening and the kitchen was hot with the cooker,
'Lager.'

She smiled, 'They're in the fridge, I'll have one too.'

He got the lagers and popped them open. He handed one to Callie
and watched her drink before he tasted his own. Listening to
Sinatra he was possessed by an overwhelming desire to take Callie
in his arms and dance round the kitchen. He didn't know the first
thing about dancing but somehow it didn't seem as if it would
matter. Sinatra was now singing, "I've Got You Under My
Skin," and Aidan thought you're right there mate.

He wandered out into the garden after a while and looked at the
flowers. Norman had never been big on flowers, preferring the more
useful vegetables, and, apart from the red and yellow roses, Aidan
hadn't a clue what any of them were, but it was a nice garden, well
laid out, and care was obviously taken over it. Funny, but he'd
never had Callie down as the gardening type.

'It's ready,' Callie called from the doorway.

He sat opposite her at the table, where a candle flickered, and
watched as she dished up pasta and salad for them both. There was
an open bottle of Rose and he poured them both a glass.

He tasted the pasta. 'Hmm, this is good. What is it?'

'It's tuna pasta with anchovies, green and black olives,' She
said, shrugging, 'It's really simple to make.'

'But delicious.'

'Thanks.'

They ate in silence for a while, apart from the background
seductive tones of Sinatra.

'The music's good as well.' Aidan said eventually.

'Do you like Sinatra?'

'I've never been a big fan but this cd seems to go very well
with the food and the company.

Callie smiled and her eyes sparkled. Aidan wondered if she
thought he was making a play for her.

'So, you're looking for somewhere to live?' She asked after a
few minutes of companionable silence.

'Yeah.' Aidan gestured with his fork, 'I've only been home two
minutes and already it's like being a teenager again: "What
time are coming in; where are you going; who are you
seeing?"'

Callie tilted her head back and laughed out loud. It was a low
sexy rumble a bit like a diesel bus starting up Aidan thought, but
very sexy. He poured them both more Rose and helped himself to more
pasta.

'If you don't find anything you could always move in here.'

Aidan was thrown by the offer until he remembered why Callie had
been in Helliwell's; she was going travelling.

'That's very kind of you Callie but I'm not sure it would work
us living together. I've been away a long time and need my own
space.'

'You know what I mean.' She mock pouted, smiling.

'Anyway,' he said, 'I have found somewhere, a cottage just off
the Huddersfield road.'

He told her about the stone built cottage at the end of the
track, and explained how quiet and peaceful it was. Callie listened
in silence until he mentioned the young mum and her baby who lived
next door.

'So you'll have crying babies keeping you awake in the
night?'

'I doubt it, the walls are really thick.'

'It sounds lovely Aidan. I'm sure you'll be very happy
there.'

'I hope so.'

'Tell you what, I'll come to you next time, you can cook for
me.'

He smiled. 'Yeah, sounds good. I thought you were going
travelling though?' He let the question hang and thought for a
moment he saw confusion on her face, until she realised he must
have overheard her conversation in the estate agents.

'I've always wanted to go to America,' she explained, 'and now
seems like a good time.' She shrugged, 'I'll probably start in New
York and make my way over to the west coast.'

'"LA's fine, the sun shine's most the time"'

'What?'

'Neil Diamond song, "I am, I said".'

Callie shrugged, 'Don't know it.'

'Why now anyway?' he asked. 'Most folks go travelling in their
teens or twenties.'

She picked up his empty plate and placed it on top of her own.
'I've never been a conventional sort of girl,' she replied.

He nodded and smiled at the truth of that.

'Anyway,' she continued, 'I've just been made redundant with a
nice little pay off so now seems like a good time.'

He followed her movements as she put the plates on the worktop.
'It's now or never.'

'You could say that. Elvis Presley,' she smiled, 'I have heard
of that one. Now, I haven't got a pudding but we can have coffee if
you like.'

'Coffee's good.'

He stood and looked out of the patio door at the garden. A bird
was singing somewhere. The sun was going down and it was getting
chilly. She slid past him, and closed the door. For a fraction of a
second as she turned, their eyes met and he wavered. The moment,
hardly a beat in time, passed and Callie shimmied by to the table,
where when he looked the coffee was already poured. He wondered if
she'd been as tempted as he had.

'You still milk and two?'

He nodded. 'Yeah, some things never change.'

They were quiet for a while as they listened to Sinatra for the
second time round. He felt relaxed, at peace almost. He knew it
wouldn't take much for him to stay over. Callie was probably
expecting him to, and knew that if he didn't make a move on her she
would make a play for him sooner or later; she always did. She
couldn't be in the presence of any man for any length of time
before she needed him to prove that he found her sexually
desirable. Merely flirting didn't cut it with Callie, she needed
the hard evidence. He thought of her as a shark circling the waters
of human existence, always on the lookout for her next prey. He
wondered what she was searching for beyond the obvious. As a
teenager he'd thought it was love and that he could supply it. It
had taken many journeys into the flame to realise that he
couldn't.

She'd hurt him a lot back then. It wasn't her fault, she didn't
mean to, she could be no more accountable for her actions than
could a shark taking a seal.

He looked at her in silence. She was still lovely, her hair,
glossy from whatever she'd put on it tumbling down to her shoulders
and her eyes sparkling in the candlelight. She smiled and he knew
that it would be so easy to fall under her spell again. She could
have changed of course, anything was possible, but somehow he
didn't think she had.

'Have you seen Brax or Jazz yet?' Callie asked, breaking his
reverie, as she poured him a second coffee.

'Yeah, I kinda bumped into Brax on Saturday morning and we had a
drink in the evening.'

Callie nodded. 'That didn't take long.'

'And then I was invited round for Sunday lunch.'

'How did they seem?'

'Brax and Jazz? They seemed fine. It was a pleasant afternoon.'
He frowned. 'Why do ask, is there some problem with them?'

Callie shrugged. 'Jazz always seems a bit tense at work as
though she's got problems. You know, something on her mind
bothering her.'

Aidan played back what he could remember of the afternoon but
there was nothing that stuck out. 'She seemed fine to me. They both
did.'

'Has she still got  a thing for you?' Callie asked
innocently.

'I doubt it.' Aidan replied, but wondered, has she? 'It was all
a long time ago Callie, we're all different people now.'

Callie shrugged, 'Maybe we are, but I don't think it would take
much effort on your part to prise her away from Brax.'

'I wouldn't do that.'

'No?'

'No, of course not.'

'I'm glad to hear it.' Callie toyed with the empty coffee
cup.

'Nothing ever happened you know, with me and Jazz.' Aidan
said.

Callie smiled. 'No?'

'No.'

They stared at each other for a moment until Callie asked, 'Did
you meet the girls?'

'Yeah, nice kids.' Aidan was relieved to be on safer ground. 'We
played Monopoly.'

'Lovely.' Callie was smiling, but Aidan thought he'd detected a
faint hint of sarcasm.

After a while he said. 'I think I should be getting off.'

'Okay.' Callie agreed.

At the front door Callie put her hands on his arms and offered
him her cheek.

'I don't know if I'll get to see you again before I go.' She
said when he'd stepped outside.

'You're going that soon.'

'Yeah, in a few days. But listen, if you do decide you want to
rent this place for a while I'll tell the agents to give you a
discount.'

'That's good of you, thanks Callie. Goodnight.'

'Bye Aidan.'

She closed the door and he stood nonplussed for a second before
turning and walking away.

 

* * *

 

Callie stood behind the closed front door and experienced a
brief moment of sadness. It had been years since she'd spent time
with Aidan, and at any other time in their long friendship they
would have easily spent the night together. It would have been nice
to have seen whether his technique had changed in the last twenty
five years. He'd always been a careful and considerate lover; too
considerate sometimes. They had been times when she would have
liked him to just ravish her rather than be overly concerned about
her pleasure. He'd never been too bothered either by her need to
have other partners, or if he had been, had never shown it.

She wondered if he felt as disappointed as she did.

Anyway, that was then, and it was now that she had to
concentrate on. Counden's phone call, just before she opened the
door to Aidan earlier, had been unexpected, and had left her
feeling nervous and keyed up. Why couldn't he just call round with
the money? Why the cloak and dagger antics? Men and their
games.

She stirred herself from her thoughts and decided she needed to
freshen her make up.

Ten minutes later in the kitchen, she moved around aimlessly.
There was still over an hour before she needed to set off for her
rendezvous with Counden, but she couldn't really settle to
anything. She knew she should tidy up and load the dishwasher but
couldn't be bothered. She was all hyped up and wanted tonight to be
over. She knew that Counden had said he would pay up but she
wouldn't believe it until she had the money in her hand.

Sixty grand.

It was a lot of money and when added to the fifteen that would
be going straight into the bank it was a tidy sum that would help
her round the world. She didn't think that Counden would have
alerted the police; he wasn't that stupid. He hadn't even seemed
mad at paying her off, more resigned. She wondered what he would do
now. He couldn't hope to keep his affair secret from his wife
forever; what she had noticed would be noticed by others. Still
that wasn't her problem.

She pressed play on the cd but then turned it off, she was fed
up with Old Blue Eyes. She looked through a stack of cd's but
couldn't decide on anything. She looked at the clock again but
barely five minutes had passed.

Remembering the look of surprise on Aidan's face when he found
himself on the doorstep she smiled. It was a shame when he was so
looking forward to going upstairs. She wondered again about Aidan
and Jazz. She'd always carried a torch for Aidan, which he'd always
ignored, preferring her instead. Was that because of Jazz's ice
virgin reputation, whereas she was always readily available. Callie
didn't know, but did know that Jazz had only married Brax because
she couldn't have Aidan. How would that all play out now he was
home?

"Nothing ever happened with me and Jazz."

Aidan Pennock, you're such a liar.

 

Saturday 25
July 1988

 

It had been a good day Callie decided. Although never wanting to
get married herself she wasn't averse to other people doing it,
especially her best friend Jazz; although nineteen was far too
young in Callie's book.

Where was she anyway?

Brax was drinking at the bar with a load of his police mates.
Aidan was with them; all the uniforms together. At least, she
frowned, he had been a few minutes ago. He was probably in the
toilet.

He'd changed, toughened up, not that he wasn't tough before.
Aidan Pennock had always been a hard nut but now he looked at you
with eyes that had said: I've seen things you haven't seen and
couldn't possibly understand. His experiences in the Army,
particularly in Northern Ireland, had marked him; had somehow set
him apart.

There'd been no more talk of her saving herself for him. Not
that there was much left to save. No more talk of settling down or
getting married. He seemed quite happy and content to take his
pleasures where he found them, and that suited her fine. They had a
very loose arrangement, when he was home on leave they spent time
together but didn't crowd each other.

Looking over at the crowd by the bar she could see Brax in the
thick of it; laughing and joking, all of them loud and raucous.
Would the streets of Slaithstone be safe tonight with all those
coppers in the Social Club getting pissed? There were a few good
looking boys among the coppers she'd noticed, one in particular
who'd caught her eye; a tall, dark haired Welsh lad called Jenkins.
He didn't seem to be here with a girl, not that it mattered
particularly to Callie, she only wanted to borrow him for a
while.

Where was Jazz?

She'd been gone ages. She couldn't still be in the ladies, could
she? Callie had a quick scan round the room, no sign of her, or
Aidan for that matter, although there was quite a scrum at the
bar.

Both of them missing.

She made her way through a pack of assorted aunties and uncles,
and even older relatives until she came to the edge of the crowd at
the bar. She stood wondering how on earth she'd find anyone in here
anyway, the DJ having decided now would be a good time to introduce
the smoke effects. She felt someone grip her arm, it was the Welsh
lad, Jenkins. He stood swaying in front of her.

'Hello darling.'

'Hello Rob.'

'I just wondered if you fancied a quickie like?'

Cheeky bugger. Her eyes narrowed, she wasn't averse to the
direct approach but wasn't in the mood for it right now.

'On the dance floor I mean. Do you fancy a quick bop?'

She relaxed. He was pissed and didn't mean any harm.

'Maybe later Rob. Have you seen Aidan?'

'Aidan?'

'Aidan, the best man?'

'Oh, the soldier boy.'

'Yeah, that's him.' Only don't let him hear you call him
that.

He pointed towards the door leading to the toilets and exit.

'He was over there talking to that good looking girl in the red
dress who got married today.'

Callie looked but could hardly see a thing with all the smoke.
She gave him a quick peck on the cheek. 'Keep it warm Rob, I'll see
you later.'

Over by the door Callie looked round but there was no sign of
them. Her senses were on high alert by now. She just knew that
Aidan and Jazz were together. It wasn't that she minded if Aidan
had decided he wanted to screw Jazz but there were better times
than her wedding day. She walked down the corridor to the ladies
and had a quick look inside. Apart from the sound of someone
throwing up in a cubicle it was empty. She looked under the door
and saw blue material and she knew Jazz was wearing a red
dress.

Coming out of the toilets she bumped into Brax who was leaving
the gents. He stood looking at her desperately trying to make his
eyes focus.

'Hi Brax, having a good time?'

'Yeah. You?'

'Yeah, great. Have you seen Jazz recently?'

He grinned stupidly at her, 'Ah you must mean my wife, Mrs
Bollen.'

'Yeah, have you seen her?'

'Yeah, she went off to get changed out of her dress with you,
'bout ten minutes ago. She's probably in there dancing the night
away.'

Considering Jazz had changed out of her wedding dress two hours
ago, Callie realised she wasn't going to get anything useful out of
Brax, he was too far gone. He stumbled away back into the concert
room.

'Excuse me miss.'

She looked round for the voice. It was the old man in the cloth
cap who guarded the door, though from what she couldn't
imagine.

'Are you looking for the lass who got married today?'

'Jazz, yeah, have you seen her?'

He motioned through the door with his head, the Woodbine smoke
curling upwards.

'Came in a minute ago.'

'On her own?'

'Aye,' he paused. 'bumped into that Army lad and they both went
out together.'

He looked at Jazz and winked. 'Nowt's changed,'

Callie opened the door and walked out into the night.

'Threesome eh?' The old man's voice called after her.

Outside Callie looked around and took her bearings, trying to
decide where they would have gone. Perhaps they were just talking
but somehow she didn't think so. She followed the path round to the
car park, moving as softly as she could.

She heard Jazz before she saw her.

'Quick Aidan, quick.'

They were in an alcove at the back of the concert room where the
fire doors would open. Callie stepped back into the bushes and
watched. It wasn't exactly the most private or romantic places to
have a quickie she thought. The light from the bulb above their
heads gave Callie enough light to see what was happening. Jazz had
her back to the fire doors, the straps of her summer dress were
down by her elbows and the top of her dress was round her waist.
Her bra had been pushed up above her breasts and Aidan was
squeezing one of them with his left hand. Their mouths were locked
together but Jazz kept breaking away and telling Aidan to be
quicker. She was holding the hem of her dress round her waist and
Callie could see her long slim thighs, pale above her American Tan
stocking tops. Aidan's trousers were round his ankles and he was
thrusting furiously against Jazz, her back bouncing off the door
behind her. Callie could see her flimsy knickers lying on the
ground.

Callie didn't really want to watch her occasional lover and best
friend having sex but now she was here found she couldn't break her
gaze. She watched in fascination until Aidan finally finished after
a few more thrusts. They stayed coupled together for a little while
longer still kissing, until Jazz broke away and started arranging
her dress. When she was presentable she kissed Aidan fiercely and
told him to wait five minutes before coming back. She then walked
off. Callie watched as Aidan tucked his shirt into his trousers,
scooped Jazz's forgotten knickers off the floor, and walked off
with a silly grin on his face.

 

Thursday 27th
May 2010

 

It had taken Callie a long time to come to terms with seeing
Aidan and Jazz together that night. Seeing Aidan having sex with
Jazz really bothered her, but it wasn't jealousy she told herself.
She didn't really blame Aidan, what man is going to turn down sex
offered on a plate; although that didn't stop her from locking him
out of the room they were going to share at the Beech House Hotel.
She'd felt betrayed on Brax's behalf. He was completely oblivious
to it all. He had absolutely no idea that his bride of a few hours
had lost her virginity with his best mate up against the fire doors
at the back of the club.

She was furious with Jazz though and kept away from her for the
rest of the evening, knowing that if she spoke to her, they would
have a furious row and then Brax would find out what had happened.
She'd pretended to have a migraine and gone off to bed alone.

She didn't see Jazz again until after the happy couple returned
from honeymoon. But because they worked for the same company it was
hard to avoid her altogether. Callie had come round after a while,
realising that if she carried on being moody Jazz might cotton on
that she knew something.

Aidan had stayed around for a few days after the wedding but
then his leave was up and he went back to Germany where he was
based. She didn't see him again for nine months and by that time
everything was back to normal. They slipped back into the easy
familiarity they had with each other and life continued.

Callie kept a very careful eye on Jazz and Aidan when he was
home on leave though, and while she could never prove anything, was
convinced that they still met up occasionally.

The doorbell startled her and before she could react a loud
knocking followed. She wondered if it might be Aidan back on some
pretext and hoped not; she really didn't need the hassle now.

She went to the door and opened it.

 

* * *

 

Brax had eventually told Jazz what he knew about Counden, which
was precious little. Jazz hadn't mentioned what she knew and
although feeling guilty about the omission justified it to herself
on the grounds of wanting to speak to Callie first.

She'd been slowly working herself into a state of righteous
indignation and by Thursday evening had decided enough was enough.
She'd told Brax she was popping round to Callie's for a coffee, and
ignoring his rolling eyes, drove the short distance to her
house.

She sat in the car for a few minutes drumming her fingers on the
steering wheel and listening to the end of AC/DC's "Highway To
Hell."

Stay calm Jazz, stay calm.

Callie only lived a short distance from the centre of
Slaithstone in a short row of terraced houses built around the
1890's. Her house was the third from the end where the street just
fizzled out into scrub, and had been extensively modernised by the
previous owners. Looking up at the house she saw that all the
curtains were drawn and wondered if Callie was in bed, and if she
was, was she alone?

Eventually she got out of the car and shut the door without
slamming it. Jazz hoped she was alone because she wanted this
confrontation over and done with. She rang the bell and knocked on
the door, waited a few seconds and repeated the actions. She
stepped back from the door and looked up watching for a face at the
window; nothing.

She saw movement through the frosted glass of the door and
recognised Callie walking down the hallway. She opened the door
without saying anything, turned and walked away.

Jazz followed, all the while telling herself to keep calm;
repeating it like a mantra.

The narrow hallway opened out into a spacious kitchen, put in as
part of the previous owner's renovations.

Callie had her back to Jazz and spoke for the first time.
'Coffee?'

Jazz nearly screamed. The last thing she wanted was a coffee but
she forced herself to be civil so simply said. 'Yes.'

Callie busied herself with the coffee pot and the mugs never
once looking at Jazz. She knows, thought Jazz. She knows I'm
annoyed with her and she's avoiding the confrontation. The
knowledge gave her a feeling of power and superiority. The coffee
made and poured, Callie handed a mug to Jazz and nursed one between
her hands.

Only then did she acknowledge Jazz's mood. 'You alright Jazz?
You seem a bit worked up about something.'

Jazz looked at her friend critically. Did she really not know
what the problem was.

Is she trying to wind me up?

Jazz put her untouched coffee down on the worktop. 'No Callie,
I'm not alright.'

Callie nodded as though some hidden truth had been revealed. 'I
can see that sweetie. You look like a wasp has crawled up your
arse. Why don't you tell your Auntie Callie all about it? Is it
Brax?'

'No! It's not Brax. Leave him out of this. It's you.'

'Me?' Indignant. 'What have I done?'

'You know exactly what you've done.'

Callie looked mystified for a moment, then smiled, and said. 'Is
this about the other night? Those two fellers, Mike and Phil. Has
Brax found out you had a bit of snog and a touch up wi' some bloke
and he's pissed off, so you're taking it out on me.'

Jazz took a deep breath.

Has she really no idea why I'm so annoyed?

'No Callie, it's got nothing to do with Friday night, and just
to put the record straight nothing happened between me and Phil,
okay?'

Callie smiled, 'Whatever.'

'No,' Jazz said firmly, 'Not whatever. Nothing happened,
okay?'

'It's not what he said.'

'I don't care what he said, nothing happened, okay?' Jazz stared
at her friend, waiting for her acknowledgment.

After staring back for a second or two Callie shrugged and held
up her hands in a conciliatory gesture. 'Okay, okay, nothing
happened.'

Jazz could sense that Callie didn't believe her but was happy at
having made her point.

'So,' Callie said, 'if it's not about Friday night, and
incidentally you missed a real treat there, that Phil had some
lovely moves, what is it about?'

Jazz was momentarily thrown. 'Phil? I thought you went with
Mike?'

Callie laughed. 'You can't beat a double header. You should have
come back with us, they had a lovely room at the Travelodge.'

'You're disgusting.'

'Got your Sally Army hat on tonight, have you?'

'No.' Jazz said dismissively.

'You want to let your hair down and live a bit.'

'You call that living, having sex with two strangers at the same
time?'

'Grow up Jazz. Don't go forcing your way of life on other
people. It's not as if you're having a wonderful time, is it?
Married to boring Brax. What's your sex life like Jazz? On your
back every Saturday night. Hokey cokey sex for married people; in,
out, in, out, shake it all about.'

'Leave Brax out of this; leave my marriage out of this. It's not
perfect, but what is? It's not like you've ever tried it to find
out.'

Callie was silent and Jazz could see she'd scored a hit there.
She resisted the temptation to feel bad about it.

'Anyway, I didn't come to criticise your sexual behaviour.'

'Good, 'cos them in glass houses shouldn't throw stones.'

Jazz let that one go, but felt a slight warning tremor. She took
a drink from the coffee and lifted the mug in Callie's direction,
and said in a softer tone. 'Nice coffee.'

'Thanks.'

Jazz could see that Callie wasn't going to make it easy for her.
She looked around and took in the signs of cooking, the remnants of
a meal, the two empty wine bottles on the table, the two plates,
and glasses on the worktop. Was her companion still here, upstairs
waiting for Callie to join him. She wondered idly who it was.

'Have you been entertaining?'

'A friend called round and we ate, so yes, it was
entertaining.'

'Anyone I know?'

'Aidan Pennock.'

'Aidan's been here?'

It didn't take you long.

'Yeah, is that okay?'

Jazz shrugged, 'It's not my business.'

'We're just friends these days. It's better that way.'

'He's not still here then?'

Callie shook her head, and then said, 'Why don't you tell me
what's upsetting you?'

Jazz took a deep breath and said, 'You know you said on Friday
night about having a fling with Ron Counden, and him paying you
fifteen thousand to leave the company?'

'I remember.'

'That wasn't strictly true, was it?'

Callie smiled impishly. 'Says who?'

'Counden himself.'

Callie nodded thoughtfully, 'What's he say?'

'Well… '

'Anyway, how come he's talking about my redundancy payment with
you, it's a personal matter.'

'I am the chief accountant for the company and as such I need to
know about financial outlay.'

'Good for you.'

'The truth is, you haven't been having an affair with Counden,
have you?'

'Did he say that?'

'Yes.'

'Oh.' Callie pulled a face, 'What else did he say?'

'He said that you'd found out he was having an affair and that
unless he paid you seventy five thousand you'd tell his wife.'

Callie laughed out loud. 'Nearly right.'

'What part's wrong.'

'Yes, I found out he was having an affair, with his sister in
law - did he tell you that bit?'

Jazz nodded and Callie continued. 'I thought it would be amusing
to pull his leg about it, just a bit o' fun really. Anyway he
freaked out and asked me how much I wanted to keep quiet about it.
So, just for a laugh I said a hundred. He said he couldn't afford
that and would I settle for fifty. I said seventy five sounded
better and he said okay.'

Jazz stared at her friend in disbelief, 'Callie, don't you see
how wrong that was?'

'Hang on Jazz. Like I say, I was just having a bit o' fun wi'
him. When I asked for a hundred I meant a hundred quid, and when we
settled on seventy five, that's what I thought it was; seventy five
pounds.'

Jazz shook her, 'No, no, no. That can't be right. He had me in
his office the other day panicking over this payment he's making to
you, worried sick that his wife's gonna find out if he can't make
the full seventy five thousand.'

'Well that's the thing Jazz,' Callie chuckled, 'after we settled
on the seventy five he said it would take him a couple of weeks to
raise the seventy five thousand and that as a condition of him
paying me I had to leave the company at the same time. I was
completely taken aback by what he said and thought at first it was
just him joining in with the joke.'

'But it wasn't.'

'So it seems.'

'So when did you realise that he was going to pay you seventy
five thousand?'

'I suppose it just gradually dawned on me. He kept calling me
into his office to tell me it wouldn't be long before he had the
money, and did I want it in cash or paid into my account. He
suggested he paid fifteen into my account to make it look like a
proper redundancy payment and the remaining sixty would be in
cash.'

'And once you realised that he was intending to pay you seventy
five thousand did you never think to tell him that you weren't
serious; that it was just a joke that had got out of hand?'

Callie shrugged her shoulders. 'Yeah, I thought about it, of
course I thought about it. But bloody hell Jazz, seventy five
thousand is a lot of money. I can make a new life for myself
somewhere out o' this dump.'

'That won't go far these days.'

'Are you saying I should have asked for more?'

'No, I'm saying you need to go see Counden and tell him it was
all a joke and you don't want any money from him at all. I'll come
with you if you like.'

Callie looked at Jazz scornfully. 'Sorry darling, not gonna
happen.'

'But it's wrong.'

'Lot's of things wrong in this world sweetie.'

'But Callie… '

'Forget it Jazz. He wants to pay and I'm willing to accept it.
That money plus my savings will enable me to make a fresh start
somewhere else. I've made lots of mistakes in my life but this will
give me chance to put the past behind me.'

Jazz didn't think there was anything she could say to change
Callie's thinking. Her mind was made up, but she had to try.

'You know it's illegal?'

'What, being made redundant.'

'Blackmail!'

'It's not blackmail. I never went to Counden and said if you
don't pay me money I'll tell your wife you're shagging her
sister.'

'It's as good as. Anyway, I wonder if the police would take that
view.'

Callie shrugged. 'Who knows. Who cares. Counden's not gonna tell
'em. You're not gonna tell 'em.'

Jazz was silent.

'Or are you?'

'For your own good Callie, someone needs to stop this nonsense.
No good will come of tainted money.'

'You're way above yourself Jazz, do you know that? No, you
wouldn't would you? Call yourself a Christian. You're a hypocrite.
You're all hypocrites.'

Jazz felt another faint tremor as a torpedo dropped into her
world. She dreaded the answer but had to ask the question
anyway.

'What do you mean?'

'What do I mean? I'll tell you what I mean. Do you think Brax
knows you weren't quite as pure as you made out when he finally got
your legs apart on your wedding night. All those years of waiting
for his virgin bride only to have the prize snatched away by his
best man between the reception and bedtime.'

The torpedo was picking up speed as it got a fix on her
position. She could try and hide but it was somehow going to seek
her out.

'And you've got the cheek to criticise me for having two blokes
at once. At least I'm open and honest about it.'

She tried dodging and hiding but the truth seeking missile
followed her every move.

'And don't try denying it.'

Jazz couldn't deny it. It was true. She wondered how on earth
Callie knew though. The only person who could have told her was
Aidan but she didn't want to believe he had.

'How do you know about that? Did Aidan tell you?'

Callie laughed scornfully. 'No he didn't. He didn't have to. I
saw it wi' my own eyes.'

'Did you?' Jazz screwed up her face trying to remember her
wedding night; she wasn't sure how Callie could have seen her and
Aidan. She flushed at the memory and tried to compose herself. Yes,
she'd been wrong to do it; it was a mistake, but it was a long time
ago. If she denied it Brax would believe her rather than Callie. If
she denied it. She might not. She might just let Callie tell him
and let the pieces fall as they would. It would be a relief for the
truth to come out after all this time. The torpedo sped by
harmlessly.

'Yeah,' Callie laughed bitterly. 'Up against the fire doors at
the back of the club. I was half tempted to go and set the fire
alarm off.'

'It was a long time ago Callie.'

'It was still wrong Jazz. What on earth made you do it?'

Jazz was silent. She'd often wondered that.

'Was that the only time you had sex with Aidan?'

'Yes.' Jazz answered sullenly.

'Are you sure?'

'I didn't make a habit of it.'

'Must be nature playing a trick then.'

Jazz sensed a greater danger as another torpedo became active
and sped towards her.

'What are you talking about?'

'Has nobody ever noticed how Charlotte looks nothing like Brax
but a lot like Aidan?'

Jazz didn't hear the explosion of the torpedo when it struck but
was only conscious of the thought that her life would never be the
same again.

'All it will take is one phone call to blow your cosy little
world apart. So I'd think very carefully before you start pointing
the finger at me. Try reading your precious Bible a bit more; I'm
sure there's summat in there that covers it.'

Jazz looked at Callie and burst into tears.

 

* * *

 

Counden glanced at his watch and wondered for the third time
what was keeping Callie Sunter. He turned off the car radio and
listened to the songs of the birds as they settled down for the
night.

It had always been a gloomy place but somehow the birds
chirruping seemed to give it a bit of life. Movement in the bushes
at the edge of the building caught his eye and he looked intently
at the spot, holding his breath. A Muntjac deer pushed it's nose
cautiously round the corner of the building and Counden watched,
fascinated. It stood there sniffing for a moment before withdrawing
as silently as it had arrived.

He felt a bit clammy and light headed and wondered if he was
coming down with a summer cold. He turned the engine on for a bit
of warmth and decided to give her another ten minutes. No sooner
had he issued the silent ultimatum though, than the headlights of
her car turned into the open gateway of the old MOD site and she
slowly drove up and parked alongside.

He looked across at her and thought she looked a bit uncertain.
He motioned with his head for her to get in his car.

'It's nice and warm in here.' She said settling down into the
leather seat.

The smell of her perfume filled the car. He looked at her and
decided she looked good in an orange dress that rode up just above
her knees.

'I've got the money for you.'

'Okay, where is it?' She smiled as though this would lessen his
loss.

'In the case on the back seat.'

She turned to look and saw the black attaché case. 'Do I get to
keep the case as well?'

'If you want.'

He looked at her breasts as she leant across to get the case,
and was tempted. 'Why don't you get into the back to count it.'

She looked at him and smiled. 'I bet you say that to all the
girls.'

He watched her in the rear view mirror and thought he saw her
eyes light up as she saw the rows of notes packed into the small
space. As well she should, it had taken a lot to raise so much.

When she'd counted the money and snapped the locks shut on the
case she looked at Counden and said cheekily. 'I've always fancied
a ride in a Merc.'

He could tell by the smile on her face exactly what she meant
and knew she was turned on by the money. He could understand that;
his first big business deal had given him a three day hard on.

'I'd best come and join you then.'

He moved the front seats as far forward as they would go and
then slid in alongside her in the back. She smiled at him and he
reached out to her and gently stroked her hair. She turned her face
to his and their lips met. He touched her breasts but then almost
immediately tried pulling her skirt up but found it difficult.

Despite being a luxury car it wasn't that easy; mebbe that was
something to mention to the Mercedes rep.

Callie helped by taking her knickers off and pulling her dress
up to her waist. He unfastened his belt and pushed his trousers and
pants down, and after a quick look at her nakedness lay on top of
her. She put her hand down and guided him.

He wondered if this was what it was like with a prostitute; no
foreplay, just sex. He felt a mild discomfort in his chest. He
closed his eyes and pretended he was with Margaret. He moved slowly
and rhythmically. His arm hurt and he moved it slightly. Callie
lifted her legs to give him more room. As he began moving faster
his breathing becoming shorter and he felt oddly out of
sorts.  At least he was still erect, that would be
embarrassing if he couldn't manage it. He touched her breasts, they
felt firm to his touch. Her nipple stiffened beneath the flimsy
material and she murmured.

'Is that good?' He asked.

'Hmm, keep going.'

This was crazy. He shouldn't be having sex with a woman who'd
just taken him for seventy five grand; the bitch. The thought made
him angry and he thrust faster. Callie squirmed beneath him and he
wondered if she was enjoying this. He could feel a film of sweat on
his forehead and felt a touch nauseous. He was out of condition.
Still once he and Margaret got away he could relax and take things
easier. He stopped moving and lay still for a moment. The straps of
her dress had slipped, he tried pulling them further but found it
difficult in the cramped position. 

Seeing what he was trying to do she did it for him, then pulled
up her bra to expose her breasts to his gaze. That's better he
thought, let the dog see the rabbit. He felt a bit light headed and
wondered if his blood pressure needed checking. Still if your blood
pressure wasn't up at a time like this they'd be summat wrong. He
placed his hands on her breasts and raising himself up began to
move faster. This was good, this was what it was all about.

He suddenly chuckled and Callie was startled, 'You okay?' She
asked.

'I'm fine love, don't you worry about me.'

Callie wasn't enjoying herself. She was thinking that Jazz was
probably right. She shouldn't be taking Counden's money. She
shouldn't be having sex with him in the back of his Mercedes. Why
on earth had she come on to him like that?

Because that's what she did; she had sex with men. For the
second time in a week she was saddened by the way her life was
going. She was no better than a prostitute, in fact she was a
prostitute. She was having sex for seventy five grand. Well, she'd
let Counden finish and then tell him he could keep his money.

