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			Chapter One

			___________________________________________

			‘First time in the Caribbean?’ 

			Danny Perry glanced at the enormous woman behind the voice. She was clutching a plate piled as high as a plate could be piled without losing at least some of the dubious delights thereon.

			He wondered why, with it so full, she was still in the queue for food. He figured that maybe she intended to slip some into a pocket for later.

			‘Second actually, we came last year. Different islands this time.’

			‘We come a lot. Not for the activities or anything. We enjoy the tours don’t we Donald?’

			Danny presumed that she was referring to her husband, as a rather small voice could be heard agreeing behind her back. Donald for the most part remained hidden behind her bulk, apart from a small hand that snatched Gollum-like at a soft roll with a pair of plastic servers. The queue moved slowly and the voice came again.

			‘St Kitts is our favourite. The Scenic Train. Takes you through all the old sugar plantations and you get lovely little cakes made from desiccated coconut and free pina coladas. Of course there’s no sugar now…no money in it so they turn the sugar cane into other stuff. Not sure what. They have gospel singers on the train…lovely they are…sing all gospelly songs…praising the Lord and all that kind of thing and all the little children come out with big smiles on their faces and wave at you. Really old-fashioned it is. You and your wife must do the Train.’

			‘I’m with my girlfriend.’

			‘Oh well, I’m sure she’ll enjoy it just as much as your wife.’

			Danny squinted slightly into the distance.

			‘Contact lenses playing up are they? Donald’s do. If he has trouble getting ‘em out I just give him a clout on the back of the head and out they pop! Don’t mind me love, just my sense of humour. Sense of humour and a healthy appetite makes the world go round I say.’

			Danny wasn’t listening to the trite philosophy he was still squinting at something over her shoulder.

			‘Did you see the whale today, magnificent wasn’t it? How can they hunt them we say don’t we Donald.’ 

			A muffled grunt from behind her informed him that Donald agreed. He probably agreed with everything she said out of habit. 

			‘Japan have started again apparently. Cruel isn’t it they’re such beautiful creatures.’ He thought that her sympathy probably came from identifying with them, but didn’t say so.

			After moving another three feet and being subjected to the ‘must-see’ highlights of Martinique and Antigua, Danny broke away from the queue, with polite smile and nod. Not worth explaining that his wife wouldn’t have enjoyed the Caribbean one iota and his girlfriend, in whom he was about to seek sanctuary, was not yet ‘wife number two.’

			‘Who’s your new fancy woman?’

			‘Luckily I didn’t get her name, but her invisible husband is Donald. Avoid them.’

			‘She doesn’t look as though she’s from the Jamie Oliver school of sensible eating.’

			‘They do the coach tours.’

			‘No coach tours for us then.’

			‘Absolutely….or we’ll have two new best friends.’

			‘If you ask her nicely she’ll tell you the long and tedious tale of stealing a leaf from the very breadfruit tree that Captain Bligh himself planted on St. Vincent, how not to walk because its uphill as it’s usually very hot and how they imprison you for life or hang, draw and quarter you for nicking the local parrots and flogging them overseas.’

			‘If you see her again thank her will you, I now feel I’ve been there.’

			‘That was only the tip of the iceberg.’

			Danny had maintained a reasonable physique for a forty-year-old and his hair was still as black as it had been in his teens. It wasn’t just his youthful appearance that had attracted Rachel, but his general joie de vivre; she loved being with him because he made everything seem like fun. Since they’d been an item, everyone had commented on “how well suited” they were and that they “looked so good together,” which flattered and amused them and had brought them even closer.

			Rachel was undoubtedly pretty, with her short blonde hair and tip-tilted nose, but she only had eyes for the man sitting opposite her despite the attention of other male passengers on the odd occasion she’d been alone. 

			‘Looking for someone?’ enquired Rachel sweetly.

			‘I don’t know. I vaguely thought I saw someone I knew just now. You know; familiar face but you can’t quite put a name to it.’

			‘So it could have been someone you might have known vaguely, or possibly not, but you’re not sure who and you can’t remember their name!’

			‘Something like that!’

			‘You’re priceless.’

			------------------------------------------------

			‘Tai Chi? Sounds like something off a menu at the Hong Kong Garden. It’ll give you funny eyes.’

			Detective Inspector Tamsin Church gave him a reproachful look, ‘You can’t say that guv, you know it’s non-pc.’ 

			‘In my day ‘non-pc was when a copper didn’t show up for work.’

			Chief Inspector Bryan Byrnes enjoyed being ‘non-pc,’ in tandem with ridiculing the nanny state, advocating the return of the death penalty, bringing back the birch, re-introducing national service and putting stocks back on village greens. It could be said that he wasn’t a moderate.

			The young DI smiled, unphased by her boss. With her dancing blue eyes, softly bobbed blonde hair, well-tailored suit and crisp white blouse, nobody would have taken her for a detective. Business woman maybe; an advertising executive or the editor of a glossy magazine, but not a detective.

			‘It so happens that Tai Chi and Pilates help me discipline my body…and that’s not open season on Miss Whiplash jokes in case you were tempted.’

			‘Blimey, when did the fun start going out of life? I woke up one morning and the world had started taking itself seriously overnight.’

			‘If you’ll excuse me saying so guv, you could use some exercise. You’re getting a paunch.’

			Brynes cocked his head on one side, knitted his eyebrows, rose and moved to where their office mirror hung, halfway up the wall opposite the window. He stood on tiptoe, held his tummy in and examined himself briefly for a few seconds. True, it had been years since he’d done anything that could be described as physical sport, but he did get to Stamford Bridge to watch Chelsea play whenever he could. That must count for something, even though the match would include a large lunch and a few drinks. He imagined that in a good light he rather resembled an older version of Joe Cole. He was wide of the mark. 

			Most of the coppers in the Essex station where he was based were either Colchester United supporters or West Ham United diehards, but being on the receiving end of their regular fusillade of verbal had failed to sway his allegiance and he’d remained a faithful fan through bad times and good. Of course he’d taken a lot of stick when ‘The Special One’ walked out on Roman Abramovitch, but that came with the territory.

