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      The DaDa Detective Agency is a cosy crime series with amusing notes.

      
        
        Dadaism was an arts movement that flouted the conventional by producing works marked by incongruity.

      

      

      The DaDa novels have an idiosyncratic narrative, the intention being to create a DNA spiral of the real and surreal narratives, but there is a rational design with a significant and satisfying ending.

      

      
        
        "Life is absurd" - Albert Camus

      

      

      The central protagonists in the Kind Hearts and Martinets miniseries, an elderly DCI, Jack (Jane) Austin and Detective Superintendent Amanda Bruce, have a growing following and, it was suggested I develop them into a new series. It has also been said, more than once, that Mandy and Jack are akin to a modern-day Jeeves and Wooster; not intentional, but too tempting to ignore. Jack Austin (a cockney Wooster), and the more adroit and decorous and definitely stronger, Amanda (Jeeves), retire from the police and establish the:

      
        
        DaDa Detective Agency.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOKS BY PETE ADAMS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Kind Hearts and Martinets mini-series (5 books):

        Book 1 - Cause and Effect – Vice Plagues the City

        Book 2 - Irony in the Soul – Nobody Listens like the Dying

        Book 3 - A Barrow Boy's Cadenza – In dead Flat major

        Book 4 - Ghost and Ragman Roll – Spectre or Spook

        Book 5 - Merde and Mandarins

      

      

      
        
        The Dada series:

        Book 1 - Road Kill - The Duchess of Frisian Tun

        Book 2 - Rite Judgement – Heads Roll – Corpses Dance

        Book 3 – Blood Sport – Wigs on the Green

      

      

      
        
        The Rhubarb Papers series:

        Book 1 - Dead No More - Rhubarb in the Mammon

      

      

      
        
        The Larkin's Barkin’ series:

        Book 1 - Black Rose - A Midsummer Night's Chutzpah

      

      

      
        
        Coming soon:

        The Avuncular Detective series:

        Murder in a Royal Peculiar – Parts One and Two:

        A Choir of Assassins – Seven Fingers (Part One)

        Extreme Unction – Requiem and Widow’s Weeds (Part Two)

        Larkin’s Barkin’ – Book 2 – A Deadly Queen

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHAT PEOPLE HAVE SAID ABOUT PETE ADAMS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Pete Adams is the Salvador Dali of thriller writers.”

        “Reminds me of the best of Tom Sharpe.”

        “This author has a creative talent that needs highlighting and sharing otherwise so many people will miss a gem.”

        “Adams’s writing style is fantastic, truly refreshing, more please!”

        “An Addictive series.”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Picasso said, "Everything you can imagine is real", and the DaDa Detective Agency books are, strangely, real.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Steph Warren – a peerless book blogger who gets it …

      And - to Maurice Snowden, Publisher - who informed me of the expression Wigs on the Green and loaned me a book on The Battle of Southsea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Wigs on the green refers to a fight, brawl or fracas, or to a difference of opinion that could lead to fisticuffs. It often appears as “there’ll be wigs on the green”, as a warning (or a prediction) that an altercation is likely to occur - Urban Dictionary.

      The Battle of Southsea:

      This story is inspired by true events — The Battle of Southsea that took place in Portsmouth in the summer of 1874 when working-class men and women rose up to prevent the landed gentry from taking possession of a section of the Southsea Common. The People won and the rights of the people are preserved to this day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FRONTISPIECE

          

        

      

    

    
      This book was inspired by real events: THE LAST READING OF THE RIOT ACT IN BRITAIN.

      
        
        5Th August 1874, The Portsmouth and Southsea public rose up to defend their right-of-way across common land between the Clarence Pier and the Esplanade Hotel – it became known as ‘The Battle of Southsea’

        Four days of rioting ensue when the Portsmouth Corporation bans the public from Southsea Common in preparation for private redevelopment. The police and eventually the army are called in to quell the trouble. The Battle of Southsea Common, as it became known, was the last occasion on which the Riot Act was read. The revolt succeeds; the Corporation abandons its plans and the Common is once again common land, and remains so.

        Tom Sykes, writer and academic, Portsmouth, adapted from his article in the Star and Crescent magazine, February 2015.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A MESSAGE TO ANYONE FIGHTING THE ESTABLISHMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “As peaceful as your protests may be, it threatens the Establishment and those in charge of it. To think they will just roll over and hand their Empire to you is stupidity.

        They are going to fight. They are going to lie. They are going to do anything in their power to keep their Establishment the way it is.

        So when they fight you, remember, it’s because what you are doing is effective.

        Be strong, be true and, most of all, don’t give up.”

      

      

      I cannot credit this statement as I do not know the author and, I cannot guarantee I have all the words correct, but the gist is right – I hope whomever the author was of this profound commentary, can forgive, because it inspires me… thank you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is a sequel to: Rite Judgement; Heads Roll - Corpses Dance.

      

      If you feel powerless, do you stay home and watch as all that you hold dear is stripped from you, or do you fight back? And, if you fight back, how far are you prepared to go? All the way? What is your breaking point? Are you a Sleeper; an armchair radical? What will it take to raise you from your righteous slumber? Is there a Knight on a white charger over the horizon, someone who can rally reason, sensibilities, make the case for right to prevail for the ordinary citizen? And, if that saviour exists, would people recognise that person for what he or she is? What if the saviour is a man, oft ridiculed, but steered by a strong, sensible, and intelligent woman? What if …?

