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Disclaimer

––––––––

This book is a work of fiction. 

All events (apart from calendar dates) are imaginary. 

All the characters are fictitious and any similarity to people living or dead is unintentional. 

If you think you are included, get in touch you sound like a nice person.   

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue October 1980
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The third weekend of October was a traditional time for the Quarter Day Dinner Dance at the Cornwallis Brothers Bank. It was a formal black-tie event; the evening the bonus cheques were handed out. A real party night.

Independently, two of the rising stars made their way into the Gents. Nobody paid any real attention, one or two nudges but that was it. A few minutes later one was back, bright-eyed, bubbling and laughing.

Nobody had noticed the other guy wasn’t back when the bright-eyed man started to behave strangely. His dancing became uncoordinated, his speech slurred and when he started crashing into people a colleague guided him to a chair.

“I think the snow isn’t mixing well with the champers.” The colleague half-joked to the manager looking over her shoulder.  

“Leave him to straighten himself out. Get on, enjoy yourself!” The wrong manager. 

The Foreign Trades Team’s Manager might have recognised what was going on, as the rising star looked up, making a lopsided attempt to smile. The FT Manager’s father was still showing the effects of the near-fatal stroke he had suffered a year before.

The party had ground to a halt before the ambulance arrived. The rising star had stopped breathing and slumped to the floor. While a first aider had done CPR and kept artificial respiration going; people had collected their coats and disappeared into the night.

It wasn’t until the cleaner arrived the next morning and found the toilet cubical door locked, that the body of the other rising star was found.
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“They found traces of some form of synthetic cocaine, Boss.” Detective Constable Wallace waved the toxicology reports on the two men.

“One dead and one disabled for life! God help us if there is much of this stuff out there!” There was a look of desperation on the DI’s face. 
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Chapter 1 April 1981
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At the airport, we hung around, waiting for Gregg’s team to locate our woman. I was happily engrossed in some photography magazine or other. Sam was tutting, as she flicked her way through the current edition of Woman or was it Woman’s Own. 

I am starting to wonder if this might be a business opportunity, a Magazine Rental Library. Pay a pound and read as many magazines as you want. With a seating area. Perhaps a counter selling drinks and snacks, old W.H. has missed a trick here! 

Sam prodded me with her elbow. Gregg’s man was wearing his red bobble hat. I put my comic down and picked up our suitcases. Time to check in for our flight.

“Have you ever been to Portugal before? This is our first time ... Portugal I mean. What’s it like? Portugal, not you know what!” Sam was doing her ‘mad gush’ at an unsuspecting traveller in the check-in queue. “Are the beaches nice? Do you know anywhere that is good to eat? We’ve only got a short break and well, you know? Don’t you?”

“I’m travelling for work, sorry. I just get to see the road from the airport to the factory.” The unsuspecting traveller is our suspect. Gregg’s team have been subtly managing access to the check-in line to make sure Sam gets a chance to start this conversation. 

Sam, Samantha Loch or more formally WPC ... I’m sure you get it. Well, besides being a copper, my long-term live-in lover, Sam, tends to get special undercover roles. This is one of them, except it isn’t. Sam works for the Kent Police. This was a mission for a small department within the British Government’s Home Office. The one Gregg runs, very efficiently. 

So, what am I doing here, apart from trying to disappear in the crowd? I’m Mick, or should I say, Crooke, Michael Crooke. I am the owner of a small and innovative computing concern, Trident Computing. The business is part consultancy and part service provider, not that I do much at the screen-face now. I seem to spend an inordinate amount of time trekking back and forth between Canterbury, where Sam and I live, and the offices of a small Home Office department. Not that I mind the travelling, my motorbike makes light work of both the distance and traffic.  

Luckily, I have a very reliable, if somewhat eccentric, assistant, Majida, Maj. She has taken over the day to day running of the company. It always surprises me that the young and radical lesbian gets on so well with my biggest commercial customer, Jerry Hardiman. Jeza, as Maj calls Mr Hardiman, had led his arcade machine business into the 1970s, even as his attitudes towards women have remained anchored firmly in the 1950s.

My involvement with Lord Greggory March of Marchmont, Gregg, goes back to a casual conversation between us while our girlfriends were exchanging the female equivalent of banter with a group of women. He offered me a little bit of computer work and, I sort of became part of his team. He encourages me to keep Trident Computing going, by paying it for services rendered. Gregg says it is good a cover story.

“My name is Sam, by the way, we are going to be staying in Albufeira. Have you ever been there?” The gush continued. Our target would open up to her, just enough, in a moment or two. I have seen Sam do this before. It works for her.

“Yes, everybody goes into the town, it is a bit tacky but there are lots of restaurants. It is the best place for a night out.”

