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Chapter One: Flange Opens
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The train announcer called: ‘our next station stop, Newcastle upon Tyne.’ Ashleigh could hardly hide her excitement. The athletic young policewoman got to her feet and lifted her luggage down from the rack. She was home. Almost! For over two years she’d longed for this moment, now it was coming true. The train snaked slowly over the mighty River Tyne as the excited passenger gazed at its world-famous bridges. Moments later the train arrived, and she alighted with her bags, looking in vain for a porter. But she scarcely needed assistance: Officer Ashleigh Grosvenor was tall, strong, an incredible sprinter, and fit as a fiddle. She spotted the car rental office and within minutes was at the wheel of her hire car. She had always dreamed of a career in the police: outstanding during training and professional during her time on the beat, she was now ‘home’ and ready to show everyone just what she could do. Ashleigh left the station environs and drew into a car park so she could visit a newsagent and buy a few items. She needed change for the parking and, proffering a five-pound note, asked the counter clerk for change. This was refused. Ashleigh inhaled slowly, then, picking up some breath mints handed over payment. She got her change and a filthy look! This wasn’t quite the homecoming she’d hoped for. But when she returned to the car, it got worse. Cars had parked alongside her, blocking her in. And the driver of one of them was returning. Ashleigh was an exceptional driver, and sized up the situation immediately, but it was the man approaching who upped the ante. ‘Come on love, can’t you women park a car straight? I mean, for fuck’s sake.’ Ashleigh was pissed as she’d parked in the only space available to her, crooked as it was. She studied the blowhard: she’d not forget him, he had blond hair, center-parted like it was 1972, black leather blouson and blue jeans. ‘I’m not moving,’ he threatened. ‘I don’t need you to,’ she replied. ‘Oh yeah, while you do a twenty-three-point maneuver?’ Ashleigh fired up the engine, and with impressive dexterity reversed her car out of the space and past him. What a start to the rest of her life!

Inspector Bob Dearlove, Border Constabulary CID, preferred golf to working. Today the sun was shining, and he yearned to be on the links, breathing that sea air. He was a man of few words, and those that he spoke were delivered in a Geordie accent so broad that no-one south of Gateshead could understand him. But he expected to be listened to. Indeed, he was so highly regarded that it was said of him if he jumps out of a high-rise window, follow him. Don’t ask, just do it. In the background a printer puttered away. Bob cleared his desk, removing The Daily Telegraph. He wasn’t up to completing its crossword, but the financial pages were another matter. Few took a keener interest in the day’s market movements or profited more from them. The printer stopped and Dearlove snatched at the printout, reading aloud the title. ‘Soon it will be ‘Bring your daughter to work’ day!’ Then he studied it, taking his time. Bit by bit it emerged that the Home Office had decided the police force not only needed substantially more women, but many more in higher grades. And if you have a daughter, as Bob did, why not bring her to work and convince her the police is a good career? He mused: it’s asking too much to slot a woman of zero experience into a high-ranking position in the coveted Criminal Investigation Department. He believed it shouldn’t even be considered. It was about three o’clock in the afternoon, coffee time, but the Inspector reached into his bottom drawer and withdrew a full bottle of whiskey. He was glad he was close to retirement. He filled the first of several tumblers. And by the time he’d seen off the drink his golf date was in ashes, and the only handicap was that he could not see, or form words.