      What if that man and his wife are tired and want only to retire, to spend time with their family? What will it take to raise their battling spirits for one more fight? What will light their fire? A threat to one of their children, grandchildren? Or would it be the intrigue and the suggestion that all is not what it seems in the decorous precincts of Southsea, Portsmouth, situated centrally on the south coast of England?

      Could it be possible that this bastion of British joie de vivre tranquille is being deliberately rattled? If so, why? And what have the French got to do with it? La deuxième bataille de Southsea, à mort – the second battle of Southsea, to the death; dans l’arene du cirque – but will the circus come to town in time?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      You have to understand the mentality of the British to understand the Second Battle of Southsea, as it is now being called and, to especially get into the mind-set of the middle classes, requires an ability to break down the barriers of reactionary thought in order to see just what would break the innate reserve, the inherent peaceful acceptance of the people.

      To stop the people turning a blind eye, maybe it takes a blind man to show the way, because a blind man cannot see the layers of obfuscation deliberately set? And, in the land of the blind, the man with one eye is King.

      Oh no, not Jack Austin, aka Jane, aka Dick; the one-eyed Dick?

      Yep, it looks that way.

      The proposal to develop housing on open land anywhere on the beautiful and ancient seafront of Southsea would agitate, wouldn’t it? Would such a proposal raise the ire of the ordinarily dormant passion of the residents? Any threat to the Arcadia of the City of Portsmouth in the central southern part of England, fronting onto the fermenting Solent Sea, is something that is guaranteed to raise the hackles of the stay at homes, to get them writing letters, tutting in the checkout isles of Waitrose, a posh supermarket, surely?

      Propose to redevelop the historic cricket ground, the hallowed turf that once witnessed the brothers Brian and Percy Banister get 21, and 7 not out, to tip the balance in the match against The Old Portsmouth Gentleman in 1893, then the Parishioners of Craneswater stand on the shoulders of giants, and raised voices should be expected to be heard in the extraordinary general meeting of the Craneswater Residents' Association. Combine this risqué plan with the Tennis Club and the short course golf links and, heaven forefend, Canoe Lake, then surely red lines will be drawn in the shingle beach. This bastion of British values was being attacked and it needed resisting. Skin and hair will fly. There will be wigs on the green.

      When I say stand on the shoulders of giants, you must understand that this is merely a figure of speech, for cometh the hour, cometh, the … half-Japanese, trapeze artiste, midget?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      In such a short space of time and so soon after the dead and then resurrected dancing nun had brought forth and consolidated the velvet revolution in Britain. So soon after the resurrected nun had died and been resurrected for a second time and then died again and been finally laid to rest on an altar in Trafalgar Square, so The Rite of Spring was doomed.

      It was then that the Establishment began their fight back and where better to target that revenge than in the heartland of the peaceful revolution itself, Portsmouth: the home of St Winifrede’s convent. The home of the cockney barrow boy, former Detective Chief Inspector, Jack (nicknamed Jane, aka Dick) Austin, ballet dancer extraordinaire and, his wife, the former Detective Superintendent, Amanda Austin (aka Duck). The home also of the Royal Navy and, a centre for secret squirrel military research establishments, buried deep in the chalk hills that form a backdrop to the Island of Portsea on the south coast of England.

      It was in Portsmouth and all within twenty-four hours, the Head of the Portsmouth City Council, Planning Committee, would be found in the Southsea Cricket Club pavilion, brutally murdered with cricket stumps driven into his chest. A woman on the busy concourse of Portsmouth and Southsea train station, would be stabbed to death. In the mayor’s parlour, a sniper will shoot dead the mayor’s personal assistant and, not much later, a gang of beatnik climate activists would be blown up in their pedalo shed beside Canoe Lake.

      The Establishment and mainstream press would label all these acts as somehow threats to the State, thankfully neutralised. The People would be encouraged to breathe a sigh of relief and, thank the Lord, for State intervention; the cavalry coming over the hill.

      The fight back had begun, even before the People could comprehend the enormity of what had just happened, of what they had achieved, peacefully; People Power.

      What price, true democracy? But that was then. To be, or perhaps, not to be, and, we look back to now and also to then, and, every now and then, we look forward – for what? An unlikely hero? A reluctant hero with a decision to make; a moment’s courage, or a lifetime of regret.
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            SOUTHSEA CRICKET CLUB

          

        

      

    

    
      Zing, sting … splat.

      They say you become aware of a passing bullet long after it has passed and thankfully missed, or only grazed. Sometimes you are not even aware you have been shot at, or, shot.

      Near misses can be a stimulus to reflect upon life. Angie did this. He reflected on his short stature and, his short life.

      ‘What was that sound? Ooh look, a puff of dust from the pavilion brick wall beyond,’ Angie said out loud, forgetting he needed to whisper. Sarge had said to be careful, baby steps, which he found ironic, being vertically challenged, as he was. He had heard something zing, or was it a buzz? A wasp? Yes, he presumed it was a wasp and that pesky insect may have stung his neck.

      Why was Angie whispering? When he remembered to whisper that is. He was simply meeting the Chairman of the Planning Committee after all. However, something was not right, and Angie could not put his finger on it. Sarge had warned him and, for Angie, she was all he could think of. Sarge had opened his eyes by opening his heart; he was for the first time in his little life, in love.

      Angie had noticed the puff of brick dust as he clapped his hand to his neck to soothe the wound. He patted the sore area, looked at his hand, some blood spotting. He put his hand back, just in case. He always ate plenty of fruit, it was the Japanese way, so he shouldn’t have spots, but the proof was on the palm of his hand; spots, big red ones. A wasp would not produce that much blood, would it? He presumed the puff of dust was the wasp going so fast it couldn’t stop before it hit the wall.

