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A Window of Opportunity
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Mercedes opened one eye and surveyed the world. There was light coming through the gap between the curtains, which suggested it was time to get up. On the other hand, it was warm and comfortable under her duvet, which suggested that she should stay where she was for at least another five minutes or, maybe, even ten.

She struggled with these conflicting urges for a few moments more, but, eventually, threw back the covers and swayed her way to the bathroom.

She had nothing planned for the day, but as she stood under the shower and let the hot water cascade over her naked body, she thought she might take her beloved Triumph Bonneville motorbike for a spin in the country, or even as far as the coast. She also wondered again about Detective Inspector Flowers. How did she truly feel about him? It was certainly good to feel him holding her, but would she really want him sharing her space every day? What exactly did he feel about her?

The thoughts were unresolved as she towelled herself dry and made her way to the kitchen for her usual cereal, coffee and orange juice breakfast.

Half an hour later, dressed from top to toe in her customary close-fitting black leathers and with her full-face helmet hooked over her arm, she let herself out of the house and contemplated the empty space where her motorbike should have been. It took several confused seconds to realise that it wasn't there.

"F***!"
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Flowers was sitting in his office cradling his second strong black coffee of the day and looking at the pile of unresolved cases sitting in his 'in' tray when Mercedes' call came through.

"Some bastard's stolen my motorbike."

"Good morning to you, too," replied Flowers.

"It's gone, Flowers. Some bastard's taken it."

"Slow down, Drew. I presume you're talking about your bonny?"

"Of course, I am. What other bike do I have? It's been stolen."

"Where was it?"

"In front of the house, where I always put it, of course."

"And it was locked up?"

"Yes. Of course. Well, I think it was, anyway."

"You think it was? So, was it, or wasn't it?"

"Yes. No. I'm not sure. Anyway, that's not the point. Some bastard's taken it. I need you to find it."

"So, I take it that it wasn't locked up, despite what I've told you."

"It might not have been, but that's not the point. It's been stolen and I need you to get it back."

"Drew. I've told you about locking up the bike a million times. You were always asking for trouble leaving it on the street without being chained up."

"It wasn't on the street, you irritating man. It was in my front garden."

"That's as good as on the street, Drew. Anyone walking past could see it."

"Are you going to do anything about it, or not?"

"I'll put you through to Uniformed, Drew. You can give them the details and they'll add it to the missing vehicles list."

There was a click as she hung up on him and the normal dialling tone resumed.

"Bloody women," thought Flowers. "Why did they always have to be so damned melodramatic?"

Janet, his civilian secretary, peered round the office door jamb. "Boss wants to see you," she said.

"Another bloody drama queen," sighed Flowers, tossing his empty plastic coffee cup towards the bin, where it bounced on the rim and rolled three quarters of the way round before dropping onto the floor alongside three others. "Did he say why?"

"Nope. Just said to tell you he wanted you."

"Thanks, Janet," he said as he roused himself and headed for the Chief Inspector's office.

"You wanted me, Sir?" asked Flowers as he walked through the open door to C.I. Webb's room.

"Yes, Desmond. There's been a robbery at the museum."

"The museum? That's a new one. What have they lost?"

"Well, that's the odd thing, Desmond. It's a stuffed head."

"A stuffed head? What, a human head?"

The Chief Inspector pulled his glasses down his nose and peered over the top. "Don't be ridiculous, Desmond. An animal head, of course. A rhinoceros to be exact."

"A rhinoceros?"

"It's the horn they want, apparently. It's very valuable according to John Elton."

"John Elton?"

"The curator. He's the one who phoned about the break in."

"Anything else taken?"

"A couple of other items, but he'll tell you more when you go to see him."

"Oh, I'm going to see him, am I, Sir? When is this?"

"Don't get arsy with me, Desmond. I told him you'd be over this morning. I presume that's OK with you?"

"Of course, Sir," replied Flowers. "I was wondering how to fill my morning," he thought, but, wisely, he kept this thought to himself.

He tried to call Mercedes back before setting off for the museum, but his call rang straight through to her message service. He left the phone number for her to call to log the details of her stolen bike and, as an afterthought, asked whether she'd be at home in the evening.