Inspector Bob’s hangover the following morning was severe, but he had swallowed sufficient aspirin to ease the pain and restore close vision. He was shortsighted and removed his glasses to read the computer screen. Yes, there was no mistaking it, a fresh female recruit was already on her way. ‘That didn’t take long,’ he muttered. Picking up the phone he summoned his secretary, Manny McDaid. A moment later the diminutive Scot was at the door. These two men lived close to one another in the seaside resort of Whitley Bay and often golfed together. Despite the many scornful put downs he received Manny remained convinced that this neighborliness was a sound career move. He was one of those in life who takes the falls and bounces back. And fortunately for him he didn’t have far to fall as he was only five feet seven. He'd joined the police in Glasgow, Scotland where the height requirement is waived provided you can stay sober for at least twenty-four hours, then recite The Leith Police Dismisseth Us. The Cuban-heeled Beetle boots had helped too. But now that Manny was south of the Border, he reveled in the title of the force’s number one piss head. This morning, for a change, he was in better fettle than his boss. ‘What do you know about this girl?’ asked the inspector. ‘I expect you’ve done the research.’ Manny sat down and opened his notebook. ‘Ashleigh Grosvenor. She did well at Police College, big strong girl, had a running career apparently. Would like to specialize in drugs.’ ‘Anything else?’ asked Bob. Manny lowered his voice, conspiratorially. ‘Well, during the twenty weeks classroom training she was very popular with the lads.’ Dearlove rested his head in his hand. ‘That’s all we need.’

But Manny was not through; he was anxious to remind his boss about the snooker tournament that very evening. No-one could come up with reasons to remain at work or stay out late at night than the liquor-hungry Scot. Dearlove, by contrast, had a tolerable relationship with his wife and though he too liked a night out he had a pathological dread of paying out a divorce settlement. He pondered: he’d appear, have a few halves then head home. But Newcastle upon Tyne is a party city. By night, legitimate mainstream businesses close and hand the baton over to hedonism and Babylonian excess. Soon, the streets teem with gangs of scantily clad girls, hungry for a good night out. So, although the pretext was a ‘snooker tournament’ the reality would soon be a rampage through the drinking dens of Gray Street and the Quayside. The younger male members of the force were shaping up to visit Flange, a new titty-bar that had recently opened. They figured that if they didn’t succeed in getting laid, or feeling up a pair of knockers, they could check out the posh new toilets and knock one out there. Flange was packed, thanks to a promotion that allowed females in free. As the minutes ticked by the girls poured in, like sea foam spreading up a beach. Finally, a screech, as a group burst through the door led by a tall female with very shapely legs. She was wearing practically nothing to cover these, or her chest. ‘What’ll you have, Ashleigh?’ shrieked one of the harpies.’ ‘Same as last time,’ replied the leggy one. The group stumbled over to the counter, leering at a barman whose jeans were so tight his foreskin status could be confirmed. Inspector Dearlove was feeling very old and decided it was time to quit. Manny tried detaining him. For him the night was just beginning, and as the drink flowed his Glaswegian twang emerged. ‘Will ye no’ have anothurr wee dram, sirrr?’ As the boss rose to leave, someone spotted him.

Dearlove had not reached the door when a tall young woman with long blond hair and blue eyes blocked his way. ‘I knew straight away that you were all police,’ she gushed. ‘It’s the little things give it away. You know, the lads disappearing into the toilets when it’s their turn to buy the drinks. Their banter, starting out with football and girls but moving on to where to buy the cheapest flat screen. It’s just like I remember from Police College.’ Dearlove was trying to process. ‘So,’ the siren continued, holding onto his lapels, ‘I just wanted to introduce myself. I’m Ashleigh Grosvenor, and I’m so looking forward to joining the team.’ ‘Well,’ started the boss, choking on her scent, ‘what makes you think you’re on my team?’ Ashleigh gave him a big, toothy smile. She’d once been told she looked like the actress Frances de la Tour. That observation had earned her admirer a hand job. This old character was harder to crack. But Ashleigh was smart and could wait. And in that drink-fueled Sodom there was no-one had yet cottoned to the fact that she did not drink hard liquor. She always kept her wits about her. She had pawed Dearlove’s tired old jacket enough to arouse his wife’s suspicions. And she’d made her introduction to the boss. For the moment that was enough. As he shambled out onto the street, she returned to the fray.

