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Chapter One: April 2017
Life or death. It was a decision that Harry Catt had made on a number of occasions. The number of occasions was considerable; sometimes the decision was life, more often it had been death. Making the choice had never been an object of soul searching, more one of practicalities, and Catt had stopped  worrying about which way individual decisions had gone many years before.
In the early days, those decisions had been forced upon him by others, by others issuing orders. He had been a soldier, and a good one, a soldier recognised by his comrades and by his superiors as highly competent in the soldier’s ultimate trade – killing and surviving to kill again.

Then there had been the time when his competence and his actions had been judged to have gone too far. There was no independent evidence against him; all possible witnesses had suffered the same fate, but it was felt that, despite the lack of evidence, uneasy suspicion was enough, and in two thousand and five the Army and Sergeant Harry Catt had gone their separate ways.

For a couple of years or so he had drifted, taking, but never settling down to, a number of civilian jobs. Amongst other things, he had been a lorry driver, a builder’s labourer, a bouncer at a seedy night club. None had satisfied him; more importantly, none had paid well.

Then, in two thousand and eight, he had met Tony Carlisle, newly down from Glasgow where a mistaken sense of his invulnerability against some of the more violent elements of that sometimes, somewhere, dangerous city, had left him with two bullet wounds which he had only narrowly survived, and which still left him walking with a limp and a walking stick. Carlisle had packed his bags and gravitated to London, but was uncomfortably aware of the fact that there were those in Glasgow who regarded his continued existence on the face of the earth as unfinished business, and might well seek to finalise that business.

The meeting between Carlisle and Catt had been by chance, but it was a chance that was to have far-reaching consequences.

It had been during Catt’s time as a night club bouncer, a night club which had included high stake card games and a roulette wheel amongst its various attractions. The club’s owner, George Ferris, had been less than happy to see Carlisle profit handsomely at the expense of some of the club’s regulars in the card tables, regulars who might, as a result, decide to find some other establishment in which to lose their money. That was bad enough, but then Carlisle proceeded to do even better at the roulette wheel, a success which would eat directly into the club’s profits and therefore into Ferris’ own income.
Carlisle’s experiences in growing up in one of the toughest areas of Glasgow had endowed him with a highly developed sense of danger, and he was acutely aware of the attention being paid to him by a slightly built man, dressed in a dinner jacket, who was clearly some part of the club’s management. Carlisle had decided that he was far enough ahead of the game to cash in his winnings and leave, but he had a suspicion that, whilst it might be easy enough to walk out of the door, progressing much further might pose something of a problem. 

He was aware that the croupier, busy sweeping up the chips of those less successful gamblers, was momentarily unoccupied and Carlisle turned to the gambler on his left, a hard faced woman of perhaps forty or forty-five, a bit overweight, squeezed into a scoop necked dress at least one size too small for her, bottle blonde hair falling to her shoulders. Carlisle smiled at her.

“Hard luck on that turn of the wheel – better luck next time.”

The woman glanced at him suspiciously, then decided the overture was harmless and relaxed.

“Anyway, me, I think I’ve had enough. You know, back in Scotland we have a saying – ‘never leave the table without doing a good deed.’”
There was no such saying, and doing good deeds was never high on Carlisle’s agenda, but he matched his words by tossing a ten pound chip in front of the blonde.

“Tell me,” he said, “do you know who the manager is here?”

The blonde looked at the chip; it was for too small to have any expectation of a favour in return, so she shrugged her shoulders, a manoeuvre which threatened to expose more flesh from the tight dress than was really appropriate for the time and place, and indicated the slim man in the dinner jacket.

“That’s him, that’s George Ferris – he owns the joint.” 

“Thanks – and better luck with the next turn.”

So saying, watched by the blonde, who had decided that the man must be at least one sandwich short of a picnic, he left the table and slowly made his way over to George Ferris, who watched his approach with a slight frown on his narrow features. “Ferris,” Carlisle thought to himself, “doesn’t suit – should have been called Ferret.”
Indeed, there was something almost rodent like about the man’s face; long and narrow, virtually coming to a point at the chin, the nose also long and thin, whilst the domed skull was covered in plastered down black hair, hair which bore more than a hint of artificiality about its colouring, the black hair matching black, glittering eyes set deep in the head. 
Carlisle adopted his most ingratiating smile.

“Mr. Ferris, I wonder if you can help me?”

The frown on Ferris’ face deepened. Punters coming asking for help were usually losers, wanting time to pay, asking for understanding, that sort of thing. This man was a winner, a considerable winner; what help could he be asking for?

“What sort of help, Mr…?”

“Ah, the name’s Carlisle, Tony Carlisle and as you probably realise, I’m not from around here. Thing is, I don’t know this area at all – first time I’ve been to these parts – and I’m a bit nervous at the thought of going out into the street with so much money on me, so I was wondering – do you think that I could hire one of your lads for an hour or so to see me safely back to my hotel?”
Ferris smiled inwardly, sensing a profitable evening at the Scot’s expense.

“I think that could be arranged, Mr. Carlisle. Of course, I’d need a reasonable fee for the service….”

Before he could conclude the sentence, Carlisle cut across his words.

“But of course, Mr. Ferris – I was thinking, shall we say, five hundred pounds?”

Ferris, who had been about to suggest less than half that amount, swallowed his words unspoken and beckoned to a passing waitress – one of the attractions of the club was that drinks for those at the gambling tables were on the house on the well-founded principle that gamblers the worse for drink were more likely to play recklessly and lose heavily than those who stayed sober.

“Debbie, would you fetch Harry Catt over, please?”

“Right away, Mr. Ferris.”

Both men watched appreciatively as the scantily dressed girl swayed away on ridiculously high heels, heels which accentuated the length of her legs as they emerged from the club uniform for its waitresses, a uniform which resembled, more than anything else, a low-cut one piece bathing costume.

It was only a minute or so, certainly no more than three, before the two of them were joined by a third man, a man wearing, like Ferris, a dinner jacket, but there all resemblance between the two ended.

Carlisle scrutinised the newcomer carefully, whilst trying to hide the fact. He was, Carlisle estimated, in his mid-thirties, taller than average at about six feet two, perhaps fourteen stone or a little more, but fourteen stone or so that looked totally bereft of fat. However, it was the face that grabbed Carlisle’s attention. The expression was neutral, but conveyed an aura of latent menace. In his years in Glasgow Carlisle had known many hard men, and even more men who thought that they were hard, but weren’t. Without an instant’s hesitation, he placed Catt in the former category. You would not have called the man good looking, but it was not a face to forget. Square jawed and strongly featured, with a light tan, the head thatched with dark blond, almost light brown, hair cut in a crew cut would make Catt stand out in a crowd, but the dominating feature was the eyes. They were pale blue, possibly the palest that Carlisle had ever seen, and they seemed to take in everything around the man without any trace of effort. Harry Catt, Carlisle decided, would do very nicely, very nicely indeed.
Ferris turned to the man.

“Harry, this is Mr. Carlisle; he’s got quite a bit of winnings to get back with and he’d like someone with his to make sure none of the low lifes around here try and take advantage of him. OK with you?”

Carlisle noted that Ferris asked the man, didn’t simply order him.

“That’ll be fine, Mr. Ferris.” He turned to Carlisle. “When you’re ready to leave, you’ll find me on the door.”
And with that he was gone. 

It was twenty minutes later that Carlisle was ready to leave; as promised, Catt was at the door and swung into step with him as he left the premises.

It was a short walk to Carlisle’s car and he was conscious of the fact that every second, every pace, of that short walk, Catt was scanning the area like a predator seeking out prey. Even so, he clutched the small bag containing his winnings close to his chest until they reached the car.
Carlisle unlocked the door, but before he could get in, Catt spoke.

“I’ll drive.”

It wasn’t a suggestion, much less a request – it was a flatly stated fact. Unhesitatingly, Carlisle surrendered the keys and settled himself into the front passenger seat, whilst Catt did a quick tour of the car before getting into the driver’s side.
“Is this car your own?”

“No, it’s hired. Don’t need a car all the time here.”

That wasn’t all of the truth. Carlisle did in fact own a car, but not this one. His paranoia went as far as hiring a different car from a different firm – never the same firm twice running – every few days, and only using his own car, which was normally kept in the underground car park of the block of flats in which he rented accommodation, when he could be sure that it wouldn’t be linked to him by anyone who might be interested in him – especially if that someone might hail from, or have links with, Glasgow.
Catt started the engine, then turned to Carlisle.

“Where to?”

Upon being given the address, he raised an eyebrow.

“I know that road – don’t know of any hotel in it.”

Decision time, Carlisle decided.

“No – I actually have a flat there, but I don’t want it to be general knowledge.”

“So why tell me?”

“Because I have a business proposition to put to you.”

Catt said nothing, just waited.

“There’s over three thousand in that bag. If you agree to what I propose that’s yours – call it a ‘golden hello’.”

Catt looked at the Scotsman carefully. Ferris was paying him a hundred pounds a night to guard the club door and deal with anyone trying to make trouble – better than the dole, better than working on a building site in all weathers, but scarcely a fortune. Carlisle continued.
“I’ve only been down here a couple of months – no secret, I had to leave Glasgow in a hurry after stopping a couple of bullets and I don’t want a repeat performance – next time I might not be so lucky. Now, back up there I ran a tidy business of selling high class cars on the continent – and I still have my contacts for that even though I am now down here.”
Catt thought for a moment.

“I presume you mean cars stolen to order and shipped out with false plates.”

Again, it was a statement, not a question. Carlisle didn’t hesitate; in for a penny, in for a pound.

“Yes, and I need somebody to do much of the arranging for me, someone to find the actual car thieves and transport drivers. My problem, and why I need an associate, is this.” He tapped the walking stick which he had propped between his knees. “In this sort of trade people are going to look at me and see somebody they can take advantage of – and by the time that they discover that they were wrong, all sorts of problems can have occurred. So, are you in?”

Catt similarly didn’t hesitate. 

“Yes.”

And so Harry Catt took another step down the slope from respected soldier to hardened criminal – but there were many more steps to come.

It took the two men several months to establish a ring of car thieves and drivers, but establish it they did and it proved a lucrative business. Even after paying out expenses for travel for the drivers, and remuneration for them and for the actual thieves, each vehicle shipped to the continent netted them an average of fifteen thousand Euros, and they were shifting one or two vehicles a week. Using the cross channel ferries was the safest route, with harried staff uninterested the vehicles themselves, just in what they might, or might not be carrying – and every vehicle that Carlisle and Catt sent over was absolutely clean, with not a trace of anything illegal. On the continent itself the vehicles were driven to several destinations to avoid a possible cause of suspicion in drivers arriving in top of the range Mercedes, BMWs, even the occasional Rolls-Royce or Bentley and returning straight away by public transport in unusual numbers.

The scam had been running for just on a year, with a total net profit to Carlisle and Catt of over three quarters of a million pounds when the first major problem occurred. One of the drivers, a man called Tom Grant, on his first run for them, was involved in a relatively minor traffic accident in the outskirts of Dover – and panicked. He wasn’t the cause of the accident, he had genuine looking – although forged, documentation for the car and should have been able to brazen matters out. Instead he got out of the car and ran off, resulting in the police who had attended the scene taking for more interest in the car that he had been driving than would otherwise have been the case. A check on the chassis details revealed that the number plates were false, and that car had been stolen in central London three days earlier.
The police never manage to catch Grant; having only the sketchiest of descriptions to go on it was hardly surprising, but Carlisle and Catt were concerned, very concerned, at what might have happened had the police managed to catch him. Given the way in which he had lost his nerve, they were sure that he would have betrayed them. What they hadn’t appreciated was that the forty year old Grant had a record, something he had kept quiet about. He had been careful to wear gloves all the time whilst in the car, but even so, given that he had ‘previous’ he didn’t want to be questioned by the police, even as the non-guilty party in a minor traffic accident – hence the panic, hence the flight.
Catt was especially angry, as it had been he who had recruited Grant, although on the say-so of one of their existing drivers, not by any direct knowledge of the man, and he resolved that he would not let himself be put at such a risk again. He decided that it was time to change things; the car ‘export business’ had netted him around a quarter of a million pounds, money which was safely deposited in a numbered Swiss bank account safe from the prying eyes of the tax man. He tackled his partner on the issue.
“Tony, that incident with that idiot Grant was a wake-up call. We’ve done very well so far, but that sort of thing might happen again at any time and if it does we may not be so lucky second time round. I’m not going to prison over something like that – it’s time for a new line of business.”

Carlisle listened to the younger man carefully. To be honest, he thought to himself, he had been having much the same sort of thoughts. He was now fifty-nine years old and he had no wish to spend his declining years as a guest of the prison service, so he raised no objection to the idea of dropping the shifting of stolen cars, even if it had been so lucrative, so he was open to suggestions.
“Any ideas as to what?”

“Yes, I have – you remember that night club where we first met?”

“Yes, of course I do.”

“I’ve been doing a little digging. Ferris isn’t just the manager as I thought originally. He actually owns the business, although the premises themselves are rented. His landlord is a guy called Saunders, Douglas Saunders – got a bit of a record for receiving years ago, which is why he rents the place out – he wouldn’t be able to get a gaming licence himself. Now, if Ferris could be persuaded to just act as manager, no need for an application for a new gaming licence, and we could take over the business – I reckon that after the running expenses are paid, and after the tax man has had his cut, the business before Saunders is paid is probably worth half a million a year, all of which goes to Ferris, and from which he has to pay Saunders. What I don’t know is how much Saunders gets in rent.”
A puzzled frown crossed Carlisle’s face.

“You say Ferris owns the business, but not the building – so what does he actually own?”

“Everything other than the bricks and mortar – the furniture, the bar stock, the kitchen equipment – everything. There must be a good few thousand quid in fixed and consumable assets in the place at any one time.”
“How do you know all this?”
“I wasn’t just some thick goon at the door, you know – I kept my ears and eyes open all the time.”

“So what are you thinking?”

“Two things. Firstly, we buy the building from Saunders. Second, we break the news to Ferris that he’s out on his ear as owner but can stay as manager if he behaves himself.”
“That’s a bit of a tall order isn’t it? Why should Saunders sell to us?”

“He’s in trouble with the taxman. His accountant stitched him up good and proper, then vanished leaving Saunders holding the baby.”
“How do you know all this?” Catt allowed himself a brief smile – something of a rarity of itself.

“Contacts, Tony, contacts.”

Carlisle found himself wondering just how much he really know about his associate. Everything that Catt was saying was news to him, and he normally thought of himself as a man who knew what was going on around him. Perhaps, he mused, it might be time to quietly retired to somewhere sleepy and let Catt do his own thing, but he decided to let Catt develop his idea a bit more before coming to his own decision.
“Any idea how much Saunders would want?”

“Well, what he might want, and what he’s going to get are two different things. I’ve scouted around – a commercial property like that would normally expect to fetch three quarters of a million, perhaps a bit more. However, Saunders is strapped for cash and needs a quick sale. I think that he would have to settle for a lot less – perhaps four hundred thousand. We can easily find that between us.”

“And once we are landlords – what then? It would be a long term commitment and I’m not sure I want to be tied into something like that.”
Catt shrugged.

“The best solution would be to run it at a profit for a year or so and then sell it on.”

“Who would buy it?”

“Billy Collis is always looking to expand – in fact if he once learns of Saunders’ financial problems, I wouldn’t be surprised if he tried to snap the place up himself.”

Carlisle sucked in his cheeks. Collis was a name not to be trifled with; he had a string of betting shops in south London, originally inherited from his father, Frank Collis, and had been reaching out into other areas over the last three or four years, and now included a couple of night clubs, a chain of dry cleaning shops, and a couple of taxi companies in his portfolio. So far as the law was concerned, he was an honest business men, but locally people knew better. Many of his acquisitions had been secured at well below market price, with sellers encouraged to accept favourable terms – favourable, that is, to Collis.

“So how would you sell to Collis at a profit? It’s not something that he tends to go along with – more likely he’ll send a couple of his men to ‘negotiate’, probably with baseball bats!”

“Collis has a weak spot.”

“Oh, what’s that?”

“He wants to stay healthy, and believe me, Tony, I can cope with any of his goons.”

Carlisle still wasn’t happy at the prospect of going up against anyone like Collis at any time. So far their activities hadn’t trodden on anybody’s toes, and he would prefer to keep it that way.

“Harry, believe me, I really don’t want to get involved with Collis – it’s OK for you, you can look after yourself, but I don’t want to find myself too scared to go down any back streets on my own.”

Catt nodded his understanding. It was always on the cards that Tony would chicken out of something like his idea and it made up his mind – it was time to dissolve their partnership and move on to pastures new. He had no intention of funding the scheme that had just outlined single-handed, so a rethink was needed. He shrugged and smiled.

“OK, Tony, let’s forget it – after all, we’ve made a tidy little packet already, so perhaps it’s just time to relax on what we’ve got instead of being greedy.”

“Yeah, you’re right, Harry – let’s call it a day, OK?”

“Yes, OK with me.”

But it wasn’t, not really. The way that Catt saw it, it was alright for Tony. As the man with all the contacts he had taken the major part of the profits – two thirds to Catt’s one third, so well over half a million pounds, and he was pushing sixty. That amount of money could last him a long time, and Catt was well aware that Carlisle had already made himself a pretty penny in his Glasgow days, so he was probably set up for the rest of his life.

Catt himself was in a totally different position. He was only thirty-seven years old and two hundred and fifty thousand or so wouldn’t last him for the rest of his life. He had to move on, find something new, and he already had some ideas on that front.

It was a couple of weeks later that Catt made his move. The night club at which he previously been the guardian of the door – it was called Satan’s Cellar – was in full swing at one in the morning when he arrived. The doorman was a man with whom he had worked in the past, John Bright, a name which Catt had always found ironic, because the man was one of the dimmest individuals that he had ever met, relying on his considerable size and brutish appearance to intimidate any would-be trouble maker rather than any application of intelligence.

Bright looked at him, recognition slowly dawning on his simian features.

“Harry, what brings you here?”

“Evening, John – I’ve come to see the boss.”

Even Bright could grasp that simple a concept and he stepped aside to give Catt room to walk inside.

Inside the club was exactly as Catt remembered it; nothing had changed and he made his way purposefully across the floor to the back of the building and through the door marked ‘Private’ to where Ferris had his office.
In front of him was a door marked, as had been the first door, ‘Private’. He pushed it open and strode in.

Ferris was sitting behind his desk and looked up in surprise at the intrusion.

“Harry? What are you doing here?”

“I’ve come for a little chat, George.”

Unbidden, Catt seated himself in the visitor’s chair opposite Ferris, who regarded him suspiciously.

“Don’t look so worried, George. I’m here to help you.”

“I don’t remember needing your help, Catt, and I’m certainly not asking for it.”

“That’s as maybe, George, but I’m here to explain to you why you need my help. Things are changing, George. Billy Collis is on the warpath for you.”

Ferris blinked.

“Why the fuck should Billy be after me? I’ve not done anything to upset him.”

“Oh, but you have, George, you most certainly have. Don’t you remember?”
“Remember what? What are you on about?”

“Come on, George, you must remember getting someone to beat up Billy’s cousin, Dave Collis?”
“I did no such thing – what the fuck are you on about?”

“Come on, George, it was only three nights ago. You can’t have forgotten already, surely?”

Ferris was getting angrier by the minute.

“Get this into your thick skull, Catt. I never had Dave Collis beaten up, nor anyone else, for that matter.”

“Now that’s really odd, George. Why else would poor old Dave be telling everyone that the man who went after him said, after working him over, ‘That’s a message from George Ferris – stay out of his area.’. Now, we both know that Billy has not long taken over that little place down the road, the ‘Mermaid’ – you know, used to be a pub but Billy’s looking to make it into somewhere quite like here - bound to cut into your trade, George. Anybody could understand you getting a bit upset, but setting some thug on poor old Dave – that’s a bit over the top wouldn’t you say?”
Slowly, the picture was forming in Ferris’ mind.

“You bastard,” he hissed through clenched teeth, “it was you setting me up – but why? I never did you no harm.”

“It’s not personal, George, just business, as they say. You see, I can get Billy off your back; I happen to know that there is someone who has a down on Dave, but lacks the guts to do anything about it without hiding behind somebody else.”

“And who might that be?”

“Well, Dave’s a bit of a lady’s man and he’s bit a bit careless, letting someone work out that Dave was shagging that someone’s wife.”

“Who?”

“You don’t know him. Guy called Grant, Tom Grant. Used to do a bit of work for Tony Carlisle and me, that’s how I know about him. Just like the little toe rag to go after Dave and pretend it was on your orders.”

Ferris was thinking furiously. Billy Collis had a bad reputation. Having him thinking that Ferris had ordered the beating of one of Billy’s family was not good, not good at all. Catt had not finished.
“Now, if you just try telling Billy it wasn’t you – well, why should he believe you? On the other hand, if an independent third party – me – tells him that and also offers up Grant as a patsy – well that should get you off the hook, shouldn’t it? Now, that would be worth something, now wouldn’t it?”
Ferris sighed – it was just a shake down after all.

“How much?”

“Five per cent.”

“Five percent of what?”

“Don’t be dense, George. Five percent of your weekly take of course, let’s call it a round five hundred pounds a week – until further notice.”
Ferris shook his head.

“Forget it – I might be willing to pay you a couple of hundred once off, but that’s it. I’ll sort it out with Billy Collis myself somehow – tell him about Grant myself.”

Catt looked at him.

“And how will you manage that, George – you don’t know Grant, don’t know where he lives, you know nothing about him. No, that’ll never work.”

“I’ll take my chance on it – and now you’re going,”

It was Catt’s turn to shake his head.

“I don’t think  so, George. I’ll leave when I’m ready, and that will be when you have agreed to pay me what I’m asking.”
Catt watched closely as Ferris moved his hand, out of sight under the desk, to his right. Catt was well aware that underneath the desk there was a push button which, when operated, signalled to whoever was on the door that he was wanted in the office – at once. He waited, but only had to wait for a minute or so before the office door opened and John Bright entered.

“You want me, boss?”

“Yes, John. Mr. Catt,” he injected undiluted sarcasm into the name, “ is just leaving – escort him to the door, please.”

Bright looked puzzled, his slow thought processes unable to work out why Harry should need to be escorted – he had once worked in the place and knew exactly where the door was. Still, if that was what the boss wanted..

Catt gave a sigh of apparent resignation, leant forward in his chair, placed his hands palm down on the desk and started slowly to get to his feet. Then, suddenly and without the trace of any warning, the slow ascent became a blur of motion. He whirled round, lashing out with his right hand, hitting Bright with the edge of it across the windpipe. The big man staggered back, temporarily deprived of the power of breathing, and as he did so he received a further blow, this time a kick to his left kneecap. Catt always wore heavy shoes, having found out early in his Army days how useful the heavy issue boots were in a fracas and ever since he had chosen his footwear bearing that in mind. His current shoes weighed nearly two pounds each and the kick was like being struck with a hammer. Bright howled with pain as the leg collapsed under him and he crashed to the floor.
Catt looked sadly down at his victim.

“Sorry about that, John, but your boss doesn’t seem to want to listen.”

He turned back to Ferris and seated himself again.

“Now, George, about my five hundred a week – or would you like me to come after you? Believe me, I was quite gentle with John. Normally, now that he’s on the ground, I would stamp on that knee and he’d never walk normally again – he’d need a lot of surgery and an artificial joint.”

Ferris had gone pale and viewed his one-time employee in an entirely new light. He’d hired Catt because he was clearly capable of taking care of any trouble at the door, but what he had just witnessed was something else entirely. He quickly made up his mind.
“OK, you win – five hundred a week and you make sure that Collis is off my back.”

“Right, George, we have a deal – put the five hundred in cash and post it to my Post Office box – here’s the details.”

He reached inside his jacket, drew out his wallet and extracted a small card which he handed over to Ferris.

“Oh, and one thing, George – if you get to feeling brave and try to have me followed when I pick up my post – well, just remember John here – and I think that you will probably need to get him to hospital in case I was a bit rougher than I intended – there’s probably a bit of ligament damage there, and that can be a right bugger to sort out.”

So saying, he rose once more from the chair and made his way out of the office and then out of the club entirely.

It was the following day that Catt made his way to the betting shop which served as Billy Collis’ headquarters. It was busy with lunchtime punters, a sight to gladden any bookie’s heart, and he had to shoulder his way through the throng at the counter, to the muttered curses of men – there were no women in the shop, he noticed – whom he displaced to address the sallow faced individual taking the bets.

“Billy’s expecting me.”

The man simply used his right hand thumb to indicate a door off to the side of the room and Catt made his way over to it. It was unlocked and he simply pushed  it open and walked through to find himself in a small vestibule area, no more than six feet square, with a further door facing him. He walked through that in turn to find himself in a crowded office, an office dominated by a large desk liberally strewn with papers.
The man behind the desk – it was, Catt knew from identifying him the previous evening –Billy Collis, and Catt studied him closely.

Someone observing the two men would probably have been struck by how unalike they were. Catt, tall, hard-muscled, slightly tanned with a face that betrayed little of anything of his thoughts. Collis, under average height, perhaps five feet six or seven, but obese, probably on the wrong side of sixteen stone. His skin had an unhealthy, almost jaundiced look to it, and his scanty hair was combed across a near bald skull. Eyes deep-set in the fat of the face betrayed an air of calculation, of cunning. There was an ashtray on the desk, full to overflowing with cigarette butts and the air  in the room was heavy with the smell of tobacco. A large tumbler, half fuel of what looked like whisky, was near at hand, completing the impression of a heart attack on legs, just waiting to happen.

However, for all his unprepossessing appearance, Billy Collis was a man with a reputation as someone that it would be unwise to cross. 

He looked up at Catt.

“Who are you?” The voice fitted the man, hoarse from too many cigarettes, too much whisky.

“You’re expecting me – Harry Catt.”

A frown crossed the heavy brows, but quickly disappeared.

“Oh yes, you want to talk about the attack on my cousin.” He didn’t invite Catt to sit, but his visitor took the chair on the other side of the desk regardless.

“That’s right. You have George Ferris slated for it, but he had nothing to do with it.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I know who was responsible for the attack. His name is Grant, Tom Grant – here’s his picture and his address.”

Catt had done his homework. Fifteen minutes the previous evening, parked outside Grant’s house with a camera, had provided the picture, an address that Catt had tracked down by simply checking the phone book. Now he launched into his story.

“Grant worked for me for a couple of weeks a few weeks back. It was a mistake to employ him – he was useless and had a big mouth on him. He went on at my other lads how about he reckoned that Dave Collis was screwing his missus when he was away. Whether that was true or not I haven’t the remotest idea, but what counts is that Grant believed it and he was promising to do for your cousin.  The day after the attack he was in the pub one of my people uses and recognised him and couldn’t wait to boast about how he got even with, as he put it, ‘that dickhead Collis’ and how he’d given his missus a black eye for sleeping around. I don’t know for sure if he attacked your cousin himself, or whether he got somebody to do it for him – he didn’t strike me as any sort of a hard man, but in something like that, well you never know, do you?” 

Collis grunted.

“Why come to me? Why should you care about any of this? What’s in it for you?”

“Ferris and I know each other. He knows that you and I have never had any dealings with each other. When he heard that you blamed him for what happened, he paid me to come and let you know what really happened.”

At the mention of payment, Collis relaxed. That he could empathise with; up until that moment he was more inclined to think that Ferris was responsible for what had happened, but this guy seemed kosher.

“Right, I’ll take it from here.”

Catt nodded his acknowledgment and left Collis to himself.  Had Collis but  known, the whole story –apart from the fact that Ferris was effectively paying Catt to talk to him – was a total fabrication, but a fabrication with the ring of truth to it. Collis knew that cousin Dave was a serious womanizer, so he could well believe what he had been told. He believed it and determined to do something about it. 
Tom Grant never did understand why, the very next night, when leaving his local after a couple of beers, he was grabbed by two men who bundled him into a car, drove him to a nearby building site deserted at that time of night, and beat him so savagely that he was in hospital for two weeks and in plaster casts for three months.

When Catt heard the news he gave a smile of grim satisfaction.

“Nothing personal, Tom, just business” he mused to himself.

Chapter  2; January 2017
The TV programme was coming to the end and the interviewer turned in his chair to face the camera.

“And that concludes this ITV special ‘Whither Labour’. I would like to thank our two guests, Marcus Attwood and Desmond Hart for their participation in this important discussion of a question that is bound to weigh heavily in voters’ minds when they go to the polls in just over three years from now. Now, it is back to the studio where our political analyst Denise Latham is waiting.”

The picture faded, to be replaced by a view of a severe looking woman in her forties, her square cut facial features almost overwhelmed by heavily rimmed spectacles, her ‘no nonsense’ appearance reinforced by a severely cut business suit and the hair, dark, but with traces of grey here and there, pulled back in a bun. 

“Thank you, James. So, what do we make of all that. It was only to be expected that Desmond Hart, as a shadow minister would try to reassure the party faithful, and the electorate at large, that all is well with the party, that they are all behind the current leadership, and are confident of winning the next election. But then, as has been said in many places on many occasions, ‘He would say that, wouldn’t he?’. Let’s look into Labour’s state of play a little more deeply. Ever since, at the Party Conference, a vote of no confidence in the leader was only narrowly defeated, there has been a rising swell amongst the MPs that it is time for a change, and after his brilliant speech at the conference, a speech which must have struck dismay into the hearts and minds of the leadership and of those activists who put them in power and are doing their utmost to keep them there, Marcus Attwood is seen as the embodiment of that change. What is really instructive is that MORI conducted a poll last week posing two questions, or rather, two aspects of the same question. People were asked if they would vote Labour if the present leadership was retained, and then asked if they would vote Labour with a new leader such as Marcus Attwood. The answer must surely be a hammer blow to the party establishment, only eleven percent said that they would vote Labour with the current leadership, a figure which puts them behind UKIP and the Lib Dems in national polls. On the alternative, the support was thirty-one percent, not far behind the Tories.
“Now, if we….”

But Jeff Hughes had heard enough and he thumbed the ‘Off’ button on the remote and the screen went black.

He looked at his wife, who had been half following the programme, half reading a book.

“You’d never think that me and that Attwood were mates once, would you?”
The comment jerked his wife into full attention.

“Eh? When was that? You never told me about it!”

“We were at school together and there was a group of us used to hang out together after school. Me, Len Clarke, Pete Porter, Jimmy Lewis and Attwood, although he was just ‘Mark’ then, not this posh ‘Marcus’. Right toffee-nosed git he’s turned out to be. Don’t suppose that he’d want to know any of the old group now, not with him being an MP and all that.”

Wynn was  clearly impressed.
“Coo! Fancy you knowing someone like that – and I suppose that he’s rich now, not like us.”

“Oh, they’re all rich, aren’t they that lot in Westminster – and who pays for them? We do with our bleedin’ taxes.”

It was one those life changing moments, not that Jeff Hughes, nor Wynn his wife, had the slightest idea of the fact at the time.

**************************

Gordon Lambert sighed as he reviewed his notes. His book was coming along, but more slowly than he would have liked. The meteoric rise of Marcus Attwood in the public eye meant that he needed to get his portrait of the man fused into the generality of the book to justify its rather grandiose title – ‘Labour; the New Direction?’
Certainly if there was to be a new direction then sure as God made little green apples, it was expected that Marcus Attwood would be the helmsman. Surely that once great party could no longer tolerate the ridiculous polices being espoused by its hard Left leadership, a leadership foisted upon the movement as a whole by the determination and – it had to be admitted – the streetwise abilities of a relatively small, but very vociferous, number of activists who still refused to accept that their desired policies had nothing that the average voter wanted to have anything to do with.
The problem was trying to actually pin the man down to be interviewed in the sort of depth that Lambert desired. He wanted the whole man to be revealed in his book, not just the surface gloss that was all anybody really saw. Sure, there were titbits that would stay with people – the upbringing in a poor family with a father who died of cancer at just forty-five years of age, and the attendance at the local comprehensive school to satisfy those who wanted ‘a proper person’ in the upper echelons of political power. There was the army service – five years as a junior officer, including service in Iraq in Desert Storm, the first Gulf War were he had been mentioned in dispatches and wounded (only slightly) – to please the traditionalists. There was his running of a small, but highly successful, engineering company to give him credence with those who deplored politicians who had never had a ‘proper job’. It was no disadvantage that he was good looking, lean and hungry looking as one female journalist had described him, and at forty-seven years of age he was neither too young nor too old. Should the unexpected happen and Labour win the two thousand and twenty election he would still be just under fifty.
But the man was almost as elusive as a will o’the wisp. Lambert had met with him three times, but each meeting had been brief before the MP had needed to be elsewhere.

Lambert looked through his notes yet again, and started on a new thread of thought. Background, that’s what he lacked in any detail. He couldn’t talk to Attwood’s parents; his mother had died when Attwood was in the Army, and the man was an only child with no siblings and, so far as Lambert could discover, no cousins or other relatives – both of his parents had been the only child of their respective parents. That left early friends and Army colleagues. Lambert had tried in the past to track down service personnel who could talk about subjects of his earlier books and knew it to be a thankless task, so he decided to concentrate on friends, starting back with those who had been Attwood’s school mates at the local comprehensive. It was, Lambert realised after checking, a school with a better than average reputation, with a good proportion of its pupils going on to university. Attwood, however, was not one of them; he had joined the Army shortly after his eighteenth birthday.
It took several days, days of cajoling information out of the school, but at last Lambert tracked down Jeff Hughes and was seated in the living room of the Hughes’ small semi-detached house on the outskirts of Croydon. It had been the offer of a small fee that had decided Hughes to speak with the author; currently out of work after the haulage company for whom he had been a heavy goods vehicle driver had recently gone bankrupt, any source of income, especially one, as was this, which was cash in hand, was more than welcome.
As he faced the older man over a cup of tea, Hughes wondered at the track that would be most welcome – the good, the bad or the ugly? And there was, make no mistake about it, something very ugly in the past of that rising star, Marcus Attwood, MP, something that only Hughes and three others of Attwood’s former friends had known about at the time, and one of those friends was already dead – Pete Porter, killed in a motorcycle accident years ago – and he had lost contact with Jimmy Lewis and Len Clarke, the other two, long ago. 

Would Lambert want the dirt? Would he pay for it? And, if the answer to both questions was ‘yes’, how could he pass on the information without causing problems for himself? He cast his mind back to what had happened so long ago.

It had been the third of March, nineteen eighty-eight. It had also been Len Clarke’s eighteenth birthday, and the five of them, Clarke, Lewis, Porter, Attwood and Hughes himself, had celebrated the event at the local pub. Clarke was the youngest of the quintet, although only by a matter of months – all five of them had been in the same year at school.

Needless to say, they all got drunk; also needless to say, it was Clarke, the birthday boy, who was the most drunk of them, so drunk that he could scarcely stand up, and the landlord, tiring of their noise, and worried that Clarke might pass out on the premises and need an ambulance, ordered them out of the building.

Supporting Clarke between them, the five staggered out into the cold night air, the effect of which, rather surprisingly, brought Clarke round a little, making him realise that he had an urgent need,

“Gotta ‘ave a slash!” he muttered. They were passing a house with a small front lawn bounded by a low hedge onto the pavement, and with no more ado, Clarke unzipped his trousers and began, with a deep felt sigh of relief, to urinate.
The other four stood round him, undecided as to whether to collapse with laughter, or merely be embarrassed, but as they did so a man pushed past them, muttering ‘Disgusting’ as he did so. It was a bad mistake. Clarke finished urinating and zipped himself up again, then glared at the other four.
“Did that dickhead call me disgusting?”

“He sure did” was the unanimous response, a response that infuriated Clarke.

“I’ll show the fucker who’s disgusting”

The man was now some thirty or forty yards away and Clarke, followed by the others, lurched after him, shouting as he did so.

“Come back, you fucker – I’ll show you who’s disgusting.”

The man should have run. In their drunken state the five youngsters would almost certainly never have been able to mount a serious pursuit – but he didn’t. He stopped and turned to face them, and as he did so, he drew something from his belt – a knife. It wasn’t all that intimidating a weapon, nothing out of a martial arts movie, but deadly for all that. It was an ordinary kitchen knife, with a blade perhaps six inches long, a blade that glistened in the light of the streetlamps. He waved it slowly in front of him. He sneered at them.
“Come on, kiddies,” he taunted them, “who’s going to be first?”

Sadly, he had underestimated just how very drunk they were – drunk enough to feel invincible, immortal even. The threat of the knife served only to further enrage Clarke, and the others felt honour bound to support him.