      Angie was no David Attenborough, unless Mr Attenborough was a half Japanese, midget son of a homunculi Japanese trapeze artiste, with a passing knowledge in entomology? A ladybird, perhaps? They are red and have spots? Maybe there was a swarm? Do they sting? Sarge did. She had stung Angie’s heart, so gorgeous in her uniform and, if seen in a prudential light and he was standing on an orange box, she was not that much taller than himself. Maybe six inches? Less? How tall is an orange box?

      Angie did look around for the wasp to see if it was alright. To see if he could offer it any help, even though it had ruthlessly stung him in the manner of a swarm of ladybirds. With the attention span of a gnat, however, he gave up the fruitless mercy mission. He couldn’t see a thing or even hear a buzz, except from the Chairman of the Planning Committee.

      A buzz, or was it a gurgle? Was the Chairman of Planning a cricket umpire? Because he had on the white coat of a cricketing official. Why was he wobbling? Was it because his trousers and underpants that resided around his ankles, were affecting his ability to balance?

      Angie considered the Chairman had maybe taken the opportunity for a quick snifter at the pavilion bar, or perhaps, mixed his cheese and onion with his salt-and-vinegar crisps. Mixing flavours of crisps certainly made Angie wobble and he would always lay off savoury snacks before he was due on the trapeze.

      It was a hot summer afternoon and maybe this was why the Chairman had his trousers and underpants lowered to his ankles, accentuating, or at least drawing attention to, his now upwardly pointing toes. The Chairman had to have fallen over when Angie was not looking and, he had bare feet? No cricket plimsolls? It would appear the Chairman had decided to take the opportunity for a lie down and take the air to his pedal extremities.

      The Chairman was indeed indecorously attired in a white umpire’s coat, which was okay, Angie supposed, but why would his trousers and underpants be lowered? And, presumably, because he had decided upon a lie down, the chairman was no longer buzzing the buzzer to the cricket pavilion front door. This had been Angie’s first thought to explain the buzz that may have been a gurgle. So, ipso facto, it must have been a gurgling wasp, intent on attack.

      The look of horror on the face of the Chairman, however, was perplexing to Angie, who had a dread of wasps himself, but he prided himself that he could stand steady in the face of an insect attack, unless he was flying through the air on a trapeze, naturally.

      Was it a disported visage of embarrassment at being caught with his trousers down, so to speak? Or, had the Chairman been stung by the same wasp that had done for himself? Maybe the wasp had gotten inside the Chairman’s trousers and stung him in his nether regions, which, Angie presumed, was somewhere near Holland or, below the blood-stained white coat in the Chairman’s very own low-lying regions.

      The Chairman was one, Brian Refus. His father had been a French Croissantier, hence the name Brian, after the family pile back in France, Chateau Brian. His mother had been a famed champion pie-eater for the Craneswater Tubbies, which club, interestingly, shared the pavilion with the cricket teams; there being a natural synergy between the sports. The Tubbies still provide pies for the cricket teas during a Sunday afternoon match; their Kate and Sidney pies being legend in this well-to-do Craneswater area.

      Or, was the buzzing not a wasp but some other form of gurgling source and, why would the Chairman be buzzing the buzzer when he most likely had a key? Angie ruled out the buzzer.

      Angie edged forward two paces. They were little paces, baby steps if Sarge was any judge and she was, because Angie had little legs. Sarge had gorgeous legs that started at her bum and glamorously stuck out below her pencil-style uniform skirt, like shapely Betty-Boop fizzy water bottles.

      There were now pretty red bubbles being blown from the prone umpire’s mouth; it coloured his otherwise pale thin lips set in his fat face. The Chairman had, Angie observed, lips like those of the neck of a balloon. Could this be the source of the gurgling and not a wasp buzzing, the air bubbling past the knot in the neck of the balloon, not adequately secured? Sarge had fulsome lips and, upon those crackerjack sumptuous petals, she wore a striking crimson lipstick that struck a vivid contrast with the pale skin of her face (not a bucket, unless you can have bucket skin which would be paler, in my imagination) and the navy blue of her uniform.

      Angie had a highly attuned sense of hearing. Well, you would have to have if you were a trapeze artiste. You wouldn’t want to be swinging mid-air, somersault off the trapeze and not hear your mother shouting, “Grab my fucking hands, you little shite.” Angie sensed his dread then, not for the umpire, but because he frequently missed his mother’s hands, despite her loving maternal words mid-flight. The vision haunted him and, in his nightmares, there would be no safety net, just the Circus Ringmaster, an excessively tall and swarthy Italian, Signor Siderney Emcee, calling out to the audience in his deep baritone and inordinately loud voice, “Ladies and gentlemen and little children, behold, Dominic, a veritable, shite trapeze artiste”.

      At least people no longer called him Dominic. God, he had hated that name. Sarge had called him Dom when their paths first crossed as he was climbing out of the safety net. Sarge had gestured with her hand, which was on the end of her elegant arm, that she intended to help him dismount; unfortunately, he fell onto the gorgeous uniformed lady.

      What was amazing was, she laughed. She didn’t get angry at his innate clumsiness and, for a brief moment, Angie sensed bliss. He was lying atop a beautiful woman in a police uniform and the bliss morphed into the stuff of his wet dreams, not the dream of falling off the trapeze, but the sexy ones and, when she smiled at him, oh heaven; their faces were close; love in the sawdust.