			He’d supported the Pensioners, a nickname they seemed to be stealthily phasing out, since their FA Cup Final victory in 1970 and wasn’t going to be pressurized now by his underlings into venturing into the Boleyn Ground. What a season that had been for Chelsea. He had been sixteen when his father had taken him to his first FA Cup Final, his father’s team having beaten Manchester United in the semi-final with a goal from the legendary Billy Bremner. He remembered the sinking feeling in the Final as Jack Charlton headed the opener for Leeds United and the relief as Gary Sprake misjudged Peter Houseman’s low shot for Chelsea to level things. He recalled his heart being in his mouth as Alan Clarke headed against the post and the despair as Mick Jones drove the rebound into the net. When all seemed lost Ian Hutchinson beat Charlton to a header to make it 2-2. He hadn’t been lucky enough to go to the replay, but was full of it at school after Chelsea clinched the match 2-1 with goals from his new hero Peter Osgood and the extra-time winner from Dave Webb. He was hooked from that moment as Osgood, Webb and Hutchinson joined the likes of Eddie McCreadie, Ron Harris and Peter Bonetti on his bedroom wall. Without warning his daydream came to an abrupt halt..

			‘I’m off then guv,’

			‘No news on the series of break-ins or the Colchester flasher I suppose?’

			‘Nothing new.’

			‘Go on then clear off to your “Tai-Chi feely” lessons.’

			‘That’s not bad for you. Better than last week’s “Pilates of the Caribbean.” 

			‘I’m just a natural comedian Detective Inspector Church.’

			She smiled affectionately at the back of his head as she left. The Chief was damned good at his job and underneath the Ghengis Khan exterior he was sensitive and sympathetic…to the right people. She often thought that if they had a TV X Factor for detectives that Bryan Byrnes would win it hands down…or should that be hands up? He had the uncanny knack of lateral thinking under his vaguely curmudgeonly façade.

			There was no Mrs. Byrnes anymore, the pain of her death at too young an age gradually being eased over the years by outwitting criminals, working unnecessarily long hours, Chelsea FC and Trivia quiz evenings. If there were questions on sport, pop music, history, Britain, or indeed most things, Bryan Byrnes was the man you wanted on your team. If you were on Who Wants To Be a Millionaire and had to phone a friend, you could do a lot worse than Brian Byrnes.

			There was no question that his hair was slightly to long for the police force, but a hankering to be David Bowie in his teens had never quite left him. He knew there was no chance now, but the thought that one day he might just treat himself to guitar lessons had kept him going through the grimmest months of his life.

			He’d started at one point; bought an acoustic and had a lesson or two but the finer points of the instrument still lay well out of reach. 

			Within five minutes of Tamsin Church’s departure he had his arm around Mick Ronson’s shoulder and was singing the chorus of Starman to the mirror.

			Byrnes’ performance was interrupted by an amused Detective Sgt. Barwick poking his head around the door.

			‘Another flashing sir’ 

			‘My first Top of the Pops appearance and you have to spoil it Barwick?’

			‘Sir?

			‘Oh nothing. What was the first record you ever bought?’

			‘Actually it was a CD, The Only Way Is Up.’

			‘Oh yes, I forgot you were a child of the laser beam generation. So Yazz was your first single. Blimey that makes me feel old.’

			‘ Everyone says you look very good for your age sir.’ 

			‘I like your style Sergeant. Consider yourself promoted to Chief Constable as of now.’ 

			Barwick grinned. ‘Thank you sir!’ 

			Bryan did indeed look good for his fifty-three years. He may have piled a little on here or there, but didn’t women prefer that to a skinny man? He also thanked his genes for the follicles that continued to cling happily on to his head, while those of many of his peers had begun to jump ship.

			‘I hear that Old King Cole has been up to his wicked ways again?’ 

			‘He’s been reported as having revealed himself to two young women outside Colchester Town station.’ 

			‘Anything to go on Sergeant? Dimensions, girth, cavalier, roundhead?’ 

			‘Smallish they reckoned,’ said Barwick, biting his lip. 

			‘Depends what your used to doesn’t it?’ 

			‘I’ll get the lads to keep an eye out in that area. Anything else sir?’ 

			‘Yes. I’d like you personally to undertake a house to house search. Tell ‘em to stick their willys through the letter box, make a note of all the small ones and we’ll have an identity parade.’ 

			‘There were worse people to work for than Bryan Byrnes,’ he thought as he walked back down the corridor. It had been the Chief who’d nicknamed the flasher, “Old King Cole,” the one-time head honcho of ancient Colchester and for centuries sung about in the nursery rhyme. Byrnes had amused the team no end during the first briefing on the pervert, when he’d burst into the lines “…and every fiddler had a fine fiddle and a very fine fiddle had he.” 

			As things have a habit of doing, the joke between four walls had reached the ears of the press, in this case the East Anglian Daily Times, and a substantial piece about the Chief Inspector not taking the case seriously had brought the wrath of his overlords upon him. So far the sightings had been just that, sightings, no physical contact, no lecherous comments and no pursuit, just sporadic flashing and only in Colchester. Old King Cole apparently had no desire to share his small endowment with the good citizens of any other Essex town. 

			Byrnes shut down his laptop, rubbed his hands over his eyes, gave the office the once-over and legged it towards the stairs. He hoped the weekly Frog & Nightgown quiz hadn’t started without him. 

			‘Night sir.’ The Chief Inspector glanced over his shoulder. 

			‘Goodnight Dawson. Do you know what I’d do if I had a small willy?’ 

			‘I hadn’t really given it much consideration sir.’ 

			‘I’d leave it in my trousers constable.’ 