The man was quite big, at perhaps six feet three or so and perhaps sixteen stone, he was heavily built and probably stronger than any of the five youngsters facing him – he was certainly bigger than any of them – but he had miscalculated, miscalculated quite terribly. It was Attwood who actually negated the man’s knife; when they had been ushered out of the pub he had picked up a beer bottle from a table, a bottle half empty, from which the youth sitting at the table had been supping without bothering with a glass. Seeing the state that the five leavers were clearly in, the drinker had made no protest at the theft of his beer, just glad to see the back of the disrupting element that Clarke and his friends represented.
Attwood took a long look at the man defying them, drew back his arm and hurled the now empty bottle. Sober, Attwood would probably have missed his target with such a missile far more often than not, but that night, despite the amount that he had had to drink, his aim was unerring and struck the man on the forehead. Dazed by the blow, the man staggered and dropped the knife as he clutched at the site of the blow.
With a roar of anger, Clarke launched himself at the man. Clarke wasn’t as big as his target, but not by much was he smaller. Despite being the youngest of the five friends, he was the biggest. He was eighteen years, old, but a well-developed teenager, six feet one inch tall and nearly fifteen stone, he was an avid member of the local rugby club and despite his youth was already a fully-fledged member of the first fifteen, and to achieve that, he exercised regularly in the local gym, and as a result he was strongly built,

He launched himself  recklessly at the man, wrapping him in a bear hug, but his drunken state made him unsteady and the two of them crashed to the ground, with the man’s head striking the pavement with sickening force.
Surprised at the man’s lack of response, Clarke got back to his feet and surveyed the recumbent man uncertainly.

“Why isn’t he moving?” he enquired of the rest of his entourage as he prodded the recumbent form with his foot. The boys looked at each other uncertainly; the events of the last few seconds had sobered them all up quite considerably.
It was Attwood who took command of the situation; he crossed quickly to the man, knelt down beside him, and sought, without success, for a pulse.

“The bugger’s dead” he announced.

“What can we do?” enquired a horror stricken Clarke, “it was an accident. We’ll have to call the police”

Attwood shook his head.

“No way – look at us – five drunken yobbos murder an innocent passer-by – that’s what they’ll all say.”

He looked around him; the road was quiet, but there was no guarantee that it would stay that way, but then he realised that they were only a few yards away from a turning into a small cul-de-sac, a cul-de-sac of just seven or eight houses, all of which were in darkness. Like the house where Clarke had been relieving himself, they all had small front lawns with low hedges.

“Quick,” he urged his companions, “let’s drag him behind one of those hedges.”

It was quickly accomplished and resulted in the man’s body being invisible from the road, although it was going to be a very nasty shock for the householder in the morning. He looked around and saw that the man’s knife was still lying on the pavement where he had dropped it when the beer bottle had struck him. Attwood crossed to the knife, picked it up and dropped it down a nearby drain.

 “Now,” Attwood continued, “let’s get away from here – and walk, don’t run. Running gets you noticed. And another thing, nobody ever talks about this, never – right?”
In a virtual daze the five young men walked away from the scene of their crime – for even if the man’s death had been an accident, concealing his body was most definitely a crime, as was failing to advise the police of the event.
The five of them lived on tenterhooks for days, but nothing ever came of it. Sure enough, the man’s body had been discovered when the owner of the house left for work the next morning, but the whole thing was seen as a mystery. The man, his name was Eric Drussel, was a local, unmarried, forty-four years old and living alone. The police investigation got nowhere; they believed that he had been dragged to where he had been found, but by whom remained forever unknown.

All this went through Hughes’ mind as he looked at the author – would Lambert pay for information of that type, and if he were to talk about it, how could Hughes ensure that he did not get involved – after all, he was just as guilty as was Attwood. He was about to open his mouth, then shied away from the idea. Too dangerous without a lot of thought. Instead, he descended to platitudes; yes, Attwood had been one of the brightest boys in his year, yes he was generally popular, that sort of thing, for fifteen minutes and Lambert was on his way.

But the interview had set Hughes thinking.
Chapter 3: March, 2009

Catt looked at the article in the local paper in fury. The headline was simple enough ‘Night club burns down’. The night club in question was the Satan’s Cellar, his source of income. What had happened? He had Ferris’ mobile number and he tried to contact the man, but every call just went straight to voice mail. He returned to the newspaper article. It mentioned that one member of staff had been admitted to hospital but didn’t give a name – perhaps it was Ferris himself.
He turned to the website of the paper in case it had more details than the printed article, but without any success.

He decided that his best course of action was to go to the local source of gossip – the nearest pub, and for the price of a couple of drinks for two of the regulars he learnt more than the paper had printed. Yes, the person in hospital was George Ferris, who had been admitted suffering from smoke inhalation and minor burns. He also learned something else. Billy Collis had been seen in company with Ferris at the former’s pub come night club, the Mermaid and there were those who felt that the meeting had not been the most amiable. In fact, local perceived wisdom was the burning down of  Satan’s Cellar was Billy Collis’ way of reducing local competition to his own establishment, something that Catt could well believe.
Collis, Catt determined grimly, would pay for what he had done, or more likely had had done on his behalf. In coming to his decision Catt wasn’t moved by any feelings for Ferris – it was much more simple than that. With the club burned down and Ferris in hospital Catt was suddenly five hundred pounds a week out of pocket and Collis was the reason.

He laid his plans carefully; a careful and very surreptitious observation of Collis’ routine established that the man spent most of his days in the company of others, mostly employees, but that every evening around six o’clock he returned to his home, a home that he shared with a wife but nobody else. He usually stayed for an hour or more, never less, before, decked out in dinner jacket, he went to the Mermaid where he stayed for at least three hours or so, often longer, before returning home again. When he went home in the evenings he was driven by one of his employees, but for the journey to the Mermaid and his subsequent return home, he drove himself. Those two car journeys were the only times that Catt could be sure that the man would be by himself.
Billy Collis pleased with life; the removal of the competition posed by Ferris’ Satan’s Cellar was going to improve takings for his own club, the Mermaid and his other interests were all doing well. It was half past eleven when his left the Mermaid and walked the short distance to his car, parked just round the corner – the road immediately in front of the club was yellow lined, but the road round the corner wasn’t and was convenient spot to park. He fished the key fob out of his pocket, inserted the key in the lock – no remote locking or unlocking for his near vintage Mark Ten Jaguar - and was rewarded with a satisfying clunk as the doors unlocked and the lights flashed briefly.
He opened the driver’s door and slid onto the seat, enjoying, as always, the feel of the high quality leather upholstery. He was about to insert the key in the ignition when, to his shock, the passenger door opened and in an instant a man was sitting beside him.
“Who the fuck are you?” Collis demanded angrily, “Get out of my bloody car or I promise you you’ll be sorry!”
The man turned his head towards Collis.

“Don’t you recognise me, Billy?”

The light inside the car was dim, but there was enough of it for Collis to recognise the intruder. It was Harry Catt.

“What do you want, Catt?”

“A little talk, Billy – it won’t take long, and it will be to your advantage, that I promise you.”

Collis was slightly mollified, but only slightly.

“So why not come to my office like you did before?”

The answer worried him.

“I don’t want anyone to see us together, Billy – could be inconvenient later.”
“What do you mean? And what’s to my advantage?”

“First things first, Billy. When you had Satan’s Cellar torched it cost me money, and I’m looking to you for compensation.”

“What do you mean? That dump burning down was nothing to do with me,,”

He would have continued but felt something hard pressing against his side. He looked down and to his horror saw that it was the muzzle of a large automatic pistol. He swallowed nervously.

“What’s that for? There’s no need for it.”

“Just getting your attention, Billy, just getting your attention. Now be a good boy, shut your mouth and listen.”

Collis remained quiet.

“Ah, that’s better. Now, Billy, George Ferris and I had an understanding – an understanding that he paid me five hundred a week not to come after him. Now that his place is no longer operating, there’s no way that he can continue to pay me. Now, me, I’m a reasonable man – I’m not going to try and squeeze money out of George that he just hasn’t got. But just because I’m reasonable, it doesn’t mean that I’m soft. You’re costing me money, Billy, so I expect you to make it up for me – five hundred a week.”

“Why should I pay you? Nothing to do with me!”

Billy gasped as the muzzle of the pistol ground hard into his side.

“You don’t seem to understand, Billy. If you don’t pay me, I’m going to come after you – and I promise you that you won’t enjoy what happens then.”
Collis was an unhealthy individual, unsuited to any kind of physical exertion – but that didn’t mean that he was a coward. Already his mind was running over what he was hearing. His operation was far bigger than that of the unlucky George Ferris. For him, paying out five hundred pounds a week was a fleabite – and not even a big fleabite – but that didn’t mean that he liked the idea. However, with a pistol rammed into his side, this wasn’t the time to disagree with the man holding it.
“OK, you’ve made your point. I’ll pay you.”

“Well done, Billy.” Catt passed him a slip of paper. “there are the details of my PO box number. Send the money, in cash, to arrive every Monday. I pick it up sometime during the week, so don’t try to have anybody follow me or anything – I’m not stupid enough to have a set routine.”

And with that he was gone, leaving Collis alone and thinking hard.

He had no intention of paying Catt for ever, but it would be expedient to do so for at least three or four weeks whilst he organised some way of putting an end to the payments – quite possibly by putting an end to Catt himself. 

He set his plan in motion the very next day, calling into his office behind the betting shop a man he felt best suited for the task in hand. Nick Vickers was one of his employees with something of a roving brief. Forty years of age, he had been a policeman but had left the force when he realised that his superiors were beginning to have doubts about him – doubts which were fully justified. For some years Vickers had been in the pay of a number of local underworld figures, passing on information that enabled them to reduce the risk of being caught out by the forces of law and order. It had never been very high level stuff, but it had provided a useful supplement to Vickers’ income. Since leaving the force he had gravitated to working for Collis, keeping an eye on the many people employed in Collis’ various ventures. Several employees had discovered the hard way that trying to skim money that Collis regraded as his was a very bad idea with Vickers around – the man had a positive genius for sniffing out the bad pennies.

“Nick, got a job for you. You know a guy called Catt? Harry Catt?”

Vickers shook his head.

“Never heard of him, boss. What’s he been up to?”

“He wants to get money from me – reckons that if I don’t pay him he’ll come after me. Seems a bit of a tough bugger – carries a pistol as well. He needs sorting.”
“Sounds just up my street, boss. Where can I find him?”

“That’s part of the job – I don’t know. He must be fairly local – he was tied in with George Ferris, some sort of partnership deal from the sound of things. Now Ferris is out of action and his dump of a place is as well, this guy reckons I owe him – he’s no fool, he knows that we were behind the blaze – and I don’t feel like paying him, no way.”

“So, any idea where I should start looking?”

“Well, there is one place that he will be visiting for sure every week – he’s set up a PO Box so he’ll have to go the local delivery office to collect his post – including my money!”

“Any idea what he looks like?”

“Best I’ve got is this,” Collis rummaged amongst the papers on his desk and produced a photograph which he handed over to Vickers. “I know it’s not brilliant definition – it’s a still from the CCTV camera outside my office in the betting shop.”

Vickers studied the proffered picture. As Collis had said, it wasn’t the best, but it showed a tall, well-built man with dark blond or light brown hair. He had his head down a little, so the view of his face wasn’t brilliant, but should be good enough to eliminate many men, even if not good enough perhaps for a positive identification.
Vickers left the office, his mind working over the possible ways of locating the mysterious Harry Catt. His first port of call was to a one-time colleague, still a serving police officer and one with a tendency to bend the rules for friends – for a consideration, of course. 

The result of a small, but not too small, consideration was that Vickers learned that Catt was unknown to the police – no record, not even a parking ticket, so that was one dead end. He asked around a number of locals, and although some had seen Catt from time to time, none knew where he lived, nor where he might be found. Another dead end.

He tried another approach. John Bright, the one-time doorman at Satan’s Cellar, the man that Catt had hurt quite badly – the ligament damage had taken three months to heal enough before Bright could walk reasonably well – had no love for the man. Furthermore, with the destruction of the club, Bright was now out of a job, so, again for a consideration, was only too happy to tell Vickers all he knew about Harry Catt. However, what Bright knew lacked what Vickers was most anxious to find out – where the man lived. The best that Bright could come up with was the suggestion that Catt lived somewhere near to the site of Satan’s Cellar as, to the best of Bright’s knowledge, the man always arrived at the club on foot.
As a measure of his despair, Vickers even checked the electoral roll and the telephone directory, but Catt appeared in neither one.

As a very last resort, Vickers was reduced to staking out the Post Office delivery office which, given its long opening hours was a thankless task, but at last, after ten fruitless days of sitting for hours on end in his car across the road from the building, he was rewarded with sight of a man who looked a possibility; right build and colour of hair and carrying a briefcase. He watched as the man entered the office and, a few minutes later, came out again. He was still carrying the briefcase and walked briskly away. Now Vickers had a problem; would the man continue on foot, or did he have a motor nearby? Fortunately the road was long and straight,  so Vickers waited until the man was some two hundred yards away, then slowly drove after him. He watched as the man took a side turning and made his way to a parked car which he unlocked and entered. Vickers made the same turn, dover past the parked car, which was on the right hand side of the road, and stopped by the kerb, watching the other vehicle in his mirror. He made a note of the car’s registration in case he lost it, then as it drove past him, he drew away from the kerb, careful not to get too close to his quarry.
Harry Catt was a cautious man, indeed a very cautious man, and that caution, which had kept him alive in places where others had died, was on full alert now. He was fully aware of the car which was following him but the fact didn’t worry him – indeed he had invited it. For the last ten days he had driven post the post office building a couple of times a day and couldn’t fail to notice that the same Vauxhall Astra was parked nearby on every occasion. Clearly Billy Collis had the place staked out and it wasn’t hard to guess what his reason was. He drove to a quiet residential street, parked his car, got out, and walked up to a semi-detached house, one of a number of similar dwellings, undistinguished, but useful for what he planned. 
In fact, the house was a front. Catt had rented it for the sole purpose of providing him with the means of concealing his actual address from the surveillance that he was sure that Billy Collis would sooner or later put in place. It was ideal for his purpose; the back garden had a gate which let onto a short path to a block of six garages, garages serving his house and five neighbours, the houses having no garage on the main plot.

Now, as he approached it, he took the front door key from his pocket and let himself in. Once inside he simply went straight through the house and out through the back door and out through the gate leading to the garages, but Catt wasn’t interested in the garages. Instead, he used the path to return to the road, but some fifty yards behind the parked Astra.

Late afternoon in March meant that it was quite gloomy and the first that Vickers knew of his presence was when his rear passenger door suddenly opened and Catt eased himself in; in the same movement he pressed his pistol to the back of Vickers’ neck.
“Don’t do anything stupid, friend, or this thing is likely to go off and spoil your whole day.”

Vickers sat absolutely still, not daring to move as much as a muscle. 

“That’s good. Now, we are going for a little drive, and drive carefully if you want to keep your head on your shoulders.”

Vickers drove cautiously away, only too aware of the threat posed by the pistol still pressed against the base of his skull. Following Catt’s instructions, he drove for ten minutes or so through a network of residential  streets until he was finally ordered to pull into the kerb and turn off the engine. He obeyed.
“Right,” he heard from Catt, “first things first – what’s your name?”

“Vickers, Nick Vickers.”

“Right, Nick, now we both know that you work for Billy Collis so let’s not have any silly denials – you would get me angry, and believe me, you don’t want to do that. Now, I want you to take a message to Billy for me. Tell him that I don’t like being followed and next time..”

But Vickers never heard about the next time. Suddenly, the pressure from the pistol disappeared and he was grasped from behind. One hand came across his face and grabbed the left side of his chin. The other hand pressed against his right temple, and with a savage jerk Catt broke the man’s neck. Had he but known it, Vickers was the message.
Catt got out of the car, went to the front passenger’s door and got in. Vickers was held in position by his seat belt and Catt quickly went through the dead man’s pockets, removing his wallet and his mobile phone, then left the car. The whole murder had taken no more than three minutes and he walked away, leaving the keys in the ignition and the car doors unlocked. It would be a nasty surprise for any would-be car thieve who tried making off with that vehicle! He was pleased to see that Vickers’ mobile was a smart phone with access to E-mail and the Internet and he slipped it into his pocket, along with the dead man’s wallet. He had had Vickers drive to within fifteen minutes walking distance of his true residence, a fourth floor flat in a six storey block with entry controlled by a key pad and an intercom for visitors. Each flat had its own letterbox set in the external wall, but openable by the resident from the inside. All in all, it was a reasonably secure environment., which was why he had chosen it.
Once in his flat, Catt went through the contents of Vickers’ wallet. It contained the usual credit cards and driving licence, plus two hundred pounds in cash, which he pocketed. The he turned his attention to the mobile phone. He was pleased to see that the E-mail programme included Billy Collis’ E-mail address. The phone also had a camera built in, so he laid Vickers’ driving licence and credit cards out on the table and photographed them. Then he composed an E-mail.
Billy Collis was at his desk when his computer gave a soft ‘ping’ to announce the arrival of an Email. He opened the mail programme and saw that there was an E-mail from Nick Vickers, an E-mail with an attachment. He opened it, and what he saw turned his face ashen from its normal jaundiced hue. The attachment was a picture, a picture displaying Nick’s driving licence and credit cards. The message in the body of the E-mail was stark and to the point. ‘Don’t try this again or next time it will be you. The price is now seven hundred and fifty a week. Acknowledge your agreement NOW!’
Collis looked at the computer screen in horror. Although the E-mail made no mention of what had happened to Vickers, the inference was clear enough.

With trembling fingers, Collis typed an acceptance and sent it. A few minutes later he had a reply which simply gave the name of a road. By the time that he had sent someone to check out the road – no way was he going there himself – the corpse in the car had already been discovered and the police were at the scene, so Collis’ man simply turned around and drove back to report.

The killing made the local papers, but no trace of a suspect was ever found. As Vickers’ employer, Billy Collis was interviewed by the police, but professed total ignorance as to what might have been behind the man’s death. He had toyed, very briefly, with the possibility of telling the police that he was sure that Harry Catt was the killer, but dismissed the idea. They might, or might not, find and arrest the man, but Collis’ had formed a very high opinion of Catt’s ability to do just as he pleased, and the thought of Catt targeting him stayed his hand. Instead, he simply sent seven hundred and fifty pounds a week to the man.

In his turn, Harry Catt had made a change to his routine. He had himself collected his post, including the money from Collis, quite deliberately. He had expected the man to make some sort of move, and staking out the post office building was an obvious move. The ineptitude displayed by Vickers, and the instant acceptance of the demand in his E-mail didn’t mean that he could lower his guard. Despite the grim warning, Collis might try again. There was always the possibility that Vickers had phoned Collis, or one of his people, when Catt had pulled up outside the decoy house, so that the address might be known, so he gave up the tenancy – it was on a month by month basis, so all it cost him was a month’s extra rent.
He took another precaution. Collecting his post from the delivery office had achieved its aim – flushing out Collis’ man – but there was always the chance that Collis might try again and this time use somebody more capable than the hapless Vickers, so he employed a local man, Bill Carter, to do the collecting for him, rendezvousing with him in a pub a couple of miles away. Carter was happy at the fifty pounds a collection that Catt paid him and followed his instruction not to establish a routine, but to vary both the day and the time at which he made the collection.

The final element of his security was one that he had set up before moving into his flat. He had no wish to appear on the electoral roll, nor in the phone book, so he had no landline, relying exclusively on his mobile. As far as the authorities and the utility companies were concerned, the occupant of the flat was one Gavin Henderson, a false identity that Catt had carefully established whilst still working with Tony Carlisle, not that his partner had been aware of the fact. ‘Gavin Henderson’ had credit cards and a bank account, all arranged on-line with an Internet only bank, but no driving licence – that was too difficult a task to achieve without the risk of a slip-up as it would have involved himself  actually presenting himself for a driving test after getting a provisional licence, and Catt had no wish to have anyone able to identify ‘Gavin Henderson’ should the eventuality ever arise. He was a very cautious man.
Chapter Four: January 2017

On his return home, Gordon Lambert reviewed the notes that he had made whilst interviewing Jeff Hughes, the one-time school mate of Marcus Attwood. It had not been a very satisfying experience. In the course of writing his several books, and the producing of a monthly column for the Guardian, Lambert had interviewed many people and had developed a very strong sense of whether or not an interviewee was telling the truth, and also if an interviewee was holding back on something that might be important.
Jeff Hughes had tweaked his antennae on the second aspect. He had sensed that at one point the man was about to divulge something which he, at least, saw as important, only to shy away just before the words had started to form. What, he wondered, might it be? He reviewed what he knew about Marcus Attwood. 
His school record had been good – clearly he could have gone to university, but instead had opted for the Army. He had been selected for officer training and had been given a five year commission. Lambert knew that after five years men – and women – who had been seen to make a success of the Army had the opportunity to extend their service to a permanent commission – normally twenty-two years, but could – and sometimes did – extend for a shorter period, usually eight years. Attwood, however, had done neither. Instead, he had left the Army and established a small engineering firm specialising in high quality ‘reverse engineering’, making parts for out of production cars and motorcycles, for which there was a steady demand amongst enthusiastic collectors of vintage vehicles. The business had grown rapidly and it soon became well established that if you needed a replacement part for your old machine and none was available through normal sources, then Attwood Engineering was the company to go to. Then, another total change – politics and election in two thousand and ten as a Labour MP for a marginal seat – a seat which had become a safe one in two thousand and fifteen when he was returned with a greatly increased majority.
He had, briefly, accepted the post of shadow secretary for defence as just about the only Labour MP with any practical experience of the armed forces, but had rapidly resigned, very unhappy at the way the leadership wanted to take the party which would have included dropping Britain’s nuclear deterrent and the total refusal to listen to his less unworldly advice. Since then he had rapidly established himself as virtually the leader of a party within a party, as more and more of Labour’s MPs became disillusioned with the incompetence of the official leadership. To Lambert’s mind, there was no doubt that if Labour was ever again to count for anything in Britain, it needed to follow the path of Attwood and his supporters and reject totally the current leadership, and if that happened, despite the fact that to date Attwood had only been an MP for just under seven years, he stood a very good chance of becoming party leader and, who knows, perhaps even Prime Minister one day.
The more that he tjought about it, the more anxious he became over his failure to get any real depth in his portrayal of Attwood for his book. He mused over his interview with Hughes yet again. There was, he was certain, some sort of secret that Hughes wasn’t disclosing. He wondered about the other men that Hughes had mentioned as being particular friends of Attwood as schoolboys. One – Porter – was dead, killed in a traffic accident, and Hughes had lost contact with the other two, Clarke and Lewis, and his own preliminary searches had failed to find them, but he had quickly found Hughes and stopped looking for the other two. Perhaps it was time to try harder. There was a man whom he had used in the past, and although Lambert liked to keep his expenses whilst writing a book as low as possible, in view of the potential of this one he felt justified in contacting Liam Doherty, the man in question, and setting him the task of finding either or both of Clarke and Lewis.
************************

At the same time, Jeff Hughes was also thinking hard about Marcus Attwood. It seemed so unfair. They had both started off at the same school, both the children of poor parents, both of them destined to lose both their parents before they themselves reached thirty, and yet – now look at the difference in their life styles. Attwood a rising star in Westminster, married with two children, wealthy, living, no doubt, in a big house, and here was he, Jeff Hughes, an out of work – through no fault of his own – lorry driver with a mortgage and wondering how long he would be able to keep up with the payments. It was just as well that he and Wynn had never had children – trying to feed and clothe offspring would really have seen them penniless.

He began to wonder if his one-time school friend might be amenable to helping out a little.  But how to make the approach? After all, they shared a very guilty secret over the death of Eric Drussel so many years ago. He could hardly see himself getting to meet with Attwood face to face. Should he telephone? Write? If he wrote, how could he be sure that Attwood would even see the letter? He didn’t have the man’s home address and it wasn’t quoted on his website – hardly surprisingly in these days of possible terrorist attacks. If he wrote to him at the House of Commons, the letter was sure to be seen by some secretary or assistant first, someone who might well not bother passing it on – he must get hundreds of letters.
The best thing would be to write to him at his home – but how to find out his address? It was then that he had a thought. Attwood’s constituency office’s address was in the public domain – all he had to do was to somehow follow Attwood from that office to his home.

It was, of course, easier said than done, but eventually Hughes managed it. Attwood had a constituency clinic every Thursday afternoon. The first couple of Thursdays Hughes had been frustrated by Attwood leaving the office at the end of his time meeting with constituents, but instead of going home he had returned to the House of Commons. It was a case of third time lucky. Parked across the road, Hughes watched as his quarry left the constituency office and drove away, this time, instead of turning right at the main road and heading for Westminster, he turned left. Not daring to hope that his plan was actually going to work, Hughes followed discreetly. Attwood led him into the outskirts of Croydon proper to a road of large, houses, not mansions, but really rather grand of their type, all four or five bedrooms, detached, with reasonably sized gardens front and back. He was actually able to see the house which was clearly that belonging to the MP as Attwood pulled off the road onto a short drive in front of a two car garage.
Phase one of Hughes’ plan had been achieved.

Chapter Five: July 2009

George Ferris was an angry man. In fact, George Ferris was a very angry man. He had been discharged  from hospital after just a few days and he had quickly recovered from the relatively minor burns that he had suffered when Satan’s Cellar had been torched and had watched in mounting anger as the Mermaid, Collis’ very similar club, prospered for the lack of any local competition. With the loss of his club, and the income that it had represented, Ferris was only too aware that it wouldn’t be too long before he started to feel a financial squeeze. Already Sylvia, his wife, was beginning to complain at the reduction in the ready money that she had become used to over the years. George still had considerable savings, but there would come a time when he would have to seriously consider some alternative form of income to replace that which had been lost or start biting into those same savings – and all thanks to Billy Collis.
Ever since leaving hospital he had wracked his brains for some suitable new venture to replace Satan’s Cellar but so far without success. It was a chance remark over breakfast from Sylvia a few weeks earlier that had started him on a new line of thought.
“I only wish,” she had said, “that Billy bloody Collis would drop dead – serve him right if he did.”

The likelihood of Collis obliging her was slim, but it did set Ferris thinking. Suppose Collis were out of the scene?
A plan began to coalesce in his mind, a plan which would require the help of somebody with a particular set of skills – he already know of somebody and he had that somebody’s telephone number.
Harry Catt was relaxing; the DVD player was wafting the gentle sounds of Debussy’s ‘Après Midi d’un Faune’ through the flat and he was sipping gently on a glass of Glenmorangie, his favourite Scotch. All in all, he told himself, things were going pretty well. The money from Billy Collis meant that he could live a life of gentle luxury without having to work for it – a very pleasant change from putting his life on the line for a pittance in his Army days. However –and wasn’t there always a ‘however’? – doing nothing was beginning to make him feel restless. Perhaps, he mused, he ought to travel a bit; all his travelling to date had been at the behest of the Army and Afghanistan hadn’t been the most enjoyable of tourist destinations.
It was then than his mobile phone rang and things changed. He looked at the caller ID on the screen and was surprised to see that it was George Ferris, someone to whom he had not spoken since Satan’s Cellar  had been burnt down and he had rearranged his finances to switch from Ferris to Billy Collis.
“Hello, George, didn’t expect to be hearing from you again.”

“Harry, I’d like to put a business proposition to you. Not something that I can talk about over the phone – we’d need to talk face to face, but if you agree to it, I can guarantee that it will pay more than you are getting at the moment. What do you say?”

Catt mulled over what he had just heard and couldn’t see any drawback to at least talking to Ferris.

“OK, George – sounds interesting. When do you want to meet?”

“How about this afternoon? Where would suit you?”

Catt thought for a moment.

“Do you know the Raven pub? About half a mile from the Mermaid club?”

“Yeah, I know it.”

“OK, meet you there at three this afternoon.”

“OK – I’ll be there.”

Catt ended the call and sat thinking things over. He knew that Ferris, now that he had lost Satan’s Cellar must be looking for some alternative form of income; whilst he knew no details of Ferris’ financial situation, losing his club must have been a big blow. So, what was on the man’s mind?

Ever cautious, Catt was at the Raven public house well before three o’clock and satisfied himself that there nothing suspicious in place. He had named the pub because he was familiar both with the pub itself and its surrounding area. On the other side of the road, and a little further down the street was a small park, just a patch of grass surrounded by trees with a couple of park benches. The advantage of the place was that it offered a diagonal view of the pub building and Catt settled down to wait.

A few minutes later he saw Ferris arrive; the pub had no car park, so Ferris parked in the road, got out of his vehicle, and entered without hesitation. He was clearly alone. Catt waited for a few minutes, then followed in Ferris’ footsteps.
The interior of the Raven was gloomy, and the layout surprisingly spacious. A long bar down one side of the room, running almost its entire length, with bar stools in front of it. Down the middle of the room there were small round tables, each capable of seating four or five people. Finally, against the far wall there were small booths, separated by wooden partition about five feet high. Ferris was seated in the booth nearest to the door, a  tumbler of what looked like whisky in front of him. Catt acknowledged him with a nod of the head and went to the bar, where he ordered, and was quickly served with, a pint of bitter. He took his drink over to where Ferris was waiting and sat down opposite him. 
“So, George, what’s this business proposition that you have for me?”

Ferris shifted uncomfortably in his seat, then looked hurriedly around to ensure than none of the other customers – they numbered no more eight or nine – and took a quick sip from his glass, returned it to the table and spoke.
“It concerns Billy Collis. You know the betting shop where he has his office?”

Catt nodded his head.

“well, the manager there is a sort of cousin of my wife, Sylvia, and he came round a couple of nights ago to talk to me. Seems Billy is very unpopular with his managers – they reckon that he is too greedy by far, and could well afford to let them take a bigger cut in their takings than he allows. The manager, Hugh Dermott is his name, has been talking with the other managers and they are all agreed that Billy needs to be replaced – and they would be happy to see Hugh take over provided he increased the percentage they each get. Hugh has promised them just that – a bigger piece of the action. The thing has triggered it all off is the death of Nick Vickers. Vickers was Collis’ enforcer’ - upset Billy and you’d get a visit from Vickers.”
Catt was growing impatient.

“George, this is all very interesting, but what has it got to do with me?”

“I was coming to that. Hugh offered me the Mermaid if I can arrange for Billy Collis to disappear. Well, that’s something out of my league, but I reckon that it is something that you could handle.”

A steely edge crept into Catt’s tone.

“What are you saying about me, George – and who are you saying it to?”

“Come on, Harry. The police may not have a clue as to who topped Vickers, but round here folk are sure that it was you. No need to worry – nobody has any evidence and as far as folk are concerned, losing Vickers is good riddance to bad rubbish. Now, thing is – Hugh knows – don’t ask me how he knows because he never said – that Collis is paying you seven hundred and fifty a week. If Hugh takes over from Collis that goes up to a thousand a week. You see, Collis is a greedy sod; with Vickers out of the way he has simply kept what would have gone to him for himself, so with Vickers and Collis gone, that’s so much more for everybody else. One last thing – if you can arrange for Collis to disappear, there’s a one off bonus of twenty thousand in it. So, what do you say? One thing though – Collis must disappear. Nobody must ever know what happened to him. If he were to turn up dead, after Vickers getting topped, the Old Bill would be sure to come poking round, and we don’t want that, now do we?”
Catt frowned as he digested what he was hearing from Ferris.

“One thing I don’t like about it, George – if, and it’s a big if, Collis does vanish then at the very least you and this Hugh Dermott will assume I was responsible for it – it means that I would have to trust the two of you. Can I trust the two of you, George?”

Ferris looked at the man across the table. Catt, he decided, was just about the most frightening man that he had ever met. The thought of him deciding that Dermott or himself were untrustworthy was a very worrying one.
“Harry – yes, you can. It’s to all our benefit to trust each other and absolutely nothing for any of us to gain by not being trustworthy.”

Catt’s expression was unreadable as he mulled everything over before speaking.

“George, I’ll think about it. Maybe getting Collis to disappear isn’t all that easy, anyway, but, as I say, I’ll think about it. Right, I reckon that we are done here.”

And with that he got up and left the pub, leaving Ferris to wonder what the outcome of the meeting was going to be.

Catt walked away from the pub to where he had parked his car a couple of streets away – he hadn’t wanted Ferris to realise that he had arrived well before him; no point in letting Ferris know that. So, what was he to do? The thought of the money was very tempting, but the flip side was that Ferris and this Dermott – somebody that he had never met – would have this knowledge of what he had done – but, on the other hand, if he could truly make Billy Collis totally disappear, would it matter? More importantly, if he did take out Collis, could he rely upon Ferris and Dermott to keep their side of the bargain? They would, he decided grimly, have to be convinced that not keeping their side of the bargain would be a very, very bad idea.
He got home to his flat and sat for a long while thinking things over. He had already decided that, if it could be done, he would do as Ferris had asked – the money was just too good to turn down. He still had much of the money that he had made in the ‘car export’ business with Tony Carlisle, but a continuing source of income was highly desirable. The thing was that he already had that from Collis, and whilst Ferris was offering more, what were the risks involved in getting it?

He turned to thinking about how, now that he had just about decided to get rid of Collis, just how could it be done? He already had a fairly good knowledge of the man’s routine, acquired when he had first persuaded him to pay up, but he was under no illusions. If Collis could ever come up with a plan to stop paying, he would do it. He was a pretty wealthy man; what was to stop him hiring someone from outside to take out Catt himself? In fact, he told himself, looking at it like that, getting rid of Collis could effectively be seen as acting in self-defence.
Chapter Six: February 2017

It had taken a little while, and cost rather more than he liked to pay out for simple research, but Gordon Lambert now knew where to find Len Clarke and Jimmy Lewis, the two remaining members of that group of friends that had included Marcus Attwood so long ago. Clarke now live up north; he had moved there just after his twenty-first birthday. He had been a successful Rugby player in the Croydon area and had capitalised upon the fact by moving up to Wigan where he had been, for a while, on the books of the local Rugby League club. For a couple of years he had been a paid professional player, although never a regular in the first thirteen. A succession of relatively minor injuries in the nineteen ninety-six season had limited his opportunities and at the end of the season his contract had not been renewed. Using contacts that he had made, he got a job as the assistant manager of a local supermarket. That had been twenty years ago. Now, aged forty-six, very nearly forty-seven, he was a senior buyer, specialising in the meat trade, for a chain of supermarkets throughout the north west of England. He was no longer living in Wigan; he had married a Lancashire girl, Helen Ormsley, in nineteen ninety-nine and they had moved to the small town of Charnock Richard, convenient to the main line railway and the M6 motorway, but far enough from both to be a relatively peaceful location. He and his wife had two children, fourteen year old Bessie and twelve year old Graham. Clarke was also a Labour councillor on the local district council.
Jimmy Lewis was a different kettle of fish altogether. Like Clarke, he had left the area back in the nineteen nineties. He now lived in Brighton where he ran a small antiques shop, a shop struggling to keep its head above water. He had also been married, but the marriage had not lasted and he and his wife, born Alice Wetherby, had divorced in two thousand and eleven and Lewis now lived alone. 

Lambert considered the options – Lewis was much nearer and might well welcome a small fee for agreeing to be interviewed.
It was three days later that Lambert pushed his way through the door of Lewis’ small shop, a shop crammed to such an extent that it was difficult to progress more than a pace or two without being in danger of knocking something over. At the sound of the bell, a man emerged from the depths of the shop. This, presumably, was Lewis himself. Lambert knew that Lewis was forty-six years old, but looking at him it was easy to be persuaded that he must be at least ten years older. He was slightly built, no more than five feet seven or so tall, with a slight stoop that further reduced his apparent height. He was dressed in a grey suit, a suit that had seen better days and cried out for the services of an iron to remove its many creases. The man himself was no more impressive than his apparel. A long face was adorned with a wispy moustache, whilst rheumy looking eyes surveyed the world from behind thick lensed spectacles, lending the man an owlish expression. Sparse hair, again grey, failed to conceal a domed skull that somehow added to the air of fragility about the man. The man’s head, Lambert decided, looked for all the world the shape of a Rugby ball. The man advanced on him, proffering his hand and Lambert gave it a shake – like the rest of Lewis, the hand felt limp and lacking in strength.
“Mr. Lewis? I’m Gordon Lambert.”

“Yes, Mr. Lambert – I’ve been expecting you – why don’t we go through to my office?”

Lambert followed as Lewis threaded his way through the obstacle course of furniture, many of the tables – and anything else offering a square inch of level surface – further items, glasses, china, books. The whole pace was a monument of disorganisation.

The office proved, not to any great surprise, to be a continuation of the clutter in the shop itself, and Lambert was very careful not to disturb or overturn anything as he seated himself in the chair that Lewis indicated. Lewis sat in the only other chair in the small room, on the other side of a small desk which looked like yet another antique.
“So, Mr, Lambert, you want to talk about Mark Attwood – although I suppose one should refer to him as ‘Marcus’ nowadays. Where to begin? I’m sure that you already know the basics about the man. As far as I am concerned, I lost touch with him almost as soon as we left school. Mark joined the Army, I went to University at Sussex and that was last time I actually set eyes on him or spoke with him. At school, well he was clearly bright, although  not the brightest of the year – that was Jeff Hughes.”
That was the first surprise. Hughes a university graduate, the man who was now an out of work lorry driver? But Lewis was continuing to speak, and he realised that he had misunderstood the man.
“It was a shame about Jeff. He was clearly the brightest of us, but his parents were ailing and he went to work straight after leaving school. I sometimes wonder, if things had been just a little bit different, it might have been Jeff Hughes who was the rising political star, not Mark, sorry, Marcus. But to get back to Attwood. Back then he was, as I say, bright, but he didn’t flaunt it all – he was just one of the lads outside the classroom. Popular with the girls, as well, and there was a rumour that one of them had to have an abortion thanks to Mark, No proof, mind you, just rumour.”

