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To my family,
with love


Chapter One

 


We were
sitting on the quayside, beside our office houseboat, enjoying our
lunch break, soaking up the hot August sun. Faye Collister, my
friend and colleague, sipped a coke while I quenched my thirst with
orangeade.

A song
drifted through my mind, Dobie Gray’s ‘Drift
Away’...day after day I’m more
confused...Yep, that just about summed it
up; although I had close on a decade’s experience as an enquiry
agent, still mankind’s desire to abuse itself, and each other,
bemused me...yet I look for the light
through the pouring rain...

No chance of
rain today or any unwelcome intrusions from the elements. Indeed,
the quay was quiet. Occasionally, a lorry would rumble up to the
warehouses, situated behind us; some of those warehouses were in
disrepair, while others were in regular use. The lorries would roll
up and deliver produce, or make collections. The warehouses housed
everything deemed fit to import or export, from food to machinery,
from electrical equipment to self-assembly furniture. The quayside
depots represented the industrial aspect of our landscape, whereas
the view to the south offered vistas of Cardiff Bay, the yacht club
and the wetlands reserve. On balance, I preferred the southern
view.

I eased my
blouse away from my perspiring body then turned to look at Faye; I
was dressed in a blouse and short skirt today, revealing a fair
amount of flesh. While gazing at Faye, I asked, “How are the
self-defence classes coming on?”

“Okay.”
Initially, Faye smiled then she grimaced. “I tweaked a muscle in my
bum the other day, overstretching. But a soak in the bath soon put
that right. I tend to tense up when I’m stressed, but you know that
already.”

“How are
things with Dr Brizendine?” I asked.

Faye sipped
her coke. She eased her sunglasses down to the end of her petite
nose then peered over the rims into the middle distance. “Dr
Brizendine suggested that we should ease back to once a
month.”

“How do you
feel about that?”

“Relieved,”
Faye sighed. She removed her sunglasses, large fashion-conscious
items, and polished them on her blouse. Then she placed them on her
forehead. “Talking with Dr Brizendine is the hardest thing I’ve
ever done. In my dark days, I encountered some real sadists, men
fast with their fists and switchblades, but facing them was a
doddle, compared to Dr Brizendine.”

I nodded then
reflected on Faye’s past. Although born into wealth and privilege,
and blessed with an abundance of natural beauty, Faye struggled
with emotional problems, hence her psychology sessions with Dr
Brizendine. A fractious relationship with her mother and time spent
as a high-class call girl had left many psychological
scars.

With a smile
of encouragement, I said, “Dr Brizendine must feel that you’re
making progress.”

Faye nodded.
“I feel as though I’m making progress.”

“And what
about Blake?” I asked.

Faye rolled
her eyes. She shook her head then reached for her coke, seeking
solace. “Don’t ask.”

“Why
not?”

She sighed,
“I don’t think I’m ready for men yet.”

Blake was
more than a man; he was a hunk, an alpha male; a bodyguard. And
he’d fallen head over heels in love with Faye.

“I thought
you two were making progress.”

“I’m making
progress with thoughts about my mother and past, yes, but men still
place my mind on scramble.”

“Blake’s
besotted with you,” I said.

“It’s lust,”
Faye scowled, her tone dismissive.

“He says he
loves you.”

“He’s a man,”
Faye said; “it’s lust.”

“Men have
romantic feelings too,” I said.

“Your man has
romantic feelings.” Faye adjusted her sunglasses, placed them on
the bridge of her nose. She sipped her coke. “All the men in my
life have had one-track minds – lust.”

“It’s been
three months,” I said.

Faye nodded,
“And he’s getting twitchy. He keeps pestering me about my
past.”

“Maybe you
should tell him,” I suggested, “put him in the picture.”

“If I did
that,” Faye said, “I wouldn’t see his heels for dust.”

“So,” I
surmised, “you quite like having him around.”

Faye picked
up a fashion magazine, her lunchtime reading, and flicked through
the pages. She glanced at the models. Although she’d hidden her
eyes behind the dark lenses of her sunglasses, I sensed that she
was reflecting on the past and her teenage dream of becoming a
model. In reality, few people realize their dreams and Faye was
sensible enough to acknowledge that fact. For Faye, the past was
like an anchor, weighing her down; she longed to cut the chain, yet
remained bound.

“Blake
brightens my mood,” Faye said, “some days; other days his brooding
and pressurizing makes me tense.” She closed the magazine and
placed it on a picnic table. “Like I said, Sam; with men, I’m still
confused; I’m not ready for Blake yet.”

