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PROLOGUE: SCREEN SHOT


Welcome to my new website, ‘Historic Homicide’!


My name is Jasper McClew and I am a local historian here deep in the English countryside on the beautiful coast of southeast Kent.


But, despite its alluring beauty, this is a coastline as jagged as the knife of a brutal killer… a coastline shrouded with murder, mystery and mayhem, which is as menacing and treacherous as the deadly sea fogs that roll in from the ancient, haunted waters of the English Channel…


Here you can read the story of a notorious and vicious sex crime that took place during the bloodshed and savagery of the Second World War and resulted in the death of a beautiful young woman.


But you can also read how that crime stretched its icy, skeletal, bloodstained fingers into a new century and plunged them deep into the living flesh of our own era…


…and recently claimed helpless new victims.


Because murder solves nothing, and the dead do not rest in peace, and the evil that man does lives on…


Just click on the link below and, for a modest fee, you can read the entire story!


(Payment information: PayPal, Credit Card, Bank Transfer accepted.)













1. HIDDEN TREASURE


We were in the kitchen. I was making coffee and Nevada was feeding the cats, when suddenly she looked out the window and said, “There he is now. At last.”


“Who?” I said, measuring the freshly ground beans as I poured them into the filter.


“Your friend Tinkler.”


“I see,” I said. “So he’s my friend now.”


“Finish feeding these two, would you? I’m going to deal with him.” She wiped her hands and hurried out of the kitchen just as the front gate clanged, signalling Tinkler’s arrival. Nevada had been waiting for days for just this moment—her chance to pounce—but now it had arrived, she played it very cool. Opening the door before he had a chance to ring the bell, she was as nice as pie. “Tinkler! Hello.” There was the sound of her smooching him on the cheek and then she led him into the kitchen, her arm twined around his. “Darling, look who’s here.”


She was laying it on a bit thick, I thought. “Hello,



Tinkler,” I said. I’d finished giving the cats their breakfast—Aberdeen Angus ox cheek, served raw and laboriously chopped up with the kitchen scissors while Turk tried to snag pieces from me, with her razor-sharp claws and great dexterity, and Fanny merely contented herself by getting underfoot and making lots of imploring noises—and returned to making the coffee. “You want some coffee? It’s the good stuff.”


“I’d expect nothing less,” said Tinkler. His face had an unaccustomed touch of suntan and he was grinning happily. He had no idea what was in store for him.


“How was France?” said Nevada.


“Great. It was just Mum and Dad and Maggie and me in this huge gîte. That’s a kind of farmhouse—”


“Of course it is,” said Nevada, who was fluent in more languages than Tinkler had had hot baths. “But why don’t you come in and sit down and tell us all about it?” Tinkler made a move towards a kitchen chair, but Nevada steered him away from it. “No, come into the sitting room,” she said.


Here it comes, I thought. She took him by the arm again and guided him out of the kitchen. He was beaming, enjoying all the attention, the poor sap. “And while you’re at it,” said Nevada from the next room, still at this point appearing to be the sweet voice of reason, “perhaps you can tell us what the fuck this is.”


I left the coffee and hurried through. I wasn’t going to miss this for the world.


Nevada and Tinkler were standing there looking at a tall black object that dominated the room.




It was taller than an upright piano, and deeper. A vast, grim-looking box of unvarnished wood painted a matte, obdurate black, its top third consisted of a broad rectangular opening. It completely dominated the lounge, taking up most of the space between the dining table and the sofa and blotting out a great swathe of light from our high, sunny, south-facing windows.


The object was almost as tall as I was. It was big, and it was ugly.


“What is this thing?” said Nevada. “And what is it doing in my living room?”


But if she’d expected contrition or remorse from Tinkler, she was out of luck. He stared at the black monolith and sank down on his knees before it, like one of the hairy humanoids in 2001: A Space Odyssey, a look of beatific satisfaction on his face. “It came,” he murmured, almost prayerfully. “It’s here.”


“Of course it bloody came,” said Nevada. “Of course it’s frigging here. The question is, why did it come? Why is it here? As opposed to being around at your place. Taking up all the room there.”


“It had to be delivered while I was away,” said Tinkler. He had risen from his knees now and was standing beside the huge black box, caressing the side of it as if it were the flank of some monstrous black horse. “And somebody had to be at home to accept it and sign for it. Which was you guys. I told you to expect it.”


“Actually,” said Nevada, “you told Agatha to tell us to expect it.” It was an index of her anger that she was using



Agatha’s real name here. “And she duly told us.”


Tinkler looked at us, all innocence. “So what’s the problem?”


“So the problem is that she told us to expect a small package which was being sent here for you. Which we were more than happy to do. A small package.” Nevada’s extravagant hand gesture in the direction of the black behemoth was entirely redundant.


“I didn’t say that to her.”


“No,” said Nevada, shaking her head. “You didn’t. You told her that we should expect a speaker for your hi-fi. A speaker!”


Tinkler patted the crudely painted black wood with the pride of new ownership. “That’s right. A speaker. And here it is.”


“But she thought that you meant what any normal person would have meant by a speaker. And she translated that into a small package, and that’s what she told us to expect.”


Tinkler shrugged. “Well, that girl just doesn’t know her exponential horn-loaded loudspeakers, then, does she?” His nonchalance fooled no one. We all knew he was talking about the girl he loved, or at least lusted after, with a longstanding and no doubt hopeless passion.


Turk came wandering into the room, having devoured her breakfast, and jumped up with an effortless leap onto the top of the black box, where she crouched peering up at Tinkler. “Hello, Turk,” he said, rubbing her under the chin. “Do you like my new speaker? I know you prefer the horn-loaded designs. All the girls do.” Then he smiled brightly at



us. “At least it gives the cats a new place to play.”


Nevada nodded in my direction. “I thought his speakers were ridiculously gigantic. But compared to yours they are just dainty adornments.” I gazed fondly at the Quads in question. Just looking at them made me want to listen to music.


“That’s because the sorry fool prefers electrostatic technology to the noble horn,” said Tinkler.


Nevada headed for the kitchen to serve the coffee, which was beginning to smell good. As she went, she said, “Come away from there before I give you the noble horn.”