Lambert interrupted the flow.

“The girl, do you know her name?”

“Of course! She was Lisa Canari, quarter-Italian she was, her grandfather had been an Italian prisoner of war and stayed in England after the war ended. Married a local girl, had a son and Lisa was the son’s daughter. She was a looker – could have doubled for Sophia Loren with no problem.”

Interesting, Lambert thought to himself – perhaps a bit of a guilty secret there, indicating that there was a bit more under the surface of Attwood that appeared at first sight – but Lewis hadn’t finished.
“There was another thing about Mark – he wasn’t easily roused, but when he was, he had a vicious temper on him. There was an occasion when we were all fifteen, getting on for sixteen, He got into a fight with a boy from the year above us – Colin Harris was his name. I never knew what the fight was about, but it went a good bit further than the usual schoolboy fisticuffs, and Harris was off school for several days. The fight didn’t take place at school, or the authorities would presumably have got involved, but as it was, it all got glossed over. And there was other thing that I have often wondered about. I remember the occasion because it was Len Clarke’s eighteenth birthday. We’d all left school by then, of course. I was having a gap year before going to university – got a job in the local Sainsbury’s stacking shelves to get a bit of money together. Mark was just hanging around, waiting to go into the Army – he’s already done all the paperwork and was just waiting for the call. Len was doing well at the local Rugby club and was already in the first fifteen and looking for greater things – in fact, he later moved north and played professionally for a while – but back then he was working on a building site for money. Jeff Hughes had a job driving a delivery van for the local supermarket, and Pete Porter was also doing the same sort of thing – in his case as a motorcycle delivery man for the pizza parlour, so, as, apart from Mark, we were all working and had a bit of money, we celebrated Len’s birthday like typical teenagers – went to the local pub and all got well and truly pissed. Len was a lot the worse for wear – after all, it was his birthday – and the rest of us had a bit more than was good for us, and getting tired of our noise the landlord sent us on our way. None of us had a car, and Pete, the only one with his own transport – his motorbike – had enough sense not to have ridden to the pub, so we were all on foot, but none of us lived very far away, so even in our boozy state walking was OK.
“As it happened, Mark and Pete lived in one direction, Jeff, Len and I in the other, so we parted outside the pub. I didn’t see any of the others for a couple of days or more, and in the interim there was a mysterious death near the pub.  A man, his name was Eric Drussel, was found dead in a nearby garden. The police treated it as suspicious, but never got anywhere, no evidence, no clues, no suspects – nothing. As far as the police are concerned, it remains a mystery to this day. At the time they appealed for witnesses, usual sort of thing, and they did say that the man appeared to have died elsewhere and been moved to where he was found. Now, the likely time of death included the time when Mark and Pete were walking in the direction of where the man was found. That doesn’t mean a thing, of course, not by itself, but when we all met up a week or so later – at a different pub as we didn’t want to risk not being served after being thrown out of the pub where we had been on Len’s birthday, Pete seemed very quiet, very reserved and I thought that he was worried about something – I asked him straight out why he had a face on him as long as a wet weekend, and he said it was nothing – but from the very way he said it, I knew it wasn’t true. Mark – I really can’t get used to calling him Marcus – on the other hand, was full of beans, sort of cocky, as though he was sort of over-compensating for something. Now, I don’t know if it really means anything, but it was noticeable after that that Pete seemed to go out of his way to avoid being alone with Mark. I have my suspicions that the two of them might just have had something to do with the death of Eric Drussel – from then on until Mark went into the Army about a month or so later, there was always some sort of atmosphere between the two of them, and when Mark did disappear into the forces, it was very noticeable how much happier Pete seemed. Now, I don’t have any proof whatsoever that the two of them were involved in that death, but it does seem odd – they were certainly in the right area at what could have been the right time, and the way that they both, in their different ways, acted oddly thereafter made me think.”
Lambert listened in growing fascination, although, like Lewis he could appreciate that there was nothing concrete to link Attwood to what might have happened – and then again, it quite possible that it was all a coincidence. Perhaps the two young men had simply had a row about something, and that was the reason for the subsequent strained relationship. He had another thought.
“The girl, Lisa Canari, do you know where I might be able to find her?”

Lewis frowned in concentration.

“Not offhand. However, I have kept in touch with one or two people from my Croydon days – they might know. Would you like me to ask them?”

“Yes, please. In view of what you have said it might be interesting to talk to her.”

“OK”

It seemed that Lewis’ reminiscences had run their course and Lambert thanked him, then noticing the anxious look starting to appear on the man’s face, he realised the reason and reached for his wallet.

“Well, that has been most helpful, Mr. Lewis. As I said on the phone, I do pay a small fee to people who help with my research, provided that they are willing to be acknowledged in the final book – I trust you have no difficulty with that? I don’t quote anyone in the text, simply acknowledge their help in a final section of the book.

“No, that will be fine, Mr. Lambert.”

Lambert extracted four fifty pound notes from his wallet and handed them over, reflecting that all the time that he had been in the shop no customers had appeared. The two hundred pounds was quite probably the most that Lewis would receive all day, and he wondered how the shop kept going.

Chapter Seven: August 2009
Harry Catt reviewed his plans and decided that he was happy with them. Just a few more days and Billy Collis’s empire would have a new emperor and he, Harry Catt, would be considerably better off as a result.
It all really revolved around Billy’s car, a vintage Jaguar Mark Ten, the biggest saloon car that the Jaguar company had ever made. Collis’ car dated back to the early seventies, but was in immaculate condition. It was no ‘garage queen’ – Collis used it virtually every day for the journey to and from his night club of an evening, although during the day he was usually driven by one of his employees in something much more mundane.

It was imperative that when Collis disappeared that his car should also vanish, and here Catt was able to call upon one of the contacts that he had made when he and Tony Carlisle were in the ‘car export’ trade.

Emile Clerc was based in Calais, convenient for Le Shuttle, and had already been appraised of the opportunity to obtain the Jaguar at an extremely low price for such a vehicle. He had assured Catt that once in his possession the car would acquire a new identity, with French number plates and the under bonnet maker’s ID plate removed so that it would never be able to be identified as a car that had once been located in the UK, the property of one Billy Collis, long vanished.

The plan was good; now it only remained to put it into action.

As before, he had carefully checked out Collis’ routine in case there had been any change, and was gratified to see that that there had been none. Collis still parked the Jaguar around the corner from the club in a quiet side street, ideal for Catt’s purpose.

It was three o’clock in the morning when Collis finally left his club and walked round the corner to his car. He was blissfully unaware that the door locks of the elderly vehicle were nothing like as secure as those on a more modern car, as, quietly contented with an evening of very good takings, he unlocked the driver’s door and slid onto the seat, enjoying, as he always did, the feel of the high quality leather of the Jaguar’s luxurious interior. Before doing so, mindful as he’d been ever since it had happened, he looked around to ensure that there was nobody nearby waiting to slip into the passenger seat as he seated himself behind the steering wheel.
The first intimation that he had that his precautions had been inadequate was when he felt something cold and hard pressed against the back of his neck . Startled, he looked his rear view mirror and realised that a man was sitting behind him having clearly broken into the car at some stage prior to the arrival of Collis himself. It was a man that he recognised; Harry Catt, which made he realise that the hard cold object painfully boring into his flesh must be Catt’s gun. Catt, he realised, was smiling – and it wasn’t a pleasant smile.

“ Morning, Billy. Nice to see you again.”

“What’s going on, Harry? What do you want with me?”

“I want a little chat, Billy, a little chat about money.”

“OK, Harry, OK. Just put the gun away, please?”

“Oh no, Billy it stays just where it is. Now, we don’t want to stay here in case anybody comes by and wonders what’s going, so drive away gently, Billy, drive carefully – we don’t want to attract any attention and it would be a shame to spoil the inside of this nice clean  car with blood everywhere, now wouldn’t it?”

Trembling with fear, Collis started the engine and, as instructed, drove carefully away. 
“Where to, Harry?”

“Turn left up ahead, then I’ll give you instructions.”

“Look, Harry, you want more money then I’m sure that we can reach an agreement, there’s no need for all this gun thing.”

Catt’s response was to grind the muzzle of the pistol a little harder into the back of Collis’ neck, hard enough to elicit a gasp, have of pain, half of fright.

They drove for over half an hour, leaving the outskirts of Croydon behind them, heading south, first on the A235, then, at Purley, turning onto the A22, the major road towards the south coast from that area. Eventually, they reached the Whyteleafe area, where Catt ordered Collis to turn off the main road onto a succession of side streets. Finally Catt ordered the car stopped outside a dilapidated looking warehouse, a warehouse that stood a little back from the road itself, offering an area to pull off the road completely which, obeying Catt’s order, Collis did.

“OK, Billy, turn off the engine.”

Collis obeyed, his hand shaking in fear. All through the journey Catt had been silent other than to issue instructions as to their route. Now he spoke, briefly and to the point.

“Just want you know, Billy, this isn’t personal, just business.”

Without giving Collis time to consider his words, nor to reply, Catt hit him viciously on the head with the pistol and Collis slumped unconscious, held in position only by his seat belt.

Catt quickly vacated the rear of the Jaguar, opened the driver’s door, undid Collis’ seat belt and dragged the unconscious man out onto the ground. Opening the big car’s boot, Catt, not without difficulty, bundled Collis into it, then slammed it shut.

Breathing heavily from his exertions – for Collis was no light weight – Catt walked over to the warehouse doors. Producing a key from his pocket, he opened them wide, returned to the  Jaguar and drove it inside. Then he got out of the car and closed the warehouse doors again. Once safely inside, he turned on the lights to reveal that the Jaguar was parked next to a battered, elderly Ford Transit van.
His next task was transferring Collis, still unconscious from the blow to his head, from the boot of the Jaguar to the inside of the Transit, where he secured the man’s wrists and ankles with duct tape and applied a length of the same material over Collis’ mouth to ensure that he could not make a noise.  Catt checked his watch; it was nearly five o’clock and daylight would soon be breaking, and the next part of his plan required darkness.
In addition to the Transit van, and now the Jaguar, the warehouse contained one other means of transport, a Yamaha SR250 motorcycle. He opened the doors once more and wheeled he motorcycle out onto the forecourt, ensuring that the doors were securely locked behind him, He then mounted the Yamaha, kicked it into life and drove carefully away. So far, so good; the plan was working. The warehouse was rented for a month, the letting agents only too pleased to accept even that small income for what was a white elephant on their books. Catt’s tale (using his Gavin Henderson false identity, that he needed to store a household of furniture for a week or two because there had been a delay in completing a house purchase, and renting the warehouse was cheaper than using a removal firm’s storage facilities, was accepted without question. The Transit had been bought for cash from a private owner – this time the ‘Gavin Henderson’ persona had not been used; the name and address that he had given the seller for adding to the relevant section of the V5 registration document had been totally fictitious. The Yamaha, an elderly but still reliable machine had, like the Transit, been bought for cash using a fictitious name.
It was just after six in the morning when Catt finally got home to his flat, stripped off his clothing and indulged himself in a long hot shower to remove the dirt and grime of the warehouse from his skin. He then went to bed to catch up on his sleep.
It was gone noon before he woke again. He fixed himself a light brunch of scrambled eggs on toast, washed down with two cups of strong black coffee, then phoned George Lewis.

“Any news, George?”

“Well, as you can imagine, Billy has been missed, but nobody knows where he may have gone or why. His wife has been at his office wanting to know what might have happened, but of course Hugh Dermott just told her that they had no more idea as to what Billy might be up to than she had.”
“Right, that’s all I wanted to know.” 

With time to kill until he could the next part of his plan into action, Catt decided to check once more on an important element of it, so by three o’clock he was in Newhaven, checking one more time that things were still in place and ready. The Newhaven marina was home to a wide variety of craft from small and utilitarian to quite large and ostentatious, although there was nothing in the ‘super’ category. More importantly from Catt’s point of view was that away from the marina proper there was a jetty leading straight off the road and tied to that jetty were several small craft, one of which he had arranged to hire using cash, from a financially embarrassed owner. The arrangement had been made nearly two weeks earlier, and Catt had already been down twice to take the little boat out in the English Channel, satisfying himself that it was perfect for his purpose. The boat was still there, nothing had happened to it. Happy with the way that things were going, Catt returned home to await darkness.
At last it was time. He got the Yamaha out from where he had left it in the underground car park to his block of flats and rode off. Twenty-five minutes later he was unlocking the warehouse doors and wheeled the motorcycle inside. He crossed to the Transit and unlocked the rear door.

“Right, Billy, I suppose that you thought that I was never coming back….”

His voice tailed off as he realised that Collis was clearly dead. Never a fit man, the stress of the abduction and being secured in so restricted a manner must have triggered a heart attack or the like.

Catt mentally shrugged. “Ah well, saves me the job” he thought to himself.

The next task was to go through Collis’ clothes, removing anything that might identify him. Wallet, keys, mobile phone – Catt opened it, removed the SIM card and broke it into several pieces, some of which he scattered on the floor, the remainder of which joined the rest of the phone and the contents of Collis’ pockets in a stout plastic bag, which Catt secured with a winding of duct tape.

Then it was just a question of driving the Transit out of the warehouse, locking the doors behind him, and driving sedately down to Newhaven. The fact that he was transporting a corpse, whereas he had expected Collis to be still alive at this point made the journey that much more hazardous – getting stopped by the police, for whatever reason, with a kidnap victim in the van was a very different kettle of fish from being stopped with a dead man in the back, but all went well, and at last he stopped the Transit at the shore end of the jetty. It was nearly one in the morning and the place was deserted.

Manhandling Collis’ dead weight into the boat was no easy task, but at last it was achieved and Catt started up the motor of the little craft and cautiously crept out into the open waters of the Channel.

Once a mile or so off shore, Billy Collis made his final journey. Weighed down with an old car jack and some rusty chain that Catt had found on a previous use of the boat and brought on-board for this very purpose, Collis was slipped over the side and went straight down out of sight.

Catt returned to the boat’s mooring place, tied it up and returned to Whyteleafe. Once there he left the Transit, unlocked and with the key still in the ignition, in a side street about half a mile away from the warehouse, confident that sooner or later it would acquire a new, illegal, owner and walked back to the warehouse to commence the final element of his plan. It was now three in the morning and he was booked onto the six sixteen shuttle to Calais. He got into the Jaguar, appreciating its luxury after the tatty Transit, and drove to Folkestone, where he found an all-night café for much needed coffee and an early breakfast before duly rolling onto the train on time. 

Two and a half hours later, he brought the Jaguar to a halt outside the garage belonging to Emile Clerc. The Frenchman was waiting for him and after a brief exchange of courtesies, and the handing over to Catt of a wad of Euros, it was a case of a taxi to the ferry port and a place – already booked – as a foot passenger on the twelve thirty-five ferry.
At last he could relax for a while, and strolling on deck he watched the seagulls wheeling in the wake of the ship as she sailed smoothly back to Dover. From Dover he caught the train to St. Pancras arriving just after three in the afternoon. A local train to Croydon and home before five with only one loose end to tie off – the Yamaha motorcycle still in the warehouse at Whyteleafe. For a moment he was tempted to simply leave it there, but to do so would give rise to questions and even though he could see no way in which the machine could be tied back to him, he determined to follow his plan to the letter. 
Accordingly, after a light meal, he drove back to the warehouse, put his car inside, and rode the Yamaha a mile or so away and, as with the Transit, left it as a tempting target for thieves. Then he walked back to the warehouse, opened it up and drove home. All done.
Chapter Eight: September 2012
It was a quiet early autumn evening and Harry Catt was enjoying a glass of wine, a rather nice Merlot, when his phone rang. 

“Yes?”

“Got a job for you if you are available.”

“Might be – where and when?”

“The Black Boy pub on Wharf Hill – you know it?”

“Know where it is – never been in it.”

“Nine o’clock suit?”

“I’ll be there.”

The Black Boy pub, situated just a few hundred yards from the famous Winchester College, turned out to be pleasant enough watering hole. True his nature, Catt had the place under surveillance by eight thirty. No sign of any problems and as he watched, his contact arrived spot on nine o’clock.

He waited a few more minutes, then, when nobody who looked as though they might be connected came, he walked to the door and entered.

Hugo Keller was sitting at a table in the far corner of the room and as Catt approached him, he mentally reviewed what he know about the man. Keller was about forty years or so old, heavily built with a shaven head topping features that looked as though created especially to be a Hollywood heavyweight villain. His features were swarthy, hinting at Italian or Spanish blood somewhere in his heritage, and his eyes, with irises so dark as to be virtually indistinguishable from his pupils, added to impression. The eyes looked out on the world from under heavy brows, brows which indicated that had his head not been shaved, it, too, would have boasted black hair. The nose was Romanesque and had clearly been broke at some time, and an old scar ran down the left side of his face, with the eyes, dominated the face, for the mouth was just a thin slash, with lips scarcely discernible. He was a big man, six feet three or four tall, perhaps sixteen stone or more in weight – and that weight was pure muscle. All in all, not a man to upset.
None of this fazed Catt. He had known Keller for three years now, ever since, after removing Billy Collis from the Croydon scene, he had decided to move his base of operations to Winchester, where he had an upper storey flat in St. Clement’s Street, just a few yards away from the pedestrianised High Street and the city centre.
It wasn’t by chance that they had met. Catt had been out of the Army for seven years now, but he still had some contacts and Keller was one of them. Like himself, Keller had left the Army when the Army had decided that they needed soldiers less likely to provide bad PR for the force than was the likelihood with Keller, following an incident in a bar when Keller had badly injured a man who had crossed him, resulting in the soon to be ex-soldier receiving a suspended six month prison sentence.. 

Keller had taken the enforced move philosophically and had moved into pastures new where his capacity for casual violence was seen as an advantage, not a potential embarrassment. He had found a niche for himself on the fringes of the underworld in the south of England, concentrating on the port areas of Portsmouth and Southampton in the main, but happy to look elsewhere when and if needed. Keller was known as a man who could get things done; moreover, he was seen as someone both too useful, and too dangerous to cross, to take any action against – unless, of course, you had suffered at his hands – but those who had suffered were usually in no position to take action against him. It was also the fact that Keller was known to work with and through ‘associates’, ‘associates’ known only to Keller and therefore a hidden menace to anyone else.
Catt was one of those ‘associates’. To date he had carried out three assignments on Keller’s behalf and various factions of the underworld breathed more easily at the removal of rivals. This looked as though it might be a fourth assignment. 
Catt looked at Keller.

“So, what do you have?”

“The usual – pays thirty for something straight, fifty if lost.”

This, Catt mused, was interesting. ‘Something straight’ was a simple assassination – the sort of thing that he had performed on Nick Vickers back in Croydon days. ‘Lost’ meant that the subject had not only to be disposed of but had to disappear completely, like Billy Collis.

“Who is it?”

A frown crossed Keller’s face.

“Somebody I’ve never heard of before.”

That was definitely unusual. Keller kept his ear very much to the ground – in his line of work it was essential to know as much as possible about the ever shifting picture of the local criminal world – who was on the way up, who was on the way down, who had trodden on somebody’s toes, that sort of thing. For a target to be unknown to Keller was, to say the least, strange.

Keller had a briefcase with him, a slim underarm document case sort of thing. He unzipped it, extracted a manila folder and passed it over to Catt. First making sure that nobody could see the contents, Catt opened it cautiously. Inside there was an A5 sized photograph and two sheets of A4 paper. He turned the photo face down, then studied the two sheets of paper. They gave an address and a brief description of the man in the photo. As he studied them he became more and more puzzled. As far as he could see, the man had no connection with any of the known elements of the local underworld. In fact, on the face of it, he seemed to be an ordinary, respectable citizen. He was employed in a normal sort of job – he was a computer analyst, working for a company, based in Hereford, that specialised in high level computer security systems.
“This one seems a bit out of our normal line, Hugo. What’s he done?”

Keller shrugged his heavy shoulders.

“Fucked if I know, Harry – but he’s clearly upset somebody. For all I know, or care, it could be his bloody wife wanting him out of the picture! The straight has to look like an accident, by the way, and speed is of the essence.”

Catt frowned as he thought things over. Thirty, or if he played it right, fifty thousand was a nice fee for what looked like a pretty simple job.

“OK, I’m in.”

If Harry Catt had ever possessed a conscience, that was the moment when it disappeared completely.

***********************

John Douglas was a worried man, a worried man who had difficulty in believing the evidence of his own eyes. Aged thirty-three, he had been working for Hereford Computer Security Systems for just six months. His job description was ‘systems analyst’ but that was just a label. In fact, John Douglas was a computer hacker, and a very good one. He was now beginning to believe he was in fact too good and that his skills had led him to discover something that should have remained hidden, at least from the eyes of relatively junior staff such as himself. HCSS, as most called it, wasn’t a very big organisation, employing just fifteen people At the top was a triumvirate, Nigel Dawson and his brother Philip, the two men who had originally founded the company, and were respectively chairman and chief executive officer, and their finance director, James Trenton. The three of them set general targets for their various employees but did little of the day-to-day work themselves. It had not always been that way; the brothers were highly competent computer experts. When they had set up the company eight years earlier it had been just the two of them, working all the hours of the day to establish themselves. They had succeeded and were now quite wealthy men, as was Trenton; as the company prospered, so the three of them saw their incomes grow accordingly.

Now, however, Douglas was sure that at least some of the company’s growth had been, and was still being, obtained illegally. Someone, and Douglas was sure that it must be at least one, possibly even all three, of the ‘big three’ was skimming money not just from the profits of HCSS itself, but also from a number of their clients. The contracts that HCSS had were with fairly large organisations – they had, time and again demonstrated that the in-house teams of those organisations had been producing safeguard systems for company computers that were markedly inferior to those that HCSS could provide. The result had been a number of in-house computer staff in those companies out on their collective ears, happy senior managements at the enhanced security of their systems, and money – quite lot of money – for HCSS and its ‘big three’. What Douglas had discovered, buried very, very deep in HCSS’s own system was an over-riding programme, a programme that manipulated the company’s cash flow, diverting some of it to an off shore bank account. At that point he had run into a brick wall. Try as he might, he had been unable to discover what happened to the money after it reached that bank account. The security on that account wasn’t the problem; the problem was that the money only stayed there for a matter of seconds before being transferred onwards and Douglas had been unable to track it any further. Douglas was in a quandary. He felt that he had to report what he had found, but to whom? He daren’t approach any of the ‘big three’ – he had no way of knowing which of them was involved, and to be fair to them, there was a chance that they were innocent, that someone else in the company was the perpetrator and was good enough to make it look as though one or more of the ‘big three’ was the guilty party.
He decided that he needed to do more digging before talking to anybody about what he had found. It was a bad mistake.

Three days earlier, the day after Douglas had begun to realise that money was being misappropriated, but was still in a quandary as to what he could and should do about it, the ‘big three’ had met in Nigel Dawson’s office. It was Nigel who voiced the concern of them all.

“Someone has penetrated our system – the system we told ourselves was impregnable. I’m virtually certain that it is that new man, Douglas. He’s better than I realised when we appointed him.”

His brother Philip nodded in agreement.

“I’m sure that you are right – nobody else that we have is that good or this would have happened long ago. The question is, what do we do about it? I don’t fancy being had up for fraud thanks to this man.”

Trenton, the finance director, interjected.

“I don’t think that any of us need worry about going to prison for fraud – Douglas simply has to be stopped.”

Philip gazed at him.

“And how are we going to do that?”

Trenton shrugged.

“Leave it to me – I know a man who can help out in something like this. I’m sure that he can persuade Douglas to stop his snooping and leave the area.”

He chuckled, but it didn’t sound a pleasant chuckle. 
“We won’t even have to pay him redundancy money.”

**********************

Harry Catt had made his plans; in view of Keller’s comment that speed was of the essence, it was just a few hours later – at two in the morning, that he carried out his first reconnaissance of the Douglas residence. It was a neat, detached three bedroom house in a quiet residential street on the outskirts of Hereford, out at Holmer. There was no garage, but what had started life as a miniscule front lawn had been concreted over and now formed a parking place for a six year old Vauxhall Astra. The house was the middle one of five more or less identical dwellings on that side of the road, the owners of each of which, like Douglas, used what had been a bit of front lawn as a parking space, despite which there were still several cars parked in the road itself. There were low fences separating the houses, which meant that the upper stories of the houses, with their bay windows to what must be the master bedrooms, gave a good view of the neighbouring frontages. All in all, not a promising location for an attack on the house itself, even if the fact that Douglas had a wife and child meant that the likelihood of catching him in the house alone were slim to zero.
In a work of fiction, of course, none of this would be a problem. The assassin would slide under Douglas’ car, cut the brake line and be on his way with nobody any the wiser. Then, with Douglas doing seventy miles an hour on the motorway, he would need to brake, would pump despairingly on the brake pedal – end of story. In real life, however, that scenario was rubbish. Cutting a car’s brake line means that its lack of brakes will be immediately obvious to the driver before he does more than manoeuvre out of the garage or, in this case, off the parking space, as the brake pedal simply sinks to the floor the moment it is pressed. The driver would have to be terminally stupid to drive off without brakes, even if the lack of them wouldn’t already have caused some sort of embarrassing low speed impact against something. No, something a bit more realistic was needed if he was to earn his money.

Attacking the house itself was out of the question. That left Douglas’ journey to work, whilst he was at work, and his journey home. Catt drove the route which seemed the most likely one for Douglas to take to reach his office, looking for places were a motorised ambush might be sprung. There were none. He mentally reviewed the file that Keller had given him. Quite apart from Douglas working for HCSS, his wife also worked, having a job as a legal secretary to a firm of solicitors in Hereford, and the daughter attended nursey school. Slowly, a plan began to evolve in his mind. It was unpleasantly risky, depending as it did on timings over which he had no control, but it was the only thing that he could come up with which would offer a quick result. Its best feature was that if things looked unsuitable, it would be easy to abort.
In the event, it worked the first time that he put it into practice.  After twenty-four hours doing further reconnaissance and making the arrangements that were going to be necessary, at eight thirty the next morning Douglas got into the Astra, backed onto the road, and drove the sixty yards to where his road met the Roman Road, the A4103, where he would turn left to head towards his office. At that time in the morning the Roman Road was very busy, a factor upon which Catt had had to rely. As Douglas drew to a halt to await a gap in the traffic, he was amazed when his front passenger door was opened and a man he had never seen before slid into the passenger seat. Before Douglas could protest he felt something hard pressing into his side. Looking down, to his horror, he saw that it was the muzzle of an ugly looking pistol. 
“Just do as I say and you won’t get hurt” the man growled. Douglas, mute with fright, simply sat there wondering what on earth was going on.

“Right,” the man continued, “when there’s a gap, just turn left like you normally do and drive like you normally do.”

The Astra was an automatic, which was probably just as well; in his fright Douglas would almost certainly have stalled a manual car, something which Catt had failed to take into account and which he only now appreciated. A gap appeared and the terrified Douglas drove away into the stream of early morning commuter traffic.

“Right, just keep driving normally, but keep on this road. When we get to the turning for your office, just keep going straight on.”.

That comment made Douglas even more worried. Clearly this was not an opportunistic car-jacking. The man knew where he worked, so presumably he was a specific target. His thoughts immediately turned to the fraud that he was sure one or more of the ‘big three’ was involved in. What other possible explanation could there be? 
“Look,” he said, desperate to achieve some understanding and some hope from the situation, “you can tell then that I haven’t got any evidence of anything, They don’t have to worry about me talking to anyone. Not even my wife knows of my suspicions. You must believe me – I won’t say a word.”

“Just keep driving and shut up.” Catt responded impatiently. He had no idea what Douglas was talking about, neither had he any interest in it.
The twenty-four hours that Catt had given himself to lay his plans had not been wasted. After a few more minutes he spoke again.

“There’s a turning into a lane on the left about half a mile ahead. Take it.”

The lane, when it appeared, quickly deteriorated into little more than a track, severely testing the Astra’s suspension as it lurched, now down to little more than a walking pace, from one rut or bump to the next..
At last Catt spoke once more.
“OK, stop the car.”

Becoming more fearful by the minute, Douglas did as he had been ordered, and started to turn towards his abductor, but before he had completed the turn, Catt suddenly pulled the pistol away from his prisoner’s side and struck him heavily on the temple. Stunned by the blow and less than half conscious, Douglas was unable to resist as Catt took a large plastic bag from his pocket and slipped it over the helpless man’s head. He delved into his pocket again, producing a roll of adhesive tape which he use to tightly secure the bag over Douglas’ head and neck. Totally deprived of air, it only took a minute or two for Douglass’ feeble struggles to cease entirely.

It was not by chance that Catt had brought his victim to this spot. The previous day he had used Google Earth to search the area around Douglas’ house for several miles in every direction and had seized upon what looked like a promising location, which he had then visited. It was ideal for his purpose. On the bird’s eye view offered by the computer programme Catt had been intrigued by the lane, which reached a clump of woods but did not emerge from the far side. Examination on the ground provided the explanation. At one time the lane had served to reach a small cottage, long abandoned and now in a state of total decay – no roof, no doors nor windows, just gaping holes where they had once been, and the walls themselves tumbled down in places.

Working quickly, he removed the plastic bag from Douglass’ head and stripped the corpse naked and carried it to the cottage. Ten minutes hard work saw his luckless victim covered in rubble from the collapsed walls, secreting him from all but the most determined investigation.

Now there was just Douglas’ car to dispose of. Catt had already decided on the easiest course of action; he simply drove back to Hereford and left in the railway station car park. He locked it before leaving it, as one would have expected Douglass to do had he been the driver, thus leaving a hint that Douglass had taken a train to somewhere, with the somewhere to remain a mystery for evermore to anyone trying to trace him.

It was getting on for three in the afternoon before Catt got home’ In the course of the early afternoon he had phoned Keller, his side of the conversation just one word ‘Lost’. Keller’s verbal communication was scarcely less succinct –‘Right, I’ll see to it’. 

Keller was the middle-man in the arrangement. Trenton had been put on to him by an acquaintance of an acquaintance – one could hardly call them friends – sort of network and had met him in a discreet location, a public park. The second meeting went smoothly. Trenton, well aware of the fact that if the fraud in which he was participating was ever brought to the attention of the authorities, then he and his partners would go to jail and also lose a very considerable income, was delighted to learn that Douglas was no longer a threat and arranged the bank transfer of seventy thousand pounds without a quibble. Keller, in his turn, arranged for fifty thousand of that sum to be transferred to Catt’s account. Both sides of the arrangement were satisfied.

It was the next day that the ‘big three’ met once more in Nigel Dawson’s office and Trenton told his colleagues the good news.

“So” queried the elder Dawson, “what has actually happened?”

Trenton slowly shook his head.

“Better that you shouldn’t ask, Nigel. Most certainly better that you don’t know. Just be grateful that no more will be heard of Douglas and his meddling.”

And as far as all were concerned, that was the end of the matter; in due course the car belonging to Douglas was found where it had been left in the railway station car park, and as far as the police were concerned, no matter how much Mrs. Douglas might protest that her husband would never have run off and left his family, that was the simple, logical answer. Case effectively closed.
Chapter Nine: February 2017
Thanks to the wonders of modern technology, it was a conference call involving Lewis, Hughes and Clarke. It was Lewis who had set it up and the other two listened carefully as he recounted his meeting with Lambert.

“I think that Lambert would love to find some dirt on Attwood. I steered him in the direction of Lisa Canari and also the possibility that Attwood might have some connection to Drussel.”

“That’s where we are going to have to be very careful” interspersed Hughes, “Attwood might turn on the rest of us – he’s a politician, for Pete’s sake. Lying and dropping others in the shit must be second nature to him.”
“Very true – we really will have to be careful, but the way to do it as far as I see it, is that we feed things to Lambert and let him face the flack, not us. Now, I’ve already tracked down Lisa Canari – wasn’t difficult, she still lives in the area, although she’s gone a good bit upmarket since we knew her. Now, I think that we should bring her in on this and feed her to Lambert and let him make a mountain out of a molehill – then we move on to our next bit of the plan. What do you say?”
There was a brief silence, then,

“OK by me.” From Hughes.

“Me too,” Clarke echoed.

“OK, I’ll start things rolling.”
**********

The result of Lewis’ groundwork was that a couple of weeks later Gordon Lambert found himself ringing on the entry phone of a prestigious block of flats in one of the more expensive parts of Croydon.
“Hello?”

Even over the distortion of the entry phone’s acoustics, the voice had a sultry air to it.

“It’s Gordon Lambert, Ms. Canari – we spoke on the phone.”

“Right, I’ll buzz you in. I’m on the top floor.”

There was, indeed, a buzzing sound from the phone and the door sprung open an inch or two. He pushed it open all the way and walked in to find himself in a small foyer with a lift immediately opposite him. There was also a door beside the lift but clearly only openable from the other side – presumably a fire escape.
The lift bore him upwards smoothly and silently and he emerged into a small hallway with just one door in front of him. He was about to press the bell push when the door was opened from inside and he found himself face to face with Lisa Canari. Two things immediately struck him; although he knew that she was forty-six years old, she could easily have passed for at least ten years younger and that she was one of the most beautiful women that he had ever seen, with shoulder length glossy raven hair framing an oval face from which dark, glittering eyes appraised him. He also realised that he had seen her, many times, in adverts on the TV and in a variety of magazines and newspapers. She was wearing what looked like a silk pyjama suit in black to match her hair, a pyjama suit, which whilst cut loosely, slithered over her body with every movement, hinting at the shape that it concealed. She was, in a word – or rather in two – absolutely stunning to behold.
“Won’t you come in, Mr. Lambert?”

The apparition stepped back and Lambert followed her in, to find himself in a large room, dominated by a big picture window giving a view over nearby buildings. The flat, he realised, stood on higher ground that those nearby, giving a view from the north facing window out to London. He took in his surroundings; the room had several doors, all closed, leading off it, presumably to bedrooms, kitchen etc.. The furnishings were simple, but clearly expensive – a thick pile white carpet stretched from wall to wall, with a large, L-shaped settee in black leather located to enable anyone sitting in it to either gaze out of the window or, with a simple shift of position, view a fifty inch plasma TV mounted on the wall. The monochromatic effect was relieved by four large, vibrant paintings which infused dynamic life into the room.  Cleary Lisa Canari was not in need of scrimping and saving – her lifestyle, judging from the apartment, showed money and a fair amount of it.
As he seated himself, Lambert was aware that his hostess was regarding him quizzically.

“So, Mr. Lambert, how can I help you? You mentioned Marcus Attwood on the phone?”

Lambert took a deep breath before replying, well aware that what he was about to say might reopen old wounds in the woman opposite him on the other leg of the L-shaped settee.

“As I said on the phone, I am writing a book in which Marcus Attwood features, although it isn’t only about him. It’s about the Labour party as a whole and what, if anything it can do to recover popular support. I think that most people regard Attwood as perhaps the best chance that the party has for improving its standing with the electorate if the members can be persuaded to drop the current leadership in his favour. He could be a very important politician in the fairly near future and I want to get a real feeling for the man, not just what we see on the surface. Now, I understand that you knew him back in the eighties?”

Lisa Canari gave a bitter smile.

“You could say that! I suppose somebody has been talking to you about my pregnancy?”
Lambert shifted uncomfortably on the settee, wondering what tack the woman would take.

“Well, yes – I have spoken to a couple of Attwood’s schoolmates and they did mention that at the time some of them thought that Attwood was responsible.”

“They were right! It was all a long time ago, so I don’t let it bother me now, but at the time it was pretty awful; it destroyed my parent’s marriage, amongst other things.”
“Can you tell me what happened?”

“Yes, but how much of this might appear in your book?”

“Well, that depends on you. I’m not trying to do a hatchet job on the man, but I do feel that people need to know more about a man who might just possibly be Prime Minister one day, or at least leader of the Opposition.”

She smiled, a rather bitter smile.

“Actually, I wouldn’t mind seeing him on the receiving end of a hatchet! Still, as I say, it was a long time ago. It happened at a party – as is so often the case, I suppose. Attwood and I were in the same year at school so we knew each other on a casual basis. Before that party we had never gone out together or anything, although there were occasions when we had both been in a group meeting up in a pub or coffee bar, that sort of thing – nothing organised, just a few youngsters getting together for an evening.