“What are the beaches like?” Sam paused, before adding, “Sorry, I missed your name.”

“Sonia, Sonia Clarke.” 

So Red Sonia was still using her maiden name. I refocus on the conversation.

“Sam Loch, so what is the coast like? Not like Malaga, I hope! I don’t like crowds.”

“I think you might be disappointed, Albufeira is a little bit Blackpool. If you hire a car there are some nice quiet, sandy coves.”

“Oh, where are these coves? I must make a note of them!”

“Let me think, there is Salema, Zavial, Furnas, Figuera, and many, many more!”

The woman behind the counter called Sonia forward. I breathed a sigh of relief. I had got away with it. 

We had been running a risk, Sonia might have recognised me at any moment. Then that was how we came to be involved.
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Chapter 2 July 1980
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My Mum and Dad were always pestering me for photographs of the new wallpaper in the lounge, or the flowers that we were growing, or ... well everything you could think of. So, I’d taken the plunge and bought a camera. Nothing flash, one of the simple Olympus Trips. They had a reputation for producing good sharp pictures without too much fuss. 

I admit I had a lot to learn about getting heads and feet in the picture, so I started practising with the camera. I shot an entire film of thirty-six exposures, all portraits and some of Sam dressed up for us to go out. I thought that four of them were good enough to go to my Mum.

I took the camera up to London on a trip to meet with my “boss,” Gregg. I say, boss, he isn’t strictly my boss but since I helped save his life, he has commissioned a lot of work from me. That his wife is Sam’s best friend helps too in that respect.

The whole lifesaving thing had been just a bit of luck. I had just finished doing a little computer work for Gregg. I had taken the chance to visit another customer and was riding through London when I saw Gregg getting out of a car. I think he was about to make an arrest and someone shot him. 

The bullet had smashed into his thigh. Somehow a few seconds later, I had my fingers in the wound, clutching Gregg’s femoral artery, trying to stop the flow of blood as the artery twisted, pulsed and wriggled to try to get free. Then the medics arrived and Gregg was safe.

Since his recovery, Gregg has gotten me involved in lots of work for his “small department” in the Home Office. I ride up to London for a mid-morning meeting. We talk. Then we go to lunch at his Club.

Did I mention that Gregg is Lord Greggory March of Marchmont? That is why he has a rather select Club to dine at. He had introduced me to several important Members of Parliament over these lunches.

After lunch, I normally get given a file of papers and then I head home. This time I deviated from the direct and did historic London. I paused to take snaps of Houses of Parliament, I almost got all of Big Ben in the picture. The rotating sign outside of Scotland Yard. The Monument, marking the spot where the Great Fire of London started, while it wasn’t all on the print, the full height is visible on the negative. Tower Bridge and the Tower of London and Royal Observatory and the Royal Naval College, Greenwich.

The third set of snaps was taken on the way to and from the New Forest Outdoor Club, the naturist club where Sam and I are members. It is a bit of a distance from Canterbury. Then that meant we could be confident that we wouldn’t encounter any villains of Sam’s acquaintance.

I’d taken the films to a local chemist shop for processing and printing. He, or his photographic laboratory, had done a fair job. If you discount chopping the top of The Monument off in the print they made.

It was one of those wonderful British summer evenings, warm with a soft light. The garden was in full bloom. I decided to take a few pictures of the flowerheads. Sometimes I tried to capture the whole of the bed in a single image. Other times I tried to get closer to a single head. 

There was a picture on this last roll of film the chemist shop had processed. It should have been one of a rather splendid flowering rose. It was out of focus; I had forgotten to change the focus setting on the camera. OK, so I’d also missed Sam and Majida, my assistant, enjoying a refreshing glass of something, who were beautifully in focus in the background. We have a tendency not to wear clothes on warm sunny days. The chemist took offence.
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Chapter 3 September 1980
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I knocked on the door of Andy’s house; I had been coming around to have lessons in darkroom techniques from my university colleague for several weeks. Sam had suggested that it might be an idea after the local chemist had declined to develop any more of our films.  

I knew Andy was keen on photography, I had made use of his skills way back. It had almost got him killed. On the other hand, the images of brutal skinhead violence he had captured that night had made him famous for a while. However, he had discovered soon after that the life of a photojournalist was either too boring or too dangerous; it was cold and wet in either case.

He was now working for a building society helping run their computer system.

“Good morning!” I smiled as sweetly as I could as he opened the door. 

“Yeah, and happy Christmas to you!” Andy was less than impressed by people taking the mickey out of his employers’ television advert every time they met him. Which is why we all did it.

“It was my brother’s,” Andy informed me, as I stood in the darkroom. I was looking at a shiny high spec enlarger. “His wife bought him the motorised version last week. He doesn’t need this one anymore.”