“Sounds attractive,” said Tinkler. But he moved briskly away from the speaker and followed her out. I found my Luiz Bonfá album—on Verve, with arrangements by Lalo Schifrin—and put it on loud enough to be heard in the kitchen. It was one that Nevada loved and it always chilled her out. Sure enough, by the time they returned with the coffee, she had begun to mellow. Luiz’s guitar was working its magic. She and Tinkler set the coffee things down on the table and I went to join them, sitting in the sunshine. This took a certain amount of careful manoeuvring of the chairs—to avoid the baleful shadow of the monster speaker.


Tinkler finished stirring sugar into his coffee and said, casually, “So where are the cables?”


“What cables?”


He frowned at me. “Don’t tease me. You know I can’t stand it where serious matters like hi-fi are concerned.”


“I’m not teasing you,” I said. “What cables?”


“They were part of the deal.”


“What do you mean?”




“The deal. On eBay. When I bought the speaker for what I let this guy think was an extortionate price but actually, although of course I didn’t let on to him, was a snip.”


“A snip,” said Nevada, staring at the giant ugly black box.


“That’s right. This beauty here is worth a couple of grand more than I paid for her.” Tinkler sipped his coffee, discovered it was still too hot, and set it aside.


“‘This beauty’,” repeated Nevada, shaking her head. “There’s something creepy about you referring to it as ‘her’, too.”


Tinkler ignored her and kept on with his story. “I even convinced this guy to throw in a set of cables, too. It was a really sweet deal. And I want my cables!”


Nevada shrugged, “So, what’s a set of cables more or less?”


Tinkler sighed the long-suffering sigh of an audiophile having to explain things to a civilian. “They were silver cables. Solid silver. They were worth almost as much as the speaker. And he threw them in for nothing.”


“Or perhaps didn’t,” I said, and Tinkler winced.


“Silver?” said Nevada. “You mean silver wire instead of copper?”


“Yes.”


She looked at me. “Does that make a difference? To the sound, I mean?”


“Christ, yes,” I said. I’d gone from thinking Tinkler was making a fuss about nothing to suddenly and poignantly sharing his pain. I turned and looked at the speaker. “You’re



sure the guy’s not sending them separately?”


“No, he said they were definitely coming with the speaker.”


“Maybe the blokes pinched them,” said Nevada. “The blokes who delivered the speaker. They looked like ruffians. Would they have known how valuable they were?”


“I don’t see how,” I said. “They looked like ruffians.”


“But couldn’t they have seen that they were silver?”


“No.” Tinkler shook his head sadly. “On the outside they just looked like boring ordinary cables with a red and blue dielectric.”


“Dialectic?” said Nevada.


“Dielectric,” I said. “It’s the insulator.”


A mournful silence ensued as we all contemplated the loss of Tinkler’s silver cables, their snazzy dielectric and all. “There was nothing else?” he said. “Nothing else with the speaker?”


“Nope,” I said.


“Not an envelope, or—”


“Nothing at all.” Then I thought about it. I stood up and went over to the speaker and inspected the top of it where Fanny, ever the opportunist, had supplanted her sister and was lying in a patch of sunlight. I put my hand on the warm black wood. Nevada and Tinkler were staring at me.


“What is it?” said Nevada.


I ran my hand over the wood. Fanny feinted at me with her paw. She thought I was playing.


Then I found it.


Or felt it, rather. A small scrap of adhesive tape. It



was black electrical tape and almost invisible against the black wood. The tape was at the front edge of the top of the speaker, and ran down over the lip of the large opening. My fingers traced it inside. “There was something taped here,” I said.


Tinkler was already on his feet. He came over and inspected it. “If the cables were in there…”


I said, “Hanging in the mouth of the speaker…”


Nevada came over and joined us, peering into the shadowy maw of the giant box. “You think they’re in there?”


Tinkler murmured, “They fell inside…”


I nodded. “It’s possible. If the clowns who delivered it were careless.”


“Of course they were careless,” said Tinkler. I could see he had seized onto this hope and was clinging to it for dear life. “They were ruffians. They were clowns. They were ruffian clowns.” We all stared into the mouth of the speaker. And saw nothing staring back at us but darkness.


I went into the spare room to look for a torch and came back with two small, powerful LED flashlights that gave off an intense red beam. For reasons too complex to go into here, we’d once had to rob a grave in the middle of the night, and Nevada had purchased a large amount of ancillary equipment for the endeavour, including these.


“I recognise these babies,” said Tinkler happily, taking one of the flashlights. He’d been there in the graveyard with us, in the cold dark Kent night. Though he’d done precious little of the digging. But he was a keen participant now, as we shone the red beams of light down into the mouth of the speaker.




We could still see nothing, except the smooth tapering flare of the horn. “They could be at the bottom of the enclosure.” Tinkler looked at me. The childlike eagerness in his face was touching.


So, while Nevada sat blithely drinking coffee and watching us with a slightly superior smile, we got down on our hands and knees on the floor in a grovelling posture and inspected the base of the speaker. On three sides the wood was a solid, flawless piece of cabinetry without so much as an indentation.


But on the fourth was a small access panel about the size of a magazine cover. Recessed in each corner of the panel were Phillips cross-head screws. I went back into the spare room and got my tools, including an electric screwdriver and a drill, in case we had to drill out one of the screws. Tinkler began to sweat at the very suggestion of this—drilling a hole in his beloved. But it looked to me like the screws hadn’t been turned for decades and might be hopelessly frozen in place.


“How old is this speaker?” I said, lying on the floor with a manual screwdriver in my hand, trying to find an angle where I both had access to the screws and room to manipulate the tools.


“Over fifty years,” said Tinkler. “Be careful there. You’ll spoil the paintwork.”


“Spoil the paintwork? It looks like a blind man with a brush in his mouth did it in half an hour while drunk.”


“But it’s still the original paint job.”


I got the head of the screwdriver seated in the top left



screw and moved around on the floor to free my elbow so I could begin twisting it. Nothing. No give at all. I moved on to the next one. I worked each of the screws in turn, and on the second attempt they started to rotate. With a warm feeling of triumph, and Tinkler crooning encouragement, I switched to the electric screwdriver. At the sound of it, the cats peered down apprehensively from the top of the speaker. Then, when they realised that the noise wasn’t actually coming from an electric cat-killing machine, they both hopped down to study it more closely. Tinkler was on his knees beside me and the cats were crouching between us.