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			___________________________________________

			The rain slanted depressingly up Albemarle Street from the South. The wind wasn’t particularly cold but that didn’t impress the few that had been caught without overcoats or umbrellas. There was an opportunist further along Piccadilly towards the Circus selling foldaway umbrellas for a fiver, but for those braving the elements nearer to the Hyde Park end it wasn’t worth the soaking they’d have got in trekking down there. There were only two publishing houses in Albemarle Street, the long-established John Murray who’d looked after everyone from Byron to Betjeman, and Olive Tree, a relatively new set-up who’d signed some two-dozen new writers over the seven years they’d been in existence. Their most successful author shook his umbrella, hung his Burberry raincoat on the old-fashioned mahogany hat-stand and sat down, looking rather pleased with himself.

			Lloyd Catlin’s publisher swivelled away from the window and leaned back on his chair. It was deliberately an inch or two higher than the seat for his authors on the other side of the green leather-topped desk. He reasoned that it might level those who needed levelling. Not being the tallest of men, Catlin gave the impression of Ronnie Corbett perched on his televisually oversized chair. It didn’t bother him though, he had plenty of front and if DJ wanted to play his little games so be it, he was too grand to be affected. Even the languid drawl didn’t get to him. Duncan James was as praticed at ‘languid drawl’ as he was at flicking his floppy blond hair from his forehead every few seconds. It made little difference to the tonsorial layout as gravity dragged it back within seconds. The above-the-desk view afforded to Catlin showed him that the man who sent him his cheques wore his favoured mode of dress, a beaten-up cord jacket, Jeeves & Hawkes shirt and a loosely tied cravat.

			‘I’ll need your final draught by the beginning of April at the latest. That gives you six months and of course the usual advance should spur you on even if the thought of slogging away during the long winter months doesn’t.’ 

			‘I haven’t let you down yet and a best-seller every time!’ 

			Five years earlier, Lloyd had been able to quit the job he’d had since leaving university following a surprise, and runaway, success with a fishing-themed crime novel. Working his way up in the Daily Mail, he’d become a respected journalist, at least by his readers if not by his editor, but the financial rewards from Float had given him his independence and opened the door to four more novels on a similar theme. His latest, Death In The Shallows, was still at number three in the fiction section of the book chart and could be found on most book carousels and at major airports. Catlin found could tolerate the occasional in-store signing, but not the people who asked him for his autograph without buying one of his books or those who hung around for ages asking him idiotic questions. The only people he excused what in his eyes were two cardinal sins, were young, male, book shop assistants.

			‘Off to your usual hideout?’ asked Duncan James

			‘Of course love, you know how bloody superstitious I am. I don’t think I could finish a sentence anywhere but Nuneham Courtney. I love the remoteness.’ 

			‘You love picking up boys in Oxford you mean.’

			‘Someone has to do it dear.’ 

			‘Bloody authors.’

			‘It’s a foible isn’t it? I can’t help it.’

			‘Well just watch where you dangle your rod, keep an eye on your tackle and don’t catch anything.’ 

			‘Ah, the old chestnut…I was wondering how long before you trotted it out… for God’s sake come up with a new one DJ.’

			‘I’m serious. I don’t want you catching some foul disease and dying on me, your books are keeping me well and truly in the black.’ 

			‘In which case I might have to change my will and leave all my royalties to the Terence Higgins Trust.’ 

			Duncan James had had enough banter, ‘go on, bugger off and write your book.’

			‘What’s happened to the customary cup of tea that publishers offer there care-worn and sensitive writers? Come on DJ, Earl Grey, a dash of milk and no sugar and I can gaze at your stern, manly visage whilst I sip it gently!’

			The publisher sighed, squeezed both temples with his thumb and forefinger and ordered tea via the intercom.

			------------------------------------------------

			Lloyd Catlin’s first novel had been written in a rented bungalow on the opposite side of the bank to Nuneham Courtney village. The building had once been alive with boys, as it had served as the Radley College boathouse for many years before becoming a private residence. It’s former life meant that it technically wasn’t a bungalow, as a small circular staircase led to the only second floor room, its long, unusual shape due to the fact that it once housed skiffs and the like. It was in this room that Lloyd Catlin wrote the crime novels that had made him a tidy sum. 

			He liked to feel that he was among the spirits of the generations of boys to whom this building had been so familiar. It had a womb-like atmosphere to it, as if he’d stayed on at school for an extra twenty years or so. It also reminded him how lucky he was not being part of the rat-race any more and having to work in that buzzing bee-hive in Knightsbridge with a driven editor on his case twenty-four hours a day. At least now he could work in his own time and at his own pace, apart from the odd shoving and nudging by his publisher and he didn’t really mind that, it was all part of the game. Another plus was that it kept his mind occupied so that the dark clouds didn’t gather to often. He could handle being alone as long as he was working and his mind was fully occupied, other than that he preferred company, specific company admittedly, as long as they didn’t outstay their welcome and were clean.

			He hadn’t been gay at school, at least he assumed he hadn’t, although girls had never been at the top of his agenda as they had been with his mates. It was in his early twenties that he realized that he hadn’t been given the same blinkered sex-drive of his peers. As the years passed he settled for being happy with the occasional one-night stand when the need arose. Not with girls though, never with girls. 

			Duncan James used the time it took for Catlin to sip his tea to ask the usual questions that he knew would only bring the usual answers, or lack of them. 

			‘Any clues that I can use for some up front PR?’ 

			‘No, absolutely not, it’s tempting fate.’ 

			‘Lloyd you’re a bloody old woman sometimes.’ 

			‘You don’t complain when you’re banking the cheques.’ 

			‘Title?’ 

			‘Had the title for months love, and I’ll tell you when I’m ready.’

			‘Oh for goodness sake you’re not dealing with the KGB. I’m your bloody publisher. Am I to guess that’s it’s on a familiar theme and your super sleuth will still be in action?’

			 ‘I am indeed sticking with the wonderful Chief Superintendent Daniel Paris, the old ladies love him and his slightly old-fashioned values and methods, but you’re not getting any more until I hand you the finished product.’ 

			‘You’re bloody useless, go on bugger off to Nuneham Courtney.’ 

			------------------------------------------------

			‘St Maarten tomorrow,’ cooed Rachel, putting down a seven letter word and picking up a very respectable 73 points. ‘I hope you put us down for the quad-biking?’ 