He could certainly keep going. It must have been ten minutes and
he still showed no signs of finishing. Some men needed visual
stimulation, that's why she'd exposed herself to him just now. Her
emotion was deeper than sorrow; wasn't it enough that she'd opened
her legs for him. He gave several quick thrusts and she wondered if
that was it. It didn't seem to be, so she lay in the back of the
luxury Mercedes and waited. It was very dark in the back of the
car; the man above her was still, his weight oppressive, the only
noise the soft purring of the engine, and Counden's laboured
breathing.

It was no good, she had to tell him now.

Counden slowed down and waited for the tightness in his chest to
pass. That was a bugger, he'd been close to coming then. The pain
eased and he gave a tentative little prod. That seemed okay.

'Ron?'

'Yeah?'

'I've decided I don't want your money,' she began tentatively,
and then, when he didn't respond, continued, 'It was all a joke
anyway. When I told you what I'd seen and you offered me money and
we settled on seventy five, I thought you were playing along with
the joke, and you meant seventy five quid.'

Counden was silent.

What does she mean?

He turned over her words but couldn't make sense of them.

Doesn't want the money?

He tried to find the angle but couldn't and started moving
again.

'You don't want the money?' He wanted confirmation.

She looked at him and shook her head.

After all the trouble… Bitch.

He tried focussing but her face was a blur. He squeezed her
breasts, and adjusting his position slightly started moving faster.
She brought her legs higher and he found that easier.

'And you won't say owt?' He asked, still trying to work it
out.

'No, I promise.'

'Well lass, I'm not sure that I believe you.'

'Honestly I won't say a word to anyone.'

She must think I'm bloody crackers to believe that. He didn't
know what the game was but she was up to summat. He wondered if she
wanted more. Well, if she did she could whistle.

'Alright love, I'll keep the money.'

I'll keep the bloody money alright.

He was moving steadily and rhythmically now. It wouldn't be long
before he was done and then she'd realise you didn't play games
with Ron Counden. He closed his eyes and silently prayed, Dear
Lord, please forgive me for what I'm about to do. He moved his
hands off her breasts and reached upwards, ignoring the sudden
twinge in his chest.

Callie felt better for having told him. He'd taken it well, she
thought he might have got angry. But that was the best time to give
a man bad news, when he was too busy enjoying himself. She even
felt better about having sex with him now. It wasn't going to be
the best she'd ever had but still pleasant.

His hands suddenly gripping her neck came as a surprise. At
first she thought it was a game he was playing. She'd experimented
that way before but didn't like it. She was about to ask him to
stop when she realised he was pressing quite fiercely and that she
could hardly breathe much less speak. She struggled and bucked
beneath him in a vain attempt to throw him off but it was hopeless,
he was far too strong. Oh Christ, she thought, he was trying to
kill her. Oh please God no. Please make him stop and I'll change. I
don't want to die.

Blackness descended quickly on Callie Sunter as Counden
tightened his grip on her neck.

By the time Counden realised there was something seriously wrong
it was far too late to save him. He thought at first somebody had
got him in a gigantic bear hug, then it felt as though there was a
metal band round his chest and it was being quickly tightened. He
had the sensation of rushing down a dark tunnel towards a light
that was coming to meet him. Callie was lying limp and lifeless
beneath him as he shuddered and jerked above her, finally coming to
orgasm at the same time as his heart stopped.

 

* * *

 

It was late, gone twelve, by the time Jazz returned home and
Brax had been wondering for some time whether nights out with
Callie was going to be a regular weekly event. He could tell at
once that she'd been crying, even though she'd gone to some trouble
to disguise it, and wondered whether Callie, or some other person
was the cause.

He'd thought a lot about Jazz's hypothetical tale about some
poor soul being blackmailed and without any proof at all reckoned
he could hang names on the principle characters. The guy being
blackmailed was Counden, he was having an affair with his sister in
law, name unknown, and was being blackmailed by Callie Sunter. That
was all well and good, but he had no proof and no power to
investigate. Should he see Murdoch and run it by him? Would it be
better if he and Jazz saw Murdoch together or should he approach
the pastor alone?

All these thoughts were buzzing round his head when Jazz came
back. She smiled tentatively and sat down opposite him on the
settee, perched nervously on the edge, ready to spring up and flee
at the given signal, he thought.

'Hi, you okay?' He asked solicitously.

Jazz nodded her head but didn't speak.

'Coffee?' He ventured, not liking the look on her face.

'In a minute,' she hesitated, 'there's something I need to…
'

The telephone ringing startled Jazz, she jumped slightly and
nearly fell off the settee. At another time it would have been
amusing but Brax knew better than to make a joke now. She was white
faced and he wondered whether she was ill. He automatically looked
at the clock; 12:20 was a bit late for social calls. 'Are you
expecting a call?' he asked.

She shook her head but didn't say anything.

Brax, keyed up and nervous, picked up the receiver, 'Hello?'

'Oh thank God there's someone there. I'm out of my mind with
worry only he hasn't come home and it's ever so late.'

Tell me about it thought Brax. 'How can I help?'

'Oh yes, sorry. Could I speak to Jazz please.'

'Yeah, who is it?' The voice sounded vaguely familiar but he
couldn't place it.

'It's Beatrice. Beatrice Counden, and I'm ever so worried about…
'

'Hold on Beatrice, I'll see if she’s still awake.'

He looked at Jazz who shrugged and took the phone from him,
‘Hello Beatrice, how can I help?’

She listened for a few minutes before saying, 'I wouldn't worry
too much Beatrice, he's probably got held up somewhere and can't
contact you. Or perhaps the car's broken down and he's waiting for
the A.A. - well RAC then.'

She frowned, ‘Well I suppose even brand new Mercedes can break
down.’

'Perhaps he's in bed with his sister in law,' Brax offered
quietly, more to himself than Jazz, who must have heard something
because she waved frantically at him to be quiet.

She listened some more before suddenly smiling, 'You're right
Beatrice, he is. I'm sure he'd love to help. Hang on, he's coming
to the phone now.'

She held out the phone to Brax. 'Beatrice would like another
word with you.'

When Brax once again spoke to Beatrice he found she was a little
calmer and he was able to reassure her that everything would be
okay. He spoke to her for a few minutes more before saying, 'I'm
sure there's a perfectly reasonable explanation and you'll be
having a joke about this tomorrow, but if he's not back by
breakfast give me a call. Goodnight then Beatrice.'

He hung up and looked at Jazz expectantly who asked. 'What will
you do?'

Brax shrugged, 'Nothing tonight. He's a mature adult person who
can make his own decisions. And it looks like he's decided to come
home late for whatever reason.'

'And tomorrow?… '

'Is another day.'

'What if he doesn't come home at all?'

'If Beatrice reports him missing and we have reason to believe
he might have come to some harm we'll look into it.'

'You can't do anything tonight?'

'What would you have me do Jazz, go out and look for him
myself?'

'You could ring the station and ask for the patrols to keep an
eye out for him.'

'You make it sound as though we have extensive manpower sweeping
the county. There's one car on standby in case of any
incidents.'

'So there's nothing you can do?'

'You seem very anxious about Ron Counden all of a sudden. Do you
know something?'

'I don't know anything, but I work for him, he's an elder of the
church, and according to Beatrice it's unlike him to be out late
without letting her know. Perhaps he's had an accident?'

Brax thought for a moment. 'If it makes you happy I'll ring the
station and ask them to watch out for him.'

Jazz suddenly smiled at him, said, 'Thanks,' and left the
room.

Brax was pleased to see her normal colouring had returned and
wondered what she'd been going to say when Beatrice had called.
Whatever it was he didn't want to know; she was home, the girls
were upstairs asleep in their rooms, and for tonight that was good
enough.










Chapter 11

 


Friday 28th
May 2010

 

Jimmy Jagger was a career criminal. Born as far over the wrong
side of the tracks as you can get in Slaithstone he'd spent most of
his thirty seven years scraping by on a life of low level crime.
The only time he'd ventured beyond his usual mopus operandi of
breaking and entering the homes of elderly widows, and
opportunistic car theft, had been a brief foray into the world of
Post Office robbery. This had come to a quick end on his first job
when he'd backed out of the Highland Road Post Office straight into
the welcoming arms of D.S. Bollen who'd stopped off to buy some
gum.

Jagger had learnt from this experience and after his release
from a spell in Armley decided that he wasn't suited to such
rarefied heights and that he should stick to what he knew best. His
speciality these days was the taking of motor vehicles left
unattended with the engines running. He was very quick, behind the
wheel almost as soon as the owner was out of the vehicle, and by
the time the alert was raised the car was well on its way to being
stripped down and moved on for its parts.

It had been quiet lately though. The ever increasing cost of
fuel was playing havoc with Jimmy's business as more and more
engines were being turned off when left. So when Jagger chanced
upon a brand new Mercedes parked in the car park of the old MOD
site it was like manna from heaven. The only problem was how to get
to it. There was a high security fence with warning notices
surrounding the site. Jagger prowled round the outside of the fence
like a lion in a zoo until he came to the gate which was chained
and padlocked. He kicked the gates in frustration and was astounded
when the chain fell apart and the padlock dropped off. It looked
like it had been cut with a bolt cutter he decided. The gates were
set back from the road so he didn't think he was in any danger of
being spotted. He looked around and coming to a decision quickly
slipped inside and closed the gates.

He approached cautiously not wanting to run into the owner who
might be nearby, especially as the car was turned on; the engine
ticking over with a soft purring. He tried the door, it was open.
He slid inside, and putting his hands on the wheel breathed deeply.
He looked around for any sign of the owner but there was nobody
around. Who on earth would leave a brand new Merc sat here with the
engine running. It was just asking to be taken and Jagger was going
to accept the invitation.

He had a quick glance in the back, there was a big old blanket
covering something. That could wait until he was somewhere safer.
Selecting first gear, he let out the clutch and moved gently
forwards, still expecting at any moment to be challenged. He
wouldn't put it past those bastard coppers to have set the whole
thing up; but not with so grand a car he reasoned.

Outside the site he closed the gates again and put the chain
back in place as he'd found it, then turned left on the main road
and put his foot down.

 

* * *

 

By ten on Friday morning Jazz was seriously concerned that
something had happened. Neither Callie nor Counden had turned up
for work. She tried ringing Callie at home but got no reply while
calls to her mobile went straight to voicemail. She didn't have to
do anything about Counden as Beatrice had rung her at home at half
past seven. Mornings were always a rush in the Bollen household and
Jazz's concern of the previous evening had turned to irritation.
The girls were particularly sluggish this morning and the last
thing she needed was Beatrice twittering on about her missing
husband. She'd been kind but firm, stopping Beatrice in mid flow
and telling her the best thing she could do was report him missing
to the police. Then she'd put the phone down.

She'd rushed round like a woman possessed, shouting, cajoling,
and threatening the girls until they were up and dressed and on
their way to school. Then there'd only been time for a quick slice
of toast and a gulp of coffee during which she'd rung Brax on his
mobile wanting to tell him that Counden still hadn't turned up and
to expect Beatrice any minute only to be told that she was there
already and on her second box of tissues.

Brax had sounded frazzled so she didn't linger but swiftly
finished her breakfast and went to work. Now, with the early
morning rush over she had time to think. She poured herself a cup
of freshly brewed Colombian and tried to work out what was
happening.

Work from what you know she remembered her old science teacher
saying. So, what did she know?

Both Counden and Callie were missing. Callie had told her that
she'd been having an affair with Counden and that he was worried
his wife would find out and that he was paying her fifteen thousand
to leave the company. That had turned out to be a lie as Jazz
realised when Counden had told her his version of events; which was
Callie had found out that Counden was having an affair with his
sister in law Margaret, and that Counden was paying her seventy
five thousand to keep quiet on condition that she left the
company.

Jazz wondered whether Callie had seen her point and told Counden
that it was all a mistake and that she didn't want his money? It
was no good, she was going to have to go to Callie's and see if she
was there. Unless… she picked up the phone and called Brax
again.

'Hello?'

'Brax, it's me.'

'There's no news.'

'I've got some for you though.'

'Go on.'

'Callie hasn't come into work today.'

'And?'

'Well, they might be together.'

'Why?'

Jazz had momentarily forgotten that Brax didn't know what she
knew about Callie and Counden. 'Just a thought.'

'Have you tried ringing her?'

'Yes, home and mobile. There's no reply.'

'She might be poorly, throwing up in the toilet, can't get to
the phone,' silence for a second, 'you were at hers last night, how
did she seem then?'

'She was fine,' Jazz responded impatiently, 'I'm sure there's
something wrong, she'd have called in and let me know if she was
off sick.'

Brax was quiet.

'I'm sure something's happened to her.' Jazz insisted.

'Jazz, is there something you're not telling me?'

Jazz was silent. She should have told Brax what was happening
but now wasn't the time to go into complicated explanations. Brax
waited her out and she finally said, 'Could you send a car round to
her house?'

'Look Jazz, if you're worried about her why don't you
go to her house? You'll be there a lot sooner than me sending a car
round.'

'I won't be able to get in though.'

'No, and my lads won't be able to get in either.'

'I thought maybe… '

'What, they'd break in just 'cos the lass hasn't come into
work?'

Jazz realised how ridiculous it sounded and quickly said goodbye
after Brax had said to call him back if she found anything dodgy at
Callie's.

 

* * *

 

After putting the phone down from speaking with Jazz, Brax leant
back and stared into space. He knew he didn't have the greatest
analytical mind in the world but he'd being doing the job long
enough to know when something didn't ring true. You didn't have to
be a farmer to recognise a pile of bullshit. And this hypothetical
story about some guy being blackmailed by some woman was exactly
that; a pile of crap. It didn't need the genius of Sherlock Holmes
to work out that Counden was screwing his sister in law and that
Callie had found out and was screwing him.

So, where were they both?

Brax had a nasty feeling it was going to end in tears and he
wondered just how much Jazz knew and how long she'd known. He
didn't think she'd be directly involved in any way but blackmail
was a serious crime and he didn't want her implicated even
peripherally. Thinking about it, she'd probably only found out last
Friday when she went out for a drink with Callie; yeah, and ended
up being brought home by Pennock, he thought sourly.

Could he be involved?

What to do though? Should he do anything or just see how things
developed? The problem was he didn't know anything other than what
Jazz had told him and was that enough to take to Wann. Should he do
some digging of his own first?

This could also have serious implications for the church; he
ought to give Ort a head start on what might be happening. Ron
Counden was an elder of the church and having an affair with your
wife's sister was undoubtedly going to be the kind of problem that
Ort had been worried about.

He picked up the phone and made a call.

Thirty minutes later he was just finishing his tea and toast at
Peggy's when a shadow fell across the table.

'We'll have to stop meeting like this Brax.' Ort said with a
broad smile.

'Hello Ort, thanks for coming at such short notice.'

'So Brax, what is so important that I had to be dragged away
from writing Sunday's sermon?'

Brax tidied his mug and plate to one side, mopped his mouth with
the napkin, and said, 'Do you remember the other day when you said
you had a feeling that someone in the church had a major
problem?'

Murdoch gave him a look that Brax couldn't quite read. 'Yes, I
remember. I asked you if you were okay, and you said, you were,
but,' he paused, recalling the conversation, 'you had an idea it
might be Ron Counden.' He stopped speaking and looked at Brax.

'But you don't think it is?' Brax asked carefully.

Murdoch shrugged, 'I don't know any more now than I knew then. I
spoke to Ron again, he assured me he was fine, and that everything
was okay in his world.'

The two men looked at each across the table for a long
moment.

Eventually Murdoch spoke again, 'Why don't you tell me what's on
your mind Brax?'

Brax took a deep breath. 'I think it is Ron Counden.'

'I'm listening Brax.' Murdoch said, and ran his hands over his
shaved head.

Brax idly wondered if he polished it. 'Can I speak in confidence
Ort,'

Murdoch inclined his head, 'Of course,'

Brax quickly ran through a diluted version of events that
included Counden's infidelity with his sister in law but omitted
any mention of blackmail. When he'd finished he sat back and waited
for Murdoch's response which wasn't long in coming. 'May I ask how
you came by this information?'

Brax shrugged, 'I'm a police officer Ort, I hear things, I see
things.'

Murdoch nodded and digested this information before asking, 'Is
Ron Counden being investigated by the police for any reason?'

Brax shook his head, 'Nah.'

Murdoch looked at Brax steadily and said, 'I think there's more
to this than you're telling me.'

'I'm in an awkward position Ort. You're right, there is more but
I can't say any more at the moment.'

'Okay. Can you tell me without breaking confidences, if Ron is
being blackmailed over this affair?'

'That's a big leap Ort, what makes you think he might be being
blackmailed?'

Murdoch smiled, 'I'm a pastor Brax, I hear things, I see
things,' he paused and drained his mug of coffee, 'I think we've
probably got the whole story between us.'

Brax shrugged, 'Maybe.'

'Has Ron made a complaint that he's being blackmailed?'

'No.'

'Then I wonder who's confidence you're keeping.'

Brax didn't say anything.

'Could it be your wife's?'

'Jazz? She's got nothing to do with this.'

Murdoch nodded thoughtfully. 'Jazz came to see me a few days ago
on a confidential matter.'

'Did she?' Brax wasn't that surprised.

'Jazz came to see me and ran a hypothetical situation by me. It
wasn't that dissimilar to what you've just told me.' He paused
running his hands over his head. 'It would seem that by putting all
the information together we can reach a conclusion that Ron Counden
is having an affair, perhaps with his sister in law, and is being
blackmailed over it by Miss Sunter.' He looked at Brax, 'As a
police officer, would that seem a reasonable supposition to
you?'

Brax nodded. 'Yeah,' he looked at Murdoch carefully, 'so what
next?'

'I think I need to speak to Ron as a matter of urgency.'

'That might be a problem.'

'Oh, why?'

'He seems to have disappeared.'

Brax quickly brought Murdoch up to date with the latest
events.

'Are you looking for him?'

'Beatrice came into the station this morning to report him
missing.'

'Poor Beatrice, I'll go and see her in a while. Do the police,
apart from yourself know about the alleged blackmail.'

Brax shook his head, 'No, not yet.'

'I think you should inform whoever needs to know.'

'It's gonna get messy.'

Murdoch nodded. 'True brother, very true. What about Jazz's
friend, the alleged blackmailer.'

'Callie.'

'Are you looking for her?'

'Not officially yet but that will change once I've been to see
my boss.'

Or maybe not, knowing Wann.

'Jazz did say she was going to call round her house to see if
she was there, but,' he shrugged, 'in the light of everything else
it seems unlikely.'

Murdoch stood and made to leave. 'Are you able to keep me
informed of developments?'

'As soon as I hear you'll hear.'

Murdoch held out his hand but as Brax was about to take it he
was gathered into a bear hug by his pastor who told him. 'Keep the
faith Brax, keep the faith.'

 

* * *

 

Jazz pulled up outside Callie's house. She had hoped that the
rush hour traffic would have eased by the time she'd left but she'd
been delayed by a funeral cortege. Not superstitious by nature she
hoped it wasn't an omen.

Getting out of her car Jazz rang the bell and waited. Stepping
back from the door she looked up at the window she knew to be
Callie's bedroom. The curtains were drawn back but that didn't mean
anything.

Was she lying in bed too ill to move? But where was her car? She
looked around for Callie's car, a silver Fiat Punto; it wasn't
there. Jazz didn't think there was a garage but in any case knowing
Callie she wouldn't have used it for her car anyway. She took out
her mobile and called Callie's home number again. Pressing her ear
to the door she heard the muffled ring of the phone inside. She let
it ring for a long time until finally the exchange cut her off.

Jazz rang the bell again and followed this up with a loud
knocking. There was frosted glass in the top half of the door and
although she tried peering through it, couldn't see anything. Jazz
scrolled through the directory on her phone and called Callie's
mobile. It went straight to voice mail so she left a brief message
asking her to contact Jazz when she got the message.

There was nobody she knew who had a key. Callie's parents had
divorced years ago and had both left the area. Jazz had no idea
where they were, or even if they were still alive, but in any case
doubted that either would have a key.

A curtain twitched in the house on the left. Nosy neighbour
thought Jazz and was about to give up and go back to her car when
an idea struck her. She rang the bell of the house and waited.

A woman who Jazz judged to be in be her seventies answered the
door with a cautious. 'Yes?'

'I'm a colleague of Callie's, you know, Callie Sunter who lives
next door.'

'Oh yes. Miss Sunter.'

'Only she hasn't come into work this morning.'

The woman nodded and said. 'Oh, right.'

'Or called in,' Jazz continued, 'So, I was wondering if you'd
seen anything of her this morning?'

The woman was shaking her head before Jazz had finished. 'I'm
sorry love, we don't see much of her at all. She's very quiet and
keeps herself to herself.' She looked past Jazz. 'Her car's not
here though.'

Jazz nodded thoughtfully. 'I don't suppose you'd have a
key?'

'No, we haven't got a key. Her on the other side has a key but
she's at work.'

'Do you know where she works?'

The woman shook her head again. 'Sorry,' she smiled timidly,
'I'm not being very helpful, am I?'

Jazz smiled. 'That's okay, I'll come back later.'

'She'll be home at two this afternoon.' The woman offered
helpfully.

When Jazz looked blank she explained. 'Her on the other
side.'

Jazz drove back to the office increasingly worried about her
friend's non appearance at work and the fact that she wasn't at
home. Of course there could be a simple explanation but it was most
unlike Callie not to come in, or to not let anyone know if she was
ill. Jazz was beginning to wonder if Callie was staying away on
purpose to punish her because of the row they'd had. Knowing Callie
as she did it didn't seem likely but then none of the other
explanations seemed very likely either. Jazz sat in her car for a
few minutes turning it all over in her mind and, before driving
back to work, resolved to be back at Callie's at two that afternoon
to see the other neighbour who had the key.

 

* * *

 

Detective Inspector Kerr frowned as he listened to Brax. After a
few minutes he held up a hand. 'Whoa there young Branston.'

Brax stopped in mid flow and waited for what he'd said so far to
be digested. He'd often thought that Wann should have a see through
plate on his forehead so you could see the cogs slowly going
round.

The frown wriggled all the way up Kerr's face and then back down
until it stopped at his mouth which turned down in dismay.

'Correct me if I'm wrong young Branston, but what we have here
is a classic case of the boss doing a runner with the sexy
secretary.'

Brax was unsure what to say, he wanted to keep Jazz out of the
equation as long as he could.

'Well… '

But Kerr wasn't waiting to be corrected. 'We've got Ronald
Counden, elder of Slaithstone Evangelical, and an ex mayor to boot
missing from home for what,' he took a look at his watch, 'about
twelve hours give or take. We've also got one of his employees,
Callie Sunter, who by all accounts is a bit of a strumpet, also
missing.'

Brax nodded, wondering who on earth used the word strumpet
anymore.

'So,' Kerr held his hands out to encompass the office, 'Where's
the crime?'

'Well… '

'Am I missing something?'

'No, you're not missing anything.' Brax assured him. Only
what I'm not telling you.

'You must be reading it different to me then.'

'I dunno, the way you see it is completely logical but… I just
have a feeling about it.' It sounded lame even to him.

Kerr turned his attention back to the paperwork on his desk.
'Don't tell me you've got a hunch, only Quasimodo had a hunch.'

Brax laughed dutifully.

What a knob.

'Well, if my top D.S. thinks a crime's been committed who am I
to stand in his way.' He looked up. 'Have a poke around young
Branston, see what you can find out. But don't waste a lot of time
on it, I'm still getting grief from old MacDonald about his flaming
sheep.

 

* * *

 

Callie Sunter finished her tea and putting the mug down on the
table looked around. It was unbelievable but the Nightingale Cafe
hadn't changed in years. She'd come in here with Aidan that time
just before he joined the Army. That would make it what, 1985?
Dirty weekend, not her first, not her last, but special. She pushed
the plate of half eaten cod and chips to one side and touched her
neck carefully.

When she'd come round in the back of Counden's car she'd felt a
heavy oppressive weight on top of her. She lain silently for a few
moments coming to terms with her situation. That she was in hell
she had no doubt but it was somehow not what she'd expected. Where
were the demons? Where was the torment? Perhaps it wasn't hell
then, but merely a staging post, a waiting room where she'd be kept
while they checked her travel documents. She didn't expect it would
take them long to decide she didn't have a valid visa for
heaven.

Or maybe she'd been left alone to increase her sense of guilt
and isolation. Her life hadn't flashed before her eyes, she hadn't
seen the white light at the end of a the tunnel but she had to be
dead, hadn't she?

She hadn't really known what to expect, she hadn't been
prepared, but then she was only forty one and hadn't been expecting
to die. She remembered calling out to God; telling him how she'd
change if he'd save her. That was a complete waste of time, he
either hadn't heard, or was too busy with other stuff, or maybe it
was just her time. Her neck still ached where Counden had squeezed;
the bastard. His killing her had come out of nowhere and she
wondered what had triggered it. She shifted uncomfortably and
wondered how long she'd been dead. She had no way of knowing; it
could have been minutes or hours.

As she lay drifting in and out of consciousness there came a
slow realisation that something wasn't quite right. Her body was
aching and she had pins and needles in her arms and legs, and there
was definitely something soft tickling her face. The weight on her
body was making it difficult to breathe and she needed to pee.
Surely if she were dead she wouldn't be having all these physical
sensations? As a child she'd occasionally woken up early in the
morning feeling completely paralysed, being fully aware but unable
to move any part of her body, not even her eyelids. That had been
terrifying but this was worse.

She opened her eyes and saw the creamy white of the car
interior. That couldn't be right.

Unless…

Oh God no!

She wasn't dead after all and Counden was still lying on top of
her, which meant that it was his hair tickling her face. She lay
still and concentrated on various parts of her body. Why had he
stopped. Why wasn't he moving? Did he think she was dead? Surely he
could tell that she was still alive? She was breathing for one
thing.

And then it struck her.

He wasn't.

Oh Jesus Christ no! Counden was dead and still lying on top of
her. She forced herself not to panic. He was dead and couldn't hurt
her anymore. She wondered if God had struck him dead in answer to
her prayer for help, or was it just coincidence?

It had taken her twenty minutes to wriggle free from under him.
She'd thought about calling the police but decided it was a
complication she didn't need. In the end she just left him there,
sprawled out in the back of the car with his trousers and pants
round his ankles, but under a blanket she'd found in the boot. It
would be quite a surprise for whoever found him. She'd taken the
attaché case and driven home, parking round the corner just in case
anyone was waiting. It hadn't taken her long to throw some clothes
and toiletries into a case and take off into the night.

She'd had no clear idea of where she was going, just headed for
the motorway, and when she was there turned left on the M1 to go
north because it was easier than going all the way round the
roundabout to head south. Although she wasn't consciously heading
for anywhere she realised later that she must have had some kind of
homing instinct at work rather like a migrating bird returning from
it's winter holiday in Africa. She kept going north, only stopping
to, refuel for which she used cash, pee, and grab a Costa coffee,
until somewhere near York she'd left the motorway and instinctively
turned east and headed for the coast.

She'd arrived two hours ago and driving through the town centre
and round by the harbour had spotted the Nightingale. Once she'd
seen it she knew it was there she'd been heading for all along.
She'd been starving hungry - at least till the food arrived - so
parked and made her way here. She'd been startled on the walk
through the streets by a man on a street corner who'd stared at her
as she walked past and said, "Jesus loves you."' It had
brought to mind the promise she'd made to God when Counden had been
trying to throttle her. Did that count though? A promise made in
extreme circumstances. Surely God - if he existed - wouldn't hold
her to that, would he?

Did he exist though?

But if she didn't think he existed, why ask him for help?

Too many questions, too few answers. She sighed and wondered
what to do next.

'More tea love?'

The voice startled her. 'Huh?'

'You were miles away sweetheart.' The friendly overweight
waitress studied her candidly. 'Are you okay love?'

Callie looked up and seeing the friendly open face smiled
cautiously. She was a few years older Callie reckoned, wrong side
of fifty and looking every year of it. 'I'm fine, thanks. Just a
bit tired.'

The waitress poured her another cup of tea from the pot she was
carrying. 'On the house love.'

Callie smiled her thanks.

'Is it a man?'

'Sorry?'

'Are you running away from a man like?'

Callie shook her head in amusement. 'What makes you think I'm
running away?'

The woman took Callie's plate and put it on the trolley she was
pushing. She gave the table a quick wipe. 'Bin there love, got the
T-shirt.' She stood back and gave Callie a frank appraisal.
'Anyroad, you don't look like you've slept for a week, hardly any
make up, you jump a mile when anybody walks through t'door, and,'
she pointed at Callie's neck, 'it looks like some bugger tried to
strangle you.'

Callie touched her neck defensively as the waitress continued.
'It'll take more than Max Factor to cover that up.

All the while the woman had been talking Callie had been slowly
edging her chair backwards, now she quickly stood, ready for
flight.

'Nay lass,' the waitress said, 'don't panic, you're safe enough
here. There's only me and the boss man in the kitchen, and he'll
keep his gob shut.' The woman sat down and gestured to Callie to
join her.

Callie looked at the television mounted on the wall in a corner
of the cafe. It was showing the weather for the local area,
sunshine all the way, not a cloud in the sky.

Apart from herself the place was empty. Callie slumped back into
the chair. This was hopeless. Why on earth hadn't she left the
country when she had the chance? It would have been an easy matter
to get to Hull, walk on a ferry and be in Holland in no time at
all.

Why come to flaming Whitby only to be recognised as a runaway in
the first place she entered?

The overweight waitress held out her hand. 'Kath,' she said.

Callie took it. 'Callie.'  

'I won't ask what you've done,' Kath said. 'It's none of my
business, but you look a nice enough lass. Have you got anywhere to
stay? How are you for money?'

Callie thought about the attaché case in the boot of her car.
'I've got a bit to tide me over,' she shrugged, 'I thought I'd book
into a B & B for a few days.'

'You might be lucky and get somewhere.' Kath said dismissively,
‘but it's very busy.’

Callie stared at the T.V., It was showing a nature program; a
lion was chasing down a zebra and just when it seemed the kill was
inevitable the zebra gave a ferocious kick that caught the lion on
the side of the head, and made its escape. Callie smiled and found
it oddly encouraging.

'I've got a spare room you could have for a few days.'

Callie focussed her attention on Kath. 'Why would you do that?
For all you know I might be a mass murderer.'

Kath laughed, a deep throaty rumble. 'I don't think so love.
Like I say, I've been in your position and a kindly soul helped me
out. Let's just say I'm repaying the favour.'










Chapter 12

 


This was the second time in a week he'd packed to leave
somewhere; and the second time he'd left home, Aidan thought as he
packed the last of his meagre possessions. The first time had been
far more exciting he recalled. After all he had been leaving home
to join the Army for a life of adventure. He'd been self reliant
from the age of thirteen when his mother had died so he was quite
capable of packing to join the Army, but his dad bless him, had
been fussing round making sure he had enough pants and socks, and
did he want his thick woolly jumper?

 Twenty five years on it was more poignant, alone as he
was, Norman being out for the day yet again, with Jean. He wondered
out much shopping and trekking round the local sights his dad would
put up with before he decided enough was enough. At least they'd
gone out in Jean's car so Aidan could use the old Ford to take his
stuff to the cottage. And to be fair his dad had offered to give
him a hand but there wasn't a lot he could have done. It didn't
need two to shift a few boxes.

The life of adventure had been lived, he'd gone full circle, and
it was now time to branch out and move on. Aidan looked at the
three cardboard boxes filled with his stuff. There were a couple of
suitcases already packed in the car. He stood in the door and
looked at the empty room trying to remember the last time.

He'd been just about finished when Brax had arrived.

 

8th Sept
1985

 

Aidan knew as soon as he heard his dad let Brax in at the front
door that he'd changed his mind. He didn't even have to see him; he
just knew. So when Brax pushed open his door a minute later and
gave him that hang dog look he was prepared. He'd somehow known
that Brax wouldn't go through with it, despite all his
protestations to the contrary. All that blood brother pact shit was
just that; a pile of shit.

Aidan looked at Brax. 'Well?'

Brax shrugged his shoulders.

'You're not going are you?'

Brax shook his head and looked away. 'Nah.'

Aidan gave him a contemptuous look. 'You windy bastard.'

Normally that would have caused a ruck but Brax just stood there
and took all the insults that Aidan threw at him, lending weight in
Aidan's eyes that Brax was indeed a windy bastard.

After twenty minutes of railing off Aidan eventually ran out of
steam.

Brax said. 'I'm sorry mate.'

'Mate! Don't give me that mate bollocks.'

'Look,' Brax's eyes filled with tears, 'I'm sorry Aidan, I just
can't go through with it. I'm not like you. You've lived for
nothing else since you were six or seven years old. I always went
along with it just to be a part of things. You'll make a good
soldier, I wouldn't. You're a hard nut, I'm not. You've been cock
of every school you've ever been at, I've been way down the pecking
order.'

Aidan knew all this was true. He'd been worried for a long time
that Brax wouldn't cut it and had even tried talking him out of
going a few times only to be reassured by Brax that he'd be fine.
It was a bit late in the bloody day though. Still, what could he
do? 'Yeah, you're probably right. What ya' gonna do then, go back
and do your A's.'

Brax shook his head. 'Nah, I've left school.'

'What then?'

'Dunno, get a job I suppose.'

'Doing what?'

'Piano player in a brothel.'

'You daft twat, you can't even play the piano!'

'I could bloody learn though.'

They both laughed at the thought.

Then Aidan said. 'But seriously mate, what ya' gonna do?'

'You sound just like my mum and dad. I don't know what I'm gonna
do. Mechanic, painter and decorator, electrician.'