Nevada came over and regarded us ironically. “Need any help there, boys?” she said. Then she bent down and caressed the cats. “And girls.”


“Could you get the Hoover, please,” I said. There was sweat running down from my hairline onto my face, and I considered asking my beloved to get a towel and swab my brow for me while I laboured nobly, like a surgeon in an operating theatre with his loyal nurse at his side.


But I decided I’d better not push my luck, and just settled for the Hoover.


The first screw came free and fell ringing onto the floor. Fanny pounced on it instantly and batted it across the room, chasing it and moving like quicksilver. Tinkler in turn was chasing her. “That’s the original screw!” he cried. While he was retrieving it, I got the other three original screws out, falling one after the other musically onto the floor. Unlike her sister, Turk made no move to intercept the little bouncing objects. Instead, evidently bored by the whole



enterprise, she disappeared out the cat flap into the garden.


Tinkler came back with the rogue screw and I gave him the other three. Then I swapped the full-sized Phillips screwdriver for a miniature flat-headed one and carefully inserted the narrow leading edge of the flat blade into the hairline gap where the panel met the rest of the speaker. Tinkler said, “Be careful not to—”


“Damage the original paintwork,” I said. “Yes, I know.” I used the screwdriver to gently pry the panel open. It gave way with a pop and a stale smell of dust, revealing a large hole in the base of the speaker cabinet. Tinkler aimed the flashlight inside.


We saw it right away. There in the thick dust of decades, a fat blue curl of cable like a nesting snake, and the gleam of a phono plug. “Where’s that Hoover?” I said.


Nevada bustled in. “Coming right up.”


We switched it on and Fanny fled from the noise. Nevada held the nozzle by the base of the speaker as we drew the cable out, catching a rich flow of dirty grey dust and fuzz. The vacuum cleaner consumed it cheerfully, preventing it from becoming an airborne health hazard. As a result of these ministrations, the cables arrived shiny and pristine in Tinkler’s eager hands. “Are they the right ones?” said Nevada. “Your precious silver cables?”


“Oh, yes,” said Tinkler happily, stroking them. “My pretties.”


Nevada switched off the Hoover, and Tinkler and I were just discussing the possibility of giving the cables a test run in my system—“They’ve never been used. We’ll have to run them in for a few hours before they start to sound



good”—when Fanny came streaking into the room.


She took one look at the inviting new opening in the bottom of the big black box and, before we could stop her, shot straight inside.


Our cat was inside the speaker.


“Fanny!”


“Wonderful,” said Nevada. “Now we’ve lost one of the cats.” She turned to Tinkler. “Your speaker has eaten her. You’re taking this with surprising equanimity,” said Nevada. “Aren’t you worried she’ll damage the delicate electronics inside?”


“It’s a horn,” I said, in unison with Tinkler. He shrugged, as if to say, “You explain.” So I did. “There isn’t anything inside except air.”


“Air in a cunningly shaped enclosure,” added Tinkler smugly.


I went and kneeled on the floor by the speaker and listened to the mysterious scrabbling within. Nevada joined me. We tried to coax Fanny out, but she seemed entirely happy to remain in her cosy new dwelling place indefinitely. Tinkler sat on the sofa and watched our hapless efforts as if it was an entertainment being laid on especially for his benefit. “Have you got any grapes?” he said. He wanted to eat as he watched.


Eventually, by using a saucer of catnip as an enticement, we just about managed to lure Fanny out. I say ‘just about’ because when she poked her head and shoulders forth from the opening we tried, rather precipitately, to grab her and drag her the rest of the way.




But the nefarious cat managed a sinuous U-turn, twisting around in our grasp, and promptly scrambled back inside again.


“Professional cat-handlers at work,” said Tinkler behind us, watching the proceedings.


I managed to hold onto Fanny’s hind legs and, in a protracted and rather undignified fashion, succeeded in dragging her out. As she emerged reluctantly from the speaker, backwards, her front paws were the last thing to appear, desperately striving to retain a grip inside.


Which is why she was, in turn, dragging something else with her.


Between her paws was a square brown cardboard sleeve with a circular hole in the centre. Through the hole a bright maroon label was visible.


“Holy shit,” said Tinkler. “Is that a record?”











2. SIGMUND FREUD


It was a record all right, a 78rpm disc. Tinkler had picked it up off the floor as soon as we’d got it away from Fanny—snatched it up, actually. He was staring at it, holding it so close to his face that it was almost touching his nose. “How the hell did this get in there?”


I said, “The same way your silver cables did.”


Someone, over the years, had dropped the record inside the speaker.


Tinkler carefully hefted the 78 in his hands as if assessing its weight—which would have been considerable, compared to a modern record. “But how is it still in one piece?”


“What do you mean?” said Nevada.


“It’s a 78,” I said. “It’s made of shellac.”


“Oh well, that explains everything,” she said.


I reached out my hand for the record, but Tinkler wouldn’t give it to me. I turned to Nevada and explained, “It’s a brittle substance. Much more brittle than vinyl. When you drop an LP on the floor it generally doesn’t break.



Drop a 78, and it invariably does. Let go of your favourite recording and basically it’s dustpan-and-brush time, as many a disgruntled music lover discovered.”


“That’s why they invented vinyl,” said Tinkler.


“Well,” I said, “it’s one reason.”


Fanny, who had now apparently forgotten all about her adventures inside the loudspeaker, wandered off. I put the panel back in place over the hole in the side, though, just to prevent embarrassing repetition.


Tinkler didn’t offer to help. He was studying the label on the record. “Who is it by?” I said, lying on the floor, operating the screwdriver.


“Some jokers you’ve never heard of.” He showed it to me. “The Flare Path Orchestra. Those exciting music stars of yesteryear.” But he must have seen something in my face, because he changed his tune right away. “You’re kidding,” he said. “No way. You mean they really are exciting?” I didn’t answer immediately. I got up and went over to the record shelf. I wanted to be certain.