      Angie had looked around, there was only his mum still swinging on her trapeze, so, the smile must have been for him. Later on, and after meeting his long-lost father, Jack Austin, who had renamed him, Hai Angie Sun, in Japanese, he did manage to correct her, saying, “Sarge, my name is Angie” and, she didn’t laugh. She simply smiled more radiantly. Angie, the virginal midget, shite trapeze artiste sap, was in love and, he still was.

      Dominic (Angie) had recently found his long-lost father, Jack Austin, who had immediately renamed him and, if Jack Austin gave you a nickname or renamed you, it stuck. However, many people counselled him, Angie was pleased with his new name and, exhilarated to have finally met his father and, dad was a person of such renown. He knew this because his dad had told him he was of great re-noun and, fat and ugly were simply adjectives. Despite being elderly, fat and ugly, Jack Austin was able to convey to his newly discovered, half Japanese, midget, trapeze artiste son that he took on his life with great verb. He also went on to suggest that, hysterically (I think he meant historically, but then again, maybe not), he was going to go to a Grammar School, but he didn’t have the Latin and, because he generally sat at the back of the class he was never likely to get it. He explained also that as a child he had been a Roman Candle, was now C of E and the Catholicism had lapsed into his wife. Explaining further that this would be Mandy’s lap where there were often fireworks and he was therefore, proudly, a former Roman Candle, now a Church of Egypt, cockney, barrow boy, retired copper who if you touched his light blue paper, he would go off like a damp squib.

      Was the gurgling sound because the Chairman had a cricket stump sticking out of his chest? How could he focus on the job he had to do if the Chairman was not taking their meeting seriously? Larking about with stumps, which had Angie stumped and, here the Chairman was, lying down on the job, allowing his feet and, presumably, his Dutch naughty bits, to cool beneath a blood-soaked white coat.

      Sarge, accepting his inexpert skills at the trapeze, had found a job for Angie as junior post boy in the Council offices saying, she didn’t want to see him hurt if there was no safety net or he missed the net. The post boy job led to an unlikely, but most welcome, promotion to planning enforcement officer in Portsmouth City Council. Angie thought this had to have been an administrative error and naturally, he would be found out sometime, or, it could have been another intervention from his belissamo angelo custode (not custard); his beautiful guardian angel, Sarge. If not, at the very least, it was a massive misjudgement.

      However, he was determined to make the most of it, and had researched thoroughly the history of the proposed redevelopment of the grounds of the Cricket Club, along with the Golf and Tennis Clubs. In Angie’s untrained mind, it was a logical step that eventually the developers would want to also incorporate the Canoe Lake leisure area, but that continuity of a development site would be frustrated by the presence of the Stately and historic premises of the Cumberland House, Natural History Museum, with its annexe for the reptile and butterfly houses, all of which were a great attraction to the local children.

      God, the Chairman was almost as fat as his new dad, Angie thought, and wondered if his recently discovered dad was a member of the Tubbies, but laughed at his foolish remark, because the Tubbies were posh and Jack, his dad, was a cockney barrow boy, spiv. That said, Jack had told his new son that he could manage a few lardy dah expressions, if ever a situation called for it. Mandy, his dad’s wife, had whispered to Angie that the emphasis would be on the lard, and she had laughed excessively.

      Brian Refus’s rotund belly was now prominently laid out like Glastonbury Tor, covered in crisp (salt-and-vinegar) white snow, with raspberry coulis that drizzled as if from a rogue volcano side vent that now oozed red bubbles at a greater pace from the volcanic umpire’s mouth; not the mouth of the volcano, you appreciate, as the Chairman’s mouth was more akin to a side vent; keep up, I’m not yer geography teacher.

      It was the history, not geography, of both parents that was thought to have contributed excessively to the Chairman, Mr Refus’s, body mass. He was humungous and, one imagined, would make for an easy target if one was minded to assassinate a key mover in the redevelopment of these hallowed grounds. It was generally thought that Mr Refus was minded to support the redevelopment scheme, or so it was believed by some, because certainly he could not give a toss about cricket, or pie-eating clubs come to that, even though he was surpassingly partial to the savoury Kate and Sidney pies and, the sweet confections with lashings of custard, were to die for.

      A strange coincidence that. Would cricket stumps in the chest prove fatal unless treated urgently? Angie thought to himself, which involved looking to the bright blue late afternoon summer sky; it was his blue sky thinking and, low and behold, when he returned his conscious gaze to Refus, the man volcano, now had two stumps.

      Brian Refus wondered this himself, but this thought was replaced in his mind by the comforting consolation of the riches he would garner at the sale of the Cricket Club, which caused his salivating blood to gurgle on his balloon vibrating lips and, for his corpulent chops to wobble. His thoughts were additionally comforted, because this little fellow from the planning office must have telephoned for an ambulance. But had he? The appointment of a dipstick idiot lad as enforcement officer may now be looking as if it could backfire on him. He lifted his head, looked, saw two stumps. The pain was bearable he thought, but only just. His thoughts turned to survival, and the money he would make in the sale of the club land to Ree-Pov Developments.

      Angie thought, those bubbles of spittle, could that be blood? Certainly it was a bloody red and, blood was red, he knew, because his hand, which formerly had red ladybird spots, now had a larger red splotch where he had smoothed his wasp sting. He imagined the blood staining was worse because he had, “played with it” – the words of his mother resounding in his head if ever he actually did have a spot and could not resist, “playing with it”.

