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PART ONE – A week is a long time in politics

CHAPTER ONE
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Mark was concentrating hard on holding the tray of drinks steady whilst looking downward and carefully watching where he was placing his feet on the uneven staircase. It was his first day as a barman at the Fleetwood Arms Hotel.

Nothing more illustrated the evolution of Rutherford town centre than the Fleetwood Arms Hotel. It was situated on the south west corner of Market Square. It was accepted as being a fifteen century coaching inn but it was believed that a drinking house of some form had stood on the site for a hundred years previously.

Centuries of architecture had left their mark. Even the last century had been commemorated with a refit of the former stabling yard into a beer garden with a separate covered and heated smoking area. A millennium clock donated by the Rutherford Heritage Society is controlled by a radio signal sent out from the Mungo Jerry University IT Faculty and considered the most precise timepiece in town.

As well as a hotel it has meeting rooms for the various community groups and charities that flourished in the town, such as Rotary and the local Freemasons Lodge. It has two bars and a restaurant capable of seating seventy diners with recommendations by the AA, RAC, the Good Beer Guide and the Good Food Guide. 

There was just one central staircase situated in the lobby at the side of reception. Once you had scaled its twisting balustrade and the handrail ended, stairs and new floors appeared to materialise from all sides like new levels in a fast paced video game. There were no obvious first or second floors or even possibly a third floor. Guest rooms that were numbered into the mid forties inhabited a space along their own private corridor that was accessed from a stairwell almost concealed by an unexpected fire door.

The current owners Redbourne Brewery opted against demolition and rebuilding to comply with the latest Government guidelines on disability access and instead built a mezzanine floor at first floor level in the beer garden. This was only accessible by a small platform lift alongside reception and secured against any other entry by removing any outside stairs, pipes or ivy that could be climbed. Everybody was happy.

Mark had mastered the skill of pulling a pint with the minimum of froth and learned how to warm Councillor Batson’s glass before adding the brandy. But no one had shown him how to balance a bottle of champagne suffocated with ice in a bucket alongside two glasses on a tray.

Mark’s thoughts were so fixed on the unfamiliar logistics of ferrying an expensive bottle of bubbly whilst negotiating the uneven tread of so many staircases that he had forgotten exactly where the Head Barman had directed him. Someone somewhere would be getting impatient for their order.

He had now almost recovered enough to be able to walk and balance a tray like a seasoned waiter and amazed that he could now walk almost normally by concentrating his eyes a few yards ahead and not on the tray.

He had tried unsuccessfully to remember his directions and assumed that the guest who had ordered the champagne to be the women standing by an open door at the end of the corridor at which he had come to rest. She was obviously waiting impatiently for her champagne and ice to arrive. There was a look of irritation as she summoned him with a flapping arm.

Mark Field was no more than about five foot five and of slight build. Shirts, suits and top coats were not manufactured for men of his stature. Even the tailored waiters uniform billowed around him and people had the impression that he was a little smaller than he actually was.

He had accepted his diminutive size quite early in life because people immediately listened to him owing to his deep, brown voice. It did not match his size but that slight incongruity was as good as a public announcement.

Mark was not shy either which was a strength in his chosen career and there was no doubt in his mind that the champagne, ice bucket and two glasses he was carrying were intended to complement the activities for which the female guest had booked the room. 

She had the flimsiest short nightgown to cover her upper half and nothing to cover her legs. It was difficult to ascertain if she was wearing any other item of clothing as her free hand was clutching the nightgown around and in between her upper thighs.

As Mark reached the door she gave him an encouraging push on his back to usher him inside. It was not enough to unbalance him and he concentrated on holding the tray and its contents as steady as the forward thrust would allow.

In his efforts to maintain an equilibrium he was at first unaware of any other person in the room. A female voice boomed at him.

“Who are you?”

“I’m the waiter. Sorry I’m a bit late but it’s my first day.”

“I didn’t ask for you and I need someone with experience. Are you telling me you’ve never done this sort of thing before?”

Mark stood upright still holding the tray between his two hands and then fully realised the situation into which he had walked.