The sound of
a car captured our attention and I turned to stare at a silver
Mercedes. A man stepped out of the Mercedes, a businessman in his
early forties. He wore a smart grey suit, gold cufflinks and a gold
wristwatch while a gold tiepin adorned his polka-dot tie. His hair
was neatly trimmed, I noted, streaked with grey. A square jaw, a
Roman nose and a pencil thin moustache spoke of distinction,
implied a throwback to an earlier age.

“A potential
client?” Faye asked, peering at the businessman from over the rims
of her sunglasses.

“If so,” I
said, “we’ll talk with him on the houseboat.”

“Looks rich,”
Faye said. “Maybe you should kidnap him and sail off into the
sunset.”

“On that
boat?” I turned and frowned at our office houseboat.

“It would
probably sink,” Faye conceded.

“It would
definitely sink,” I said.

Setting aside
nautical matters, we stood and greeted the businessman. He glanced
at me then at Faye and asked, “Samantha Smith?”

“I’m Faye,”
Faye smiled. “That’s Sam.”

“Oh.” The
businessman frowned. He unbuttoned his jacket and straightened his
tie. “You look very young,” he said to me, “like a
teenager.”

I smiled
politely. I was in my mid-thirties; either he was adept at
flattery, or in need of spectacles.

“Put it down
to pure thoughts and an angelic lifestyle,” I said. “Plus an
abundance of night creams.”

“I see,” he
said, his frown intensifying. “I’m Tom, Tom Renwick. I’d like to
hire you.”

“Sure,” I
said. “Would you care to step on board?”

Tom Renwick
followed us on to the houseboat, into my office, which occupied the
main salon. Our houseboat was moored and connected to the mains, so
my office contained all the essentials, including a desk, chairs,
filing space and a computer.

“Neat,” Tom
said, glancing over his shoulder at the sloping sides and pine
panelling. “I did a fair bit of narrowboating, in my
youth.”

“It’s only
temporary,” I said, smoothing the back of my skirt, sitting at my
desk. “We’re scouting around for a permanent office.”

“These days,”
Tom said, easing himself on to our client’s chair, “I don’t get
much time for holidays; my business tends to tie me
down.”

“And what
business are you in?” Faye asked. She’d joined us in my office,
where she sat on a textured sofa.

“Garden
centres. I own the Greenfingers chain of garden stores.”

“Congratulations,” I said.

Tom smiled,
albeit modestly. He adjusted his cufflinks then said, “We’re doing
well.” After another quick glance around my office, he asked, “Are
you a gardener?”

“My husband
potters,” I said. “We hire help when required. I tend to sit back
and admire the view. It’s safer for the plants that
way.”

Tom nodded.
Once again, he frowned. I sensed that he was measuring me up,
judging whether I’d be suited to his task. “I’ve heard good things
about you; business things,” he said.

“I’m pleased
to hear that,” I said.

“And that’s
why I want to hire you.”

I nodded then
glanced at Faye. In response, she picked up a pen and notepad, and
prepared to write. “Hire us,” I asked, “to do what,
exactly?”

“It’s in
connection with my girlfriend, or I should say, girl friend; you note the subtle
difference there?”

“You love
her?” I asked.

“I do,” Tom
said simply.

“But she’s
not sure?”

Tom fingered
his fine pencil moustache. I could picture him in the 1920s or
1930s, wearing a tuxedo and straw boater, cutting a dash across the
dance floor.

To me, he
said, “My girlfriend experienced a bitter breakup with her ex, her
boyfriend. His name is Matt Taylor. My girlfriend’s name is Jana,
Jana Jakubowska, JJ for short; she’s an archaeologist. Their
relationship produced a daughter, Krystyna. Krystyna is four going
on forty; she’s cute and adorable.”

I nodded,
smiled and said, “You’d like Krystyna in your life as
well?”

“I would,”
Tom said. “I’d make Krystyna legally mine, if JJ consented. But
that’s the problem – Matt wants Krystyna too, and he’s making JJ’s
life hell.”

“In what
way?” I asked.

“Someone, and
I assume it’s Matt, sprayed obscenities on her garden
wall.”

“What sort of
obscenities?” Faye asked.

“Crude,
four-letter word obscenities.” Tom reached into his jacket, to an
inside pocket. From the pocket, he removed a memory stick. “I took
pictures, in case this should ever reach the courts. The pictures
are on this stick, along with photographs of JJ, Krystyna and
Matt.”