Making his solitary way to Flange was another off-duty copper, Pat Whelan. He’d been at his regular haunt that evening, Sunset Boulevard. Pat was married with kids, but he didn’t let it cramp his style. His philosophy on women was simple. The older, uglier and more desperate they were, the more grateful they were and that counted for a lot. He’d mastered the art of maintaining eye contact with his conquests and could feign interest in their conversation. It rarely failed. Tonight, for example he’d scored early. The woman was keen, but short on words. ‘I’ve got my own teeth,’ she’d announced proudly. Then later, ‘I don’t swallow on a first date.’ At least she was right about the teeth. Suffice it to say that as he wandered up Gray Street, Pat’s nut sack was empty and looking forward to a night’s rest. It should be said that Mr. Whelan was far from bad looking. Six foot and 200 pounds, he had pale-blue eyes and an Omar Sharif moustache. His penis was larger than many and saw more action than most. But right now, all he wanted was a drink. He approached the entrance to Flange confident that, as usual, the bouncers would let him in for free. He was known throughout the city. But this was the club’s opening night, and he had to cough up. This he did with great good humor as nothing ever rattled him. Once inside he saw all his chums in a far corner. He gave regal acknowledgement then made for the bar. His old pal Manny was ordering drinks and quickly included the new arrival. But Pat had eyes solely for the virago who was blotting out the Caledonian midget. She was certainly an upgrade. Most of the women he dated had children older than her. Manny introduced Pat to the newcomer who initiated the patter at once. ‘Yes, I did hear we were making a push to get more women into the service,’ he smarmed, fixing her with his eyes. ‘So, which of our colleagues is your dad?’ Ashleigh affected a girlish simper. 'It's got nothing to do with the Bring Your Daughter to Work thing, silly. I’m a fully trained WPC.’ A slow, dog-like smile spread over Pat’s lecherous face as he eyed the rookie up and down. ‘I hope we’ll be seeing a lot more of one another.’ But Ashleigh’s eyes were elsewhere. A man had just joined the law enforcement crowd in the corner. It was the ‘gent’ she’d encountered that morning in the parking lot.
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Chapter Two: Hot Enough?
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British policemen love curry. No-one knows why. Perhaps it’s because, no matter how late the hour, crowded the restaurant, or difficult the customers, Indian restaurants turn no-one away. Including drunken police officers. But Inspector Dearlove now faced a problem. Following information that it was sheltering illegal migrants, one of Newcastle’s most popular and illustrious restaurants, Taste of the Ganges had been referred for investigation. This case was going to need careful handling. It was now July, and many staff were on leave: trained officers were in short supply. The boss telephoned Manny McDaid. The pocket-size Scot took his time responding. When he turned up, he was sporting plaid trousers, a yellow jumper and golf shoes. Manny had bright blue eyes, a perpetual smile, and a black mustache. The facial hair was not an accident. He nursed an almost fetishist admiration for fellow officer Pat Whelan and had grown his whiskers in homage to a man he could never be. Not that he was totally taken in by his hero. Thanks to a sincere adherence to his Catholic faith, he judged Pat’s whoring as a bad thing. But when all’s said and done men have to work together, and he did enjoy all the time he and the horndog spent together. Well, until today, that is. Dearlove’s face gave nothing away. ‘Manny, I’m putting you with the new girl, Officer Grosvenor. You’ll both be in the van keeping observations on the Ganges.’ The boss’s selection was shrewd. He knew Pat Whelan of old and had no doubt that he’d quickly make his move on the athletically fit young woman. Being in the van with Manny, by contrast, would be safer than going to confession. They’d already met in Flange and appeared to get along. 

Manny wasn’t happy, but worse was to come. ‘And I’d like you to go to the compound and check the OB van. Jim Brown was in it last, and he left the portable toilet in a hell of a state.’ ‘Och, Bob, you must be joking!’ complained his secretary, spreading wide his arms as if to say, ‘do you not see how well dressed I am?’ But his boss wasn’t looking. So, Manny, tail between legs, prepared to spend an hour cleaning out the van that the police used to conduct observations. In theory, this van, disguised to look like a builder’s van, could safely be left in areas of interest. Inside, officers were able to record audibly and visually what they witnessed and keep a record of it. To ensure their safety a police car would be parked some distance away, but in radio contact. The problem is that, in cities like Newcastle, which have ten rough neighborhoods for every decent one, the residents are instantly aware of any car or van they themselves haven’t stolen, so the van is, in the parlance a ‘show out'. But procedures must be followed. Manny vacuumed the van, and checked the equipment, then faced the dreadful business of cleaning the portable loo. This had never been properly dealt with since the scorching day, a week ago when Jim Brown was abandoned in the van for eight hours. The surveillance team had to follow a vehicle and by the time they returned Jim was de-hydrated and had filled the loo to the brim with the remains of his previous night’s curries. In the extreme heat, he’d stripped down to his underwear and when the doors were finally opened, he emerged from his metal cage like a sumo wrestler. The smell was unbearable to Manny who, for all his faults, was fastidious, and noticeably clean for a man. But his thoughts were running on ahead. A man and a girl in the van. How will she use the toilet?