The person talking to him was in her mid forties with baggy jeans and an equally loose jersey emblazoned with baseball insignia almost totally obscured by a battery of photographic equipment. She held a clipboard in one hand and was pushing an enormous flock of brown hair away from her face with the other.

The woman who had admitted him to the room was now in front of him. The mid afternoon gloom in the corridor outside and the fulsome blond wig disguised a woman long past her prime. Now he could see the short cropped hair where the hairpiece had slipped and the enthusiastic application of make up over her deep wrinkled face.

As he got used to the surroundings he noticed the rows of clothing on movable rails. Most of it was of leather and held together with metal zips. All around were black poles with lamps attached.

These accessories were slowly fading into the background as Mark concentrated on the large four poster bed in front of him. A young girl with long black hair was kneeling at the foot of the bed with her pendulous breasts hanging down and nipples touching the wooden base.

Behind her was a middle aged man who appeared to be simulating the act of sexual penetration doggy style although it was hard to tell owing to the leather harness and linked chains that bound them together.

The man withdrew from his position and was on his knees. He ripped off the flimsy leather mask and let loose a flurry of expletives. His anger exposed his male organ which along its length a ruler calibrated in imperial inches had been tattooed. Mark hoped he had only accidentally interrupted a simulated sexual encounter and nothing more serious.

“I think I may have got the wrong room,” Mark said. “A simple mistake to make in this hotel.”

“Why did you come in then?” asked the photographer.

“She told me to,” replied Mark, indicating the faded glamour model by his side.

“I thought he was sent by the agency,” she explained.

“I think you’d better leave,” continued the woman with the cameras. “And if you see a girl in a white apron with fish net tights and thigh length leather boots then send her up here. And leave the champagne; it will only get warm and undrinkable. Book it out to me.”

“I’ll get going then,” said Mark, and forgot to ask the room number to which the drinks were to be charged. He also forgot to ask for a name.

It was only after he had closed the door behind him and was seeking a way back downstairs that he realised who the male model was. He did no more than leave the building and report to his boss.

Mark’s boss was the Editor-in-Chief of the Rutherford Echo Group of newspapers. Mark was the Chief Reporter for the Rutherford Echo and in one of Brian’s favourite expressions, its hinterland which mean the nearby outlying villages. Now he had a story worthy of the front page but his editor Brian Bennett had other ideas.

“I think this is something I need to investigate myself,” Brian told Mark. “You’ve excelled yourself. Don’t go back. I’ll square it with the manager at the Fleetwood. Do nothing, say nothing and above all commit nothing to print before I speak to you again.”

Brian was not a young reporter anymore. His face was slightly puffy but shaven and the excess flesh fell about his collar like softly fallen snow. His hair was thinning from the centre outwards so at a quick glance he had not lost any hair at all. His girth was larger than his age and his collar size rapidly catching it up. He would have been called obese but he was of a generation that preferred calling such people chubby or tubby or portly. His shirts were getting tighter which he blamed on the washing machine shrinking them despite his wife’s constant nagging that he was overweight and not getting any slimmer. He ascribed this sudden explosion in weight to being desk bound; others to his love of Guinness and the Long Bar of the Fleetwood Arms Hotel. Both he and his circle of acquaintances were right in their own way. 

The next morning Brian needed no excuse to leave the office and breathe in some early spring air. He made his way across the town square and down one of the many small alleys that branched off it. A few shop doors along was ‘Xanadu’ and Brian walked in.

“Hello stranger,” said the proprietor. “Slumming it?”

“Hello Suzie,” replied Brian and kissed the other gently on the cheek as close as his large frame would allow. “I’ve heard some stories about you.”

“People are always making up stories about me. Usually they’re true. What brings you to my doorstep?”

“I hear you’ve been doing some photo shoots in town.”

“For the new catalogue. How did you find out? I asked everybody to keep it quiet for the time being. For obvious reasons.”

“I’ll be quite honest Suzie. The young man that burst in upon you yesterday afternoon was one of my staff reporters. He was doing a series on youth employment, or possibly unemployment. He was quite shocked. He didn’t think that such things went on in this town.”