Mercedes saw his call come up on her phone, but declined to answer it. She waited until he had finished leaving his message and then played it back. "This evening? Not bloody likely," she muttered. "If you can't be bothered to take my stolen bike seriously, Flowers, then I can't be bothered either." Nevertheless, she called the number he'd left and gave the details of the theft. She didn't have much faith that anyone would do anything about looking for it, though, and decided to visit her friend Mike. At least she knew she'd get some sympathy there.
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Flowers took the trip across town in his battered silver Ford Mondeo. He wondered vaguely if it was time to change the car. He was entitled to a new one every three years and this one was way past that. To be honest it didn't interest him greatly. As long as there was a wheel at each corner, a radio and a cup holder for his coffee, any car would do. He wondered, too, about Mercedes' motorbike. He didn't really 'get' why she was so attached to a motorbike that was older than she was. As far as he knew it didn't have great monetary value, though he did know that it had once belonged to her father. Just sentiment, he supposed.

He pulled into the small road that ran down the side of the museum and parked on the single yellow line.

John Elton turned out to be a small man, probably in his sixties, with hair that had receded to the point where he had just a strip at the back and sides. He looked a little like a monk. He wore gold framed spectacles and a suit that had seen better days. His manner was somewhat nervous, like a bird, thought Flowers as they made their introductions.

"Would you like to see the scene?" asked the curator.

Flowers nodded and followed him up the main stairs and through several large rooms filled with display cases, towards the back of the building. They came to a gallery filled with stuffed birds and animals.

"This is the Natural History section," said the curator unnecessarily.

Flowers nodded, looking around all the while to understand the lie of the building. There were narrow windows on two sides of the room.

"How did the thieves get in?" he asked.

Elton gave a nervous cough. "Through that window, we presume," he said pointing to one of the windows at the rear of the room.

Flowers noted the smashed window and the pile of glass on the floor. It looked as though someone had swept it into a neat pile and put a temporary barrier around it.

"I assume someone from the museum swept up the glass?" he asked. "Unless you've had some exceptionally tidy burglars."

"Oh, yes. We couldn't leave it all over the floor because of the visitors, though we've closed off this section temporarily, anyway. I told them not to pick up the glass in case it was evidence."

Flowers continued to walk around the room, taking in the local geography. "Do you not have cctv in the museum?" he asked.

"Yes, in some areas, but we can't cover everywhere, I'm afraid. Mainly we've got cameras on the sections with the highest value items in and on the main entrance hall."

"What about alarms?"

"It's the same there. The main areas are alarmed but I'm afraid the Natural History section wasn't seen as a priority."

"Show me exactly where this Rhinoceros head was."

John Elton led Flowers to the wall opposite the one with the broken window and indicated an empty space. There were a couple of holes in the plaster where the head had been wrenched off the wall and traces of plaster dust on the floor. There was also a dent in the flooring, as though something heavy had been dropped.

"I presume this was a normal sized rhino head?" asked Flowers. "They're pretty big, aren't they? Heavy too, I would have thought?"

"Yes it was a normal sized one, but it would be as much awkward as heavy."

"Why would someone steal a rhino head?"

"It's the horn, they're after. The horn is actually more valuable than gold."

Flowers was surprised. He had some vague knowledge that rhinos in Africa were being poached for their horns, something or other to do with Chinese medicine, but he had no idea they were that valuable. On the other hand, they'd have to be pretty valuable to risk being shot by a game warden, he supposed.

"Was anything else taken?"

"A couple of things that we've discovered missing so far. An Egyptian vase and a Mediaeval plate."

A very odd selection of items, thought Flowers. "And that's all?"

"That's all we've noticed."

"And they were all valuable items?"

"Yes. It's hard to say how valuable, of course, because they don't come onto the open market very often, but the vase and the plate would be worth a few thousand pounds each, certainly."

"Difficult to sell?"

"Difficult to sell unobtrusively, but not impossible. There are collectors out there and museums, come to that, who don't always ask too many questions, especially if the price is right."

The curator fidgeted nervously all the while he was answering Flowers' questions. "Will we be able to open for visitors?" he asked.

"I don't see why not. Can you keep the areas where the stolen items were located closed off? I'll arrange for SOCO to dust them."

The curator looked puzzled. "What's SOCO?" he asked.

"Scene of Crime. They'll dust about for fingerprints, shoe prints, whatever, though in a museum I'm sure there must be thousands. They'll probably want to fingerprint your staff, too, and I'll need a staff list, names, addresses, shift rotas etcetera. Can you get those to me today?"

John Elton nodded and they walked back towards his office on the same floor. "I presume it's all insured," said Flowers as they walked.

The curator gave a nervous laugh. "I'm afraid not, Inspector. The building's insured, of course, against fire and flood and that sort of thing and we have Public Liability insurance, but it's just about impossible to insure the contents for any sort of sum of money we could afford."
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It took Mercedes twenty minutes to walk to Mike's Bikes.