Ashleigh was thrilled she was going to see action so soon. She paused to consider what to wear. For her, the issue of dress, when men were part of the equation, centered on one issue. ‘What do I wear to arouse them?’ But after her evening at Flange she realized that Manny posed neither threat nor temptation. She’d be safe in the van with him. Bob Dearlove figured this too. Manny might be many things, piss head, shit golfer, suck up. But philanderer he was not! Ashleigh was a leopard who could not change her spots either. She’d loved her time at the Police Training Centre at Hendon, London, where her room number was the hottest ticket in town. Now, back home and on probation she needed to make a good impression. But knowing how weak and stupid most men are, couldn’t she advance up the career ladder and still have some fun? She pulled on a black leotard, tied her black training shoes, and over-sprayed herself with Obsession. And she was giving no thought to urination at that point. She remembered from training that, once in the van, you remain in the van until you are taken out or ‘extracted.’ And that could be a very long time. She reckoned that, between her and Manny, if anyone was going to piss him or herself with frustration, it would not be her. 

Only Newcastle upon Tyne could have a street called Two Ball Lonnen. The last word means Lane and Two Ball speaks for itself. It is home to Taste of the Ganges, one of the city’s foremost Asian eateries. From 5 pm onwards the smells are mouth-watering as the staff prepare to entice the denizens of Tyneside with exotic dining. Manny and Ashleigh had settled themselves into the van and the vehicle was driven into position by dog handler Alan. He was successful is placing the OB van directly across from the restaurant, less successful in making it inconspicuous. Indeed, it stood out so much that members of staff gathered on the pavement to look at it, much like a solar eclipse. Meanwhile, Pat Whelan had volunteered to enter the restaurant as a diner to see just what was going on. And to act as cover for this enterprise he was accompanied by the office typist Moira Armstrong. Miss Armstrong was bi-polar. A native of Cowgate, one of the town’s many insalubrious regions, she managed her work-life balance by being a very competent stenographer by day and a world-class booze hound at night. Moira was a feminist, to the extent that she could outdrink most men, and liked it that way. Whoever was still standing could have her. And some had, though, surprisingly not Pat Whelan. She was two generations too young for him. But tonight, he and his charming companion were going to enjoy, courtesy of the British taxpayer, a fine Indian meal. And should anything criminal occur in the restaurant Moira would be cover if Pat chose to respond. The officer was wired and in radio contact but hoping very much that his free evening meal might go undisturbed.