“He has a lot to learn then.”

“So, what’s the story?”

Suzie Adams smiled at him. She was in her mid-thirties, her figure had been described as everything from large to comfortable through ample. In other words people were kind enough not to call her fat. She wore tight jeans and loose fitting cardigans which showed up most of her bulges deliberately or not. On the other hand although her face bore the brunt of many years of hard work and three children good humour and a smile always shone through.

She ran an adult entertainment shop from sexy underwear through to DVDs and items of a more personal and intimate nature for which she required a licence. These latter goods were displayed towards the rear of the shop. As you walked further down from the front door the goods increased in terms of their explicit purpose. Despite some early misgivings from the general public business was thriving.

“I’m taking photos for my new catalogue, simple as that. All I’m doing is using some of the towns shops as atmospheric backdrops. It saves on studio time and expensive props. You’d be surprised the kind of people who were keen to offer me space. There’s the jewellers and the new delicatessen, the pawn shop of course, the Library were not too keen and neither were the Banks. The last two rattled on about security and such like to me. I understand their concerns. I told them that I had chains, padlocks and other restraints that were the best security anyone could want. Basically they don’t want to be associated with Miss Bondage. For some trades it’s not good for business. When the catalogue’s ready I’ll send you a copy.”

“I’ll look forward to that.”

“You’re not so bad Brian. How long ago was it I started here? About twenty years.”

“And I was a senior reporter. Yours was the last story I filed in this town before I set off for greater things.”

“You looked after me Brian. It would have been too easy to have sided with the ‘Disgusted of Rutherford’ brigade.”

“We have to err on the side of balance. As it turned out I don’t remember there being too much opposition to this place.”

“There wasn’t actually. A few letters to the Echo, a few letters of opposition to the Planning Office whose Chief Planning Officer shops here, but no wholesale condemnation. It says a lot for the interests of the local population. Apart from the usual restrictions on opening hours and window displays the application went through almost unnoticed. It was called a Private Shop then. How silly is that. There was nothing private going on. It was jolly well as public as it goes as to what went on in here.”

“What did go on in here?”

“Absolutely nothing. I sell items of a private and intimate nature. I sell lingerie and sex toys. I sell chocolate for spreading over intimate parts of the body and condoms that tickle and agitate in all the right places; DVDs of people doing odd things to other people within the confines of the law. What objection could anyone have to that?”

“I’m not the man to ask,” said Brian trying almost successfully in making his profile smaller whilst passing along the shelves and rails stacked and hung with the goods so well described by Suzie.

“Personally I don’t visit many of these places like yours, I doubt if you stocked my size.”

“I cater for all sizes, even big boys like yourself. There is no discrimination in my business.”

“I am quite happy to believe you but I’m not too sure what Mrs B might make of it if I turned up at home with a tub of that chocolate.”

“I’d hope that she’d eat it.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“Perhaps it’s time to expand your horizons.”

“They are already well expanded Suzie. And what’s with the Miss Bondage label?”

“It gives the place a sort of cachet. Customers like to tell dinner party guests that they’ve been to see Miss Bondage. Better than saying they’ve been out buying a few items from Suzie down at that shop, nudge nudge, wink wink.”

“Anything new on the lingerie front?”

“I have to renew my license and I’m looking to renovate downstairs. I’m thinking about redeveloping it as a dungeon with chains and leather straps, masks and items of torture. Very popular nowadays.”

“I think I’ll pass on that. Running a group of newspapers is torture enough. Besides I am here on business. Some rather embarrassing business actually.”

“Go on.”

“My young man recognised the male model yesterday. It puts me in a very awkward position.”

“No more than him.”

“This is serious Suzie. You understand this. First and foremost I’m an editor of a newspaper. News stories are my job. I can’t afford to let my personal feelings affect what has to go in the paper. I’m sitting on a very big story. I have to go public. I thought I’d let you know first.”

“That’s very decent of you Brian; and I can’t stop you doing what you have to do. I told him he was playing with fire. All it needed was a slip, an accident; and that’s what happened. You’ll have to go ahead with it. At least the young man works for you and not the hotel or even worse was a freelance. Any other person might have just gone ahead and sold the story. For a good price I might imagine.”