			‘How come I pick up all the ‘I’s’ and ‘U’s’ and you get the ‘Z and the ‘X?’ ‘

			‘Genius and talent.’ 

			‘I did remember to get our names down for the quad biking, but I’d have thought that you might have wanted to do the shops tomorrow darling? Forty jewellery shops in a row…what more could a girl want?’

			‘We can do both, but I’m not that bothered about trinkets.’’ 

			That’s what he liked about Rachel. She was more like him than Diana ever was. Apart from the most expensive jewellery, she’d have declared the St Maarten shops too tawdry and the quad biking too juvenile. As for sex, well high days and holidays would have been too frequent. 

			The thought of Diana being stuck with what she would consider the hoi-polloi for several days on the Atlantic crossing brought a smile to his lips as he moved his letters to form P-A-R-K. Was that really all he could do, still the ‘K’ was worth five. He imagined Diana queuing with meek Donald and his domineering wife, joining them for the table-tennis tournament, trying to win the £100 prize in the Saturday night Blackjack tournament or lying with fellow lobsters belatedly smeared in factor 30. Diana would rather die than clap along to the wonderful Erroll Brown tribute act in the ship’s theatre, but then Diana was a dyed-in-the-wool snob that contributed nothing to the world but expected everything from it. He often wondered whether there was something that had been lacking in himself that had led him to imagine that they were even vaguely compatible. 

			Anyway, that phase of his life as over and a new one was just beginning. 

			‘I’m out.’ 

			‘You’re joking’ 

			‘Three hundred and sixty seven…oh and your two, that’s three hundred and sixty-nine. Not bad.’ 

			‘Expect the most severe punishment!’ 

			‘I have to shower first,’ said Rachel, adding coquettishly, ‘I may be some time.’

			‘In which case I will also be some time.’

			‘I thought you were giving up?’

			‘Last one, I promise.’

			‘Fibber.’

			Neither knew it but Danny Perry wasn’t fibbing. 

			High up on deck twelve, he could hear the music from the Masquerade bar, at least he could hear the insidious bass as it seemed to drive the Ocean Empress on, on her south-west course to the Caribbean. 

			He lit a cigarette and thought of Rachel in the shower. Then he thought of Rachel out of the shower, on the bed and smelling of Molton Brown Hair and Body Sports Wash. They were good thoughts, especially the second one. The smoke from his mouth was whipped away barely before it was out, but the wind was warm and inviting. He thought how wonderful it would be to make love out here, even for Rachel to conceive here. A boy, of course, Maarten maybe, that’s where they’d be spending tomorrow, on the island that is half Dutch and half French. ‘We’ll give him the Dutch spelling,’ he mused quietly.

			He and Diana had never had children. He’d long ago decided that it was just as well, or he’d have been shackled to her for life in one way or another just for the love of his kids. She still hadn’t had any. She and her new spouse had no time for children; they were too busy with their own self-importance. They’d moved to a town somewhere in Lincolnshire, where he’d been Mayor twice, a position that she currently held while he was her consort. 

			‘She’d prefer it that way round,’ he thought. 

			 He became fascinated for several minutes by a bright star sitting low on the southern horizon. He wished he knew more about the galaxy so he could give it a name, but if he focused on the star and not the ship, the rolling motion gave the illusion that it was yo-yo-ing up and down in the night sky. He wished Rachel had been up on deck to share the moment, but he’d recount the vision of the “star on a string” in the most romantic way possible when he was in bed with her.

			The opening bars of YMCA drifted up from five decks below. The Masquerade would be heaving with inebriated souls waving their arms in the shape of the letters, and of course for the most part, getting hopelessly confused. He enjoyed the solitude of the deck at night and gazing at the wide unending blackness. It was also a chance to reflect on his luck at finding Rachel. Before her, he’d reached the conclusion that he might have to settle for second best; be satisfied with someone that suited him and he rubbed along with rather than experience an out-and-out love affair. Life was so perfect that he’d decided to propose her at some point of the holiday and was certain that she’d say yes. He’d wait for an ultimately romantic moment, mood or beautiful island

			A creaking sound cut through the efforts of the Village People. Danny turned, expecting to find the wind tearing at something, or a couple looking for a romantic spot away from the gadding crowd. There was no one there. Nothing except the giant piles of sun-loungers stacked away at the end of the shuffleboard target, unwanted and unloved until sunrise the following morning. At least he wouldn’t be unloved until sunrise. But as John Lennon once remarked, “Life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans.” Or death. 

			He heard the creak again. Maybe he’d disturbed a couple exploring the night’s possibilities behind the loungers. He might be branded a peeping tom. Things like that happened to innocent people these days.

			‘Time to go,’ he decided, stubbing his cigarette end out on the packet. One of the on-board announcements had warned of the dangers of throwing cigarettes over the side. 

			It could blow back anywhere. 

			‘At least Rachel and I are conscious of doing our bit for the world,’ he thought, ‘bottles in the bottle bank; recycling; organic food whenever possible. You get out what you put in.’ 

			‘Out for a quick drag?’ 

			The voice came from the shadows of the sun-loungers where eager shuffle-boarders would groan over their scores in the heat of the day. 

			‘Ah, a late night reveller, I thought I heard something. Thought it was a couple “at it.”’ 

			‘You’ll want to be “at it” soon no doubt?’ 

			Something in the man’s tone put Danny’s back up. 

			‘What the hell do mean by that?’

			‘It’s easy isn’t it. Forget the marriage vows. Set up with someone else. Life’s cheap really isn’t it? But that doesn’t bother me. That’s not your real sin is it? You know what your real sin is don’t you?’

			The man moved slowly out of the shadows, so the moonlight struck his face. 

			‘Good God!’ 

			‘Maybe I am your God. Your judgement.’ 

			‘What the hell are you doing here?’ 

			The man didn’t speak again. Not for him the long-winded explanation of his movements; the drawn-out reasoning or verbose posturing. He swung a shuffleboard paddle so hard at Danny’s head that it shattered his skull. 