“And he gave it to you?” Andy nodded. “That’s very generous of him. What do they cost new? A couple of grand?”

“And the rest.” Did I detect a bit of envy? “Let’s get on with using the thing. Have you got something to work on?”

I had brought a film with me; I’d been snapping away taking close-up shots of Gina. That’s what I call my motorcycle before you go getting ideas. Trying to get something arty.

“OK, let’s get it developed. You can do it yourself, Mick, I want to make sure you remember everything.”

I got the darkroom counter laid out, the film, the opener, the tank, the spools and the lid. Once that lid was on securely, we could turn the lights back on, until then I was working in the dark.

I fumbled around getting the film wound onto the spool but I got there in the end. The lights came on. 

“Not bad, Mick. Now time to play with chemicals. What temperature should they be?”

“Thirty,” I replied confidently. I’d already taken a look at the thermometer in the water bath. All was good there.

“Get on with it then.”

Thirty minutes later the orange strip of film hung from a wire, dripping. As I wiped the excess water off the negatives, I could see dark blobs and shapes. Something had happened.

“A cuppa before we move on?”

“Good idea!” I suddenly discovered that my mouth was as dry as Gandhi’s flip-flop. I must have been very tense.

We went downstairs to the lounge; while Andy was doing the business, I noticed a pile of black and white eight by tens on the coffee table.

I know, I shouldn’t have looked but I did. A series of beautifully posed pictures of a naked woman. Art photos, by someone who knew what they were doing with a camera. All shadows and curves, they were not like the stuff of ‘Pentabloke’ magazine, beyond featuring one woman and fewer clothes.

Sam insisted I had an annual subscription to the ‘Top Class, Top Shelf, Magazine for Discerning Gentlemen’, as its cover heading proclaimed. So that she knew what I was looking at, that was her story at any rate. 

There had been an ‘almost-boyfriend’, another cop. She considered herself lucky to have discovered that he liked to read things like ‘Whip and Crop’ and ‘Thrashed Buttocks’ before the relationship got going. Seeing as the guy was a superior officer, she was able to use his guilty secret to leverage herself out of his power.

The whole stack of pictures was of the same, vaguely familiar woman. I couldn’t place her, but the Dark Creatures told me I knew her.

The Dark Creatures? They live in the dark recesses of my mind, or as it feels at times, my gut. When things I really should worry about are in the air, they get agitated. I used to find them very scary but I won a battle with them. Now, I’m less frightened of them. I even find them reassuring; rolling back the throttle instead of zipping past a lorry because I listened to them had saved me a speeding ticket only the other week.

“My sister-in-law.” Andy was back. “You might remember her as Red Sonia, the rabble-rousing feminist of the Student Union.” That was why she looked familiar. “Turns out all the red rabble stuff was an act.”

“So how come you have a whole portfolio of tastefully posed pictures of your sister-in-law, a former leader of the Radical Women’s Society, at that?”

“Would you rather have a beer? It is a long story and I need to tell someone about it because it doesn’t make sense to me.” He looked at me, his expression was so plaintive. I had to agree.

I hoped the beer might help settle the Dark Creatures because right now they were scampering around like a litter of Labrador puppies. It was that playful wriggling, biting and chewing that had put me off getting a dog. 

That, and it would be tricky to go anywhere on Gina. Although I am sure that Maj would have happily taken on the role of dog-sitter if Sam and I went off on a trip.

Andy returned with the beers, in glasses, and a bowl of crisps. It looked like this was going to be a long evening. 

“Small glasses, less than a pint and it’s Watney’s Special, which is a pretty low alcohol brew. I wouldn’t want to go getting the lovely Sam into trouble.”  Andy delivered the good news. Even so, two full glasses of weak beer would push the limit. I’d only have a half glass as a refill and then only if Andy’s story was that long.

He sat in the armchair, took a sip of beer and ate a few crisps. 

“You’ve noticed all the gear I have been inheriting.” 

I nod, take a tiny sip of beer and lean back on the sofa. Body language intended to show him that I am relaxed, even if the Creatures are still chasing around madly.

“It started with a few little bits and pieces, bottles for the ‘chemistry’. A daylight developing machine, that sort of thing. Jon, my brother, Jonathan, you met him one night in the Rutherford Bar.”

“Ah, I think so.” 

“Well, he wouldn’t take anything for this stuff. “I’ve got a new...” whatever it was.” He took another mouthful of beer.

“I am not a charity case, so I went round to their place. I had a box of chocs, a bunch of flowers and a bottle of the scotch I brought back from one of the one-pound day trips to France. I thought if I can’t make him take money for them, I’ll just have to return the favour in gifts for them.”
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Chapter 4 Andy’s Story
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Andy had knocked on the door of his brother’s house that evening, unannounced. Sonia had answered the door, accepted the flowers and chocolates and invited Andy in.