Aidan shook his head. 'You're better than that Brax lad.'

'Now you really do sound like my mum and dad.'

Aidan laughed. 'Come on, let's get a beer.'

'Where?

'Old man's home brew. He won't know, he's just gone down the
allotment.'

 

Friday 28th
May 2010

 

After leaving the Nightingale Cafe with Kath's address and
mobile number, and promising her that she would think about her
offer of a place to stay for a while, Callie made her way back to
where she'd left her Punto; the anonymity of a busy car park. On
the way she called into a sea front shop and bought among other
things, a straw hat, a headscarf, and some mirror sunglasses, a
combination of which would serve as a basic disguise until she
managed to change her hair style and colour.

Once in the relative safety of her car she sat and thought
through her options.

Her original plan to go travelling for a while on the proceeds
of the 60k was no longer possible; Counden's death had put paid to
that. Running away had been an instinctive reaction to the shock of
waking up and finding Counden as dead as a bloody dodo on top of
her. That had been a mistake, she should have stayed at home,
hidden the money and played dumb when the police came calling.

What to do now though?

She needed to lie low for a while until she'd been forgotten
about. Obviously she could be traced through her car - she was
amazed that she hadn't been stopped already - so that would have to
go. She was very fond of her Punto so that would be a wrench but
she didn't see how it could be avoided. She needed to buy some kind
of holdall or sports bag to put the money in, she would be very
conspicuous wandering round with an attaché case wearing a straw
hat and shades. At the moment it was in the boot of the car but it
couldn't stay there.

She needed somewhere safe to stay, away from prying eyes. It was
a bit of luck meeting Kath like that and her thinking Callie was on
the run from a violent relationship. Perhaps she would take her up
on her offer of a bed for a few nights.

She needed to carefully monitor the T.V. to see if the police
were actively looking for her. Did they suspect her of being
involved in Counden's death, or was it just the money they were
interested in. If just the money she could maybe go home and make
out she knew nothing about it. In fact that sounded like the best
option. If she ran away she'd look guilty so why not spend a few
days in Whitby having a good time, and then go home and be
surprised by all the fuss? She could even make out she'd been so
upset by Counden dying like he did that she just needed to get
away. She briefly thought of ringing Jazz but dismissed it as a
crazy idea.

So then, first thing, buy a paper and see if there was anything
in there. Ring Kath and arrange to stay for a few nights, that at
least would give her a bit more thinking time.

 

* * *

 

Aidan had just finished packing some basic foodstuffs in the
kitchen cupboard when he heard the car pull up outside. He didn't
take a lot of notice thinking it might be the young mum from next
door whose name he couldn't remember. Cup o' tea Aidan lad, that's
what you need after your exertions. But of course he hadn't been
shopping and his supplies consisted of half a loaf of white bread
and three tins of baked beans he'd borrowed from his dad.

A Billy Joel song, "Moving Out," was playing on the
radio, the door and windows were open and he could hear the birds
singing in the garden. No time like the present for a quick trip to
Asda. He was halfway to the door when he heard the hesitant voice
from outside.

'Hello?'

'Hello, come in.' He called.

'Hello Aidan.'

'Jazz, good to see you.' He went to hug her and then stopped,
thinking it might not be appropriate. He hoped she hadn't noticed.
'What a surprise, how on earth did you track me down? I've only
been here an hour or so, I wasn't expecting visitors yet.'

She smiled, 'I followed you from your dad's. You were just
leaving as I arrived. I've been sat at the end of the lane for ages
wondering if I was doing the right thing.'

'Oh?' He looked at her enquiringly. She seemed subdued but keyed
up at the same time.

'I need to talk to you Aidan, it's important.' She bit her lip,
watching his face.

'Okay, come on in, sit down. I can't offer you a drink, I was
just going shopping.'

'I can come back if you're busy.'

'Don't be daft, although… '

'What?'

'Maybe you fancy coming to Asda with me, we can talk on the
way.'

'You know how to show a girl a good time, don't you?'

'Never failed yet.'

Aidan locked the cottage and opened the car door for Jazz.

'Right then,' Aidan said once they'd turned onto the road at the
end of the driveway, 'you'd better tell me what's so
important.'

Jazz finished telling Aidan of her concerns as they were pulling
into the car park at Asda. He looked at his watch as he turned off
the engine. 'So you'd like me to come back to Callie's with
you?'

'Would you?'

'Yeah, of course I will.'

'Thanks Aidan.'

'Does Brax know everything you've just told me?'

Jazz bit her lip. 'Pretty much. Well… , he knows bits of it but
I don't think he's put it all altogether yet.'

'Come on then,' Aidan opened the car door, 'let's go.'

'I thought we were going to Callie's?'

'Yeah, we are. When I've done my shopping.'

'Honestly, you men, food, football, and se… ' Jazz broke off and
felt herself blush.

Aidan laughed, 'Not sure we've got time to take in a game, but
the rest… ' He let it hang in the air and Jazz wondered if it had
been such a good idea to involve him after all.

 

* * *

 

Brax had just negotiated the ring road and was nearly at
Callie's when his phone rang. He looked at the display, saw it was
Kerr, and pressed receive.

'Well done young Branston.'

'Sorry, hang on.' Brax indicated left and pulled in opposite
Asda. Safely parked he returned to the call, Kerr was still
talking, '… straight away?'

'Sorry guv, I missed all that.'

'What? Okay, listen. I don't how you did it but you've struck
lucky with the missing Bishop and the Showgirl.'

'Pardon guv?' Brax was puzzled.

'Aren't you listening? Counden aka the Bishop has turned up,
well at least his car has, and… '

'Where?'

'Patience young Branston. As some Irish dipstick used to say,
there's more. It's been dumped on the waste ground down by the
canal along from the marina and set alight. The fire boys are there
damping down but it's apparently a total wreck. I've got a couple
of uniforms keeping guard until we get SOCO and the quack down
there. I want you to go down and keep an eye on things.'

At that precise moment a dark blue Ford turned out of the ASDA
car park, Brax glanced idly at the occupants and froze when he
recognised Jazz in the passenger seat. Quickly clocking the plate
number he realised it was the Pennock car.

'Why is the doctor on his way?' He asked, starting the engine
and checking traffic.

'To pronounce the extinction of life.'

'What?'

'Didn't I say? It looks like there's a body on the back
seat.'

Brax engaged first gear at the same as telling Kerr he was on
his way. He took a swift glance right and eased into the flow of
traffic. That put a new slant on things. And why the bloody hell
was Jazz swanning around with Pennock in Asda of all places?

 

* * *

 

Callie's house looked the same as a few hours ago.

Jazz wasn't sure what she'd been expecting, maybe Callie opening
the front door to their persistent ringing on the bell.

She looked at Aidan, 'Well?'

He shrugged, 'She's not in, or she's not answering for whatever
reason.'

'What shall we do?'

'Go in and have a look.'

'Do you think that would be okay?'

'Why not?'

Jazz could think of lots of reasons why not to do things.

Aidan stepped back and looked at the house critically. 'Is there
a way round the back.'

'There's a side entrance, but there's a gate and it's
locked,'

'Didn't you say the neighbour had a key?'

'So the other neighbour said, but do you think she'll hand it
out to strangers?'

'We won't need the neighbour's key,' Aidan smiled, digging into
his pocket, 'Here's one I prepared earlier.'

'You've got a key? Why have you got a key?'

'Callie told me she was going travelling and thought it was wise
for someone else to have a key apart from the estate agents.'

'You could have said earlier.' Jazz was slightly miffed that she
hadn't been trusted with the key but Aidan had the door open and
was halfway down the hall. Jazz stopped to pick up the mail and put
it on the small table next to the phone, and then put her head
round the door of the front room; it was empty.

In the kitchen Aidan looked at the debris of the meal he'd
shared with Callie just last night. It seemed longer ago. 'She's
not down here,' he said when Jazz caught up with him.

'When did Callie give you the key?'

'Last night. She asked me round for a drink, we had a bite to
eat, and she gave me the key as I was leaving.'

'She never cleared up.'

'No.'

'Did she mention me?'

'Only in passing. She asked if I'd seen you and Brax,' he
paused, 'and..'

'And what?'

'No, it's nothing.'

'No, go on, what did she say?'

'Well,' Aidan said somewhat reluctantly, 'she said you seemed a
bit out of sorts recently.'

'Oh.' Jazz was surprised that Callie had noticed she'd been out
of sorts when she hadn't even admitted it properly to herself, and
slightly annoyed that she'd confided such knowledge in Aidan.

Aidan, sensing something, said lamely, 'That's all.'

'I think we should check upstairs,' Jazz moved to the foot of
the narrow staircase where she stopped and said, 'You go, I'll stay
here.'

Aidan shook his head, 'Nah, we both need to go.'

'Why?'

'In case I find something and need a witness.'

Jazz sighed. 'Alright, but you go first?'

'Yeah, why not.' Aidan replied. 

There were only two bedrooms and the bathroom upstairs. The
spare room and bathroom were quickly checked, then they entered
Callie's room. Jazz didn't know what she'd been expecting - Callie
dead on the floor perhaps - and was quite relieved to find the room
empty. The bed made but a few clothes were laid carelessly on top
of the quilt and the floor. A suitcase stood empty on a chair and
the bedside lamp was switched on.

Aidan found the assorted bras, pants, and stockings lying around
strangely arousing.

Jazz looked at him, 'What do you think?'

'I think it's been a long time since we've been alone together
in a bedroom.'

Jazz could feel her heart thumping. 'Don't be silly Aidan, we're
not going there again.'

'Shame.'

She took a deep breath wondering how much to say. 'Do you
remember the day Brax and I got married?'

He looked at her, then away. 'Yeah.'

'What do you remember?'

'Apart from the obvious?'

'Apart from that.'

'Brax being pissed off with me for turning up in my uniform. I
had told him several times that I would be wearing it but he either
didn't believe me or mebbe forgot.'

'Why did you wear it?'

'I was proud of it.'

'He's always thought that you did it to rub his nose in it.'

'How?'

'Because he let you down when you were supposed to be joining up
together.'

'That's daft.'

'Is it?'

'Yeah, that was long forgotten by then.'

'But was it? You were very upset and annoyed with Brax when he
told you he'd changed his mind.'

Aidan had been through that day more times than he cared to
remember. 'So? It didn't last. We were still mates. He asked me to
be his best man and I agreed. You don't do that for someone you're
not friends with.'

She shrugged. 'Maybe you're right.'

Aidan wondered where this was all going, 'Don't forget we're
here because Callie's vanished.'

Jazz took a deep breath. 'You're right.'

'So, what do you think?'

'I don't know what to think. She's not here, is she?'

Aidan gestured at the room in general, 'It looks like she left
in a hurry.'

'That's what I thought.'

'Or, it's been made to look as though she left in a hurry.'

Jazz considered this in silence for a moment until Aidan put his
head on one side and listened.

'Did you hear that?'

'What?'

'Shh,' he whispered, 'it sounds like someone moving about
downstairs.'

 

* * *

 

Brax having followed Aidan and Jazz to Callie's was unsure what
to do next. He knew he didn't have long. He should be on his way to
the burnt out Merc. The uniforms were there though, they should be
able to manage for a while. Looking at his watch he reckoned he had
about half an hour before he needed to be moving.

He watched from a distance as Jazz and Aidan got out of the old
Ford and stood talking outside the house. Jazz rang the bell a few
times and then Aidan produced a key from his pocket and they went
in.

Where did he get the key?

If anybody had asked him a week ago if there was anything going
on between Jazz and Aidan he would have laughed at the absurdity,
but now he wasn't so sure. They could have been in secret contact
for years. When would it have started though? Probably around the
time Aidan had stopped coming home on leave, or at least when Brax
thought he'd stopped coming home on leave; about fifteen years ago.
Perhaps he'd been coming back secretly and meeting Jazz. This is
ridiculous Brax told himself, the girls were young then; a baby and
a toddler. They're just concerned about Callie and are looking to
see if she's ill in bed.

They could be at it right now. Stop it, you're being
ridiculous.

If they were at it though, how long should he wait before
catching them in the act?

He waited for fifteen minutes and then got out of the car and
made his way to Callie's house. The door was closed but it opened
when he tried the handle. Entering the narrow hallway he stood and
listened.

Nothing.

No sounds of passion or ecstasy.

Moving slowly he opened the kitchen door and looked inside. It
was empty, as was the front room. He looked at the stairs and
listened intently. There was a faint sound of conversation. Would
they be talking if having sex?

Stop it Brax.

Only one way to find out he thought, moving silently up the
stairs. Silently that is until he stepped on the third step from
the top which creaked alarmingly.

Bollocks!

Pushing open the door of what he took to be the main bedroom he
found himself in the bathroom.

'Brax!'

Brax turned round and found himself face to face with Aidan
coming out of the main bedroom, with Jazz peering over his
shoulder. They were both fully clothed and looking entirely
innocent, if not a little startled. There was something though,
some tension he could feel.

Aidan was smiling, 'We gotta stop meeting like this.'

'What the fuck are you doing here?' Brax exploded, knowing it
was childish but unable to control his emotions.

The smile faded, 'I could ask you the same thing.'

Brax glared at them both. 'Investigating a crime.'

'Crime, what crime?' From Jazz.

'I should arrest the bloody pair of you.'

Aidan smiled. I'd like to see you try.

'Brax love, just calm down, we haven't done anything wrong. I
told you I was going to come here to see if I could find out why
Callie hasn't come to work. I didn't feel like coming on my own so
asked Aidan to come along.'

Brax looked at his wife, 'How did you get in?'

Aidan answered, 'I had a key.'

Brax stared at him until he continued, 'which Callie gave me
last night when she told me she was going travelling and asked me
to keep a key for her.'

'Please Brax, what crime has been committed? Has anything
happened to Callie.' Jazz seemed near to tears.

Brax moved closer to his wife as he answered, forcing Aidan to
step to one side. 'I don't know. All I can tell you is that we've
found Counden's car, burnt out, with what seems like a… '

Jazz bit her lip as he hesitated. He shouldn't be telling them
this.

'Go on Brax mate,' Aidan chipped in. 'Seems like a what?'

'With what seems like a body on the back seat.' Brax finished
off.

There was stunned silence then Aidan and Jazz started firing
questions at Brax who held up his hands. 'Sorry, that's all I know.
I just got a call and I'm going to the scene now. I was nearby so
called here first to see if Callie was around, found the door open
and you two snooping around.'

'We're not snooping Brax.' Aidan declared firmly.

'Aye well, it's been a long day and not likely to be over
anytime soon. I take it there's no sign of Callie?'

They both shook their heads.

'I'm gonna have to get the scenes of crime guys round here to do
a thorough search. We'll need both your prints for comparison
purposes, okay?'

They nodded their agreement.

'Right, if you let me have the key Aidan, I'll get things
moving.' He stood to one side and indicated it was time to go.
Aidan dropping the key in his outstretched palm as he passed.

Once outside Aidan and Jazz stood uncertainly on the pavement.
Brax locked the door then turned to Jazz, 'Where's your car?'

'At work.'

Brax nodded, 'I'll run you back. See you Aidan.' He turned and
walked away.










Chapter 13

 


By the time Brax arrived at the waste ground by the canal it was
well over an hour since the call from Kerr. The drive to take Jazz
back to Counden & Co had passed in silence. Jazz had tried
making conversation but Brax had merely grunted in reply and
eventually she had given up.

As he turned in from the road a fire engine was just leaving but
the Area Fire Investigation Officer, a tall distinguished man with
short grey hair and a military moustache was studying the Mercedes
and making notes on a clipboard.

There was a pervasive smell of burnt flesh not dissimilar to
roast pork Brax thought and then shuddered at the idea. The two
uniforms had cordoned off the area and we're keeping curious
sightseers at a distance.  It wouldn't be long before the
camera crews and reporters arrived. Brax had a quick word with the
uniforms who told him what he'd already seen, that the fire boys
had been and gone. Thankfully he'd arrived before the SOCO and the
doctor. He approached the AFIO, Steve Dilks, who he knew from
previous cases.

Dilks looked up as Brax approached, 'Brax,' he smiled, 'how it's
hanging?'.

'Hi Steve, what we got?'

'Half a burnt out Merc with what appears to be a body in the
back.'

'Male, female?'

Dilks shrugged, 'Difficult to say at the moment. It's lying face
down and covered in some material, possibly a blanket or decorators
dust sheet.'

'But if you were pushed?'

'Off the record, if I was pushed,' he seemed to juggle the
possibilities before committing himself, 'Male.'

Not official thought Brax but it looks more likely to be Counden
than Callie. 'Arson?'

'Oh yeah,' Dilks replied, nodding. 'There are definite traces of
an accelerant.'

'Petrol?'

'Very likely but we need to get the samples to the lab and wait
for the results.'

Brax pursed his lips, thinking, 'What do you mean by half burnt
out?'

'The fire was started in the front but somebody called it in
real quick. The lads were on their way back from a false alarm and
were here within two minutes. Front half's a mess but back half's
relatively untouched.'

'And the body?'

'Scorched round the edges but I wouldn't have thought it was in
too bad a condition.'

'So,' Brax summed it up, 'we've got a lightly grilled body in a
half burnt out car that would seem to have been set alight
deliberately?'

Dilks smiled cheerfully, 'Not us mate, you.'

'Cheers Steve.'

'And if I'm not mistaken here comes the Doc to declare life
extinct.' He said, pointing to a silver Saab that had pulled
alongside Brax's car. They watched as Doctor Green, a small rotund
man, eased his way of the car and stubbed a cigarette out on the
floor.

'You'd think he'd know better wouldn't you?' Steve remarked as
he put his pen inside his clipboard. 'Right, that's me done,' he
said moving off before stopping and calling back, 'I'll be in
touch.'

Brax waited, while Steve and Doctor Green exchanged a few words,
amazed at their similarity to Laurel and Hardy, before the doctor
joined him.

They exchanged pleasantries before going to the still warm
Mercedes and peering inside.

'You hardly need me D.S. Bollen.'

Brax shrugged, 'Perhaps not Doc, but I can't sign him off can
I?'

'You've even identified the sex of the corpse as well.'

'It's not a man then?'

'You're probably right D.S. Bollen but it's never a good idea to
jump to conclusions.' Green said, moving away and picking up his
bag.

'Is that it Doc?'

'Oh yes, I can safely say that that body is a dead body.'

Brax watched as the doctor safely negotiated his way over the
debris strewn ground back to his car where he lit another cigarette
before getting in and driving away.

Brax supposed now would be a good time to give Wann a call to
bring him up to speed with developments. He should also let Ort
Murdoch know that he might need a new church elder. He should also
chase up SOCO. He also had to arrange to get a search team round to
Callie's. He sighed; it was going to be a long day.

 

* * *

 

What exactly was Bollen's problem, Aidan wondered as he opened a
can of beans and put bread in the toaster. Sneaking upstairs like
that trying to catch him with his hand in Jazz's knickers. Kettle
on, tea bag in the cup. As if he'd try it on in Callie's bedroom
while they were looking round. Splash o' milk in the beans to stop
them sticking, giving them a stir.   Honestly, what did
he think he was? Plate, knife and fork ready. Kettle boiling, water
in the mug. He was a bit more refined these days, no more bull at a
gate. No more get your coat darling, you've pulled. Tea made,
sugared, toast done, buttered, on the plate, pour on the beans,
liberal shake of pepper, light on the salt.

Heaven was beans on toast when you were famished and
Springsteen's, "Born to Run", blasting out. He hoped it
wasn't too loud for the young mum next door if she was trying to
get the baby to sleep. Shouldn't be, he decided, these old cottages
have thick walls. Singing along to Springsteen in between forkfuls
of food he felt oddly elated. This is the life, bugger the Army,
that life's over, new one just begun.

Anyway, him and Jazz, that had been years ago. Good days though,
he remembered, smiling as he made short work of the beans on toast.
Those times after the wedding, middle o' summer, home on leave,
Brax at work, meeting Jazz up on the Tops, some of the best sex
he'd ever had. Pity she'd pulled the plug when she had, but still,
they'd had a good run. Better to have stopped when they had rather
than run the risk of Brax finding out.

He knew he should feel bad about betraying Brax as he had, and
on one level he did; somewhere deep down in his consciousness he
knew it had gone too far. Once would have been okay, that would
have been fair and equitable, an eye for eye, a shag for a shag. He
wasn't sure though that Brax would see it that way.

He hoped Jazz could let the past lie dormant; they'd had a
fling, it was good at the time, it was over, time had passed. Aidan
was home again and somewhere deep within, not yet articulated, was
the desire that maybe it wasn't too late for something to develop
with Callie.

Problem was, he thought clearing the table and stacking the
washing up bowl for later, Callie had vanished.

Still, he had a good idea where she might have gone.

 

* * *

 

Everyone was in state of high excitement at Counden & Co.
The rumour mill was in overdrive and Jazz was beset by questions
from all sides. She decided the best thing to do was to gather all
the staff together in the boardroom and tell them what she knew,
which wasn't much. The problem was that both Counden and Callie
hadn't turned up and, while Jazz was sure that must have happened
before without any alarm being raised, on this occasion, for some
reason it had.

Afterwards, in her office with yet another cup of coffee she
wondered if she'd done the right thing. She wasn't sure if her
actions would stop the rumour and speculation or just fuel it, but
at least she'd tried. She would normally chat with Callie about
these things. At the thought of her friend she felt the tears that
she'd been holding back all day welling up again, but she resolved
to resist the temptation to have a good cry, and turned her
thoughts to Brax instead.

Why did he have to be so stubborn and pigheaded.?

Because he was a man, a Yorkshire man at that. The journey back
to work had been made in a sullen silence on his part and it was
only after he'd dropped her at the main entrance and raced off,
wheels spinning, that she realised her car was still at
Aidan's.

 Fancy getting all stroppy 'cos he'd found her and Aidan
looking round Callie's house. It wasn't even as if he had any
reason to be jealous. Yes, she'd been keen on Aidan when they were
all knocking round together as teenagers but that was a long time
ago. Yes, in all honesty she would have married him if he'd asked
but she'd been married to Brax for a long time, she wasn't about to
suddenly take up with Aidan because he was available. No, Aidan
Pennock had had his chance but had turned her down. Anyway, despite
the flirting which had always come naturally to him, he probably
still wasn't interested in a relationship with her. He might try it
on for old times sake, but she wasn't interested in resurrecting
their affair. It was a long time ago, it should never have
happened, but oddly she couldn't find it within herself to feel
guilty about it.

It would be best all round if Aidan and Callie got together, but
that wasn't likely to happen now, with Callie either gone, or
worse, dead. Somehow though, despite her gloomy thoughts, Jazz was
convinced that Callie was alive and well.

She's a born survivor, that one.

But where could she be?

The ringing of her cell phone broke into her thoughts.

 

* * *

 

'Jazz, it's Aidan.'

'Hello.'

'Listen, I'm outside in your car park.'

'Why?'

'Thought you might like a lift back to mine to collect your
car.'

'I'll be down in a minute.' Jazz broke the connection and
quickly looked round her office; there's wasn't anything that
wouldn't wait.

In the car park Aidan was stood by his dad's old Ford wearing a
broad grin. He looked for all the world like a lad picking up his
girl to go on a date. That balloon would have to be popped she
thought as he opened the passenger door for her.

'Any thoughts Jazz?' He asked, moving off and out of the car
park.

'About?'

'Callie. Where she might be?'

'You think she's still alive.'

'Yeah. Don't you?'

'I do actually. But I've got no idea where she could be.'

'I do.'

'Where?'

'I'll tell you over a drink.'

Ten minutes later in the lounge bar of the Cock Inn, Jazz
watched Aidan at the bar as he bought the drinks, and wondered idly
what her life would be like now if she'd married him instead of
Brax.

Stop it.

'So', taking a sip of the house white and grimacing, 'where do
you think she is? Or was that just an excuse to take me for a
drink?'

'Don't need an excuse to go for drink with an old friend Jazz,’
he saluted her with his glass, ‘but as it happens I do have an idea
where Callie might be.'

She watched in exasperation as he took a long drink from his
pint. 'Well get on with it.'

'Did you notice the photos above the fireplace in Callie's front
room?' He asked putting his glass down and wiping his mouth with
the back of his hand.

'No, I remember seeing them there but I've got no idea what they
were. Why? Are they important?'

'They might be. One of those photos is me and Callie.' Another
swig of beer. 'August bank holiday 1985 just before I joined the
Army we went to Whitby for a weekend.'

'You and Callie?'

'Yeah, we saved up over the summer and just took off. Stayed in
this dingy boarding house, place was crap, food was crap but we had
a great time. I'd been before but it was Callie's first time there.
She loved it. Absolutely fell in love wi' place.' He grinned, 'Went
for a weekend and stayed a week.'

'And you think she might have gone there?'

Aidan shrugged and finished his beer, 'Another?' Jazz shook her
head, 'Who knows,' he said rising and heading to the bar, 'but it
might be worth a look.'

When he came back with a fresh pint, she said. 'I'm not sure if
I'd head to Whitby if I suddenly found myself with sixty
thousand.'

'Nor me, but we're all different. I might be completely wrong
but there's nowt to lose. Anyroad do you have a better idea?'

Jazz had to admit that she didn't. 'So when are you going?'

'Dunno, I thought I'd leave it a few days. Let her get herself
together. The longer she stays the more confident she'll become,
she might venture out, and the more chance I'll have of finding
her.'

'It'll be busy though, won't it? This time of year.'

'I expect so but I can't just sit around doing nowt.'

'Of course,' Jazz mused, sipping at her wine, 'it would be
easier with two looking.'

Aidan looked at her with his glass half raised, 'What, you?'

'Why not?' She was indignant.

He drank more beer and she watched him in silence wondering why
on earth she'd said anything.

'Nah,' he said emphatically, putting the glass down.'

'Why not?' Jazz insisted.

'Can't see Brax being too chuffed about that idea.'

'You leave Brax to me. Any other reasons?'

'I doubt I'll be there and back in a day.'

'So?'

'It means staying over.' He let it hang.

'In separate rooms Aidan.'

Aidan shrugged, 'Yeah, sure, but still… '

'It's settled then.'

'Only if Brax agrees.'

'Brax won't be a problem.' Jazz replied with more assurance than
she felt.

Aidan drained his pint, 'Right then, let's get your
car.' 

 

* * *

 

Callie looked at the neat but small spare bedroom tastefully
decorated in blue and pink. 'It's lovely Kath but are you
sure?'

'If I wasn't sure love I wouldn't have offered.' Kath turned
down the quilt and opened the window, 'I know what it's like to be
on the run from a dodgy feller.'

There were four Vettriano prints on the wall by the door and two
watercolour seascapes above the bed. The blue curtains were pulled
back and Callie looked out over the backyard where her car waited
behind six foot wooden gates. She hadn't been able to dump it and
hoped it wouldn't prove to be her downfall.

'He's not likely to know where you are, is he?

'No.'

'I were just wondering like,' Kath said, 'what brought you to
Whitby?'

'I came once years ago, with a friend just before he joined the
Army. We had a lovely time and I fell in love.'

'Wi' 'im?' Kath asked.

Callie laughed and shook her head. 'I already loved him.' She
said, wistfully. 'No, I fell in love with Whitby. I said I'd come
back one day, and now I have.'

'Aye well, it's right enough.' Kath said moving to the door.
'What happened to the fellow though? You don't mind me asking do
ya? I'm allus asking questions about other people,' she paused and
shrugged as though realisation had just hit her, 'not enough
happening in my own life I suppose.'

Callie smiled sympathetically, 'I don't mind you asking, I've
nowt to hide.'

Callie Sunter, you're such a little liar.

'Aidan joined the Army for twenty five years and then he came
again. Last week in fact.'

Kath nodded understandingly. 'He came home and you went
away.'

It was a statement rather than a question and Callie just
nodded, instantly sad.

Kath backed out of the room, 'I'll leave you to settle in then.
Just pop down for a cuppa when you're ready.'

Callie looked at the closing door. 'Thanks Kath, I won't outstay
my welcome.'

'Stay as long as you like love, it'll be nice to have a bit o'
company like.' Kath's voice slightly muffled came through the
door.

The door opened again and Kath's voice but not her body came
into the room, 'Nearly forgot, bathroom's just down the landing,
second on the left.'

Callie waited a minute once Kath had finally gone then crossed
to the door and opening it slightly, listened intently but heard
nothing. Sitting down in the armchair she put the attaché case on
her lap and popped the locks. She looked at the money and marvelled
again at the sight of it packed in neat rows. She had never seen so
much money in her life, and it was all hers. The challenge of
course was keeping it. It represented freedom and she wanted to
stay free. She quickly transferred all the money into the sports
bag she'd bought earlier and shoved it under the bed. It would do
for now but she needed a better hiding place. It was a shame there
wasn't a lock on the door, not that she had any reason to distrust
Kath but it was a lot of money and could quite easily turn
someone's head.

Callie sat in the chair by the window for a long time, thinking
and brooding. She felt more relaxed than she had for days. 
She was safe for now but there were still things she needed to do
before she could think about returning to see what awaited her in
Slaithstone.

 

* * *

 

It was well past nine pm by the time Brax made it home. It was
quiet in the house, kids probably in bed, or at least in their
rooms, Jazz watching a bit of T.V. before turning in. He was still
annoyed from the earlier episode at Callie's so went straight into
the kitchen and popped an ice cold lager straight from the fridge.
He found Lasagne in the microwave, quickly zapped it, and settled
himself with his meal at the kitchen table.

Between mouthfuls of pasta and swigs of beer he quickly ran over
the events of the last few hours.

He'd spent a long time on the phone bringing Kerr up to speed.
He'd asked lots of questions that Brax didn't have the answers to,
but he had organised the search team to go over Callie's; he'd sent
a female officer to see Mrs Counden to let her know her husband's
car had been found with a body in the back. Finally he'd told Brax
to call him back if there were any further developments.

The scenes of crime guy, a small wiry Cumbrian called Peter
Noble, had finally arrived and after erecting the white tent around
the Merc had spent a long time going over the car and the body
before saying he was satisfied with all he'd got. Fingerprints, of
which there were numerous, had been carefully lifted. Brax was too
long in the tooth to get excited by this as a lot of people could
have left prints; mechanics, salespeople, valets, Counden himself,
his wife, people who'd been in the car for a dozen legitimate
reasons. The prints would go through the system but Brax wasn't
expecting any belonging to an arsonist to be present.

 Many photographs had been taken, some of which showed in
graphic detail the dishevelled nature of the corpse which showed
death had occurred with the victim's trousers and underwear round
his ankles.

When Brax had asked if that was likely to have happened in the
fire he was met with a sceptical look from Peter who'd said, 'I
doubt it sunbeam.'

Brax considered this then asked, 'What are you saying?'

'All I'm saying is the victim died with his trousers and
underwear round his ankles.'

'Could he have been sat in the back masturbating?'

Peter shrugged, 'Happen, although there's no sign of any porno,
but there are these,' he held up a lacy black thong in the manner
of a stage magician.

'There was a woman here.' Brax had said, not discounting the
fact there might be two cross dressing members of the same church
but thinking it highly unlikely.

'Mebbe,' Peter conceded, 'although he could have taken a pair o'
the wife's and was using them to increase excitement.'

Brax shook his head emphatically. 'Not if you knew the lady in
question Peter. I don't think anything that flimsy plays any part
in her wardrobe.'

The underwater search team had been and done a thorough search
of the canal for a 100 yards in both directions but nothing had
been found, not even an old pram, bicycle, or the ubiquitous
shopping trolley. He hadn't really expected to find Callie Sunter
in the canal but he supposed they had to look. Had to cover all the
bases, tick all the boxes, etc. etc. Knowing Callie he fully
expected her to be sunning herself on a beach somewhere, except of
course, her passport had been left behind. Happen she was at Brid
or Scarborough, but more likely she was in London. Everybody who
ran off seemed to end up in The Smoke.

Finally the undertakers men, who'd been patiently waiting in
their grey van, had been allowed to take the body to the morgue.
The post-mortem was booked for Monday morning.

Brax had finally got round to calling Ort Murdoch to let him
know that Counden's car had turned up with a body as yet
unidentified in the back seat. Murdoch had digested the news then
quietly asked if there was any sign of 60k which he'd just found
out had gone missing from the church's special fund.

There had been no fancy manoeuvring on Counden's part, he'd
simply transferred the money to an account in his name. It would
need an official complaint to dig any deeper.

Brax sighed and rubbed his eyes. It was going to be another long
day tomorrow. He put his plate in the dishwasher and popped another
beer, not because he wanted one but more as a prop when he had the
conversation with Jazz that was coming as surely as night follows
day.

In the lounge he found her seated in her favourite chair, a book
open on her lap which she wasn't reading. A cd was playing quietly,
he didn't recognise it. Jazz put down her book and looked at him as
he sat in a chair opposite.

'You look tired,' she said gently.

Brax ran through a whole list of things he was tired of but
because he was tired just said, 'Yeah, I am.'

'Long day?'

'Yeah, and another one tomorrow.'

Brax had been expecting her to mention earlier at Callie's so
was somewhat surprised when she asked, 'Do you think I've been a
good wife?'

Brax frowned. He hadn't been expecting this.

'Well, have I?' She prompted.

'Yeah, on the whole, I'd say so.'