			His adversary swiftly and silently heaved the inert body into the night waters of the Western Atlantic. 

			15,000 tons of steel ploughed on into the darkness as 1,500 souls slept, partied, made love or drank their way into the following day.

			------------------------------------------------

			‘Question eight,’ droned the quizmaster, ‘what is the literal definition of the word “trivia?”’ 

			Byrnes’ team-mates looked at him expectantly. One was in the force; the other two weren’t, but none of them it seemed had an immediate answer. 

			‘”Three roads” or “three ways,” he said, under his breath. Voices carried, as most serious quiz buffs knew. Some were even said to be good lip readers. 

			Daffyd Rhys -Williams the welsh detective in charge of the pen scribbled down the answer in a wonderfully legible hand. If points were awarded for neatness, as they used to be at school, Rhys-Williams would have stormed it for The Simpsons. Every quiz team has a name and The Simpsons seemed as good as any. No particular reason, but at least it was cleaner than some. 

			‘Question nine, what is the chemical symbol for Gold?’ 

			Rhys-Williams scribbled down “Au,” as the others nodded sagely.

			After a few seconds respite to swallow the odd mouthful of beer and dig into the bottom of any one of five crisp packets, the next question in the General Knowledge round in some ways mirrored events on the other side of the Atlantic

			Life is a strange thing. Or maybe coincidences aren’t always what they seem. Maybe thoughts can be transmitted and ‘coincidences’ are the result. Some call it ‘kismet,’ others ‘fate’ and in happier circumstances, ‘serendipity.’ ‘That’s weird, I was just about to phone you,’ we say when someone calls us. Dogs, they tell us, are particularly sensitive. So was Bryan Byrnes.

			‘Question ten. If you were midway between the Azores and the Caribbean how far away would the nearest land be?’ 

			‘Bloody hell.’ Peter Browning was a local poet, but his claim to be a direct descendant of the famous Robert was utterly ludicrous, as he’d changed his name by deed poll from Pigden many years earlier. No-one held it against him though; he was a pleasant enough chap and was well versed in literature and history. English battles were his speciality. His other speciality was pretending to be more eccentric than he really was.

			‘Bermuda?’ hazarded Rhys-Williams. 

			‘The Azores?’ muttered Jean Lambert. ‘The Caribbean is the sea, not land, could be a trick question. Jean was a local bookseller and more than held her own with her three male team-mates. 

			‘It’s a trick question all right,’ grinned Byrnes, ‘the answer is “straight down”…bottom of the ocean!’ He shivered slightly and put it down to the excitement of adding more points to their tally.

			‘Mr. Lateral Thinker does it again,’ said Browning, shaking his head. 

			‘If he’s right,’ contested Jean Lambert. 

			‘Oh come on,’ said Rhys-Williams, ‘he does it with unerring accuracy, as you well know.’ 

			What he didn’t know was that one Danny Perry, had he been alive, was in the best position to know the answer.

			The Chief Inspector allowed himself a second pint of Spitfire in the interval between rounds. 

			Peter Browning raised his eyebrows, ‘Any news on the flasher? 

			‘To be honest he’s getting on my nerves, so keep your eyes and ears open. I don’t like being made a fool of so when I catch him I’m going to have his testicles removed with a pair of rusty shears.’ 

			‘A bit harsh isn’t it sir?’ grinned Rhys-Williams. 

			‘You’re right Daffyd, I’ll use a new pair.’

			------------------------------------------------

			Ignoring immediate offers of medication and counselling from the ship’s medical staff, Rachel Turner’s mental safety net was the absolute conviction that she would find Danny waiting for her in St. Maarten. On automatic pilot, she disembarked amidst hundreds of other day-trippers from the vessel unaware that she was the girlfriend of the man who’d gone overboard the night before. With a couple of dozen of her fellow passengers, she walked down to the water taxi her eyes darting this way and that for a glimpse of Danny. She knew he would be here somewhere. 

			Five minutes later three locals secured the launch close to the shops and cafes and helped everyone ashore over the gap between the boat and the quayside. In a zombie-like state Rachel walked towards the little town’s main street littered with shops selling cheap jewellery, cameras, DVD players and Caribbean T shirts.

			If they bothered at all, cars had to crawl along the narrow street, which was just as well or Rachel would have become at least three traffic statistics within ten minutes.

			 Drawn by a row of smart summer shirts in the window, she wandered into a store selling Tommy Hilfiger men’s wear thinking that she’d surprise Danny by buying him some new things to wear. The air conditioning brought a welcome relief from the intense heat and she set about examining the clothes. Her agitated manner and intensity of interest swiftly brought a female shop assistant to her side, who was immediately regaled with details not only of Danny’s physique and the type of clothes that suited him, but his virtues, his love for her and anything else she could think of. The assistant could do no more than interject during the smallest of pauses, but clearly thought a sale more important than questioning the customer’s odd behaviour and smiled her way through the sale of several items. Rachel eventually emerged into with two jackets, two shirts and a pair of light khaki summer trousers. With the twisted reasoning that if Danny was going to swim or be washed ashore then the beach would be the natural place to wait for him, she walked down one of the small alleys leading off the main street. She ran the usual gamut of traders selling their wares, but ignoring the offers of tattoos or having her hair braided, she emerged on the front close to one of the many places selling food and drink. Refusing the temptation of food from the persuasive menu-waving waiter, Rachel settled for an orange juice and stared vacantly at four Hawiian-shirted locals with wide, happy grins knocking seven bells out of their steel pans. She vaguely recognised the first two songs, Mary Anne and Jamaican Farewell, as the oldest and shortest member of the troupe sang to the tourists as if they were his oldest and dearest friends. She felt spiritually buoyed up for ten minutes or so, but then a restlessness overtook her and she wandered the few yards down on to the sand, where she was immediately pestered by ladies selling canvas bags, beads and other items so utterly useless for sun-worshippers. 

			‘Sun hats maybe,’ she thought, ‘or cold beer, but who the hell is desperate for a canvas bag when you’re trying to top up your tan?’