But I knew I was right.


Nevada and Tinkler were watching me now as I found what I was looking for. A collection of airshots by the Glenn Miller Army Air Force Band, a double album in a gatefold sleeve. Nevada, unfortunately, recognised it.


She said, “Is that the one the Danish nymphomaniac gave you?”


“Swedish,” I said. I opened the sleeve and quickly scanned the notes inside, which described the career of the Miller band in England during World War Two.




“Why do you always get to meet the nymphomaniacs?” said Tinkler. “You’re dating her.” He nodded at Nevada. “Nymphomaniacs are completely wasted on you.”


I found what I was looking for. I was right. I set the Miller album aside and picked up the 78 again. “It’s them,” I said.


Tinkler came over and scooped up the Glenn Miller cover and began poring through the liner notes. “What’s them? Them who?”


I said, “The Flare Path Orchestra was considered to be the finest British swing band of World War Two. It was made up of air force personnel.”


“Hence the name,” said Nevada.


“Exactly. And they played on a couple of occasions in a ‘battle of the bands’ with the Glenn Miller Army Air Force Band, who were the finest American outfit, when they were serving over here.”


“Army Air Force?” said Nevada. “Surely that’s a contradiction in terms.”


Tinkler was reading the sleeve notes and whistling. “He’s right. They were this fantastic British jazz and swing outfit. Apparently they kicked Glenn Miller’s khaki-clad ass on at least one occasion in those battles of the bands. They were great. Legendary, in fact. And it says here that almost none of their recordings survive in any form.” He looked hungrily at the 78, which I had now slid carefully from its cardboard sleeve.


The surface of the shellac was thickly matted with dust, but other than that it looked positively pristine. Tinkler



came and peered over my shoulder as I flipped the record and checked the other side. It appeared just as good. Tinkler gave me a look and I nodded. We were off to the races.


Nevada came over and joined us. “It’s worth something, then?”


I said, “I suspect it’s worth quite a lot.”


Tinkler chortled happily. “I’m such a lucky boy.”


“What do you mean?” said Nevada. “Why are you lucky?”


“Finding such a rare record. And because that speaker’s mine, and that record was in the speaker, the record is also mine.” He paused to see if we followed this complex chain of legal reasoning. “All mine, do you hear me! And I’m going to sell it. And make lots and lots of money. My profits will be obscene.”


“Wait a minute,” said Nevada. “You never would have found that rare record in your speaker if it wasn’t for our cat.” She went over and stroked Fanny, who had wandered back in to see if she could wreak any more havoc. “Don’t try and pull a fast one, mister.”


“I love it when you call me mister,” said Tinkler.


“I insist on a cut of your obscene profits. For Fanny.”


“Oh, for Fanny, of course.”


“I think thirty-five per cent would be fair.”


“I suppose I could give you one per cent.”


“Dream on,” said Nevada. And they began negotiating in earnest. While they haggled I went in the kitchen to make some more coffee and to think and—I must admit—gloat. The record was a real find. When I went back into the sitting room with the coffee, Nevada and Tinkler had come to an



amicable settlement and she was looking at the 78.


“Why don’t you play it?” she said.


“I can’t play 78s on my system.”


She looked at me sceptically. “But your turntable has a 78rpm speed option. I’ve seen it.” It was true. I’d been teaching Nevada turntable skills on the Garrard, and she was beginning to know her stuff. But a little bit of knowledge can be a dangerous thing.


I said, “I can spin the record at the right speed, all right. But if I tried to play it, it might damage our cartridge and stylus, to the tune of about a thousand quid.”


“Ouch,” said Nevada. “So you need to get a different cartridge and stylus?”


“That’s right.” Maybe a Stanton, I thought.


Tinkler said, “They used to play 78s with cactus needles.”


Nevada laughed, then looked at me. “Really?” she said. “He’s not pulling my leg?”


“Nope,” said Tinkler. “It was an earlier, simpler, and more innocent time.”


I looked at the record in my hands, cold and heavy and terribly fragile. “That’s right, simpler and more innocent,” I said, “with the entire world at war.”


* * *


In the end Tinkler and I pooled our resources and bought a suitable cartridge from Lenny at the Vinyl Vault, who was something of a 78rpm specialist, and we were able to play the record.




“Lenny?” said Nevada. “Is he the chap who served us the lovely Chablis?”


“Served you the lovely Chablis.”


“It was Grand Cru.”


I said, “He’s also the chap who asked me if I would ask you on his behalf if you would go away on a romantic holiday with him to a Greek island. For some reason I declined to do so.”


“How selfish of you. Which island?”


“Mykonos.”


“Pity. It’s lovely there.”


Nevada and Tinkler and I squeezed together onto the sofa, joined in short order by both the cats, and listened to the 78, using Lenny’s cartridge. It was in astonishingly good shape for its age, and it sounded great. I began to reluctantly realise that at least some of the claims made for the audio quality of shellac were true. It was a different sound to vinyl, sharper yet also somehow smoother. However, each side of the rapidly spinning disc only lasted about three minutes.


Side one was the great Mercer/Arlen composition, ‘Blues in the Night’. Side two was ‘Elmer’s Tune’, possibly the finest dance number ever written by a mortician.


The playing of the Flare Path Orchestra was virtuosic, both bluesy and swinging. They also sounded startlingly modern. I might have been listening to a Ted Heath recording from the late 1950s. It had the same assurance and densely organised quality. But there was a quirkiness to the instrumentation that put me in mind of Spike Jones and, from a later era, Esquivel. It still sounded fresh today,



first-class British jazz played by a bunch of young guys who were fighting, and dying, in a war against the forces of darkness.


We agreed that I would blog about the discovery of the record on my website. A lot of high rollers, big dealers and specialist collectors made a point of checking my site, and a mention of it there would actually drive the price up when Tinkler eventually came to auction it.


“It’s like insider trading,” said Nevada happily.


She took a photo of Tinkler’s speaker, with Fanny posing on top of it, and I included that on the blog. She also wrote a first person cat’s-eye point of view account of the discovery of the record and signed it with Fanny’s name. This I didn’t include. I told Nevada that the presence of talking cats on the website wouldn’t exactly reinforce my reputation as a leading authority on rare records.