'I haven't you know. I've been a terrible wife to you. I've
been… '

Brax didn't really want to have a full depth analysis of Jazz's
shortcomings in the middle of what could turn out to be a murder
investigation. He'd got a dead body in a burnt out Merc who was
more likely than not a church elder. He'd got a missing woman who
was a childhood friend of them both. There was also the small
matter of 60k missing from the church account which he just knew
was going to be with Callie Sunter, unless of course she was dead
as well. But for now he was working on the principle of, find the
girl, find the money.

He held up his hands. 'I don't need this at the moment
Jazz.'

'I know you don't, and I'm sorry,' she sniffed, 'but… '

'But nothing. You must be referring to things I don't know about
because as far as I'm concerned you've always been a very good wife
to me, and a good mother to our kids.'

She looked at him in silence as he carried on, 'If you're about
to confess you've been having an affair with Aidan, let me tell you
I don't want to know. Okay? I love you Jazz and I hope you love me.
If you do, good. If you don't, well, I can't make you, can I?'

He could see she was getting upset but carried on. 'If you're
about to tell me you want a separation or a divorce I would say
think about it a bit longer 'cos once it's officially broke it
ain't gonna get fixed.'

She looked startled for a moment and Brax was convinced she was
about to say one thing but changed her mind and said instead, 'I'm
not having an affair with Aidan,' she half smiled, the corner of
one side of her mouth lifting, 'or anyone else for that matter.
Aidan is one of our oldest friends, we've both known him all our
lives.'

Brax drained his can and squashed it in his hand. 'When did you
first know he was coming home?'

'I didn't know he was coming home until he did.'

'And when was that?'

'I bumped into him in town last Friday night when I was out with
Callie. We came out of the Mayflower and Callie set off walking. I
was waiting for a taxi and Aidan pulled up and offered me a
lift.'

'Bit of a co-incidence wasn't it? His first night back, you're
out with Callie and you just bump into each other.'

'I can't help that Brax, that's exactly how it happened.'

Brax still wondered why neither of them had told him about the
chance meeting before and was about to ask when Jazz continued, 'Do
you believe me?'

He couldn't contemplate not believing her and besides he was
hardly whiter than white himself, 'Yeah, I believe you.' He was
still puzzling over why Jazz thought she'd been a terrible wife
when she hit him with a sucker punch.

'So you won't mind then?'

'What won't I mind?' Dreading the answer.

'If we go looking for Callie.'

'We being you and Aidan.'

Jazz nodded.

Brax stood without a word, walked through to the kitchen, got a
beer he didn't want, returned and asked, 'Where would you look,'
popping the top of the beer, 'do you know something I don't?'

'Whitby.'

Brax was nonplussed. 'Why there?'

Jazz ran through Aidan's theory and Brax listened patiently
before saying, 'So, on the basis that he and Callie went on a dirty
weekend just before he joined up you think she'll have gone there
now?'

'Yes.'

'Assuming for one moment you're right and that Callie is staying
somewhere in Whitby, what makes you think you'd find her by going
there? It's a big enough place to hide in. She'd only have to stay
indoors for the short time you'd be there and you might walk past
the front door and never know.'

'I know it's a long shot Brax but I feel as though I have to do
something.'

'And Aidan's persuaded you to go with him?'

'I offered. I had to persuade him to let me go and then only if
you're happy about it. He won't take me if you don't like the
idea.'

Brax didn't like the idea on many levels. He didn't like the
idea of Jazz and Aidan disappearing off to the seaside together. He
didn't like the idea of Jazz looking for Callie at all. 'Did you
think of asking me if I'd go with you?'

'Will you?' She posed the question.

'You know I can't. I'm involved in what could turn out to be a
murder investigation. I can't just go swanning off to Whitby on a
whim.'

'That's why I didn't ask you,' Jazz smiled, 'you're far too
busy.'

'What's the plan then, drive up early in the morning, spend the
day looking round, drive back in the evening?'

'Well, if we manage to find her on the first day, then yes.'

'And if you don't?' Which you won't. 'What then?'

'We might have to stay over.'

'Stay over. You and Aidan staying over in Whitby?'

'We'd have separate rooms.'

'And how do you think that's going to go down?'

'What do you mean?'

'You know what I mean. What am I supposed to say to people who
ask where you are? In Whitby with Aidan Pennock; he's an old friend
of ours.'

"Oh aye?" Nudge nudge, wink wink. "What's she doing
there then Brax lad?"

'Oh, it's alright I'll say, they're just looking for another old
friend who's buggered of wi' sixty grand o' the church's money.' He
looked at her in silence before asking, 'What kind o' twat am I
gonna look?'

'You don't have to explain anything to anybody. Nobody need know
where I am or what I'm doing?'

Brax shook his head in exasperation, he wasn't getting through.
'What about the girls? With me working twelve hours a day who's
gonna look after the girls?'

Jazz's smile said: aren't I a clever girl, I've even thought of
that. 'Mum.'

'Your mother?'

'She's more than happy to come and stay for a few days and look
after you all.'

'No, no, no, and no. I'll be having a word wi' Pennock in the
morning and letting him know I'm not happy about any o' this.'

'Okay,' Jazz responded calmly, 'I'll go on my own.'

'No you won't.'

'Why? What are you gonna do, chain me up?'

Brax always knew the point in the argument when he'd been
defeated. He held up his hands. 'Okay, okay, you win.'

'It's not about winning or losing Brax.' Jazz paused, thinking,
'Callie is my oldest friend, she's gone missing and I feel as
though I should try and find her. She'd do the same if the boot was
on the other foot.'

Brax somehow doubted that but was too tired to argue further.
Jazz held out her hand, 'Come on, lets get to bed.'

'Three days Jazz.' Brax insisted before he allowed her to take
his hand. 'My patience won't stretch any further than three
days.'

 

* * *

 

Aidan adjusted his night vision goggles and continued to
wait.

What a way to spend a Friday evening he thought. He should be
out on the town with a pretty girl on his arm, not standing here
watching Bainbridge's place. Thinking back to his earlier
conversation with Jazz he wondered whether it was wise to take her
to Whitby with him. That Callie was there he had no doubt. He also
knew that he'd be able to find her, it might take a while but he
knew he could do it.

Jazz would be a distraction though, did he really want to peel
the plaster off that particular wound? He knew without it being
arrogant in any way that she still had feelings for him. As
determined as he was not to take advantage of those feelings, he
knew that things might change if they were thrown together in
Whitby while looking for Callie.

Anyway it might not be an issue, surely Brax wouldn't be daft
enough to agree to her going.

I know I wouldn't

He adjusted his position slightly and glanced at his watch.
Apart from occasional animal noises all was quiet on Gorse Farm.
Bainbridge had left fifteen minutes earlier in his ancient
Landrover. When he'd seen Bainbridge leave the house, from his
vantage point inside the barn, and walk towards him, Aidan had
thought he was coming for the quad bike and had been amazed to see
him open the driver's door of the old vehicle and climb in. He'd
been even more amazed to hear the engine splutter and cough before
Bainbridge manoeuvred his way round the piles of rusting barbed
wire fencing and disappeared out through the gate.

Aidan could see the dog lying in front of the kennel but didn't
know if it was attached to the chain or not. He checked his watch.
Bainbridge had been gone just over twenty five minutes now. He
should be getting stuck into his first pint at the pub.

It was time to move. Cautiously sliding open the barn door, and
wincing at the metallic screeching, he slipped into the farm yard.
Holding a pick axe handle he'd picked up, he moved across the yard
towards the house keeping a careful eye on the dog all the while.
The animal suddenly turned it's head in Aidan's direction and
listened. Aidan stopped and held the wooden handle firmly, ready
for action. The dog stood up and moved a few steps towards Aidan
who held his breath and waited as it stopped and growled.

Stuff this.

'Come on then you bastard.' He called softly.

It was enough. The dog launched itself forward and was perhaps,
halfway towards him when it pulled up with a yelp. It strained at
the end of the chain barking and yelping. Aidan quickly made his
way to the house door and turned the handle. The door opened and he
went in; so much for rural security. He'd been relying on
Bainbridge being careless about such matters and his hunch had paid
off. Bainbridge had conveniently left a lamp on and Aidan quickly
located the shotgun leaning against the dresser. He checked and
found it loaded.

He turned off the lamp and went outside with the gun. The dog
had stopped barking and was lying on the ground at the end of the
chain. When it saw Aidan approaching it jumped to it's feet and
hurling itself forward stopped a few yards from him. It growled and
then started barking again. Aidan raised the shotgun and swiftly
fired both barrels.

A dog for a dog.

He stepped back into the safety of the side of the house and
waited. If there was someone else living here then the blast of the
shotgun would surely bring them running. But there was nothing. It
was completely silent. He was just about to go deal with the body
when he heard a faint noise. It sounded like the engine of a
vehicle labouring up the hill towards the farm. Not the ancient
Landrover though, this was a petrol engine.

He waited looking towards the gate as the engine got louder
until a white Ford Transit slowly drove past the gate and stopped a
few hundred yards further down the lane.

Wonderful.

He quickly made his way to the top of the drive and peered down
the lane. The van was parked in the gateway of a field with the
back doors open. Keeping well into the side of the hedge Aidan
crept closer until he could hear voices. It sounded like two men
arguing. He adjusted his night vision goggles and looked. Two men
came into view from the front of the Transit.

'Now what?' One voice asked.

'I think it's time you had a go at catching Shaun the sheep.'
Second voice replied.

There was further muttering and muted laughter, then the voices
grew muffled as they moved round the other side of the van but
Aidan had heard enough to know what was happening. It looked like
the same pair he'd seen last Sunday from his vantage point on the
hillside. They were back to have another go at Bainbridge's
Slaithstone Whites.

Their presence gave him an idea. He'd given a lot of thought to
the disposal of the dog once he'd shot it and various ideas had
come and gone. One of them was to leave it on the doorstep, another
was to leave it on the kitchen table, and yet another - his
favourite - was to leave it in Bainbridge's bed. In the end though,
because he wanted it to disappear like Coco had, he opted for the
slurry pit. Which was fitting because he had a good idea that's
where Coco had ended up. But now with this new development another
possibility emerged. What if he were somehow able to get the body
of the dog in the Transit and the sheep rustlers drove off with
it?

The two men came back into view and stood by the back of the
van. Aidan had the impression that one of the men wasn't too keen
on trying to catch sheep in the dark. The second voice was getting
impatient, 'Look just go in and grab one. I'll keep watch
here.'

'Fuck that,' first voice protested, 'If you're such an expert
you can come and give me a hand.'

'Someone needs to keep an eye on the van.'

'Why? There's nobody about. The fat farmer's down the pub. No
one else will be round here tonight.'

Wrong, Aidan thought from a few yards away.

'Okay, okay,' second voice conceded, 'I'll give you a hand.'

Which is exactly what Aidan was hoping for. The way those two
were he'd have plenty of time to get the dog and put it in the back
of the van before they even found a sheep much less caught it. He
reckoned the Chuckle brothers could make a better job of it.

The two men ventured tentatively into the field and Aidan ran
back to the farmyard. Once there he approached the body of the dead
dog and snapped the chain with the bolt cutter he'd brought with
him. He threw the end of the chain inside the kennel before
wrapping the body of the dog in an animal feed sack he'd found in
the barn. He put the shotgun next to it for good measure before
wrapping duct tape round and securing the lot.

He picked up the parcel and made his way back to the top of the
drive and looked down the lane. Good, the white van was still
there. Adjusting the bundle on his shoulder he cautiously walked
down the lane to the van. Once he was close he stopped and
listened. He could hear the bleating of sheep and the curses of the
two men. They sounded a long way off.

He crept the final few yards to the back of the Transit and
looked inside. It was dark but the night vision goggles enabled him
to see clearly. The back of the van had a fridge, a cooker, and
various metal objects that Aidan didn't recognise. There was also a
chest freezer.

He stopped and listened again. He could still hear the bleating
of sheep. He put the sack down on the floor of the Transit and
climbed into the back. He tried the lid of the freezer and after a
couple of tugs it lifted. It was empty. Picking up the sack he
dropped it into the freezer and put the top down. He jumped out of
the van and quickly moved into the hedge. He'd been in the danger
zone less than two minutes.

He needn't have worried. It took the two men another thirty
minutes before they appeared carrying a small sheep between them.
They clambered into the back of the Transit and between them opened
the lid of the freezer and dropped the still struggling sheep
inside.

'Bloody hell Dec. I thought you said it was going to be
easy.'

'Stop your moaning Con. It's only taken us half an hour.'

'Well I'm flaming knackered. Who'd have thought sheep could run
so fast.'

Aidan watched, as still grumbling at each other they lit
cigarettes, got into the van and drove away. All in all a bad night
for brother Bainbridge he thought as he made his way home.










Chapter 14

 


Sunday 30th
May 2010

 

Callie left Kath's house on the quiet street, closed the door
with a soft click and made her way to the alleyway leading to the
backyard. She checked the Punto was still there, secure behind the
closed gates; it was and she breathed a sigh of relief. Resisting
the temptation to check on the money in the sports bag hidden under
some junk at the back of the shed, she closed the gate and walked
to the end of the street, where she stopped and took her bearings.
Town or sea? She wanted to think and didn't need the distraction of
the shops. Not that any shops would be open this early on a Sunday
morning. Callie tried to remember the last time she'd been up this
early but couldn't. If she'd ever been up this early before it was
probably because she hadn't been to bed.

Decision made she headed for the seafront.

The exuberance of Friday had slowly diminished during Saturday,
and now on Sunday morning had vanished completely. She'd slept
poorly, beset by strange dreams filled by Counden with his hands
round her neck. She felt ill at ease and kept glancing over her
shoulder, checking to see if anyone was following, but as far as
she could see they weren't. It wasn't only the physical material
realm that concerned her; she had a feeling that God had her in his
sights and that made her very uncomfortable. She had believed in
him as a child; all those afternoons at Sunday School which 
her parents had been so keen for her to attend, only realising
later that while she was learning about the delights of heaven they
were spending the time indulging in the delights of each other. She
smiled, remembering how she had come home early one day, Sunday
school being cancelled for some reason or other, and found them
naked in front of the living room fire.

She used to pray fervently for all manner of things which more
often than not didn't happen, one notable exception being when she
got the shiny red bicycle for her tenth birthday. But later, she
asked him to keep her parents together and to not let them
separate.

He didn't, they did.

And again when her grandparents were fighting for their lives
after a car accident, she'd spent hours at their bedsides intently
asking God to spare them; again he ignored her and they died.

After this she had vowed never to ask him anything again. She
had kept away from him and his earthly representatives, apart, of
course, from the occasional wedding or funeral; but that, she told
herself, didn't count.

But now; silly cow, she'd done it again, and God seemed
to be reminding her of the fact. To Callie's way of thinking it
didn't seem right or fair. She'd been quietly living her life for
forty one years - well, not that quietly - and then needed some
urgent assistance from the Almighty. She'd asked, he'd answered
this time, and as far as Callie was concerned that should be the
end of the matter. She'd put a few quid in the collection next time
she was in church, which wasn't going to be anytime soon, and if
she needed anything further she'd call him, but in the meantime
would he please remove her from the mailing list.

Callie skirted round the harbour; although still early morning
the sun was up and trying valiantly to burn off the early morning
haze. It would be lovely later but there was still a bit of a nip
in the air and she was pleased to be wearing her thick woolly
jumper. She passed the Nightingale cafe where she'd met Kath but
hardly gave it a glance as she pressed on, head down, sunglasses
and headscarf in place. She thought she'd recognised her mother in
the mirror when she checked her appearance earlier but couldn't be
certain as it was too many years since she'd seen her.

There was some activity on the boats tied to the harbour wall,
and the greedy gulls swooped and soared, their cawing and
screeching an ever present soundtrack to the scene. She sensed
rather than saw a man's head turn and appraise her and she smiled
wryly in recognition. I've still got it she thought but didn't
really want it any more; the old Callie would have stopped and
flirted but the new Callie didn't even look.

There were some early dog walkers about but nobody near to
Callie as she made her way onto the beach and ploughed forward
heading for the sea. At the water's edge she stopped and looked
towards the horizon, there were a few ships in the distance, and
she wondered briefly where they were headed and what they carried.
She could tell by the smoothness of the sand beneath her feet that
the tide was going out and even as she stood it receded a little
more. But it would only go so far, and then, unlike all the men
she'd ever known, would turn and come back.

Still the feeling persisted that she was being watched. She spun
round at the water's edge but there was nobody there, only her own
footprints in the wet sand. She wondered if she was going mad but
didn't really believe she was. The water looked cold and uninviting
and after a while she turned and glanced first one way then the
other as though she were at a busy road waiting for a gap in the
traffic. There wasn't a soul in sight, even the dog walkers had
vanished. She could almost imagine being the last person on earth.
She shivered and told herself to stop being so fanciful. She
wondered what would happen if she just walked out into the sea.
You'd drown you silly cow.

'What do you want God?' She spoke quietly even though there was
nobody in sight. 'What can I bring to the party? I'm a thief, a
liar, a blackmailer. I'm not a whore but near enough.' She waited
for a reply but none came. 'What do you want?' She asked again.
'I've got nothing to give.' She strained but heard nothing beyond
the quiet lapping of the water and the shriek of gulls. 'There's
better, nicer people out there.' She called.  'Why me, eh? Are
you there? Are you listening?'

This is hopeless she thought. He's not listening. Of course he
doesn't want me.

'Well, I'll tell you what God, if you do want me make it clear.
Give me a sign so clear that it couldn't be mistaken.'

She turned and started walking resolutely along the shore line.
'I'm going to keep walking until you give me a sign. Okay?
Something that is so enormous that it can't be anything else but
you.'

All of a sudden from out of nowhere she heard a clattering roar;
it came from behind and she turned craning her neck, it was a
yellow rescue helicopter, the orange strobe lights flashing
beneath. It was so low she could see the pilot quite clearly, he
raised his hand in greeting and she waved back wondering all the
while if this was the sign but not really seeing how it could be.
She half hoped it would land on the beach, allowing Jesus to
descend gracefully and greet her like a long lost friend, but it
flew on, the sound gradually fading as it got further and further
away.

A co-incidence she told herself, that's all it was, but
disturbed all the same. She walked on, turning this way and
that,  searching for the sign that wasn't going to come but
unable to relax. Eventually her heartbeat returned to normal and
adrenaline levels stabilised. She drifted away into her thoughts as
she made her way along at the edge of the sea.

'Hello, mind if I walk with you?'

She was so startled when she heard the voice her whole body went
into a spasm of shock and she gave a little stifled gasp. She spun
round feeling sick. She was conscious of the colour draining from
her face and wondered if she might faint.

The elderly man looked at her with concern, 'Are you okay? I'm
sorry if I made you jump.'

'Who are you? Where did you come from?' She snapped, knowing she
sounded rude but feeling she had every right to be. He might be an
old man but he shouldn't be sneaking up on people like that.

He smiled disarmingly, 'I'm Frank, I often walk on the beach at
this time, usually alone, but I sometimes get into conversation
with people and join them if they wish.'

'Do you always creep up on people like that?'

'I am sorry, I had the impression you knew I was there. I've
been behind you for quite a while.'

Callie looked at him closely; he seemed a kindly old soul,
probably a lonely widower. He looked to be in his late seventies,
he had a slight build and looked as though the slightest breeze
would blow him over. She looked into his twinkling blue eyes and
realised with a shock that he reminded her of her favourite
granddad; her mother's father, Lionel. She looked along the beach
behind him looking down at the sand for signs of his footprints but
could see none, and wondered for a second if he had somehow come
from the helicopter. More likely the wet sand had just reformed
behind him.

He smiled again as though he knew what she was doing and
reaching out took her hand, 'I am real,' he chuckled.

Callie laughed, of course he was real. Frank laughed too and for
a few minutes it seemed as though they would laugh together all
day. In between bouts of laughter Frank suggested that she'd
thought he was a ghost and Callie howling with mirth at this point
had agreed. Eventually they both calmed down and Frank offered her
his arm and they strolled along the beach together.

After a few minutes of silence punctuated only by sporadic
chuckles from them both, Frank said, 'Well you know my name, but
what's yours?'

'Violet.' Callie replied and immediately felt guilty for lying
to him. Violet had been the name of her grandma who had been
married to the granddad, Lionel, who Frank reminded her of.

'That's a lovely name, you don't hear it often these days. Are
you named for anyone?'

'My grandma.' More lies thought Callie, here I am asking God for
a sign and I'm telling lies to a sweet old man. 'How do you spend
your time Frank, when you're not walking on the beach?' She asked
wanting to change the subject.

'That's all I do really, walk on the beach, and talk to people
who look as if they need someone to talk with.'

'And did I? Look as if I needed to talk with someone?'

'Oh yes, you looked lost and alone.'

Callie looked at him, and thought how perceptive he was, but he
didn't seem to notice her glance. 'What did you do for a
living?'

'I'm a fisherman,' he replied, 'a simple fisherman.'

They walked on for a while without speaking until Frank broke
the silence by asking, 'Forgive me for asking Violet, but do you
have a faith?'

'I'm not sure. Why do you ask?'

'I have this impression that you're searching, seeking
answers.'

'I am.' She hesitated not wanting to sound crazy, 'I've asked
God to give me a sign if he's really there.'

Frank laughed, 'Oh he's there alright but we're called to live
by faith and not by sight.' He smiled, amused. 'And would that do
it? A sign? Would that be enough for you?'

Callie thought for a moment as they strolled on, arm in arm,
then said. 'I think so.'

Frank gripped her arm tighter, 'You see it wouldn't matter to
some people how many signs they had, they still wouldn't believe.
Some people wouldn't believe if He came and spoke to them face to
face.'

'I would.' Callie declared decisively, 'I'm ready.'

Frank shook his head, 'It's a step of faith my dear. You have to
believe in what you can't see.'

Callie wasn't convinced, 'I need a sign.' She repeated
stubbornly, then softened her tone, 'So you believe in God?'

'Yes I do.' Frank said simply.

'You seem very sure.'

'I am.'

Callie felt suddenly deflated, 'I wish I had your faith.'

Frank smiled and squeezed her arm, 'What kind of sign are you
waiting for?'

Callie shrugged, 'I don't know.'

'So, you might have had it and not realised?'

'It wouldn't be much of a sign if I hadn't noticed it.'

There were nearing a beach cafe that was just setting up for the
day. 'Come on Violet,' he said steering her towards it, 'I'll buy
you a coffee.'

Frank returned from the counter with a cafetiere for Callie and
a pot of tea for himself. 'Here were are then,' he said, placing
them carefully on the table, 'I got you a muffin as well. Chocolate
okay?'

Callie was immensely touched by this simple act of kindness from
someone who had been a complete stranger less than an hour ago.
'Thank you Frank, that's lovely, you must let me pay though.'

'My treat,' he said, shaking his head and pushing the plunger
down on the cafetiere. 'Anyway, I don't have much use for money and
it's nice to be able to spend it on others.'

As Callie poured her coffee she felt her eyes well with
tears.

He looked at her with concern. 'Are you okay?'

'Yes, I'm fine. I'm just… ' She concentrated on unwrapping her
muffin and took a bite, Frank watching her all the time. 'Mmm, this
is lovely.'

He smiled and took a bite from his own muffin.

How could she explain without sounding soppy. 'I'm not used to
men being kind and doing nice things without expecting anything in
return.'

He nodded and took a sip from his tea. The day was getting
warmer and more people appeared, some strolling along the front arm
in arm, while families with shrieking children headed for the sand
with buckets and spades and all the other paraphernalia needed for
a good time on the beach.

She watched idly as a wasp crawled inside a discarded pop bottle
left on the floor by a waste bin. It was getting warmer, the sun
burning off the haze and Callie was beginning to feel uncomfortable
in her heavy sweater. She would have taken it off but didn't want
to disturb the peace of the moment.

 More people arrived at the cafe and the tables gradually
filled, plates of food appeared, and the smell of bacon filled the
air. Callie wasn't sure what she would do when Frank went on his
way. She desperately didn't want to be alone but could hardly ask
him to spend more time with her. She knew he had finished his tea
and was dreading him surreptitiously glancing at his watch; she
must be holding him up. The coffee dregs in her own cup were cold
now but she was reluctant to finish it. They'd be wanting the table
soon for other customers. She looked around, nobody seemed to be
paying them any attention. Any other time with a younger man she
would have made it clear what was going to happen next, but, as she
kept telling herself, she was different now.

Frank looked at her and smiled. This is it she thought, he's
going to go. Instead he said, 'Do you read the Bible?'

She could have laughed with relief. 'No, sorry.'

'You should. All human life is there. It's not as dry and dusty
as you might think.'

'I'll give it a go.' She promised, not wanting to disappoint
him.

'Good. Start with the Gospels.' He looked enquiringly.

'I know what the Gospels are; Matthew, Mark, Luke, and
John.'

He smiled broadly. 'There's a lot that don't know what they
are.' He picked up his cup and then put it back in the saucer, 'How
are you feeling now?' He asked.

'I'm okay.'

'Still waiting for a sign?'

'Are you teasing me?'

He shook his head but smiled.

'It's not gonna happen,' she said. 'I know that really. God's
probably too busy holding the universe together to bother with me.'
She laughed, but felt foolish for confiding in him. Blokes! They
were either trying to get you on your back, or if too old for that
getting you to read the Bible. Time to go back to Kath's and count
the money again. She pushed her chair back in preparation and
realised she'd missed what Frank had just said.

'Sorry Frank, what did you say?'

'I said I'm only supposed to do this as a last resort.'

Callie shook her head, puzzled. 'Do what Frank?'

He pushed the cups to one side and reaching across the table
took her hands in his. 'Are you ready for your sign?'

'I'm always ready Frank.' She replied lightly, wondering what
was coming next. She felt a slight chill as if clouds had covered
the sun but knew they hadn't.

'Caroline Margaret Sunter,' Frank said, his eyes never moving
from hers. 'Known as Callie. Born 17th July 1969 at Slaithstone
General Hospital at 3:32 in the afternoon, weighing 7lb's 3oz's.
Parents are Margaret Alice Doyle and John Edward Sunter. They
separated when you were thirteen and you went to live with your
maternal grandparents, Lionel and Violet Doyle.' He stopped, giving
her chance to speak.

Callie had felt the blood drain from her face after his first
few words, she pulled her hands free of his. 'Who are you?' She
whispered.

He looked at her for a moment before continuing, 'You lived with
your grandparents until they died in a car accident when you were
seventeen. You started going out with boys at the age of thirteen
and had sex for the first time at fourteen with Paul Miller your
geography teacher at school. You had an abortion at fifteen when
you became pregnant as a result of the affair with Miller. You have
always been extremely promiscuous, viewing sex as a substitute for
love, and to date have had sex with… '

'No! Stop.' Callie held up her hands and looked round to see if
anybody was listening. 'Please stop.'

She looked at Frank carefully. He looked the same, blue eyes
still twinkling, same kindly expression, but there was something
else there now; an aura of power and authority. 'You are a ghost,
aren't you? I'm having tea with a ghost.'

'No Callie, I'm not a ghost. I'm a messenger.'

'Who from?' She said faintly but knowing the answer.

Frank beamed at her. 'From God, Callie. I'm your sign from
God.'

 

Wednesday 2nd
June 2010

 

Jazz's mother stood on the doorstep and looked at Aidan in
silence.

'Good morning Mrs Hoarth,' he said brightly, 'all my bags are
packed, I'm ready to go.'

'Happen you are Aidan but I'm not happy about this. Not happy at
all.'

Her mouth reflected her deep unhappiness set as it was in a
grimace that wouldn't have disgraced a gurning competition.

'There won't be any problems Mrs Hoarth I can assure you.' Aidan
tried peering round her but couldn't quite see down the
hallway.

'Well, let me assure you of something Aidan, if anything happens
to my daughter, or there's any shenanigans it'll be me you answer
to. Understand?'

Having promised faithfully to be a good boy and keep his hands
out of her daughter's knickers, Aidan was granted access to the
Bollen household. Jazz was still getting ready, so Aidan sat on a
kitchen stool and watched breakfast T.V. until Mrs Hoarth realised
what he was doing and switched it off.

'That coffee smells good Mrs Hoarth, any chance of a cup?'

'No.'

No chance of a quickie against the washing machine
then? Aidan smiled at the thought. 

Mrs Hoarth busied herself with some washing up while they waited
for Jazz to make an appearance.

'Brax about?'

'No.'

'Work?'

'Yes.'

Aidan gave up after this and contented himself with pulling
faces at Mrs Hoarth behind her back until he realised that she
might be able to see him in the reflection of the window.

Jazz eventually arrived and they exchanged greetings before she
turned to her mother and said. 'Thanks ever so much for this
mum.'

'You can change your mind you know, you don't have to go
gallivanting off to Whitby.'

'Now mum, we've been through this already, you know we've got to
find Callie.'

Mrs Hoarth sniffed, 'I always said she'd come to a bad end. Do
you remember that time she came round to our house one Friday
evening with an overnight case. Her mother dropped her off thinking
she was coming to stay to stay at ours. Well, she stayed alright,
for a cup o' tea and then waltzed off with her case for a dirty
weekend with that lad she met in Woolworths. Madam!'

'That's all in the past mum, she's in trouble and needs our
help.'

'Trouble follows her round.' She sniffed again. 'Just think on
that none sticks to you lady.'

Aidan packed Jazz's case in the boot of the car - they'd decided
to use Jazz's Golf as Aidan hadn't thought it fair to take his
dad's old Ford - while Mrs Hoarth had a private word with Jazz.
Probably asking about the sleeping arrangements Aidan thought with
a smile.

Eventually they were ready, Mrs Hoarth offered her cheek and
Jazz dutifully kissed it before getting in the car. Aidan was about
to follow suit but Mrs Hoarth put her hand on his arm. 'Look after
her.'

'I will, don't worry.'

'And Aidan, keep your grubby little hands to yourself.'

 

* * *

 

Brax put his take-out from Peggy's - bacon and egg bap in a
brown paper bag - on his desk and got a coffee from the machine in
the corridor. There used to be a canteen on the second floor of the
station but a recent round of spending cuts had seen that disappear
almost overnight.

Demolishing the bap, between mouthfuls of the lukewarm tepid
dishwater that the machine proudly proclaimed was roasted
Colombian, Brax idly wondered whether there was any point in
ringing Trading Standards; probably not, when they couldn't keep
fake Versace off the market. The bacon and egg finished Brax wiped
his mouth with the napkin and poured the rest of the coffee into
the plant pot on the window sill and turned his attention to the
files on his desk.

The business with Counden and Callie Sunter was still occupying
most of his time. He was still waiting for the autopsy report but
the pathologist's initial cautious findings hadn't been
encouraging, at least as foul play was concerned. There was still
no sign of Callie; she'd seemed to have completely vanished but
Brax wasn't that concerned knowing she'd turn up sooner or later,
with or without the money. Anyway, without an official complaint
from the church there was little he could do about it.

He felt irritated and out of sorts. He was annoyed with Jazz and
pissed off with Pennock but he knew deep down that his malaise was
self inflicted. Sin, he thought gloomily, that's the trouble, I've
sinned and feel bad about it. The Holy Spirit was at work in his
life and he couldn't quite dodge out of the spotlight that was
shining on him. He'd said sorry to God and knew the slate was wiped
clean. He also knew, theoretically at least, that it was as if it
had never happened with Simone, but it had; twice. And the problem
was it would very likely happen again. He now had a taste for
forbidden fruit and he wanted to taste it again.

Should he tell Jazz and throw himself on her mercy? But as a
wise man had once said, confession was good for the soul but bad
for your marriage. So that was a non starter. Anyway, she'd
probably go throw herself on Pennock. And he wouldn't be able to
blame her if she did. That was probably the real reason he didn't
want her going off to Whitby with Aidan. Something was bound to
happen there sooner or later. Despite his agreement to her going to
Whitby, which he was still convinced was a waste of time, he wasn't
happy about it. He looked at the clock and wondered whether they'd
set off yet.

There seemed to be more trouble brewing with Bainbridge who'd
been in twice this week already, complaining first of all on
Monday, that his dog - the devil dog - was missing, the chain
having been cut, and then again yesterday that sheep were still
being taken.

Brax had listened in silence as he'd threatened all sort of holy
hell on whoever had taken his dog, and then, when he'd run out of
steam, had quietly asked, 'Who on earth would want that mangy old
thing John?'

Bainbridge had glared at him but didn't respond.

Brax had felt like telling him it was probably in the same place
as the other dogs that had gone missing but didn't, not wanting to
be accused of complicity.

The sheep though, were a different matter. The white Transit van
that Aidan had told him about was registered to a Declan O'Mahoney
at a local address on the notorious Crag End council estate. There
was no proof or evidence though, other than Aidan's word and even
that wasn't supported by a statement. Brax had got young D.C.
Smedley keeping an occasional eye on the O'Mahoney brothers in the
vain hope that something might turn up, although he still hadn't
ruled out just inviting them in for a chat over tea and biscuits in
the interview room. Not that he expected to get much from them,
they'd sit sullenly refusing to answer any questions, and all he'd
have done would be alert them.

The door clattered open and Wann Kerr breezed in.

'Hello young Branston, what's to do? I can't be having my finest
D.S. sat there with a faraway look on his face. I need you bright
and alert and bringing me up to date on yon bugger Counden and owt
else I need to know about.'

'Morning Guv,' Brax greeted Kerr with less enthusiasm than
usual, 'There's no more to know than you know already. I'm still
waiting on the autopsy report. Once that's done we'll know if we've
got a murder enquiry on our hands.'

'Nay, it'll not be murder lad.'

'No?'

