
Table of Contents

The Naked Cellist | By | John Barber

Chapter One – The Naked Cellist

Chapter Two – Foxtrot Oscar

Chapter Three- A man more sinned against

Chapter Four – Brave New Worlds

Chapter Five – Like a circle in a spiral

Chapter Six – From here to Eternity

Chapter Seven – The Last Hoorah

Chapter Eight – The Seventh Sin

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Naked Cellist


By 

John Barber


[image: ]


© 2017 John Barber, Revised 2021 and 2025

––––––––
[image: ]


THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

The cover is from a photograph by Hannah Saunders originally published in the November 2015 edition of ‘the sl naturist’ – an online magazine about naturism in Second Life.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One – The Naked Cellist
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“And get Steve a pint. That means a pint of Redbourne IPA Best bitter.” 

The speaker was Brian Bennett, Editor-in-Chief of the Rutherford Echo Group of Newspapers. He was possessed of the largest girth in town, an honour he was well aware of. He stuck resolutely to his belief that the cause of his shirts no longer fitting properly around the neck and waist was a fault in the washing machine and not as his wife’s constant nagging tried to tell him, his consumption of alcohol.

The increasingly overweight speaker added a second ten pound note to the one already proffered.

“Not for me,” said the young woman by his side who emphasised her reluctance to drink any more alcohol by placing a slender hand over the top of her barely consumed glass of white wine.

As was normal at this time of the afternoon between the last lunch and the first office leaver the Long Bar of the Fleetwood Arms Hotel was sparsely populated. It was so called because it was longer than it was wide as opposed to the other bar also open to non-residents, which was of a more regular square shape in design.

Steve Winwood sat down in the largest chair he could find. He placed it so that he could join the others at the table and hardly got a glimpse of the young man that had been dispatched to the bar to refill their glasses.

He was no slim Jim himself. He rivalled Brian in the race to have the fullest figure in town. They could have been mistaken for twins; and as they spent more than a few hours each week in the other’s company it was an easy mistake to make for those seeing them for the first time.

Brian was sitting opposite in one of a pair of old and comfortable brown leather armchairs by the currently empty fireplace and drained his pint of Guinness. Normally this would have been Steve’s customary seat but as he and Brian were old fashioned gentlemen they allowed Maggs to enjoy the doubtful luxury as it had been moulded by the two men and not favourable for a lim young lady.

“This is Maggie Holgate.”

“Most people call me Maggs. And it’s Holdgate with a ‘d’ in the middle.”

“Anyway,” said Brian Bennett appearing to completely ignore the correction, “this is Chief Inspector Steve Winwood.”

“Friends call me Steve, my staff call me ‘guv’ and the local villains never call me at all.”

Maggs smiled a knowing smile. “Don’t call us, we’ll call on you.”

“Something like that,” agreed Steve, surprised to find that the hitherto emotionless young woman opposite was possessed of a sense of humour.

The young man re-appeared. He had barely placed two pints of best bitter and a Guinness on the table before Brian had picked up his glass and consumed almost a half pint.

Two of them watched in a mix of amazement and admiration, Steve’s gaze was tempered by more than a few years of watching something similar over the many years of their friendship.

Steve Winwood was not a young man. He didn’t like describing himself as early middle aged but that’s what he was. His face was not lined or cracked but it showed his age especially when he hadn’t shaved for a day or so. It was the face of a man who had seen the world and tried unsuccessfully to blot it out. Sitting opposite two young people made him more conscious of his advancing years and thoughts of retirement flashed through his mind. He had given more time to these musings lately.

Brian wiped the cream froth from his lips and waved a hand loosely at the bemused couple sitting next to him.

“You’ve met Maggie, the other one is Johnnie.”

“John Charlesworth,” added the eponymous speaker, raising himself up from the seat of this chair. Steve waved him away with a swipe through the air with his free hand and almost connected with a handshake. John sat down again and smiled back.

“Some people call me Johnnie. At school I was called JC because there was quite a lot of Johns in our year. Sometimes I got called Charlie because of my surname but that got my mum and dad confused when friends rang me on the landline.”