			‘You want weed? You want candy?’ The voice came from behind her and so close to her ear that it startled her. 

			‘What?’ 

			You want weed? ‘You want candy? Legal here…all above the board….this is the Dutch side of the island…it’s OK here….French side not so good. You want?’ 

			‘No thanks I don’t want. Go away.’ 

			‘Make you feel good.’ His face was right up to hers now and she could smell his breath, foul, sour and garlicky. He began jabbering away in a tongue that she didn’t understand. She made a feeble attempt to push him away, but the jabbering increased, the breath smelled more vile and his presence and insistence was making her feel acutely claustrophobic. The intense heat seemed to overwhelm her, the sound from the steel pans pulsated in her head and the drug dealer invaded every bit of her space. Ten seconds later she fainted onto the sand.

			------------------------------------------------

			It was five days later that Tamsin Church took a call from the authorities in St Maarten. 

			‘It’s about that case in the paper guv. The guy that went overboard from the cruise ship.’ 

			Bryan Byrnes knew all about it. He’d read the article in the East Anglian Daily Times. 

			A businessman from Dedham had disappeared over the side of the Ocean Empress, seemingly without rhyme or reason. No argument with the girlfriend, in fact quite the opposite if she were to be believed. No money worries; no depression and the guy had been on diet coke most of the night. Not really a recipe for suicide. There was no body and by all accounts not likely to be. The Atlantic was one hell of a size. All the same the cruise line wanted to cover their backs in the event of any possible litigation from his family. The transatlantic voice of the St Maarten port agent filled the detective inspector in on as many details as it could. 

			‘It might be worth checking that there is no intention of taking the matter further. The girlfriend has been under sedation for most of the time, collapsed with some sort of breakdown, but she’s due back in England tomorrow and a courtesy call to establish her state of mind would be advantageous to the cruise line.’ 

			‘And probably to her,’ thought Tamsin Church, thanking him and hanging up. 

			‘I’ve got an address for the girlfriend guv.’ 

			‘Off you go then. No time like the present.’ 

			Give me a break, she doesn’t arrive back in the UK until tomorrow.’ 

			‘Well go and sit on her doorstep and take the remains of your tuna sandwich with you, it smells like a Grimsby trawler in here.’

			Tamsin Church was about to open her mouth when her superior continued, ‘Only joking, only joking, give her a day or two to calm herself a little and then go and have a quiet word. I’m not a complete bastard you know….well, not all the time.’ 

			‘What do you think about the scenario guv?’ 

			‘Brilliant at my job I may be DI Church, but I’m not a clairvoyant, at this moment in time I have absolutely no idea. He could have been chucked overboard after an argument on deck, you know the kind of thing, someone who’s had too many gets a bit loud and bolshie, makes an inappropriate remark about his girlfriend or whatever and it all kicks off. Blimey, we see it enough at turning out time in the town, and alcohol has the same effect wherever you consume it. Suicide is unlikely in the circumstances, but it’s difficult to see inside somebody’s mind. How many times have we heard a friend of someone who’s taken their own life say something along the lines of, “I’d never have believed it, he was always laughing and smiling, seemed to be a devoted husband and loved his kids.” I’m afraid until we have any more information, like you, the great detective is in the dark.’ 

			Tamsin Church smiled as her boss set his jaw and returned to studying the form of Old King Cole. 

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Three

			___________________________________________

			Dedham was one of those places that still looked attractive under low, grey skies and retained the magnetism to hold tourists and visitors in thrall. 

			The Gables sat comfortably on its two-acre plot, with a small stream, a couple of willow trees and a large expanse of lawn with lupin-strewn borders. The interior was equally impressive but now lacked the happy atmosphere it presumably once had.

			Detective Inspector Church had rarely interviewed, or attempted to interview, someone so incoherent and disorientated. There was no question that Rachel Turner had been devastated by the disappearance of her boyfriend. The dark rings under her eyes and her unkempt hair told their own story. In the circumstances the detective hated having to trot out the routine questions, but they had to be asked. In a cracked voice racked with pain, jet lag and a lack of proper sleep, she said she could have coped better had it been a car accident or an illness, but to step out into the night and not return left a big question mark. A part of her was clearly deluding herself that he could have swum 100 miles or so and was living quite happily on coconuts and bananas on an idyllic island waiting to be picked up by a passing ship. The harsh reality was that her boyfriend was almost certainly being nibbled away by a variety of deep-sea creatures. Rachel was able to hold it together to admit that simply falling overboard was unlikely and that, yes, Danny was as sober as any man who’d had one glass of Pinot Noir and three diet cokes. She related the events of the evening leading up to his disappearance, in a broken voice. They’d dined in the most exclusive restaurant on board, The Mistral, watched a truncated version of Grease in the ship’s theatre, returned to the cabin and played Scrabble. Danny then went up on deck for a cigarette while she had a shower. After an hour, she’d gone to look for him. It seemed improbable that he’d wandered off into the casino, the theatre or one of the bars, as he’d only gone up for a quick cigarette and was on a promise. Two hours later, worried sick, she’d alerted a crew member who’d passed the information on to the Ship’s Captain.

			The last few days had been nothing but a blur for Rachel Turner and a temporarily healing numbness had enabled her to cope with the situation after a fashion, but soon would come the aching pain of reality, the sleepless nights and the bleakness of having to slowly rebuild her life without her man.

			 Until someone could come up with some sort of explanation, coping with the situation would continue to be a living nightmare for Rachel Turner. She took the detective’s card and promised to call if anything came to mind that might help. 

			As she walked back to the car she was pleased that she hadn’t asked if Rachel inherited the house. It would have seemed too intrusive. 

			------------------------------------------------

			‘Did he fall or was he pushed?’ 

			Daffyd Rhys-Williams peered over his laptop. 

			‘Who sir?’ 

			‘This Dedham chap who preferred a late night swim to sex with his girlfriend.’ 

			‘Oh yes. Bit of a looker isn’t she? I know which I’d prefer.’ 