'No. Look at what we know. Counden's in the back of his
Mercedes, trousers and pants round his ankles, knob like Nelson's
column, and to cap it all he's clutching a pair o' slinky black
knickers.'

'Which all adds up to?' Brax wondered how far Kerr had got with
his surmising.

'He's either sat in the back pulling his pud or he's there wi' a
lass. He gets over excited, has heart attack and snuffs it. Job's a
good 'un.'

Quite a long way then Brax decided. 'But in his dying moments
pulls a blanket over himself and sets his car on fire.'

Kerr looked at Brax with a broad smile on his face, 'I'll
overlook your cheek on this occasion young Branston 'cos I know
summat you don't know, but happen you ought to be having a word
with Jimmy Jagger.'

'Why Jimmy?'

'Well for a start you can ask him why his prints are all over
Counden's car.'

 

* * *

 

They didn't speak until Jazz had made her way through
Slaithstone and they were on the open road heading for the M1.
Aidan had brought along a Beach Boys cd and was singing along to
the music. Jazz gave him a sideways glance; he was wearing a yellow
polo shirt with stonewashed blue jeans and the wind from the open
window was ruffling his hair. A pair of Ray Banns completed the
look and she had to admit he was looking good. He had an air of
boyish charm, and she realised with a little flutter in the pit of
her stomach that it might not be as easy as she thought to resist
him if he made a play for her. Dear Lord, please give me the
strength to resist.

'"Well east coast girls are hip, I really dig those styles
they wear… "'

She smiled inwardly as Aidan sang out loud. Jazz had never much
cared for the Beach Boys but had to admit on a scorching hot day it
was the perfect mood music.

She turned the cd up a few notches and put her foot down. As the
car surged forward she thought would it really be so bad
anyway.

Aidan was aware of Jazz's look but didn't respond. He wondered
what she was thinking, women were so unreadable sometimes. It could
have been a smear of HP sauce on his shirt, or she could have been
thinking: 'wait till I get you anywhere near a bed.'
Whatever the outcome of this little trip he wasn't going to push it
though, anything happens it's her idea. Not a bad homecoming Aidan
lad; younger woman throws herself at you on the train for sorting
out a couple of yobs, and now a few days at the seaside with your
mate's wife.

'"Wouldn't it be nice… ,"' he sang, and then smiled
broadly.

'What are you laughing at?'

'Not laughing, smiling,' he waited while she negotiated the
roundabout and slip road onto the motorway and then continued, 'I
was just thinking what a lucky woman you are to be going away to
Whitby for a few days with me.'

'You cheeky sod,' she said but laughed all the same. 'Don't
forget this is strictly business Aidan.'

She was quickly across the motorway and into the fast lane
before asking. 'What did my mother say to you?'

'The lovely Valerie told me to keep my grubby hands to
myself.'

'Good advice.'

The journey took barely two hours to the outskirts of Whitby and
Jazz was in high spirits, buoyed up by the music, the sun, and the
company, but her mood changed somewhere between the open
countryside and the town centre. It had seemed to take forever to
negotiate the crowds of holidaymakers thronging the streets.
Traffic was stop go, nose to tail, and once in the centre of town
the car parks were full to overflowing. On seeing all the people
she realised it was going to be a mammoth task. Brax was right she
thought, this was going to be hopeless; she felt a sudden deflation
as her spirits sank. After driving round for thirty minutes she
finally managed to squeeze into a space in a quiet residential
street only after Aidan had jumped out and moved a cone reserving a
space. The curtains of the house twitched and an old lady looked
disapproving and wagged her finger. Aidan blew her a kiss and
guided Jazz into the space.

Jazz got out and stretched, the back of her top was clinging and
she felt uncomfortable. 'Did you see all the people?'

'What people?'

'You know in the streets, there's lots of people about. It's not
going to be easy.'

Aidan shrugged, 'We always knew it was going to be a long shot,'
he looked at her and smiled, 'Don't give up before we start. Come
on, let's find somewhere for a cuppa and then we'll decide what to
do first.'

 

* * *

 

There were many things Brax found frustrating about police work
but it had its compensations he reckoned. Sitting opposite an
uncomfortable Jimmy Jagger was one of them. It was hot and airless
in the interview room; there was air conditioning but it frequently
didn't work, due mainly to the fuses being tripped in order to
induce the arid conditions.

He looked at Jagger and smiled, 'Thank you for agreeing to help
us with our enquiries Jimmy.'

Jagger snorted, 'Is that what you call it?'

Brax frowned, 'You are here voluntarily? D.C. Bowden,' Brax
nodded to Pete Bowden who was seated next to him, 'assured me you'd
come along voluntarily.'

'Whatever.' Jimmy tried to appear disinterested.

'Well as long as you're sure.'

'Yeah, let's get on wi' it'

Brax looked at the file spread out before him on the table and
wondered how best to proceed. Jimmy's prints had been found on the
external driver's door handle but none had been found inside, he
wasn't going to let Jagger know that of course, but he didn't have
a lot of leverage here. Brax used to play cricket for the police
team and had been known as a decent fast bowler in his day and
liked to compare an interview with a suspect to his probing
deliveries to an opposition batsman.

At the end of his run up he turned and faced the batsman - Jimmy
Jagger was at the wicket, well past his best but still a slippery
customer who could and would hit you all over the ground if you
didn't keep a good line and length. Bollen started running, slowly
at first but getting faster as he neared the stumps. He was fair
thundering in as he reached his delivery stride and let fly with,
'It must have been quite a surprise finding a body in the back of
that car. It would have freaked anyone out. I'm not sure though
that most people would ha' set car on fire. I mean most people
would ha' called police. Setting the car on fire is the actions of
a guilty man. Wouldn't you say D.C. Bowden?'

Have some o' that ya' bugger. Beside him Bowden nodded
vigorously.

Not bad for the first ball of the over but Jagger just smiled at
the ball and dropped a straight bat on it. 'What car?'

Brax snorted, 'Don't give me the old "what car?"
nonsense Jimmy.' He looked through the file before him for a few
seconds, 'The car you found with the keys in the ignition, you
drove it away, found the body in the back seat, panicked, dumped it
down by the canal and torched it.' A good delivery that, rising
ball just missing off stump.

Jagger should have left well alone but was tempted to wave his
bat at it, 'What makes you think that were me?'

'Well Jimmy,' a gentle half volley, 'the fire didn't really take
hold and the car wasn't totally destroyed.'

'And?' Tucked away on the onside.

'And because the fire didn't destroy everything there was a
wealth of forensic evidence.' Good shout for LBW.

'Such as?' Turned down but close.

'Fingerprints.' Yorker straight at middle and off.

Jagger looked uncomfortable but got the bat down in time.
'Fingerprints don't mean owt.'

Brax smiled the smile of a man with a special delivery in his
locker. 'Happen you could explain away the prints but did you know
we can do analysis of petrol that came from a can in your
possession and match it to samples found at the scene of a fire?'
Vicious bouncer head height to end the over.

Jagger looked thoughtful but managed to duck underneath it by
saying nothing.

Time for a change of bowler, Brax nodded to Bowden who said. 'I
don't understand why you had to torch the car Jimmy. The family are
very upset.'

Gentle off spin from Bowden and Brax didn't think much to it. It
wasn't a question just an appeal to Jagger's sentiments. Too bad he
didn't have any he thought as he watched the ball thumped away to
the boundary by an in form batsman who replied. 'They'll probably
have him cremated anyroad.'

But there was more to Bowden than Brax had realised as he
quickly bowled a googly. 'Nay Jimmy it's not the fellow they're
bothered about, it's the case full o' money in the boot.'

Brax watched in slow motion and did the commentary in his head
as Jagger came charging out of his wicket but was deceived by the
flight of the ball which landed in a patch of rough and turned.

Jagger was out of his ground. 'There weren't any money in… ' He
stopped, realising what he'd said.

Brax watched as the ball was scooped up by the wicket keeper who
casually flicked off the bails.

Howzat?

The umpire looked closely and just as casually raised his
finger.

Out.

Jagger looked a picture; mouth open, unable to believe he'd been
undone by a mere D.C.. Eventually he spoke. 'You'll have to watch
this one D.S. Bollen, he'll be after tha' job.'

'Aye Jimmy, there's nowt like a bit o' gentle spin after t'fast
bowlers been on. Now then if you're ready to stop pissing about and
tell us what happened. In your own words, when you're ready.'

'Am I under arrest?'

'Don't go complicating matters with detail Jimmy. Just tell us
what happened.'

Brax and Bowden listened in silence as Jagger explained the
finding of the car at the old MOD site and how he took it back to
his workshop where he made his gruesome discovery.

'Fair shook me up, I can tell thee, lying there under that cloth
with it's arse on show.'

'The body was face down?' Brax asked.

'Aye, like I said.'

'Going back to the MOD site. Did you seen a sign of anybody else
out there.'

Jagger shook his head. 'Nay, if there'd been anyone else around
I'd ha' buggered off.

'And you say the chain had been cut through but made to look as
if it was still locked up?'

Jagger nodded.

'So, you're back at the workshop with a brand new Merc. Only
problem is the owner's dead on the back seat. What do you do?'

Silence from Jagger.

'What would you do D.C. Bowden?'

'I'd get rid sharpish, me.'

'Me too I reckon. Only I wouldn't torch the car.' Beside him
Bowden shook his head gravely. 'Unless… '

'Unless.' Bowden echoed.

'Unless I wanted to make it seem like joy riders had done it,
or,' Brax pretended to consider, 'I'd found a case full o' money
next to t'body and I wanted to make it look like that had gone up
in smoke wi' car. Well Jimmy, is that it?'

Jagger shook his head. 'How much gelt are we taking about
here?'

'Sixty k Jimmy. A lot o' money.'

Jagger whistled. 'And you think I'd be sat in the Feathers
supping witch piss waiting for matey boy here to pick me up. Get
real. I'd be long gone.'

It did seem very unlikely knowing Jagger of old. Which, all
things considered, Brax decided, left Callie Sunter holding the
money.

 

* * *

 

By mid afternoon a lot of things were beginning to
crystallise.

Jimmy Jagger had been arrested and charged with taking and
driving away. He'd been released on bail with a warning that the
more serious charge of arson might be forthcoming.  Brax would
have loved to have found the sixty thousand, but a search of his
home and workshop had revealed nothing.

Beatrice Counden had formally identified the body of her husband
Ronald, and was being comforted by her sister Margaret, which
raised a few eyebrows but Brax said nothing.

The autopsy report had revealed that Counden had died of a
massive heart attack.

Ort Murdoch had been in to formally report the theft of sixty
thousand pounds by Counden which disclosure had caused Kerr to hop
from foot to foot in agitation.

Callie Sunter was still missing and although she was in the
clear regarding Counden's death the police were now officially
looking for her in connection with the missing money. There were
lots of things Brax still didn't know but he suspected if he found
Callie he'd get a lot of the answers.

Kerr had wanted to go public with what they knew and get
Callie's details out on Crimewatch but Brax had argued successfully
that putting out a major alert on Callie might drive her even
further away from them. He prudently didn't mention that his wife
and their childhood friend thought she was in Whitby, and that even
now they were probably tramping the streets there looking for
her.

Or maybe screwing each other stupid in some dingy
hotel.

Kerr would have had a field day with that one.

Brax was still unhappy about the trip but realised there was
nothing he could have done to prevent it. He had thought of
discussing it with Ort but figured the pastor had enough to concern
him at present. Anyway if he was going to be cuckolded the fewer
people who knew the better.










Chapter 15

 


After knowing Valerie Hoarth for the best part of twenty five
years, Brax thought she might have grown to like him a bit more
than when they'd initially met. At their first meeting she'd looked
him up and down and declared that he'd never amount to much and
Brax didn't think her opinion had changed in all that time. Her
husband, George, Jazz's father had given him a, "don't mind
her, her bark's worse than her bite look," and offered him a
beer.

He'd never been really sure exactly what she expected of him but
only knew that he didn't measure up to the high standard that she'd
set for her only daughter's husband. However, he'd long since
stopped fretting about it and was content to let her disapproval
wash over him.

He put his key in the front door lock and entered the house; it
felt different already with Jazz away and it still rankled that
she'd gone. It was quiet, the kids probably watching T.V. in their
rooms, so he went straight to the kitchen knowing that's where
Valerie would be; her permanent station when visiting was within
three metres of the kitchen sink. She was forever washing up and
Brax had long grown tired of telling her to use the dishwasher. He
wondered not for the first time if she had some kind of compulsive
disorder.

She looked up when he walked in and he looked at her closely for
any kind of welcome but didn't see any, so it was all the more
strange then that she offered him her cheek, which he dutifully
kissed.

'I wasn't sure what time you'd be back,' she said in what
sounded like a reproachful voice, 'so I did you a ham salad. It's
in the fridge.'

'Thanks Valerie.' He said going to the fridge and getting the
salad along with a lager. He sat the table and drank deeply from
the bottle. For the first five years of knowing her he'd called her
Mrs Hoarth and it was only at the wedding reception that she'd
taken him aside and told him he could call her Valerie now on
account of them being related; "but only by marriage
mind."

She watched him carefully on and off as he ate the salad, all
the while fussing about the kitchen and eventually making a pot of
tea. He refused tea, but accepted another beer, which she even got
from the fridge and opened for him.

What was going on? She wasn't normally this attentive. She
poured tea for herself, then positioned herself opposite him at the
table. 'This is a rum do and no mistake.' She said without
preamble, an expression of distaste on her face.

'What's troubling you Valerie?' Brax ventured.

'Same as should be troubling you,' she paused sipping delicately
at her tea; Earl Grey by the smell, 'This business with our Jasmine
disappearing off to Whitby with that Aidan Pennock.'

'You don't approve?'

'I don't,' she looked at him carefully, 'Do you?'

Brax shook his head, tired of it all. 'Not really,' he said,
rubbing his eyes, 'But what can I do?'

'Let her know who's the boss,' she replied emphatically, 'Let
her know who wears the trousers.'

Startled, Brax studied her closely, she couldn't know, could
she? No, if she knew they'd be nothing subtle about her approach;
it'd be: "now then Brax what's all this I hear about you
wearing frocks?"

'I always knew where I stood with George. He was the boss.'

'And he had your permission to say so.' Brax said, smiling.

'You might think that, but deep down he was in charge.'

'Times have changed Valerie.'

'They haven't changed that much and I know that get a man and a
woman alone together and sooner or later… '

'They'll be shenanigans.'

'Aye well, think on.'

'There's nowt to worry about Valerie. I trust Jazz.'

Valerie looked like she was going to say something but didn't.
Brax finished the second bottle of lager and debated having
another; best not, he might need his wits about him later. He
looked at the clock on the wall; just gone ten. 'I'm gonna have a
shower and turn in, It's been a long day.'

They said goodnight and leaving Valerie in the kitchen Brax went
up to his bedroom where he checked his mobile for messages; there
weren't any. He turned on the shower in the en-suite, then went
back to his phone and keyed out a number he'd committed to
memory.

She answered after two rings, her voice exactly as he
remembered, 'Hello.'

'Hi Simone, I just thought I'd say hello.'

'Hello, how are you?' She sounded subdued.

'I'm okay. I was wondering if you'd like to meet up soon?' Not
too eager but enough to let her know.

'I'm sorry Brax, I've got a bit of a family crisis on at the
moment.'

Silence.

'Sorry to hear that Simone. I'll err… '

'Listen, I've got to go, I'll call you.'

Hmm, red hot to luke warm in two days Brax thought as he
stripped off and got under the shower.

 

* * *

 

Aidan pushed the door open and stood aside for Jazz to
enter.

She pulled a face, 'No, after you.'

Aidan walked in while Jazz waited in the corridor. This was the
ninth place they tried, all the others being full and Jazz was
understanding with more clarity what Mary and Joseph must have felt
like, when they'd, in Aidan's words, struck lucky.

She hadn't liked the look of the place from outside, too dark
and dingy, and her initial opinion hadn't changed once inside the
reception area. Woodwork painted in a deep red with potted plants
everywhere, gold flock wallpaper, and a carpet that stuck to your
feet. It was like something from an Alan Bennett story; the only
thing missing was an aspidistra.

They'd tinged the bell on the reception desk and waited an age
until the mournful looking manager appeared holding a half eaten
chicken sandwich, which he put down on the desk while dealing with
them. The only available accommodation had been this family room -
it being a busy week according to Hermann Munster on the desk - and
Jazz was too tired to look anymore, so for better or worse they'd
booked in. It was well past 9 o'clock by the time they arrived and
they were too late for dinner, which didn't matter too much as
they'd eaten earlier at a pizza parlour. All Jazz wanted to do was
put her feet up and have a relaxing cup of tea.

It had been an exhausting afternoon. They'd covered the town
centre, battling their way through crowds of holiday makers, and
then crossed the river Esk to the old town. Jazz's feet were sore
and after a cup of tea she fancied a long soak in the tub. Once or
twice Jazz thought she'd spotted Callie in the throng but on both
occasions had been disappointed. She hadn't mentioned again how big
a task they'd set themselves but wondered if Aidan was thinking the
same. Being a man it probably hadn't sunk in yet.

'Clear.' Aidan called from inside, and then once she was through
the door proudly proclaimed, 'Welcome to the Hotel California.'

Jazz took a critical look at the room she would be sharing with
Aidan. At least it had two beds; a double - not so good - and a
single - better. According to her mother, get two unmarried people
of the same sex in the same room as a bed and sooner or later
they'd be shenanigans. Two people of the same sex being okay as her
mother's morality couldn't easily cope with gays or lesbians.

'What do you think?' she ventured.

Aidan scratched his head, 'The last time I was in a room like
this I sent a stun grenade in first.'

Jazz moved around checking out the facilities as her mother
liked to call them. En-suite bathroom - with a bath, praise the
Lord - and toilet, that could be embarrassing, maybe there was
another one along the corridor she could use. There was an ironing
board thingy that didn't look as though it had ever been used, a
T.V. on the wall, and glory be, tea and coffee sachets, mini milk
cartons and a kettle, along with a few chocolate digestives. Jazz
filled the kettle and switched it on. She looked at Aidan who'd
been doing his own scan of the room and said, 'It's not too bad at
all really.'

'It'll do.'

Jazz wondered who'd be the first to broach the sleeping
arrangements, rather fancying the double bed for herself but not if
it gave Aidan ideas. 'Tea?' She asked.

'Love one, white with two,' he looked around, 'can't see a mini
bar.'

'There's an off licence on the corner.'

'Yeah, saw it. I'll pick something up when I go out later.'

'You're going out?'

'Yeah,' he sounded puzzled, 'We won't find Callie sat here
watching T.V.'

'Where will you look?'

'Pubs I suppose.'

'You don't think she'll be lying low?' She said, handing him his
tea.

He shrugged, 'Let's face it Jazz, we don't even know she's here
at all. And even if she is we could miss her by inches; she could
be leaving a place by one door as we're entering by another.' He
took a sip of tea and then said, 'but I doubt very much she's gonna
come knocking on our door.'

'Do you mind going on your own?'

'Nah, I was gonna suggest that anyway.'

Despite feeling too tired Jazz felt a bit miffed at this but
decided to leave it. 'Okay, it'll give me a chance to have a bath
and get sorted while you're out.'

Aidan nodded in agreement. 'Do you mind if I take the single
bed?'

'No, you have it, I don't mind the double.'

'Right I'm gonna pop down the offy, do you want anything?'

'Nah.' She shook her head, emphatically. 

After Aidan had gone she tried calling Brax on his mobile but it
was engaged. She went into the bathroom and turned on the taps to
fill the bath, removing her make-up at the same time before trying
Brax again, getting through this time only to find she'd got him
out of the shower. After they'd been chatting for a few minutes
Aidan came through the door holding a pack of lager and two bottles
of wine. She frowned at the wine and put her finger to her lips to
warn him to be quiet and carried on listening. Aidan put the wine
down in front of her, waved and was gone.

After she'd brought Brax up to date with the search for Callie
she decided he sounded decidedly grumpy. 'Are you okay Brax?'

'I'm fine.' He sounded terse verging on angry.

'There's nothing to worry about you know.'

A grunt came down the line, 'It's all a waste o' time. You being
there looking for Callie. She'll be in London if she’s
anywhere.'

Jazz laughed hoping to lighten his mood, 'You're probably right,
but I still need to try.'

After chatting for a few more minutes they said goodnight and
Jazz promised to keep in touch.

 

* * *

 

When Aidan left the hotel and made his way towards the town he
had in mind to check out the pubs around the harbour. He had no
real expectation that he would find Callie, he only knew he had to
try. He was convinced she was here though, or nearby. He wasn't
given to fanciful thoughts and feelings but he had years of
experience of tracking people and instinctively knew when his
target was near. Besides they'd had such a lovely time here that
summer and had often talked about coming back. He was sure if
Callie was running away from a problem, which she undoubtedly was,
that she would head to a place that had provided happiness in the
past.

It was a warm evening and revellers were out in force, the young
men bare chested and the girls hardly wearing anything at all. Lots
of the girls seemed to be dressed in black, and some were wearing
scanty vampire costumes. Outside the pubs and bars most of the
footpaths were blocked and Aidan had to frequently step into the
road to skirt the throng, scanning female faces all the while. A
few of the bolder girls noticed him looking and called out,
inviting him to join them.

An attractive blonde girl, wearing a red cloak beneath which
Aidan saw glimpses of black stockings as she moved, spoke to him as
he passed, 'Hello love, bite your neck for yer?'

He smiled and sidestepped her, moving on, ignoring all offers,
concentrating instead on making sure he'd seen as many people as
possible as he made his way through the jostling crowd.

A few police patrols were out and about keeping an eye out for
potential trouble but it seemed quiet enough to Aidan, especially
compared to some of the rough spots he'd been in over the
years.

He couldn't really imagine that Callie would be out on her own
and imagined her tucked up in some lonely hotel or B & B room,
perhaps watching the T.V. and fretting about her situation.

Time to get back Aidan lad.

The smell of chips came out of a shop doorway and Aidan realised
how hungry he was. He glanced up at the facade and realised with a
shock of recognition that it was the Nightingale where he and
Callie had eaten most days all those years ago. Without any more
thought he pushed the door open and went in.

'Sorry love,' the overweight perspiring women wiping tables
called out, 'cafe's closed.'

'Bag o' chips?' Aidan asked hopefully.

'I think we can sort you out wi' a bag o' chips love.' She left
the table and walked behind the counter where she started scooping
chips onto a foil plate. 'On yer own love?'

Aidan nodded, looking round, it didn't seem to have changed.
'Yeah.'

'Salt and vinegar?'

'Yeah, please.'

'Open or wrapped?'

'Err, open.'

She passed the tray of chips over the counter and counting the
money he gave her, said, 'That's just right love, thank you. Mind
how you go now.'

Aidan picked up his chips but didn't move.

'Was there something else love?' The woman asked.

Aidan had half a mind to ask the woman if anyone resembling
Callie's description had been in over the past few days but decided
it could wait until the next day.

'Nah, nowt else love, just thinking.'

'You wanna watch that, it could catch on.'

Aidan smiled and turned to go. The woman followed him to the
door and bolting it behind him, turned the "Open" sign
over to read "Closed."

 

* * *

 

Jazz lay in the bath drinking the wine that Aidan in his wisdom
had bought, even though she'd told him she didn't want anything.
She wondered if he'd bought it on purpose knowing she'd drink it;
the first stage of his attempted seduction? She trailed her fingers
through the water and shuddered slightly, the water was at best
tepid and there was a grimy ring round the edge of the bath. She'd
probably get out feeling dirtier than when she got in. It was a
nice wine as well, a Merlot, one of her favourites but she
regretted opening the bottle and felt vaguely discontented after
her brief chat with Brax. She'd forgotten to ask how he was getting
on with her mother, but it was just as well, he was grumpy enough
as it was.

Is this trip away really about Callie she asked herself again;
or is Aidan just taking advantage of that situation to get me away
for a night or two? Does he really think we can just start up again
after all this time.

Can we?

He was looking good though, he didn't seemed to have aged in the
last fifteen years. But there was something different about him, a
brittleness that she hadn't known before.

It had been a real shock seeing him in town like that, the way
he'd casually pulled up alongside and offered her a lift. He'd been
so confident she'd say yes. She should have said no, that she was
fine to walk, but it had been such a long time, and, despite being
the one to break it off, she'd missed him. She'd known him such a
long time; had wanted him almost from the start even before she
knew what the feelings she had at the time meant.

He'd never really wanted her though.

Had he?

She cast her mind back to the night of her wedding. That had
been the start of their affair; why on earth had she gone outside
with him? Why had she behaved like a common tart with her new
husband's best friend?
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Jazz closed the hotel door behind her and made her way down the
stairs to the front door, catching a few admiring glances on the
way. She was wearing a flame red off the shoulder dress in silk
that fell just above the knee and knew she looked good, but if a
girl couldn't look good on her wedding day, when could she?
Assuring the night porter behind the reception desk that she had a
key she stepped out into the summer night and looked across the
Market Square. She could hear the music, loud and pulsating, and
the lights from the disco flashed through the windows of the Social
Club. Not her choice of venue, but when you didn't marry your first
choice man little else was worth bothering about.

She'd told Brax that she was going over to the Beech House to
get changed out of her wedding dress - he'd offered to help - but
she'd said Callie was coming as well. It wasn't a lie, she was
getting changed out of her wedding dress, but that wasn't the main
reason; she wanted to get away from all the noise for a while, and
all the well meaning relatives who wanted to wish her well. And all
the nudging and winking from Uncle Jim who tried to feel her bottom
at every opportunity.

She had tried to detach herself from what was happening, tried
to convince herself that she was at some other girl's wedding, that
this other girl would be spending the rest of her life happily
married to Brax. But as hard as she tried the little voice inside
kept taunting her, kept asking her if she was happy, asking if she
was enjoying her wedding day, and kept reminding her that her name
was now Jazz Bollen.

Her thoughts drifted back to Aidan as she slowly crossed the
square. She'd been amazed that he'd turned up in his dress uniform
and thought how handsome and exotic he looked compared to Brax in
his drab police uniform. He'd performed all the best man duties to
perfection, his speech had been witty but clean, and he'd told Brax
on several occasions what a lucky man he was. And all the time
she'd been screaming inside; "it should have been
you."

Through the door of the social the music was almost unbearable,
she said hello to the old boy standing guard, and was just about to
go back into the concert room when Aidan appeared before her saying
something. She could see his lips move but couldn't hear a word. He
took her arm and steered her back through the door to outside.

'What did you say?' she asked.

'Hot Jazz.'

'I am a bit, Aidan. It's really hot in there.'

He laughed, 'No, I said, you're looking hot Jazz. Hot as in
hot,' he emphasised the hot.

She frowned, puzzled, and then the penny dropped, 'Oh,' then
flirtatiously, 'Is that good?'

He didn't answer directly but instead asked her if she fancied a
stroll. They hadn't gone far, both knowing they just needed to be
out of sight, and so, up against the fire door at the back of the
club she lost her carefully preserved virginity. On her wedding
day, which was good, but with the best man and not her new husband,
which was bad.

Very bad.

 

* * *

 

And that had just been the start.

She'd wanted to stay and enjoy the moment with Aidan but knew
she couldn't linger. She wasn't too worried about Brax, he was well
gone with his mates at the bar. It was Callie she was more
concerned about. Aidan was her boyfriend after all, well
they'd come to the wedding together. But, as it turned out Callie
had known all along; had known all those years and never said a
word.

After leaving Aidan to his triumph, she'd gone into the club,
thankfully couldn't see Callie anywhere, and wondered if she'd
copped off with somebody. She'd spent ten minutes or so talking to
her mum and dad; that was the litmus test. Her mother had always
told her she'd know instantly when she was no longer a virgin; but
she hadn't known, in much the same way Jazz wouldn't know when her
girls became women.  Her mother, who until that moment, had an
aura of invincibility, hadn't known that her only daughter had
shamelessly sat opposite her without her knickers on; the best
man's semen trickling down her thigh.

Luckily Brax had been too drunk to want sex when he'd finally
come to bed at two in the morning, and her period had started on
the Sunday evening so, by the time Brax had sobered up, and her
period had finished, enough time had elapsed for her to come to
terms with what had happened. It wasn't that she felt unworthy or
dirty after giving in to Aidan; no, it was more that she hadn't
wanted Brax touching her after the magnificence of those brief few
minutes at the back of the club.

She hadn't seen Aidan again until after Christmas when he came
home on leave in the New Year and he and Callie came round for
dinner one evening. Everything had been fine, no mention of the
wedding, apart from the obligatory viewing of the wedding album,
but at some point in the evening - Jazz couldn't remember how or
why - she and Aidan had found themselves alone together. He'd
pulled her to him and kissed her, his tongue slipping inside her
mouth, and fireworks exploding in her head. She'd pushed him away
looking round anxiously, telling him not to be stupid. He told her
how much he wanted her, how he kept thinking of the time at the
back of the club, and could they meet up soon.

She'd been thrilled and horrified in equal measure but couldn't
resist him, so they'd started seeing each other, no more than two
or three times a year when Aidan came home on leave. And because it
was so sporadic they'd managed to kept it going undetected for
years. Jazz had finally called it a day when she fell pregnant with
Charlotte in 1996; fourteen years ago. He'd taken it well, hadn't
pestered her or tried to change her mind. She'd never known if he
was as upset as she was, she hadn't seen him again until a week ago
when he'd pulled up alongside and offered her a lift.

Getting out of the now cold bath water she shivered violently
and swiftly dried and dressed in an old pair of jeans and a blue
top. She poured more wine and was surprised to see she'd managed to
get through the best part of the bottle.

Bloody Merlot, too moreish by half.

Sitting quietly in the darkened hotel room she wondered what
would happen when Aidan came back; what would happen if and when
they found Callie. Would she and Aidan take up where they'd left
off, or would he decide he finally wanted Jazz for himself? How
would she feel if he decided he wanted her; could she leave
Brax?

Of one thing she was certain, if she gave in and slept with
Aidan again, her marriage would be over. She wouldn't be able to
keep it quiet like she had last time. She had to decide if that's
what she wanted. So, she sat in the armchair in the bedroom of a
dingy hotel in Whitby and brooded.

 

* * *

 

Jazz was sitting in the faded armchair staring into space when
Aidan came back into the room. Her legs were tucked up and she had
a glass of wine in her hand, the bottle was wedged down the side of
the chair. She'd changed her clothes, her hair was wet, and she
wasn't wearing any make up. She was, he thought, looking tired.

'Hi.' He said, closing the door behind him.

She looked at him carefully and took a drink from her glass but
didn't say anything for a moment or two. Aidan sat on the bed and
looked at her.

'Aidan,' she began, 'there's something I want to ask you… '

'What is it?'

'The other night when you gave me a life home.' She looked at
him.

'What about it?'

'Were you following me?'

Aidan shook his head, puzzled, 'No, why?'

'It just seems odd on your first night home we should bump into
each other like that.'

Aidan shrugged, 'Co-incidence.'

'Did Callie know you were coming home?'

'Nobody knew, well my dad knew but I don't think he has any
contact with Callie.' He looked at her, 'Did you think I
was following you?'

'I dunno, I'm trying to make sense of it all. You come home, we
bump into each other on your first night back. I hardly ever go out
into town and was only there because of Callie.' She gave a little
shrug, 'I just wondered.'

Aidan shook his head slowly. 'I can assure you Jazz, I never
told Callie I was coming home. In fact until I bumped into her in
Helliwell's I hadn't seen her for fifteen years.'

She looked at him critically. 'Really?'

He could sense her scepticism, 'Yeah really, and now she's
disappeared.'

Jazz frowned, 'it's almost as if your coming home has sparked
off life changing events.'

'Are you saying that I should have gone and lived somewhere
else?'

'I don't know what I'm saying. All I know is that since you've
been home things have changed.'

Aidan looked at her. 'I didn't realise that my coming home would
have such an impact on you.'

'Well you're stupid then.'

'Aye, happen I am.'

She made a face at him.

'If I ha' realised I'd ha' gone and gone and lived somewhere
else.'

'But you didn't. You came back to Slaithstone.'

'It's my home Jazz, it's where I was born and raised.'

She didn't respond so he felt compelled to carry on speaking,
'Happen I'll emigrate then. Would that suit you?'

'Don't be sulky Aidan,' she responded, 'it doesn't suit
you.'

Standing, he got the unopened bottle of wine from the dresser
and unscrewing the cap poured himself a good measure into a chipped
mug. He returned to his perch on the side of the bed.

They were silent for a while, both looking at the other; Aidan
wondered what she was thinking. There was muffled voices and
laughter from the room next door. 'At least someone's having a good
time.' He said into the silence.

'Why did you have sex with me on my wedding day?' Jazz asked
abruptly and Aidan was thrown for a moment. He'd thought they
weren't going go into that particular minefield. He was wrong,
obviously, and on a hiding to nothing whatever he said.

'It was my big day you know.' She said, in what sounded to him
like a little girl's sulky voice.

'I know,' he said simply, 'I know it was.'

'I'd been saving myself for that day.'

'I know.' He said again.

'I was a virgin, did you know that?'

He nodded, 'Yeah.' Who didn't know that; the only virgin to
marry in Slaithstone since the war he thought facetiously, and
regretted the thought.

'And you took that away from me… , and Brax,' she added as an
afterthought. 'Except Brax didn't know.' She took a little sip of
her wine. 'Still doesn't know.'

Aidan cleared his throat. 'Jazz, I don't know what to say. But
listen,' nervous swig of the wine, 'it's not like I forced you or,
anything. You were a willing participant.'