“What do you prefer?” asked Steve fascinated by the boyish looking late twentyish man by his side who seemed to be smitten with a mild dose of verbal diarrhoea.

“I really don’t mind. I answer to them all but on balance I prefer John.”

“I’ve been asked to take these two under my wing and guide them through the highways and byways of the town. It might possibly end up the other way round as I am an old ink and paper newspaper man and these two operate in the digital world”

“I thought you were being retired Brian?”

“So did I Steve. Hence the best bib and tucker you see me here wearing. I was up before the board expecting a large envelope containing a sheaf of official paperwork with details of my leaving package. There was none. Instead I got a short measure of a disgusting sherry, a verbal pat on the back for my dedication and another few years on my sentence. I haven’t told Mrs B yet. I’m drumming up a bit of Dutch courage.”

“I thought you had a good golden handshake to look forward to.”

“So did I Steve. So did I. So did Mrs B. She had plans. So did my financial advisor. He was the one that mentioned the golden handshake. So much for professional advice. And he expects to be paid a fee.”

“So what will become of you?”

“I’ll get another drink and explain.”

Steve was surprised to find that Johnnie or JC or even Charlie to his friends, was keeping pace with Brian.

The latter returned with two more pints and a Guinness. The white wine had barely touched Maggs’ lips.

“No retirement to Château Bennett then?”

“I thought I was on to a good touch what with all my years in service but it turns out they were unable or unwilling to pay my full redundancy package plus accrued pension rights, holidays and other cash payments in lieu of sundry senior staff benefits. What with all this restructuring I was an Editor-in-Chief too far.”

“So you’re staying on?”

“Sort of. I have to remain in office as befits my status. I am now Editorial Consultant; same money, same benefits, new title.

“As part of the overall restructuring of the various and far flung parts of the corporate business once known as the Rutherford Echo Group of Newspapers we are now to be called the Rutherford Information News Group. 

“The world is full of acronyms now so we are RING for short. Like our Father’s house it has many mansions. All of which you can ring. Of course RING as we now have to get used to saying is a multi-faceted behemoth with offices all over the world and can offer feeds into any other news gathering organisation. The Board have decided to keep the Rutherford prefix as their in-house marketing guru and very expensive external PR consulting team both thought that it helped to retain the local feel that appeals to readers. Cosy I think was the word they used.”

“And Maggs and John here?”

“Ah yes, technically they are not my responsibility but as minister without portfolio I have been given a watching brief. Watching is not really my bag Steve so let Johnnie explain.”

John Charlesworth finished his pint in tandem with Brian and made a move towards his wallet.

“I’ll get these,” said Steve but made no move from the comfort of his chair. Instead he waved an outstretched hand at the bar. The young man in the grey uniformed livery of the Fleetwood Arms Hotel needed little help in understanding the round. Maggs’ glass remained untouched.

As Brian’s lips embraced his pint of Guinness he waved on John with his free hand. The latter seemed to need no encouragement to expand on his role in town.

Throughout the ensuing monologue neither Brian nor Maggs had anything to add. Steve often thought about interrupting but by the time the thought had reached his mouth John had raced on.

“The main thing to remember is that I am not employed by RING. I am or was until lately no more than an electrical engineer based at County Hall. Now I am the County Council Publicity and Marketing Officer. I knew little about Rutherford at all so it’s a bit of a gamble all round to put me in charge of this but when they asked for a show of hands I was the only one who had any experience of this sort of thing. Not that I had raised my hand of course”

As John took a brief refreshment break so did Steve but he was just a few seconds behind when it came to the restart. He managed to incline his head in such a way as to invite John to explain what he was talking about.

“No one at County Hall had ever organised an Arts Festival before. Sounds easy in theory but there’s so many people and organisations involved. You must have heard of the first Rutherford Arts Festival which fell at the first fence. They flirted with a Best of British thing last year but I understand there was some problems with local opposition to the plans for a new supermarket and it didn’t get off the ground.”