			‘Stop it Mr. Rhys-Williams or I might have to write to your dark and swarthy mother in deepest Wales and inform her of her son’s impure thoughts.’

			 So what could it have been? Jealousy? Maybe someone making eyes at his lady? Bit of a barney? Things getting out of hand?’ 

			‘Why does everyone think I have the answer to this particular conundrum?’

			Rhys-Williams didn’t answer him. ‘He might have been mugged sir?’ 

			‘How many muggers do you know that take Caribbean cruises?’ 

			‘I don’t know any muggers.’ 

			‘Don’t tell me that the Brecon Beacons aren’t alive with rascals and rapscallions?’. 

			‘More rastas and rappers these days sir.’

			’And there I was thinking you were a true son of Owen Glendower, part of that fierce Celtic race that dwells on the wrong side of Offa’s Dyke.

			‘I’m more a son of Tom Jones actually.’ His countenance changed and he became more earnest. ‘Seriously sir, what is your gut feeling about the Ocean Empress affair?’ 

			‘My “gut feelings” are suddenly very much in demand it seems.’

			’Extra grey cells are always useful.’

			 ‘Well reason and common sense tells me that he didn’t go over the side willingly, so he must have had a helping hand. He was solidly built, so it could have taken at least one man, maybe two or three…unless of course he wasn’t conscious at the time.’ 

			‘With due respect sir I was only after an explanation for his death, not a blood and thunder story. There’s no question that it will be recorded as accidental death and therefore will technically be nothing to do with us. I just wondered what your thoughts were that’s all.’ 

			‘Look Daffyd, don’t waste my time asking for my opinion and then tell me that it not the kind of opinion you want.’ 

			‘Sorry sir.’ 

			‘Byrnes liked the young Welshman and immediately felt contrite. He could apologise for snapping, citing the pressure of not having located Old King Cole as a reason, or he could use humour. The latter was usually his chosen route and he took it now.

			‘You’re inhuman you Welsh. A nation of hirsuite self-righteous sheep-shaggers.’ 

			Rhys-Williams was audibly relieved as the tension evaporated. He respected the Chief Superintendent and hated being in his bad books, even if it was only temporarily, ‘I never go all the way sir. Strictly heavy petting.’ 

			‘Ah, the wisdom of a fine upstanding young Welshman practising bestial fidelity and you’re absolutely right to do so. Let me help you keep your mind pure by sticking to tracking down the lair of Old King Cole in the great Colchester manhunt. “The detective in pursuit of the defective” as Oscar Wilde might have said.’ 

			‘From the accounts we’ve had on him he’s not deformed; just got short measure when they handing out the portions.’ 

			‘Well Barwick’s our designated willy expert get him on it 24/7, apart from the odd tea-break of course.’ 

			‘Are you sure he can handle it sir?’

			‘I’ll do the jokes.’ 

			‘Maybe I could go over the sightings again and see whether there’s any pattern?’ 

			‘The only pattern that I can see is that they’re all in Colchester and no one has been sexually assaulted or received an indecent proposal.’ 

			‘Maybe he’s an extrovert…all show and no go.’

			------------------------------------------------

			Lloyd Catlin pushed the door to make sure it was locked. Plugs were out of the wall, papers cancelled and the cleaning lady had her key. Not many people would have a cleaning lady go in twice a week if they were away for six to eight weeks, but the fastidious Mr. Catlin would not have wanted to return home to a dusty flat. Neither did he want it to be open house for those colourless spindly excuses for spiders that seemed to multiply overnight. He straightened the magazines in the rack for the umpteenth time, checked the window locks again despite being on the second floor and looked in the fridge once more for anything that might have exceeded its shelf life. He tapped his pocket to check that his Samsung mobile was still there and he made absolutely sure that the answerphone on the land line was switched to ‘on’ and the message was didn’t give any clue to the fact that he’d be away for some while. 

			Two minutes later, with a quick glance up at his row of windows in the edifice that proclaimed itself as Wellesley Court, he was following his case into the back of a black cab. 

			It wasn’t that far from the Edgware Road to Paddington station, but the thought of wheeling his bag all the way was anathema to him. It would have “vexed” him (one of his favourite words) to be forced to thread his way through a sea of humanity. It would be bad enough at the station. At least he had his pre-booked his first class ticket to Oxford. He’d have lunch at the Randolph he decided, pop in to Blackwell’s for a couple of research books he needed and then take a taxi out to the cottage. 

			When he’d first seen his friend’s advertisement, it had been described as a bungalow, which had almost put him off. The location sounded perfect though and after a quick viewing the author was smitten and pushed for a good deal. Lloyd Catlin never referred to it as a bungalow of course; always a cottage. It sounded much more suitable as a writer’s hideaway.

			 Hand in glove with his creativity came an overactive imagination, which was invaluable for writing novels, but unwelcome when darker thoughts leaked into his head. It was as the train was leaving Reading that one of those thoughts, a frequent thought as it happened, began to gnaw at him. He wasn’t very good at pushing this particular problem away without help and so threw himself into the therapeutic world of the Telegraph crossword. 