Despite being a whoremaster par excellence Pat had enough basic decency to show his fellow diner the sort of courtesy to which she was a stranger. So, he withdrew a seat for her and only sat down himself when she’d made herself comfortable. ‘Everything okay?’ he enquired. She scowled at him, then removing a tampon from her bag, waved it dramatically, ‘only if you like being on your rags.’ Pat didn’t think this was suitable table conversation, especially as he was planning to order chicken tikka marsala. But it also scotched the chances of any steamy nightcap he was envisioning. The waiter came to take the order. Pat gestured to his lady friend to go first. ‘Hev yah got any Diamond White?’ she asked. The Indian looked blank. Pat stepped in. ‘It’s an 11% cider that makes you go blind.’ ‘Who fuckin’ asked you?’ snapped the menstruating typist. She scanned the menu once more. ‘I’ll have a red wine.’ ‘Small, medium or large,’ asked the waiter. ‘A bottle.’ replied Moira. Meanwhile Ashleigh and Manny were settling into the van The rookie was excited. She had a log to record, photos to take and radio communications to monitor. But a problem was growing. On his way to work Manny had stopped at the Shire Moor Tavern and helped himself to a couple of quick pints. You only rent ale, as all men know, and the hoppy liquor was now ready to say goodbye to the wee man’s bladder. Ashleigh was unfazed. ‘I’ll look the other way,’ she offered. But Manny simply couldn’t. On the rare occasions he and his wife had fornicated, they did so in darkness. The minutes passed. Manny crossed and re-crossed his legs, but it was no good. He stood up. ‘I’m just going to pop out for a wee while, you’ll be alright.’ Ashleigh watched in consternation then horror as he broke cover, the cardinal sin in covert observation, letting himself out of the high security van.

Manny darted over the busy road and disappeared into the restaurant where he relieved himself. He spotted his co-workers and made for their table. Moira seemed happy to see him. The new visitor at their table was a fellow drinker, with the sex drive of a monk! She recommended the red wine, and he ordered himself one. The waiter re-appeared to take the food order. Moira studied the menu. ‘I want a lamb piss hander.’ The waiter stalled. ‘Pasanda, I think she means,’ helped Pat. ‘Och, you should nae get that,’ warned Manny. ‘Do you know what these guys in the kitchen do to thicken up the sauce?’ He laughed then gulped at the red wine which came in a metal pitcher. The trio chatted over the day’s events, drank and made merry. Manny hadn’t ordered food, but Pat, aware that they weren’t paying for it was living high on the hog. Poppadums, naans, sauces, then mains arrived. Moira, still recovering from Manny’s claim that the restaurant staff ejaculate into the meals surrendered hers to him and they both laid into further pitchers of wine. Then Pat, his radio lighting up and his earpiece crackling, raised his hand to silence them. ‘Wait. What was that? Someone around the van, snooping? OK will have Mike-Mike out to you, asap.’ But Manny McDaid, or ‘Mike-Mike’ when operational, wasn’t happy. He walked over to the window and looked out. He couldn’t see anything wrong. ‘Och, she’s making it up.’ and he returned to his table. By now, with the ingress of sufficient drink a transformation had taken place to the character of the typist Moira. Her ‘miserable-as-fuck’ persona had morphed into a party girl. Her hazel eyes sparkled, a clown-like smile on her sweating face, and she was now as loud and garrulous as she’d earlier been sullen. Pat called time on the party. ‘You need to get back, Manny.’ The gluttonous Glaswegian wolfed down the remaining lamb pasanda, and his flask of wine, and stumbled out of the eatery.

For some moments the inebriate Scot swayed on the curbside as traffic roared past. Then a respite allowed him to cross. Going to the rear of the van he hammered on the double doors. ‘Who is it?’ asked Ashleigh. ‘Who the fuck do you think it is, you silly bitch?’ Ashleigh held fire. She didn’t like being talked to like this. They warned her at Hendon this would happen up north, but hadn’t they also said change was coming? Still the hammering continued. Ashleigh picked up the expensive, fancy camera. She now knew exactly how to use this. She adjusted the flash and got ready. Manny was yet again relieving himself against the van. ‘Stand by, stand by,’ she called on the radio, initiating instant response from troops. Panicking, the wee man scuttled to the rear of the van and tried the doors. Then his Indian meal and the red wine decided that they weren’t that good a match after all and came up. Ashleigh got into position with the camera and decided that a dozen or more shots of him vomiting would be appropriate. If she was going to need to protect her interests, she might as well start on her very first night out. Inside the restaurant the lotus eaters weren’t faring much better. A waiter escorted Pat and Moira to the door, warning them never to return. ‘Your food’s shite anyway,’ screamed the tipsy typist. ‘Tastes like the fucking Ganges. And I’ve pissed better than your wine.’ Pat made a mental note. Don’t schedule any work from her in the morning.
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