“I don’t know what will happen once I talk to my top man but once I publish they’ll all be round here sniffing away at this place.”

“Good for business Brian. I’ll sell them an advance copy of my festive Twelve Days of Christmas Advent calendar.”

“Bit early for that?”

“Shop early for Christmas Brian. The idea came to me in the Library of all places. Whilst I was waiting for the Head Librarian to discuss the possibility of a photo shoot I started reading a book about pantomimes. Do you know the story of Cinderella?”

“Ugly sisters, Prince Charming, glass slipper, pumpkins, Buttons; all that sort of caper.”

“That’s the one. Apart from the fact that they got something wrong in translation. It wasn’t a glass slipper at all. The French word was not ‘verre’ which means glass, but ‘vair’ which is French for fur. Puts a completely different aspect on things doesn’t it.”

“Does it?”

“The naughty young prince was not after Cinders’ slender ankle and tiny toes on which to place a glass slipper but her furry muff. You think what that means about how we look at all the other pantos we had to sit through as innocent kids. Puss in Boots, now that is kinky; and Dick Whittington and his pussy. I have a Dick already lined up. I just hope he doesn’t get a better offer.”

“Leave it there Suzie. I get the drift. You can send a copy of the calendar to the Echo. I can’t publish it as a full colour middle page spread but it will look good on my wall.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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“That’s the second Chief Reporter I’ve lost in a year,” said Brian Bennett wiping away the white froth from his mouth.

He was on his second pint of Guinness. His drinking partner Detective Inspector Steve Winwood continued to sip at his first pint of bitter. The Editor in Chief of the Rutherford Echo Group of papers was well known for making short work of his first pint; and equally respected for buying more than his fair share of rounds.

“What did he do wrong?” asked Steve.

“Nothing. Nothing at all. His big mistake was simply doing nothing at all. In fact just being himself. Group thought that an employee with his talent for uncovering stories without trying would be better utilised in Wapping than tucked away in this pleasant but otherwise unremarkable corner of rural England.”

They were sitting in the Fleetwood Arms Hotel. The Fleetwood Arms had two bars. They branched off right and left from the entrance and reception area and set back but visible from the main door was the restaurant. The bar that had the longest front window that looked out over Market Square and was almost square in shape tended to be patronised by those just in need of a drink. 

The other front bar which was longer than it was wide and where if you preferred you could eat at the table. It was used mainly by business and professional people of the town who just wanted an insubstantial lunch and a drink to wash it down. Or a place to have an appetiser before claiming their reserved seat in the restaurant. It was called the Long Bar and it suited Steve Winwood.

The middle-aged Detective Inspector preferred the Long Bar for a couple of reasons. The hotel always kept Redbourne IPA best bitter in excellent condition. That and the welcoming faded leather chairs that were positioned either side of the brick fireplace. It was always well fed with logs and stoked in the winter months and always mentioned in the beer and pub guides.

Which somehow summed up Steve Winwood himself. His suits were well worn and often in need of a trip to the dry cleaners to wash away the drips of beer and the smears of bread pudding. He would find a plethora of excuses for Mrs Winwood when she said he needed a new suit. Steve was not a messy eater; just a bit clumsy sometimes or perhaps over zealous in his love of food and drink.

He had a well worn face which was not as ruddy as might be considered for one who lived and worked in the country. It was more of a commuter shade of faded pink. Occasionally it bore the marks of a well used razor with slight cuts to his chin. His hair was going grey from his temples to the crown. He liked to give the impression of a man past his best which the regular attendees at court and even his superiors knew was so far from the truth. But newcomers and those just setting out on the criminal path often made the mistake of believing that the exterior was a reflection of the man inside.

It was Steve and Brian’s habit to share a drink and a chat in the Long Bar as regularly as work permitted and as a satisfactory way of exchanging news and rumours that were of mutual interest.