      Refus, even lying down with two stumps in his chest, stood to make a substantial sum when the cricket club land was sold, following the granting of planning permission, which it was widely presumed he would see happen, naturally. However, Refus was a canny individual, a seasoned politician with salt-and-pepper (not crisps) thinning hair on his shiny balloon head. He had played the game of all politicians, pandering to both sides. He thought this made him a friend to everyone, not realising it could also make him the enemy to everyone. Everyone, that is, who didn’t realise he had a master plan. It was a plan that would achieve what he wanted with no blame on him whatsoever.

      Angie rubbed his face that had a sprinkling of black floppy whiskers and thought, he must not allow himself to be distracted searching for the wasp, or indeed soothing his stinging wound, because he was sure there had only been one stump before there were two, but now another one had appeared while he had looked for the wasp, again. And, all three stumps were aligned, like a cricket wicket.

      Dying brings with it a clarity of thought, which was a novel experience for Refus, for it transpired he had not made his mind up which way to vote other than to blame it all on someone else, knowing that the redevelopment of the land was simply a ruse to disguise the real intent. It was in these, his dying revelations, he realised that by playing both sides of the card game he had attracted at least two enemies; those for and those against, although there were many more disparate organisations within both, diametrically opposed, camps. Mr Refus was considered a natural ally to the Refusniks who campaigned against the redevelopment, he being an umpire of considerable standing, although many bowlers preferred when he was not officiating behind the stumps as it was a long way around the substantial girth of the man in order to reach the crease for their delivery.

      It was Refus’s involvement with the club and the premises that had presented the Chairman with a dilemma. He should recuse himself from the planning application decision process, because he had been influential in the decision taken to sell the land to Ree-Pov Developments, even though it had been a secret ballot, but he had encouraged postal voting, and well, this was easy to manipulate and so it had proved; much the same as in a general election. The outcome to agree to the sale perplexed not just the members of the Cricket and Pie Eating Clubs, but the residents of the salubrious Craneswater area, as well as the Southsea-wide residents, who were still reeling from the massively intrusive flood defences proposed for their sacred and much-loved promenade.

      The necessity to defend against climate change and its innate risk to this low-lying part of the island of Portsea was understood, but surely there were other ways. It was rumoured that alternative schemes prepared by a Dutch company were less intrusive, presenting a naturally landscaped looking defence, but, these had been dismissed without any further consultation on the matter. Refus had seen to that, of course.

      Curious? The Chairman had now fallen silent and Angie presumed having a cricket wicket in your chest could have that effect; it was, after all, the British way. Any other way just was not cricket. Maybe he should call for an ambulance? Maybe he should call his dad, because Mandy would be with him? She would know what to do, and she would tell Jack to tell him?

      So, before Refus allowed his heavy head to thud its final thud to the deck of the pavilion terrace, just the one wicket and no bails, his thoughts were of what a fucking idiot he had been trying to be clever and all things to all people. Hedging his bets he had thought, now realising as he contemplated his celestial wicket, had been a serious misjudgement on his part.
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      ‘Ainu?’

      ‘Yes,’ Angie’s mother answered.

      ‘It’s Audrey,’ which was Sarge’s actual name.

      ‘Audrey, is everything okay with Dominic?’ Ainu asked, worried.

      ‘Yes, he’s fine,’ Audrey replied as she watched over the cricket pavilion. She watched over Dominic. She had his back, not that he knew. She was not sure he was quite up to it, but he had potential and well, she had no choice but to use him. What she had not anticipated was her growing fondness for him.

      ‘When can I see him?’

      ‘That is why I am calling,’ she saw Dominic, finally, using his phone. Most people would have called immediately for an ambulance, Dominic didn’t, and that was a promising sign, as was his suggestion she was about to put to his mother. He called it his pigsty thinking, which is what his dad called it. She had corrected him, assuming he was talking about big sky thinking. ‘Ainu, we would like you to bring the circus to Portsmouth.’

      ‘We are not due in Portsmouth for some time, we were there only a few months ago, you remember? It is where you met, Dominic,’ Ainu answered.

      Of course Audrey remembered, how could she forget? She had a midget trapeze artiste fall on her. ‘I know, but we need this. I cannot explain and, we need you to set up on the Canoe Lake area.’

      ‘But, we usually set up on the common, near the fun fair,’ Ainu queried.

      Audrey sighed, she was allowing herself to be distracted when she needed to keep an eye on Dominic. ‘I know, but this time we need you to be at Canoe Lake and, in the next two days. We will arrange all the licences and permits. I know this is a tall order, but it is what Dominic wants, and frankly, it is absolutely necessary or I would not ask.’

      ‘I will speak to, Siderney.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Audrey replied and closed the call just as she saw Dominic punching numbers on his phone, making a mess of it and starting over; she sighed.
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        * * *

      

      Angie telephoned his new dad, who had been in London in order to ballet dance with the re-headed and resurrected, now dead, again, nun, in Trafalgar Square. And now, Jack Austin was on the concourse to London’s Waterloo Station, waiting for the Portsmouth train and sadly, or worryingly, he was on his own, because Mandy had gone for a wee. Well, that put a hole in Angie’s plan, but still, he loved listening to his dad.

      Jack had explained to Angie that three stumps were normal, but there should be bails and maybe the chairman was setting himself up to umpire a game of short cricket. Angie asked his dad if that was a game for midgets and Jack had answered, yes it was, and he would play with his son as soon as maybe, further explaining he had been selected to play for England at kneeling cricket and so could bring a great deal of expertise to help his son.