“Well, what happened is that it was the birthday of one of our schoolmates – Jenny Allison, who’d been in the same form as me and, of course, in the same year as Attwood, although not in the same form. Jenny had somehow persuaded her parents to visit an aunt of hers for the weekend and let Jenny have a ‘few friends’ round for her birthday. In fact there were about fifteen or so of us, perhaps a little more. It was no sort of rave up – no furniture damaged or anything like that – but there was a fair amount of drink consumed, and I drank a good bit more than was good for me. Long and short of it was that Mark – nobody called him Marcus back then – got me into a bedroom and screwed me. I reckon that is this day and age I could probably claim that I was raped; although there was absolutely no violence or anything involved, I was a good bit too drunk to be seen, looking through twenty-first century eyes, as able to give positive consent. Back then, things were different. If a girl didn’t say ‘NO’ pretty forcibly, then most folk reckoned that that was OK. Now, unless the girl is in a condition – which I wasn’t – to say ‘YES’ and mean it, then a lot of folk reckon that rape occurred.
“Anyway, all that is beside the point. The fact of the matter is that Mark screwed me and got me pregnant. I had an abortion at the earliest possible moment, but that was by no means the end of the matter. My father held pretty old-fashioned views and was all for throwing me out of the house – he really was horrible about it. My mother, on the other hand, was sympathetic and supportive and wouldn’t hear of it. From then on life between them was one long row after another, until, after about six months, my father couldn’t take it any longer and walked out on us – and from that day to this, neither my mother nor I heard another word from him. I don’t even know if he is alive or dead.”
Lambert mulled over what he had just been told. It gave something of an insight into Marcus Attwood and his behaviour all those years ago, but he wondered how far he could go in mentioning it in his book.
“Tell me, Ms. Canari…”

“Please, call me Lisa.”

“Thank you, please then, Lisa, tell me if you would be happy to be named in the book as one of my sources – a ‘thank you to’ bit at the end, without specifically linking your name to the comment that he got a young girl pregnant as a teenager. Obviously, I have to be careful over the law of libel – if he tries to take action would you be happy to testify?”

For a moment it was on the tip of her tongue to say no; then she remembered the break-up of her parents’ marriage, the interminable, draining rows before the final split, and nodded her head in determination.

“Yes, if it comes to it, I would be happy to testify – and back then I told several of my girlfriends what had happened, so it wouldn’t just be my word against his.” 
“Thank you, Lisa – hopefully it will never come to that, but it is always as well to be prepared. Well, thank you very much for your time.”

She smiled at him and flowed – there was no other word to describe the movement – to her feet and showed him to the door.

Once she was alone again, Lisa went to through to her kitchen and opened the fridge. Taking out an already opened bottle of Chablis, she poured herself a generous glass and took it with her back to the lounge, where she once more sat down on the settee, this time positioning herself so that she could gaze out of the picture window, whilst she reflected upon her visitor and her conversation with him.

She sipped slowly on her wine, enjoying the flinty taste, whilst she thought long and hard. Finally, she came to a decision, and setting the half-finished glass down on the low table in front of her, she picked up the mobile phone which had been lying there. Slowly she scanned through the numbers in the address book before reaching the one that she wanted Even them she hesitated for a while whilst she reviewed her decision, then, convinced that she had made the right one, she pressed the call button.
Chapter Ten: August 2014

Harry Catt watched the front of the house from the sanctuary of his hire car, an anonymous Ford Focus. The house was quite large; not a mansion, not by any means, but a good bit larger than the average dwelling place. According to the information that he had been able to glean, it had seven bedrooms, all with en-suite facilities, a further three bathrooms, four reception rooms, and so on, and so on. Altogether a total rejection of the old adage that crime doesn’t pay, for the owner of this far from humble abode was undoubtedly a criminal. Sidney Charteris, aged fifty-five was the king pin of a criminal organisation that turned its hand to just about anything – drugs, prostitution, people trafficking, protection, anything that earned a dishonest penny was grist to the Charteris mill.
However, crime hadn’t only brought Charteris wealth; it has also brought him enemies and one of those enemies, jealous of the reach of Charteris’ organisation, wanted him out of the way and Catt had been hired to achieve just that.
This was the start of Catt’s operation to earn his fee. Unlike his removal of Billy Collis and John Douglas who, as far as the rest of the world was aware had simply disappeared, never to be seen again, the demise of Charteris was to be as public as possible, to ensure that his remaining lieutenants understood that a new order was being established, an order that they had best bend the knee to if they didn’t wish to share the fate of their boss.
This reconnaissance of the Charteris home simply reinforced Catt’s initial assumption – the place was effectively a mini-fortress. It was surrounded not by a high wall, but by a low one, but a low wall topped by ten foot high iron railings, railings offering no footholds for anyone wishing to scale them.
Quite apart from the physical barrier posed by the wall and the railings, there was also the question of who would actually be inside the house. Apart from Charteris and his wife, Catt had seen two men arrive with Charteris when he had returned home just after eleven o’clock. It was now two in the morning and there had been no sign of the two men leaving, so they had to be the in-house security team. They would undoubtedly be armed and could be anywhere in the house; no lights could be seen from the road to give any clue as to where they might be.
Catt decided that he had seen enough for the time being and drove slowly away. From the Charteris home on the outskirts of Wimbledon to Catt’s apartment in Winchester was about sixty miles, mostly on the M3 motorway and Catt, taking his time and observing all speed limits scrupulously, did the journey in an hour and half. He drove into the underground car park that served his apartment block, a car park protected by a card actuated barrier whether entering or leaving, and parked in his allocated space – earlier he had moved his own car out to the railway station car park to leave room for the hire car.
He took the lift to his top floor apartment – the four storey building had just one apartment on each floor – and let himself in. Deciding that it was too late to bother about going to bed, he made himself a cup of coffee and sat drinking it whilst he mulled over possible scenarios for earning his money.

There were two big problems. Firstly, as he had now established, attacking Charteris in his home was out of the question. It would appear that the man really only slept there, and when he was home he had bodyguards. The other problem was that Charteris’ movements were unpredictable; he owned, or had interests in, a number of establishments of varying types, from brothels thinly disguised as massage parlours, to night clubs, to betting shops. In a way his interests resembled those of the late, and very much unlamented, Billy Collis – but Charteris had better protection. There seemed no chance to waylay him in his own vehicle – he was always driven everywhere, with at least one, and more often two, other men in the car.
All this, and more, had been made known to him by the man who had approached him to offer him this commission. It wasn’t Hugo Keller, the man who had in the past obtained work for Catt; that partnership was now more or less over, although in no way had the change been acrimonious, and Catt was now a known hitman for hire in the circles in which such information was important. No, the man who had come to him was an intermediary for the man looking to supplant Charteris. The intermediary had been careful to avoid identifying his principal, but Catt had his own circle of informants and was well aware that he was, at once remove, actually working for Davey Turner, a younger, and even less pleasant version of Charteris himself. Turner had once been a member of the Charteris’ organisation, but had gone his own way the previous year and had gathered about him a number of equally ruthless men waiting in the wings to take over the Charteris empire once the emperor himself had been removed. Catt did wonder why Turner felt the need to hire someone such as himself; by all accounts he had people around him who didn’t mind getting their hands dirty, but that was Turner’s concern. Catt was quite happy to do the job and take the money.
He shook himself out of his reverie and decided that he needed a shower to wake himself up. Once showered, he donned his well-worn tracksuit and running shoes and set off on his favourite circuit of the town at a fast jog rather than a true run, down the High Street, down past the statue of King Alfred, then along Eastgate Street and Union Street, then North Walls and back across to the High Street. A second lap, then a third and back home for a much needed second shower.
After the shower he dressed in casual clothes, jeans, a T-shirt and denim jacket, with trainers on his feet. It was time for some serious thinking; the problem was Charteris’ unpredictability. With so many interests it was impossible for him to visit, and spend any effective time, at each and every establishment on each and every day, so where he might be at any particular time on any particular day was impossible to predict – with just one exception. Every day started at his home. Every day he was driven away to wherever might be his first port of call – and even that wasn’t totally predictable in that the information that he had been given said that Charteris might leave home as early as eight o’clock, as late as ten. It was, however, the nearest thing that he had to a foreseeable event in the life of Sidney Charteris, and he could see no other window of opportunity.
He needed to make one acquisition to enable him to complete his mission and a careful scrutiny of the items for sale in the classified adverts in the local paper produced what he wanted.

***********************

Sidney Charteris looked at his watch, admiring, as he always did, the simple elegance of the Rolex, a present to himself for his fiftieth birthday just five years previously. Ten to nine, just about right. He turned to the man waiting beside him.

“OK, Larry, let’s go.”

Larry Baines nodded his agreement and understanding.

“OK, boss, I’ll bring the car round.”
Five minutes later Charteris’ Mercedes was rolling through the gates, which closed automatically behind it.  Baines swung the big car onto the road and drove towards Wimbledon High Street and its several sets of traffic lights. Baines was lucky with the first set; they turned green as he approached them. However, his luck, and that of Charteris, ran out at the next set. As Baines slowed to a stop, with two cars in front of him at the red light, he was aware of a motorcyclist coming up on his offside, a motorcyclist dressed from head to foot in black leathers, with a dark visored crash helmet completely hiding his features. As he waited for the lights to change, Baines was suddenly aware that the motorcyclist, instead of sitting passively, just another person waiting for the lights, had suddenly twisted his upper body towards the Mercedes. The last thing that Baines ever saw was the handgun the rider had produced from under his jacket.
Catt fired six times in quick succession. The first bullet shattered the driver’s window of the car. Shots two and three hit Baines in the head, killing him instantly. The fourth shot broke the glass of the rear passenger’s window; the fifth and sixth accounted for Charteris in the same way as Baines.

Catt had timed it perfectly; even as Charteris slumped forward, held in position only by his seat belt, the cars in front of the Mercedes drove off through the green light. Catt opened the throttle of the motorbike and cut inside the cars in front, turning left and accelerating savagely away, all observance of the speed limit ignored.

A mile and a half away, still clad in his motorcycling gear, Catt left the motorbike at the side of the road in a small backstreet. It would, he well knew, have been captured on CCTV, but that would avail the police nothing. The number plates were false, and even if they did somehow discover the machine’s real identity, it would only lead them to the gullible former owner in Southampton, who had sold it for cash to a man whose identity would turn out to be as false as the plates on the bike. He removed the helmet and tossed it into a wheelie bin awaiting emptying by the council – he had, all the time he had been wearing it, been careful to ensure that it didn’t bear his fingerprints, but he knew only too well that it would contain his DNA. Similarly, he had only ever touched any part of the bike whilst wearing gloves, and in that instance there should be no DNA – it could scarcely have penetrated the heavy leather jacket, trousers and boots. He took off the jacket and slung it over his shoulder, transforming himself from a leather clad biker to a man out for a stroll in the warm August morning with his upper garment an anonymous T-shirt.
Parked a couple of streets away was his transport, again a rental, but this time a Transit van with a ramp, which had been the means of ferrying the motorbike from Winchester to Wimbledon without it being captured on any CCTV cameras during the journey. Catt had moved on from the days when his alternative identity, that as  Gavin Henderson, had lacked a driving licence. Now  he had yet a third, and a fourth, identity, and the latter two, Kenneth Morgan and Lionel Sinclair had immaculately forged driving licences in addition to their other proofs of identity, and it was as Morgan that he had hired the van. Even this was bearing, albeit only temporarily, false number plates,  plates which he removed a few miles away when he stopped in a side street in Surbiton before driving down the A3 to the M25 and then to the M3 and home. The van had been hired in Portsmouth and it was there that he returned it the following day, allowing the train to take the strain for his return to Winchester. 
Once finally settled at home, he checked his bank account and was annoyed to find that his promised fee had not yet been paid into it. He made a phone call.
*************

Tommy Jacks looked at his boss unhappily. Davey Turner was, Jacks was quite sure, making a big mistake. He made one more appeal to reason.

“Davey, this is one very serious man. If we don’t pay him he may well come after us and that would not be good news. You’ve got Charteris out of the way – already some of his guys are making noises to come over to you – what you can get out of what you’ve now got – or will have soon – makes the man’s money chicken feed.”

Turner shook his head dismissively.

“Naw, fuck him – he can whistle for his money. What’s he gonna do? Sue me? Go to the cops? Forget him – we’ve got other things to be getting on with.”

It was alright for Davey to be so gung-ho about it, Jacks thought – he hadn’t met the killer. Jacks had met him and had been very impressed by the man. The meeting had taken place two weeks before, in a pub in Hounslow, a place that the man had selected. Jacks had identified himself by wearing a UCLA sweatshirt, a fashion item that he felt looked ridiculous on his overweight, forty-two year old frame. Certainly it was highly unlikely that in that get-up could he be mistaken for anyone else. The man, on the other hand, looked anonymous – jeans and a denim jacket over a black T-shirt.
The discussion had been brief and to the point. Jacks had handed over a dossier on Charteris, together with a ‘retainer’ fee of five thousand pounds.
“Don’t forget,” had been the man’s parting words, “I want the rest of my money within twenty-four hours of doing the job.”

He hadn’t said anything else, no threat or anything, but the very ambiance of the man was threat enough. The face had been expressionless, the eyes ice blue, the coldest looking eyes that Jacks had ever seen. Jacks was totally convinced that the man he knew only as ‘Roger’ was someone whom it would be very, very silly to cross. But Turner hadn’t met him, hadn’t sensed the menace in the man, and was fully intending to double-cross him.
When Jacks had met ‘Roger’ he had been given a mobile phone, a phone with just one number programmed into its memory. It was on that phone that the succinct message ‘It’s done’ had, the previous day, advised Jacks of the demise of Charteris. It was a few hours after his failure to convince Turner that ‘Roger’ should be paid in full that the phone rang again. Anxiously, Jacks answered it.
“I said twenty-four hours. Where is it?”

Both of them were fully aware of what ‘it’ was. Jacks wondered desperately what he could say, but his hesitation was clearly enough. The man spoke again.

“I know where you live, I know where Turner lives.”

At that, the call was ended. It was then that Jacks had a new idea. He returned ‘Roger’s’ call. This time it was Jacks who spoke and ‘Roger’ who listened.
***********************

The local paper made much of it. ‘Second shooting in five days’ it screamed on its front page. The story was the most spectacular to hit the local news in years. Two men, both reputed to be drug barons, although never actually convicted as such, shot dead in the space of just five days. The first, Sidney Charteris, together with his driver, Larry Baines, shot as their car was stopped at traffic lights. The third, that of Davey Turner, had taken place as the man had emerged from a betting shop, when he had been gunned down by the driver of a car parked on the opposite side of the road, with the car later found abandoned a mile or so away.
Detective Chief Inspector Graham Wright was unhappy at the criticism that being aimed at the police over the killings. As the senior investigating officer for all three murders he and his team had interviewed over fifty possible suspects – forty-six men and four women) who had reason to dislike one or more of the three dead men, but none of them seemed to have carried their antipathy to the point of committing or contracting murder.

Had he been allowed to express and honest opinion, Wright would have said that whoever had removed Charteris, Baines and Turner from the planet had actually done the rest of the community a favour, but such views were strictly unacceptable in public. Instead, Wright and his team were charged with bringing to book whoever had pulled the trigger on the trio.
Wright sighed and pushed himself back from his desk. 

“OK, Jim, what have we got so far.”

DI Jim Pollard, Wright’s number two on the team, ran his fingers through his rapidly thinning light brown hair.

“Bugger all to be honest, Graham. The first killings, Charteris and his driver, Baines, shot by a motorcyclist who pulled up beside them at the lights. We’ve backtracked on CCTV; the biker had been following Charteris’ car since it came onto the main road from the road Charteris lived in. He was waiting for them – had been waiting for over fifteen minutes. After the shooting he made off down Church road – that was a left turn, then onto Belvedere Avenue – and that’s where CCTV lost him. In between cameras he turned off. The bike simply disappeared, absolutely no trace of it anywhere. We were able to get its licence number from the CCTV images, but no help – the plates were false. The Turner killing – almost defies believe. Turner owned the betting shop he came out of – he’d driven there himself, I guess he thought that he didn’t need a driver. He had parked outside the shop– wrong side of the road and a yellow line, but who cares? CCTV has him arriving there and pulling up to the kerb. Moments later another car arrives and parks on the other side of the road. When you know what is going to happen you can see that it has been parked to give a clear view of anyone emerging from the shop – and that’s just what Turner did about fifteen minutes later, right into a bullet – then the other car simply drives off – the sheer bloody nerve of it! Again, we backtracked on CCTV. The assassin’s car was waiting a few hundred yards from Turner’s house and simply followed him – at a discreet distance – until he got to  the betting shop. After the shooting the car – again, the plates were false – drives away for no more than a mile before turning into a side street with no CCTV coverage. Uniform found the car yesterday. Once the false plates were removed the real ones were revealed. The car, it was a Vauxhall Vectra, had been reported as being stolen overnight – it had been parked in the road outside the owner’s house – in the hours before the shooting. Obviously chummie simply switched to another vehicle and drove away.”
Wright gave another sigh.

“Like you say, Jim – bugger all. OK, who benefits from all this, do we know?”

“Well, the word on the street is that Tommy Jacks, who used to work for Turner, looks like being cock of the walk now that Charteris and Turner are both out of the picture. We’ve spoken with him, of course, but he just keeps saying that Turner had made a lot of enemies over the years – which is perfectly true – and that one of them must have carried out the hit or have contracted it out, but that he has no more idea than we do as to who it might have been. I really liked the way the smug git said that last bit. Oh, and ballistics have just come through. All three men killed with the same weapon, a nine millimetre automatic, possible a Beretta.”

“Beretta? That’s Italian – don’t come across those very often.”
“The American forces used Berettas for quite a while – could be an American connection, Hired gunmen are more their thing than ours. Still, nobody has heard this guy talk, and nobody still living has seen his face – he could be anybody.”

It was, Wright reflected, unlikely that they would ever catch the killer – for the ballistic evidence now confirmed what he had suspected – that the three killings were the work of one man – with so little to go on. In that assumption he was to be proved correct, although it wasn’t to be the last time that Wright would become involved in the work of an apparent gun for hire, had he but known it.
Chapter Eleven: February/March 2017
Janice Morgan’s mobile rang; looking at the caller ID she was mildly surprised to see who was calling her.

“Hi, Lisa, long time no speak. How are you?”

Lisa Canari’s voice came through clearly; as fashion editor for her paper Janice had met the successful model on a number of occasions in the past, but this was the first time that she had been in touch for a year or so, and also the first time that she had simply phoned up out of the blue – their past contacts had all been in the context of fashion assignments.
“Janice, I wonder if we could meet up sometime? I’ll like your advice on something; although it is nothing to do with fashions, it could be something to do with a news item and I’d like to talk it through with you.”
Intrigued by the younger woman’s words, Janice quickly consulted her diary.

“How about tomorrow evening? Any good?”

“That would be fine – where and when would suit you?”

“Do you know the Harrow Inn – about a mile away from your place –if you’re still in Croydon, that is.”
“Yes, still the same place, and I know the Harrow – what time?”
“About eight?”

“That would be fine, Janice, and Janice, thanks – I really appreciate this.”
Promptly at eight the next evening, Janice found Lisa Canari waiting for her. She reflected on what she knew about the younger woman. Lisa was, she knew, now forty-six, six years younger than herself, and had been a successful model for some twenty-five years or so, success that had earned her a very decent income over the years, an income that had attracted her first agent, Hugh Casson, enough for him to marry a girl ten years or more his junior. The marriage, Janice reflected, had been in nineteen ninety, the divorce six years later. None of that had left any mark on Lisa Canari – she could very easily have passed for ten years less than her true age.
Lisa had seated herself in one of the open ended booths that gave a degree of privacy to their occupants without being claustrophobic in any way, and Janice slid into the opposite bench seat, setting the gin and tonic that she had acquired at the bar on the table in front of her.

“So, what’s this about, Lisa?”

The other woman hesitated for a moment before speaking.

“You know of Marcus Attwood, the Labour politician?”

“Yes, of course – he seems to be almost permanently in the news these days.”

“When I was eighteen, Marcus Attwood – he was plain Mark in those days – got me pregnant.”

Whatever Janice had been expecting to hear, this most definitely was not it. She leant back against the wooden partition.
“Wow – tell me more!”

“We were at school together, although we were never friends or anything – we were in the same year but different forms – he was one of the high fliers, I was one of the thickies. It was at a party – we had all left school by then – and I was a good bit the worse for wear, pretty pissed in fact. The party was in the house of the parents of a friend; she had persuaded them to visit relatives for the weekend, giving her and rest of us free run of the house. Mark got me to go with him to one of the bedrooms, screwed me, and the rest, as they say, is history. I had a termination, but the big thing is that it destroyed my parents’ marriage. My father was all for throwing me out on the street, my mother took my part, there was row after row after row and finally dad walked out and I haven’t seen him nor heard from him from that day this. Although mum took my part, she made no secret of the fact that she was appalled at what I had done and never really forgave me for being the cause of her losing her husband. Now, the thing is – I was pretty drunk at the time. If the same thing had happened today, with all the guff about ‘informed consent’ and that, I’m sure a lot of people would reckon that I had been raped – certainly I was in no fit state to say either ‘yes’ or ‘no’, but back then some bird who went and got herself drunk was seen as fair game by many of the lads.”
Janice frowned in puzzlement.

“So why tell me all this?”

“I’ve been thinking about it a lot these last couple of days – what sparked it off was a man visiting me, Gordon Lambert is his name. He’s an author – writes books on politics - and he is currently working on one about the Labour party, which means he wants to include quite a bit about Attwood. That set me thinking – it’s quite possible that Attwood may become leader of the Labour party – might even be Prime Minister one day – and the man’s a total creep. He destroyed my parents, he caused me a lot of suffering , and I think that I would like to get back at him somehow. Any ideas?”

Janice blinked at her companion.

“Well, I suppose that you could go to the police and claim that you are the victim of historic abuse – they’re pretty hot on that sort of thing at the moment, although they have made a total balls up of some of their investigations, so probably aren’t as eager as they were a year or so back – but Lisa, are you really ready for the publicity, for the public scrutiny?  I know that victims have been given anonymity in many cases, but with someone as well-known as you, I can’t help but feel that your name would soon become known and even if it didn’t get into the papers, you can guarantee that someone would splash it across the social media.”

“Yes, I’ve thought about that – and that’s why I’ve come to you. To be honest, I don’t care about public exposure as a claimant, in fact, you know what they say – no publicity is bad publicity. What I was wondering was if your paper would like to have an exclusive – showing its concern for the morality of one of our possible leaders – that sort of thing.”

Janice pursed her lips as she thought over what Lisa has said.

“Well, it could make a good story – rising politician’s evil past sort of thing. We’d have to be very, very careful to avoid being sued for libel – what proof can you bring to the story? One person’s word against another for something like this is always chancy.”

“I told a number of my friends at the time – I’ve lost touch with most of them, but there are still a couple I keep in touch with and I’m sure that the others could be traced by a paper with the resources yours has.” 

Janice thought long and hard before replying.
“If you are sure that you can cope with the fall out –and I’m sure, no matter what you might think – that some of it will be very unpleasant – I think that the paper might well run with it. As is pretty well known, the editorial staff aren’t exactly keen on the Labour party, so they might well agree that this could be well worth following up. But tell me – why after all this time? After all it was nearly thirty years ago.”
“If Attwood had gone on to be just an ordinary bloke – if he’s stayed in the army, or running that company of his, I’d have just thought that it was something to live with – in fact something to try and forget. But to see his smug face in the news at least once a week, to hear him going on about how the country could be much better off if he were in charge – that’s just too much to bear when I think of what he did to me and the result that it had on my parents. I would love to see him discredited, destroyed even.”
Janice was still not convinced that Lisa truly realised the flack that was likely to come her way if the paper did, indeed, run something on the lines that she was suggesting, but it was her life to do with as she pleased, and properly written up the story could be a real scoop for the paper.

******************************

Gordon Lambert was pleased that he had, at last, managed to get another interview with Marcus Attwood, and that it was going well. Attwood had needed no encouragement to expand upon his early life, emphasising how he had made his way in life purely as a result of his own efforts and not because of any privileged background.
“Not like some I could mention,” he had said with a grin, a grin clearly aimed at what he called the ‘Sofa Socialists’ currently leading the Labour party – if indeed, in Attwood’s opinion, their efforts could be dignified with the word ‘leading’.
It was, however, all a bit too pat, a bit too self-satisfied for Lambert and he decided to toss a small pebble into Attwood’s pool of complacency. 

“As I don’t think that I have yet mentioned, Mr. Attwood, I managed to track a couple of your old school mates for more background. I have to say, they were very proud at how somebody from their neck of the woods had done so well for himself. I don’t think that I would be surprising you to say that I got the impression, even though they didn’t actually come out and say so, that the pride was also mixed with a bit of jealousy – natural I suppose under the circumstances.”
Attwood shrugged his shoulders dismissively.

“Par for the course, I suppose. Who were they, these old friends?”

“Jimmy Lewis and Jeff Hughes.”
Most people would have missed it, but Lambert had interviewed many, many people in course of his writings over the years, and he caught the slight expression of unease, immediately suppressed, that crossed Attwood’s face.

“Jimmy and Jeff,” he mused, “I haven’t seen them in years, in fact, in decades. How are they getting on?”

“Well, Jeff is currently unemployed – the company he worked for as a delivery driver went bust a few months ago, so he’s on the lookout for a new job. Jimmy runs a small antiques shop in Brighton – to be honest, from what I saw of it, it isn’t doing terribly well.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that – they were both good friends back in the day.”

“Yes, they spoke well of you, and we spoke quite a bit about the times and the people. They mentioned a couple of names that they said would mean something to you, although they didn’t elaborate, so I was a bit puzzled as to what they meant – they mentioned a girl Lisa Canari, and a man, Eric Drussel – do they ring any bells?”

Lambert was instantly aware of a change in Attwood’s demeanour. He had, somehow, gone very still, and his eyes had somehow taken on a dead look to them. ‘That’ thought Lambert to himself, ‘ really got your attention, Mr. Attwood, no matter what you might say next.’

The change was only momentary; after just a second or two Attwood visibly relaxed again.

“Lisa Canari? The name is familiar – I’m pretty sure that she was in my year at school, but I can’t really bring her to mind. Eric Drussel?” He shook his head. “Can’t say that I remember him – was he at school with us? Don’t forget, it was a pretty big school, and I didn’t know all of my year at the time, and certainly don’t remember all of them after thirty years.”
“Oh no, he wasn’t at school with you. I was intrigued by the mention of the name and tried doing a bit of digging. Came up with quite a few men called Eric Drussel, but one in particular stood out. A man with of that name was found dead in a street near where you and the others lived back then. The police regarded his death as suspicious, but never made any progress in discovering who might have been responsible.”
Attwood nodded his head slowly.

“Ah, yes, I do remember that now. Sorry – we were talking about friends and people that I knew from my schooldays, so I assumed when you said the name that it was another name from school. Yes, at the time it made the local papers, as you might imagine. Can’t say that I remember more than that, and I’m intrigued that Jimmy and Jeff should have mentioned it – I wonder why?”
‘Because,’ Lambert thought to himself, ‘they reckon you knew more about it at the time and probably still do’. He was puzzled; why was it that Hughes and Lewis should have the comments that they did – no, he corrected himself, only Lewis had made the comment about Drussel, not both of them.
The interview wound down after that and Lambert took his leave of Attwood, wishing him success in his campaign to realign the Labour party into something more in keeping with voters as a whole.

Once his visitor had departed, Attwood did some serious thinking. He was only too well aware of how many politicians over the years had been brought down by the discovery of skeletons in their cupboard and he wondered uneasily if he was in danger of becoming yet another. At least Lambert was writing a book, not something in the newspapers, so it would be some time before anything that he might discover could see the light of day – and at that point he started to wonder if there was any way to make sure that Lambert’s book didn’t see the light of day.

**********************

Janice Morgan, after her meeting with Lisa Canari the previous evening, sought out one her colleagues. George Campbell, the paper’s political editor, was something of a doyen within the paper’s ranks. Pushing sixty, overweight, too fond, in the view of some of his colleagues, of food and drink, as evidenced by a near sixteen stone frame only five feet eight tall, he was, nevertheless, a walking encyclopaedia on the political scene in Britain and much of the rest of the world over the last forty or more years. He smiled at Janice as she approached his desk.
“Janice, to what do I owe the pleasure? Isn’t often you grace this neck of the woods!”

“George, I want to talk to you about Marcus Attwood – but I’d like to do it where we can’t be overheard.”

“Music to my ears! Let’s go to the Swan.”

The Swan was a nearby pub, a pub where Campbell could usually be found at lunch time and after work – he was unmarried with no need to rush home – and Janice agreed without demur. She knew that in his favourite surroundings George was likely to be in an expansive mood, which could only be to the good.

Ten minutes later they had settled themselves into a corner of the bar, with a gin and tonic in front of Janice, a pint of beer in front of Campbell, who listened avidly as Janice recounted what she had been told by Lisa Canari. At the end of her story Campbell took a final swallow of his beer and frowned.

“How reliable do you think Canari’s tale is? Don’t forget, even given their eagerness to pursue this sort of old abuse, the police have made a right mess of it more often than not. Don’t want to see the paper being sued over it. Now, she says she told some of her friends at the time – got names?”
“There are two she still has contact with – a Helen Chambers and a Jane Collyer. Both still live fairly locally. There were three others, but she’s lost touch with them – they may have married, in which case she wouldn’t even know their names – but we could find them if we wanted to, I’m sure.”

“So, not just her word about it all – provided, of course, that she was telling the truth at the time and wasn’t making it all up a bit. Did she have anything against Attwood at the time? For that matter, can we be confident that she’s just fingering Attwood now, even though he wasn’t responsible, because it could be a big story and she could sell it?”

Janice frowned uneasily. This was a possible aspect that she had to admit to not having considered.

“But if that’s the case, what about the friends? If she told them at the time, isn’t that good enough?”

Campbell shook his head slowly.

“They could be in on it as well – promised a cut.”

Janice began to feel lost in Campbell’s scepticism. 

“So you don’t think that it is worth pursuing, George?”

Campbell shook his head again.

“I didn’t say that, Janice – just outlining the possible pitfalls. Personally, I think that Attwood is probably Labour’s best hope for regaining credibility in anything like the near future and the paper is quite happy at the mess the party is currently making of things, so something that might discredit the man would be very welcome. Look, would you be happy to leave this with me? I’ve got a young woman in mind who could do some digging with those friends of Canari to sound out how much they support her story. Then, when that’s been done it would be time to dig a bit more and see how it all goes.”
“OK, George – that’s fine by me – would you have her talk to Lisa as well?”

“No, not yet – I want to hear what she learns from the friends before deciding on how to approach Canari – and more importantly, how to approach Attwood.”

********************

Jenny Deacon pulled up outside the address that she had identified as that of Helen Chambers. It was a well-proportioned detached house, four bedrooms by the look of it, with a well-tended front garden featuring a small expanse of lawn split up by rose bushes either side on the flagstoned path leading to the front door.

She walked up the path and pressed the bell push beside the highly varnished oak door; after a moment the door was opened and Jenny found herself looking up into the face of a tall teenager, at a guess sixteen or seventeen years old. The lad was tall, perhaps six feet five or six, but almost painfully thin, a thinness accentuated by tight fitting black jeans and an equally tight t-shirt, again black in colour. In contrast, his eyes were bright blue and a shock of blond, almost white, hair surmounted a long, narrow face dominated by a Romanesque nose. Altogether, an interesting face, Jenny decided, as she gave the youngster her most winning smile.

“Hello, I’m Jenny Deacon – I telephoned Mrs. Chambers and she is expecting me.”

Her smile was matched by one equally bright.

“Come in, please, mum’s in the lounge.”

The voice was something of a surprise, deep and melodious and sounding a good bit more mature than the boy himself looked. 

She stepped up and into the entrance hall, taking in at a glance the evidence of money being spent wisely and well on the decor and furnishings, and followed the boy into a large, bright lounge, a lounge boasting a large set of French doors giving a view of a large back garden, again well looked after and well stocked with rose bushes around the area of lawn. A woman, presumably Mrs. Chambers, rose to greet her, proffering her hand, which Jenny took and shook, noticing the expensive looking rings on three of the fingers. The woman was dressed plainly, in a figure hugging dress in dark burgundy colour.; carefully coiffured ash blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes showed where her son had inherited his colouring, although not his height – Helen Chambers was about the same height as Jenny’s five feet four.
“Mrs. Chambers, thank you so much for agreeing to see me – I really do appreciate it.”

“Not at all –  I must admit that your call intrigued me greatly. Please, do sit down – would you like a tea or coffee or anything?”

“I’m fine, thanks very much.”

Jenny sat herself down in the indicated easy chair and found herself facing her hostess in a matching chair.

Helen Chambers spoke first.

“You said on the phone that you wanted some background information about some people with whom I was at school, but you were less than forthcoming as to the persons you are interested in.”
“Well, the two in whom I am most interested are Lisa Canari and Marcus Attwood.”

“Marcus Attwood? That creep? I never could stand him – always too fond of himself by far. I was in the same year as him, although not the same form, and even as a twelve year old he was full of himself. Lisa was different – we were in the same form and good friends and still keep in touch – in fact I had lunch with her only a month or so ago.”

Jenny posed her next question very carefully.

“Was there ever anything between Lisa and Attwood that you know of?”

Helen gave her a long, calculating look.

“This is about Lisa’s pregnancy, isn’t it? Why are you interested?”

“Yes it is. The thing is, Lisa spoke with a colleague of mine very recently. She is really unhappy at the way Attwood is trying to show himself as Mr. Nice Guy, the man everyone can trust, when she has had personal experience of just how untrustworthy the man is. It’s quite possible that – with her agreement, of course  that my paper may run a story about what happened back in nineteen eighty-seven, a story that wouldn’t show Attwood in a very good light.”
A vicious smile crossed Helen Chamber’s face.

“Well, I could certainly live with that! It would serve him right – talk about a skeleton in the cupboard.”

“So you can confirm that Lisa told you about her pregnancy and who was responsible? It’s not just her word against his if it comes to it?”

Helen shook her head.

“Most certainly not – Lisa was in a hell of a state over it and her pregnancy caused the break-up of her parents’ marriage – her father was absolutely furious and blamed it all on her, whereas her mother was more supportive. To be honest, I think that a lot of girls would have been emotionally scarred for life after that experience, and it took a long time for Lisa to recover from it. No, Attwood has a lot to answer for over all that, even if it was a long time ago.”
“Do you know if anybody else was aware of what happened to Lisa?”

“Oh yes – perhaps I should say right away that I was at that party, and although I didn’t see Attwood take Lisa upstairs, I did see him come down looking really pleased with himself. Speaking about it later, another of our friends, Jane Carter – she’s married and is Jane Collyer now –did see Attwood take Lisa upstairs. Lisa was clearly pretty drunk, but Jane reckoned that it was none of her business. A few days after the party Lisa told not just Jane and me what had happened, but also a couple of our other friends, Dawn Hislop and Kathy Lincoln, but I’ve lost touch with those two – they both went to university and never came back to our neck of the woods. For all I know they may have married, emigrated, anything.”
Jenny didn’t let on that she already knew that Jane Collyer, née Carter, was aware of what had happened at that nineteen eighty-seven party. Instead, she thanked Helen Chambers for her help and left make her second call of the day – a visit to Jane Collyer.
The Collyer household was not unlike the home of the Chambers family, but this time when she rang the doorbell it was answered by the lady of the house herself.

Jane Collyer, not surprisingly, was the same age as Helen Chambers, but, if anything, looked even better preserved. Tall and slim, dressed in tight blue jeans and a big floppy white sweater with a roll neck, the clear skin, carefully styled raven black hair contrasted against the white sweater and framed an oval face dominated by sparkling eyes, eyes with irises so dark that it was difficult to differentiate them from the pupils. This, Jenny decided, was a woman who could give lessons in style to most fashion models.
“Mrs. Collyer, thank so much for agreeing to see me.”

“Not at all, please come in – oh, and the name’s Jane.”

“Thank you, I’m Jenny.”

Jenny followed her hostess into a large lounge furnished in minimalist style; a deep pile, cream fitted carpet stretched from wall to wall, walls that were stark white, but had their starkness contrasted by a number of abstract paintings, canvases vivid in reds, blues and oranges. The furniture was simple – a large black leather settee with two matching armchairs arranged in  a ‘U’ shape round a large, low coffee table in dark, almost black, smoked glass.

At the woman’s unspoken invitation, merely the wave of a hand towards one of the chairs, Jenny sank into its embrace.

“So, Jenny, what do you want to know? You said it was about some of the people I was at school with?”

“Yes – I’m following up on a story that Lisa Canari was made pregnant at a party by Marcus Attwood.”

A frown crossed Jane’s face.

“Oh, that! Yes – Lisa actually phoned me a few days ago and said that somebody might be in touch, so when you phoned I did rather put two and two together. Have you spoken with anybody else?”

“Yes, in fact, I’ve just come from speaking with Helen Chambers.”