They could have been twins. Brian was possibly the larger of the two but Steve was catching him up.  They were often called as such and other less flattering observations but in conversations in town between friends knew who the other one was talking about

Brian had returned to Rutherford as Editor in Chief where once he had been the Echo’s cub reporter. Steve had worked in the town since his appointment as detective. Despite their rare public outrages on the changes they saw on its streets both actually loved the town they worked in and would admit as much if pushed. Neither liked change but both worked in industries that were at the forefront of technological innovation. They were both anomalies in their chosen profession.

“When are they going to replace Mark?”

“When they find someone suitable. You might think that there would be no shortage of prospective candidates given that the last two post holders found their way into the big time pretty sharpish. But lightning doesn’t strike three times in the same place. Twice was a miracle and who would want to spend their time trying to unearth golden nuggets of earth shattering news in a town where so little happens. I’ll most probably get a superannuated graduate with more new words than I can make sense of and who’ll try and make Rutherford out to be the modern day equivalent of Sodom. Or Gomorrah. Or both.”

“I suppose you ought to expect it. Despite what you’ve just said hurricanes do happen here.”

“Let me explain what I mean Steve. Mark Field was a decent enough sort of chap. He didn’t have the get up and go of young Tony Meehan but he was keen. I sent him as an undercover reporter on a joint project we were running with the local Jobcentre. Get someone out into the real world and report back on their experience of working as a trainee or apprentice in opportunities that are available for the ordinary unemployed, town layabout. It was meant to prove that even in this rural backwater in times of rising unemployment and food banks there is work available.

“What does Mark do? He stumbles into the local sex shop’s photo shoot for their next catalogue. How are we supposed to know that half of the town’s businesses gave her permission to film in their showrooms when the premises closed or after dark? No one told me and I’m supposed to know about such things. Take this hotel. Once that catalogue goes on line or wherever else she decides to advertise it everyone’s going to want to know where they can stay and have a bit of ‘rumpy pumpy’ on a King Size Four Poster bed.”

“But it gave you a damn good exclusive.”

“We are not that sort of paper Steve. We are a people friendly, warm and touchy feely weekly rag. We do not do whips and bondage or fantasy sex. We leave that to our sister papers with the red tops who display bare tits on Page Three. How was any of us to know that the over endowed and bizarrely tattooed male model was our very own MP?”

“At least he didn’t try and deny it. Or cover it up.”

“It’s not something you can easily cover up Steve. Not nine inches; proven by the measurement inscribed along its length.”

“Surely he must have known he would be found out.”

“Obviously not. Mark Field’s great talent was being able to walk in totally unexpectedly on something quite interesting. He found the breakthrough moment, the unscripted exclusive. I telephoned Hot Rod of course to confirm the story and that I would not publish unless I had permission from above. He had to call himself something like that didn’t he, with a moniker like Rodney Carr. One of our more humorous subs wanted to go with the headline ‘Rod Rules’.

“He told me that he always wore a mask for the actual shoot, adding that all the masks he wore would soon be available from the on line catalogue in a variety of colours, sizes and materials. I assumed he must be on commission. He was quite emphatic that photos of his face and nine inch dick were never published in the same photo at the same time. 

“He told me that Mark burst in on a rehearsal. Since when did you need to rehearse bonking an Eastern European illegal? That’s why no one sussed him out. All the models were foreigners. Few of them spoke the Queen’s English, most probably the King’s English now, and none of them had any grasp of British politics, other than the lady accommodating the late Member of Parliament for Rutherford.”

Steve bought them another drink and resumed his place opposite Brian in the unusually quiet bar.

“I consider myself a man of the world Brian. As a local detective you get to see and quite often experience the stranger side of life but surely he was taking a big risk in modelling for this catalogue. A man so well endowed with an obvious trademark is not going to be able to keep that sort of thing secret.

“He did a bit of modelling in his younger days to get him through university. His nine inches was a perfect asset even in the world of internet porn where the average sort of bloke with six inches hard wouldn’t pass muster. That’s how he met his wife. She became his agent. Obviously she had contacts, one of which was the owner of our own local sex emporium. He couldn’t resist getting back into harness if you’ll excuse the pun. He tried to defend his actions as a way of boosting the local economy, encouraging residents to shop local, but its not something a man in his public position can go public about is it; that’s why he always wore a mask.”