She took my point.


The page went live at midnight on a Friday and, by Monday, things started to happen.


* * *


The doorbell rang, and I opened the door to see a young man standing there in a black tunic and black trousers. It was a well-cut outfit, almost but not quite a uniform. In his hands he held a flat black cap. He had short blond hair and sunglasses and looked lean but athletic.


He gave me a noncommittal look and said, “Are you the Vinyl Detective?” His accent sounded South African. I told him I was and he nodded. “Would you mind waiting here a



minute, please?” Then he walked off, leaving me bemused. It was a warm spring morning, so I didn’t mind standing there in the open doorway, but I was baffled as to what the hell was going on.


Just then I heard the back door slam and Nevada came hurrying through the house to join me. “I was out in the garden,” she said, “and I saw everything. Were they asking for directions to the Abbey?”


This was a common enough occurrence, and given the steady flow of wealthy high-fliers who ended up detoxing there, the most likely explanation for a liveried flunky turning up at our door. I shook my head. “No. Someone is looking for me.”


Nevada did a little controlled Snoopy dance of excitement.


“Someone with a chauffeur! A genuine, honest-to-god chauffeur.”


She fell silent as the young man came back. This time he was preceded by a woman. She was, I guessed, in her sixties or seventies. Well-preserved and clearly well-heeled, wearing a chic and expensive-looking black-and-white checked business suit and some gleaming, simple shoes which I saw Nevada eyeing enviously.


The woman was making agonisingly slow progress, leaning on a cane in her left hand while the chauffeur followed, walking a careful and polite step or two behind her, ready to intervene if she slipped.


She didn’t slip.


I could see why the chauffeur hadn’t wanted her to



make the trip to our front door until he was sure I was at home. The woman smiled at us as she drew near. “Good morning,” she said. “I apologise for this ludicrous thing.” She indicated the cane. “I hope to be off it soon, when the new hip has settled in.” She smiled at us toothily. “I trust this isn’t too ungodly an hour.”


“No, that’s all right,” I said. “We’re dressed, just about.” Nevada gave me a sharp nudge. She scented money and didn’t want me putting anyone off. “Why don’t you come in and have a coffee?”


“Thank you, that would be lovely.” She paused, leaning on the cane, and extended her right hand. “I’m Joan Honeyland.” We shook hands. Her fingers were long and cool and had a dry, papery feel. She turned to the chauffeur. “Thank you, Albert. I’m all right now.” Albert nodded and left, heading back to the car presumably.


I was quite interested to see what that car was and, as soon as we were inside, with the door shut and the coffee on, I left Nevada making a fuss over the woman and slipped out the back door. Fanny followed me as I crunched across the gravel and mewed at my feet as I took a furtive look over the back wall. There was a gleaming black vintage Mercedes parked in the street. It was old, but immaculate.


Like the record we’d found.


I went back inside to find Nevada and Miss Honeyland sitting at the table with coffee. “What a lovely place,” she said, looking up at me as I came in. “So full of sunlight.”


“It is when it’s not full of huge ugly loudspeakers,” said Nevada. Presumably for the benefit of the absent Tinkler,



who had finally hired a van and some local goons and moved the damned thing to his place in Putney. He was going to have to remodel his house to make room for it. It was a measure of our shared obsession that this seemed entirely sensible to me, laudable even.


I sat down and poured myself a coffee. I noticed that Nevada had also set out our finest assortment of biscuits. She was smiling at the woman. “That’s a lovely scarf,” she said. “Is it Hermès?”


“Yes. It belonged to my mother.”


“Is it silk or cashmere-silk?”


“Cashmere-silk.”


At this point we were spared a detailed disquisition on neckwear because Fanny followed me in from the garden and headed straight for our visitor, rubbing herself around the legs of her chair. “What a lovely cat. May I pat her?”


“Of course,” said Nevada. “Be our guest.” She shot me a happy, we-just-got-lucky look. The woman was obviously a prospective client, and the kind who came from a long line of Hermès scarf wearers. The woman stroked Fanny, who dodged around under the table, circling her chair, always apparently fleeing but always ultimately returning to get a little more attention.


“How sweet,” said Miss Honeyland. “Do you know what Sigmund Freud said about cats? He said, ‘Time spent with cats is never wasted.’ They are such lovely creatures. I wish I could have one myself.”


“Why can’t you?” said Nevada. It obviously wasn’t a question of being able to afford the odd tin of tuna. The



woman smiled and stopped stroking Fanny. She showed us her hand. There was an angry red rash across her knuckles.


“Allergic, I’m afraid.”


“Your poor hand,” said Nevada. “Can I get you some ointment?”


“No, please don’t worry. It will soon fade.” She leaned down to caress the cat some more. “And it’s certainly worth it.” At this point Fanny decided she’d had enough and headed for the kitchen, to see if her bowl had magically been filled with food. Miss Honeyland sighed and folded her hands on the table in front of her.


It was time for business.


She said, “I would like to hire you to find some records for me. Some very important and very valuable records.”











3. LOCUST PIE


“My father was Lucian Honeyland,” said the woman. “Perhaps you’ve heard of him?” I couldn’t say that I had. Nevada clearly also drew a blank. The woman smiled with the satisfaction of someone pulling off a successful conjuring trick. “He was rather better known by his nickname—Lucky. A nickname he received during the war when he served in a bomber squadron. Commanded it, in fact.”


I felt a ripple of premonition.


“On one memorable occasion he flew back from a mission with three out of four engines on his Lancaster destroyed and half of his crew dead. But he successfully landed and returned to his command. He also continued to fly active bombing missions over Germany, although the duties of command prevented him doing as much of this as he would have liked. Just as it prevented him from spending more time in his role as the leader of a band called the Flare Path Orchestra.”


There it was.




She smiled at us. “Now, I understand you have found one of my father’s records.”


“God bless the Internet,” said Nevada.


“Exactly. I read about your discovery online. And as you know, my father’s records are quite hard to come by.”


I said, “If you want to buy it—”


“I actually want to employ you,” said Miss Honeyland. She smiled again, revealing her many impressive teeth. They might have belonged to a healthy horse. “To find as many of my father’s recordings as you can.” At the word ‘employ’ Nevada went into a kind of blissful trance state, sighing over her coffee as her eyes glazed over. I must admit, I was quite pleased myself.