      And then, after considerable thought, about two seconds, he advised Angie to call for an ambulance and maybe the police, although he did think that a call to Lord’s, the home of English cricket, may be prudence. Angie thought he meant prudent but anyway, he called Lords first and Prudence had suggested he call the police and an ambulance and not be a fucking idiot; so much for the polite game of cricket.

      It was Ree-Pov’s plan that they would build luxury, sea-view, apartments on this Cricket Club treasured land that had hosted the quintessentially British sport, since 1890. This development would also take in the short golf course and the tennis courts and Refus had, or so it was again thought by those in the opposition camp, greased those club members’ palms and, involved the key players in their club racket. This play on, a golf club and tennis racket, often amused the Chairman and he had chuckled at that thought in amongst his blood bubbles as he had watched the midget planning enforcing officer bend down to dodge, what he had said, out loud, was a passing wasp, but was in fact an additional whizzing of two more stumps that finally did for Mr Refus.

      Angie had heard the whizz, confusing it as a wasp-like buzz of disturbed air as the second and third javelin-like, sharpened cricket stumps, flew past the top of his head and impale themselves into the chest to the Chairman of the Planning Committee; curiously in line.

      Angie had been distracted, flailing his hands around hoping to encourage the violent insect to move along and, after he had considered himself singularly successful, there being no sign of the wasp and, having looked up at to the sky, via the roof of the pavilion, whereupon, he responded to a wave from the man whom he presumed was fixing the roof. It did look as if he had fallen over, but maybe he just went off to another part of the roof.

      Scratching his head and, following his conversation with his dad while Mandy went for a wee, he reflected that maybe, just this once, his dad was mistaken.

      Being a former circus performer, Angie had seen this kind of expertise with the knife throwers, but never with cricket stumps, and generally the aim of the performer would be at a most attractive lady in a sparkly blouse and big knickers, spinning around on a giant dart board.

      His telephone call made, he became aware the Chairman had settled for a snooze on the boarded terrace, adjacent to the scorer’s corral. Was that a serene look on his face and, could this explain the lowered trousers and underpants, and most importantly, the missing bails?

      ‘Ha ha ha,’ Angie laughed. He thought the Chairman was having a joke. After all, the man had been having a laugh, making fun of Angie’s height and name, which was of Japanese and Austin extraction, as he had approached the pavilion having padlocked his new, little bike, to the chain-link fence. Angie was so proud of the bike, a gift from his dad, even if it had no pedals and the trainer wheels had been fitted upside down; it was his first bike.
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        The Brannon Corporation

      

      

      Wally had walked slowly, nervously, in the London summer twilight, from the RAC Club in Pall Mall up the steady incline, through the alleyways, to Jermyn Street in the salubrious West End of London, having left his seedy Paddington bed-sit flat earlier that afternoon. The RAC Club provided him with a wash and brush up, a rubdown, shave and shower, all while his clothes were being cleaned and pressed, except today they omitted the shave; orders from Baldwin, apparently.

      London was quieter in the back ways, still some revellers left over after the Rite of Spring in Trafalgar Square, pubs bursting forth with stalwart roistering patrons, the atmosphere not so much of celebration than of a reflective wake; joy at a life given, sadness at the final passing of Sister Winifrede, merriment at how she had danced and, excessive jollity at the fat ugly bastard in the tutu who had nearly dropped the sister.

      Wally stood outside the elegant building that presented to the street an expensive shirt maker shop, but above, so Wally had been informed, was the flat he had been directed to. Wally paced back and forth simulating inspection of the handmade shirts displayed thoughtfully in the shop window, a distraction from his mood of nervous energy. As a former soldier he recognised his feeling of fear as he summoned courage to enter. It was not fearlessness he needed on a battlefield, or the tenacity of holding fire in a dangerous situation. All of this he had been trained to do, but just now, he was to meet his new employer and was not sure what awaited him.

      Baldwin, the man he reported to, was serious enough, but for Wally it was the man behind the man? The man he was about to meet. Not that he knew him, but he knew of him. He knew his type and was aware of the back-up he had and imagined he would become a part of this backup. Add to that the substantial financial clout this firm and the man he was to meet, carried, which if you were on your last brass farthing as Wally had been, intimidated even more. But, needs must. He needed money and well, money aside, they had him by the short and curlies, whichever way you looked at it and whomever you looked at.

      There were times he questioned his career moves but now, what did he care? He had no life, just this, a job that was looking like a general dogsbody to his former captain in the SAS, Baldwin, or Baldy as he was known in the regiment. However, he was grateful. He had suffered with PTSD after he left the military and as a consequence, got into a number of scrapes. Fortunately, always bailed out by the old reliables, as he called his former regimental colleagues, who would give him some sort of work that wouldn't last; a basic hothead errand boy. But now, this old reliable, Baldy, had helped him up and that came with some nice accoutrements, casual but smart clothes, not the Saville Row togs the captain wore, but still, these were quality apparel.

      Wally was also no fool. He recognised he was being maintained close to the breadline so he would have no room to manoeuvre. Provided with a bed-sit, just one up from a hovel. Just enough clothes, just enough cash, just enough … always, just enough and, that was the name of the game; keep them wanting more and, Wally wanted more. However, he suspected he was an outsider, never to be allowed into the club, if it was a club.