“Jon is out this evening. He will be sorry to have missed a man bearing gifts!” Sonia had called through from the kitchen, as she put the flowers into some water.

“I felt I had to do something; he has been so generous with the photographic equipment,” I called back from the newish looking sofa.  

“Coffee?”

“Yes, please!” 

“He told me he was donating all the old stuff to a good cause.” She laughed.

The lounge had been redecorated since Andy’s last visit. No sign of a stain where he had spilt red wine on the carpet during his Christmas visit. The TV in the corner looked new with no sign of a DER, or any other rental company’s, badge. No, it wasn’t a new house, the fireplace was still the same but they had gone back to an open hearth.

“What do you think of the place now?” Sonia carried through the coffees on a tray.

“You have done a nice job!” Andy had picked up his mug of coffee. “Must have cost a bob or two doing all this!”

“I think it was worth it. I have got a little weekend job that pays quite well. It means I am away a bit. That’s why I treat Jon to new toys from time to time.”

Andy had made a joke about having been worried that his brother had started up a side-line in pornography or printing ‘private’ photographs.  

“The sort that gets sent to you in a plain brown envelope you mean?” Sonia indicated her understanding.

“Yes, that sort of thing.” Andy had mumbled into his coffee.

“Chance would be a fine thing. He is still into his flower photography. He has some amazing pictures, truly delicate depictions of the petals and structures of a whole range of blooms.” She sat back and sighed. “I tried to get him to take a picture of my niece on a swing, forty minutes of messing about with meters and tape measures results in a picture of a bored-looking four-year-old hunched up against a chain. I could have done better.” 

Andy recognised that image of his brother at work. Suddenly, Sonia spluttered into her coffee.

“Imagine, on a porn shoot and having to hold that ‘golden moment’ while he spends half an hour getting the lighting right! I guess pollination is a little less urgent.” She took a sip of her coffee. “I suppose we shouldn’t open the scotch?”

“Best not, I have the car ...”

*****
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It had been a couple of weeks before he heard anything more from his brother or Sonia. Then Jon had called, he had a second-hand set of safelights for the darkroom to pass on. At the appointed hour there was a ring on the doorbell. When Andy answered the door, it was Sonia.  

“I’ve got the lights for you.” She held out a cardboard box. “Shall I bring them in?” 

“Yes, of course.” Andy stepped back to let her in, expecting Jon to come dashing up having parked the car. No, no sign. “Jon not with you?”

“No, I wanted a word with you in private. In here?” And she had let herself into the front room. Andy had dashed into the kitchen, to check the state of the milk.

Andy lived alone, he was still healing after his partner, Carl, had come home one evening and announced he was leaving. It had apparently come as a complete bolt from the blue. It had left Andy in a mess. He functioned all the time he was in public but in the privacy of his home, apart from when he was lost in his photography, he only just coped.

“A coffee? Or perhaps a glass of wine? Or is it too early?” A bottle of Hirondelle, leftover, but from when? Andy had silently begged Sonia to say coffee.

“Very kind of you to offer, just a coffee, please. Black, no sugar, thank you. Can I move any of these papers?” 

“Hang on, I’ll be right through!” Andy flicked the kettle switch and dashed into the lounge. Looking around, he couldn’t find anywhere else to put the arm full of papers, magazines and record sleeves he had just cleared off the settee, he abandoned them behind his armchair. “Make yourself comfortable, the coffee will be a second.”

“Thanks, Andy.” Sonia took the mug from his hand.

“So, what can I do for you, Sonia?”

“I suppose it is about something you said the other night. No, that’s not the right place to begin.” Sonia took a mouthful of the hot coffee and was forced to swallow fast. “Where was I? Yes, we were talking about Christmas presents for our husbands and lovers. ‘What do you give that special man that is personal?’ There is only so much in the Black and Decker range. 

“One of the girls said that she always wanted a picture of herself to hang on the bedroom wall, instead of that nude woman and swan thing you used to see everywhere. Someone teased about her wanting the twenty-five quid from readers’ wives to buy new knickers. She protested that she wanted something tasteful, nude, but not flashing her bits. ‘You’d put it on the wall, what if someone else saw it?’ 

“She stressed it would have to be ‘tasteful’ none of her bits on show. One of the older women observed that it had to be done soon before it all moved south or kids came along and pushed her all out of shape.

“The bantering continued until someone asked, ‘Who is the lucky guy who is going to get to take these snaps?’ Nobody was keen to lend their husband. Then I thought of you, Andy.” She paused and took a sip of her coffee
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