In the adjoining room the bed springs were rhythmically twanging
and Aidan suppressed a smile.

Good timing pal.

He looked at Jazz to see if she'd noticed but it didn't seem
that she had.

'Up against the fire doors at the back of the club.' She said,
shaking her head, 'I mean, bloody hell Aidan, is that the best you
could manage?'

Aidan had remembered it as one of the most erotic encounters of
his life but didn't say anything. The woman next door was moaning
softly and he had the beginnings of an erection.

You came back for more though, didn't you?

'And then afterwards,' Jazz went on, 'when you and Callie came
for dinner in the New Year. We found ourselves alone together in
the kitchen and you were all over me; kissing me, touching me, you
were like a bloody animal.'

You could have said no. Walked away.

'And fool that I was,' her voice dropped, 'I gave in to you.'
She looked at him. 'And carried on giving in to you.'

'I'm sorry Jazz.' He sighed. 'I'm sorry.'

The noise from next door was louder now, the woman was wailing,
on the threshold of orgasm it sounded to Aidan, and then just as
seemed she might get there it faded away, to begin again seconds
later.

How can you not hear that?

'You know,' she said sadly, it's taken me a long to me to get
over the impact of our affair. You've always been there, in the
background. A brooding presence. A bit like that mill in
Slaithstone.'

The sounds of lovemaking from next door were unmistakable now,
the bed springs twanging, the headboard banging, the woman calling
out; 'yes, yes, yes,' the man grunting. It sounded so
idealistic Aidan wondered if it were real, or were they just
watching a porn film with the volume turned up high?

And still Jazz gave no sign of having heard anything as she
carried on speaking. 'And now you're back from your self imposed
exile, and what, we're all supposed to fawn over you?' She raised
her glass, 'Hallelujah, Aidan's home.'

The sounds of sex had tailed away now and Aidan shifted
uncomfortably perched on the edge of the bed and wondered if the
springs were as noisy here as next door.

Don't suppose I'll find out tonight.

He drank more wine and waited.

'I suppose you think it's funny?'

'No.' He shrugged, not understanding. 'What?'

'That next door. I suppose you thought that was gonna be us.
Coming away together, dirty weekend, dinner, wine, soft music,
candles, seduction. You screwing me, taking the piss out of Brax.
Eh?'

'No.' Aidan raised his hands as they could hold back the
onslaught of her words. 'No. You made it perfectly clear fifteen
years ago when you called if off between us. You couldn't take it
any more you said. I respected that. I honoured that. I've come to
Whitby to look for Callie, and… '

'Callie,' Jazz interrupted, wine sloshing out her glass as she
waved her arms, 'Callie, Callie, Callie. I'm sick of hearing about
Callie. Do you think Callie's been waiting for you all this time,
while you've been off,' another wave of her hand, 'playing
soldiers.'

'No, I don't think that… '

'… because she hasn't. She's spent most of the last twenty five
years on her back with her legs wrapped round some bloke or
other.'

Aidan looked at Jazz steadily, determined not to get sucked into
the vortex.

'I'll tell you something about Callie, shall I?' Jazz slurred
slightly.

If you must.

'That Friday night you came home we had a drink together in
town, me an' Callie. Met a couple o' blokes, got chatting, went to
the Mayflower, had a meal, all perfectly innocent you understand. I
wasn't being unfaithful, I just got dragged into one of Callie's
schemes.' She paused, remembering. 'After the Chinese I went home,
you gave me a lift,' she gave a little pout, 'remember?'

Aidan nodded.

'Callie though,' Jazz went on, 'Callie went back to the
Travelodge wi' these two blokes and spent the night wi' 'em both.
Bloody threesome. I ask you. That's your precious Callie for
you.'

Aidan stood up. He needed a pee. He carefully placed the empty
mug on the bedside cabinet. 'I need, er… '

Jazz uncoiled her legs and stood in front of him;
confrontational. She placed her hands on his chest and pushed, a
gesture. Off balance he staggered back slightly. She pushed him
again, with more force this time, and then again. His back was up
against the wall. She reached towards him and crazy as it was after
all she'd said Aidan rather had the impression she was going to
kiss him, but no, she opened the door and with a final push he was
out in the passageway.

The door closed.

 

* * *

 

For the second time in a week Callie Sunter opened her eyes and
thought she was dead. Only this time without another dead body
lying on top of her; just a pounding headache. Here we go again she
thought wearily. She was, as far as she could tell, lying in a bed
surrounded by electronic equipment that beeped at regular
intervals. Not heaven then, or hell, just hospital; she wondered
why she was in hospital, apart from the headache there didn't seem
to be anything else wrong with her.

Why then, was she here? How long had she been here? And where
was here? And - a sudden thought - why was the colour green so
important.

As if in proportion to the questions the intensity of her
headache increased until she thought her head would explode. She
closed her eyes and tried to remember what had happened.

She'd been running. Why? Chasing someone, or being chased? Or
just running for a bus? A bus, that's it, she'd been running for a
bus. No, that didn't feel right. Why then was a bus important?

She looked around cautiously trying not to move her head. It
looked like she was in a private room. How long had  she been
here? What day was it? What time was it? It felt like night time
but she had no way of knowing, she couldn't see a clock and for
some reason her watch had been removed.

She closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep again to be
awakened some time later by the scrape of a chair; she could hear
murmured voices and listened intently but could only make out
fragments of words; running, calling, police, Sunter, awake,
bus.

There it was again; bus.

She lay still and drifted in and out of consciousness. She
wondered if she was dying but thought it unlikely as apart from the
headache; what headache? That was good, the headache had gone.

She ran through the things she knew about herself; she was
Caroline Margaret Sunter, known as Callie, born 17th July 1969 at
Slaithstone General Hospital at 3:32 in the afternoon. Parents are
Margaret Alice Doyle and John Edward Sunter. They separated when
you were thirteen and you went to live with your maternal
grandparents, Lionel and Violet Doyle.

That sounded very formal and where had she heard that before
recently?

Frank.

Frank the fisherman; except he wasn't a fisherman, he was a
messenger from God.

He'd spoken to her on the beach, they'd had tea at the cafe,
he'd told her he'd been sent by God.

He was her sign.

So why was she in hospital? What had happened?

Tired now she drifted off to sleep again and had a strange,
weird dream, where she was sitting in a boat far out in the ocean;
a black man in a white suit who looked familiar, smiled at her and
told her she would now be alright.

When she woke events were clearer in her mind. Frank had just
told her he was a messenger from God and that he had to go, but
she'd be okay as another helper would be with her. He'd walked away
from the beach cafe, quickly for someone of his age, she'd thought
at the time but realised now how ridiculous that was. Too stunned
to move at first she'd watched him go then jumped to her feet and
ran after him. Charging across the road without looking she'd been
hit by a big green bus.

She could now relax  knowing that her mind and memory were
intact. It didn't feel as though any bones were broken; now might
be a good time to open her eyes and see who was around. Besides she
could murder a cup of tea. She had a feeling that someone checked
on her regularly, perhaps it was Frank.

She opened her eyes cautiously and immediately wished she hadn't
bothered. It wasn't Frank sat beside the bed but a fresh faced
young copper who was looking right into her face. At the sight of
him she suddenly remembered all the other stuff she'd been pushing
to the back of her mind.

The copper smiled and said, 'Hello miss, nice of you to join us
again. There's a few people want a word with you.'

 

* * *

 

Aidan was still mulling over Jazz's behaviour towards him
earlier, when he made his way back up the stairs towards the room
on the second floor. He half expected to be locked out and wondered
if there was a comfortable chair in the sitting room downstairs;
but somehow he doubted it. The door wasn't locked though and once
inside he could see why. Jazz had gone; done a runner he decided.
  

Looking out of the curtained window he could see that her car
was gone. He'd been stood up before, that wasn't a new experience,
but never on a weekend away. He hoped she'd be okay. She'd drunk
the best part of a bottle of wine and shouldn't have been driving.
He wondered whether to ring Brax, but what could he do? Besides it
would only worry him unnecessarily. And Jazz would either be
alright or she wouldn't.

Bloody women.

Aidan turned on the T.V. for some company, a film was just
starting. The title music was playing and Aidan watched, swigging
from the bottle and decided he was still hungry. The chips from the
Nightingale had left him hungry for more food, but apart from the
biscuits, which he soon devoured, there wasn't anything to be
had.

He forced himself to concentrate on the film; the viewpoint was
high above the ocean and far below a faint speck could be seen,
which as the camera slowly zoomed in, took on the form and shape of
a boat. Aidan felt his eyelids drooping slightly and wondered if
he'd make it through the film. On the screen the boat got clearer
and Aidan could see it was the sort of boat to go out on the ocean
with and catch huge fish.

Not wanting to watch a film about fishing Aidan switched
channels and for a moment thought the remote wasn't working as the
screen didn't change but then realised that the channel numbers
were changing but the film was showing on all channels. Too tired
to bother with a malfunctioning T.V. he switched it off, but the
off button didn't work either.

The camera zeroed in on a chair in the stern of the boat in
which was strapped a black man wearing a white linen suit. The
camera cut to the man's face; he had a peaceful relaxed air, a
faint smile played on his lips. It looked like Morgan Freeman, and
Aidan thought it might not be so bad after all.

The Freeman character was holding a massive fishing rod in an
almost casual manner. There was something about the rod though that
was different; it had many lines extending out into the ocean. He
looked directly into the camera, smiled and said in his distinctive
voice, “Hi, glad you could make it.”

As the camera panned across the ocean Aidan could see men and
woman standing on the surface of the water. The camera showed a few
of these people and he could see they were each tightly holding a
line; every few seconds the lines went taut and the people inched
towards the boat.

The camera was back on the man in the boat, the Fisherman, as
Aidan thought of him, watching in fascination as he casually wound
the reel and the people in the ocean moved forwards again. These
people, of all shapes, sizes, ages, and ethnicity were at varying
distances from the boat; some were miles out in the ocean, whilst
others were so close they only had to reach out to be able to
clamber aboard. Some people were already in the boat; they were
smiling and hugging each other. One of them looked suspiciously
like Callie. Watching more closely he saw the people move forward
of their own volition and then the fisherman took up the slack.

What a weird film.

The camera settled on one man who was quite close to the boat,
he was really struggling against the line which was attached to his
waist, and he'd turned his back on the boat. The camera settled on
his face and Aidan saw with a start that the actor playing the part
was in fact himself.

Suddenly he was down on the surface of the water looking up into
the familiar, friendly face of the Fisherman, who looked at him and
smiled. He glanced down at the rope which he could see was fastened
to a belt around his waist. He reached down to unbuckle it when he
heard: “If you undo the rope, you will surely die.”

Aidan's perspective changed again and he was back watching the
screen. I'm dreaming, he thought. That's what it is; a dream. He
tried to stand but couldn't move. The Fisherman looked at him and
smiled encouragingly.

'Who are you?' Aidan whispered, but he knew. 'What do you want
with me?' He asked, but knew this also.

The Fisherman answered, “I am the Lord your God, lay down
your burden and come to me.”

Aidan watched in amazement as the onscreen version of himself
struggled violently against the line and screamed at the Fisherman,
'Sod off!'

'No!' Aidan screamed at the T.V. as the line slackened and on
the film he started sinking into the water.

In the water he looked at the Fisherman who was watching him
with a grave expression. The water was up to his middle and he
would soon be under the waves. He opened his mouth and
screamed.

In the hotel room Aidan was thrashing about, the bottle of wine
had overturned and was all over his lap and trickling onto the
floor. He jumped to his feet, the bottle fell with a thud, and
looked at the screen; the film Jaws was on and it was the
part where the shark was pulling Robert Shaw off the boat.

A dream.

Just a stupid dream.

He looked at the clock; ten past one. Pulling off his wet
clothes he had a quick shower. A short while later in bed, with the
bedside lamp on, he drifted in and out of sleep, still disturbed by
the dream and what it meant. 










Chapter 16

 


Friday 4th
June 2010

 

'D.S. Braxton?'

The voice was unfamiliar but definitely "Force". 'Yeah,
can I help?'

'Nah, but I think I can help you. D.S. Woods, Scarborough
CID.'

Scarborough eh? Not Whitby. Brax felt a small frisson of
triumph. He knew Aidan had been wasting his time at Whitby. Okay,
he'd been close; Scarborough was only a few miles down the coast,
but it was enough for Brax.

 Jazz had come home in the early hours of Thursday morning
reeking of alcohol. He'd been awake mulling things over but hadn't
said a word when she'd slipped underneath the duvet. He'd been up
early and at the station for 7:30, leaving her sleeping in bed.
Later that day he'd called but she didn't have a lot to say; she
had a headache. But no, they hadn't found Callie, and Aidan was
staying on to look further. Jazz had realised it was going to be a
lot more difficult than she'd imagined; Brax had been right after
all, and she'd decided to come home. That's all there was to it,
and now if he didn't mind she was going for a lie down.

Brax knew there was more to it than he was being told but
decided not to push it.

Thursday evening she'd been in a terrible mood, snapping at him,
and the kids, who'd taken to their rooms. He'd asked if she'd heard
from Aidan and received a terse no in reply. Her mother had
departed for home and Brax couldn't in all honesty say he was
sorry.

It was now Friday morning and here was a D.S. from Scarborough
on the phone. 'Go on.' Brax said.

'You put an alert out on a Caroline Margaret Sunter.'

'That's right, has she turned up?'

'Had a slight altercation with a bus and currently lying in a
bed at Scarborough Hospital. She's okay, not in any danger. A few
cuts and bruises, lovely black eye.'

'When did this happen?

'We are a bit late getting to you.' Woods admitted and paused,
but when Brax too was silent, said, 'Sunday morning.'

'Nearly a week ago.' Aidan reflected; if he'd know this on
Monday there'd have been no need for Jazz to go to Whitby.

'Aye well, we're a bit stretched at the moment.'

Tell me about it.

'What happened?'

'She was running across a road in Whitby… .'

'Whitby? I thought you said you were from Scarborough?'

'I am mate, and that's where she is. There's no A & E in
Whitby so the ambulance brought her to Scarborough.'

'Okay,' Brax's triumph evaporated.

'Anyway like I say, she was running over the road and bounced
off a bus full o' Goths and vampires.'

'Did you say Goths and vampires?' Brax queried.

Woods chuckled at the distant end, 'I thought that'd get your
attention. Whitby being the adopted home of Dracula attracts lots
of people who like dressing up.'

'Oh right. There's no accounting for taste.'

'Aye, well, we're a bit more genteel here in Scarborough.'

Brax tried to clear his thoughts of Goth and vampires. 'Have you
spoken to Call… Miss Sunter?'

'Nah, that's another reason I didn't get to you straight away,'
he paused and muttered something to someone at the other end of the
line, then said, 'Sorry about that. Yeah, Miss Sunter, she was
unconscious for a while, only came round early this morning. Once
she did, I remembered we hadn't let you know we'd found her.'

'Thanks… ?'

'Graeme.'

'I'm Brax. Listen Graeme, we're a bit stretched here as well,
could you ask her a few questions for me.'

It's the least you can do after sitting on it all
week.

'No worries mate.' Woods assured. 

'Strictly informal, no caution, off the record.' Brax quickly
filled him in on what he wanted to know and put the phone down. It
pained him to admit it, but Aidan had been right all along. He
picked up the phone to call Jazz.

 

* * *

 

Callie lay still in bed listening to the whispered conversation
taking place at her bedside. From what she could make out a police
officer wanted to question her but the nurse said he couldn't until
she'd been checked by the consultant. She opened her eyes unnoticed
by anyone. The police officer was middle aged wearing a shabby grey
suit, white shirt that needed a good iron, and a blue tie with what
looked like a dried egg yolk stain. He looked divorced, she
decided.

'It's okay,' she said, trying to sit up.

They both turned and looked at her. The copper smiled and the
nurse looked surprised. After helping her to a sitting position,
the nurse said. 'Ten minutes, and I’ll be back to check.'

'Hello Callie,' the shabby looking police officer said once they
were alone, smiling at her again. 'You're a very lucky young
woman.'

She responded with a wan smile, not even flattered by being
termed young. 'Am I?'

'You could very easily have been killed.'

'Yeah, I know. Twice in a week eh?'

He nodded understandingly. 'How are you feeling?'

'I've had better times.' She said, closing her eyes for a
moment.

'I'm sure you have my love, I'm sure you have.' He paused, 'I
need to go through a few things with you.' He paused, 'Are you up
to that?'

'Am I under a arrest?' Callie asked.

'Not at the moment, but depending on what you tell me that could
change. Do you understand?'

She nodded, trying to take it all in.

'Okay. I'm Detective Sergeant Graeme Woods,' he flashed a card
under her nose that might have been a library ticket for the notice
she took of it, 'stationed here at Scarborough, and I need to ask
you a few questions relating to the death of Ronald Albert Counden
and the subsequent disappearance of sixty thousand pounds in cash,'
he paused again, looking at her closely, 'are you sure you're up to
this?'

Callie could feel tears welling up her in her eyes. 'I didn't
kill him,' she said, 'but it's my fault he's dead.'

Woods reached for the box of tissues on the bedside cabinet and
passed a handful across. 'Why don't you tell me all about it,
starting from the beginning?'

 

* * *

 

Brax and Ort Murdoch were in Peggy's. It was early afternoon,
after the lunchtime rush, but Peggy's being so popular it was still
reasonably busy. They watched in silence as a harassed mum took her
small son outside to deliver a telling off, and then, when she
thought nobody was watching, delivered a light slap on the back of
his legs. This only made matters worse as the boy set off a howling
that had people for 100 yards turn and stare.

Brax smiled, remembering those days.

Murdoch sipped his Cappuccino thoughtfully then said, 'So
Braxton, you said you had some news for me.'

Brax finished his chocolate muffin, wiped his mouth with the
paper napkin, then replied. 'Yeah, Callie Sunter has turned up
alive and well in Scarborough. If you discount coming off worse in
a fight with a bus.'

Murdoch winced. 'How bad is she?'

'According to Scarborough CID she's got cuts and bruises but
nothing life threatening.'

'Praise the Lord for that.'

'Yeah.'

'Have you spoken to her?'

'I haven't but D.S. Woods of Scarborough CID has had an informal
chat at her bedside. It seems her story is: it was all a big
misunderstanding between her and Counden. No surprise there. She
denies blackmail and was amazed when Counden turned up to meet her
with sixty thousand in cash. They ended up in the back of his Merc
where consensual intercourse took place during which Counden
attempted to strangle Callie. This is borne out by marks on her
neck.' Brax paused, looking at his pastor, 'still with me?'

Murdoch nodded.

'Okay then,' Brax resumed, 'according to Callie she blacked out
and came round some time later to find Counden dead on top of her.
She panicked and took off with the money,' he shrugged, 'and ended
up in Whitby… '

'Whitby?'

'Yeah, she had the accident in Whitby but the nearest A & E
is Scarborough. Brax frowned, gathering his thoughts.'

'Sorry Braxton, go on.' Murdoch said.

Brax thought back to what Woods had told him. 'Once in Whitby
she met up with a waitress in a fish restaurant who gave her a bed
for a few nights. Callie says she hid the money in this women's
shed while she was there. She went out for an early morning walk,
got hit by a bus, ended up in hospital, the police found out, blah
de blah.'

'And the money?' Murdoch looked almost embarrassed.

'I wondered when we'd get to the money.' Brax chuckled then grew
serious, 'D.S. Woods had the Whitby uniforms go round to the
address that Callie gave him. They spoke to the women who confirmed
Callie had been staying there. She was very concerned to hear that
Callie had been involved in an accident and was shocked when told
Callie was wanted by the police. All in all a model citizen who
wanted to help in any way possible. They asked if they could look
in the shed, no problem says the woman, only problem is - no money.
They also checked the room Callie was using, all her stuff's there
but again, no money.'

Murdoch ran his hands over his head, 'Which all means?'

Brax shrugged, 'Either Callie's lying about where she left the
money or the woman she was staying with has hidden the money
somewhere safe. If that's the case there are two more
possibilities; one, she's going to keep the money for herself
or  two, she's keeping it safe for Callie. Either way the
money's vanished.'

'More coffee?' Murdoch offered.

'Yeah, why not.'

When they had refills Murdoch asked, 'What about Ron?'

'He's dead.' Brax said flippantly.

'I know he's dead Braxton. How did he die?'

'Massive heart attack.'

So, Miss Sunter played no part in his death?'

Brax laughed, 'That's a moot point. They were having intercourse
when it happened but I'm not sure the CPS would like to prosecute
that one; murder by excitement occasioned by sexual
intercourse.'

'Will she be prosecuted for blackmailing Ron?'

'Dunno,' Brax shrugged, 'She claims it was a joke that got out
of hand. She says she never intended to take any money. Counden's
no longer here to give his side of the story… '

'She went off with the money though.'

'Like I said, she claims to have panicked and took off with the
money. Look at it from her point of view; Counden tries to strangle
her, she blacks out, Counden dies, she wakes, panics and runs.'
Brax took a gulp of coffee. 'It's very plausible Ort. I'm not sure
the CPS could build a case that would stand up in court.' He
paused. 'Plus, there'd be all the publicity. It'd be in all the
papers, all over the T.V.'

 

* * *

 

Aidan had been amazed to get a call from Jazz, albeit a brief
one. He thought she was ringing to apologise for abandoning him in
Whitby but his feeling of pique when he realised she wasn't lasted
barely a second once he knew Callie was safe.

He'd fretted during the taxi ride to Scarborough, stormed the
front entrance of the hospital with an armful of flowers and
charmed his way round the Sister on the nursing station, his cause
being helped by the fact that her husband was currently serving in
Afghanistan.

He looked at Callie critically. She was pale faced, apart from
the mass of colourful bruises on her face. Her head was encased in
a white bandage and her left arm was in a sling.

'Tell me honestly, how do I look?' She asked anxiously.

Aidan smiled and squeezed Callie's hand reassuringly, 'You look
good.'

'Liar.'

'To be honest Callie, I have seen you looking better, but for a
woman who tried boarding a moving bus you don't look too bad.'

She gave him a little smile that flitted over her face and then
vanished. 'The consultant says I should be able to go home in a
couple of days.'

'That's good.'

'Yeah, 'spose.'

'Come on, cheer up, at least I'm not visiting you in the
morgue.'

'Don't.' Callie shuddered at the memory of Counden lying on top
of her. She wondered how much Aidan knew and how much she could get
away with not telling him. 'There's not a lot to come home to
though, is there?'

Aidan had never seen Callie so downcast before. To him she'd
always been bubbly and irrepressible, this new Callie was a
stranger. 'You're still alive, that's a good base to build on.'

'You're right.' They were silent for a while then Callie asked.
'How did you find me anyway?'

'News Of The World.'

'What?'

'Only joking, Jazz told me.'

'You sod!'

Aidan smiled at her reaction.

'What else did Jazz tell you,' Callie asked tentatively.

'Everything.'

'Everything?'

'Yeah, I know it all.'

'What do you know?'

'You're supposed to have been blackmailing your boss, he paid
you sixty grand to keep quiet, he then tried killing you, you ran
off with the money.'

'Jazz told you all this?'

'Yeah.'

'I bet she hates me.'

'Nah, don't be daft. She's been really worried about you.'

'Has she?' Callie found this hard to believe. 'Do you think I'll
go to prison?'

Aidan shook his head firmly. 'Nah. Counden's dead. Who's gonna
press charges?'

'I did take off with the money.

'Yeah, okay,' Aidan grinned. 'That would have kept you going for
a while.'

'I gave it back though.' Callie paused, 'Well, I tried to give
it back but when the police checked with the woman I was staying
with, it wasn't where I left it.'

Aidan wasn't surprised but didn't say. He looked at his
watch.

'Do you have to be somewhere?' Callie asked.

'Not for a few minutes. There's something I wanted to suggest… '
he hesitated.

'Oh?'

'Why don't you come and stay with me for a while? We could spend
some time together,' he shrugged, 'get to know each other
again.'

Callie was quiet not knowing how to respond.

Sensing her hesitation he quickly said, 'Up to you, but the
offer's there.'

'That's really kind of you Aidan.' She smiled. 'Would I have my
own room?'

'Of course you would. I wasn't suggesting anything… ' he let it
hang.

'What, you wouldn't want to sleep with me?'

'I hadn't really thought about it.' He said dismissively but
knowing it was a lie.

'You would though, give it a few days and you'd want to.'

'Happen.'

Callie looked round the hospital room and thought how much her
life had changed in such a short time.

Aidan stood, 'I'm sorry Callie, I didn't mean to offend
you.'

She looked at him, remembering the passionate teenager and
smiled. 'You haven't. I'm flattered you still find me attractive
and if you'd made the offer a week ago I would have said yes,' she
paused, 'but I'm not the same woman I was a week ago. I've cheated
death twice and I've decided my life has got to change. No more
sleeping around, no more casual sex, in fact no more sex at all…
'

'Yeah, right,' Aidan broke in, 'You say that now, all safely
tucked up in a hospital bed.'

Callie raised her hand, 'Let me finish. No more sex at all
unless I'm married.'

'Married?'

'Don't sound so horrified, I'm not proposing.'

'You have changed.'

'Yeah, I have, since I met Frank.'

'Who's Frank?'

At that moment a nurse popped her head round the door. 'Time to
go I'm afraid,' she said to Aidan. 'Callie needs her rest.'

'Who's Frank?' he asked again, ignoring the nurse.

Callie smiled wickedly, 'Oh Frank, he's a perfect angel. I'll
tell you all about him if you come back tomorrow.'

 

Wednesday 9th
June 2010

 

June was one of Brax's favourite months; long enough away from
winter and still with the promise of summer to come, although it
had to be said, he was usually disappointed with the outcome.

He watched Jazz as she tidied away the breakfast dishes.

She caught his eye, 'What?'

'Have you heard from Callie?' Brax asked.

'I called in yesterday after work.'

'How is she?'

'Relieved to be alive, worried about being prosecuted.'

'She's lucky to be alive.'

'I think she knows that Brax.'

'Anyroad,' he said dismissively, 'she'll not be charged.'

'I should think not,' Jazz paused from loading the dishwasher,
'what would she have been prosecuted for? It's not her fault that
woman in Whitby stole the money.'

If she did, of course. Privately Brax had his reservations on
that score.

Dishwasher loaded, Jazz closed the door and pressed the start
button.

'And, it's not her fault Ron Counden died in the middle of
trying to throttle her.'

'You're right Jazz, none of it was her fault. She was the
innocent victim.'

'I'm not saying she was entirely without blame. Obviously it was
foolish of her to joke about telling Counden's wife about his
affair, but that whole blackmail thing was a complete
misunderstanding.'

'That resulted in the church losing sixty thousand.'

Jazz lifted his coffee cup and wiped the table, 'She's going to
see Ort about that. See if there's anything she can do to make
amends.'

Like go on the game and turn a few tricks.

'Talking of Counden, are we going to the funeral?'

'I think we should. He was a respected church elder, and he was
my employer.' She looked at him critically, 'it will look odd if we
don't go.'

Brax wasn't entirely sure about that either, but didn't comment,
instead, changing the subject, asked, 'Have you seen Aidan?'

'He was at Callie's, they're spending some time together.'

Brax wondered what that meant. 'Courting, you mean?' He asked,
surprising himself with the old fashioned expression as well as
Jazz who gave him a curious look.

'If you like,' she replied, 'although I think it's called going
out together these days.' She gave him a look he couldn't quite
read, then said, 'Callie's changed you know. It's like she's a new
person.' Jazz got the ironing board out of the cupboard, 'In fact I
wouldn't be surprised if she became a Christian.'

Heaven help us.

'Really?'

'Aidan too, I shouldn't wonder.'

Brax snorted, 'Aidan, a Christian? I can't see that.'

'Stranger things have happened,' she lifted the iron from a
shirt and asked, 'are you okay Brax? You do look a bit peaky.'

He met her eyes and wondered yet again why she'd come home early
from Whitby, and what might have happened before she did.

He forced a smile, 'I'm fine.' He lied.

She returned to the ironing. 'If you say so.'

I do say so.

But he wasn't, Simone had got under his skin and he wanted to
see her again. He wondered idly what her family crisis might be and
how long it might last. Should he ring her? No. She would call him
when she was ready, and if she didn't then he wouldn't have to make
any kind of decision. He looked at Jazz standing at the ironing
board ironing his shirts and felt a momentary pang of guilt but on
the scales where these things are measured there was thrills and
excitement on the one side, with guilt and fear of being caught on
the other, and at the moment thrills and excitement were
outweighing by far the guilt and fear of being caught.

 

Thursday 10th
June 2010

 

Those first few days after Callie came home were probably the
happiest Aidan had spent for a long time, certainly since he'd been
home, and in truth, he acknowledged in his quieter moments, since
he'd joined the Army all those years ago. It was only in this time
spent peacefully with Callie, helping her recovery he told himself,
that he realised that most of the last twenty five years had been
spent in varying degrees of unhappiness.

Callie had insisted on returning to her own home, thankfully not
having been let by Helliwell's the estate agents. This wasn't, she
insisted, because she didn't trust him not to worm his way into her
bed, but because she felt more comfortable among her own
surroundings and possessions. Aidan couldn't argue with this, he'd
after all only just moved into Rose cottage and was still in a
state of flux.

They'd come to spending most of their days together, Aidan only
returning home in the evening. Callie still tired easily and was
ready for bed by 9:00pm most nights, or 21:00 hours as he still
insisted on calling it.

Their days were spent talking, reading, listening to music,
watching DVD's, but mainly talking. Aidan suggested a pub lunch one
day, but when it came to it Callie decided she was too tired to get
out of the car, so Aidan went into the pub and came out with
sandwiches and cans of drink; both recalling trips to the seaside
where pop and crisps would be brought to the car whilst the adults
spent time in the exciting pub.

Callie had quickly recovered from her physical injuries but her
mind was in a state of fevered excitement. She wanted to visit
Pastor Murdoch but was putting it off for fear of being taken to
task, and also, she was unsure how much to tell him. She knew she
would apologise for the loss of the money and offer to pay it back,
although she had no idea how that might happen; sell the house
probably.

That wasn't what troubled her most though. Although, she had no
doubts in her own mind about her meeting with Frank, and that he
was a messenger from God, she realised she had to be careful who
she told about him. It would be all too easy she realised for it
all to be dismissed as: "being the bang on the head." It
was more how Murdoch might react - if she told him - that worried
her most. He was, after all, one of God's representatives on earth
and might not take kindly to Callie appearing with wild tales of
angelic messengers. She would meet him and then decide.

She'd told Aidan about Frank on his second visit to her hospital
bedside and had been pleasantly surprised that he hadn't laughed
and told her she'd been dreaming, or worse, deluded. Instead he'd
stared at her intently and asked her lots of questions, which was
fine because talking about it entrenched it more firmly in her
memory. She hadn't told him though, that she thought she'd seen
fleeting glimpses of Frank when they'd been out and about together.
In Dale's garden centre, in Asda, in Peggy's, and in various other
places. These sightings had always been out of the corner of her
eye and had been so nebulous as to cause her to think she’d been
imagining them; but she knew she hadn't.

Frank was still around watching out for her.

She'd taken to lying in bed with her eyes closed and then
suddenly opening them hoping to catch him in her room but she never
had. She wondered if he was still around because she hadn't yet
become a Christian.

She wasn't sleeping very well, probably because she kept waking
to see if Frank was there, and told Aidan. He'd laughingly replied
she might sleep better with him by her side but she'd resisted the
temptation.

One morning sat on a bench by the side of the canal he told her
about the dream he'd had in Whitby.

She listened intently and then said, 'Why didn't you tell me
about this before?'

He waited until a narrow boat chugged by, the owner bidding them
a cheery good morning, before replying, 'I've been turning it over
in my mind, trying to make sense of it.'

'Oh Aidan it's obvious what it means.'

'Is it?' He carelessly threw a piece of bread into the water and
watched as the ducks arrowed in on it, 'not to me it isn't.'

She sighed impatiently, 'The Morgan Freeman character represents
God, the line is His way of telling you that He's got hold of you
and that you need to come to Him.'

Aidan rolled his eyes, 'Why Morgan Freeman?'

'Jim Carrey film, "Bruce Almighty," Morgan Freeman
played God who handed over all his powers for a time to Bruce
played by Jim Carrey, hence the title of the film.'

Aidan laughed, 'I know that. Good film, but why is God, if it is
God, portraying himself as Morgan Freeman in my dream?'

Callie took a scrap of bread from the bag and threw it into the
middle where the more timid ducks waited. 'Probably because He knew
you'd,' she smiled at the thought, 'or rather, knew I'd make the
connection.'

He thought about this for a while mulling it over as they sat in
companionable silence, taking it in turns to throw bread into the
water. When it had all been used and the ducks had departed, Aidan
said, 'There is something about my dream I haven't told you.'

Callie asked casually while putting the bread wrapper away in
her bag, 'Did you see me?'

'How on earth did you know that?' He raised an eyebrow
questioningly.

She paused a moment before replying, Aidan staring at her all
the while impatiently. Then she answered. 'I had a dream one night
in hospital,' she stopped, remembering, 'I was in the back of a
boat at sea, I had the impression I'd been rescued, I was wet and
cold, and a black man in a white suit looked at me and told me I
was safe,' again she paused, thinking back, then finished by saying
apologetically, 'I didn't see you though.'