      Wally waited in the less than impressive reception area of the first floor St James’s flat that acted as an annexe of Brannon Corporation main headquarters, which was located in Bracknell, Berkshire. This was, essentially, the private wing and the West End home of the principal, Humphrey Brannon. Wally paced. He was tall but slight, a wiry man who lived on nervous energy to maintain his underlying physical strength. He hopped from toe to toe, like he needed the toilet. It was just his way and he envied people like Baldwin who had a suave calmness around danger when it was presented. With Wally, what you saw is what you got. He was a killer. The potency of his abilities was scrawled across his face and people were rightfully nervous around him.

      This was Wally’s first visit to Home Base of the Brannon Corporation.

      Baldwin stepped out from behind a substantial mahogany polished door and ushered Wally into an impressive, spacious, living room. Not much furniture, but what there was had class. Less being more and, it was obvious.

      ‘Sir, may I introduce Ken Waterstone, we called him Wally in the regiment.’ He looked to Wally and gestured with an outstretched hand, ‘Wally, this is Mr Brannon and his solicitor, Mr Whickers.’

      Wally nodded.

      Humphrey Brannon looked up from his conversation with Eric Whickers and nodded, but returned to his muted discussion, a change of subject if Wally was a guesser. 'Mushroom, my dear old chap, how goes our work?' Brannon asked, quietly, a refined voice from the powerful mogul, the kind of voice that although mild, intimidated. Just a quick sideways glance up to Wally; feeling him out, Wally thought.

      Mushroom was the nickname for Eric Whickers, the company solicitor. He had been known as Pants when Brannon and he were at Eton together, but since joining Brannon's Minerals Plc, the solicitor had to be kept in the dark about some of the deals Humphrey Brannon, had to do. Just enough arse protection light for Mushy to do his job and, in his shade, in amongst the mould, the muck and the grime, and shady deals, Mushy had prospered.

      Mushy answered his boss, ‘We have things in place, Humpy.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘We await to see how they pan out,’ Mushy answered.

      ‘We have the boreholes?’ Brannon asked.

      ‘We have.’

      Brannon looked up to Baldwin and conspiratorially continued his enquiry, ‘And Baldy, domestic matters? Taken care of …?’ This was dragged out, but Baldwin responded in his affected clipped, military manner.

      ‘Yes. Three cricket stumps to the chest, one piecing the Chairman’s heart, is what I heard, sir.’

      Brannon and Whickers chuckled, the manner of despatching the no longer useful chair of the planning committee amused them, just Brannon curious as to who did the despatching, but Mushy had advised, “The less he knew …” a tap with his posh, elongated slender fingers on his snooty nose.

      ‘Official responses?’ Whickers asked, looking for any possibility this could be linked back to Brannon Corp. that he might need to deal with.

      ‘None, as yet, sir.’

      ‘Police?’

      ‘The Community Policing Unit is involved at the moment. They have been monitoring the rumbles of discontent following the planning application for the proposed housing development on the Cricket Club, tennis courts and short golf course sites and, have been nervous about public reaction for when the flood defence works start and … the reality of what is about to happen … eventually sinks in.’ Baldwin offered a sly grin. Wally noticed, he’d seen that look before, just when the enemy was about to get it; boom.’ Baldwin looked at Wally and whispered, ‘Boom.’

      Baldwin continued his report, responding abruptly, providing as minimal facts as necessary and, Whickers, appreciating the terse briefing and the status of their operation, looked up from the coffee table. It was a mahogany table that had a map of the world under glass and, on that map was highlighted locations around the globe where Brannon Corp had interests. Mushy put his finger on the glass top, resting it upon Portsmouth and, in particular, the Southsea seafront. ‘And, our development company? In the frame, I presume?’

      ‘I do not know for sure, but they would have to be a prime suspect. As we discussed and agreed, we allowed it to be known that the chair of planning was likely to change his voting intentions to oppose the development and, from another source, we leaked he intended to support an approval,’ Baldwin replied. A hint of amusement passed across his rock-hard, stonewall face.

      ‘Hmmm …’ Whickers pondered, and Baldwin interpreted the thought process.

      ‘The contract for the sea defences has been placed and we will be doing more boreholes in the next week or two and, yes, it is our company, naturally thrice removed, so it cannot be tracked back here,’ Baldwin stated matter-of-factly. ‘The geotechnical firm has been instructed to take some boreholes in the cricket ground outfield, licences have been issued and received …’ and he sloped his head to suggest no questions, please, ‘… so, light blue touch paper and we sit back and see what happens.’

      Chuckling, Humphrey Brannon responded to his enforcer, ‘Thank you, Baldy. That will be all.’

      Instruction received, Baldwin and Ken Waterstone backed out of the room. When outside and on the pavement of St James’s Street, Wally asked, ‘What was that all about?’

      Baldwin tapped his nose, ‘Nuff said.’

      ‘Sir,’ Wally answered, standing to attention, his body language affirming the instruction was received, understood and, would be obeyed. And that was it, Baldwin turned on his heel and marched off.

      Wally was left wondering if his former captain in the SAS had murdered the Chairman of the Portsmouth planning committee, or had some other dogsbody do it for him. He pondered further, was this to be his future? But, he knew Baldy of old. When you are in tight situations, as he had been in the SAS in Afghanistan, you get to know your comrades well, especially your commanding officer and, if Wally had to guess, the narrative he had heard in the meeting just then, was not the whole truth.
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      Angie considered he had weathered a miserable life as a child, with it looking like adulthood would be no better. He never liked the circus. He detested living in a caravan, even though his mum kept it nice, in an ultra-Japanese way. He would be chastised for walking on the floor pebbles his mum raked into swirly patterns every day. Other people had carpet. His mum had set a trapeze-like swing into the ceiling so he did not disturb the thoughtful and reflective patterns on the floor. But, Angie was shite on the indoor domestic swing also and many times fell off, ruining the pebble patterns and, one time, he had careered into the bonsai cherry tree, breaking off several branches.