Had he been given time Steve would explained exactly how and why that particular festival never got off the drawing board. He would have mentioned two murders and a confusion of legal complexities over obscure Latin texts to stifle the interest of even the most seasoned festival organiser. 

The twenty nine year old novice festival organiser could easily have passed for nineteen with a hair style that reminded Steve of gentle waves crashing on a smooth coastal beach. Designer glasses surrounded his blue eyes and every now and then when he moved the light caught them and rainbows danced around the thick rims. His suit seemed to fit where it touched for as he would have explained in his own way suits were not required in his previous role, but his current project almost begged for him to appear smart. The looseness of the material belied the fact that he drank like the proverbial fish and should have a figure comparable to that of Brian Bennett; but his lack of sartorial elegance was forgiven by those who approved of his enthusiasm.

John continued and the other three listened.

“I and the rest of the Festival Arts Committee thought we’d do something new. In fact that was the starting point, the name. I originally suggested Brave New Worlds but quite a few of the committee had heard of the Huxley chap and we thought we might run into licensing problems. Wasn’t that the same bloke that took LSD? “

No one replied because John gave them no time to.

“Then some senior Councillor said it would remind people of Star Trek and Captain James T Kirk’s mission to explore strange new worlds, to seek out new life and new civilizations, to boldly go where no one had gone before. It is one thing to look for new ideas but we wanted to steer away from science fiction and Trekkie style conferences with weird costumes and so I came up with just ‘New Worlds’.

“The idea was to get as many new artists in as many disciplines as possible to submit their work. We wanted to get away from the usual, tired old submissions so new artists especially those who were working in experimental fields were actively sought out and encouraged to submit their work.

“The result has been quite mixed. I was hoping for a more progressive festival but it has worked out quite well in as much as it provides a balance of the old and new. It should provoke a healthy reaction in town.”

“It will certainly do that,” said Steve finally as John reached for his vanishing pint which was noticed by Brian Bennett who immediately signalled to the bar for a new round. Only Maggs deferred.

“I have a slight advantage over the rest of you,” began Steve before John had a chance to react. 

“I have Mrs Winwood. She has a few passions in life. One is painting. She has been locked away in what she likes to call ‘the studio’ but is in fact the box room recently vacated again by my youngest daughter who comes and goes like summer follows spring after a dull winter. My wife has spent many an hour preparing her own submission for the Art Society.”

“Is she in oils or water?” asked John quite innocently.

“I don’t know. I take little interest in her hobbies. It is the secret of a long and some might say happy marriage not to interfere too much, just a word or two of encouragement every now and then works wonders. I have been allowed the odd peek through the metaphorical keyhole and can put people’s minds at rest that it is not a life study of myself naked on our sofa. That would be truly experimental and very possibly obscene. Her other abiding interest which I am often forced to endure is amateur dramatics.”

“She acts?”

“Not at all. She likes to go and watch.”

“Do you mean the Rutherford Operatic and Dramatic Society? They have been very supportive of this Festival.”

“I know all about ROADS and even more so the Roadshow.”

“I haven’t heard about that. A touring rep company?”

As soon as he said it Steve knew that he had blundered. The Roadshow as it became known was a group of actors from ROADS who regularly attended theme nights at country hotels so that they could indulge in what Steve explained to Mrs Winwood and close friends was simply sex swapping parties

“Something like that,” parried Steve.

“I am sure Brian will fill you in on the details. I also have my Sergeant, Emma Porter. She is as you will discover a very desirable young lady and happily living in sin with her favourite estate agent.”

As he said that Steve looked over at Maggs and wondered what feminine form existed beneath that array of T-shirts, flapping lumberjack patterned shirt, baggy dark green corduroy trousers and well worn designer trainers. They did not do justice to Maggs’ attractive facial features. She had long brown hair, washed but not dried properly, high cheekbones and bright, blue eyes. He had been pondering that sexist thought for too long before he realised that Maggs was watching him as well. He took up the thread again.

“She is actually hoping to be performing at some stage. Or even on one,” thought Steve aloud.

“Where is Emma?”