“You see—and I apologise if this is a rather discursive explanation—my father used to do all his writing in a garage at our house. It was quite a large, detached garage, a small building in its own right. He took it over and turned the cars out. Rather fine and expensive cars. He exposed them to the elements. Can you imagine? Our old Wolseley out under a tarpaulin in all weathers. Anyway, he converted the garage into a kind of office and study, and it was there that he wrote his books.” She smiled at all of us. “All of his beloved books.”


I hadn’t known that Lucian Honeyland had also been an author. But at this point I assumed she was referring to some tiresome volumes of military memoirs, or, at best, his musings on music. Perhaps privately printed as the old airman’s vanity project.


So I just nodded.




“Now we intend to turn the garage into a museum, so people can see where the books were written. There is a great deal of interest, of course.”


“Of course,” I said politely.


“And the museum exhibitions will cover all phases of my father’s life. Including, naturally, his air force career and his wartime years and his band activities and his love of jazz. So I desperately need some of his records—as many as we can get our hands on. And, as I’ve said, they are in short supply.”


“Rare,” said Nevada, as if she was suddenly an expert on the subject. “Very rare.”


Miss Honeyland smiled at me. “Which is where your specialist talents come in.”


I summarised what I thought she wanted: “You’d like me to, if possible, find one copy of each of his records?”


“Not just one copy. I am very eager for duplicates. As you know, these 78rpm records often turn up in a damaged state.” She’d obviously done her homework. “Ideally I would like to be able to choose among multiple copies of each recording, so that I can select the ones with the best sound quality, which I will have digitally transferred and preserved. The spare copies can be used for display purposes in the museum.” She smiled. “So it really is a case of the more the merrier.”


“Are you suggesting paying us on a per-disc basis?” said Nevada, who had now obviously emerged fully from her trance.


“If you find that satisfactory. And it isn’t just 78s we’re



after. Any kind of recordings you might happen on. I believe there may be what was called a Victory disc or V-Disc.”


I nodded. Some great jazz had been recorded on V-Discs during the war. It had actually been an early 12-inch vinyl format, though played at 78rpm. “I would also be very grateful if you put me in touch with anyone you discover in your travels who knew my father at all well. We are absolutely on the lookout for all anecdotes and stories about him from people who knew him in those days. Fellow musicians from the Flare Path Orchestra, for example.”


“And would there be a fee structure covering any such discoveries?” said Nevada. “In addition to whatever recordings we find.”


“Naturally. And a bonus payable on a successful conclusion of our researches.”


“Hang on,” I said. “Just wait a minute…”


Nevada sighed. “Oh, this is where he gets all hot and bothered and puts his foot down about some small detail. Please ignore him. It’s just a ritual he has.” Miss Honeyland laughed.


“Okay,” I said. “But it has to be said. My area of expertise is finding vinyl records, from a later period.”


“Some of my father’s records are on vinyl,” said Miss Honeyland mildly.


“Yes,” I said, “but mostly they are 78s, on shellac. And they’re more difficult to find. They generally come in anonymous sleeves, they’re likely to be misfiled—where they are filed at all—and on top of everything else, they’re extremely fragile. We might find them in small pieces, or most likely not find them at all.”




Nevada winked at Miss Honeyland. “He just likes to have his say.”


I said, “Look, I’m the Vinyl Detective.”


“And now you’re the Shellac Shamus,” said Nevada. And Miss Honeyland chuckled again.


And that was that.


* * *


Just before Miss Honeyland left she confided that she was indeed interested in acquiring the record we’d found inside the speaker. Tinkler’s record.


“It will be the first of our finds for the museum,” she said. I explained that it belonged to a friend of ours and he would be thinking of auctioning it. “Then please have a word with him and see if he can be inveigled to part with it. I will happily pay him an advantageous pre-emptive bid to forestall any auction. Tell him to name his price.” Then she left.


As soon as she closed the door, Nevada turned to me and said, “Advantageous. Pre-emptive bid. Name your price.” She did another little dance. “You’ve got a job! Let’s celebrate.”


Our celebrations consisted of buying some even better than usual wine and food, including some diced lamb for the cats, and inviting Tinkler around for supper. We had to talk business with him anyway, about the record. And, for his pleasure and ours, we also invited Agatha DuBois-Kanes, known to her friends as Clean Head, a nickname she’d acquired because of her fashionably shaved scalp. She was a good friend and the nearest thing we’d ever have to a chauffeur of our own.


Clean Head drove a London taxi.




Although not when she was drinking, which we did a great deal of that evening, working our way through the bottles of Rhône red that Nevada had so carefully selected, in descending price order. “Always drink the best stuff first,” said Nevada, “while you still have a palate with which to appreciate it.”


I turned to Tinkler, who was trying not to make big mooncalf eyes at Clean Head—and failing. I said, “You’ll never guess who our new client is the daughter of.”


“Deceased World War Two aviation hero and band leader. Boring. Heard all about it.”


“Deceased aviation hero, band leader and beloved children’s author,” said Nevada. “I looked him up online and discovered he was actually the Lucky.”


“Really?” said Tinkler and Clean Head simultaneously. This seemed to impress them both.


“The Lucky?” asked Clean Head.


“Yes.”


“Locust pie!” said Tinkler.


“Crunch crunch crunch!” said Clean Head.


“‘Ugh,’ said Farmer Henry,” said Nevada.


I looked blankly at them all. “Okay…”


“You mean you never read Farmer Henry Versus the Locusts?” said Nevada.


“Or any of the other books by Lucky?” said Clean Head. I shrugged. “Apparently not.”


“What were you reading when you were eight years old?”


“Probably Miles Davis’s autobiography,” said Tinkler. “It would be all ‘motherfucker’ this and ‘motherfucker’ that.”




* * *


The following day, as a direct sequel to this conversation, Nevada gave me a present. She’d found it in a charity shop while hunting for designer clothes at low, low prices. It was a children’s book. A dog-eared old copy of Farmer Henry Versus the Locusts. The author was given as ‘Lucky’ but the copyright notice on the publication page—the book had come out in 1955—listed Lucian Honeyland.