“Well, what I can tell you is that I saw Attwood – oh, and he was just plain ‘Mark’ back then, not this pretentious ‘Marcus’ that he goes by now – take Lisa upstairs. She was pretty drunk, he wasn’t, and what was on the cards was pretty plain to see. Perhaps I should have intervened, but to be honest, I was pretty much the worse for wear myself – after all, we were eighteen years olds – what’s to be surprised about? I also saw Attwood come down later, looking like the cat that got the cream, very pleased with himself. Lisa came down later and to be honest, apart from being drunk, she looked OK. Now, don’t forget, this was nineteen eighty-seven and general opinion of most people at the time was that if a woman got drunk and got screwed it was just one of those things unless it had got a bit violent. Certainly there was no indication that Lisa had been slapped about or anything. I did speak to her a few minutes later, but she wasn’t making much sense to be perfectly candid. Now, in this day and age, I am sure that that incident would have been viewed very differently. I believe that Lisa was too drunk to have said ‘yes’, never mind ‘no’. The thing was, of course, that she got pregnant as a result and it caused all sorts of problems for her and her parents, who actually split up over it.”
“So, if my paper prints the story – and to be honest, given who Attwood is, and how long ago it all was, it’s by no means certain that they would – there is always the chance that Attwood might sue. If that happened, would you be willing to be a witness if it ever came to court?”

“Oh yes – I’d like to see that smug bugger taken down a peg or three!”

“Thanks – it may well never come to it, but I am grateful – and I’m sure that Lisa would be as well.”

Jenny drove back to the office, well pleased with her afternoon’s work; half an hour later she was closeted with George Campbell, bringing him up to date on what she had achieved.
“Well done, Jenny – now it’s up to the editor after I’ve done a rough draft of a story.”

****************************

Chapter Twelve: February – April 2015
Gus Levine – he had been christened Augustus and had never forgiven his long dead parents for such a choice of forename – felt that life was good. He had just concluded a very profitable venture, a venture which would eventually net him something in the region of two million pounds, money which would find its way into his off-shore bank accounts – for he was too cautious to rely upon a single account – and would be a major stepping stone in his soon to realised retirement to somewhere warm and sunny and with no mutual extradition treaty with Great Britain over something like ensuring that the taxman got as little as possible of the money that Gus had worked so hard, over so many years, to acquire. Ever a cautious man, Gus would never be surprised if a future Chancellor of the Exchequer decided to introduce some form of retrospective legislation to claw back money salted away, quite legally at the time, by practising what had been dubbed ‘aggressive tax avoidance’ by a government stuffed with wealthy men keen to spend the hard earned savings of others. 
No bad, he told himself, for a man who had started out as the only child of an impoverished married couple who had run a small pawnshop off the Old Kent Road for fifty years before succumbing, with a month of each other, to the debilitating effects of long hours, over-work and nicotine. Gus had been an unexpected offspring; Miriam, his mother, had been forty-two years of age when she had given birth to him in nineteen fifty, dying thirty years later in nineteen eighty, followed to her grave by Samuel, Gus’ father, just the following month. 
Gus had inherited from his parents the sense of awareness of potential danger that had led them to escape from Nazi Germany, aged respectively eighteen and nineteen, in nineteen thirty-six. They had met in England, to be precise in London, and had married just the very next year. At first, they  had been able to keep in touch with friends and relatives left behind in the Third Reich, but contact had been lost with all of them in the years leading up to, and during, the second world war. It was not hard to imagine just why contact had been lost.
Now sixty-five years old, Gus was looking forward to leaving Britain, with its miserable climate, far behind him in the very near future. He had worked hard, make that very hard, for fifty years and it was time to realise the rewards of his labours. There was, however, one possible fly in the ointment, The fly was his very own son. Samuel, named after his grandfather, who was now forty years old, but despite the example set to him by Gus and Rebecca, his mother now dead these ten years, he was a shiftless, work-shy waste of space – and if that was the opinion of his own father, how must others view him? Forty – he might as well have been a shiftless teenager.
At least Gus didn’t have to worry about Samuel damaging the company, Levine and Todd Construction was safe from that. When he and Lewis Todd had set up their company back in nineteen eighty as energetic young men of thirty and thirty-two respectively, they had ambition and ability. Now, thirty-five years later the company was well established and the two partners had, long ago, made a legally binding agreement that on the death of one of them his share of the business would transfer to the other, and any sale of the company had to be agreed by both partners. It was just  the sale of the company, that would net Gus his two million when it was completed. Haltrek Holdings, a company which existed to buy and sell other companies and was a multi-million pound concern many times over, had approached the two men a month earlier with an offer than was both reasonable and welcome. Reasonable, because in the uncertain world that might see Britain leave the EU and with mutterings in the markets as to who might follow Barack Obama as US President, the British construction sector was in a delicately poised position, and the amount of money that Haltrek were offering was, whilst not over-generous, more than might well have been the case. Welcome, because Lewis Todd had very recently been diagnosed with cancer. It had been discovered early and his prognosis was good, but he was anxious to take things easy in the future. Under such circumstances, the two men had experienced no hesitation in accepting the Haltrek offer and the lawyers were in the final throes of the legalities.
Gus’ thoughts turned again to his son. He had hoped that Samuel would one day take over from himself in the company but that had long since been proven to be nothing but a pipe dream. Samuel was currently between jobs, having exhausted the patience of the financial services company in which he had held a relatively junior position, a position he had felt to be insufficient recognition of his own estimate of himself, an estimate not shared by his employers. He was theoretically looking for another job, but it seemed, to his less than naïve father, that precious little energy was being expended in that search; Samuel seemed quite happy to let his long-suffering wife, Miriam, be the family breadwinner from her job as the deputy head of the local comprehensive school. The couple were childless, a matter of mixed emotions for Gus. Much as he would have loved to have had grandchildren, the thought of any such offspring taking after their father was a sobering one indeed. 
What Gus failed to realise was that in not keeping his son fully in the picture over the terms of the soon to be realised sale of the company, he had made a terrible mistake.

****************************

Samuel Levine was an embittered man. Having now just passed his fortieth birthday, a birthday which so many see as a major milestone in life, looking back at what he had achieved he was dissatisfied, in fact he was highly dissatisfied. Nobody could ever deny that he was intelligent – a first class degree in economics from Reading University bore witness to that fact, but to his mind he wasn’t just intelligent – he was brilliant. The fact that nobody else seemed to accept what was, to him, glaringly obvious, was a major source of his embitterment.
It started, he told himself yet again, with his father, that sanctimonious father who, even from Samuel’s schooldays, had ignored his son’s talents and concentrated on what he, Gus, saw as his shortcomings – his desire always to seek the easy option, even if that meant cribbing from schoolmates to avoid the drudgery of working things out for himself, his bullying of boys smaller than himself – for even from early childhood Samuel had always been big for his age – and his general air of expectation that the world owed him a living and that it was unreasonable of that world to expect him to actually have to work hard for that living. Gus had tried to incorporate Samuel into the company, but slaving away in a junior position to demonstrate that he wasn’t just the recipient of nepotism was not Samuel’s idea of what he wanted. At the age of twenty-three, fresh from obtaining his degree, he had spurned his father’s offer, and taken a job as an associate in a financial services company, expecting his talents to quickly move him up the ladder of the company. It hadn’t happened; he still failed to realise that his colleagues and superiors recognised him for what he was, a work-shy glory seeker, always looking to claim the praise for the efforts of others.  
He had lasted four years at the company before moving on, to the first of a succession of further posts, always seeking, but never finding, a position offering maximum reward for minimum effort.

There had been a break in his succession of jobs. In two thousand and four, now aged twenty-nine, he had been involved in a traffic accident – a bad one. Found to be over the drink driving limit when he had lost control of his car on a sharp bend, the judge and jury had evinced little sympathy for his plight. It was, the judge sternly informed him, only by the grace of God that he had not killed anybody. As it was, of the family of four in the other vehicle, the husband was now confined to a wheelchair for the rest of his life, the twelve year old son, mad keen on football, had lost his left foot, the wife had suffered a nervous breakdown followed by long-term clinical depression; only the eight year old daughter had escaped with no significant physical injury, although who could say what the long term psychological damage might be? Samuel had been sentenced to five years in prison. A model prisoner, he had been out in a little over two, even more convinced that none of the problems which faced him were his own fault – there was always somebody else, at least in Samuel’s mind, who was really responsible for what had happened, including the stupid woman driving that other car. If she had possessed the slightest degree of driving skill, Samuel forever assured himself, the collision could easily have been avoided, and for the court to hold him solely responsible was a gross miscarriage of justice.
Forty years old! He remembered a saying from his university days which was prevalent amongst those who saw themselves as destined for great things – ‘if you haven’t made it by the time that you are forty, you never will’. Well, even to himself, Samuel had to admit that he hadn’t ‘made it’.

But now he was faced with yet another cause for concern. He had little contact with his father – his choice rather than that of Gus – but he had learnt via one of the staff of Levine and Todd – a man who, like himself, felt that he was under-valued – that his father and Lewis Todd, his partner, were negotiating to sell the company, and Samuel had the uneasy feeling that once the company was sold that his father would do as he had said he would in the past – retire to somewhere with a warmer climate than Great Britain. Once that happened – then what? One of the things that had kept Samuel hopeful over the years was the expectation of inheriting from his father who must be worth well over a million at the very least – quite probably a good bit more. But if the old man escaped to the sun, then what? Samuel was under no illusions – he knew that Gus despaired of him and was quite likely to cut him out of his will given the chance.

He began to formulate a plan, a plan founded on a serious misapprehension, a plan that would prove disastrous, and not just for Samuel and his father.

Chapter Thirteen: April 2017

Jenny Deacon was unhappy; after interviewing Helen Chambers and Jane Collyer, she had imagined that the paper would gleefully run the story of Marcus Attwood’s youthful indiscretion –after all, he was a Labour politician and the paper’s stance was firmly Conservative, and that the story would carry a shared by-line of herself and George Campbell. Campbell, however, had disabused her.
“The editor wants to hold it over, Jenny. At the moment Attwood, for all the brouhaha surrounding him, is a nobody in the party. The time to run such a story is when and if he mounts a leadership challenge – the time that it can do him the most damage. Look on it as a sword of Damocles hanging over his head – and he doesn’t even know that it is there!”

And with that Jenny had to be satisfied.

What neither of them realised was that whilst Attwood was unaware of the paper’s interest, he was very well aware that Gordon Lambert was sniffing around not just the Canari pregnancy story, but also the death of Eric Drussel all those years ago. The more that he thought about it, the more Attwood was in two minds. Although by far the more serious, how could he possibly be tied into the Drussel death after all these years? The only way that it could happen would be if one of the others were to confess – and in so doing bring equal grief upon themselves, so surely he was safe from such a likelihood?
Then another thought struck him. Suppose the other three all conspired against him? Cooked up some plausible tale that would keep them away from the assumption that they were themselves directly involved, but came up with an explanation that would put him under suspicion? The likely driving force for such a conspiracy was obvious – blackmail. 
How to combat such a threat? Three men who could easily demonstrate that they had known him, and known him well, back on the third of March nineteen eighty-eight when Eric Drussel had lost his life. He couldn’t have known it at the time, but the scenario that was troubling him was about to come to life.
***********************

It was an important get together for the three men. They had met in the saloon bar of the old fashioned Sailor’s Rest pub in north Croydon, a meeting important enough for Len Clarke to make the one hundred and ninety mile journey down from Charnock Richard on the pretence to his wife Helen that it was business orientated. In view of what was to be discussed all three had felt that talking on the phone would be inappropriate, even foolhardy; only face to face discussion would be good enough.
 It was Jeff Hughes who had arranged the meeting, which was taking place just after they had all had a pub lunch, by the end of which they were the only people left in the saloon bar apart from a couple of elderly men playing dominoes in the far corner, safely out of earshot.
“This is what I reckon,” he said to the other two. “Attwood is wealthy – I’ve sussed out his house which must be worth easily a couple of million quid. His kids go to a posh Catholic boarding school in Canterbury – fee paying and its not cheap. The girl, Mary, she’s ten and will be going to the upper school next year – even more expensive. The boy, James, he’s eight so in the junior section for a while yet. The wife drives a sodding big Range Rover – more evidence of money, those things don’t come cheap. So, what I think is that we string together a story that Attwood and Peter followed Drussel after a bit of a barney, but we though no more about it – even when Drussel turned up dead because, of course, we didn’t know who he was that evening – how could we? Why should we? Then, in next to no time, Attwood had buggered off to join the Army.”
Clarke interceded.

“So why are we supposed to have waited all this time before doing anything?”

“Because now we see him becoming a big noise in politics and we can put him in the right place – him and Peter, and being dead, poor old Peter can’t contradict anything – to have done in Drussel, and that wouldn’t be good news for a guy reckoning on perhaps even being Prime Minister one day – so he pays us some hush money.”

The other two looked at him, then looked at each other. Once again it was Clarke who spoke.

“I dunno, Jeff – I mean to make all this worthwhile we’re going to have to ask for quite a bit from him. How much did you think of asking for?”

“Well, I thought that twenty grand each would be helpful wouldn’t it? It would certainly help me, me with no job at the moment.”

“Me too,” Jimmy Lewis chipped in, “I’m a long way from flush at the moment, and look like staying that way for a bloody long time, perhaps for ever.”

It was unspoken, but Hughes and Lewis were well aware of the fact that of the three of them Clarke was the most well-off by a considerable margin, and what was a relative fortune to the two of them, might not seem such a Holy Grail to him.

“Well,” he said slowly, “it would certainly be useful – Bessie’s getting married in the autumn – that’ll cost me, as she and her mother are all set on a big white do with all the trimmings, and Graham is making noises about wanting to get his own place. Kids, believe me, they bleed you dry soon as look at you.”
All three men exchanged glances; each was satisfied that the others were of the same mind as themselves.

“So,” it was Lewis who spoke this time, “how do we play it?”

Hughes had given the matter a great deal of thought – in fact, over the last several weeks he had thought of little else.

“We have to convince Attwood that we have a mutual benefit to be got – we say nothing in return for our silence, we get money in return for that silence. Now, I’ve concocted a letter that I think will do the trick.”

Hughes had his old, battered briefcase with him. He opened it, extracted three sheets of paper and handed one to each of his companions, retaining the third for himself. Lewis and Clarke read in silence.

‘Mark, as old friends of yours, we are really pleased to see how well you have done for yourself. The thought that we were at school with the man who might be the next Prime Minister is really hard to believe, but it does seem to be a possibility, although in politics it seems that there can be many pitfalls; we do hope that you don’t get caught out by any.

It seems a lot to ask for somebody as busy as you obviously are, but it would be great if the four of us could get together sometime for a pint, just like the old days. We could do a lot of catching up and we could update you on some of our other old schoolmates like Lisa Canari – oh, and do you remember Eric Drussel? Good old Eric, once seen never forgotten. It seems a bit of a cheek, but one of us will try and phone you in the near future and hopefully arrange for a quick get together.

All the best’
Hughes broke the silence.
“Obviously we all sign it – what do you think? There’s nothing there that looks like a threat to anybody but Attwood himself, but he’s no fool – he’ll know what it’s about straight away. We have to be very careful with the phone call – he’s sure to have it recorded or have someone else listening in.”

Clarke looked thoughtful.

“Seems good to me, but will he fall for it? Don’t forget, we were all there when Drussel died, so can we actually risk spilling the beans about Drussel? What’s to stop Attwood simply ignoring us, or if he does agree to meet just saying go ahead and we’ll all go down, not just me?”

“We have to have a story that does two things. Firstly, to convince Attwood that we are deadly serious, secondly to explain why we’ve decided to go to the police – if we have to – after all this time, and I think I have an answer. It’s Pete’s diary.”

The other two looked at him in perplexity; it was Lewis who spoke.

“What, Pete Porter? But he’s been dead over twenty years now – what diary?”
“Pete’s mother died last month. Our story is that in her things there was a diary which whoever sorted out her stuff saw mentioned us so passed it on to one of us – perhaps me as I still live in the same area as I used to.”

Clarke broke in.

“It all sounds a bit far-fetched, Jeff, to say the very least. A dairy kept by a guy who died back in ninety-three and now comes to light. Anyway, what’s this diary supposed to say?”
Hughes again extracted something from the battered briefcase. The something was a tatty looking A5 hard backed notebook.
“This,” he said solemnly, “is the diary of our old mate Peter Porter, only now brought to light after his mother, who had kept it all these years because it reminded her of her beloved son, never wanted anyone else to read it because of what is in it, but sadly died without ensuring that it wouldn’t come into anybody else’s possession.”

The other two looked sceptical.

“It’s a fake, right?” Lewis asked.

“Of course it is, but it’s good enough for what we want. Look at it.”

Hughes pushed the book across the table and Clarke picked it up. It wasn’t a diary as such, just a notebook, but a notebook in which dated entries had been made. Entries had not been made on a daily basis; it recorded significant events in the life of the writer. It started in February nineteen eighty-six with the comment ‘Left school at last – thought the day would never come!” The next entry was for the following April “Went to Davey’s party – shagged Julie Anderton – great time.” 
There were  couple of other entries in the following months in which the same girl’s name appeared for the same reason, then in the September the comment ‘Won’t be seeing Julie anymore – her loss’. Then in late November ‘Passed my motorcycle test!”

Clarke flicked through a few more pages containing a few more laconic entries, some of which featured another girl’s name, a Sally Green, who had apparently succeeded Julie Anderton in Porter’s affections. At last he came to the entry for the third of March nineteen eighty-eight. ‘Len’s eighteenth – and what a disaster. We all got a bit pissed, then when we left the pub Mark and I went one way, Jim and Jeff the other. Mark was easily the most drunk and he stopped to spew up on the pavement – and a guy walking towards called him a fucking hooligan – and Mark hit him and he went down – and didn’t look too good – Mark swore at me and dragged the guy behind a hedge.’
Clarke turned another page and studied the next entry – the sixth of March. ‘Bloody hell – the guy Mark hit is DEAD! Name of Drussel – what do I do?’

The diary made no more mention of the event and the entries returned to more mundane matters and ran out of pages towards the end of the following year, inferring that there would have been other, similar, diaries kept by Porter. Clarke laid the book back down on the table.

“Do you reckon this will pass muster?”

Hughes shrugged his shoulders.

“I don’t see why not – as you can see, I’ve gone to a fair amount of trouble to make it look old and battered, used different pens, all that sort of thing, and I’m not intending that we should let Attwood have it at first – just a photostat of the relevant pages. Then, when he has paid up we give him the book as a demonstration that we won’t be coming back for more – don’t want him getting desperate on us.”
“But he’ll know that it is a forgery.”

“Of course he will – like the rest of us, he knows what actually happened – but what’s he going to do? He can hardly go to the police to complain about being blackmailed with a forged diary, now can he?”

“Yeah, see what you mean – so what happens next?”
“The letter gets pushed through his letter box and after letting him think about it for a day, one of us phones him. That call must be very carefully worded – no hint of wanting money from him – chances are he’ll have it being recorded.”

“So who phones him?”

All three men looked at each other, none of them anxious to volunteer, none wanting to be thought reluctant. Clarke broke the impasse.

“Let’s toss for it.”

“OK”

Each took a coin from his pocket and Clarke continued. 

“We all toss and match coins – odd man out phones, OK?”

The others nodded. It took three tosses before there was an odd man – and it was Clarke himself.

Chapter Fourteen: May 2015
Samuel Levine was uneasy, and was asking himself if his choice of action was as wise as he had originally thought. When, three weeks earlier, he had worried that the sale of his father’s company would leave him out in the cold financially, he had remembered a man whom he had met in prison. ‘Benny’ Goodman, nicknamed after the long ago American band leader, and actually christened James, had served three years on money laundering charges and, like Levine, had not been seen as a dangerous man, nor one likely to abscond, so the two had at one stage shared a cell in a low security prison. They had talked at length to alleviate the boredom and Levine had learned that his cell mate had a wide range of contacts at many levels of the underworld. The man had not been easy to track down, but Levine had eventually managed it and had met up with him and explained his predicament. The end result was that Levine was now meeting a man, a man whom he knew simply as ‘Harry’, a man who had been recommended to him not by Goodman, but by somebody whom Goodman had himself recommended.
The reason for Levine’s anxiety was ‘Harry’ himself. Whilst in prison, Levine had met a fair cross section of criminality, but he had, he knew, been incarcerated in a prison which did not house truly dangerous men, Just a few minutes in ‘Harry’s company had persuaded Levine that he was now in the presence of a truly dangerous man, a man who exuded menace just be being there. The man was square jawed and strongly featured, a face that lacked a single soft curve or plane, but looked as though it had been set in marble at birth. Harry had a light tan, with dark blond, almost light brown, hair cut in a crew cut, but it was the eyes that dominated the face and immediately seized one’s attention. They were of the palest blue and seemed never to blink, but to take in everything around and process it as information, information to be categorised and prioritised in an instant. ‘Harry’, Levine quickly decided, was very much a man not to cross, not to trifle with.
They had met in a backwater pub, a pub busy enough to have a noise level that guaranteed audial privacy from anyone more than six or eight feet away, and with a small enough clientele to ensure that sort of separation was easily achieved. It was the more easily obtained because ‘Harry’ somehow seemed to project a ‘do not cross’ invisible barrier around their table; Levine had seen two or three customers start towards their corner of the room, only to catch sight of ‘Harry’, change their minds, and sit elsewhere. Harry Catt had been studying Samuel Levine very carefully. He had quickly decided that the man was one of nature’s losers – and didn’t even realise the fact. He was the sort of man who would find someone, or something, else to blame for his failures, never admitting that the fault lay within himself. That, however, was beside the point. The only true interest that Catt had in the man was his money. Catt had experienced a recent dearth of opportunities to practice his profession. It was almost as if peace had broken out amongst the various factions of the underworld, factions whose normal bitter enmity one for another had provided Catt with a steady income for the better part of a decade now. However, Catt was well aware that peace was not why he had been effectively unemployed this last eighteen months. There had been a major police investigation into all aspects of criminal activity, far surpassing in its intensity anything that been seen in many years. The news from the contacts many of the criminals had with ‘talkative’ police contacts was that there had been just too much settling of scores over the last year and a half. Enough, the Met had decided, was enough. Extra officers had been drafted in to strengthen the local presence. Minor figures, as ever, had been arrested and some were now in jail. As was also normal, the true leaders had managed to keep out of trouble – but in some cases, only just. For Catt the effect had been the total drying up of any work from his normal sources and he had, reluctantly, followed up on the contact with Levine that had been put to him. The reluctance wasn’t through any pangs of conscience; conscience and Harry Catt had been strangers for a long time. No, if Samuel Levine wished to commission patricide that was his affair. Catt’s concern was far more mundane. Was the man good for the money and could he be relied upon when, as was inevitably the case, the police came calling? The contact who had passed Levine onto Catt had advised the gunman that Levine was good for no more than thirty thousand pounds at the most; Catt had been charging his underworld clients fifty thousand, but thirty was a lot better than nothing.
Catt was not very impressed by Levine, but money was becoming tight and he needed the work. Time to move along.

“Right,” he said, “as I explained on the phone, half now, half on completion. Now, the phone number for me that you were given is no longer in use. Instead, I have these.”

He reached into his jacket pocket and drew out two identical mobile phones which he laid on the table. He tapped one of them and slid it across to Levine.

“That one is for you. It has the number of this one,” he tapped the second phone with his index finger, “ which is mine. Don’t use your phone for anything other than contacting me – and only do that in an emergency. Once our business is done, destroy the phone. Don’t just throw it away – take out the sim card and cut it up and take a hammer to the phone itself. Don’t let anyone else know of its existence. My phone has the number of yours programmed into it – I will only use it to contact you for two reasons, Firstly, to advise you to ensure an alibi for a given date or dates, and secondly to confirm that our business has been concluded, and to tell you where to leave the balance of my fee, because you and I are never going to meet again.”
Levine swallowed nervously, then nodded his head to indicate that he understood what he was being told.

“OK,” he said, his voice, betraying his nervousness, little more than a croak. Catt continued.
“Now, you have the first payment?”

Levine nodded and indicated the battered briefcase lying by his feet. He had died a thousand deaths in the ten yard walk from his car to the pub door in case some mugger was lying in wait. Catt nodded.

“Good.” He reached down and dragged the case over to his own side of the table. Levine licked his lips.

“Aren’t you going to check it?” he asked

The cold blue eyes seemed to bore through Levine’s skull.

“Do I need to? Is there anything wrong with it?”

“No, of course not, I just thought….” His words tailed away. Catt kept eye contact, then reached inside his jacket and extracted an A5 size heavy duty envelope which he pushed across the table to Levine.
“Open it.”

Levine did as he was told and in sick fascination viewed the contents. There were just three photographs. One was of his house. One was of Miriam, his wife. The third was of the school at which she worked. The message was very plain. ‘Harry’ knew where he lived, knew where his wife worked, knew what she looked like. It was a simple warning that ‘Harry’ was not to be crossed in any way or retribution would surely follow. Catt gave the vestige of a smile, a smile that lasted but a fraction of a second.
“I’m sure that we understand each other.” With that, he rose and left the building, leaving Levine wondering just what he had got himself into. That ‘Harry’ was capable of carrying out his assignment, he had had no doubt, but he was beginning to worry as to what might happen next. Of one thing he was absolutely certain. In no way was he going to risk upsetting ‘Harry’ in any way. The man had terrified him without making any overt threat whatsoever; his very ambiance and the photos were all that had been needed. He waited for a few more minutes, then got up and left. 
Once in his car he reviewed his situation. The fifteen thousand pounds that he had just given to the assassin was gone forever, he realised that, but what if the man simply took that money and vanished? Somehow, though, he felt that ‘Harry’ had every intention of completing his commission and receiving the second half of his fee. The thirty thousand pounds in total would just about wipe out all Levine’s ‘slush fund’, money he had squirreled away over the years and about which Miriam knew nothing. He was totally reliant upon his plan succeeding; once he had his hands on his father’s money all would be well. Reassured, he started the car and drove home.
***********************

It was five days later that the phone that ‘Harry’ had given him rang for the first time. It was the middle of the morning; Miriam was safely at work, so there was no need to explain the different phone. Levine took it from his pocket with trembling hands, pressed the ‘receive’ button and put the phone to his ear.

“Yes?”

“Friday, from lunch to eight in the evening.”

The phone went dead; ‘Harry’ had ended the call. Clearly, Levine had to have an alibi for the period mentioned and he thought furiously as to how he could best achieve it. Then it came to him.
Miriam got home just before six, carrying, as she nearly always did, a large briefcase containing files to work on before bedtime.

Levine greeted her with a gin and tonic, their normal weekday ritual before dinner, They toasted each other and then Levine broke his news.

“Darling, I’ve at last got another interview.”

“You have, that’s marvellous – what is it for?”

“It’s not at all what I would have expected. It’s as a financial manager for Harvard construction. I was looking through Google for vacancies and this one hit me in the eye. The job would be local, but the headquarters of the group is in Manchester, and I need to go there to see the finance director. Thing is, I know him – or did a few years back, and he’s willing to see me on Friday. Now, he did say that he couldn’t promise anything, but at least it’s a chance to get back on track again.”

Miriam hesitated.

“Does he know about your record?” 

Levine shook his head.
“Not yet, but I’ll obviously have to come clean about it when I meet him, but I don’t see that it should matter – after all, it’s not as if I’d committed fraud or anything like that which would put the knockers on any chance of a job in finance. Thing is, I’ll have to leave fairly early and probably won’t be back until the evening – that OK with you?”

“Of course it is, Samuel. Oh, I do hope it all goes well for you – you really need something like this.”

Levine was lying to his wife, but it was, he told himself, all in a good cause. He was indeed going to Manchester, but not for a job interview. The cricket season had just started and one of Levine’s contacts was Kenneth Grogan, a recently retired member of Levine and Todd Construction.  Born and bred in Lancashire, Grogan had only lived in the south for some ten or twelve years and as soon as he had retired had returned to his roots to be nearer various family members who still lived there. When he had worked at Levine and Todd, he and Samuel Levine had got on well together, despite the difference in their ages and a telephone call had, as Levine had hoped, resulted in an invitation to join Grogan in the latter’s hospitality box at Old Trafford. Levine actually had little or no interest in cricket but the tale that he spun Grogan implied that he would be in the Manchester area on business and was taking the opportunity to renew their acquaintance. The important thing was that travelling to Manchester, spending six hours in Grogan’s company, and then travelling back gave him an unbreakable alibi. When he got home Friday evening he would tell Miriam that the job offer hadn’t materialised – he had plenty of time to come up with a credible story, and plenty of practice in so doing.
*******************************

Gus Levine woke with toothache. One of his molars had been giving the occasional twinge for over a week now, but that Friday morning it had escalated into a painful ache. Reluctantly, he decided that it was time to do something about it. He reviewed mentally what lay ahead for him in the office that day and decided that there was nothing vital that actually demanded his physical presence there. He looked at the bedside clock; seven thirty. Too early to phone his dentist yet, but it would very soon be late enough to let people know that he would be taking the day off from the office.
He got up, showered and dressed and after a light breakfast in which he did his best, without very much success, to favour the aching tooth, he made two telephone calls. One was to Hazel Grant, his secretary. She sympathised over the tooth and undertook to let anyone at the office who needed to know that Gus wouldn’t be in. The second call was to John Gillespie, his driver, but he just missed him; his wife told Levine that her husband had left to pick him up not five minutes earlier. He had left earlier than usual to some shopping en route. For several years now Gus had been only a reluctant driver and had used Gillespie to pick him up every morning and bring him home at night, plus driving him to any meetings, site inspections or the like that he needed to attend. During the day, when not actually driving his boss, Gillespie had a minor clerical function in Gus’ outer office.
Levine took a couple of pain-killers and settled down to wait until nine o’clock when it would be time to ring the dental clinic; past experience had shown that trying to phone any earlier was a waste of time.

While he was waiting John Gillespie arrived to pick him up; Levine’s house had a high wall all round it and the front door could not be seen from the road. On that fact much was to hinge, for the watcher in the car parked fifty yards away saw Gillespie turn off the road though the gate in the wall and, a few minutes later, drive out again, repeating the procedure that the watcher had observed several times over the previous five days. It was impossible to see that this time there was no passenger in the back of the car. Satisfied with what he had seen, or rather what he thought that he had seen, the watcher drove away.
Levine managed to get an appointment to have his tooth seen to for later that morning; by midday the tooth had been extracted, the dentist sadly advising that it was beyond redemption, and Levine was back home where he consoled himself with a couple more pain-killers and settled down with the morning paper. By mid-afternoon, under the influence of the pain-killers and a reinforcing measure of Scotch, he had dozed off in his armchair, the paper slipping from his grasp onto the floor.
Catt had made his plans carefully. He had checked that Gus Levine normally arrived home, dropped off at his front door by his driver, between six-thirty and seven of an evening. His plan called for Levine to arrive home and interrupt a burglary, being killed in the process by a burglar who panicked. To that end, Catt needed to be in the Levine house by six to give himself a safety margin should Levine arrive home a bit earlier than normal, and this was the part of the plan that he was now putting into operation. The Levine house backed onto a road running parallel with the road the house fronted onto and it was via this road that Catt scaled Levine’s wall and dropped down into the back garden. Early May meant that it was still light, but the rear of Levine’s house was not overlooked by any neighbour; if it had been Catt would have planned differently.
Once on the well-tended lawn that was at the rear of the property, he crossed quickly to the rear door, a door which featured a glass panel in it. It was the work of no more than a moment to smash the glass, insert his arm, find the key in the lock and turn it. Seconds later he was inside. Now all he had to do was wait for Levine to arrive home. Figuring that he might as well wait in comfort, he made his way out of the kitchen, the door of which led into a hallway, off which three further doors opened. Judging by what he could work out to be the layout of the house, he decided that the furthest if the three door must be that of the room at the front of the house. He opened it – and found himself staring into the twin muzzles of a double-barrelled shotgun held by his intended victim.
The noise of the breaking glass had awoken Gus Levine from his doze, and Catt’s footsteps on the creaking floorboards in the hall had alerted him to the fact that there was an intruder in the house.  He was only two aware that in the last couple of months there had been three break-ins in the area, with householders suffering the indignity and mental trauma of being overpowered and tied to a kitchen chair whilst two young hooligans ransacked their property, and that one of the householders had been badly beaten up. Levine had had his own form of insurance, an aged shotgun which had originally belonged to his grandfather, a weapon that Levine himself had never even fired, but which he felt would be enough of a deterrent in similar circumstances to win the day. Sadly, he could not have been more wrong. 
 Catt’s training kicked in immediately; he was with arm’s length of Levine, and with his left he knocked the muzzle of the gun to one side, out of line with his body, whilst his right hand pulled his pistol from its position at the small of his back and, from a range of no more than two feet, shot Levine twice in the stomach. The older man staggered back, sank to his knees, then pitched forward onto his face.
Catt surveyed the dying man in horror, a horror not triggered by his action in killing Levine – that had been his intention upon entering the man’s house – but the fact that he had used his firearm. That had most definitely not been his intention. He had intended Levine to die from a series of savage blows to the head as might well have been inflicted by a panicking housebreaker caught in the act. Such a scenario would almost certainly have been accepted by the police at face value. Now, with the pistol having been used, it would be looked at much more critically; the number of burglars who went about their work carrying a nine millimetre pistol must be very small indeed, added to which it would soon be known to the police that the pistol used to kill Levine had also been used in other killings. Any likelihood of them now believing anything other than that Levine had died at the hands of a hitman were gone, totally and utterly gone. It was going to make life much more difficult for Samuel Levine when the police came calling. There was now no point in trying to make the killing look as though it had happened during the course of a tragically interrupted burglary, so Catt left the house the same way that he had entered, through the kitchen door, once more scaling the rear wall and walking briskly away from the scene. He was furious with himself for letting his instinctive reaction over-ride his plan to assassinate Levine. He should, he knew, simply have continued to sweep the shotgun to the side and ripped it from the old man’s grasp – he could even have used it to club Levine to death, and on checking the weapon, he had found that it wasn’t even loaded and looked  as though it was probably a hundred years or more old. Still, what was done was done.
As he reached his car, he wondered about Samuel Levine. Now that his father had been the victim of what was bound to be regarded as a commissioned killing, the son would be an obvious suspect and might well break down under police interrogation – to what degree might he be able to put them on Catt’s trail? They had met just the once and Levine knew him simply as ‘Harry’ with no idea as to where Catt might live or anything else about him. There was, however, one avenue that the police might strike lucky with. If they worked on the assumption that, despite whatever alibi Levine might have arranged for himself, he had arranged for his father to be killed, the police would ask themselves – and ask of Samuel Levine, how he had managed to contact an assassin. They would be unlikely to believe that Levine had direct knowledge of such a man – he would have had to have been guided by somebody else, somebody who knew Catt or, far more likely, knew someone else who knew Catt – that chain might be even longer.
However, first things first. Now that Gus Levine had been accounted for he had to get the balance of his money from the son. He needed to send a text to Levine on the pre-paid phone with which he had provided him, telling him to get in touch. It was out of the question to actually phone Levine – Catt had no idea where the man might be in establishing his alibi and a phone call might be very inconvenient, even if not answered. A text was much simpler and safer. The content of the text was simplicity itself; ‘Done. Phone when safe’.
The call from Levine came early the next morning, the Saturday. Catt pressed the ‘Answer’ icon on the mobile.

“Yes?”

“Got the text. Now what?”

“Have you got the balance to hand?”

“Yes”

“Right. You know the Queen’s Gardens?”
“Yes.”

“Right. Tomorrow, ten in the morning. Use the Fell Road entrance, walk towards the fountain, have the balance in a plastic shopping bag. I will walk towards you and brush past, taking the bag. Don’t get it wrong.”
“Right –I’ll be there at ten.”

“Make sure – and now destroy the phone.”

It worked perfectly. Catt was in position in plenty of time to watch Levine arrive, and judged the passing exchange perfectly. He kept on walking, leaving the gardens by the Fell Road entrance that Levine had used to enter, crossed the road, then crossed the High Street and carried on to the car park in Surrey Street where he reclaimed his hire car and drove away. The M25 was doing its usual interpretation of a slowly moving car park, but even so, he was back in his Winchester home just on two hours later. 
It was Monday morning before Gus Levine’s body was discovered. John Gillespie was surprised as he brought the elderly, but immaculately maintained, Daimler DS420 limousine, a car a little over twenty years old but when new, the very first luxury car that Gus Levine had allowed himself, and one which he had never wanted to replace, another point in favour of keeping it was that his wife had loved its luxury and keeping it was something of maintaining a link to her even after her death. Gillespie was surprised; normally the boss was out of the front door, down the three steps leading to it, and across to his ride almost before the car had stopped moving. Today, however, there was no sign of him. Gillespie waited a couple of minutes then, wondering if the unthinkable had happened and that the boss had actually overslept, he got out of the car, crossed to the front door and rang the bell. There was no reply, and after a couple of minutes Gillespie began to worry. The boss was no longer a young man, he had a sedentary lifestyle and he was a good bit over weight. Suppose he was unwell?  Gillespie made his way round to the back of the house, where he saw the broken glass in the back door window, The door proved to be unlocked, and he cautiously entered, calling out as he did so. The silence was unnerving; something was clearly wrong. He went from room to room and found his employer in the front room, lying in a pool of congealed blood. Five minutes later the police and the ambulance service had been notified and were on their way.
Chapter Fifteen: April 2017

Marcus Attwood had finished his breakfast and had taken his post into his home office – he always preferred not to open the various missives that arrived every day until breakfast was over, as it was almost a given that something in one or other of the envelopes would upset his enjoyment of the meal – ever since he had been a lad, he had always seen breakfast as the best meal of the day, and his opinion had not altered over the years.
Today was no exception; this time it was the contents of a plain brown envelope, clearly hand delivered, that would have spoiled the enjoyment of the sausages, bacon and scrambled egg, the two slices of toast, and the two cups of strong tea. He read the content – a single sheet of A4 paper, with growing unease, mixed with incredulity.