			He’d not made much of a dent in the clues as the train raced through the Royal Berkshire countryside, but it was due to a lapse of concentration and application rather than a lack of ability. His mind had wandered to railway journeys he’d taken as a kid when his parents stocked him up with his beloved Roy of The Rovers and Tiger. He’d never had the build or the talent to be even a reasonable footballer or cricketer and failed to even make the house trials for either at St. Bartholomews. It didn’t stop him though from dreaming and immersing himself in the golden world of Roy Race and his chums at Melchester Rovers, Alf Tupper, The Tough of the Track, the young lad who seemed to eat nothing but fish and chips yet still win every race and Billy’s Boots. Billy’s Boots had been the comic strip with which he most identified as, like Billy Dane, he’d spent an inordinate amount of his young life living with his grandmother during the school holidays. With Stanley Catlin being in the diplomatic service Lloyd’s parents spent much of their time abroad, so, like Billy Dane of Billy’s Boots fame he passed far more time than normal with a lady who did her best in the circumstances, but was two generations away. The only difference was that he didn’t possess Billy’s magic boots once owned by legendary footballer Dead Shot Keene, the boots that had a mind of their own and made Billy perform in the style of the long-deceased legend. How many times as a child he’d dreamed of having a pair of boots like that, turning up for House practice to the amazement of the team and then dazzling them with a display would leave then stunned. Lloyd never discovered his own magic boots, but it inspired him enough to create his own comic at prep school. The drawings were rough, but “his vivid imagination produced some excellent stories in one so young.” At least that’s what his headmaster had put on his report. From his first year at St. Bartholomew’s, he contributed to the school magazine and by the fourth year was editing it, an unprecedented and exalted position for one so young. By the fifth year Aaron Stringer, his form-mate and a gifted artist had joined him, the pair becoming so respected that they even succeeded in the unheard of move of breaking with tradition and changing the name of the magazine to something with a little more humour in it. The St Bartholomew’s Meteor was consigned the history books and in came The Guys at Bart’s.

			By the time he arrived at Oxford station the blues had been dispelled, the crossword almost finished and he was back on form. He thought that he might even take a light lunch and dine at the Randolph later that evening rather than cooking or getting a takeaway. Takeaways weren’t really his style anyway; he felt they were rather common.

			In Blackwell’s, he looked indignantly at autobiographies emblazoned with the names of authors of whom he’d never heard. 

			‘Who the hell buys that junk,’ he thought, ‘the common denominator’s getting lower and lower.’ He picked up one whose name he half recognised, a celebrity that had been created entirely by a handful of reality TV appearances. The title, ‘Designer Princess’ made him want to throw up, but he looked inside the front cover to check on the ownership of the copyright. As he thought, the book had been ghost written. Hadn’t those empty-headed celebrities any shame? An unnecessarily detailed description of a rather lewd de-flowering session made him close the book and thrust it rather ignominiously back on the shelf. He’d had been approached by two or three major publishers about the possibility of an autobiography, but he neither wanted to write descriptive passages about his sex life nor soldier through the traumas and tedium of his past. A good six-figure sum was the financial carrot, but even that hadn’t led him into temptation…nor could it deliver him from evil.

			With every book, Duncan James, was increasingly insisting on a vocabulary that suited the demographic who bought this particular kind of novel, despite the author pleading that is was “his style,” and that’s what helped to shift the previous books in vast quantities. Lloyd Catlin didn’t want to be told what to do; no author did. DJ, as he insisted on calling him, had also inflamed him this time by accusing him of “covering his felicities with stylistic paucities.” Damned cheek. He’d show him. His new book Spare the Rod would be his best seller yet and he’d use the English language the way it should be used.’ 

			‘Short words and brief bold sentences,’ had been Duncan’s advice, ‘keep their interest, don’t let them get bored or think you’re being clever for the sake of it.’

			Lloyd Catlin collected his hire car, shopped for basics and drove out to Radley Lodge.

			”The lady what comes and does,” as he always described her, was there to meet him with the keys. The owner lived abroad and Mrs. Flanagan was the entrusted key-holder, part-time cook and general factotum. 

			Her bicycle, which was leant against the kitchen wall, had certainly seen better days and those days had begun before Lloyd Catlin had been curled up in his mother’s womb. The wind was whipping her grey hair out of its loosely tied bun and blowing it around her face.

			‘My dear Mrs. Flanagan, it’s always a pleasure.’ 

			‘Go on with your blarney I’ll bet you say that to all the girls,’ opening the door with the knowledge of one that knows to push slightly inwards and upwards in order for the key to do its job effectively.

			Lloyd Catlin didn’t say that to all the girls. He didn’t say it to any of the girls. But Mrs Flanagan had been known to pop in with the odd salmon en croute or chicken and leek pie, so a little charm didn’t go amiss. She also popped in at her own convenience to do half a day’s cleaning and to take home whatever washing there was. She was definitely Catlin’s type of girl, undemanding, thorough, cheap, hard-working and a safe seventy-four years old. 

			She unpacked his clothes, put them away in draws or hung them up, set out a plate of sandwiches and opened one of the bottles of Shiraz he’d brought down. 

			‘Doing another book Mr. Catlin?’ 

			‘Yes, and I’ll be “doing” for six to eight weeks and then back again after Christmas for another stretch.’ 

			‘I dunno how you do it I’m sure I don’t don’t. I wouldn’t know where to start.’ 

			‘And I would be lost making salmon en croute, so we make a perfect couple Mrs F.’ 

			‘I got halfway through your last one,’ she smiled, obviously pleased with herself for making it so far. What is kindly meant as a compliment is often not taken as such by a sensitive author. 

			‘That’s wonderful. You should really try the other half sometime, it’s by far the more enlightening. Still no phone line upstairs I suppose?’ 

			She shook her head. The most inconvenient thing about the place was having to take the laptop downstairs in order to get online and upstairs again to work, but there was no point in having that wonderfully unique room and not using it. 

			‘Well, I’d best be off then ‘cause you’ll be wanting to get on. I’ll see you in a day or so…not sure which day exactly, but I don’t suppose that’ll bother you much, you’ll be too engrossed with that detective of yours.’

			‘As a token of my respect for your culinary expertise Mrs Flanagan I’m going to make you a character in the new book.’

			‘Get away with you Mr. Catlin.’ 

			‘I’ll disguise your name so that no one associates you with the lady of the night…I shall call you…Mrs. Finnigan, how’s that? Now you take care on that bike and remember the epic lines that Louis McNeice and John Betjeman wrote while they were at Oxford, “I often think that I should like/To be the saddle of a bike.”

			As she rode of into the gathering dusk tutting and chuckling to herself, Lloyd Catlin flopped onto a chair at the kitchen table, sank his teeth into a cheese and ham sandwich and took a long drink from his glass of Shiraz. He wondered, as he often did, why he’d hit upon fishing as a theme for his novels. He’d never been a keen angler even as a child and authors normally head for familiar territory to avoid tons of extra research. 
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