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Mick and Sam have been really patient with me, waiting in line to tell the tale of their third adventure. I think the wait has been worthwhile

I hope you enjoy the story...

Ted
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As Sam came round, a stabbing pain in her chest made her wince. She was hurting everywhere. Her eyes were stuck, swollen shut. She struggled to move and pain shot through her arms and legs.

“Keep still, love. The ambulance is on the way.” She heard a man’s voice; friendly, confident and reassuring. 

Sensing his strength and that he was there to protect her; she allowed herself to relax. In the distance she could hear sirens, they were coming for her. She was safe. 
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It is a sad day for me, Mick Crooke. The saddest one since my Grandmother’s funeral. I realise that in a way I am very lucky not to have suffered any other loss comparable to that. My sadness is conflicted with the excitement I am feeling at the same time.

I am on my way to the bike shop. This is the last time I will ride my faithful Triumph Trident. For over five years it has taken me almost everywhere I have wanted to go. The reliable start, second kick every time, had saved me from a beating, at the very least, and brought Sam into my life. I can still visualise riding along the twisting, sunlit roads through France that first summer. It would be so easy to turn her around and go back home.

Then the engine clatters and backfires as I slow to lean into a corner; reminding me of why this day has come. The Trident is worn out. It isn’t just the engine getting tired, the chap who had conducted the MOT safety test two weeks ago had declined to issue a certificate.

“The front fork seals are leaking and there is a lot of movement in the swinging-arm bushes,” He had explained, as he handed over the paperwork and an estimate for the repairs. “I suspect it is due to that crash a few years ago,” He added by way of consolation. 

The estimate was eyewatering. Fortunately, there were still a few weeks left on the existing test certificate. Had I put the bike in for its annual check early subconsciously expecting this outcome?

The time had been useful, it has given me the chance to plan my next steps. A car? Sam had a car when we needed to use one. A Japanese bike? No chance, not after that fire-breathing Kawasaki had scared me witless. In the end, I had decided on an ‘Italian Job’. 

Today, as well as saying a sad farewell to my trusty Triumph, I will be saying ‘Buongiorno’ to a shiny new Italian stallion. 

The Moto Guzzi 850 cc Interceptor V-twin was on the forecourt waiting for me, all tricked out in panniers and the fairing I had ordered. Paperwork completed, guided tour of the new machine conducted, I take a final glance across at my battered and battle scarred old mount, wave a farewell salute towards her and ride away.

The new bike was different in so many ways, I enjoyed exploring the new sensations as I rode it home. Home, that has changed as well. We have sold the house in Hythe and moved to a pair of former tythe cottages near Harbledown, just off the main London to Dover road. 

Although Hythe had been a great place while I was growing up and been a student, it was no longer suitable for us. Sam, my girlfriend, my fiancee but still not my wife, is a WPC based in Canterbury. The city’s Police Station is on the far side of town from home but that is offset by the easier connections to the University and London for me. Tucked away down a narrow farm track the new house affords us a good degree of privacy and space to entertain. Not that we are planning any barbecues, even this late in April. 

As I haul the bike onto its stand, outside the stable that serves us as a garage and houses my office, I can see another bank of showers coming over the hills towards us.

“I’ll just put her inside, there is more rain coming!” I call over to Sam, who is standing, watching me and my new bike, from the kitchen door. “Put the kettle on, I’d love a cuppa!”

Sam’s whole body mirrors her rolling eyes, then she waves and vanishes indoors. I suppose I could wait until the shower has passed before I introduce Sam to the new love in my life. 
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“I phoned up for the long-range weather forecast, it looks good for next weekend.” Sam finally gets a word in. “I’ll wait until then for my first ride, I am looking forward to seeing everybody at the party.”

“That sounds like a good plan, I worried that the first weekend in May might be a bit early for the New Season Bash, but it will be a good run out.” I glance out of the window my eyes attracted by a sudden change in the light. “The sun’s out, come and have a look at Gina.”

“An Italian bike and you are calling it Gina! If I didn’t know she is much too old for you, I’d be jealous of Miss Lollobrigida!”

“I just named her after a classic Italian beauty, I only have eyes for one Miss, Miss Loch.” I squeeze her bum gently as we step through the access door to the garage.

Sam giggles and, sprawling across my new machine, asks, “So which of us is the sexier?”

“I know which one I’d rather kiss and take to bed with me.”

“I’ll go and get you a quilt and pillow!”

“Minx!” I laugh. As Sam tries to wriggle past me, I grab her arm and pull gently towards me, our lips meet and ...
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“It was never going to last, but it did get him to try that little harder for me.” Katie was between men again. The solicitor who had handled her divorce was no longer on the scene. “He might have tried hard for me, but I could never get him to go that extra inch, if you get me, girls!” 

The women laughed, the men winced. In this group, we men are a minority and it isn’t a good setting to start coming over all macho. It is too easy for everyone to see any exaggeration. We were all recovering from the lunch, produced for the New Season Bash. The first event of the year at The New Forest Outdoor Club was the earliest it could be. 