‘Mark, as old friends of yours, we are really pleased to see how well you have done for yourself. The thought that we were at school with the man who might be the next Prime Minister is really hard to believe, but it does seem to be a possibility, although in politics it seems that there can be many pitfalls; we do hope that you don’t get caught out by any.

It seems a lot to ask for somebody as busy as you obviously are, but it would be great if the four of us could get together sometime for a pint, just like the old days. We could do a lot of catching up and we could update you on some of our other old schoolmates like Lisa Canari – oh, and do you remember Eric Drussel? Good old Eric, once seen never forgotten. It seems a bit of a cheek, but one of us will try and phone you in the near future and hopefully arrange for a quick get together.

All the best’
The three signatures at the bottom of the letter were names that he knew well, but which he had pushed to the back of his mind for many years – Clarke, Lewis and Hughes – and he had no doubt whatsoever as to the portent of the letter. Three losers were looking to shake him down, to separate him from some of the money that he had worked so hard to acquire. What, he wondered, should he do about the approach? He could just ignore it, hope that the three of them would give up – but would they? When all was said and done, what did they have to lose? The death of Drussel was a pure accident, and the one most to blame wasn’t him, but Clarke – but with the three of them undoubtedly coming up with some cock and bull story that left them in the clear but threw suspicion on himself – then what? And then there was Lisa Canari; Attwood was well aware of her subsequent career as a highly successful model, but a model now approaching middle age and for whom the photo opportunities were probably declining. Was she in on all this as well? There was also the man Lambert and the book that he was writing – he had mentioned, but as far as could be seen only at second hand with no direct knowledge – Canari and Drussel.
Attwood was usually a decisive man; once faced with a set of circumstances, whether in his days as an Army officer, running his company, or coping with the Machiavellian turns and twists of Westminster politics, he rapidly decided upon his best course of action and carried it out – but this was something well out of the ordinary for him. He was facing possible threats from five people – Lambert, Hughes, Clarke, Lewis and Canari, but had no idea whether or not they might all be working together. Clearly his three former male school mates were, but what about the other two?
Twenty four hours later he had a further cause for concern. A second hand delivered envelope, obviously pushed through his letter box during the night, one again contained a single sheet of paper, this time a photostat of what appeared to be a page from a diary, and entry dated the third of March nineteen eighty-eight. Attwood read the entry in horror.

‘Len’s eighteenth – and what a disaster. We all got a bit pissed, then when we left the pub Mark and I went one way, Jim and Jeff the other. Mark was easily the most drunk and he stopped to spew up on the pavement – and a guy walking towards called him a fucking hooligan – and Mark hit him and he went down – and didn’t look too good – Mark swore at me and dragged the guy behind a hedge.’

The copy seemed to have been made from two pages of the diary; further down the sheet was another entry, written using what looked as though it had been a different pen and dated the sixth of March. 

‘Bloody hell – the guy Mark hit is DEAD! Name of Drussel – what do I do?’

Not part of the copy, but clearly freshly written separately at the bottom of the page was a note in a different hand:-
‘You might wish to have the original’

Attwood studied the piece of paper anxiously. It was a forgery – no doubt about that – but how good a forgery might it be? And what was its provenance? From the text it was supposed to have been written by Peter Porter, the fourth member of that group who had encountered Eric Drussel on that fateful night. Porter was dead – killed in a motorcycle crash back in nineteen ninety-three, but presumably Lewis, Hughes and Clarke would have some story to explain the sudden appearance of his supposed diary nearly quarter of a century after his death.
It was just an hour later, when Attwood was on his way to the House of Commons, than his mobile phone rang. He took it out of his pocket and looked at the display. It showed the number that was calling him, but it was not one that he recognised. He was in a cab, on his way to the railway station, so he had no problem with answering, and after a moment’s hesitation, he did so.
“Hello?”

“Hello, Mark. I was wondering if you got our invitation?”

“Who is this?”

“Sorry, Mark, should have introduced myself – can’t expect you to remember my voice after so long – it’s Len Clarke – long time, no see.”
“So, what do you want?”

“Well, like we said in the note, it would be great to meet up some time and chew the fat about old times. Look, I know how busy you must be, you being an MP and all that, but it really would be good, now wouldn’t it?”
Attwood’s mind raced furiously. Was it possible to turn meeting Clarke and, presumably, the others, to his advantage? Certainly, he could see no downside to such a meeting.
“Look, Len, I’m pretty tied up for the rest of the day and for the next couple of days as well, but you’re right, it would be good to get together to talk over old times, How about the three of you coming up to the Commons? I could sign you in as my guests, we could have a drink on the members’ terrace – how does that grab you?”
From the silence at the other end of the line, Attwood knew that he had blind-sided Clarke for the moment, but the hesitation wasn’t very long lived.
“That’s good of you, but getting off work could be a problem. On the other hand, the house doesn’t meet on a Sunday – how about somewhere near to your place – do you know the Eagle pub? It’s less than a mile from your house and we could all meet up there one Sunday evening.”

As it happened, Attwood was familiar with the Eagle pub, a pleasant middle class sort of hostelry at which he and Sarah, his wife, had on several occasions met with mutual acquaintances for a Sunday pub lunch. He could see no disadvantage to using the place to meet up with his would be blackmailers.
“That would be fine, but I can’t make this Sunday – I’m due in Liverpool all weekend – but how about the Sunday after, say seven in the evening?”

Clarke’s relief at Attwood’s agreement, even down the telephone connection, was virtually palpable, and after hearing his eager acceptance, Attwood ended the call and sat back, thinking hard. It wasn’t totally true that he was tied up for all of the next weekend, although he did indeed need to attend an event in Liverpool on the Sunday, but his main reason for suggesting the following Sunday was to give himself time to think and prepare himself for what would be a very difficult encounter. There were several aspects of the expected meeting that offered him a glimmer of hope; the last thing that he could accept was that the three men would be a permanent scourge, draining him of money forever. As he thought things over, he make one quick decision.
***************

The phone on John Hastings’ desk rang and he picked it up. His secretary, Sally Brent, was on the other end, her voice sounding surprised.

“John, I’ve got Marcus Attwood – you know, the MP? – on the line.”

Hastings was as surprised as his secretary.

“OK, Sally, put him through.”

“John, it’s Marcus Attwood – do you remember me?”

“Of course I do, Marcus – but it’s been years – what brings you to get in touch?”

Hastings did indeed remember the MP. They had both been junior officers in the first Gulf War, serving together as members of the same battalion in Iraq, and whilst not particularly close, had known each other pretty well.

“John, I want to pick your brains over something, something that, judging from what I have seen on your company website, you may be able to help me with. I’d like for us to meet pretty quickly – how would you be fixed for later on today?”

Hastings looked at the clock on the wall; it showed ten o’clock.

“Well, as it happens, I’m clear for most of the afternoon – would three suit you?”

“That would be fine – I’ll see you then.”

Intrigued, Hastings replaced the phone handset in its cradle and sat back to contemplate the conversation. He hadn’t seen Attwood since the man had left the Army back in nineteen ninety-three; Hastings himself had left the Army five years later to set up what was now a thriving company specialising in all forms of personal and corporate security, from vetting candidates for sensitive jobs in companies, to providing bodyguards for celebrities, and he wondered if it was something along those latter lines that Attwood wanted to talk about. In the event, it turned out to be something quite different.
It was spot on three o’clock when Sally Brent ushered Attwood into her boss’ office; Hastings rose from behind his desk and advanced to greet his visitor, hand outstretched. Attwood shook the proffered palm and Hastings motioned him to a small table with easy chairs in the far corner of the office.
“Marcus, nice to see you after all these years – can I offer you something? Tea? Coffee?”
“Coffee would be good.”

Hastings turned to his secretary.

“Coffee for two, please, Sally.”

As the young woman left the office, the two men seated themselves in the easy chairs and Hastings examined his one-time fellow officer. Attwood was, Hastings knew, forty-six years old, but could easily have passed for several years younger despite the high pressure job that he held. 
He smiled at his one-time comrade.

“So, Marcus, how can I help you?”

The MP returned the smile.

“John, like just about everybody else, you must be aware of the recent scandals over MP’s expenses, cash for questions, that sort of thing, yes?”

“Well, of course, - it’s hardly been out of the paper, on and off, for years.”
“Absolutely. Now. I think that there are attempts to stitch me up over all that sort that sort of thing – I had an approach from somebody claiming to be a journalist from the Telegraph and I gave her the impression that I believed her, but I know one or two folk at the paper and I checked up – and they’d never heard of her. I think that it is actually someone in the leadership group of the party trying to discredit me and I wouldn’t be at all surprised when I meet this woman if she doesn’t surreptitiously record what is said and then doctor the recording – so I want to have my own recording of what is said and I wondered if there is some sort of recording device that I could use without her knowing what I am up to – can you help with something like that?”
Hastings leant back in his chair and smiled.

“No problem.” There was a small intercom box on the table in front of him and he pressed a button and spoke into it.

“Sally, would you pop along to the stores and bring me a PM-12, please?”

There was an affirmative reply from his secretary and a few minutes later the girl appeared at the door, carrying a small cardboard box which she handed to her boss and left. Hastings opened the box and slid out its contents, a black plastic device about two inches square and quarter of an inch thick.
“This will do what you want, Marcus. The PM-12 – ‘PM’ stands for ‘Passive Microphone’ – just have it in your pocket, nothing complicated, no wires, no separate mike, just what you see.”

He held the device up and pointed to a slot in one side.

“It uses an SD card – you know, the sort of thing you put in a digital camera – which just slides in here, and anything the mike picks up is recorded on the card, and when you are done, you take the card out, plug it into a computer and you can play it back and, if you want you can make a permanent record. It doesn’t broadcast – it’s nothing like the things you see on TV thrillers where somebody ‘wears a wire’ which transmits to folk listening in. No chance of anybody eavesdropping this little baby.”

Hastings got up and crossed to his desk, opened one of the drawers and returned bearing a small plastic case little bigger than a postage stamp.

“this is the SD card the PM-12 uses and by pushing it into the slot that I showed you the device automatically switches on and will stay on until the card is taken out again – no separate on/off switch to be accidentally pushed the wrong way or anything. Battery life is approximately five hours and the SD card is good for recording for all that time. Once the battery expires it has to be replaced – it uses one of those little circular lithium cells you see in any number of devices. So, dead easy to use, nothing really to go wrong.”

Attwood reached out for the device and examined it closely.

“Looks ideal, John. How much?”

“For an old friend, provided that you return it after you’ve used it – for I assume that this is a once off thing and all you’ll need to keep is the SD card?” Attwood nodded. “OK – no charge.”
Attwood was effusive in his thanks and shortly afterwards, after swapping a few reminiscences, he was on his way. The story that he had spun for Hastings was just that – a story. In fact he was going to record his meeting with his would-be blackmailers in the hopes that they might say something that he could use to turn the tables on them.

Chapter Sixteen: June 2015
DCI Wright looked at his number two in amazement.

“Say that again, Jim!”

“It’s true, Graham- the gun that killed Levine is the same one that was used to kill Charteris and Baines last August – ballistics are positive – and this time they didn’t only have the two bullets to work on. The killer failed to pick up one of the ejected cartridge cases – it had rolled under a settee. From the markings on the case the weapon is almost certainly a Beretta.”

DI Pollard, Wright’s number two, shook his head in bemusement. 

“I just don’t get it. OK, Charteris was a crook and there’s no doubt that one of his rivals had him topped – and Baines, his driver, was just unlucky – wrong place, wrong time. But Levine? By all accounts the man didn’t have a dishonest bone on his body – but that pistol makes it just about certain that somebody put a contract out on him, and my money is on the son, Samuel Levine – he’s a workshy waste of space and Levine senior was worth several millions.”
Wright furrowed his brow in concentration.

“Yes, I reckon we need another chat with Samuel Levine. His alibi holds up, you say?”
“Yes, I spoke with Kenneth Grogan, the man he was watching cricket with. The pathologist reckons Levine was killed sometime Friday the seventeenth and Samuel Levine didn’t leave Manchester until around six thirty. No way he could have been the killer – but then, there’s every way that he could be the one who hired the killer.”
“Get him in and let’s give him a hard time."
Had the two detectives but known it, Samuel Levine was already suffering a very hard time indeed. It was ten days since his father’s death and he was sitting in the office of Jacob Lewinsky, the man who had been his father’s solicitor for nearly forty years and what Lewinsky had just told him had brought Samuel Levine’s world crashing down around him in tatters. He gazed blankly at the middle aged lawyer, finding that his eyes were somehow seeming to focus a yard or more behind the man’s head.
At last he managed to find his voice.

“You’re telling me that all my father’s holdings in the company pass to Lewis Todd? That can’t be right – he must have been out of his mind.”

The lawyer bristled with barely suppressed annoyance.

“I can assure you, Samuel, that your father was of perfectly sound mind when he and Lewis signed the joint undertaking right here in this office over twenty years ago. Nothing that has happened in the interim gave either of them any reason to even think of changing the arrangement. Had Lewis died first his share in the company would have come to your father, as it is…”

He left the rest of the sentence unspoken.

“But surely I must have some rights in all this?”

“You can, of course, contest the will and the agreement, but I am sure that you would lose and in the process have to spend a considerable amount of money in legal fees. You do, of course, inherit your father’s house, which is worth quite a bit – it is not as if you are being left destitute in any way.”

Levine wanted to scream and rage against what he was being told. He wanted to throw the furniture around, to break something, preferable the neck of this pompous little shit, but he realised that such actions would avail him nothing, and managed to keep his rage bottled up inside him. Then a thought struck him.
“Lewis Todd is a sick man – he may even be dying. What happens when he dies?”

“In that instance whatever provisions are made in Mr. Todd’s will and testament will prevail, but I have no idea what those provisions might be.”

An idea began to form in Levine’s mind, an idea that he dare not share with another living soul.

******************

Harry Catt was at home in his Winchester apartment, wondering what was happening back in south Est London. With Levine shot dead, and moreover shot dead with a weapon that had performed other killings, the police must be very interested in sweating Samuel Levine for any sort of a lead to whoever he had hired to pull the trigger. They would rightly assume that the demise of Charteris and Baines was a case of rival criminals adjusting their power bases, but the death of Levine would surely make the police take a different view – that a hired killer was available to anybody with the money to pay him.
Catt was confident that there was nothing that Levine could tell the police which would lead directly back to himself – even if he broke down and confessed to everything, so what? He could give them a physical description of ‘Harry’ – and that was it. The phones that they had used to communicate had been destroyed the day after the killing, Levine had no idea where Catt lived. The only possible danger was if Levine gave up whoever had started the chain that had eventually lead to Catt himself. Catt had no idea where the chain might have started; the final link was a man who had put the job Catt’s way – a man as anonymous as himself in most respects, and a man with whom he had had no previous dealings, but who had used the name of Catt’s one time colleague Hugo Keller as a reference and had introduced himself as ‘James Tanner’. Catt had checked back with Keller who had assured him that ‘Tanner’ was a known name – even if undoubtedly a false one – in the Croydon area, so Catt had gone ahead with the commission. What he didn’t know was who had made the approach to ‘Tanner’ - not for a moment did he believe that it would have been Levine himself, so there must be at least one more person in the chain – and could that person be a weak link if Levine confessed all?
The more he thought about it, the more he realised that he was being driven to an inevitable conclusion.

*********************************
Samuel Levine looked at the man seated opposite him. Lewis Todd was, Levine knew, suffering from cancer – he had learned that much from his late father. What Samuel Levine did not know was how serious the disease was; certainly Todd looked far from well, something that encouraged Levine to hope that his plan might bear fruit. He had adopted his most ingratiating persona – a lot was riding on his ability to get into Todd’s good books. He smiled at his host.
“Thanks for agreeing to see me, Lewis. As you can imagine, I am still trying to come to terms with dad’s murder – it just seems unreal somehow – still hasn’t sunk in that I’ll never see him again. Oh, as I’m sure that you know, we had our differences, and I won’t pretend that I had, or have, anything like his drive and energy, but I do what I can, you know.”

Todd nodded his head in sympathy.

“I can’t believe it either, Samuel. To think that Gus could be just gunned down in his own house like that – it’s awful. I just don’t know what the world is coming to, really I don’t. Have the police given you any indication that they are making any progress?”

Levine shook his head.

“Not so far – to be honest, they don’t really seem to have any sort of a clue to go on. Their best guess is that somebody broke in, not realising that dad was at home – must have been the first weekday in months that dad wasn’t at the office – and it would have to be that of all days – and the awful thing is that he was just lying there all over the weekend before his driver found him on Monday – I suppose you must know John Gillespie, dad’s driver? It must have been a terrible shock for him to find dad that way.”

“Yes, of course I know John – he drove me from time to time as well as your dad. He’s really cut up about it – he was a friend to your dad more than just an employee. I’ve made him take a few days off to try and get over it a bit.”

It was time, Levine felt, to cut to the chase – surely enough homilies had been spoken?

“Lewis, I was wondering what happens now. Dad told me long ago about the arrangement that the two of you had come to should one of you die whilst still working in the company, and he also told me about the intended sale to Haltrek Holdings – is that still going ahead now that you are in sole charge? Forgive me for asking, I suppose that it isn’t really any of my business, but dad’s will is a bit unclear as to what is left outside the company itself, I hate to sound mercenary, but I need to know where I stand over everything –I’m sure you understand?” 

To Levine’s gratification, Todd looked embarrassed.

“Samuel, when Gus and I entered into the agreement about the company’s future should one of us die prematurely, I’m sure that your father didn’t intend it to be to your disadvantage. The thing is, he had hoped that you would eventually join us in the company. Oh, he understood – and I hope that I do as well – that you needed to be your own man, not just the boss’s son swanning in on a tide of nepotism. With his death, as you know, his holdings in the company revert to me, and I’m going ahead with the sale to Haltrek. I’ve spoken with them since Gus’ murder and assured them that it makes no difference. I’ve also reassured our workers that Haltrek have agreed to guarantee no compulsory redundancies and that anyone who wants to leave will get redundancy payments a good bit more generous that the legal minimum, so all is set fair on the changeover. Now, before he died, Gus and I would have shared the purchase price equally, and I don’t see it as within what he and I agreed to simply hand what would have been his share over to you as there are still one or two charities and other endeavours that we were both interested in that we intended to help along a bit, so what I intend to do is to arrange for you to receive an income from what would otherwise have been your father’s share, and the accountants are working on the numbers as we speak, but I think that you can look to an annual income of around seventy thousand a year for at least the next twenty years.”
Levine did his best to appear grateful; what Todd was saying wasn’t as good as he had hoped for – but on the other hand, Todd could have simply kept everything for himself, so it was a good better than it might have been.

“That really is very good of you, Lewis – I’m very grateful.”

Toss waved Levine’s thanks away.

“It’s the least that I can do in Gus’ memory – I know that if he hadn’t been murdered he was going to make most of his share of the proceeds over to you and Miriam.”

It was a revelation to Levine and the last thing that he had expected to hear. Far from causing him to regret his commissioned patricide, it made him fume all the more against his late parent for placing him in such a position. All the old fool needed to have done was to let him know what he had planned, but oh no, that would have been far too simple.

Levine left the Todd house with mixed emotions. The fact that commissioning ‘Harry’ to kill his father had been unnecessary was at one extreme. The fact that, if Todd came through with his promise he could look to a reasonable income for the foreseeable future without the bind of having to work for it was the other extreme. He had little idea of what that future had in store for him.
**************************

DCI Wright smiled at Levine – but it was a smile totally devoid of any warmth, a fact that was not lost on its recipient. 
“Thank you for coming in, Mr. Levine,” Wright almost purred – as if, Levine realised, he had actually had any option in the matter. “now, DI Pollard here and I would like to talk to you a bit more about your father’s murder. What worries us is that we now know for certain that Mr. Levine’s murder was not the result of some chance break-in. No, your father was the victim of a premeditated attack by a professional assassin. Now, that being the case, do you have any idea who might have commissioned such an assassin?”
Levine blinked and did his best to assume an air of total bewilderment.

“An assassin? A hired hitman, you mean? But that’s crazy – unless it was a case of mistaken identity – who would want my father dead?”

“Well, Mr. Levine, in a case such as this, the first thing that we ask ourselves is who benefits from the death of the deceased? Now, as far as we can make out there are just two people who stood to benefit from your father’s death – there is his business partner, Lewis Todd and yourself.”

Levine realised that, fortuitously, the fact that his father’s holding in the company passed not to himself, but to Lewis Todd, was a blessing in disguise.

“Well, I don’t benefit to any great degree, Chief Inspector. Lewis Todd and my father long ago signed a document that ensured that, unless they both agreed to cancel it, when one of them died his holding in the company would pass to the other. Dad’s holding is probably worth between two and three million, certainly more than two. All I get from his will is the house and some personal stuff – a wristwatch, cufflinks, things like that. OK, it’s a nice house and in this area is worth quite a bit, perhaps as much as six hundred thousand, but are you really suggesting that I would have my own father murdered to get my hands on his house? I already have a house which suits my wife and I perfectly well, and anyway, how would somebody like myself go about finding a professional assassin? The whole idea is preposterous. Oh, and just as preposterous is the idea that Lewis Todd was involved, He and my father were very, very good friends, had been for many years - and another thing – Lewis is ill with cancer. The last thing he would want is to have to take over the company, effectively taking on my father’s workload as well as his own – no, it’s rubbish. It must have been a case of mistaken identity – they do happen, you know.”
Levine junior was making quite a strong argument, Wright had to admit to himself, but he didn’t believe him. Everything that he had learnt about the man sitting opposite him led him to believe that he was quite capable of having his father murdered; the crunch point was whether he truly knew about the arrangement that his father had come to with Lewis Todd. With Levine senior dead, it would be just about impossible to prove that his son hadn’t known about the arrangement that Gus Levine and Lewis Todd had come to. There was, however, one more card to play, and hopefully it would be an ace.
“Please, Mr. Levine, let me make sure that I understand you over this. You are telling me that you knew about the agreement that your father had with Mr. Todd and that you know that, under the terms of your father’s will, you would only inherit the house and some personal items?”

Wright was perfectly aware of the fact that Levine’s body language, much as he might try to disguise it, was indicating that the man was uneasy, that he was about to pin his colours to the mast in the form of a bare-faced lie.

“Yes, of course.”

“You are quite clear about that, Mr. Levine?”

“I’ve already said so, haven’t I?”
“Indeed you have, Mr. Levine, indeed you have. That being the case, how do you explain that when I spoke with your father’s solicitor, Mr. Lewinsky, he assured me that you knew absolutely nothing about that agreement and that you were furious to realise that you would not be inheriting your father’s share of the  company?”
The colour drained from Levine’s face and for a long drawn out moment he made no reply. Then, at last, he found his voice.
“I’m not answering any more questions without legal representation.”

Wright smiled once more at the now hapless man.

“I think that is very wise of you, Mr. Levine. Now, do you have your own solicitor, or shall I obtain the services of the duty solicitor for you?”

“I have my own solicitor, but I don’t expect that he will be available at such short notice.”

“That’s all right, Mr. Levine – let’s resume this interview tomorrow morning – ten o’clock. Do make sure not to forget to come, now won’t you?”

Levine looked daggers at the policeman.

“Don’t worry – I will be here.”

“Oh, and one more thing, Mr. Levine.”

Wright pointed at the recording machine.

“As you know, that machine has been recording this interview – two tapes, one for us, one for you. I suggest that you play your copy to your solicitor before we reconvene tomorrow.”

Pollard stopped the machine, took out both cassettes and wrote the date and time that the interview had ended on both before handing one of the cassettes over to Levine.

Once Levine had left them, escorted by a uniformed constable, the two detectives looked at each other. Pollard grinned.

“Just loved the look on his face when you broke the news about Lewinsky to him, boss. Really took the wind out of his sails.”

“Yes, I wonder how he will try and get round that – the more I see of the man, the more convinced I am that he is the one, the one who actually hired a hitman to murder his own father – and more or less for nothing.”

“Yes, I can’t wait for tomorrow.”

********************

It was a week earlier than Levine’s visit to the police station. Harry Catt looked at the man opposite him. It had taken a little while to track down the man who called himself James Tanner, but with the help of Catt’s one-time colleague, Hugo Keller, it had been achieved. It had been Tanner who had contacted Catt to arrange for the assassination of Gus Levine and Catt was anxious to trace back from Tanner to Samuel Levine to identify the possibility of there being a weak link in that chain, a weak link that might result in the police becoming aware of Catt’s role in the killing.
Tanner, for his part, was uneasy. He knew of Catt’s reputation and had been dismayed when the killer had tracked him down to his home, a quiet suburban detached house in south Croydon where Tanner lived with his wife and two teenage boys. The two men were not at the house, however, but meeting in a local pub. Catt’s approach to Tanner had been simple; he had demanded the meeting or he would come after Tanner and his family, and Tanner had no difficulty in believing that Catt would do just that. Catt was interested in just one thing – who had approached Tanner on Levine’s behalf, and Tanner had no hesitation in supplying the name.
“It was a guy called Goodman – everyone calls him Benny after that old-time band leader. He and Levine were inside together, so Levine met with me and I recommended you. So what’s the problem, Harry? You got your money OK, did you? Levine isn’t trying to welsh on you, is he? Surely he wouldn’t be that stupid?”
“Never mind why, just that something’s come up and I need to speak with the man – so where do I find him?”

“I don’t have an address for him, but he hangs out in the Addiscombe area, and I have a landline number for him – silly bugger didn’t even use a throwaway mobile, would you believe?”
“So what’s the number?”

Tanner reached into his pocket and drew out a slim address book; the number of a contact such as Goodman was not something he would keep on his own normal mobile, and the phone conversations that he had had with Goodman had, in his case, been on just such a throwaway mobile that he scornfully referred to Goodman not having the sense to use, a mobile long since destroyed. He jotted the number down on a page of the book, tore the page out and handed it to Catt.
“There it is, Harry. Are we done now?”

“Yeah, that’s all I need from you – but remember, this conversation never happened.”

“Right, Harry, mum’s the word.”

Catt was staying in a small hotel under an assumed name, a hotel that was happy to accept cash rather than a credit card on the happily accepted tale that Catt’s card was lost and whilst he was awaiting a new one, cash was all that he had. Now that he had Goodman’s landline number, a quick search in the local telephone directory threw up the man’s address, and a further search of the electoral roll came up with two names for the address, a James and Helen Goodman, presumably man and wife.
Catt reconnoitred the address in the directory; Goodman lived in a block of flats, a block containing some twenty or so apartments. Added to Catt’s problems was the fact that he had no idea what Goodman looked like; the flats had a constant coming and going of residents, residents of both sexes and all ages., so he was going to have to rely on contacting the man by phone.

In the event it had been all a waste of time. His call was answered by a woman who advised him that Goodman no longer lived there and, reading between the lines, it seemed that she – presumably Mrs. Goodman - was not too upset about the fact. When asked if there was any way that Goodman could be contacted, the answer was a grimly spoken ‘No’.
Catt considered his options – if Goodman could not be located it was not the end of the world. He was a link in the chain, but the chain began with Samuel Levine, and that was where it would have to end.

*******************

DCI Wright looked at his subordinate in horror.

“Levine’s dead? And his wife? What happened?”

DI Pollard shrugged his shoulders helplessly.

“The news just came through, Graham. When he didn’t appear here at ten with his solicitor for his interview, I sent a car round to chase him up. The uniforms found evidence of a break-in at the back of the house, went in and found the couple dead in their bed – from the looks of it, both shot. Forensics are on their way and we’d better get down there as well, yes?”

Half an hour later the two detectives were at the Levine household, talking to the pathologist. Sarah Collins was well known to both men; a senior consultant at the Mayday Hospital, she had been involved in a number of their earlier cases, and they both had a high regard for her skills.

“What’s the story, Sarah?”
She shook her head slowly.

“A nasty one, Graham. From the looks of it the killer broke in in the middle of the night, came up here to the bedroom and shot them both. From the position of the bodies, Mr. Levine seems never to have known what happened – he was almost certainly fast asleep when he was shot. The shots must have woken his wife – she had started to get out of bed before she was shot as well. Two shots each to the heart area – they would have been dead just about instantly. As to when – I’ll have a better idea once I get them back to the lab, but probably about two in the morning.”

It was two days later when Wright and Pollard reviewed matters.

“OK,” said Wright grimly, “our killer is at it again. Ballistics confirm that the gun that was used to kill Levine senior and, before him, Charteris and Baines, was also used to kill Samuel and Miriam Levine – so, we have a hitman who has killed at least five people that we know about and quite possibly some that we don’t know about. Sarah Collins has firmed up her estimate as to time of death – two in the morning, give or take thirty minutes or so each way. So what have we got to go on?”
“Not a lot,” Pollard admitted ruefully, “a hired gun like this isn’t something we come across very often – what I don’t understand is why, if our assumption that Samuel Levine hired him to kill Gus Levine, the man then kills Samuel and his wife. Perhaps Samuel tried to get out of paying or something?”

“Or perhaps chummy was worried that Levine would talk to us and somehow give us a lead on the killer.”

Pollard was thoughtful for a moment before replying.

“You know, by all accounts, Gus Levine would not normally have been in the house when the killer broke in. Suppose the killer was actually surprised by Levine instead of the other way round? Levine had a shotgun, even though it wasn’t loaded. Faced with that threat, the killer shot him – and it’s the fact that Levine was shot that started us on the train of thought that it was Samuel behind the killing. Suppose, just suppose, that Levine hadn’t been shot? Suppose he had been knifed or beaten to death when he got home at his normal time, rather than shot when normally he wouldn’t have been in the house? – the assumption then would have been that he had disturbed a housebreaker – especially as there had been several break-ins in the area in the recent past, a couple of which had seen violence against the householder. However, by using his gun, the killer immediately set us to thinking that this was a contract killing, especially as ballistics showed that the same gun had been used to kill Charteris and Baines. Given that, the killer must have realised that we would be going after Samuel Levine as the most likely person to want his father out of the way. From there, it’s an easy step for him to start worrying about what Levine might say to us.”
Wright frowned in concentration as he followed Pollard’s hypothesis.

“You may well have the right of it, Jim – but knowing why he did it still doesn’t help us in catching the bugger.”

A month passed, a month which, despite exhaustive enquiries and endless legwork by Wright and his team, so no progress made whatsoever. The hitman had simply left no traces behind him and could, the DCI admitted to his boss, be anywhere and anybody.

Detective Superintendent Hammond buried his head in his hands in despair.

“OK, Graham, wind the enquiry down – the case will remain open, of course, but there’s no point in trying to solve the unsolvable.”

Wright acknowledged his chief’s decision with a heavy heart. It reflected badly on him and his team that they had made np progress in so high profile a case – a case which had a feeding frenzy in the press for a couple of weeks and had raised questions throughout the senior levels of the force, all to no avail.

************************

Harry Catt was safely back in his Winchester apartment within hours of killing the Levines, satisfied that there could now be nothing linking him to the killing of Levine senior. It remained, however, to dispose of the one piece of real evidence – the pistol used in the killings. The police now had irrefutable evidence that it had been used in the committing of five murders. If it were ever to be somehow found in his possession, his position would be untenable – he would go down on multiple counts of murder.

He would be sorry to see it go – it had served him well and he could remember, as though it were yesterday, how he had come to acquire it. It was shortly before he had left the Army in two thousand and five. Sergeant Harry Catt had been second in command of a foot patrol in a restless area of Kabul, an area which had seen several attempts over the last few weeks to ambush coalition troops, attempts which had resulted in several fatalities on both sides. This patrol was tasked with clearing a suspect conclave of houses in which it was believed those responsible for the ambushes were based. Because the houses were known to be occupied by numerous civilians, including women and children, the simple answer of using artillery or an air strike to neutralise it had been ruled out and a thirty strong foot patrol had been used instead. The patrol had walked into a trap; whilst still a hundred yards short of their objective, they had come under small arms fire from a wrecked warehouse complex that had been thought to be empty. Lieutenant Harris, the patrol leader had been killed instantly; the only other casualty from the first fusillade had been an American. Captain Howard Kelly was with the patrol as an observer; the responsibilities of the various factions of the coalition forces were under review and the area in which the patrol was operating, currently the responsibility of the British Army, was due to be handed over to the Americans, and Kelly was there to familiarise himself with the area so that he could brief his colleagues on his return. He was fated never to return. Struck by several rounds of rifle fire, he went down at the same time as Harris.

The patrol was composed of experienced soldiers; scarcely had the two officers’ bodies hit the dusty ground than the men were returning fire in overwhelming force, silencing the ambushers, forcing them to seek cover instead of continuing to attack. 

Satisfied that the ambushers were occupied in self-preservation, Catt dashed to the two fallen men. One glance at the lieutenant was sufficient to confirm that he was beyond help; the American, however, was still breathing, although clearly grievously wounded, and Catt dragged him into cover.    
Kelly had been carrying an M-16, the standard rifle of the American Army, but he was also carrying a pistol which Catt removed complete with its webbing holster, from the man’s belt. At the time he had simply wanted to secure the weapon from possibly ‘disappearing’ on Kelly’s journey to a field hospital, but in the event, the American died only minutes later.
Later that day, back at their base, Catt examined his acquisition. It was a Beretta M9, the standard sidearm of the American Army and Catt decided to keep it, on the principle that you can never have too much firepower in combat.

Now, ten years on, it was time to say goodbye to the weapon. Catt disassembled it to its component parts, carefully cleaning each part to remove any trace of his fingerprints or DNA and, once happy that the weapon was as anonymous as it was humanly possible to make it, placed each part in a separate plastic bag and, over the course of the next forty eight hours, consigned each part to various locations along the backs of the river Itchen, tossing each part well out into the welcoming waters.
Now, however, he needed a replacement. Despite the urban myths about going into various seedy pubs in whatever area the teller hailed from and buying a weapon just like that, to obtain a clean, good condition pistol in the UK is not easy, but Catt had a contact from his Army days, a contact who now lived in Belgium, in fact in the Belgian capital, Brussels. Accordingly, three days later Catt boarded the Eurostar at St. Pancras International terminal, bound for Brussels.
Gordon Ross, ten years older than Catt, had put on a considerable amount of weight since Catt had known him as Quartermaster Sergeant Ross back in his Army days. Since leaving the armed forces of Her Britannic Majesty, Ross had profited from some inspired book-keeping in his Army days which had enabled him to be able to set himself up as an armourer for a variety of customers. This was the first time that Catt had dealt with him, but their previous shared time in the Army had been an effective introduction. Catt had explained what he wanted and Ross had agreed to supply it, with the result that the two men met in the pleasant railed park at the Square Armand Steurs in northern Brussels.
Ross was effusive in his greeting.

“Harry, good to see you after so long – how are things with you?”

“Pretty good, Gordon, pretty good – and you?”

Ross smiled and patted his ample stomach. 

“Probably too good, Harry, probably too good. I have a wife now, a Belgian girl who cooks divinely and lets me not worry about my waistline, And soon, I am to be a father as well. Life is very good for me nowadays. But enough – I have what you want.”

He handed over a package, small but heavy and in return Catt passed him an envelope.

“There you are, Gordon, as agreed, one thousand Euros.”

“Thank you Harry, thank you. Now the pistol – it has never been fired except by myself just once to check it, It is absolutely clean, so you have nothing to worry about on that score.”
For obvious reasons, neither man opened his package there and then In fact it was not until he was safely home late that evening that Catt unwrapped his purchase. It was a more modern sidearm than the Beretta it superseded, a Glock 17. Like the Beretta it used the standard nine millimetre cartridge, but it was lighter than the Beretta, a little more compact and the magazine held seventeen rounds compared to the fifteen of the Beretta. Hopefully, Catt mused, it would serve him just as well as its predecessor.