I was curious and I read the book. It didn’t take long. It was lavishly and luridly illustrated—not by the author—with brightly coloured, semi-abstract images of the characters, all of whom were cartoonish and some of whom were downright scary. It detailed the story of Farmer Henry who was the only agriculturist in the peaceful land of Green Valley who recognised the danger of the coming plague of locusts.


In a surprisingly accurate, though simplified, account of insect swarming behaviour, Farmer Henry explained how apparently innocent grasshoppers could, if their numbers swelled to a critical point, turn into an evil, ravening horde of locusts. Everybody ignored his warnings and, sure enough, the population of locusts exploded and went on the rampage. All the other farms were wiped out and Farmer Henry’s was the last bastion against the attackers.


With the help of a friendly cast of farm animals, including pigs, horses, chickens, dogs and cats—all of whom could speak, of course; Nevada’s version of Fanny would have fitted right in—Farmer Henry fought a plucky last-ditch defence



against the evil hordes of hideously ugly rapacious insects.


It was a gory and protracted battle, but in the end the good guys won.


Farmer Henry and the animals found themselves knee-deep in dead locusts. They had to be got rid of somehow, so what the chickens couldn’t eat was taken into the kitchen and a big feast was prepared. All the animals sat down with Farmer Henry at his table for the celebration dinner. But the big gag was the farmer didn’t know what was in the pie.


So he bit into it innocently. Cue: Crunch crunch crunch! And: ‘Ugh,’ said Farmer Henry. Locust pie!


The end.


I could see why kids loved it. It read like Roald Dahl with the moral governor removed.


* * *


That evening Miss Honeyland was scheduled to come around and collect the record that Tinkler had quickly agreed to sell—as well he might, given that he was being paid a small fortune for it and he wasn’t really interested in 78s anyway—and which he had left with us after our celebration dinner.


I was in the kitchen, getting ready to make tea of all things. This was for Miss Honeyland. Nevada had somehow discovered that, although she’d politely sipped our expensive and dwindling supply of finest coffee, the old bat would actually have preferred a cup of tea. As zero hour drew close, Fanny suddenly came scooting in through the garden cat flap. A moment later the back door opened and



Nevada hurried in. “My god,” she said. “Their car.”


“What is it?” We all bustled back outside, Fanny zipping along at our heels as we tried to peer over the garden wall without being too obvious about it. I understood what Nevada meant. The gorgeous gleaming Mercedes we’d seen the other day was no more. It took me a moment to even recognise it as the same vehicle.


It looked like someone had worked it over with a giant sledgehammer.


The side panels were caved in, the chrome shattered, the paintwork scarred. I was amazed that it was even roadworthy, it looked like such a wreck. We ducked behind the wall as the door popped open and Albert the chauffeur stepped out. He had a bandage around his head. As he helped Miss Honeyland out of the car we hurried back inside the house.


“What the hell?” I said.


“Did you see that?” said Nevada. Then, “Is the tea ready?”


“I think I’ve forgotten how to make it. It’s been so long.”


The doorbell rang. “Oh, for god’s sake,” said Nevada. “Here, let me do it. You go and let her in.”


I let Miss Honeyland in and guided her to a seat at the dining table while Nevada wrestled with tea-making. “We saw the car,” I said.


“Oh, did you?”


“What happened?”


She sighed. “Someone tried to run us off the road.”


“What?”


“A Range Rover. It came up behind us, then passed us



on the inside and swerved and hit us, and very nearly drove us in the path of an oncoming lorry.” She studied me, her eyes bright. “If it hadn’t been for Albert’s excellent reflexes, that would have been our lot.” Things had gone very quiet in the kitchen while Nevada listened to this. Now she came through and sat down with us.


“So, naturally enough, we were rather shaken and we pulled over onto the side of the road. And then who should pull up just ahead of us?”


“The Range Rover,” I said.


“Yes. There were three men inside. We thought they’d come to offer help, or to apologise. At least, that’s what I thought. Albert got out of the car to remonstrate with them. And then they got out. All three of them. There was something about the way they were standing there. I leaned out of the car and called for Albert to get back in. I was too late, though. The men had already surrounded him. And there was a scuffle.”


“My god,” said Nevada.


“Now, Albert can acquit himself quite handily in almost any situation.” There was a note of quiet pride in her voice. “But with odds of three to one against, even he was in trouble. Luckily, at that moment a police car was passing, and it slowed down to see if there had been an accident. The three men immediately got into the Range Rover and drove off. By the time we were able to explain to the police what had actually happened, they were long gone. I don’t suppose I could trouble you for a cup of tea? Or coffee would be fine.”




“No, no, we have tea,” said Nevada, hurrying out to resume her interrupted preparations. Miss Honeyland looked at me.


“They did find the Range Rover. Abandoned. It had been stolen a few hours earlier. The theory of the police, in so far as they can be said to have such a thing, is that the whole incident comes under the three broad headings of ‘joyriding’, ‘hit-and-run’, and ‘road rage’.” She studied me with her pale, intelligent eyes.


I said, “But you have a different theory.”


“That’s right.”


Nevada came back in with a teapot and three cups on a tray. I hoped she wasn’t going to serve me any of the stuff.


“I think the incident is considerably more complicated, and more serious, than that. For example, Albert is the least paranoid soul, but he says he thinks he glimpsed one of them holding a gun. One of the men.”


I said, “You think you were singled out. That you were a deliberate target.”


“Yes, I’m afraid I do.”


“Why do you think that?” said Nevada.


The old woman picked up her teacup and held it carefully in both hands, as though warming them. “I’m afraid I haven’t been entirely candid with you.”


“How so?”


She set the cup down, her tea untasted. We probably all would have been better off with coffee. “Well, everything I told you was absolutely accurate, as far as it went. But what I left out was the background, so to speak. I am indeed



desperately looking for my father’s recordings to go into the museum we’re building. But I didn’t tell you why the museum is so significant. You see, I am the executor of my father’s literary estate, and his heritage is entirely in my care. And I have reached a point in my life where I want to be certain that the future of his work, and his reputation, is assured. So I have set about the museum project, but I also have started looking for a buyer.”