“It looks like we have got away with it this year!” Jason had shouted to Mick and Sam as they arrived at the gate. Their crash helmets made communication difficult.

This year, the first Saturday of May was the first day of the month too. The weather had been kind and in the patchy sunshine, the temperature flickered in the low twenties. Reasonable enough for catching the first few rays on your buns. It was still far too cold to take a dip in the Club’s swimming pool without a wet suit and wearing any clothing in the pool was strictly forbidden.

I couldn’t get over the fact that it was five years ago since I had first come to the Outdoor Club in my search for Julie. A search that had nearly resulted in me getting killed when I was deliberately knocked off my Trident. The crash that might have caused the problems that ... Well, Gina was standing, shiny and new, in the car park. The guys who had tried to kill me were in jail. They might start being eligible for parole in a year or two. 

Strange how these things happen. Five years ago, Sam had gone on a holiday with her family, leaving me at a loose end. I decided to fill my time by tracking down Julie, the girl whose friendship had led Sam into skinny dipping. 

It turned out that Julie and her father, Sven, were in hiding, in different countries, from some exceptionally dangerous men. I did, however, manage to find Ann, Julie’s mother, and got the full story from her.

One thing followed another and, with a bit of help from Katie, the now ex, wife of the convict Trevor Mann, I had been able to not only reunite Sam with her school friend but brought an entire family back from the brink. 

“The last time we all went to the Circus Tavern as a group ...”

Katie was regaling the group with another bawdy tale of the goings-on in the fringes of London gangland. I tuned out and tried to make eye contact with the other two men sat around the picnic rug. Sven got the message, the other guy’s attention was focussed on Julie.

The third man, a newcomer to our little group, was Gregg. He is engaged to Julie and in the hope of proving his worth to Sven, has taken the plunge; today is his first visit to the club. I don’t know much about Gregg, he seems a nice enough chap. He is very gentlemanly around the ladies and calls Dr Anderson, Sir. Well, he did until today when Sven ordered him to call him Dad or Sven. I assume Gregg has passed some sort of test. 

“If you women are going to start with the dirty talking,” Sven occasionally reverted to the Germanic syntax of youth. “I am taking the boys for a beer.” He got to his feet and stalked off towards the shelter that housed the bring-your-own bar. Gregg and I trailed obediently after him. Well, I would rather not have to listen to Katie when she gets into her stride about men. The other women seem to enjoy it and like chipping their ha’pennies worth from time to time too.  

“We got away just in time I think boys!” Sven finds us a bottle of pale ale each. “No bottle opener, I’ll go and find one!” And Sven is off.

I have seen this before, Sven is a popular man at the club. He’ll be gone for at least an hour. I notice that the nail is still sticking out of the roof support. It sticks out for a reason. Within seconds I have the tops off of the two bottles of ale.

“Thanks, Mick! Apart from rescuing damsels in distress, what do you do?” Gregg has beaten me to the question. 

“I run a computer business.” It is not quite that simple but normally ‘computer’ is enough to scare people from asking more questions. Not this time though.

“Fascinating, the Department is starting to think that Thomas Watson, the I.B.M. chap, got it wrong and that five computers will not be enough for the world.”

“Which Department is that?” I am genuinely interested.

“A small one.” He must see that it isn’t enough to fob me off with. “Part of the Home Office.”

“I’ve done bits with Scotland Yard, that’s part of the Home Office isn’t it?”

“The Home Sec. appoints the Chief Constable but it doesn’t report directly.”

“Wow, so I get letters signed by someone appointed by the Government!” Gregg splutters, nearly choking on a mouthful of beer.

“You are that Michael Crooke? We should talk sometime. I’ll be in touch.” He raised his bottle in a toast and took a new swig of the liquid. I followed his lead, trying to make sense of being ‘that Michael Crooke’.

“In the meantime, tell me about that Katie woman, she seems a little different, socially I mean, to the rest of the group.”

“Firstly,” I am a little stung by this slur against one of my friends and business partner. “Without Katie, this group could not exist. How much has Julie told you about her family’s recent history?”

“It isn’t something we have really discussed.” I am not that surprised about that! “As you know Julie is a very future-focused person.” 

“Then, Gregg, it is not my place to tell you about Katie’s involvement in the Anderson’s story. I can tell you that Sam and I met Katie in France, many years ago. She has been a big help to us both. I am pleased to have her on board as a shareholder in my business. I’m sure from within the Home Office, you might get a different view of her, but I have found her to be honest and reliable.”

“Hmmm,” The man from the Home Office didn’t sound convinced. I am also starting to feel a little uncomfortable; having received a substantial amount of money that may have been the proceeds of crime. 

That was a large part of why Sam isn’t a Director of Trident Computing Ltd. Her parents are though and she holds their proxy. A suggestion that came from my Dad, “If you are working on police contracts, you don’t want to be open to people claiming a conflict of interest!” An astute businessman is my Dad.