'No, but I saw you. In my dream it was exactly as you've just
said. You were sprawled out in the back of the boat all wet as
though you'd just been pulled from the sea.'

They looked at each other until another barge passed breaking
their reverie. Callie was the first to speak, 'I'm going to ring
and make an appointment to see Pastor Murdoch when we get back,'
she looked at Aidan trying to gauge his reaction.

He nodded and smiled absentmindedly.

'I was going to wait until after the funeral,' she explained,
'but it's probably better I go before.'

'Okay.' Aidan agreed.

'Would you like to come with me?' Callie asked.

Aidan looked down the canal where a boat was slowly sinking from
view in a lock. 'I don't think so.'

Callie looked so disappointed he felt the need to justify his
refusal. 'I'll come with you and wait outside, but I think you
should speak to him alone.'

Callie laughed, 'You're so funny Aidan.'

'Am I?' He was mystified. 'What have I said?'

'Of course I'll speak with him on my own. I was wondering if
you'd like to come along and keep me company.'

'Yeah, why not. When is the funeral?'

'Next Tuesday, I think.'

Aidan turned and looked at the lock where a canal boat was
rising from the depths.

 

* * *

 

Jazz wasn't entirely sure Brax was having an affair. She hadn't
caught him in any shenanigans as her mother would say. She'd so far
resisted the temptation to check his mobile for incriminating
texts, he wouldn't be that stupid, would he? Maybe, he was a man
after all. Still, the lack of evidence to prove he was didn't
necessarily prove he wasn't.

It would be ironic if Brax were seeing another woman she
thought, removing from her trolley the three packets of cornflakes
she didn't want and leaving the one she did, just as she'd decided
it would be utter madness to get involved with Aidan again.

It had struck her like a runaway train that night in Whitby, she
recalled, quickly moving through cosmetics, when Aidan had gone out
looking for Callie, that it would be best all round if Aidan and
Callie got together and maybe moved to New Zealand.

She'd thought a lot about why she'd been so annoyed with Aidan
that night when he came back from looking for Callie. It was, she
finally decided, pure jealousy; it was that simple. Even though she
didn't want to resurrect her affair with Aidan, she wanted him to
want her so she could turn him down and feel virtuous in doing so.
To do what she should have done all those years ago behind the
club; turn him down.

How childish.

But when he'd spent all that time looking for Callie, and then
gone out again in the evening, she'd been annoyed and angry as
enlightenment struck her finally. She'd seen with startling clarity
that Callie had been his main focus in going to Whitby and that
she'd been a sideshow, entertainment until the main act came on
stage. If she was content to lie with him in the meantime, he was
more than happy to oblige. That realisation saddened her; if she'd
devoted more of her time to Brax then maybe her marriage, which
she'd always thought of as okay, but now knew wasn't, would have
been far better. 

She still wasn't sure if Aidan would have made a play for her
that night but hadn't wanted to take a chance. In any case, she
might have made a play for him; so her anger had been a shield to
hide behind. She didn't feel safe though, until she'd pushed him
out of the door and then hurriedly packed her bag and left.

He'd been annoyed for sure, but who wouldn't be, stranded as he
was without transport. He'd been distinctly frosty when she'd
called him on his mobile until she gave him the news that Callie
had turned up in Scarborough, and that he'd been right all along.
He'd muttered a terse thanks and cleared the line, rushing off no
doubt, to be at her bedside.

Once through the checkout, waiting longer for a person to serve
her rather than do the job herself, she tried pinning down in her
mind why she thought Brax might be having an affair. But there was
nothing tangible to focus on, he wasn't any more distant than
usual, a quality she'd always attributed to his job, but which she
now acknowledged might in part be her fault for keeping him at an
emotionally safe arms length.

Shopping safely in the boot, she sat in her car and wondered how
bothered she would really be if he was having an affair. He might
leave her of course; the other woman might be a younger model, that
would be humiliating. Should she confront him? What with though?
She had no evidence other than female intuition. She could try
making out she knew more than she did; tell him for instance that
he'd been spotted with a woman. That notion she dismissed straight
away; he couldn't be bluffed, he was a detective for heaven's
sake.

She could always let it run its course, assuming that the course
didn't involve separation and divorce. The girls would be
devastated if he left. She could always just ask him, but what if
he turned round and admitted it and flung Aidan in her face. She
was sure he didn't know about her affair with Aidan, but maybe he
did, maybe this was his revenge.

It's all ifs, buts, and maybes.

Starting the car and backing out of the space she was conscious
of one thought above all the others; if she found out he was having
an affair, she would flaming well kill him!
        

 

 

Friday 11th
June 2010

 

Aidan had driven Callie to her meeting with Murdoch and was now
waiting in Peggy's with a large coffee.

She sat alone outside Murdoch's office door and felt as nervous as
she'd done when waiting for the head teacher's green light to come
on at school.

James Daley, the head of Slaithstone Comp. during Callie's time
there, known variously as, Jim, Sunny Jim, Arfur, and 'im indoors,
had installed a red and green light outside his office door. Red
meant no entry on pain of death unless the school was burning down,
but green meant it was safe to enter.

Callie looked again at Murdoch's office door and realised with a
start that not only were there no lights but the door was open and
a large black man was stood there with a beaming smile on his face.
He couldn't be smiling at her, could he? She would have looked
round to see if there was anybody else behind her, but there wasn't
time.

Murdoch held out a massive hand and she took it tentatively, his
hands were remarkably smooth and he shook hers lightly but Callie
had the impression there was a lot of latent power in his large
frame. 'I'm Ort Murdoch, the pastor of Slaithstone Evangelical
Church, and you must be Callie,' he confirmed.  He released
her hand and stepping aside ushered her through into his
office.

They sat at a small table on which stood a coffee pot and two
cups along with a sugar bowl and milk jug. A plate of assorted
biscuits completed the domestic scene.

'Coffee?' Ort asked, pot already poised.

Callie inclined her head. 'Thanks.'

Murdoch supplied them both with drinks and offered biscuits;
Callie declined but wished she'd had one when she realised they
weren't for show as her host swiftly despatched five in rapid
succession.

He brushed crumbs off his shirt, 'Late lunch,' he explained,
'I'm not usually so greedy,' he paused, 'Well, sometimes I am.' He
smiled again then suddenly became serious and Callie's nervousness
level which was starting to fall shot up again. He studied her and
Callie wondered what he was thinking. She was different now, she
knew that, but Murdoch didn't. He was probably going to judge her
on what had happened with Counden. Oh well, just like being back at
school, get it over with and move on.

She waited, and after what seemed an age Murdoch spoke. 'I'm
glad you called and arranged to come and see me Callie.'

I bet you are.

'I realise I should have contacted you, but you beat me to it.'
Another dazzling smile. Callie wondered what his wife was like, not
that she was interested in him in that way, but she just wondered.
Jazz had said Tia Murdoch was probably the most beautiful woman in
Yorkshire. There was a picture frame on the desk but she couldn't
see the photo from where they were sat.

He took a sip of coffee and Callie echoed his movement. He put
the cup down and said, 'I want to apologise Callie,' he stopped,
perhaps to change his mind she thought because he was obviously
saying her lines, but then he continued, 'I know you've been
through quite an ordeal and I want to apologise to you, not only on
behalf of the church, but also to offer my personal apology. I'm
very sorry about what happened to you.'

Callie was stunned and absentmindedly reached out to take a
biscuit. Murdoch held out the plate, she took a Rich Tea and
proceeded to crumble it into small pieces.

Eventually she spoke, 'I came here to apologise to you,' she
stopped, unable to speak for a moment. Murdoch passed her a box of
tissues and she took several. After dabbing her eyes she continued
haltingly, 'I wasn't expecting you to say sorry to me. It's me
that's in the wrong.'

Callie,' Murdoch said gently, 'that's very gracious of you, but
one of our elders tried to kill you.'

'Yes, but… ' She stopped.

He looked at her and nodded.

'I still want to apologise for my part in what happened. You've
lost a lot of money because of me.'

'It's only money Callie, and you didn't take it from the
church,' he hesitated, 'I've spoken to the police at length and
they've told me you panicked and took the money in good faith
intending to return it when you felt you could.' He looked at her
for confirmation.

'I'm not sure,' she responded, 'I'd like to think I'd have
returned it after I met Frank, but before that,' she shrugged, 'I'm
not sure.'

'That's very honest of you Callie, I respect that.'

'So,' she said, 'I'm not as good as you think I am.'

'None of us are Callie, but if we repent of our sins and turn to
Christ he will never turn us away.'

Callie felt a lot smaller than her old head teacher had ever
made her feel. She took another handful of tissues and blew her
nose while Murdoch scooped up the remains of the biscuit crumbs and
left the office with them.

When he returned and Callie was more composed he asked, 'Who's
Frank?'

Callie's eyes shone, she never tired of talking about Frank, and
doubted she ever would. Over the course of the next thirty minutes
she told Murdoch all about her encounter with Frank at Whitby. He
listened with an obvious interest and fascination and, when she'd
concluded by waking up in hospital remarked, 'What a remarkable
story.'

Callie wasn't sure whether he meant story as in made up tale or
narrative account so just smiled and nodded her head.

Murdoch went on, 'It's sounds to me as if you've been blessed to
meet one of God's angels.'

So he did believe her.

'I truly believe I have,' she said quietly, 'but what do I do
now?'

'In what way?'

'Well,' she said hesitantly, 'God saved my life, not once but
twice, and.' She felt tears pricking her eyes again, 'He sent an
angel when I asked for a sign of his existence. Frank encouraged me
to become Christian and follow Jesus, but how? What do I do to
become a Christian?’ She twisted the tissues between her fingers,
‘Can I even become a Christian?'

Murdoch reached forward and gently took the tissues from her,
then took her hands in both of his, 'Yes you can,' he smiled, 'and
the way to do it is simple. You repent of your sins, ask for
forgiveness, and declare Jesus to be your personal saviour.'

Callie frowned, 'That's it?'

'You can do it now if you like.' Murdoch smiled.

Callie looked down at her hands which were completely
encapsulated in Murdoch's. 'Okay, I'd like that.'

He squeezed her hands reassuringly and said, 'Let's still our
hearts as we come before the Lord.'

Callie looked at the big black man sitting opposite who was
gently holding her hands, he had his eyes closed and looked very
peaceful. She wondered if she was doing the right thing.

Stop it, of course you are.

She closed her eyes as Murdoch spoke, 'Callie, just repeat after
me, "Lord Jesus, I know that I'm a sinner and in need of a
Saviour".' He paused and after Callie repeated the words, he
went on, '"I know I cannot do this on my own".' Again
Callie said the words. '"I accept your gift of forgiveness,
please come into my life and become the Lord of my life. Thank you,
Lord Jesus".'

After she'd repeated the prayer she opened her eyes to find
Murdoch smiling at her.

'That's it?' Callie said in disbelief.

Murdoch squeezed her hands and then let go, his smile became
even broader. 'You are now a Christian, there is nothing or nobody
that can separate you from Christ. If you die today you
will go to heaven.'

'But it seems so simple.'

'You're right in one respect; it's so simple to become a
Christian, it's a lot harder to live the life of one.'

Callie wasn't quite sure what he meant by this but didn't like
to show her ignorance. Instead she asked, 'Do I have to start
coming to church?'

Murdoch shrugged, his massive shoulder rising and falling, 'You
don't have to but I think you'll find you want to. I like to use
the analogy of a drop of water. On its own a single drop of water
can't achieve very much but think of the power there is in a mighty
ocean when all those drops of water are combined.'

 

Tuesday 15th
June 2010

 

Music was softly playing as the mourners filtered into
Slaithstone Evangelical Church. Brax made his way down the central
aisle and found two seats mid way back on the left. He gestured
these to Jazz and she nodded her assent. He didn't recognise the
sombre tune playing on a cd but thought it sounded vaguely
classical. Looking around he couldn't remember the last time he'd
seen the church quite so full.

Standing room only soon.

The worship band were stood to one side waiting to take up their
instruments and Brax smiled a greeting to Trevor, the worship
leader. A slide show of scenes from Counden's life was playing on
the screen behind where the band would play. During the service
this would display the words of the songs and hymns. Brax watched
the screen as various photos of the deceased flashed on for a few
seconds and then off; Counden as a child, Counden playing with a
toy car, Counden at school in a smart uniform, his hair slicked
back, Counden in a wedding photo with Beatrice. Brax looked away
finding the photos unbearably sad.

Jazz squeezed his arm, he looked at her and smiled, 'There's a
lot of people here,' she said.

'Yes.' He replied, looking about.

And how many of them are here because of the
scandal?

‘It's not every day a church elder makes off with 60k and ends
up dead in the back of his Merc with his pants round his
ankles.’

'I'm sure they're here to pay their respects to Ron. He was a
much loved member of the community.'

Brax chuckled, 'Who's probably gone up and down in people's
opinion in equal measure.' He looked round again trying to gauge
how many people were there apart from regular churchgoers. Quite a
lot he decided; fifty fifty split. The case had generated a lot of
public interest.

Nosiness.

He glanced at Jazz who was reading the order of service. 'Will
the scarlet lady be here?'

Jazz ignored him but he knew she'd heard. 'I said… '

She dug him in the ribs. 'I heard what you said.' She lowered
her voice to barely a whisper, 'Not many people know about Ron and
Margaret.'

'Doesn't Beatrice know?'

Jazz shook her head, 'I don't know, but I don't think so.'

'Oh, right.'

She went back to the order of service, 'The wife quite often is
the last to know,' she murmured, 'if she ever knows at all.'

God! Does she know?

He was saved from further conversation by Murdoch coming to his
feet and indicating they should all stand. The coffin, on a
trolley, for reasons of health and safety no doubt, Brax decided,
stood before them.

Murdoch, never afraid of a silence, waited until everyone was
seated and settled before saying in his deep clear voice, 'Jesus
said, "I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in
me will live, even though he dies".'

Murdoch paused to let his words settle on the gathering, then
continued. 'Welcome everybody,' there was a clearing of throats and
a few brave souls responded. 'We come together today to celebrate
and give thanks for the life of Ron Counden, a much loved member of
our church, and also of the wider community in Slaithstone, and
beyond. We who are Christians believe that we've only said a
temporary farewell to Ron and know with certainty that we'll meet
him again when we too join him in heaven to spend eternity with
Jesus, our Lord and Saviour.' Murdoch caught Brax's eye as he went
on, 'For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels
nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers,
neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will
be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus
our Lord. Romans chapter 8, verses 38 and 39.'

I know this gives tremendous comfort to Beatrice and the rest of
Ron's family, and I hope it does to you too.' While Murdoch was
giving this opening address the worship band led by Trevor had been
taking up their positions. 'And now,' he declared, 'We're going to
sing one of Ron's favourite songs, "How Great Thou
Art".'

Brax was relieved to see that the slideshow of Counden's life
had been replaced by the words of the song and he sang almost
wholeheartedly save for a nagging thought that Jazz might know
about Simone. He only half listened to the rest of the service,
rising and singing at intervals, and paying scant attention to the
eulogy, but all the time aware of Beatrice's quiet sobbing.

After the church part of the service was over everybody walked
the short distance to the municipal cemetery for the committal. The
cemetery was even more crowded than the church. It seemed to Brax
that some people had just turned up for the burial, perhaps in the
hope of being invited to the do, he thought uncharitably.

It was a warm June afternoon but Brax shivered violently at the
sight of the grave surrounded by fake grass, it reminded him of his
own mortality. It wasn't the thought of being dead he rationalised,
it was more the process of getting there that bothered him.
Sometimes the prospect of being in heaven with Jesus was more
welcome than at other times, and this was one of those
occasions.

'Lovely service,' a woman at his side remarked.

He looked but didn't know her. 'Yes,' he replied, 'it was.'

Jazz on his other side gripped his arm even tighter. He wondered
if she was as disturbed by the sight of the open grave as he was.
The woman who'd spoke seemed to be about to comment further but
Murdoch started to speak at that moment.

'Support us, O Lord, all the day long of this troublesome life,
until the shadows lengthen and the evening comes, the busy world is
hushed, the fever of life is over and our work is done.' A quiet
desperate sobbing could be heard from nearer the front. Beatrice,
thought Brax as Murdoch continued. 'Then, Lord, in your mercy grant
us a safe lodging, a holy rest, and peace at the last; through
Christ our Lord. Amen.'

A ragged chorus of Amen's rippled round the graveside and
Murdoch paused, as the undertaker's men took a firm hold of the
ropes, before saying, 'we now commit our brother Ron's body to the
ground, earth to earth,' a sprinkling of soil from Murdoch,
Beatrice, and Counden's two adult sons made a light rat a tat on
the coffin, 'ashes to ashes, dust to dust,' the undertaker's men
stood back respectfully, 'in the sure and certain hope of the
resurrection to eternal life.' Murdoch concluded.

And that's that Brax thought.

Goodbye Ronald, what a way to go eh?

In the aftermath of the funeral people stood around and chatted
before paying their respects to the grieving family. Brax stood to
one side and watched in admiration as Jazz worked the crowd like a
seasoned politician at election time. He lost sight of her for a
while and wondered if she'd gone on without him, but then she
reappeared, deep in conversation near the grave. She was talking to
Beatrice and an elegant slim looking woman who looked vaguely
familiar from the back. He slowly made his way over, not wanting to
interrupt what seemed to be a fairly intense conversation. Jazz
turned round when he was within a few feet and stepping to one side
said, 'Here he is now.'

Beatrice looked at him tearfully and tried to smile with little
success. 'Hello Brax,' she said.

'Hello Beatrice.' he replied.

'I don't believe you've met my sister Margaret, have you?'

The slim elegant woman turned round and flashed him a brilliant
smile, her green eyes sparkling. 'Hello, I've heard a lot about
you.' She held out her hand.

Brax often wondered afterwards how he'd managed to avoid
collapsing with the shock. As it was he felt his face drain of
blood. Jazz had turned away to say something to Beatrice so didn't
notice that anything was amiss as he took Simone's hand and gently
shook it.










Chapter 17

 


Thursday 17th
June 2010

 

Aidan was finding Callie's new found Christian fervour difficult
to come to terms with. It wasn't so much that she'd become a
Christian, he could understand that after her recent ordeal. He'd
seen enough lads in the Army come to faith in Christ, either as a
result of their experiences, or sometimes before a mission, so he
wasn't altogether surprised by Callie doing so. It wasn't even that
she wanted to read the Bible and talk about Jesus all the time,
although in truth, that did get a little wearisome.

It was more the pressure that he felt on himself that was
beginning to tell. It wasn't that Callie was trying to persuade him
to accept Christ himself, that would have been easier to cope with;
he could have resisted that. It was more the steady drip of her
faith on a daily basis that was wearing him down.

He'd spent a long time just being on his own, and while the last
few days spent with Callie had been lovely it had tired him
emotionally. And, if they did get together permanently, did he
really want Jesus as part of the package? But, as Callie had made
clear, if he wanted her he had to accept Jesus as well.

He could have gone to see Pastor Murdoch, but knew if he did he
would walk away from the meeting having signed on the dotted line.
If he did decide for Christ he wanted it to be his own decision and
not influenced by any other person. With that in mind he'd told
Callie he wouldn't be seeing her today, that he needed to spend
some time alone thinking things through. What perhaps hadn't been
such a good idea was telling her where he was when she rang a few
minutes ago; she'd gone very quiet and asked him to be careful.

It was easy enough to get into Morley's Mill if you knew how,
and by the evidence of the bottles, cans, fast food wrappers, used
condoms, and other detritus, he could see that plenty of people
knew how.

He moved on past the rubbish on the ground floor, up the still
sturdy staircases, past the vast empty spaces of the upper floors,
where shafts of sunlight played with the dust motes disturbed by
his passing. Fewer people had penetrated this far, here on the
higher floors, and the damage and mess wasn't as bad. He climbed
the final staircase, pushed open the door, and ventured out into
the flat expanse of the roof. He could have gone out onto the moors
but expected he would have seen people up there; walkers, trippers,
and he needed to be completely alone. Anyway, it was a glorious
view from here. He looked up; nothing between him and heaven, it
was perfect for what he had in mind.

Just him and God doing business.

 

* * *

 

Brax tried to carry on as normal after the shock of realising
the woman he knew as Simone, was in fact Ron Counden's sister in
law, Margaret, with whom he'd been having an affair. The Scarlet
Lady as Brax had dubbed her. Even now, two days later, he wasn't
sure how he'd managed to carry on as normal when they'd been
introduced. He'd recovered his composure quickly enough and Jazz
seemed unaware that he already knew Margaret so he hadn't been
faced with any awkward questions but he'd still been left feeling
uncomfortable.

They'd gone along to the 'do' after the service. It had been
held in the function room of the Beech House Hotel where a hundred
or more guests mingled and slowly worked their way through the
buffet provided for them. Brax had been glad of the crowd as they
provided a measure of anonymity but even so Margaret had caught his
eye once or twice and smiled teasingly.

He found himself thinking about Margaret as he chatted with
other guests; was she really the scarlet woman who'd been having an
affair with her sister's husband. Quite apart from his personal
involvement with her his professional curiosity was piqued. There
was only Callie's word for it about the affair. But why would
Counden have gone to the risk of taking money from the church to
give to Callie if he didn't believe Callie knew something she could
use against him?

As much as he was still attracted to Margaret he wasn't in deep
enough that he was likely to make a fool of himself, and would have
been prepared to leave it there had it not been for Margaret
calling him on his mobile on Wednesday afternoon. He was totally
unprepared for her call and the sound of her voice came as a
shock.

'Hello stranger.'

Brax's heart thumped in his chest. He looked round the open plan
CID office but nobody was taking any notice. 'Hello yourself.'

'Can you talk?'

'Yeah.'

'I thought I'd give you a call and say hello.'

'Now that your family crisis has been resolved?' Brax tried his
best to sound normal but felt his voice was wavering.

Margaret laughed, 'You could say that.'

'Was there something you wanted Margaret?'

'Well,' slight pause, 'Now that things have settled down a bit,
I was wondering if you fancied coming round for lunch?'

'Lunch?' Brax couldn't hide his surprise.

'Yeah, I err, thought I could give you my side of the
story.'

'When?'

'Tomorrow? Say one o'clock?'

It had been agreed that he would go for lunch on Thursday to
hear Margaret's version of events. Brax had some trepidation as he
set off. He had a feeling almost of impending doom, as though he
was being drawn into a situation that could have catastrophic
consequences. He wondered if Counden had felt like this.

Trouble is Brax lad, you're following your dick not your
head.

He was very nearly at Margaret's when his mobile rang. He pulled
into the side of the road and checked the display:
Jazz.

Bloody hell, has she found out?

He looked at the phone and willed it to stop.

The phone stopped and her name disappeared from the screen to be
replaced by: missed call.

His head was pounding and he needed tablets.

Don't be an idiot, she was probably going to ask you to get
something from ASDA.

How could she know anyway?

The phone started calling again. The display read: Jazz
work.

Just answer it.

 Brax pressed the receive button;  

'Hello?'

'Brax, it's Jazz.'

Before he could speak she rushed on, words tripping over each
other. A dustcart pulled up behind him, there was the sound of
hydraulics, and banter from the refuse crew; he didn't hear a word
Jazz spoke until she concluded by saying, 'Well?'

'Jazz, I'm sorry, there was a noise at my end, and you were
gabbling. I didn't hear a word you said.'

'Honestly Brax, where are you?'

'In town, I'm… it's not important. Slow down and tell me
again.'

'It's Aidan.'

It would be wouldn't it. Is she ringing to say she's leaving
me for him?

'What about him?' He asked flatly.

'He's on top of Morley's Mill and we think he's going to
jump.'

Bloody hell!

'Who's we? How do you know this?'

'Callie told me. He told her yesterday he wouldn’t be seeing her
today; said he needed some space, wanted to think things through.
She rang him a while ago and that’s where he was.

'Did he say he was going to jump?'

'Why else would he be there?'

Brax couldn't think of any logical reason. 'Have you called the
police?'

'Apart from you, no.'

Brax thought, the phone pressed tight against his ear, should he
involve the force or try and sort it himself?

'Brax?'

'Yeah, sorry, just thinking. Listen, ring 999 and let them know
I know and I'm on my way.'

She was so quiet he thought she'd gone, or the signal lost, but
then, 'Brax take care.' More silence, then eventually, 'I love
you.'

And then she was really gone, breaking the connection before he
had chance to respond.

Brax turned off the engine and sat for a few minutes, head
resting on the steering wheel remembering the times he'd told Aidan
he wouldn't live beyond forty.

He wouldn't jump, would he?

He might.

One for God then. 'Dear Lord,' Aidan prayed aloud, 'please be
with Aidan at this time of trouble. By the power of your Spirit
draw alongside him and keep him safe. Let him know he's your
creation and you want him back.'

Done all that, now it's your turn.

What about Margaret?

Sorry son, can't help you there.

Should I ring her?

Silence.

With a sigh Brax turned the ignition and pulling a U turn set
off for town and Morley's Mill.

 

* * *

 

Morley's Mill wasn't a high building as high buildings go but it
was still high enough that you wouldn't want to fall off it. Or
stand on top of it if you didn't like heights Brax thought,
standing on top of it and looking round for Aidan.

It  had started life in an age when such niceties as health
and safety were considered neither necessary nor desirable –
“hey up, young Olroyd fell off t'roof - bugger shouldn't ha'
bin up there.”

There was a low brick parapet that ran round the edge of the
flat roof, a later nod in the direction of safety, and Aidan was
sat on this wall facing the moor with his feet dangling over the
edge. He had a small knapsack on his back and Brax prayed it wasn't
a bomb.

Brax walked slowly towards him, trying desperately to ignore the
voice in his head that was quietly but insistently telling him how
easy it would be to push him off. It was windy on the roof, not
gale force, but a definite breeze, and, bloody hell, a long way
down.

Aidan must have sensed his approach and looked round, 'Howdo
Brax, what are you doing here?'

'Oh, you know,' Brax tried to keep the fear out his voice,
'thought I'd come and keep you company.'

Aidan nodded and patted the wall, 'You'd best sit down
then.'

Brax put down the bag he was carrying and with legs that were
just still functioning lowered himself down on Aidan's right but
facing the other way; away from the nightmare drop and the people
down below looking up. He then slowly swivelled his body and
lowered his legs, now shaking uncontrollably, over the edge.

Brax took a deep breath and wanted a cigarette. 'Heights not
bother you then?' He asked, trying to sound casual but failing.

Aidan looked down, 'This ain't high, I've jumped out o' planes
at this height.'

With a bloody parachute! Brax wanted to scream.

'You're not gonna be much company if you're scared of
heights.'

'I'm not scared of heights,' Brax responded with as much dignity
as he could muster, 'I'm scared o' bloody falling.'

Aidan chuckled for a second and then looking down at the swell
of people on the ground, said, 'They're only here to see if I
jump.'

'Some of them.' Brax conceded.

Silence apart from the wind and the faint faraway sound of a
siren.

'Do you ever hear voices?' Aidan asked.

'Voices?'

'Not literally voices.' Aidan modified. 'More thoughts.'

'We all have thoughts.'

'Not ordinary thoughts. Not your everyday ordinary kind of
thought, like what to have for dinner, or whether to have another
pint. Not those kind of thoughts.'

'What kind o' thoughts then?' Brax wasn't desperate to know but
thought he should ask.

'The kind where you're in a high place and you keep getting the
urge to jump.'

Dear Christ, please don't let him do it.

'We all have those, it's a normal human reaction.'

'Wasn't that one of the temptations of Christ?'

'Yes it was, but he resisted it.'

Still looking down Aidan continued, 'So why are you
here? To keep me company as a friend, or try and stop me jumping as
a copper?'

'There's another option.'

'Oh aye?'

'Push you off for being a twat.'

Aidan laughed, 'Nice one. Is that straight out of the, "How
to talk a would be jumper off a high building manual"?'

'I'm here as a friend Aidan, I'd ha' thought you'd ha' known
that… ' Brax hoped he sounded hurt as he tailed off.

Aidan lifted his hands in apology and with a speed that came
from years of practice and usually left suspects startled, Brax
pulled his handcuffs out of his belt pouch with his right hand, and
swiftly snapped them on Aidan's right wrist and just as quickly did
the same to his own left hand.

'And a copper.' Brax concluded with quiet satisfaction at a
professional job until he remembered where he was and wanted the
toilet.

Aidan looked as surprised as most criminals did. 'That were a
bloody daft thing to do.'

'Happen.'

'No seriously Brax, if I decide to jump off here, you're coming
with me.' Aidan stared at Brax, leaving him in no doubt that he
meant what he said. 'So, keep the keys safe.'

'These keys?' Brax smiled and dangled them over the edge.

'You wouldn't dare.' Aidan was so convinced that Brax wouldn't
drop them that he stared in disbelief when he saw them falling. He
could imagine the collective intake of breath from the onlookers
below. 'I can't believe you've done that. You just have to push it,
don't you? I've a good mind to jump now just to teach you a bloody
lesson.'

'Tell you what Aidan, if we're gonna do it, let's do it
right.'

Aidan frowned. 'We? If we're gonna do it?'

That's not in the flaming script.

'Let's stand up, walk away from the edge, turn, count to three,
run to the edge and just fucking jump.'

'Are you serious?'

'Be just like that film.'

'Thelma and Louise?'

'That was two woman in a car. My film had two blokes in it. Oh,
you know it.'

'You're not giving me a lot to go on.'

'Old film, Newman and Redford were in it.'

'The Sting?' Aidan offered.

'Nah, the other one. They were holed up somewhere, surrounded by
the Army, no way out, so they charged out guns blazing and jumped
over a cliff.'

'Oh yeah. Butch and Sundance.' Aidan started softly
singing, '"Raindrops keep falling on my head… ".'

There was silence for a while as they contemplated the
situation, then Aidan said, 'I preferred The Sting
mesen.'

Brax looked down, 'Me too.'

 

* * *

 

Jazz had always known - like most police wives - that her
husband did a potentially dangerous job. She was always alert to
the possibility of the knock on the door, the uniforms
standing there with downcast eyes and tight mouths; the brass
shouldered bringers of bad news. Or more likely these days you'd
probably find out via Sky News or the BBC, or Facebook, or Twitter.
It had never troubled her greatly; she'd always prayed for Brax's
protection and so far the Lord had answered those prayers.

She couldn't help wondering though if the Lord was still
listening; or was today the day? The day when her life would change
utterly. Happen it would have changed anyway, she considered, drawn
once again to the suspicion she couldn't shake off.

'I'm sorry Jazz.' Callie said

'Why?'

'It's my fault he's up there.'

 Jazz looked up again at the two motionless figures, seated
side by side, feet dangling over the edge of the building. There
was a brief flurry of activity, arms of one man moving across the
other and then they were both still again. There was a collective
gasp from a section of the watching crowd and for a second Jazz
thought it had happened, but they were still there, once again
motionless. The two women watched in silence trying to work out
what had happened.

'It's not your fault Callie.' Jazz said simply.

If it's anybody's fault it's mine.

'He just said he wanted some peace and quiet to think things
over,' Callie said again what she'd been saying for the last hour,
'but who goes all the way up there for peace and quiet?'

Jazz didn't know.

Inspector Kerr joined them and after trying but failing to
persuade Jazz she'd be better off at home, gave an update on the
situation. They listened in silence as he told them Brax and Aidan
were now handcuffed together and the key thrown down.

When Kerr had gone Callie said, 'I wonder what they're talking
about up there?'

Jazz had also wondered that, and prayed it wasn't what had
happened up against the fire doors at Slaithstone Social Club and
for a few years afterwards. 'I don't know Callie, I just don't
know.'

Callie took her friends hand and squeezed it tightly. 'It'll be
okay Jazz. They'll both be okay.'

Jazz burst into tears.

Callie held her close and murmured soothing sounds as you would
with a child. When Jazz had calmed down a little and the heaving
sobs turned to quiet tears she said, 'Perhaps Aidan's telling Brax
about his dream.'

Jazz searched her bag for a tissue, 'What dream?'

Callie went through the dream that had so shaken Aidan the night
Jazz had left Whitby.

Jazz listened in silence then said, 'Not exactly your classic
response to a call from the Lord, going to a high place and
threatening to jump.'

'Is that what it was, a call from the Lord?'

'Sounds like it. They don't come much clearer.'

Callie smiled. 'I'd better tell you about Frank.'

 

* * *

 

'Which one would you be?'

Brax thought for a moment. 'Sundance. You?'

'Butch, I suppose.'

'I still prefer The Sting.' Brax insisted.

'Oh aye, me too.'

Brax nodded in appreciation, happy to steer the conversation
away from the idea of going down all guns blazing.

'Do you know what this reminds me of?' Aidan asked.

'I expect you'll tell me.'

'Last Of The Summer Wine.'

'In what way?'

'Couple o' Yorkshire lads handcuffed together on top o'
t'Mill.'

'Can't see the connection myself.' Brax said.

Aidan stretched and for a terrifying moment Brax thought they
were slipping over the edge.

Be careful.

'What's in the bag then?' Aidan asked. 'Brought some snap?'

'Aye, sandwiches and pop.'

'For a picnic like?'

'Nowt to eat in your pack then?' Brax had been wondering about
Aidan's pack ever since he'd set eyes on it. There was nothing
suspicious about it; no wires, no ominous ticking. In fact it
looked empty.

'This?' Aidan shrugged and looked over his shoulder. 'Nah,
that's summat else.'

They shared the sandwiches and cans of drink in silence until
Aidan, after a loud belch, said, 'You'd be Cleggy o' course, and
I'd be Compo.'