“Who looks at the mantelpiece when you’re poking the fire?”

“Have you seen some of those models? Just goes to show that you can have your cake and eat it.”

“And the Party were happy about this?”

“The Party didn’t know. Until I rang my Chief Executive. Then he had to ring the proprietor and we all know he has roots here and sees us all as characters in an idealised country idyll like the Archers. He made a few phone calls to the right sort of people because I wasn’t going to publish anything, not a syllable until I had clearance from above. 

“Rodney Carr was asked to quietly resign on health grounds before we go to print. It isn’t good to find that the town’s MP who chairs a commons select committee looking into nudity and the nine o’clock watershed on TV has been caught with his trousers down. Not to mention the relaxation if that is the right word of the last great taboo on TV namely the erect male; for which as it turns out he is fully qualified.”

“So what next?”

“They have to call a by-election and no one but no one wants one of them.”

“Fortunately I have no interest in politics. It doesn’t do for serving coppers to have opinions because you never know who is controlling the purse strings. Nothing any of them does has any effect on me anyway.”

It was not until a few months later after a date had been set for a local by-election for Rutherford and District Parliamentary constituency and all nominations were duly registered that Steve Winwood discovered that whatever his own views on politics a local parliamentary by-election was something on which he had very strong opinions.

He printed off the internal memo. Notwithstanding that every serving officer at the local station had received the same memo Steve placed it before Chief Superintendent Bill Ransome.

There were few other men in the local station that was able to talk to Ransome as equals. Ransome and Steve had joined the force as part of the same intake and gone through basic training at the same time.

Ransome’s career took a more political route although he was more suited to a hands-on role. He kept his scalp free of hair or even a grey mist where his hair would have been. He had a powerful neck on top of broad shoulders and thick arms. He used to enjoy exercising his physical superiority on the town’s riff-raff before political correctness took over and he decided that his days as a gunslinger in bandit country were over.

Steve stared back at his friend and superior officer.

“I have a weeks holiday booked.”

“This decision affects everyone Steve. Including you.”

“I always have this week off. Mrs Winwood looks forward to her seven days in Great Yarmouth. We meet up with a few friends same time every year. Same place, same week. The wives go off to the bingo; the men do a bit of fishing and drink a few pints during the annual beer festival.”

“This comes from above. Way above me even. All leave is cancelled. Even yours. Sorry to disappoint Mrs Winwood but there’s nothing I can do about it.”

“It’s just an election. It doesn’t concern us, or more specifically me. I always take that week off.”

“It hasn’t gone unnoticed Steve. But the election takes precedence.”

“Why?”

“It’s not for us to reason why.”

“What’s so important about this one any way? We don’t usually have our leave cancelled.”

“I know as much about local politics as you do Steve. And care just as little. But this election has turned out to be more important than usual. Look, why don’t you go and talk to your mate Brian Bennett. He’ll explain it better than me.”

Sensing that Ransome either could not or would not provide any precise details or throw any light on the cancellation of all police leave for seven days in May Steve did as he was told and met Brian in the Long Bar of the Fleetwood Arms Hotel.

“The problem is,” began Brian “is that Rutherford is such an important seat. Not so much who the MP is but who wins it. It’s a sort of bellwether.”

“A what?”

“It’s a classic marginal. It has always voted the way the country does or possibly the other way round.” He thought about that comment and then continued. 

“A by election mid-term is a good way of seeing how the country feels about the current government.”

“And how does the country feel?”

“Possibly as fed up as the opinion polls suggest. Which is why all the big guns will be descending on the town to support their candidate.”

“Why is that then?”

“If the government can hold on to the seat it will help to boost confidence; if they lose it will give the opposition an increased momentum.”

“And what way will the good people of Rutherford vote?”

“That is the key question. No one really knows. The opinion polls are as divided as everyone else. The new fast train network has been knocking minutes of the daily commute. The new bypass keeps the traffic flowing away from the town centre and with the increase in affordable housing many people looking to move out of the cities
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