      Although his mother had been loving and supportive, especially the few times she had managed to catch him off the trapeze, he had simply not enjoyed the circus life. He liked the people. They were nice to him, sensitive about his height, which was not really a midget as he stood five foot two and a bit, but he was little and so they called him the midget; advertised him as the midget on the trapeze.

      He’d had a try-out with the clowns and was moderately successful; he had a tumbling acrobatic gift, which, sadly, was not translated on the trapeze because his eye-hand, coordination was, as the ring master had so expertly summed up, again and again, “Merda”. This was worse when he had swung dressed as a clown, but at least it looked deliberate when he fell and, when he actually did catch his mum, there was always a heart-warming cheer from the audience.

      However, none of this helped with his self-esteem and so one day, the day after he had met Sarge, he screwed up his resolve to make something of himself in life, on the ground, not flying, or more accurately plummeting through the air. He left a note addressed to his mum and Siderney and his best circus friend, Bernie, the Bulgarian weightlifter strong man, and he ran away from the circus.

      He didn’t have to go far as they had been set up on Southsea Common, in Portsmouth. In the Evening News, local newspaper, he had seen an advert for a post boy, junior clerk, in the mail room of Portsmouth City Council (he now knew this was set up for him by Sarge). He applied and, after an embarrassing interview, which involved him being offered a cushion to put on his chair, he was offered the job. He started straightaway. He had nowhere to live, but that did not bother him. He was excited, a new beginning, a new direction and he was full of optimism; his life was going to change.

      Well, it did change. On his first day at the Civic Offices, who should he meet but Sarge? She explained her name was Audrey, but if he couldn’t remember that he could call her Sarge, if he liked. He did like and, she seemed to like it also. She said it was nice that they had little things they just do, and she laughed and he was offended, but his heart warmed when she explained that it was not a comment on his height, just little things, sweet things, they would do, just him and her; he never realised that later this might involve killing big people.

      When Sarge touched his hand it was like an electric shock through his little body and, he felt charged, his life was changing and all for the better. Sarge introduced him to Ernie, the Civic Offices maintenance man who, she said, was a family friend; she didn’t mention what family. She explained that Ernie had set up a little place where he could live, in the basement boiler room, just until he could get himself sorted and especially as the circus had now departed Portsmouth with his caravan.

      His life was changing. He had left the circus. He had a Job. He had somewhere to live, a gorgeous woman, not that much taller than him who, amazingly, seemed to like him. He had all of this and had to do nothing, other than screw up his courage and make the change in his life and, it changed so dramatically he felt his head spinning and truly could not fathom why, or what, was happening. But, happen it did.

      However, that was then, this is now, just a little bit back from then and, the now, is coming a bit later on in the story.
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        * * *

      

      Angie, known then as Dominic, his clown’s name, settled into the boiler room. It was comfortable and he found the hum of the boilers reassuring to sleep to. In the post room he was considered a capable employee with a degree of intelligence that had yet to show itself, but, it was there. The kindly caretaker helped set up the boiler room, provided him with a truckle bed, bedding and a helping hand with some basic domestic facilities, a small stove and a fridge / freezer. It was wonderful, he could walk on the floor with no stones and it already felt like a home; his first home. His heart soared and he had thanked the man, who mysteriously disappeared shortly after Angie had settled in and began making his way in his new job.

      Angie soon became known as Dom around the Civic Offices, as he pushed the post trolley that had been especially modified to allow for his diminutive height. It wasn’t so bad, Angie had thought, compared to the circus where he had been taller than the other midgets, but here, in real-life, he was most certainly the shortest man in the Council and, aside from the occasional, “Hi Ho, and off to work we go” comments, people were nice to him.

      There was one lovely lady who took a shine to him. She had said that although he was short, and he was, compared to her elegant five foot eight, she said Dom had a handsome face and was, in short, an attractive man. Dominic had never been called handsome or attractive before and sadly, never identified himself as a man. His self-esteem rose every time he met her, but in his mind it was always Sarge he thought of. Sarge would appear, always out of the blue, when he least expected it, and this enhanced his sensation of a growing fondness and anticipatory excitement; when would she appear again?

      On his rounds, and as he passed through the large vestibule area, Sarge would present herself in front of his trolley. She would lean over so he could drink in her intoxicating scent, whisper tantalisingly in his ear, suggestions of how he could best fit in, tips on what to do and so on. Although his job took him all round the Civic Offices, he never did find out where she worked, but he gave this not a second thought. It was a large place and she could be anywhere and seemed to always be on the move. He did think she may have been a part of the Council security team as she was always dressed in a dark navy-blue uniform with three sergeant stripes on her arm.

      Sarge, or Audrey as she kept reminding him and he kept forgetting, was a sergeant and thus he imagined she was accomplished, and his awe of her increased as she said finally and, with not too much exasperation, he could call her Sarge if she was allowed to call him Dom. He had blushed awfully and she had stroked his face that was slowly developing soft downy hair. A sad fact of his Japanese heritage that he only had a soft wispy beard, but Sarge had said she liked it, and when they met, she always stroked his cheeks and smiled. It was the most beatific smile, guaranteed to send any man into paroxysms of anticipated ecstasy, and with Dom, it was concentrated into his small body and thus, more potent.
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