Chapter Seventeen: April 2017

Attwood  took care to be the first to arrive at the rendezvous which he agreed over the phone with Clarke. The  Eagle pub was within easy walking distance of his house, so that was what he did – he walked there and settled himself at a corner table with a pint of bitter and waited.
The three would-be blackmailers arrived together, saw him almost at once and Clarke and Hughes made their way over to him whilst Lewis went to the bar and followed them over a couple of minutes later bearing a tray of drinks, all, as it happened, pints of bitter. Once he had handed the glasses round and seated himself, Attwood took the initiative, knowing that Hastings’ PM-12 device would be faithfully recording every word.

“Well,” he said brusquely, “here I am – what do you want to say to me?”

There was a brief hesitation before Clarke spoke, leading Attwood to assume that it was Clarke who was the guiding light of the trio.

“Well, Mark,”

Attwood interrupted him. 

“I’ve not used Mark for many years – it’s Marcus now – that or Mr. Attwood. Take your pick.”

Clarke frowned clearly thrown a little off his stride.

“OK, Marcus” there was an element of sarcastic emphasis to his use of the name, but Attwood ignored it. “we are all very impressed with how you have made a name for yourself, and we all hope that you can make it to the very top, but, as we said in the letter, there are a lot of pitfalls in getting to the top, and the worst is some form of scandal. Now, you’re probably wondering why we have taken so long to approach you. What happened is that Pete Porter kept a diary and when he died his mother kept it, I suppose as a souvenir sort of thing, but because of what Pete wrote in it, she never dared let anyone else see it. Well, Pete’s mum, poor old soul, died just a couple of months ago and one of her sisters went through her stuff and found the diary – she couldn’t have read it all the way through, but as quite early on it mentioned the three of us, and as Jeff still lived nearby, she gave it to him. Now when Jeff read what was in it, he contacted the rest of us and we decided that in view of what it says then you are the person who would most benefit from having it. Thing is,, we’re all a bit skint, whereas you seem to be pretty well off, what with being an MP and all, so it only seems fair that you should buy the book from us – after all, I’m sure that you wouldn’t want it falling into the wrong hands, now would you?”
Attwood frowned at the three men.

“And what happens if I decide that I don’t to buy the book?”

Clarke shrugged.

“Who knows? It’s not of any interest to us  - who knows where it might end up?”

“So you’re really trying to blackmail me, aren’t you?”

Clarke put on an affronted look, as did his two companions.

“Not at all, Marcus, not at all. We’re just suggesting an arrangement that would be beneficial to all of us.”

“And if I decide to buy this book, what would be the price?”

“Sixty thousand pounds, for which you get the book and never hear from any of us again.”

Attwood was taken aback by the size of the sum that Clarke was proposing and shook his head vehemently.

“You’ve got to be joking – I can’t lay my hands on that sort of money at short notice. Look, I’ll give you ten thousand, but that’s as much as I can run to.”

The three men looked at him, their expressions stormy; this time it was Hughes who spoke.

“No, Mark, it’s you who must be joking. Look what you have to lose over all this. You’re a rising star in the Labour Party – there are any number of people who would be only too happy to see you brought down – a lot of them in your own party. Think about it.”

Attwood shook his head again.

“I have thought about it. Sixty thousand is totally out of the question – I simply don’t have that sort of money not accounted for. OK, perhaps I could squeeze twelve thousand out of what I’ve got, but not sixty, no way.”

Clarke, Hughes and Lewis looked at each other; this was not going as well as they had expected. Faced with such incriminating evidence they had expected Attwood to capitulate easily, but that was clearly not going to happen. Unspoken, because it needed no saying between them, was the view that four thousand pounds a head was no sort of adequate recompense for their scheme.

It was at that point that Attwood made his move.

“Look, I accept that what you have there, even if I’m sure that it is a forgery, could do me a great deal of damage – but I’m not the only one at risk here. You try and bring me down and I’ll make sure that the three of you are charged with attempting to obtain money with menaces – in other word, blackmail. The courts don’t like blackmailers. Even if your diary is believed – and I’ll have it examined by forensic experts who will, I have no doubt, be able to prove that it was never written back in nineteen eighty-eight, whether by Pete Porter or anyone else, but is a much more recent concoction dreamed up by you three. You’ll all go to prison – and when we get down to the nitty-gritty, all four of us were guilty of failing to report Drussel’s death at the time – and as far as criminality is concerned – that’s all I can be accused of, whereas you three face blackmail charges as well. So – what about it?”
He had caught them on the hop – they hadn’t anticipated such a reaction from him, that much was abundantly clear. He pressed home his advantage.

“Look, there’s no reason for this to go any further. I don’t want the problems, above all I don’t want the publicity, that all this could cause for me, and I’m sure that none of you want to go to prison for blackmail. Have you got the book with you?”

There was a moment of unease at the other side of the table, before Hughes finally spoke.

“Yes, I’ve got it here.” He tapped the jacket he was wearing; clearly the book was in his pocket.
“Right. I’m not a fool – I expected you all to try something like this, and I suppose I can’t really get too excited about it – I’m used to people resenting my success – had to put up with it for years. Now, if you were to go public with that book I could destroy you, make sure that you all went to prison for blackmail, but it would ruin my career, ruin all that I have worked for over the years. Now, I came prepared.” He reached inside his jacket and drew out a bulky envelope. “In there is the twelve thousand in cash. Give me the book now and you can all walk out of here four thousand to the good – not a bad return for a few hours spent concocting that forgery.”
“It’s not enough,” Hughes protested, “you stand to lose far more than we do. OK, if the worst comes to the worst we might all four of us go to prison, but in this day and age, for how long? Two years, out in twelve months? Then we get on with our lives – OK, with a criminal record each, but so what? It’s not as though any of us have much to lose. I’m out of a job, Jimmy’s shop is on its knees, Len’s got skills that he will still be able to use – but what about you? A man looking to lead the Labour Party, perhaps get to be Prime Minister one day – you’d be ruined, in disgrace. All your posh friends and colleagues would drop you like a shot – tell me, what do failed politicians do these days?”

Attwood glared angrily at his one-time friend, only too aware that what Hughes was saying had a lot of truth in it. He truly did have far, far more to lose than the three losers across the table from him. He furiously reviewed his options and concluded that they were few and far between.

He leant back in the somewhat uncomfortable wooden chair.

“OK, Jeff, point taken, but believe me, I can’t lay my hands on sixty grand just like that. What I can do, if you three will grant me some time, is to sell some shares, but believe me, just because I’m an MP doesn’t mean that I’m rolling in it. I’ve got a big mortgage, a wife and two kids to support, and a lot of the travelling around trying to win hearts and souls is at my own expense – if I tried to use Party funds for that sort of thing my enemies in the party would have my head in an instant. Look, I reckon I can raise forty-five grand within a week or so – which gives the three of you fifteen each. Surely, even in this day and age fifteen grand is worth having? Now – I can’t expect you all to say yes or no right here and now – you’ll want to talk among yourselves, so why don’t I get us all another drink, then take mine over to that empty table in the other corner of the bar and leave the three of you to think things over and get me back over here when you’ve reached a conclusion?”
As good as his word, Attwood supplied each of the men with another pint of bitter, then took his own pint to a table at the far end of the bar, where he seated himself and waited patiently.

Relieved of Attwood’s presence, the three conspirators looked at each other for a long drawn out moment before Clarke broke the silence.
“Well, what do we think? I’m getting a bad feeling about Attwood. After all, he’s an MP and a powerful man – I don’t think we should try to push him too far. OK, bringing him down with us is all well and good, but I really don’t want to risk going to prison, with or without him going as well. I say we take the forty-five.”

The other two were silent for a moment then, with some reluctance apparent in their mien, they both nodded their acceptance.

Clarke, who seemed to have assumed the leadership of the little group, waved Attwood over to them. He walked to them carrying his drink, which he set down on the table before resuming his chair.
“Well, chaps, what’s the verdict.”

It was Clarke who responded.

“We accept the forty-five – so how soon can you have it?”

“Next  Saturday would be best for me. Shall we meet here again?”

“Seems as good a place as any. Same time?”

“Yes, why not?”

They finished their drinks and left together. As he walked over to his car, Attwood reflected on the outcome of the meeting. He was pleased with himself for knocking the plotters’ demand down from sixty thousand to forty-five, although he was still resentful at the idea of paying anything at all. His recording of the meeting, made courtesy of John Hastings’ clever little device, was less useful than he had hoped – he had been hoping that he could coax a bald statement of intend to commit blackmail out of the three men, but it hadn’t come out as clearly as he had hoped and he had had to chip in himself more than he would have liked,. However, there was always the next week.

The following Saturday saw the handover of the cash. Attwood had had it made out in fifty pound notes, so the bulk wasn’t all that great – just nine hundred banknotes in a shabby briefcase which he handed over to Clarke in exchange for the diary. The meeting this time lasted only a few minutes. Declining the suggestion of a drink – Attwood had no desire to spend a minute longer than was absolutely necessary in the company of his one-time classmates – he was on his way in under ten minutes.

On his short journey home, Attwood wondered what to do with the diary which had been so expensive. His first impulse had been to destroy it, but on reflection he changed his mind. There was just a chance that at some time in the future he and his blackmailers might come to the attention of the police – and his three former classmates would undoubtedly stick to the story that they had been nowhere near when Eric Drussel had died and that he, Attwood, had thrown the fatal punch – but they couldn’t have it both ways. If they claimed not to have been at the scene, then their only source of that information was the diary supposed to be that of Peter Porter. However, that diary was a forgery – it had to be, because what was written in it was untrue. If it came to it, it would almost certainly be possible for forensic examination of the book to reveal its true nature, that of a much later forgery than the genuine contemporaneous record that it was claimed to be. The book would have to be kept safe, possibly for a very long time. Over and above the three blackmailers, however, there was also the author, Lambert. Lambert knew names – he knew of Hughes, Lewis, Clarke and Canari, and he had heard of Drussel and his death. What should be done about the man? Could anything be done about the man?
He got home still very much in a quandary over Lambert and the forthcoming book. If, when published, it could be claimed to be libellous, then he would have to sue – but by then the damage to his public image would already have been done. Attwood was an ambitious man, a highly competent man, but he was not a deluded one. Lambert’s book could do him a great deal of harm, and not only to him. His family would suffer and – for he was not given to false modesty – so would the Labour party. It was generally accepted that the current neo-Marxist leadership would result in the party being heavily defeated at the next election, and at that point Attwood would make his bid to become leader. He had supporters throughout the more moderate Labour MPs, and he had until two thousand and twenty to build his power base, thanks to the fixed term Parliaments introduced by David Cameron after the two thousand and ten election. Plenty of time to continue convincing colleagues that he was the party’s best hope for the future.
He had been met at the front door by his two children, ten year old Mary Jane, and eight year old James Charles, home from school for the weekend, both demanding his attention and admiration for their newly created tree house in the garden, As they dragged him through the house to the back garden Attwood realised that, no matter what it took, he would not let Lambert and his muck-raking book destroy what he had worked so hard to achieve. Somehow, the man had to be stopped.

*********************

It had taken Attwood several weeks of careful investigation, looking up former Army acquaintances, moving deeper and deeper into the world of former soldiers who had moved on to pursue careers that were of increasing dubiety. These were contacts that he was glad that he had kept up, as they looked like proving invaluable in his present quest, making worthwhile the numerous regimental reunions and the like that he had attended in the twenty-four years since he had left the army. Now, his search was at an end, to his surprise with somebody who had been in the same regiment as himself, although their paths had never crossed during Attwood’s service career. The man seated opposite him in an anonymous backstreet London pub had a reputation for ‘fixing’ things. Hugo Keller looked about late fifties, possibly a little younger, but not by much. He was a big man, heavily built, with a face that had at some time been on the wrong end of considerable violence. The nose had been broken and never quite made straight again and there was an old scar running from his left temple down to the corner of his jaw, a scar that looked for all the world like a knife wound.  His features were swarthy, hinting at Italian or Spanish blood somewhere in his heritage, and his eyes, with irises so dark as to be virtually indistinguishable from his pupils, added to that impression. The eyes looked out on the world from under heavy brows, brows which indicated that had his head not been shaved, it, too, would have boasted black hair. And, together  with the eyes, the scar dominated the face, for the mouth was just a thin slash, with lips scarcely discernible. He was a big man, six feet three or four tall, perhaps sixteen stone or more in weight – and that weight was clearly all pure muscle. All in all, not a man to upset.

“So, Mr. Attwood,” Keller rumbled, “what do you want done?”

Attwood had rejected the idea of trying to use an alias – anyone who looked at the daily papers or the TV news was bound to recognise him – keeping a high public profile was all part of his campaign for eventual leadership of his party. He had come to this point after much soul searching and was now reconciled to having to have his plan implemented.
“There are two people trying to destroy me and I am not willing to be destroyed. I want them discouraged.”

“And how do you see that happening?”

Attwood shrugged his shoulders.

“That’s where I’m looking to you. I need them to be frightened off so that they are no longer a threat to me and my family.”

“That could be arranged, I’m sure – but obviously only at a cost. The sort of people that I can find to carry out such a task don’t come cheap.”

“How much?”

“Well, to be really sure, we are looking at forty thousand each.”

Neither man was willing to utter the precise details of what being ‘really sure’ would entail; Attwood because he had retained – in fact, had actually bought – John Hastings clever little recorder and didn’t want what it was picking up to incriminate him more than absolutely necessary, and Keller precisely because he was always wary in case whoever he was talking to might do precisely what Attwood was actually doing – recording the conversation in the hope of giving themselves a lever for the future.
Attwood nodded his head slowly.

“Yes, I can run to that – when would you want it?”

“Half up front, the rest when the job is finished. It’ll have to be cash, of course – no sillies about bank transfers or the like.”

Attwood nodded again.

“I can have the cash ready this time next week – will that suit?”

“That would be fine – let’s meet here, it’s as good as anywhere.”
And with that the big man got to his feet and left, leaving Attwood to his own thoughts. He was under no illusion as to what he had just commissioned, and he could only hope that nothing went wrong.

**********************

Catt and Keller met in Reading – Catt was wary about being seen too often in the Croydon area after having as recently as January completed a commission on behalf of an up and coming drug dealer who had wanted one of his more established rivals rendered impotent. For once, it had not been an assassination that had been called for but a serious wounding – a bullet in each of the victim’s kneecaps condemning the man to a wheelchair probably for the rest of his life. Whilst Catt had been masked for the attack it had been in an area frequented by the victim’s colleague’s and there was always the chance that one of them might have seen Catt, perforce unmasked, either on his way to undertake his mission, on when leaving after having completed it. There was also another element to the affair. The dealer, Ernie Briggs, had a bodyguard, one Dave Moore, who was known to always go around armed. To get to Briggs, Catt had had to go past Moore, which he had achieved by shooting the man dead – collateral damage.
Harry Catt studied the slim file that Keller had handed him. It contained two photographs and a short list of just two names and two addresses.

“You OK with this, Harry?”

“Yes, no problem – any time scale?”

“The client doesn’t want it to hang on, but it isn’t madly urgent – plenty of time for reconnaissance. They need to look like accidents, though, or even natural causes if that’s possible.” 

Catt studied the two pictures whilst he ran things over in his mind. Money was beginning to get a bit tight – the knee-capping had only brought him ten thousand pounds, and was the first job that he had landed in six months. He had been reluctant to push for more, only too well aware that there were plenty of young thugs around who would be only too happy to do it for next to nothing – but the young thugs didn’t have his experience, nor his reputation for never leaving so much as a single thread of evidence that might lead back to his client. 

“OK – what’s my fee?”

“Thirty thousand each, half up front, half on completion.”

Keller would, Catt was perfectly well aware, be taking his own cut out of whatever the client was paying, but that was life. Beggars, he reflected ruefully, can’t be choosers.

“When do I get the up-front money?”

Keller gave a grin, a grin which stretched his facial scar to render his appearance even more threatening than normal.

“Got it right here, Harry, got it right here. I was pretty sure that a job like this would be right up your street.”

He looked around the bar, a bar which was quiet, dark and scarcely a hive of activity – apart from themselves there were only seven or eight patrons, all more interested in their drinks and their various conversations than wondering what Catt and Keller might be up to. Satisfied that they were unobserved, Keller extracted a bulky envelope from the battered leather briefcase that he had brought with him and slid it across the table to Catt, who immediately secreted it in the inside pocket of his heavy jacket.
The two men leisurely finished their drinks, then went their separate ways, Catt to his car parked in the next street and a careful drive back to Winchester, Keller a considerably shorter drive from Reading back to Croydon. Once there, as promised, he phoned Attwood to confirm that all was in hand – just four words that would convey nothing to anybody, for whatever reason and by whatever means, might overhear them. 
Chapter Eighteen: January 2017
DCI Wright and his number two DI Pollard had inspected the crime scene – one man dead, another crippled. The crippled man, Ernie Briggs, was a known drug dealer near the top of the chain in South-East London. The dead man, Dave Moore, had been his bodyguard. Briggs had been shot in the legs, a single bullet to each kneecap, wounds likely to cripple him for the rest of his life. The man had been the bodyguard, a bodyguard who had proved to be armed with a pistol, not that it had done him any good. His killer had put two bullets into Moore’s chest whilst his victim must have been struggling to get his own weapon into action.
Now the two detectives were back at the police station, glumly reviewing yet another example of the vicious turf wars being waged by rival drug dealing gangs. Wright gave a long drawn out sigh.
“You know, Jim, I reckon this is the work of the gunman who accounted for Charteris, and Baines, Levine senior and junior, and Mrs. Levine. Oh, I know it isn’t the same gun, but the efficiency of it all, the lack of the slightest whisper on the street as to who it might be – I’m pretty sure that he’s back again.”

His deputy nodded in agreement.

“Reckon you’re right, Graham – it has all the hallmarks. I just wonder why Briggs was left alive. Every other time our man had killed. Now, however, we do have a witness, or will have when Briggs is well enough to be questioned. Any news on when that might be?”

Wright shrugged his shoulders.

“Probably a couple of days yet – he’s still full of painkillers and scarcely conscious. Even when we can talk to him, I’m willing to bet that he won’t be any use.”

Wright’s forecast proved to be all too depressingly accurate. Two days later, when the wounded drug dealer was fit to be questioned, he had been of no real help at all. The shooting had occurred at a club  which he owned, and had taken place as he and Moore had left the premises by the back door to walk the few yards to where Briggs’ car was parked. The shooter had emerged from behind the vehicle, his features concealed by a black ski mask, a pistol in his hand. As Moore had struggled to get his own gun from his coat pocket, a task made more difficult because of the thick gloves that he was wearing in deference to a bitterly cold day, he had been shot twice and had gone down. Paralysed with fear, and convinced that his own death was imminent, Briggs was amazed to be still alive and knew full well that his continued existence had been a deliberate choice on the part of the gunman. He could only assume, he told the two detectives, that it had been intended as a warning of some sort, although as he strenuously denied having anything to do with anything illegal, and certainly nothing to do with the supply of drugs in the area, he couldn’t understand just what sort of a warning was intended, unless, he added hopefully, it was a case of mistaken identity. After all, why should anybody attack an honest businessman such as himself in so violent a manner? When asked why his companion was armed, Briggs professed to be totally unaware of the fact. As to the shooter, the description he gave was vague. The man was perhaps as much as six feet tall, perhaps a bit less. Like Moore and Briggs himself, the cold weather meant that the man was wearing heavy clothing, making it difficult to ascertain his build, but he certainly hadn’t looked as though he was overweight. A black ski mask had totally concealed his features, and with that the two detectives had to be satisfied.
One thing that Wright and Pollard did learn, however; there was a ‘new kid on the block’, one Larry Jenkins, a young man clearly trying to break into the scene and now, with the removal of Briggs seen as a likely inheritor of the man’s network of minor dealers and pushers. That, at least, was the informed guess of a number of informants and if they were right, Jenkins seemed the most likely candidate as the person who had commissioned the attack on Briggs and Moore.
More in hope than expectation, Jenkins had been questioned, but to no avail. He had an unbreakable alibi for the time of the attack – not that the policemen thought for one moment that Jenkins himself had been the gunman – and professed total ignorance over the incident and vehemently claimed (as had Briggs) that he was an honest businessman and couldn’t understand why the police wanted to talk to him about Briggs’ misfortune.

Chapter Nineteen: April 2017
Harry Catt had done his homework. The block of flats in which Lisa Canari lived was clearly upmarket; to gain entry one had to use an entry phone, an entry phone combined with a CCTV camera, so whoever you buzzed could have a good look at you before deciding whether or not to admit you. It was for that reason that he adopted a disguise – he was dressed as a postman. During his reconnaissance he had managed to see a floorplan of the flats; each had a bathroom in addition to the en-suite facilities off two of the three bedrooms, a factor which had determined his course of action. Another element of his reconnaissance had been to check the arrival time of the real postman; he was some ten minutes earlier. What he had been unable to determine was whether or not Lisa Canari was actually at home, but no matter. There was always tomorrow and the day after, and the day after that,
He pressed the buzzer for flat four – each flat occupied an entire floor of the block – and waited. Only seconds passed before he heard the disembodied voice of a woman.

“Yes, postman, what is it?”

Another part of Catt’s disguise – a prop for it- was a parcel clearly too big to be passed through one of the letter boxes, one for each flat, set in the wall next to the door.

“A parcel for Ms. Canari to be signed for” 

“Come on up.”

There was a brief buzzing sound and the door opened an inch or so. Catt pushed it all the way open and found himself in a small foyer facing a lift, beside which was a door with no handle – presumably a fire escape only openable from the other side.  He crossed to the lift and pressed the button marked ‘Canari’. The lift door slid open, he stepped inside and the door closed again. A second’s delay and the lift started to ascend smoothly and silently. It stopped, there was a faint ‘bong’ type of noise and a female voice announced ‘Fourth Floor’ as the door opened once more.
He found himself in a small foyer opposite what was clearly Lisa Canari’s front door. As he emerged from the lift he saw the security peephole in the door darken momentarily as the flat’s occupant looked through to ensure that her visitor was who she expected.

Then the door opened and the woman herself stood before him. She was, he reflected, perhaps the best looking woman that he had ever seen in the flesh as opposed to on the screen, with shoulder length glossy raven hair framing an oval face for which dark, glittering eyes looked at him. ‘What a waste’ he thought to himself as he dropped the parcel that he had been carrying to the floor and with his right hand drew his pistol from the waistband of his trousers where the weapon had been secreted at the small of his back. The woman’s eyes opened wide in shock as she saw the gun, which was now levelled at her head. Her mouth started to open.
“Don’t make a sound,” Catt snarled, his voice heavily laden with menace, “go back inside.”

She stepped backwards into the entrance hall of the flat, her eyes still wide open in shock and her entire body beginning to tremble. Catt stepped through the threshold of the door and the woman stepped further back, retaining the separation between them.
“Which is your bedroom?”

Wordlessly, she indicated one of the doors off the hallway.

“Go in there, and remember, not a sound.”

She turned and opened the door that she had indicated and Catt followed her into the room, finding himself in a large, clearly feminine room, expensively furnished with a thick pile carpet on the floor, brocade curtains at the window and a king size bed immediately in front of them. Catt swapped the pistol from his right hand to his left, and used his right to draw another weapon from the pocket of his jacket. It was a tube of canvas, about nine inches long and an inch and a half in diameter. He swung it viciously at the unsuspecting woman, hitting her at the base of the skull; she collapsed in a heap on the floor, for all the world like a puppet which had had its strings cut.
Catt laid the pistol and the canvas tube on the dressing table and checked Lisa for a pulse, finding one with no problem. She was still alive, but following a blow like that would be unconscious for a long time. He picked her up and laid her on the bed and carefully removed her clothing. The outer garments, black barathea trousers and a white cashmere sweater, both clearly expensive, he found suitable places for – a hanging rail in the built in wardrobe for the trousers and a drawer containing other woollens for the sweater. She was wearing a watch – an expensive looking Cartier on her left wrist and a gold bracelet on her right. He removed both and put them in a jewellery box standing on the dressing table, Finally, he removed her underwear, leaving her naked.
He carried the underwear into the kitchen and pushed them into the washing machine, then made his way to the bathroom. As expected, judging by the rest of the flat, it was expensively fitted out, but he was interested in only one thing – the bath itself. It was ideal for his intended purpose, clearly big enough to meet his need and he filled it, checking the temperature of the water carefully; Catt had a very high opinion of forensic pathology. He was going to drown the woman in her bath, with the bruise to the back of her head offering the solution to her death that she had somehow got into the bath, slipped, fallen and struck her head in the bath’s rim, with the blow rendering her unconscious, whereupon she would have slipped down beneath the surface of the water and drowned. For the story to be credible, the water had to be at the right temperature, not too hot, not too cold, and such a fall would have splashed water onto the floor, so Catt splashed a generous amount of the bath’s contents over its edge.

Satisfied with the scene that he had set, a death scene that would look for all the world like a tragic accident, he made his way back to the bedroom to carry out the final act of his commission. 

He stopped short at the bedroom door, unable to believe his eyes. Lisa Canari was on her feet and, to his horror, she had picked up his pistol and was now holding it out in front of her, her hands shaking in a combination of the after effects of the blow to the head and sheer fright. In his eight years as a paid assassin, Catt had, up to that moment, made only one mistake – when he had failed to realise that Gus Levine was at home when he had broken into the man’s house, expecting to wait for him to return from his office. This, however, was his second mistake. It was to be his last.
The Glock 17, the pistol which Lisa Canari now held in her trembling hands, is a very popular weapon amongst law and order forces through much of the world. One of the reasons for its popularity is that it is rugged and simple to use, whilst being very difficult to discharge accidentally. To fire it requires a long pull on the trigger, but that is all, and that is exactly what Lisa did, The noise was deafening and to it the woman added her own voice, screaming as loudly as her lungs would allow. The magazine of the Glock holds a maximum of seventeen rounds, but keeping a magazine fully loaded tends, over time, to weaken the spring which feeds the cartridges into the gun’s chamber. For that reason, Catt only fully loaded the magazine if he was expecting to go up against somebody who was also armed. The rest of the time the magazine held only seven or eight rounds. That particular day there were eight rounds in the magazine and Lisa fired them all, pulling the trigger again and again until the gun was empty and the response to further pulling of the trigger was just a metallic click.
Even at a range of under ten feet, most of the bullets missed Catt altogether, but not all of them. The very first shot tore through his throat, destroying the larynx and damaging one of the cervical vertebrae and the spinal cord.  The second and third shots missed; number four hit Catt in the left shoulder, shattering the scapula. Number five tore through the fleshy part of his right thigh, but missed anything vital. Six seven and eight missed – but that first shot was enough. Catt fell back into the hall, his feet just inside the bedroom.
Lisa, still screaming, threw the gun onto the bed and looked in horror at Catt as he lay there. There was blood, a lot of blood around his head, so much blood that it seemed impossible for the human body to have contained it, but now it was leaking out all over the floor, where the carpet was busily absorbing it. He was still alive, his arms and legs twitching to a small degree, but within moments the twitching stopped; Catt was dead.
Lisa buried her face in her hands, her whole body shaking as she was consumed by wracking sobs, the tears coursing down her cheeks unbidden. 
Slowly, some small degree of composure returned to her, She realised that she had to call the authorities, but retained enough of a grasp on reality to appreciate that to call nine, nine, nine and announce that she had shot somebody dead was to invite a delayed invasion by armed policemen. She slowly got to her feet, and with a shudder of repulsion, stepped over Catt’s body and made her way to the nearest phone, the one in the kitchen. She dialled 999.
“Emergency, which service do you require?”

“Police, please.”

A disembodied voice responded and Lisa drew a deep breath before replying.

“A man broke into my flat – I think he is dead.”

It took several minutes of further questioning before Lisa was assured that police presence was on its way.

The response turned out to be two uniformed constables, PCs Roger Hunt and Denise Waterman, in a marked car. They used the entry keypad to gain admission, although by then Lisa had retreated into a state of shock and the officers had had to gain admission  by calling one of the other occupants to open the entry door for them. 

Once at the fourth floor they found the entry door wide open and upon cautiously entering the flat, found Catt’s body and a still virtually hysterical, and still naked, Lisa Canari. She was huddled in a corner of the kitchen, still sobbing brokenly.
The two officers took in the scene and Denise crouched down by Lisa, bringing her face close to the distraught woman. 

“Lisa, my name’s Denise and we are here to help you. Now, do you think that if we fetched you some clothes you could put them on?”

Lisa, still sobbing, nodded her head slightly. Denise turned to her colleague.

“Rog, get Ms. Canari something to wear – probably best not to go in the bedroom, though – scene of crime will want it kept as clear as poss. See if there’s anything in the bathroom – a dressing gown or something.”

The male constable disappeared, to return moments later with a fluffy bathrobe, which Denise helped Lisa – still trembling from head to toe with shock – to put on.

“There,” the young policewoman said encouragingly, “that’s better. Why don’t we all go into the lounge where we can be more comfortable.”

Taking silence as assent, Denise helped the trembling woman to her feet and, taking her arm to support her, led her out of the kitchen into the lounge, where she helped her to sit on the settee. Once she was safely seated Hunt slipped back into the kitchen, mouthing to Denise as he did so ‘Calling it in’. He used his radio to update the dispatcher as to what they had found and requested an ambulance for the woman who was still clearly in no fit state to be left alone, and the presence of CID.
It took ten minutes for an ambulance to arrive and the paramedics rapidly decided that Lisa should be seen at the hospital as quickly as possible, leaving the two police officers with a dilemma. Clearly a shooting fatality had occurred and the only possible shooter was the woman. It would have to be investigated, but in the meantime she needed hospitalisation. Roger Hunt made the obvious decision.

“Den, you go with Ms. Canari in the ambulance. I’ll wait here for the cavalry to arrive.”

 The ‘cavalry’, in the form of Detective Sergeant Howard McFee, arrived some twenty minutes later. McFee, at fifty years of age and a DS for nearly twenty years, had long accepted that he would rise no higher in the ranks of the force and was generally regarded as a time server with no interest in doing any more than he had to keep himself out of trouble. He surveyed Catt’s corpse from a few feet away, careful not to contaminate the scene in any way, then turned to Hunt.
“So, where’s the woman who lives here?”

“Taken to hospital, sarge. She was absolutely hysterical and the paramedics were real worried about her going into some sort of shock, catatonic they called it.”

McFee contemplated going off the deep end at allowing the only possible suspect for the killing leave the scene but decided against it. Too much effort.

“Anyone go with her?”

“Yeah, my partner, PC Waterman – Denise – went in the ambulance with her.”

McFee grunted an acknowledgement.

“You called in saying that there was a gun involved.”

Hunt pointed into the bedroom.

“You can see it lying there on the bed.”

“Either of you touch it?”
“No. When we got here Ms. Canari was in the kitchen having hysterics. We saw the body but didn’t touch it, nor did we go into the bedroom at all.”

“Right – scene of crime people are on their way. You get off, make a statement and get it to CID before you go off shift.”

“Right, sarge.”
Relieved to be out of McFee’s miserable presence, Hunt made good his escape.
It was two days later, the thirteenth of April, two thousand and seventeen. DS McFee had handed over the investigation into Catt’s death to his boss, DI Pollard who reviewing what was known with DCI Wright.

“So, Jim, what do we know?”
“Well, for starters, what we don’t know is who has been killed. Absolutely no ID on him, his fingerprints and DNA aren’t on record. What we do know is that he got into Canari’s flat by posing as a postman with a delivery that had to be signed for. Once inside he knocked the woman out, using a sort of improvised cosh, a canvas tube about nine inches long, an inch and a quarter in diameter and filled with sand. Ms. Canari has one heck of a bruise at the base of her skull, consistent with her having been hit from behind with that cosh. It clearly knocked her cold, but chummy miscalculated. He must have thought that she would have been out for a lot longer than she actually was. Now, when the two PCs found her in her kitchen, understandably having hysterics, she was naked. She is adamant – and I see no reason to disbelieve her – that the man must have stripped her whilst she was unconscious – oh, and there’s no evidence of rape or any form of sexual assault. Canari identified the clothes that she had been wearing when she was attacked – trousers and a sweater had been put away just as though she had taken them off herself, and the underwear that she had been wearing was in the washing machine. The bath had been filled and a lot of water splashed onto the floor. What the man seems to have intended was to drown her in the bath, with the bruise on her head making it look as though she had slipped, fallen backwards, hit her head on the edge of the bath, slipped unconscious under the water and drowned – the water all over the floor would have made it look like a fall into the bath. All in all a pretty callous murder made to look like a tragic accident. He made two very big mistakes. Presumably when he was stripping Canari he put his gun and cosh on the dressing table near the bed. That was mistake number two. Number one had been not hitting her hard enough to keep her out of it until he was ready to dump her in the bath. Cost him his life, because Canari came round, picked up the gun and blew him away. Serves him right in my book.”
Wright considered what he had been told.

“We’re sure of all this, are we, Jim?”

“Sure as can be – and I’ve saved the best until last. That gun was the one used to kill Moore and kneecap Briggs back in January – so we’ve got a contract gunman taken down by one of his intended victims.”

“No charges against Canari?”

Pollard looked annoyed.

“Come on, Graham, what for? For saving her own life at the expense of the man who had come to kill her?”

“The question will be asked, Jim, you know that as well as I do. How many times did she shoot him? Could he have been rendered no threat but she went on to kill him anyway?”
Pollard, unhappy at the idea that the intended victim might be seen to have used unreasonable force, shrugged his shoulders.

“The gun – it’s a Glock 17 – had eight rounds in the magazine, just under half full. She fired all eight shots at a range of less than ten feet – and missed five times. Of the three shots that hit him, one would have been invariably fatal – hit him in the throat, destroyed the trachea, catastrophically damaging the spinal cord. The other two – broken shoulder blade and a flesh wound in the thigh, both non-life-threatening. No way of telling the order in which those bullets hit him. If the throat wound came first, that was lights out time right there and then. If either of the other two came first than he could still have been a threat – big man in a pain driven adrenalin rush, full of fury, small, terrified woman. Even if Canari was capable of rational thought at that point – which I very, very much doubt, she needed to stop him or die herself – no two ways about it. Oh, and one other thing. Just in case some bright smart-arse suggests that as she used the gun on our mystery man, it might have been Canari who shot Moore and Briggs in January, so I checked; Lisa Canari was in Bordeaux, modelling some clothes in a vineyard setting for the fashion pages of one of colour supplements. She was there for three days, and the day that Moore and Briggs were shot she was very definitely working – I spoke to the guy who was doing the photography and the fashion editor who was in overall charge – both were adamant that she was there all day.”
“Well done, Jim, you’ve covered just about all the bases as far as I can see. Certainly I will be recommending most strongly that no action is taken against Ms. Canari – hopefully the inquest on the would-be killer will conclude that it was justifiable homicide. But somehow, we really need to find out who that man was. Given his chosen line of work, I doubt that anyone is going to file a missing persons enquiry about him, but I suppose there is a faint chance, You never know, he might just be living with some dim partner who thinks that he’s a bank clerk or the like.”

“Yeah – the only other thing that I can think of is a picture in the local press and local TV to see if anybody recognises him.”

“Worth trying. But in the meantime – how did he get to the Canari place?”

Pollard looked embarrassed.

“Should have thought. He didn’t have any car keys on him, but he must surely have either had transport, or somebody dropped him off.” The DI paused as a thought struck him. 
“He was very careful not to carry anything that could identify him – real professional job. Chances are he had a car and all his stuff, wallet and the like, are still in it – if he’d had an accomplice drop him off, he’d have left the stuff with him – or her, of course – but we know this is the guy who shot Briggs and Moore, and given the way he was working, I’d lay money on him being the man who topped the Levines, Charteris and Baines, and that he just got himself a new gun after killing the Levines. No sign of that man having anyone with him, although I suppose it is possible and they just kept out of sight – after all, the only one left to talk to us is Briggs, and I wouldn’t trust him as far as I could throw him.” He shook his head in frustration, “sorry, boss, I’m going round in circles here, but I have this feeling that there is transport somewhere just waiting for him to come back to it – but what, and where? And surely there must be a key for that transport – he must have hidden it. He surely wouldn’t leave a vehicle unlocked.”
A further thought struck him.

“Graham, I don’t know if anyone has gone through chummy’s clothes with a fine tooth comb. I’ll check.”

It took nearly an hour for Pollard to track down the dead man’s clothing and examine the garments – and he found it. One of the shoes had a hollow heel which could be twisted round to reveal its contents – two keys. One was a Yale key, presumably for the man’s front door. The other was an ignition key for a car. It was an old-fashioned style key, perfectly plain, not a remote fob key. The only way to find the vehicle it would fit was to try it in the lock of any suspect vehicle. Pollard quickly organised a team to search. The only thing known about the key was that it was for  a Ford and the local Ford agents had said that it must have belonged to an early Focus as when first launched the car was sold with just one remote fob key and as a spare a plain key with no remote facility. So now, having had duplicate keys cut, Pollard had a team of officers scouring the locality for an old Ford Focus which could be opened with the dead man’s key.