“Still in court Brian. I think his worship fancies her so the case is being dragged out to its inevitable conclusion.”

“I hope to meet her,” said John.

“You most probably will. And you Maggie what is your role in all this? I suppose you are Chief Assistant to the Assistant Chief? Or possibly Brian,” he said with no hint of sarcasm.

“Oh no we’re not together. Brian invited us both here to meet as we have a common interest in the Festival.”

“You’re nothing to do with the Council?”

“I’m with RING.”

“Maggs is on attachment to me for the duration of the Festival. She is doing a daily blog on a dedicated Facebook page. I think that is the right word. She is also doing a video blog on the usual social media channels such as YouTube as well. I have no real empathy with anything digital.”

Maggie smiled but did not meet Brian’s eyes. She looked back at Steve. In as much as John looked younger than his years Maggie Holdgate looked more like a woman in control of her destiny.

Maggs had the fresh face of a young girl that needs no makeup because her skin was clear and unmarked by teenage spots. Her brown hair was parted in the middle of her crown and let loose about her shoulders. She didn’t smile much which was a shame because her wide mouth betrayed her glee when she was genuinely amused.

She was still in her mid-twenties but would have passed for older being one that has an air of self-confidence that comes from years of experience in their chosen field, although in her case it was not so. As she explained.

“I have only just left Uni with a good second in Media Studies and International Communications. I almost completed a year with a touring theatrical group when the Lottery funding dried up. They suggested I search for a more solvent company. I had enough of the roar of the crowd by then, more of whimper really so I applied for a position with RING.

“My parents call it serendipity. I applied just at the time they were looking for someone with my expertise but could offer a fresh approach. They were looking for someone to capture the essence of the Rutherford Arts Festival as John here has explained. New work, new staff was the order of the day. As Brian said I was to post my films on a dedicated You Tube channel as well as a video presentation on RING’s web site and a written piece for people like Brian for what is left of the old fashioned newspapers.”

“I am not offended by any of this Maggie. I am aware of my limitations and would have been proud to have been called a Luddite. However we all have our parts to play.”

“What is yours Brian?”

“Mine Steve? Mine is to provide background colour, a word map of Rutherford, a blank canvas on which Maggie can paint her pictures of Art with a capital ‘A’ in all its various modes.”

“Which loosely translated means showing her and John around the watering holes of the town.”

“On the button Steve, I’ll get another drink in.” Which he did.

“Whilst he’s gone Maggs perhaps you can explain exactly what you are meant to be doing.”

“It’s like I just said. I want to capture as much of the Festival performances as possible especially the live ones; music, theatre. Then I’ll broadcast previews on the internet along with on the spot views from the public. Vox pop and all that.”

“And your employers are all happy with that?”

“As John said, a brave new world.”

“And RING is paying for all this?”

“It’s seen as a way of raising not just their local profile and but hopefully to an expanded national audience as well. They want to be seen as a group that not only handles media but supports it in every way possible.”

Brian returned with three more drinks, Maggs’ wine glass remained as full as when the first round of drinks were purchased.

“You don’t drink much?” asked Steve.

“No not really. I like to look at the world with a clear head.”

“It’s the world that depresses me; that’s why I drink.”

“But you’re a copper and there must be crime and disaster and violence everywhere. I thought you’d get used to it.”

“Not even at my age. I still possess the ability to be surprised at what one man or woman can do to another for the basest of reasons; usually it's for money, or love or political advancement.”

“I heard there were two murders here,” John replaced his pint on the table and interrupted Steve.

“Possibly,” corrected Steve. “Possibly two unfortunate accidents.”

John did not see Brian look across at Steve in the way that friends do when a secret known only to them is about to uncovered. 

Maggs noticed but she said nothing and just lodged it in her memory to be revived at an appropriate moment. She wished she had her portable speech recorder but Brian had made it very clear that such devices were strictly taboo on threat of her commission being abruptly terminated. ‘You are amongst friends’ he warned her, ‘and we don’t spy on our friends.’

“You see,” added John who was not really noticing anything. “This is just what I was looking for. Not just an historic coaching inn but one with dark secrets.”