'I can live wi' that.' Brax replied.

'I expect Compo would be ferreting round for bits to make a hang
glider.'

'Probably.' Brax responded, playing the game without knowing the
rules; or the game, come to that. He looked down and wished he
hadn't. There was a fair size crowd down there held back by
uniforms and crime scene tape. His quick glance had taken in the
mobile police station, the fire engines - no bloody good, the
ladders are too short - the ambulances - no bloody
point, and of course the T.V. crews. No sign of the grey
private ambulance used for transporting bodies; but that would be
kept well away. The thing that had struck him most though
was the sea of faces looking up. He wondered if Jazz was down
there. Happen he should wave, but dismissed the idea as
irreverent.

'I've done some bad things Brax.'

'Eh?'

'I said, I've done some bad things.'

'We all have.'

'I don't mean nicking sweets from t'corner shop, or sticking
t'boot in on a Saturday night down in cells.' His tone was
scathing. No,' he continued quietly, 'I mean really bad
things.'

Brax wondered whether to feel insulted or complimented that
Aidan thought him capable of sticking t'boot in. 'I've nivver done
that. Nivver,' he emphasised

'No,' Aidan responded witheringly, 'I don't suppose you
have.'

'Do you want to talk about these bad things?'

'Not really. I just wanted you to know that I'm not the same
snotty nosed kid that left here to join the Army.'

Brax wondered, not for the first time since he'd arrived on the
roof, if the Lord knew what He was doing getting him up here, and
was startled to hear a voice say, “You're doing fine.”

It had been so distinct and clear that surely Aidan must have
heard it as well. He looked at him but he was staring out at the
moor.

Had it been the Lord's voice though? Had it really been a
voice, or was it just the wind and my imagination?

'Surely it can't be that bad?' Brax threw back.

In reply Aidan held his hands out in front, Brax's left hand
following, and said, 'These hands have killed people Brax.'

'The Arab boy?' 

'Him. Others. Lots of others. It seems that everywhere I've been
I've left with blood on my hands, literally sometimes.'

Brax nodded, wanting to understand but unable.

'Most of them were just ordinary soldiers like me; unwilling
conscripts maybe, but still in a uniform. Some were civvies caught
up in events they cared nothing about - wrong place, wrong time,
lucks run out, your time’s up - but some,' Aidan stopped and
considered, 'were right evil bastards who deserved to die.'
 

Brax wanted to reach out and put his arm round Aidan's shoulder
but it was impossible with the 'cuffs on.

'But even those, the real evil ones, the ones that have killed
babies, tortured old men and women, raped pregnant women, killed
people for sport, done unimaginably sick things; even those fuckers
leave their mark on you.'

Brax was at a loss for something to say and Aidan continued in a
whisper, 'It's almost like some of their evil has rubbed off on
me.'

'Listen Aidan, if there's anything I can do to help, I will.'
Brax knew it sounded inadequate. 'But this isn't the answer.'

'Nobody can help mate, and it's as good an answer as any
other.'

'I know someone who can.'

Aidan tensed. 'If you say Jesus, that's it, we're going over.
I've heard nowt but Jesus from Callie for the past few days. It's
Jesus morning, noon, and night. No offence mate but I'm sick of
hearing about Jesus. Okay?'

Brax was silent and wondered how close he was to dying. How long
would it take to hit the floor falling from this height. He
realised he didn't even know how high it was.

'Why should you help me anyway? After what I did to you.'

Brax was silent. He knew if this went any further he was going
to hear spoken something he'd long suspected but had always denied.
Was it too big a price to pay for getting them both off the roof
alive? His mouth was dry as he said, 'I've been having an
affair.'

Where had that come from?

Aidan twisted and looked at Brax. 'You daft pillock. Why?'

'Why?' Brax was outraged. 'You sit there and ask me why? Because
I could, that's why.'

'Who is she?'

Brax shrugged. 'Margaret Taylor.'

Aidan threw back his head and laughed. 'What? The one Counden
was shagging? You've been having an affair wi' her?'

'I didn't know at the time who she was. She was calling herself
Simone.'

'Simone, eh? And what, you thought she was a French lass just
passing through?'

'I don't know what I thought,' Brax responded, irritated. 'It
just happened.'

'Does Jazz know?'

'I dunno,' Brax chanced a look down at the ground. 'But you know
what women are like. She'll probably find out sooner or
later.' 

 

* * *

 

Jazz listened in silence and growing disbelief as Callie told
her about meeting Frank and the things he'd told her.

'So you see,' she finished excitedly, 'there's no way he could
have known all those things about me, unless he really had been
sent from God.'

'You seem convinced,' Jazz smiled.

'I know you don't believe me but he really was sent from God. He
was a messenger from God.'

'Well,' Jazz said, 'you did bounce off a bus and end up in
hospital. We were all quite worried about you for a while.'

'This was before that. I told you. I got hit by the bus when I
was following Frank across the road.'

'So what did he tell you that he couldn't possibly have
known?'

'Oh,' Callie was dismissive, not wanting to talk about it.
'stuff about Mucky Miller, and my abortion, and how many men I'd
slept with.' She shook her head emphatically, 'There's no way he
could have know any of that stuff.'

'And you really think he was an angel?'

'Yeah, I do. He told me he was, and I believed him.' She stopped
and asked anxiously, 'you do believe me don't you?'

'Well,' Jazz wondered how best to put it. 'There are good angels
and there are bad angels.' She stopped and tried to gauge Callie's
reaction.

'Frank was a good one.'

'Callie,' Jazz said gently, 'another name for bad angels is
demons. They serve the devil and are masters of deception.' She
paused to let this sink in. 'So how would you know the difference?
I mean Frank may have been a good angel but would you have known if
he'd been a bad one?'

'Oh Jazz, of course I would.'

'How?'

'Well,' Callie said impatiently, 'I don't think demonic angels
would be telling me I had to change my way of life and follow
Jesus, would they?'

'Is that what he said, this Frank?'

Callie nodded and motioned towards the ice cream van that had
drawn up nearby, 'Fancy a 99?'

Jazz shook her head trying to make sense of it all. 'So, what
are you going to do?'

Callie shrugged, 'When you get God sending angels to you, it
kind of turns a girls head. I mean, if He wants me that badly it
would be rude to turn him down.'

'You mean… '

Callie's smile lit up her face, 'Yeah I'm gonna be a good girl
like you,' she paused for a second and then continued, 'now I've
become a Christian.'

 

* * *

 

Brax was sure he could see Jazz and Callie standing by the
ice-cream van.

Charming.

It looked like they were hugging.

What's that all about?

'You must be bloody mad.' Aidan said, incredulous.

'You're the one sat on the edge of the roof threatening
to jump,' Brax retorted, still looking at Jazz and Callie, 'but
I must be mad.'

'Well,' Aidan was scornful. 'She's a decent enough looking lass
I'll give you that, but not a patch on Jazz.'

'Doing you a favour then, aren't I?'

'How do you work that out?'

Brax shook his head. 'With me out of the way there's nowt to
stop you and Jazz getting together.'

Aidan looked at Brax with a faint smile on his lips, 'Make no
wonder you nivver got to Grammar School: "What's two and two
Braxton? Seventeen Miss".'

Brax was still smarting from this crack a minute later when his
phone rang, which was puzzling because he thought he'd turned it
off. 

Aidan sighed theatrically and muttered, 'it's like Billy Smart's
Circus up here.'

Brax searched inside his jacket pocket and pulling out his phone
looked at the display. Resisting the temptation to let it drop over
the edge, he said, 'It's Jazz.'

'And?'

The phone rang insistently.

'What should I say?'

'Hello’s a good starting point.'

Brax pressed the receive button, 'Hello.'

'It's me.'

'I know. Where are you?'

'Down here with Callie.'

Silence.

'What made you think it was a good idea to go up there and
handcuff yourself to a suicidal nutter?'

Don't beat about the bush Jazz.

He glanced at Aidan who was back to staring at the
moor. 

'I mean what will I tell the children?' 

Brax cleared his throat but Jazz hadn't finished, 'when their
dad doesn't come home tonight.'

She paused for Brax to respond but he wasn't quick enough, 'How
could you be so selfish? It's not like he's a close friend anymore,
we haven't seen him for years, then he turns up out of the blue…
'

Brax held the phone away from his ear.

Yes, and you bugger off to Whitby with him.

He could still hear the tinny sound of Jazz speaking so brought
the phone a little closer to his ear, 'I can see you holding the
phone away from your ear, and so can everyone else. Stop
embarrassing me Braxton.'

Calling me Braxton. She's proper mad now.

He looked down and saw Jazz standing alone, just inside the
police cordon. He could almost feel her glare beaming
upwards. 

More silence. 

A sharp dig in the ribs from Aidan who gestured he wanted the
phone. Brax passed it over.

'Jazz, it's Aidan. Don't worry about Brax, I'll make sure he
gets down safely.' He listened for a few seconds then said, 'okay,
bye.' He passed the phone back to Brax, who took it without
speaking and put it back in his pocket.

'You don't deserve her Braxton.'

Don't call me Braxton.

'And you do?'

'I don't want Jazz.'

Brax snorted, 'Don't you?'

'No, it's always been Callie for me.'

'Yeah, right. You're no sooner home than you're taking my wife
off to Whitby for a few days.'

'To look for Callie.'

Brax was silent.

'Look mate, nothing happened between me and Jazz in Whitby.'

'Unlike the 25th July 1988.' There, he’d said it. He’d finally
said it.

Aidan took a deep breath then slowly exhaled. 'What do you mean
like?'

'You know exactly what I mean.' Brax paused unsure whether now
was a right time to uncork the bottle and release this particular
genie. 'You and Jazz sneaking off for a quickie.'

'You know about that then?'

'I've always known.'

'Have you? You never said owt.'

'It was bad enough knowing my best mate, nay my best man, had
shagged my wife on my wedding day without giving
him the satisfaction of knowing I knew. Anyroad if I'd confronted
you about it we'd ha' come to blows then every bugger in town would
ha' known.'

Aidan was silent.

Brax shook his head. Although the raw pain of the betrayal had
dulled over the years it was still there, lying dormant under the
surface, waiting to flare up.

'I'm sorry it happened Brax.' Aidan stared at the moor without
seeing and shook his head. 'It shouldn't have happened.'

I know that.

'I know it won't mean anything but I am sorry about it.' Taking
a deep breath he continued, 'I was sorry at the time.'

'Why Aidan? It's not so much an apology as an explanation I
could do with.'

Aidan turned and looked at Brax, 'You really don't know, do
you?'

'You mean there's an actual reason, other than you'd had too
much ale and didn't resist when Jazz threw herself at you?' Brax
was incredulous.

'Oh aye, there's a reason.'

'Does Jazz know this reason?'

Aidan shrugged, 'Dunno. I never told her.'

'Are you gonna tell me then?'

'Yeah, I'll tell you. Do you remember that night you gave me a
lift to Sheffield to get the train back to camp? It was April, May,
'86.'

'You're going back a long time, anyway what's that got to do
with it?' But a memory had been activated, given a spark of
life.

'Callie came along for the ride, we stopped on the moors, you
went for a walk while me and Callie said our goodbye's in the back
of your old Cortina.'

'It's years ago.' Push the cork back in.

'It was eighteen months before your wedding. Anyway, on the
platform I asked you to look after Callie while I was away, keep an
eye on her, make sure she was okay, behaving herself, that sort o'
thing.'

'Vaguely.' Put the bottle back in the rack, turn off the
light.

'I thought we were making a go o' things at the time.'

'Yeah, I remember you did say something about getting serious
with each other.'

Aidan smiled, 'Anything else you remember from that night?'

Brax shook his head. The cork was slowly working its way out
again, the light switch wasn't working.

'Think about it Brax, think about the drive back from
Sheffield.'

The cork popped out and there they were, not one genie but two,
laughing and joking with each other, sharing memories.

 

13th April
1986

 

They were on the M1 heading for the Slaithstone exit when Callie
spoke.

'What were you two talking about on the platform?'

'This and that.'

'Me?'

'Nah, not really.'

'Sure?'

'Yeah, why?'

'Just wondered.'

Brax was uncomfortably aware of Callie's physical nearness to
him. She was wearing a simple jersey top and a short skirt, that
when she sat down rode a fair way up her legs. He kept glancing
down at them as he struggled to concentrate on the road. Luckily it
wasn't too busy. He'd been perfectly truthful when he said he
hadn't slept with Callie. Sure he'd kissed her plenty of times,
even had his hand up her top once or twice but for some reason it
had never progressed.

He wondered why. It wasn't as if he didn't fancy her. She was
very attractive girl, medium height, shoulder length blonde hair
with a natural wave, those piercing blue eyes that seemed to
sparkle when she looked at you and a little cleft in her chin that
was so appealing. She had a vivacious personality, and the ability
to make you feel as though you were the most important person in
the world. Combine all that with a stunning figure and you had the
complete package.

Truth is though, thought Brax, as he indicated left and turned
off the motorway onto the Slaithstone road, she only wears knickers
to keep her ankles warm. And he really couldn't see that changing
any time soon.

When they were on The Tops not far from home Callie said. 'Why
don't you pull over Brax, I want to talk to you.'

Brax shrugged and pulled into the next lay-by. He cut the engine
and the lights and they were instantly developed by the dark
moorland night. She giggled and reached for her bag.

'I thought we could have a picnic.' She said reaching into her
bag and producing cans of lager, crisps, and chocolate.'

'Callie, you're a star. I'm starving.'

They popped the cans and ate the crisps and Dairy Milk in a
comfortable silence.

'Did Aidan ask you to keep an eye on me?' She suddenly
asked.

'Why would he do that?'

'He's asked me to be his steady girlfriend.'

'Has he?'

Callie just nodded. Brax didn't think he'd ever seen her look so
serious.

'And?'

Callie lifted her shoulders in a gesture of not knowing. 'Why
me?'

'He likes you. He likes you a lot. You're a very attractive girl
with a lovely personality.'

'Am I?'

'You know you are.'

'I don't feel like it.' She was silent and Brax waited. 'I think
he's only asked me because he's going to Ireland and it's dangerous
and he wants someone at home to think about.'

Brax didn't know how to respond. He thought Callie was very
probably right but didn't want to say that, so after a minute said,
'I would have thought that would have the opposite effect.'

'How?'

'I'd have thought going into a dangerous situation you'd want
your mind clear of all distractions.'

She reached into her bag again and found lipstick. Switching on
the interior light she brought down the sun visor and using the
mirror quickly applied some of the red gloss. In the sudden light
Brax found himself looking at her legs again.

'Maybe you're right.' She checked herself in the mirror and
smiled brightly. 'There, that's better. Did he ask you though, to
keep an eye on me?'

'Yeah.'

'I thought he must have.'

'Why?'

She laughed. 'The way you've been looking me up and down all the
way home.'

'I haven't.'

'Oh Brax, you're not very subtle.'

She leaned towards him until they were very close and Brax
wondered if she could hear his heart pounding.

'I'm going out with Jazz, we're practically engaged.' Brax
managed to say.

'I'm not going to tell her.'

'She's your best friend.'

'I know. And Aidan's yours. I'm a bitch and a tart, but you do
want me, don't you?'

Brax could smell the lager and chocolate on her breath.

'Yeah.'

'Well, tonight's the night.'

And when their lips finally touched, and later in the back seat,
as he finally ventured where plenty had been before, it felt to
Brax like the ultimate betrayal.

 

Thursday 17th
June 2010

 

'So that made us even, did it?' Brax said quietly.

'I'm not sure you can measure these things against each other.'
Aidan said after a moment.

'It was you she always wanted.'

'Maybe then, but not now.'

'She went to Whitby with you.'

'And came home to you. Listen; I've known Jazz a long time,
she's always… '

'Been like a sister?' Brax interrupted.

'She's always been around.' Aidan continued, ignoring Brax's
barbed comment. 'When we were five she told me we'd get married and
live happily ever after. She'd set her sights on me from an early
age, we were always playing mothers and fathers back then. Trouble
was, I didn't feel the same. Once I met Callie I didn't want anyone
else. Sure I played the field, Callie did the same, but I always
knew if I was going to settle down with anybody it would be her. It
was never spoken about, we never had an agreement. If I'd come home
and she'd been wed with half a dozen kids, well,' Aidan shrugged.
'C'est la Vie.'

'So what happened in Whitby then? Jazz made a play for you, you
knocked her back and she came crawling home to good old Brax.'

'No. That's not what happened. We went looking for Callie.'
Aidan stopped, thinking it through. 'I think Jazz thought that was
just an excuse on my part to get her away; but it wasn't.
Honestly.'

The number o' times I've heard that: "honest Guv, it weren't
me."

'So why then,' Brax asked, 'aren't you down there with Callie
playing your own version of Happy Families? Why are you up here
threatening to jump off?'

Aidan laughed. 'Good question Brax lad. Let me ask you one: who
said I were threatening to jump off?'

'Why else are you here then, handcuffed to me, with all them
down there watching. There must be half the flaming town down
below. Police, Fire, Ambulance. Yorkshire T.V., BBC. We'll be all
over the six o'clock news.'

'You put the cuffs on me.'

'Aye, because you were gonna jump. I've saved your
life.'

'Happen I just wanted a bit o' peace and quiet to think things
through.'

Brax thought back to what Jazz had said on the phone: "he's
on top of Morley's Mill and we think he's gonna jump."

Make no wonder I never made the Grammar School Brax thought
wryly if I keep getting seventeen from adding two and two. 'So
you're not suicidal then?'

'Nah, not in the least.'

'You let me think you were losing it.' Brax said accusingly.
'All that talk about being a bad person and killing people.'

'That's all true, but I never said I was thinking of doing
myself in. Why don't you take the cuffs off, go down and tell 'em
all I'm alright but just fancy a bit o' peace and quiet.'

'Are you joking?'

'No, why?'

'I'd look a right pillock.'

'You acted with good intentions.'

'Aidan, there's a media beast been unleashed down there. They
either want to see you jump, or me bring you down having talked you
out of jumping. What they don't want is me coming down and saying;
it's alright guys, it's all been a misunderstanding.'

'I see.'

'I hope so.'

'I just thought you might want to get off and straighten things
out with Jazz,' he paused, 'I take it you've given this Margaret
Simone her marching orders? Any answer other than yes and you're
going over.'

'I don't know what to do for the best.' Brax stalled.

Aidan shifted on the parapet, 'Say your prayers.'

'What?' Brax said, alarmed.

'I mean it Brax. I want your solemn promise you won't have
anymore to do with Margaret Taylor.'

'Okay, okay. Stop moving about.'

'Solemn promise.'

'Yes, solemn promise.'

'Good lad.' There was silence for a moment during which the
sound of "Greensleeves" could be heard from the ice-cream
van, then Aidan said, 'Does Jazz know you know, about… ?'

'Nah.'

'Best keep it that way, eh?'

'Yeah. No sense in rocking the boat when it's capsized. You
might end up in the water with the sharks.'

A rich smell of fried onions rose on the breeze and looking down
Brax could see a mobile food van had parked alongside the ice-cream
van, and was busy dispensing burgers and hot dogs. He shook his
head, 'All we need now is the Sally Army band.'

'Huh?'

Brax looked at Aidan who seemed suddenly pre-occupied.

'I said, all we need now is the Sally Army band.'

'Yeah, right. Listen, talking o' boats, let me tell you about my
dream.'

 

* * *

 

The crowd at the base of the mill seemed to be growing restless
Jazz decided. She'd heard mutterings and grumbling; "I wish
they'd get on wi' it," and, "Why can't he just jump, I've
got my old man's tea to get on."

She wanted to turn and scream, "that's my husband up
there," but it wouldn't have done any good. They didn't mean
any harm by it, they just wanted some action; either bodies
plummeting earthwards, or the police storming the top in
helicopters to rescue the suicidal nutter and the brave copper.

Brax and Aidan were still sitting on the parapet, legs dangling
over the edge. It was hard to believe they were real people. She
looked at Callie who smiled reassuringly and said, Don't worry
it'll be fine. If Aidan said they'll be down safely then they
will.'

Jazz didn't like to remind her that Aidan had actually said:
he'd make sure Brax got down safely. Didn't like to remind
her it was because of her stupid boyfriend that Brax was up there
in the first place. In truth Jazz felt resentful towards Callie and
her new found Christian fervour, of her encounter with the angel,
Frank.

If he was an angel. I mean whoever heard of an angel being
called Frank?

She wanted to poke her tongue out at Callie's beatific smile,
instead she said, 'I think Brax is seeing someone.'

Callie was shocked, 'What? No. You're joking?'

As though I'd joke about that at a time like this Jazz thought.
She shook her head and felt her eyeballs pricking. 'No, I'm not
joking.'

'How do you know?'

'I don't know. If I knew I'd be up there giving him a
shove.'

'But you suspect?'

'Yeah.'

'Why, what's he done to make you think that?'

'You haven't asked who I think it is.'

'You've got a suspect.'

'Yeah,' Jazz nodded. 'Bloody ironic really.'

'Why? Who is it?'

'Margaret Taylor.' Jazz said flatly.

'No!' Callie looked really startled. 'No, he wouldn't, not with
her. Would he?'

Jazz patted her pockets for a tissue, then took the one Callie
offered and dabbed her eyes. Callie waited a minute for Jazz to
regain her composure then said, 'You'd better tell why you think
he's having an affair with Margaret Taylor.'

Jazz looked round and then speaking quietly said, 'I just had
this feeling at the funeral that there was some tension between
them. When Beatrice introduced Margaret to Brax I had the feeling
that he already knew her.' She pulled a face, 'I don't know Callie,
it's just a feeling I had, okay?'

'Okay, okay.' Callie said, 'come here, let me give you a hug.
I'm sure everything's gonna be okay.'

 

* * *

 

It was getting a bit chilly on the roof of the Old Mill. Clouds
were playing fast and loose with the sun and there was a threat of
rain in the air. Brax tried to look at his watch but the handcuffs
stopped him turning his wrist fully.

Aidan noticed and said, 'You gotta be somewhere?'

'Just wondered if the Wheatsheaf was open yet.'

Aidan nodded, it was a reasonable explanation.

'So what do you reckon, I talk you down and we go for a
celebratory pint?'

Aidan shook his head, 'Not yet.'

Brax sighed in exasperation. 'Why not? You're not gonna jump,
you're not suicidal, you're only up here for a bit o' peace and
quiet.'

'Which I'm not getting much of, since you turned up dragging the
flaming circus behind you. If you're getting fed up just unlock the
cuffs and off you go. You'll be draining your first pint in ten
minutes, selling your story to the highest bidder.'

'I wouldn't do that.'

'No?'

'No. Anyway, I dropped the key ovver edge.'

'You'll have a spare. You're not that daft that you'd drop the
only key.'

Brax was silent knowing full well he did indeed have a spare on
his key ring and Aidan nodded in satisfaction.

'Well, we're not gonna be here all night, are we?'

Aidan shook his head in exasperation. All he wanted was some
peace and quiet. 'Did I tell you Callie met an angel?' He said.

'Ya what?'

'An angel. You know, a messenger from God.'

'I know what an angel is, it's just… ' Brax shook his head and
laughed, wondering yet again if he was the only sane person left in
the world. 'I dunno, God's chasing you in a boat and Callie's
seeing angels. You mek a right pair.'

'I'm glad you think so 'cos we're thinking o' getting wed.'

Brax digested this in a silence broken only by the sound of a
slight breeze and the chime of the ice cream van down below until
the sound of brass instruments being tuned could be heard.

'Hey up.' Aidan said, looking down. 'It's your mob.'

'Please don't tell me it's the Sally Army.'

'Aye, looking resplendent in their uniforms as usual.'

Brax sighed deeply, 'I knew they'd turn up. I just knew it.
And,' an afterthought, 'they're not my mob.'

They listened in silence to the opening number, both trying to
identify the mournful tune being played.

'"For Those in Peril on the Sea".' Brax decided after a
few more bars.

'I think you're right.'

Brax smiled in satisfaction. 'Anyroad, about this angel?'

'Frank, he were called.'

'Frank?'

'Aye, I know it's not your traditional angelic name but that's
what he told Callie.'

'Was this before or after she bounced off a bus?'

'Before apparently. He made a big impression on her.'

'So did t'bus.'

'You can take the piss as much as you like, but I tell you,
she's a changed woman.'

Aidan stared at Brax who nodded down to the ground and said,
'"Guide me Oh thy Great Jehovah".'

'You know 'em all, don't ya?'

'I've heard 'em all before.'

A few ragged voice came floating up to the roof. Aidan smiled
incredulously, 'The buggers are only singing.'

Brax nodded reflectively, 'Aye, he puts on a good show that
Captain Langton.'

'I knew a Captain Langton in the Army, don't suppose it's the
same one.'

'I doubt it,’ Brax laughed, ‘this one's a little fat feller with
flat feet.'

Aidan shook his head, ‘Doesn’t sound like British Army
material.’

'Whose idea was it to get married, yours or Callie's?'

Aidan grinned, 'I haven't asked her yet, but we seem to be
moving in that direction' he paused, 'There's a catch though.'

Brax chuckled. 'There's allus a catch. What's yours?'

'This angel… '

'Frank.'

'Aye, this angel, Frank, he's talked Callie into following Jesus
and becoming a Christian.'

Brax smiled and said, 'You mean he's told her about Jesus and
she's decided for herself?'

'That's what she says.'

'Well that's good. She's saved. If she dies tonight, she's going
to heaven.'

'You make it sound so simple.'

'That's because it is.'

'That's what she says; it's Jesus this, and Jesus that. He's
really got a hold of her.'

'So what's the catch then?'

'Callie reckons if we're to get married I've got to become a
Christian.'

Brax laughed, 'Is that really what she said?'

'Well, not exactly. It was more like, "I can't possibly marry
anyone who isn't a Christian".'

'What ya gonna do?'

'I was gonna somewhere quiet and have a really good think about
it. You know somewhere where I won't be disturbed. But, every
where's full up,' he smiled wryly, 'no room at the inn.'

'Sorry mate, I thought you were gonna jump.'

'I'm not the suicidal type.'

'Why don't we go down for a beer and talk it through?'

Aidan considered this as below the Salvation Army band segued
seamlessly from "Michael Row the Boat Ashore" into
"When The Saints Go Marching In.”

'You'll have to take these off,' he held his wrist up, 'I'm not
going down there attached to you. I don't care how good it makes
you look.'

Brax fished in his jacket pocket for his keys and quickly
unlocked the handcuffs and then swung his legs through 180 degrees
and shakily stood up. The crowd stirred below and he half expected
the band to break out into, "Congratulations".

Aidan stood up on the narrow parapet and for a second Brax
thought he was going to jump. The crowd must have done too because
there was a collective gasp and then a murmuring broke out. The
band struck up "Abide With Me" and Brax watched as Aidan
stood swaying, his life in the balance. He calculated distance and
angle but knew he had no chance of stopping him now and just prayed
he wouldn't do it.

“Relax my son, he's safe.”

That voice, again.

And then another voice, human this time, calling plaintively
from below, 'Go on, jump ya bugger.'

Aidan tensed his knees and jumped backwards landing lightly on
the safe side of the wall.

Clapping and cheering broke out intermingled with ironic booing.
Brax didn't realise he'd been holding his breath until that moment
and he exhaled slowly, the tension draining away. 'Right,' he said,
'can we go down now? I could murder a pint or two.'

They walked slowly towards the middle of the mill roof where the
small door to safety stood open. Brax stopped and gestured for
Aidan to go first. They looked at each other and Aidan said, 'You
know that bit in the Bible where the devil takes Jesus up to a high
place and tempts him to jump saying the angels will keep him
safe?'

Brax didn't really want to be talking about jumping from high
places until they were both down on the ground. 'Yeah, Matthew 4:6.
What about it?'

'Do you think they would have done?'

'What, caught him?'

'Yeah, would they have done it?'

'That's not the point of that verse but,' he tried
unsuccessfully to take Aidan’s  arm but he stepped away,
'let's talk about it over a beer.'

'We will talk about it over a beer but humour me for a
minute.'

Brax was becoming more and more nervous with every passing
moment, they could have been halfway down to the ground by now.
'What is it?'

'If I had have jumped do you think God would have got his angels
to catch me?'

Brax wanted to scream: "of course he bloody wouldn't you
daft sod," but pretended to take the question seriously.

'I don't know mate.'

'Because if God's all powerful and he wants me to become a
Christian he'd want to keep me safe, wouldn't he?'

It was the logic of a small child Brax thought. He stood
helpless as Aidan continued to edge away from him. 'Aidan listen,
you don't have to listen to the voices. Ignore them please. Turn to
God, resist the devil and he will flee from you.'

Aidan was by now halfway to the edge just slowly backing away.
'I have turned to God, now it's His turn to turn to me. Happen
He'll send Frank to catch me.' He smiled, and slowly started
singing, '"Come fly with me, let's fly, let's fly
away".'

Brax felt sick and rooted to the spot unable to move.

Aidan stopped singing and raising his voice called out, 'Let's
see just how much He wants me,' then he turned and started running
for the edge of the roof.

To Brax it seemed as though time stopped and everything was
happening in slow motion. He managed to scream "NO!" as Aidan
continued running and disappeared over the edge of the
building. 

He could hear screaming and shouting and then inexplicably,
cheering, hooting, hollering, and laughter.

Brax ran to the edge and looked down. All he could see was a sea
of bright red and for a second in his disoriented state he thought
it was blood. It was moving, shimmering in the soft breeze and
falling gently to earth. The band were playing "Those
Magnificent Men in Their Flying Machines," and Brax realised
that Aidan had been wearing a parachute all the time.

 

* * *

 

Aidan's immediate thought on diving off the edge of the Mill was
how much nearer the ground was now he was hurtling towards it. As a
precaution he'd pulled the rip cord before going over the top but
still, it was gonna be close. His heart was pounding, adrenaline
surging; he was glad he was physically fit otherwise he might be
having a heart attack right now.

He'd perhaps covered half the distance when he felt a reassuring
jerk and his descent slowed. He looked up and saw… sky.

That can't be right.

Then, as the blood red silk of his 'chute billowed out and
filled the space above him, there was a second jerk.

That was bloody odd.

The crowd below had fallen silent as he plummeted to earth but
gave a tremendous cheer when they saw the parachute and the Sally
Army band struck up a jolly tune that Aidan was sure he ought to
know.   

Even with a parachute he was approaching the ground faster than
he would have liked. No time for any finesse, just land safely,
release the 'chute, and leg it for the Wheatsheaf. With a bit of
luck he'd have two pints lined up on the bar and salute Brax when
he came storming through the door. No doubt he'd have a few
uniforms with him who'd want to have a word down the station.

With a few feet to drop though he could see that might be
difficult. The crowd had spread out and formed a circle and he was
going to land right in the middle. The look on Brax's face had been
something when he'd realised what was happening. Aidan laughed at
the thought of it and was still laughing seconds later when he
touched down with a landing straight from the text book.

Aidan shrugged off the pack containing the ‘chute, and smiling
broadly, bowed to the crowd who went wild. There was a commotion at
the front as Callie pushed her way through and then stood before
him. He moved slightly towards her and she threw her arms around
him and they kissed. The crowd cheered and Aidan wondered why he
hadn't thought of bringing a box of chocolates.

All because the lady loves Milk Tray, eh?

They stepped back and looked at each other, both grinning.
Beyond Callie he could see Pastor Murdoch, and his dad who in truth
didn't look too pleased.

Callie spoke first, 'Well,' she said, 'have you decided?'

Before he could say anything a man stepped out of the crowd and
stood before Aidan.

'Aidan Charles Pennock?'

Aidan looked at him and thought, copper, trouble.

'Aye, that's me.'

The man looked thoughtful then said, 'I'm Detective Inspector
John Kerr, and I'd like a few words.'

The people at the front who heard this passed the news
backwards, and a grumbling started.

Aidan smiled, 'It's a shame to spoil the party. We were just
going to the Wheatsheaf to celebrate our engagement, why don't you
come along and we can talk about it there.'

He glanced at Callie as he was speaking and was relieved to see
the big grin that appeared on her face. He looked back at Kerr,
'I'll even buy you a beer.' Looking directly at the crowd he raised
his voice and shouted, 'I'll buy you all a beer.'

Loud cheers.

Brax appeared at Kerr's side looking dishevelled and slightly
out of breath from running down the stairs.

Kerr looked at Brax and smiled. 'Hello young Branston, nice of
you to make it. Be a shame to miss the party.'

'Party?'

'That's right. Your mate here, Aidan Charles Pennock, has just
announced his engagement to Caroline Margaret Sunter.'

'That's nice.' He looked at Aidan, 'congratulations.'

'Thanks mate,' Aidan replied, 'you'll be best man o'
course.'

Brax nodded coolly.

'And,' Aidan continued, 'I've decided to become a Christian and
follow Jesus.' Ironic cheers from the crowd this time.

'That's good lad,' Kerr broke in with a sneer, 'you'll be
needing all the help you can get.' He paused for a second, 'Aidan
Charles Pennock, I'm arresting you on suspicion of the murder of
John Terence Bainbridge on or about… '

Aidan listened numbly as the rest of the caution was read.

Who the flaming hell's fettled Bainbridge.

Aidan looked at the crowd, picking out faces. His dad, Murdoch,
Brax, Jazz, Callie, all stared back at him with varying degrees of
emotion. Perhaps, he thought with a tinge of uncertainty, that
maybe now wasn't a good time to become a Christian.
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