"Hi, Drew. What's up?" asked Mike, as she walked in.

"Hi, Mikey. Some bastard's nicked my bike, that's what."

"Not the bonny? Oh, shit, Drew. That's pants. Where was it?"

"It was outside the house, but I hadn't chained it up."

"That's a bummer, Drew." Mike loved the old T120 Triumph Bonneville almost as much as Mercedes did. He'd rebuilt it so many times that he loved the bike almost as much as he loved her. They hugged one another in mutual consolation.

"When did it go?" asked Mike.

"Last night, sometime. I just discovered it had gone when I came out this morning."

"Have you told that cop boyfriend of yours? I'm sure he'll get it back for you."

"Hmmph," snorted Mercedes. "All he did was bust my ass about not locking it up properly."

"He has a point, Drew."

"Don't you start, Mikey. I came here for sympathy and understanding, not a dressing down."

"If only she had come to him for love," thought Mike, but it wasn't ever going to happen, sadly. "I guess you'll be wanting to borrow the old Vespa again?" he said.

"If I may, Mike. Is that OK? I'll pay you for the hire."

"No, you won't. Drew, you can have the Vespa if you want it, to keep."

"Mikey, you are a real mate," she said, throwing her arms around him again. "Thank you. I'm going to get the bonny back, though. But if I can keep the Vespa 'til then?"

Mike nodded and hugged her back. It was the closest he was ever likely to get. "How are you going to get the bonny back?"

"I don't know, Mike. Why would anyone take it? It isn't worth a lot. It's over forty years old for heaven's sake."

"It's in good nick, Drew. It's worth a few bob to a collector. It's a classic bike these days."

"It's thanks to you, Mike, that it's in such a good shape." 

He blushed. "I can put the word out in the trade in case someone brings it in for sale. I've got all the serial numbers and plenty of photos. We do pass a list of stolen bikes round amongst ourselves and I could put an ad in a couple of the magazines. Trouble is that it's most likely to be kids joyriding. They'll probably just dump it when they get bored, or set fire to it."

"Oh, no, Mikey. I couldn't bear it if someone set fire to her."

"I'm just saying, that's all, Drew. They could. They probably won't," he added, wishing he'd never mentioned it. "What about asking Dogtooth?" he suggested. "He could spread the word in the biker world to keep an eye open for it."

"I was going to ride up to the Trucker's Stop, if the old Vespa can make it up the hill. I'm sure DT and his mates'll help if they can."

"I'll keep a look out on eBay and in the classifieds in case anyone tries to sell her," said Mike. "I could look out for another one for you, if you like."

"It wouldn't be the same, Mikey. But thank you." She planted a kiss firmly on his lips and he blushed from his neck to his crown. There was a cheer from the workshop from Chris and Pete who'd watched the whole discussion. Mercedes gave them the two fingers from behind Mike's back. She loved them all.
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The SOCO team, all one of him, dusted around the window frame and the display cases at the museum as well as the area of wall where the rhino head used to hang. He photographed the scene and dusted the floor in a few places for good measure, without getting any decent shoe prints. Before leaving the museum, he took finger prints from the curator and those staff who were present in order to eliminate them from the enquiry. With so many visitors to the museum each day, all of whom seemed incapable of looking at any of the exhibits without touching the display cases, he held out little hope of finding anything useful. Finally, he photographed the broken window from inside and out and examined the soil on the outside of the museum below the window. He found nothing useful inside or out. Flowers was going to be disappointed on this one.
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Back in his office, Flowers was making some enquiries on his computer. He was astonished to discover that Rhinoceros horn was worth more than gold or cocaine on the black market. Apparently, it could sell for as much as sixty thousand pounds a kilo. That would put a value of two to three hundred thousand pounds on the stolen head if the horn was of typical size. He whistled gently to himself in surprise.

It also appeared that this theft was not an isolated case. According to the Metropolitan police, twenty similar thefts had taken place across Europe in the previous six months – in Portugal, France, Germany, the Czech Republic, Belgium and Sweden as well as the UK. Scotland Yard and Europol were now advising galleries and collectors to consider locking up their rhino horn collections, or keeping them away from public view altogether. Several institutions, including the Natural History Museum and the Horniman Museum in south London, had removed their displays already, or replaced the horns with plastic replicas.