“I wouldn’t call them that,” said Steve but John carried on regardless.

“You see if this Rutherford Arts Festival is a success and I see no reason why it shouldn’t be then Rutherford could be centre of the Arts for the whole of the county and beyond.”

“That’s the plan is it?”

“I believe it’s on the drawing board certainly. I am really excited about this role. Tell me about this place.”

Realising that Steve was getting just a little irritated by John’s persistent questioning Brian took up the story.

“Rutherford does not even get a mention as a footnote in a history book. Its only claim to fame is to be the home of Prince Regent cake; in fact a very thick pastry slice with a thicker coating of pink sugar icing on top. It was made in honour of the Regent’s only visit to the town, the only time any semblance of royalty has ever been near the place.”

“I don’t mean the town, I was talking about this place, this hotel.”

“This Johnnie is the oldest hostelry in Rutherford. There is said to have been an inn on this spot since the fifteenth century, perhaps earlier. Some of the regulars have been her even longer.

“We are sitting in the Long Bar is so called because it is much longer than it is wide. The other bar is called just that and tends to be used by those that just want a drink. The Long Bar where businessmen and others gather for a pre-prandial cocktail before moving on down the long corridor past reception to the restaurant.

“There is not much evidence of its old use as a coaching inn. The stabling area is now a large courtyard where smokers gather around the large oak tree and throw lighted cigarette ends into the earth which acts as a giant ashtray. They have built a first floor annexe around the perimeter. You can’t get to the rooms from the courtyard because there are no steps which is just as well owing to the amount of late night goings-on. You have to enter the hotel and turn left at reception and go up the stairs.

“I like it here, so does Steve. We sit here in these faded armchairs by this open brick fireplace and chew over the world as it turns ever so slowly outside.”

“It’s just so full of character,” said John.

“It’s old.” Brian was adamant. “Most old things do attract that epithet. The outside may be old and some of the people who drink here are also passed their prime but this place has been ripped out, remodelled, redesigned and rebuilt by every generation from mad George to modern day. The clock in the courtyard is the most accurate in the county being controlled by a radio signal from Mungo Jerry University Atomic and Technological Faculty”

“I must have a good look during my stay here.”

“You’re staying here?” asked an almost incredulous Maggs.

“Of course. I like to be on top of the job so to speak. At least whilst there still so much work to be done.”

“Who pays?” asked Steve.

“It’s found from sponsorship funding for management fees. I understand the Redbourne Brewery are a major sponsor so it’s good to be staying here in their flagship hotel. What about you Maggs?”

“Me too,” replied a not so enthusiastic Maggs. “On the company.”

“We’ll be seeing even more of each other then?”

“I suppose so,” she said masking all emotion and any suggestion of inferred sexual contact.

“When do you start?” asked Steve.

“Later this week; at a Civic Reception for Councillors, sponsors and several artists.”

“That’s reminds me Steve,” said Brian. “I’ve two VIP tickets for you and your good lady for that very evening.”

“I don’t think so. This is not the kind of function I attend. Mrs Winwood can take a friend. She’ll enjoy that. Thanks Brian. Are you going?”

“Certainly not old boy. It just happens that I have a long standing and unfortunate conflicting engagement that evening.”

“Where might that be?”

“The Annual General Meeting of the Rutherford and District Licensed Victuallers Association This year it’s at the Redbourne Brewery Museum.”

“I am confused,” said John interrupting but unaware that it could be construed as impolite.

“I have heard of the Redbourne Brewery of course but then I hear people asking for a pint of Redbone. Is it some kind of local tradition?”

“Long ago Johnnie before me and Steve were even a twinkle in our parent’s eyes there was the Redbourne Brewery which has its base as it still does straddling either side of Brewery Road. This separates the brewer’s art from the arcane trickery of corporate finance

“One dark night there was a storm and as it raged the ‘u’ and the ‘r’ of the sign over the entrance to the brewery itself was swept away. Hence the dual nature of the signage.