I accepted
the memory stick from Tom Renwick. Then I slotted it into my
computer. After running a security scan, I studied the
contents.

“Disturbing,”
I said, sitting back, eyeing a picture of a graffiti-sprayed wall.
The graffiti contained all the obscenities you could think of,
along with lines of racist invective.

“I’m sure
you’d agree,” Tom said, “whoever did that, wrote those words, he’s
got a sick mind.”

“And you
think Matt did that?” I asked. “He wrote those words?”

“I knew him
before the split; he’s an archaeologist too; I’m a keen amateur
archaeologist, that’s how I met JJ. Anyway, since the split, Matt
has totally lost it; he’s drinking heavily and has dropped out of
work. Before the split, he was a decent chap; lately he’s changed
completely, a real Jekyll and Hyde.”

Faye wandered
over to my desk, to study the images on my computer. While eyeing
the graffiti, she asked, “Do you have any evidence that Matt did
this?”

“No,” Tom
said, “only my suspicions. But that’s not all; yesterday, someone
posted a dead rat through JJ’s letterbox.”

Faye and I
exchanged a troubled glance. Then I asked, “Do you still have the
rat?”

“I took it to
the police,” Tom said.

“So,” I
reasoned, “the police are involved.”

“Only on the
fringes. JJ doesn’t want a fuss. She wants to forget about the
obscenities and the rat, but how can you forget about something
like that?”

“The rat,”
Faye said, “are you sure it didn’t crawl in and die?”

Tom nodded.
He gave us a firm, decisive stare, a look he’d tendered throughout
countless business meetings, I felt sure. “The rat was as stiff as
a board, and decomposing; the creature had been dead for some
time.”

Faye added a
note to her notepad. Then I asked, “What do you want us to
do?”

“Look into
the obscenities and the rat; see if you can pin them on Matt
Taylor.”

“He might be
innocent,” I said.

Tom puckered
his lips. He offered us a doubtful frown. However, he stopped short
of shaking his head. “If Matt is innocent, I want you to identify
the guilty party.”

“And then?”
Faye asked.

“Either
myself or the police will have a word with him; I want this to
stop, now.”

“Where does
JJ live?” I asked.

“Llantrisant.
Near the Royal Mint. Her address is on that memory stick. All the
relevant details are on the memory stick.”

“You are well
organized,” Faye said, warming to a kindred spirit.

Tom offered a
modest shrug followed by a Clark Gable smile. “The Greenfingers
garden centres didn’t prosper through chance. If I’m passionate
about something or someone, I give them my full
support.”

I nodded then
asked, “Where is JJ working?”

“Kenfig.
She’s involved in the dig.”

“I’ll find
her there this afternoon?”

“Yes,” Tom
said; “you will.”

Satisfied
with Tom’s answers and the veracity of his story, I removed the
memory stick from my computer and handed it to Faye. While she
placed the memory stick in a drawer for safekeeping, I studied her
notes. Faye had large, easy-to-read handwriting. Invariably, she
littered her notes with expressive squiggles and question marks.
She’d observed that the spelling on the graffiti was questionable,
scrawled there by someone illiterate, or drunk?

I stood then
walked with Tom Renwick, back to his Mercedes. Meanwhile, Faye
lingered on the quayside, the sun warming her beautiful face, a
gentle breeze ruffling her golden hair.

Tom eased
himself on to the driver’s seat. Then, he pressed a button and the
driver’s window slid down. Through the open window, he said, “I’d
also like to arrange protection for JJ.”

I nodded then
frowned. “We don’t do bodyguard work.”

“But you must
know someone who does?”

I glanced
over my shoulder, to Faye. Normally, I’d contact Mac, a good friend
and a reliable bodyguard. However, Mac was away on business, a
security assignment for SM77 Securities in the Netherlands. Faye’s
dark look suggested that she’d read my mind; she knew that I was
thinking of Blake.

“I know of
someone,” I said to Tom Renwick.

“Good,” Tom
said. He checked his rear-view mirror then switched on the
ignition. As the Mercedes purred into life, he added, “I can leave
the arrangements with you?”

“Our rates
are reasonable,” I said, “but the bodyguard might prove
expensive.”

Tom shrugged.
From the dashboard, he retrieved a pair of aviator’s sunglasses and
slipped them over the bridge of his nose. “Like I said,” he smiled,
“my garden centres are very popular. Besides, I’d empty my bank
account to protect JJ and Krystyna.”