“A buyer?” said Nevada.


“For all his literary properties.” She picked up the cup again and this time took a sip. I could smell the gentle fragrance of the tea now. It smelled nice enough, but it certainly wasn’t coffee. She looked at us over the rim of the cup. “You may have heard about what became of the literary estates of A. A. Milne and Beatrix Potter and Enid Blyton.”


“They were bought by big American media conglomerates, weren’t they?” said Nevada.


Miss Honeyland nodded. “Yes, for the most part. The Americans recognise the value of timeless children’s literature. And they are willing to pay a fair price for it. Some of the estates I mentioned were purchased for eight- or nine-figure sums.” She let this sink in as she took another sip of tea, then lowered the cup. I was thinking, Nine figures. A hundred million dollars. Yes, people have been killed for less.


“And that is the kind of price I intend to secure for my father’s work. From a major and reputable buyer. I’m rather hoping the Disney people will prevail.”


“Disney?” said Nevada.


“Yes, or DreamWorks, but the point is that there are also



many other parties who would be happy to acquire the rights to my father’s books. And not all of them are reputable or willing to pay a fair sum. Of course, I have been seeing off such time-wasters in no uncertain terms.” She smiled thinly. “But if I was to suddenly and unexpectedly pass away, my father’s estate would fall into the hands of lawyers who aren’t as scrupulous or motivated as I am and who might also be rather impatient and greedy. They might not be willing to go to the trouble of a painstaking and protracted negotiating process of the sort I am currently conducting.”


I said, “You think they might go for a quick sale.”


She nodded. “Yes. For a quick profit. Luckily I am still here, to prevent something like that happening.”


Nevada said, “But you actually think someone tried to deliberately run you off the road and—”


“That is what I suspect, yes. But that’s all right. Because now they’ve made their move. And failed.”


I said, “What makes you think they won’t try again?”


She smiled at me. “Because I have just issued a press release, stating that if I should die before negotiations are completed—”


“Heaven forbid,” said Nevada.


“Heaven forbid, if I should die before negotiations are completed, then my father’s entire estate—lock, stock and barrel—goes to one of our largest and most robust charities.” She nodded with satisfaction. “And then no one will see a penny from it.”


“Except the charity.”


“Except the charity.” She suddenly stood up. I was



expecting her to reach for her cane, but she seemed determined not to use it as she took a few careful steps around the room. Her walking seemed to have improved since I’d last seen her. She sat down on the sofa and picked up the book that was lying on the coffee table. It was Farmer Henry Versus the Locusts. She studied it fondly for a moment, then looked at me.


“Have you been reading this?”


“Yes. Somehow I missed it when I was a kid.”


“What do you think of it?”


Nevada shot me a warning look. I said, “Well, I…”


Miss Honeyland leafed through the book. “I know, I know, so gruesome and bloodthirsty! All those descriptions of locusts being crushed and crunched and spurting goo and split open and baked in pies.” She closed the book and set it down again. “I suppose it was the war. I mean, my father’s sensibilities were inevitably shaped—I imagine ‘coarsened’ some might say—by the violence and the bloodshed.” She smiled impishly. “But children love it!”


“No kidding,” I said. Nevada refilled Miss Honeyland’s teacup and took it over to her.


“Yes, they absolutely love it. And it’s the gruesome gore that they love best. Thank you, dear.”


Nevada handed her the cup and sat down beside her on the sofa. “He must have been quite a character, your father.”


“Oh yes.” She looked at me. “You would have got along like a house on fire. He loved jazz, too. When he was off duty he could generally be found roaring around England on his motorbike, whizzing down country roads in the blackout,



racing off to hear jazz being played in some godforsaken place. Bomber Command gave him a special permit so he’d get waved through at checkpoints.” She smiled nostalgically, nodding.


“His boss, Bomber Harris, intervened personally when there was talk of my father being reprimanded for listening to German broadcasts featuring a particular Berlin swing band that he adored.” She drained her cup and set it down. “And he could have got into a great deal of trouble for that. His sister, my aunt, had been a notorious Nazi sympathiser before the war—sort of a Mitford in a minor key—and the stink of her reputation lingered, damaging his career.”


She stood up decisively. “Still, I mustn’t bore you with ancient history.”


“You’re not boring anyone,” said Nevada.


“You’re very kind. But I must be off. Albert has an appointment at the doctor’s.” She smiled, showing her many healthy and sizeable teeth. “And the Mercedes has an appointment at the garage.”


After she was gone, Nevada said, “Nine figures. Maybe I should write a children’s book.”


We caught the news that evening and it gave the official version of Miss Honeyland and Albert’s close encounter—joyriders, shockingly dangerous behaviour, a stolen vehicle abandoned without a trace of the culprits.











4. SHEDS


I said, “The problem is, I know about vinyl. All my sources are for vinyl.”


Nevada smiled a superior little smile. “You always say something like this, you always have to have your moan. And then you buckle down to the job at hand, and it turns out you actually know exactly what to do. Who to speak to.”



OEBPS/contents.xhtml




Table of Contents





		Cover



		Also by Andrew Cartmel and available from Titan Books



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Prologue: Screen Shot



		1. Hidden Treasure



		2. Sigmund Freud



		3. Locust Pie



		4. Sheds



		5. Group Portrait



		6. Dover



		7. Gillian Gadon



		8. Silk Stockings



		9. The Embankment



		10. Satan’s Ladder



		11. TP37



		12. Chelsea



		13. Local History



		14. Tour



		15. Beer Barrel



		16. Mud on the Plates



		17. Family



		18. Camberwell Green



		19. View from the Bridge



		20. The House in Eltham



		21. Opal



		22. Dissertation



		23. The Houseguest



		24. The Barmaid



		25. Backfire



		26. Bovine TB



		27. Sack



		28. Upwards



		29. Nazi Farm



		30. National News



		31. Signal Flare



		32. Royal Festival Hall



		33. Champagne



		34. Note



		Epilogue



		Author’s Note



		Acknowledgments



		About the Author









Guide





		Cover



		Start of Content



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/images/title.jpg








OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
ANDREW' CARTIMEL

\INY
W