“Locals still tend to cling lovingly to the name of Redbone. It connects them to the town and its heritage. The brewery sometimes issues a celebration ale such as on the occasion of Royal Jubilees.”

John said no more apart from a short and sincere ‘cool’. Before he had time to recommence his questioning Brian carried on.

“Anyway there is not much in the way of speeches and votes at this LVA AGM but the beer’s good. You can be my guest,” he ended quite triumphantly.

Steve Winwood did not need to be asked twice.

Steve walked to the station the next morning still in good humour after receiving hundreds of house points for securing his wife two tickets for the Festival VIP Civic Reception. His mood was soon shattered when he saw the official limousine parked in one of the spaces reserved for special visitors.

“I was told to send you straight up to the Chief Super’s office,” said the young PC on desk duty.

Steve climbed the staircase and was efficiently ushered into Chief Superintendent Bill Ransome’s office by his secretary without any forewarning

It was not his old friend Bill Ransome in the chair but that of the impressive figure of the Chief Constable. Ransome was sitting to the left and two china cups in china saucers had recently been emptied of coffee. The chocolate digestives and bowl of cube sugar remained untouched. 

Steve was not expecting good news for Ransome sat to one side in his full uniform rather than with the cuffs of his shirt sleeves turned back. He was built to be an old fashioned copper who administered justice with a clip round the ear. Steve and he had joined the force almost at the same time but Ransome had found himself on a political path and ended up as a Chief Superintendent. He had an imposing face and figure but the man who many compared to a bull whilst at ease and a raging bull when angered was now simulating the look of an obedient house trained Labrador waiting for an instruction from its master.

“Sit down Steve.” The Chief Constable indicated the chair opposite.

Steve Winwood groaned inwardly. Signs of familiarity from the higher ranks always meant some form of trouble or for him, being assigned the kind of case that no one else desired or could handle.

Chief Constable Gillian Keane was a slim woman in early middle years who had aged well. This was in part due to membership of an exclusive gym where she was also able to maintain an even all over body sun tan. She had high cheekbones and a look of a lower league celebrity that often graced the on-line pages of national daily papers. But if anyone thought that she had got so far because of her good looks they were soon put in their place if they had to face her for any misdemeanour.

Steve thought about these sort of things in the seconds of eternity that occurred before the real conversation started. Her training may not have involved climbing a barbed wire fence after a spray can wielding demonstrator or a boot wrenching trudge through muddy fields after tractor thieves because she was part of the new wave of officers. She understood politics and politicians the same way he understood villains. They were both happiest in their own comfort zone.

Steve sat down and awaited his fate.

“There’s nothing to worry about Steve. This is just a flying visit.”

Chief Constables do not make ‘flying visits’ and when they did finally touch land there was always something to worry about.

“We’ve had drinks but I know your habits Steve, station coffee is not your liquid of choice so we’ll get on. 

“There are some things you need to know and some you do not need to know. As you are aware there is to be a Rutherford Arts Festival. There are those who are rejoicing over the fact and some ultra conservative elements who see it as a nod in the direction of that slippery slope which Mary Whitehouse was so keen of warning us to avoid.

“That is bye-the-bye. It is going ahead so we have to deal with it. What I would like you to be is my Police Liaison Officer. That is it.”

Steve looked first at Bill Ransome. Ransome had decided to remain quite silent throughout but groaned inaudibly when looking back at Steve. He would have ran a hand over his balding head or clenched his fists like legs of mutton at the ends of a muscular arm but it did not do well to show extreme emotion in the presence of his commanding officer.

“What exactly does that entail?” asked Steve.

“Just keeping an eye on things.”

“We are not expecting riots from the Agitprop Student League are we, or receiving death threats against the artists?”

“Nothing so extreme Steve. I do not think that any of those things will come to pass. This festival has become quite important for some people and they would like it to proceed as smoothly as possible.”

“Why me Ma’am? Why does this need the attention of a Chief Inspector? Surely this kind of role is normally undertaken by specialist officers from some unknown department?”

“I think you are right Steve but as I said for reasons that I cannot really disclose at present I have been requested and I have told those that have asked, that
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