“If it comes to a choice between a chat with you and having Katie on the Board of Directors, we have hit a deal-breaker. She might gainsay me but I have the controlling votes.” Over Gregg’s shoulder, I could see Sam heading towards us. “I think you should talk to the Anderson family before you rush into any precipitate action. Hi, Sam! Have you had enough of Katie, the Maneater’s, stories?”
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The ride home was uneventful, Gina’s manners are impeccable.
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I had told Sam about the conversation between Gregg and myself. She had agreed with my decision to put our friendship with Katie ahead of any potential ‘Home Office’ projects that might never happen. It was a surprise then when just over a fortnight later, I got a call.

“Trident Computing, how may we help?” It was business hours and I was sat at my desk, updating the figures for Jerry Hardiman. Mr Hardiman had bought my old arcade machine repair business, along with the contract to use my Asset Tracker. I’d adapted the programme I had developed for an investigation for  Scotland Yard. Now it monitored the profit v cost of each of the vast number of machines in the HAGS empire, very much to his advantage.

“Hello Mick, it’s Gregg.” He had me for a second.

“Sorry, Gregg.” The name clicked into place. “I almost didn’t recognise you with your clothes on ... as it were!” I added, suddenly aware that other people might be listening in.

“Very droll, Mick, I was wondering if you were free for lunch next Tuesday? At the Atheaum.”

A glance at the calendar revealed that Sam was indeed on duty, so I agreed.

“You’ll need to wear a collar and tie!” He reminded me as we ended the call.

*****
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“The Atheaum? Gregg moves in exalted circles,” Sam observed when I told her about the call. “We’d better get your suit cleaned. Does it still fit?”

As it happened, we ended up buying me a new suit. I appear to be considerably broader across the shoulders than I was in ’72. I put it all down to swimming. That, and all the physical work I have been doing, bringing our new home into the current decade.

After having had a rather uncomfortable encounter in the gent's toilets at Hyde Park Corner, I managed to blag my way into a changing room at Jean Junction. Resplendent in my new suit and my university tie, (“It might not be Eton School, but an old boys tie of any sort will impress the Doorman” Sam had said.) I returned to Gina and stashed my biking gear in the panniers. Then I proceeded to the Atheaum. 

“Good Afternoon, Michael Crooke, I have an appointment for lunch with Mr Gregg ...” Halfway through my explanation to the Porter on the desk, I realise I don’t know Gregg’s surname.

“Ah Michael, bang on time too, I’ll take Mr Crooke through, Parker.”

“Very good Milud, I’ll add him to the guest register.” 

Milud? Who is Gregg? I am still bemused, the atmosphere of this place is getting to me, I mean I’m totally befuddled. I was expecting lunch with a low ranking civil servant and a few general questions about computers and how to use them. Now, I have a multiplying list of questions piling up in my head. 

“I thought we could lunch first, then get down to business over coffee.” Gregg guides us to a table, waving a hand to dismiss the Maitre d’. 

“I must ask, is the man at the desk really called Parker?” Of all the questions I had, that one leapt out of my mouth.

“No idea,” Lord Gregg flicked out his napkin and laid it on his lap. “All the younger members call the Porters ‘Parker’, a tribute to Thunderbirds and it sounds better than calling them ‘My Good Man’ like the old boys do.”

“Ah!” I am about to follow it up when the waiter appears. No menus in his hand I notice.

“We’ll have the soup followed by the steak and kidney. A bottle of my claret too, please.” 

Well!

“A bit like those little places in France, either you have the dish of the day or a steak. The rest is shockingly bad.”

“And you knew the plat du jour without needing to look?” I have been practising my French, Sam and I holiday there most summers.

“Tuesday, steak and kidney pie, avoid Friday’s though, the cod mornay leaves a lot to be desired. Excuse me.” He stands up and shakes hands with a rotund man I vaguely recognise. They exchange a few words, he doesn’t introduce me.

“Wasn’t that ...” I gesture the disappearing figure. 

“The Shadow Chancellor? Sorry, if I’d known I’d have introduced you. Never mind, next time, Michael.” The soup had arrived.

‘Next time?’ I’m getting completely out of my depth. Still, I manage not to spill soup down my tie. 

“How is Samantha, Sam, getting on?”

Does he mean generally or at work? 

“Well, working hard but enjoying it, thank you.” I give an anodyne answer that covers both.

“Julie thinks very highly of her, I expect she will be getting the request to be a bridesmaid very soon.”

“I am sure she will leap at the chance, I know Julie inspired Sam back in the day.”

“So I heard. I took your advice by the way. We had a long chat about the service you and Sam afforded the Anderson family. No wonder you are so close, I suppose, at one level or another, you saved the lives of the three of them. At considerable risk to yourself too, I gather.”

“I should have paid heed to the dark creatures.” As I say it, I feel the dark creatures, the ones that lurk in the dark places, the ones I don’t want to know about, shifting slightly.

“Sorry, Mick?”

“Just something someone said to me one time, forget it!” I know I won’t but that is not for sharing.

Unlike the plate of pie and mash that appeared seconds later. If they always eat like this in these places, how come Gregg is so slim? I accept that I am not going to eat it all and try a sip of the claret while I plan my attack. I’ve had better wines in both Provence and the Roussillon
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