“I’ll make
the arrangements,” I said.

Tom nodded.
Then he drove away.


Chapter Two

 


That
afternoon, I drove to Kenfig.

Situated
twenty-five miles west of Cardiff within a vast expanse of coastal
sand dunes, Kenfig played host to a large freshwater pool, healing
springs and numerous examples of rare flora and fauna. The flora
and fauna included fifteen varieties of wild orchid, the shrill
carder bee and the great crested newt. Furthermore, the site was
rich in historical remains, ripe for an archaeologist.

At Kenfig, I
parked my Mini, placed my left hand to my forehead and gazed into
the sand dunes. I spied a group of casually dressed archaeologists
at work, scraping away in trenches, taking photographs, cleaning
and recording finds. Members of the public lined the perimeter.
They looked on with interest and exchanged the occasional
comment.

I recalled
Tom’s photograph of JJ and concluded that I was in luck because
first up I spied her, standing on a sand dune, taking pictures of a
trench. The archaeologists had dug their trenches on the fringe of
the sand dunes, near the car park. Tiptoeing around the trenches, I
approached JJ.

“Hello,
Jana,” I said; “I’m sorry to bother you; my name’s Sam.”

The
archaeologist lowered her camera and I realized that I’d made a
mistake. Like Jana Jakubowska, the archaeologist was in her early
thirties. She had longish hair, tied back in a ponytail, dyed
blonde, playful blue eyes and an attractive oval face. Furthermore,
her smile was wide and natural. Of average height, she possessed a
sensual figure, a size twelve at a guess. Dressed in a simple
tee-shirt and cut-off jeans, she wore a gold crucifix around her
neck, but no other jewellery.

“I’m sorry,”
I laughed to cover my embarrassment. “I thought you were Jana
Jakubowska.”

The
archaeologist laughed in turn. “Don’t worry,” she said; “people
make that mistake all the time. You’d swear we were sisters, but
we’re not related. I’m Fleur, Fleur Aston.”

I stepped
forward to greet Fleur.

“Mind my
trench,” she cautioned, raising a worried hand.

“Sorry,” I
said. “But I’m pleased to meet you, Fleur.”

Before our
conversation could develop any further, another archaeologist
stepped forward. Male, this archaeologist had a head of grey,
unruly hair, blue eyes, which sparkled with vitality, a grey beard,
a ruddy complexion and an avuncular manner. His open-necked shirt,
resplendent in a red and white check, strained against his pot
belly, while his jeans displayed a number of grass and dirt
stains.

“All done
here?” he asked Fleur.

“I think so,”
she said.

“Okay. Move
on to trench three. Record the finds, then take a look at the
artillery we’ve uncovered to the west of the site. Don’t worry; the
experts have declared it all safe.”

“Will do,”
Fleur smiled. Turning on her heel, she offered her supervisor a
playful salute.

As Fleur
walked away, the supervisor said, “She’s a wonderful archaeologist,
a terrific person.” Then he grabbed my right hand and gave it a
vigorous shake. “I’m Aubrey Monk, site director.”

“Sam Smith,”
I said, freeing my hand, flexing my fingers, “enquiry
agent.”

“A private
detective.” Aubrey Monk stepped back in mock astonishment.
Throughout our conversation, he continued to smile. Indeed, he
possessed an infectious smile, brimming with bonhomie.

“That’s
right,” I said, “a private detective.”

“And what
brings you to our site?”

“I’m looking
for Jana Jakubowska.”

“And you
mistook Fleur for Jana.” He shook his head then laughed, his pot
belly wobbling with amusement. “It happens all the time.” Then,
suddenly, he became serious. “Are there any problems?”

“I’ve been
hired to investigate a personal matter,” I replied
diplomatically.

“I see.”
Aubrey Monk scratched his beard. His manner and appearance spoke of
experience; he knew not to press the point. “Fair enough. But Jana
isn’t here; she’s at our sister site on Stormy Down.” He turned to
glance over his shoulder, to a distant point east, inland from
Kenfig. “She’s supervising our dig over there.”

While Aubrey
talked, I allowed my gaze to wander over the horizon. To the north,
the green hills of Margam Mountain rose majestically while, further
along the coast, the steel works at Port Talbot spewed white
industrial clouds into the deep blue sky. Behind us, the Severn Sea
lapped on to the Glamorgan Heritage Coast, offering a salty tang to
the air, inducing dreams of ice creams and sand castles, buckets
and spades, memories of youth.

Breaking my
reverie, Aubrey
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