The thefts were seemingly being driven by a huge demand from the far east and European Asian communities for powdered rhino horn, which is used in traditional Chinese medicines as a remedy for everything from fevers and headaches to cancer. In some cultures, he read, they are also used for the hilt on ceremonial daggers.

Flowers had never considered himself to be a sentimental man, but he was saddened to read that two hundred rhinos had been killed in South Africa already this year by poachers, well up on previous years. The current estimate was that there were now only twenty thousand white rhinos and five thousand black rhinos left in the wild.

He rocked his chair back onto its two rear legs and closed his eyes momentarily.

"I see you've got everything under control, Desmond" said his boss, C.I.Webb as he walked in without knocking.

Flowers dropped his chair back onto all four of its feet. He ignored the sarcasm in his boss's statement. "Did you know that rhino horn is worth more than cocaine?" he asked.

"Well, Desmond. That's the motive sorted. Just have to find out who stole it now, eh?"

Flowers continued to stare at the wall opposite. "Have you ever come across the museum curator?" he asked. "Nervous little chap, like a bird. Looks like an over anxious monk. Name of John Elton?"

"Can't say I know him, exactly, but I know of him. He's been there for years. Actually, I'm surprised he hasn't retired by now. He must be up for it. Why are you asking?"

"Uh? Oh, nothing. I was just thinking about rhinos. Why on earth would people believe that powdered rhino horn could cure their diseases? It's mostly keratin, apparently. You'd get more benefit from chewing your own nails."

C.I.Webb looked down at Flowers over his gold rimmed spectacles. "Well, keep at it, Desmond. This month's crime figures are going to look bad if we don't close a few of these." He tapped the stack of folders on Flowers' desk in a meaningful way and added another to the heap. "Keep at it," he repeated as he turned and left.

"Aye, Aye captain," muttered Flowers giving him a mock salute behind his back. "Aye, Aye."
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Mercedes parked the Vespa outside the Wembury Road Police Station and walked into the reception area to confirm the details of her stolen bike and leave a couple of photos. She hoped she wouldn't run into Flowers. She hadn't forgiven him yet for his patronising tone on the phone this morning. She filled out the desk sergeant's form describing her bonny, a 1969 Triumph Bonneville T120, 650cc given to her by her father and taken last night from outside her home, between the hours of eleven pm and eight am. The desk sergeant checked the details of her address and phone against her license and made a quick computer check to ensure that the bike hadn't already been handed in somewhere. As expected, his enquiry drew a blank. Before she left he gave her a handful of leaflets about riding safely, wearing a helmet, and securing her bike. She thanked him and dumped the leaflets, unread, in the bin on the way out. It looked from the contents of the bin as though she wasn't the first.

It took her twenty-five minutes to drive out of town and up the hill to the Trucker's Stop. She was pleased to see Dogtooth's Harley trike parked outside along with several other familiar bikes. True to form, DT was occupying his usual seat at the end of the café, at the farthest table, facing the door.

He dipped his head slightly in acknowledgement as Mercedes walked in. "Here comes trouble," he said to the two bikers opposite. They turned to see who had come in and both gave out a hearty "Drew!" as they recognised the newcomer. Dogtooth waved across to the girl on the counter. "Another coffee, Julie," he said as he pulled out the chair next to him for Mercedes to sit on.

"Hi, Drew," he said. "What brings you out here today?"

"Hi, DT," she replied, kissing him on the forehead before sitting down. "Hi, boys," she added. "Some bastard's stolen my bonny."

"Where from?"

"Outside the house. Last night."

"Bummer."

"You can say that again."

"Double bummer," repeated all three bikers in unison.

"OK. I guess I set that one up for you, but it is a bummer. I've had that bike since I was sixteen years old."

"Wow! That's like almost a hundred years," said Four Eyes.

"I'd kick you if I could reach you," smiled Mercedes. It was good to be back with her mates, even if it was because of the stolen bike.

"What about the cops?" asked DT. "Don't you have an inside line there, Drew?"

"Don't remind me. Don't think I'm going to get much help from there somehow. All I got from Flowers was a lecture on bike security. I was hoping you guys might be able to help me."

Julie brought Mercedes' coffee over from the counter, only slopping it once into the saucer on the way. "You see," said DT. "I said she was getting better."

"Can you spread the word, please, DT? I've got to get her back."

"Sure thing, Drew." He pulled a smart phone out of his pocket.

Mercedes laughed. "I never thought I'd see you with one of those, DT. I thought you were still using CB radio."

"Move with the times, Drew. That's what you've gotta do. Adapt or die."

She watched as his big fingers carefully picked out a text message
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