They were in luck; the vehicle was found within two hours and once it had been discovered – to everybody’s disappointment, proving to contain none of the expected treasure trove of a wallet or the like, the registration number was checked with the DVLA. The car was registered to  one Helen Forbes, a twenty year old student who lived in Basingstoke. That was a puzzle, but a puzzle that was quickly solved. Helen Forbes had sold the car – for just two hundred pounds in cash – to a man the previous week, and had only just got round to sending off the form advising change of ownership to the DVLA. Once the details were checked nobody was surprised to learn that the name and address that the man had given to Helen Forbes were fictitious.
Pollard had the dead man’s picture shown on local TV and circulated the picture to other police forces, but was not sanguine about the likelihood of anyone local recognising him. The fact that the car had been bought in Basingstoke almost certainly pointed to the man coming from further afield than Croydon and its surrounding areas.
************************

One person who did live in the area, and who did recognise Catt’s picture was, of course, Hugo Keller, not that he needed any such prompting. The attempt on Lisa Canari’s life had made the national, as well as the local, media, and Keller was shocked to read about it. How on earth had Harry Catt, one of the most ruthless men, and one of the most meticulous of planners, that Keller had ever met, allow himself to be taken down by his intended victim? A victim who probably didn’t know one end of a gun from the other? Keller decided that he had a problem. Another attempt on Canari was always possible, but even an ‘accidental’ death would surely be rigorously investigated following this botched attempt? And what about Lambert? With Catt no longer available, Keller would have to find someone else to undertake that hit and at the moment he was short of candidates with anything like the ability of Catt to undertake such a task. Attwood wanted the deaths of the two people who threatened him to seem to be accidents – that was the problem. If it had just been a case of a straightforward killing, Keller could have called on any number of men who would undertake it, but for something more sophisticated he had nobody. He did not know it, but he was worrying unnecessarily.
********************

There was another person even more shocked by what had happened than was Hugo Keller, although shocked for an entirely different reason. When he saw the TV report on the attempt on Lisa Canari’s life and how she had overcome her would-be killer, Marcus Attwood felt physically ill. Fortunately, he was by himself at the time, so there was nobody to remark upon the shock that he was clearly feeling. Obviously the police were investigating the matter – the TV item preceded by forty-eight hours the appeal for anyone who recognised Catt’s picture to come forward – and Attwood was horrified that there could be a trail to the man whom he had paid, a trail that could well lead to himself. He made an instant decision and reached for a phone – the ‘throw away’ phone that he had been given as the sole means of contact with Keller.
Keller was aware that one of his phones was ringing and, upon checking, realised that it was the second of the pair that he used for communication with Marcus Attwood. He picked it up and accepted the call.
“Yes?”

“We need to meet.”

“No way, Mr. Attwood – I made it perfectly clear to you. We only meet when you pay me the rest of the money.”

“No, I’ve changed my mind. Your man botched the job, so I’m cancelling – and I want my money back.”

Keller gave a harsh laugh.

“You’re joking, right? The money’s gone, long gone. Now, do you want the contract continued or not?”

“Not – anything you may have planned, forget it. This mess is worse than anything I had imagined.”

“OK, Mr. Attwood – our business is finished. Just destroy that phone and forget that we ever met.”

At that, Keller ended the call, leaving Attwood gazing at his handset, his mind in a turmoil. Could the police get onto him? He had spent forty thousand pounds for nothing; including the blackmail payment he had spent eighty-five thousand, and for what? He was a wealthy man, but even he wasn’t happy at losing so much for so little. Hopefully, he had heard the last of Clarke, Lewis and Hughes, but even that wasn’t guaranteed. He was in his study at home; feeling the need to clear his head he got his car out of the garage and drove, drove aimlessly for over an hour, before finally finding himself near to Boxhill, the well-known Surrey beauty spot. There was a small car park near the summit; he parked the car, got out and walked for nearly another hour, before returning to the vehicle. He had made up his mind. He would stop worrying about the three blackmailers – any further attempt to extort money he would simply ignore. With the forged ‘diary’ in his possession they had nothing. The attempt on the Canari woman had been unsuccessful; the police might, or might not, trace Hugo Keller, although given the man’s profession he was surely competent enough to avoid that happening. No, he decided, his earlier feeling of total panic was unnecessary – given his time in the Army, he felt ashamed that he had reacted in such a way. Hell, he hadn’t reacted like that in actual combat!
He resolved to put his worries about the past behind him and to concentrate on the future. He needed to continue building his power base within the party so that he could launch a bid for the leadership before the two thousand and twenty election, when, under its current leadership, Labour were, he was quite sure, headed for a humiliating defeat. He was certain that the party’s neo-Marxist message was nothing like what the British public wished to hear. Given his own leadership, and more sensible policies, he felt sure that Labour would do far better, although a victory was unlikely unless the Tories somehow managed to make a real mess of the Brexit negotiations. No, he saw that election as a building block towards a more successful campaign in two thousand and twenty-five, when he would still be only fifty-six and with every chance of becoming Prime Minister. The future, he had managed to convince himself, looked rosy.
Chapter Twenty: 18th April 2017
Attwood was horrified. The fixed term Parliament legislation had been repealed and the Prime Minister had called an election for the eighth of June. At a stroke, his long term political plan had been negated. Labour would go into the election under the existing leadership and defeat, almost certainly a humiliating defeat, was certain. Now what? He was furious at what he saw as an unprincipled power grab by the Tories, looking to make maximum benefit from the parlous state of Labour. He was resigned to another period of opposition – that was a forgone conclusion, but it was the fact that there was no question of the party dropping the current leadership that really hurt. It wasn’t just personal, he assured himself; he honestly believed, and a lot of colleagues agreed with him, that a Labour party led by himself and like-minded MPs was better for the country as well as for the party itself.
His wife was sympathetic, but philosophical.

“Marcus, get over it. Your chance will come – in fact this improves your chances. The party is headed for an election disaster and even the current leadership can’t be expected to survive it. Keep your head down until after the election, then make your move. This could even be good news for you and, eventually, for the party. The idiots in charge are going to be totally discredited – they’ve had their chance and utterly blown it.”
“Oh, I guess you could be right, Sarah, but it is so frustrating. Another year and a half or so and I’m sure that I could take over the leadership and do much better that the current lot.”

“True, but you’ve said yourself that, unless the Tories mess up Brexit big time, they were going to win in twenty twenty, which means that you would have been the leader of the losers. This way, again if the Tories mess up, you might even win the next election.”

Attwood shrugged his shoulders.

“OK, I guess that you may well be right, but I don’t like this sort of surprise.”

He didn’t know it, but there were more surprises to come his way in the very near future.

*************************************

George Campbell and Jenny Deacon were closeted with the editor, Raymond Warring. Campbell was leading the discussion.
“Ray, I think that now is the time to run our story on the Canari accusation against Attwood. A bit of dirt thrown at Labour’s heir apparent can’t be bad, now can it?”

Warring leant back in his chair as he thought things through.

“How good will Canari be as a witness and as a source, George?”

“Absolutely top class, Ray. She’s well known, she’s rich, so she can’t be accused of doing it for the money, she’s got witnesses.”
“Come on, George. Nobody actually saw the rape – if rape it was.”
“Of course not, but what those two women saw is pretty good as supporting evidence.”

“OK, we’ll run it – might as well have it tomorrow’s paper – no time like the present.”

The paper did, in fact, run the story the very next day, to the horror of Attwood and his wife. It was Sarah Attwood who first saw it, and her face went ashen.
“Oh, my God!” she exclaimed. Attwood, engrossed in his own, different newspaper looked up in surprise.

“Sarah. What is it – you look as though you’ve seen a ghost!”

His wife didn’t speak. Instead, she slid the paper across the breakfast table to him and he looked in incredulity at the front page. The lead story was, as far he was concerned, the worst possible morning reading that there could have been. The headline – and it was the front page lead story – was very much to the point:
“Marcus Attwood Raped Me!”

“Model Accuses Labour MP”

“Lisa Canari, the famous fashion model, accuses Marcus Attwood, the Labour Party’s rising star, of teenage rape”

Sarah Attwood found her voice at last.
“Marcus, what the hell is this all about?”

For a moment her husband was too taken aback to respond, as he read through the rest of the article. It was all there, a tale of a drunken teenager taken against her will, with the supporting details of friends who had known what had happened, the break-up of  her parent’s marriage as a direct result of what had happened; it went on and on, continued on page two, and the worst was at the very end.
‘In view of the seriousness of Ms. Canari’s allegations, the Recorder has referred its evidence to the officers leading the Metropolitan Police’s Operation Yewtree, the investigation into cases of historic sexual assault.’

Attwood looked at his wife.

“It’s not true,” he insisted, “and I’m going to have to sue the woman and this rag.”

“But what’s it all about, Marcus. I’ve heard of this Canari woman – seen lots of pictures of her modelling clothes in the glossies – so, tell me, what’s going on?”
Attwood gritted his teeth in scarcely suppressed fury.

“Canari was at school with me. We had sex at a party – Christ, we were eighteen years old – it’s what happens. No way was it rape, but that long ago, how can I prove it? This is a witch hunt. The Recorder is in the Tories pocket – how convenient for them to see this running just before the election.” 

Before Sarah could respond, the telephone rang. She was the nearer to it and picked it up.

“Hello?”

“Sarah, hi – it’s Tony Brightman. Is Marcus there? I’d like to talk to him if he is.”

“Hold on.” She turned to Attwood.

“It’s Tony Brightman on the phone. One guess what it is going to be about.”

She handed the phone over to her husband, who took it with obvious reluctance, but took a deep breath before putting it to his ear.”

Brightman was the party’s local agent and must clearly have read the article in the Recorder to be phoning so early.

“Tony, I suppose you’ve seen the Recorder?”

“Yes, I have, Marcus – what’s going on?”

“Lisa Canari and I were at the same school. Back when we were both eighteen we went to a party and had sex. Christ Almighty, what’s unusual about that? It’s what happens. Now she’s trying to stir up trouble. You know the Recorder, it’s a Tory mouthpiece. How convenient for it, and for the Tories, to be able to run something like this just before an election!”

“So what are you going to do about it?”

“I’m going to sue Canari and the paper – they’re going to be very sorry for trying to pull this sort of a stunt.”

“Well, keep me in the loop, won’t you, Marcus. I haven’t been in touch with party headquarters yet, but obviously I am going to have to pretty soon.”
Less that happy with he had heard, Attwood ended the call.

****************************

Some five miles away, Rita Collins was another one avidly reading the Recorder’s front page. She laid it down on the table; opposite her, Ken, her husband was still engrossed in the sports page of the Daily Mail.

“Here, Ken, put that down and look at this!”

She pushed the paper across and with a sigh, Collins laid down the Daily Mail and looked at the proffered newspaper.

“So? Why the interest?”
“Well, guess what – I was at school with Lisa Canari and with that creep Attwood.”
“Yeah, so what?”

“Well, you see what the story says – he raped Canari at a party. Now back then, don’t forget, this was when we were all teenagers, I was at several parties that Attwood was also at. What’s to say he didn’t rape me as well?”

“What, did he?”

“Course not you twit, but he’d have a hard time proving he didn’t, wouldn’t he? That Operation Yewtree thing – they’re only too happy to go after people like him. Now, just suppose I jump on the band wagon – go to the police, or perhaps the paper first, saying now I’ve seen this story, after all these years I think it is time for people to know what a man that politician really is? There could be money for us in it!”
“Seems good to me – how would you do it?”

Rita thought about for a moment.

“Let me think a bit. I need to be able to come up with something that sounds right and something that can’t be disproved – no good coming up with a date out of the blue, only for the bugger to prove he was holiday with his parents, or something like that, on that date. I’ll have to look at my diaries.”

Rita was well aware that Ken could never understand why she kept a diary, in fact done since she was twelve years old, a collection that had started off in exercise books, then moved to proper diaries, then gone back to exercise books which was what she now used, dismayed at the amount of space ‘proper’ diaries took up. Now, however, her obsession with keeping a record of her life might just come in very handy indeed.
As it happened, the years when she was seventeen to nineteen were recorded in proper diaries, and she spent several hours going through them before triumphantly seizing on one particular date.

“Got him!” she whooped. 

Collins was intrigued.

“What have you got, love?”

“Just listen to this – December first, nineteen eighty-seven. Jeff Hughes eighteenth so we all went to the Swan for drinks, then back to his parents’ place – he had talked them into being away so fun was had by all – I had that Jimmy Jakes – he’s not much good – think I may even have been his first, although he denied it. That creep Attwood was there – he and Jeff are mates, and his other mates were there – Pete Porter, Len Clarke, and Jimmy Lewis. Lisa Canari was there as well – snooty as ever – gave Attwood a very cold shoulder.’”
Collins furrowed his brow.

“But what use is that? All it says it that you shagged this Jakes guy, nothing about Attwood other than saying that he was there.”

“You don’t think that I’m going to show the diary to anyone, do you – do I look that stupid? No, that just gives me a date and a place when and where Attwood and I where both there. Now the beauty of it is, Jeff Hughes still lives locally – saw him in Tesco’s only a week or so back. Now, it was his party – and he and Atwood were mates at the time, so I’m sure he’ll be able to bear me out that Attwood and I were there.”
“Well, it would be good, wouldn’t it – and when you look at some of the stories coming out of that Operation Yewtree they talk about, just saying it happened gets the fuzz all excited. But if Hughes and Attwood were mates, is he going to want to help you going for the man?”
“Well, if there’s money in it he might well be interested – talking to him at Tesco’s, he’s out of work at the mo – his firm went bust and he hasn’t found anything new yet.”
Collins shrugged his shoulders

“OK, doll, go for it.”

******************************

DI Pollard had also read the lead story of that day’s Recorder. He had read it avidly, and was now with his boss who was equally intrigued by the tale.

“Looks like we’ve found a possible reason for the attack on Canari, Jim. I reckon that we need to talk to Mr. Attwood pretty soon. Why not give him a bell and arrange for the two of us to see him, today if poss.”

“Wildo.”

It was Sarah Attwood who answered the detective’s phone call.

“Mrs. Attwood, I’m Detective Inspector Pollard of the Metropolitan Police. I’d like to speak with your husband if he’s there, please.”

“I’m afraid he’s not here, Inspector – he’s at the constituency office at the moment, and he’ll being going up to London  to the house after lunch. You should be able to catch him at the office, though. Do you know the number?”

“Not off hand. If you could let me have it that would be most helpful.”

Sarah rattled off the number – it was permanently etched into her memory – and put the phone down. Now why, she wondered, did the police want to talk with Marcus? She looked uneasily at the Recorder, still lying on the table, the front page story screaming out at her. Was it something to do with that story? She was only too well aware of how in recent years many prominent figures had been hounded by the police over allegations of historic sexual abuse, often on the flimsiest of evidence, or even no credible evidence at all. Was Marcus about to become the latest victim of the witch hunt?

Marcus Attwood was, indeed, at his constituency office at that very moment, although he was not engaged in direct constituency business. He was, instead, assuring Tony Brightman, the part’s local agent, that there was no truth in the paper’s story and that he was going to sue both the paper and Lisa Canari for libel.
“Well, that’s good to hear, Marcus – as you can imagine, with an election coming up, headquarters are really unhappy to see that story.”

Attwood shook his head determinedly.

“Don’t be naive, Tony. They must be rubbing their hands with glee at the prospect of me in trouble.”

The younger man looked embarrassed.

“Yeah, well, there will be some feeling that way, I’m sure. All the more important that we try and kill the story as quickly as possible.”

It was at that moment that the phone rang and Brightman answered it. He listened for a moment, then his eyebrows rose in surprise as he looked at Attwood, and handed over the phone.

“It’s the police, Marcus, a DI Pollard wants to speak to you.”

Attwood took the phone with a heavy heart; he was well aware that there was only one reason for the police wanting to talk to him.

“Inspector, Marcus Attwood – how can I help you?”

“Mr. Attwood, I expect that you have seen the allegations made against you in today’s paper..”

Attwood forcibly interrupted him.

“I have indeed Inspector. Firstly, let me assure you that there is not a word of truth in them. Secondly, I am meeting with my lawyers later this morning and will be instructing them to initiate proceedings for libel against Ms. Canari personally and also the paper for printing her allegations. I am confident that I will win substantial damages out of all this, damages which I will not keep for myself, but will pass on to our local crisis centre for abused women, a centre which does an excellent job on very limited resources.”

Pollard was not fazed, although he was impressed at the way that Attwood had immediately gone onto the offensive. This man, he realised, was not going to be any sort of a pushover.

“That’s as maybe, Mr. Attwood, but we still need to talk to you.”
“Then it must be in the presence of my solicitor, Inspector.”

“Very well, Mr. Attwood – now I’d like you and your solicitor to come to the station, shall we say at four o’clock this afternoon?”

“Presuming that my solicitor can make that time – and I will impress upon him the urgency of the matter, that will be fine – I want to knock these ridiculous allegations on the head as quickly as possible.”

“Right, Mr. Attwood – I look forward to seeing you.”

“Good day, Inspector.”

Attwood turned to Brightman.”

“Well, you heard that, Tony – the wolves are after me already. I presume this is that wretched Operation Yewtree – I thought that it had been more or less closed down after its appalling record?”
Brightman looked worried.

“Marcus, it is vital that these allegations are dismissed – this close to the election they could be very damaging. And although your majority was pretty comfortable last time, with the way the party is showing in the polls the seat might almost be seen as marginal.”

“Don’t worry, Tony, this is a storm in a teacup – I’ll soon make it blow over.”

“I certainly hope so, Marcus.”

*************************

Rita Collins lost no time in contacting the Recorder, and specifically Jenny Deacon, whose name had appeared, along with that of George Campbell, on the by-line of the Attwood story. As a result, later that day Jenny arrived at the Collins’ household to see what could be added to the attack on Marcus Attwood.
Rita Collins was a rather plain looking woman, tending a little to over-weight, with a rather square face dominated by a Romanesque nose. Brown hair was worn cut short, and pale blue eyes surveyed the world from behind spectacles that gave those eyes a permanent mild surprise. All in all, Jenny reflected, it would be hard to imagine a greater contrast to Lisa Canari than Rita Collins, but as Rita’s made up tale unfolded, Jenny was only too willing, eager even, to go along with what she was hearing.

Finally the tale was done, and Rita, who had been leaning forward to emphasise her words, relaxed and sat back in her chair.

“So there you are,” she concluded, “what happened to Lisa is what happened to me. OK, I was a bit the worse for drink, but it was a party, we were all eighteen – so it wasn’t unusual. Do you think that I should go to the police?”

“I most certainly do, Rita, but can you do me a favour and not go until after we publish tomorrow – this is going to make a great follow-up to today’s story. But one other thing – is there anybody who can confirm that you and Attwood were there that evening?”

Rita sat back, a smug expression on her face.

“Oh, yes. As I said it was Jeff Hughes eighteenth – so I phoned him before phoning you. Obviously he can’t confirm what Attwood did to me – Mark was hardly selling tickets, was he?- but he can confirm that Mark and I were both there.”

Jenny nodded her head – not very definitive evidence, but better than nothing. Rita spoke again.

“OK – do you know who I should go to in the police?”

“Well, we’ve passed on our evidence – it’s Lisa’s evidence really, of course, to the Operation Yewtree officers. We spoke with a Detective Sergeant Helen Morris and I would suggest that you phone her tomorrow after the paper is out.”
“OK, I’ll do that.”
As she drove away from the Collins’ house, Jenny Deacon reflected on what she had just been told. Another nail in the coffin of Mr. high and mighty Attwood. She wondered if any more instances of his behaviour would come to light – still, two, both with some supporting evidence, would do nicely to be going on with.

*********************

It was four o’clock when Attwood, together with his solicitor, James Gollan, arrived at the police station and were ushered into an interview room where Wright and Pollard awaited them. Wright greeted them, indicated the two chairs on the opposite side of the table from Pollard and himself, and opened the proceedings.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen. I am Detective Chief Inspector Wright, my colleague is Detective Inspector Pollard. As you are aware, this is an interview under caution and will be recorded, with two copies being made of the recording, one for your solicitor, Mr. Attwood, the other for ourselves.”

He nodded to Pollard, who started the recording machine. Wright spoke again.
“This is a recording of an interview under caution of Mr. Marcus Attwood, at sixteen hundred hours, Wednesday, the nineteenth of April, two thousand and seventeen, Present are Detective Chief Inspector Wright, Detective Inspector Pollard,” he nodded at Attwood, who stated his name, “and” Wright nodded to the solicitor, who spoke forcefully, saying,
“James Gollan, solicitor for Mr. Attwood, and I must protest at the way this interview had been called for without any shred of evidence, based solely on a libellous article in the press, an article which has caused Mr. Attwood to instruct me to commence libel proceedings against the newspaper and the person making the allegations.”

Wright replied calmly.

“Thank you, Mr. Gollan, your protest is, of course, now on record. Now, Mr. Attwood, we are investigating the attempted murder of Ms. Lisa Canari..”
He was interrupted by Gollan.

“I beg your pardon, Chief Inspector. I thought that my client had been brought here to answer the libellous allegations in today’s copy of the Recorder newspaper. Is this not an element of the Operation Yewtree investigations?”

Wright assumed a surprised expression.

“Not at all, Mr. Gollan. Judging by what was written in the paper today, officers from Operation Yewtree may well wish to speak with Mr. Attwood at some point in time, but this interview is nothing to do with the Yewtree investigations.”

“Then I feel that this interview is being called under false pretences. My client has no knowledge of the crime to which you refer, and I fail to see the point of proceeding any further.”

“If you would bear with me, Mr. Gollan, I think that you will learn the relevance of this interview in due course.”

Wright turned his attention to Attwood who had so far remained silent.

“Now, Mr. Attwood, Are you aware of the recent attack on Ms. Canari? It was widely reported in the media.”
Attwood nodded his head.

“Yes, Chief Inspector, I read about it at the time and I was appalled at the attempt to murder a helpless woman in her own home. As I expect you are aware, Lisa Canari and I were at school together, although I have neither seen or spoken to her for many years, probably not since around nineteen eighty-eight or so.”

“Well, if her account is to be believed, you did far more than speak to her on the third of March of that year.”

Attwood shrugged his shoulders dismissively.

“It was a party. Alcohol was consumed, Lisa and I had sex – I make no secret of that – but it was most definitely not rape, as she is now claiming. Her story clearly has one of two reasons – or possibly even both. She is looking to extract money from me, and/or embarrass me politically. You must be aware that the Recorder is a strong supporter of the Conservative party – how convenient for it to run a story such as this the moment an election has been called.”  

Wright nodded. 

“Yes, I can understand your reaction, Mr. Atwood, but we feel that there is much more to look into than Ms. Canari’s reasons for the allegations against you. On the face of it, there would seem to have been no motive for the attempt on her life – oh, and this wasn’t the act of some demented fan. The man who planned to kill her was a professional assassin who, we are satisfied, has committed at least four murders in the last couple of years, and quite probably several more in earlier years. Now, such people cost money, usually quite a lot of money – and I have obtained court authority to examine your bank details. They make interesting reading. The account which you seem to have attempted, unsuccessfully, I am afraid, to keep hidden shows two recent, and very large, withdrawals, one for forty-five thousand pounds, the other for forty thousand. Now, eighty-five thousand pounds, even in this day and age, is a lot of money. Why did you take it out,, Mr Attwood? Oh, and before I forget – the money was actually taken out in cash – so what was it for, Mr. Attwood?”
 Attwood was beginning to develop a slight sheen of perspiration on his forehead as he struggled to come up with a convincing answer. Gollan meant across to him and whispered into his ear. Attwood sat up straighter and took a deep breath.
“No comment.” He replied tonelessly.

“Well, that is, of course, your privilege, Mr. Attwood, but the view of myself and my colleague is that you withdrew that money, wrongly assuming it to be untraceable, to pay our, as yet unidentified, gunman to silence Ms. Canari permanently.”

Gollan interrupted.

“Chief Inspector, I feel that I need to confer with my client in view of the path this interview appears to be taking.” 

“Of course, Mr. Gollan, of course, and during your discussion, you make wish to make it very clear to your client the likelihood of a jury being intrigued by his refusal to identify the use to which he intended to put so much cash.”

Gollan gave a pained smile at the jibe as the two policeman rose to their feet. Pollard spoke into the microphone. 

“Interview suspended at sixteen hundred and fifteen hours, DCI Wright and DI Pollard leaving the room.”
He turned to the two men opposite,

“There will be a uniformed PC outside the door – please advise him when you are ready to resume this interview and he will fetch us” 

Quarter of an hour had passed before Attwood and his solicitor were ready for the interview to be recommenced. Pollard once more started the recorder.

“Interview recommenced at sixteen thirty hours, DCI Wright and DI Pollard re-enter the room.”

Wright took up the questioning again.

“So, Mr. Attwood, what have you to say?”

Attwood looked embarrassed, but to Wright’s mind it was a contrived expression and he mentally prepared himself to be lied to.

“I made a fool of myself, Chief Inspector, a good few years ago (and you’re doing it again, Wright thought to himself). I did some things which, whilst not illegal, did not reflect well upon me and which, if made public, would badly affect my chances of taking over the leadership of my party and be very upsetting to my wife. I have no intention of saying just what it was that gave these people the chance to blackmail me, nor am I willing to name them – to do so would inevitably bring my mistake to public notice.”
At that, Attwood sat back in his chair, crossed his arms in front of his chest and glared defiantly at Wright and Pollard.

Wright looked at the man without speaking for a long time, but eventually broke the silence.

“Well, Mr. Attwood, I must say that I admire your choice of explanation. As you tell it, some, apparently youthful, indiscretion is so serious that even when being questioned as to whether you may have attempted to commission a murder, you are refusing to disclose it. To avoid it coming to light you have paid out no less than eighty-five thousand pounds to blackmailers. Now, we have a long experience of blackmailers – they are seldom easily satisfied and, unless checked, almost inevitably come back for more, and then for more again. The chances are that you have by no means seen the last of them. However, to be honest with you, I find your explanation very hard to understand. You are facing a possible charge of conspiracy to commit murder, and your defence is to say you can’t explain the money that you have been paying to persons unknown when it is suggested to you that you used it to hire an assassin. I find that very hard to accept and I am sure that a jury would be equally sceptical.”
Attwood shrugged his shoulders.

“I have said all that I intend to on the matter, Chief Inspector.”

At that point Gollan interceded.

“Chief Inspector, I really do think that we have reached a point where you must either charge my client or let him go.”

“Unless you or your client insist, Mr. Gollan, I am not yet ready to charge Mr. Attwood, as our enquiries are ongoing. However, I am confident that Mr. Attwood will be charged in the near future. In the meantime he is free to go, but must surrender his passport; there can be no question of him being allowed to leave the country at this time. If that is unsatisfactory to your client, than I will charge him here and now with all the attendant publicity – publicity which I am sure none of us want at this stage.”

Both Gollan and Attwood looked unhappy, but eventually Attwood, with a frown, reached inside his jacket and produced his passport. Interesting, Wright mused to himself, Gollan must have warned him that surrendering his passport would be on the cards. A mistake, although not one that could be used in any way, but it indicated that Attwood and his lawyer were thinking that this problem was not going to go away, and had come to the interview wishing to appear cooperative.
Chapter Twenty-one: 19th April 2017
Sarah Attwood picked up the newspapers that had just come through the letter box. In addition to the Telegraph and the Times, there was the Recorder, and it was to that paper that she first turned, fearing that there would be more about her husband’s alleged rape of Lisa Canari all those years ago. It was worse, far worse, than she had expected. It wasn’t just a follow-up on the Canari story; there was an allegation of a second rape.

 Feeling physically sick, she went into the kitchen/dinner where her husband was just settling down at the breakfast bar, a bowl of cereal and a cup of tea in front of him. She threw the paper down with an angry slap; Attwood looked up at her in surprise, but before he could speak, she did so.
“Marcus, what the fuck is going on? Just look at this, will you?”

Attwood picked up the paper, which had fallen half open, and closed it so that the front page was visible. His face blanched as he took in the glaring headline.

“Oh, my God,” he exclaimed, “what are trying to do to me?”

“Well?” demanded his wife furiously.

Attwood read the first few lines of the headlined article.

“I don’t know.” He replied. “Whoever this woman is, I’ve never heard of her. Rita Collins?” he shook his head in bemusement. “No, I’ve no idea what is going on, except that this bloody paper is trying to discredit me before the election.” 

“Do you really expect me to believe you? This is the second woman to accuse you of rape!”

Attwood shook his head.

“I just told you – I’ve never heard of any Rita Collins.”

“Read on – she used to be Rita Phipps – still no memory?”

Attwood studied the article more closely. It included a photo of a woman, a woman looking sadly into the lens of the camera, a picture clearly intended to convey an image of a person badly done by.

“Yes,” he dragged the word out as though it had several syllables rather than just the one. “I do remember a Rita Phipps, just about. She was in my year, although not in my form – I’m pretty sure of that. Doesn’t look much like the picture, but then, it was nearly thirty years ago. I certainly never raped her, never had sex with her – this is a total fabrication. The bloody woman is jumping on what she sees as a bandwagon, hoping to sue me or something.” 

Sarah’s initial fury was beginning to moderate; there could be, she began to realise, a reasonable explanation for all this, that this woman really was just a gold digger, after what she saw as possible easy pickings. However, she was still very unhappy at the position that she now saw herself as being in. Already, the children had reported being insulted at school; this could only make things worse for them, and for her. How on earth had things come to this? The man that she had married, the man that she had trusted, the father of their children, was now under investigation by the police for historic sexual abuse – for she still didn’t know the full story of what the police believed that Attwood had done.
Attwood was staring at her, his emotions going through a carousel from anger to pathos as he took on board her reaction.

“Sarah,” he said forcibly, “I give you my word – I have never raped anybody. Yes, I had sex with Lisa Canari – and with other girls in the days before we met, just as you had sex with other men before we met. None of those amount to anything now, none of them amounted to anything once we met. As for this latest accusation, I do vaguely remember Rita Phipps but I certainly never had sex with her - from memory, she was a bit of a plain Jane, a frustrated bitch because no one was much interested in her, and jealous of girls like Canari who were so much more popular. Anyway, I’ve already instructed Gollan to start libel proceedings against Canari and the Recorder – now I’ll tell him to add this Collins woman to the suit.”
It was at that moment that the phone rang. Sarah answered it, listened for a moment, and then handed it over.

“Surprise, surprise – it’s Tony Brightman.”

Attwood took the proffered instrument and put it to his ear.

“Yes, Tony?”

“Have you seen today’s Recorder, Marcus?”

“Yes I have. Another tissue of lies – I’m about to get my solicitor to add this Collins woman to my libel suit.”

“Well, that’s good to hear, Marcus, but I have to say that this makes things a good bit worse for us.”

“Worse for me, you mean.” Attwood replied grimly, but was contradicted.

“No, Marcus, not just for you, but for the Party as a whole. The leadership must be licking their lips over all this – any likelihood of you becoming leader in the near future is vanishing by the day.”

Attwood had to admit that Brightman was probably right – the last thing that the party faithful wanted to see was the sight of the incompetents currently in charge being challenged by someone with criminal charges hanging over his head.

“So, Tony, what now?”
“I honestly don’t know, Marcus. I haven’t spoken to headquarters yet, nor to Helena, but I’m going to have to do that very soon.”

Attwood frowned. Helena Hollis, the local party chairman, or ‘chair’ as she insisted upon being called and referred to, was in her late fifties and had succeeded to the chairmanship of the local party the previous year upon the sudden death of her predecessor, Giles Cunningham. Attwood and Cunningham had been kindred spirits, both committed to the cause of steering Labour away from its current reckless flirtation with the far Left, looking to a return to the electoral success of Tony Blair, although carefully avoiding those of Blair’s policies which had subsequently become a poisoned chalice. Cunningham’s replacement, Helena Hollis, was far less in concert with Attwood’s vision for the party. A former member of the Socialist Worker’s Party, her views were far to the left of those of Attwood himself and age had not moderated them. Already the two had clashed on numerous issues, and Attwood was only too aware that he could expect little, if any, support from that quarter – the woman regarded him as little better than a closet Tory.
*****************************

The phone rang. Helen Morris picked it up.

“Operation Yewtree, DS Morris – how can I help?”

“Sergeant, my name is Rita Collins. I want to report an historic case of rape.”

Helen pulled her notebook closer, and waited, pen poised over the paper.

“Would you like to give  me some details, please, Ms. Collins.”
“Yes – I don’t know if you have seen today’s copy of the Recorder?”

“No, I’m afraid that I haven’t as yet had time to look at today’s papers. I did, however, see yesterday’s when Lisa Canari’s allegation was reported.”

“Oh good – you see we were both raped by the same man, the MP Marcus Attwood.”

Metaphorically, Helen picked up her ears. This could be interesting. She had interviewed Lisa Canari only the previous day when the model had phoned late morning and asked to come in and tell her tale, a request immediately granted. She was uncomfortably aware of the fact that many people, and especially some aspects of the media, were viewing Operation Yewtree as a witch hunt, and there was no doubt that the investigations had committed some first class blunders, with officers only too willing to accept the flimsiest of claims without proper verification. 

“Ms. Collins, I think that it would be very helpful if we could meet. I don’t want to put you to the inconvenience of coming here – why don’t I came and see you at your home?”

Rita Collins was only too happy at the policewoman’s suggestion.

“That would be fine,” she hesitated, “you won’t come in a police car, will you?”

Helen chuckled.

“No, of course not, Ms. Collins – no marked car, and I’m a plain clothes officer. My visit won’t cause any interest to your neighbours, I promise.”

“Oh good – when would you like to come and see me?”

“When would be convenient for you? I could make later on today if that would suit?”

“Could you come around six? My husband is out this evening – working late – and I’d feel more comfortable talking about what happened if it was just the two of us.”

“That would be fine, Ms. Collins.”

Helen jotted down the Collins’ address and wondered if this was a genuine case of abuse to add to the files, or another instance of someone trying to jump on the bandwagon.

**********************
PC Don East had entered Winchester police station just before eight o’clock that morning, ready to start his shift as a traffic car driver. He had just enjoyed a long anticipated holiday on the Costa del Sol, and was still weary from the late night flight on the Monday, a flight which had been delayed by several hours due to some air traffic control problem or the like, but now on the Wednesday it was back to work.
He clocked in and checked the notice board before making his way to the garage for his car, but what he saw on the board was to change a lot of things. It was a picture of a man, a man the Met were trying to identify, and as East read the details he became more and more surprised. He took the picture down and made his way to the main reception desk, where the desk sergeant looked up as he approached.

“Morning, Don – good holiday?”

“Yes thanks, sarge. Look, sarge, this guy here, the one the Met want to identify – I know who he is!”

“How’s that, then?”

“He’s lives in St. Clement’s Street – only a few doors away from Sally, my girl. I’ve seen him a couple of times when I’ve been over her place coming out of a small block of flats – I’m sure that it’s him.”

Sergeant Bill Gates (no relation, he was forever sadly informing people) was fifty-three years old and had seen most things in his thirty –five years on the force, but this was a coincidence to rival the most bizarre he had ever encountered. He took the notice from East’s hand and studied it.
“You’re sure of this, Don – don’t want the Met getting upset if you’re wrong.”

East hesitated, then nodded his head in a determined fashion.

“Yes, I’m sure, sarge – I passed him coming out of his front door only about ten days ago, close as I am to you now.”

“Right then, young Don, let’s pass on the news.” He looked at the text below the picture – a telephone number and a name, a DI Pollard. He lifted the phone handset.

Jim Pollard had only just reached his desk when his phone rang.

“DI Pollard.”

“This is Sergeant Gates from Winchester police station, sir. One of our PCs thinks that he knows where that mystery man you are trying to identify lives. He’s pretty certain that he has seen the man leaving a small block of flats in St. Clement’s Street here in the city.”
“If he’s right, then that is very good news, sergeant. We have a Yale key which was in the man’s possession and which we assume must be to his front door – that, and a car key were the only things he had on him.”

Pollard looked at his watch.

“Look, I’d really like to try and settle this one way or the other as quickly as possible. I can be with you  around eleven. Can somebody meet me at your station and take me to the right area?”

“Yes of course, sir.” 

Three hours later, Pollard, accompanied by PC Jane Watson, had entered a small, well-kept flat at first floor level in St. Clement’s Street, a quiet little road close to Winchester’s pedestrianised high street. The flat showed clear evidence of having been unoccupied for at least several days – junk mail piled up in the mailbox, milk that had gone off in the fridge. More importantly, the desk in the smaller of the two bedrooms, a bedroom which had been turned into an office, was a treasure trove. Pollard looked around him, satisfied that at last the mystery man could be identified. He decided to do a quick search, but to take nothing away, leaving the major investigation to the forensic people. The first thing to come to his attention was that the various papers relating to the occupancy of the flat were in a different name to any of the three passports that he unearthed. However, by a process of elimination, looking through various personal effects, he decided that the man’s real name was Harry Catt, born on the third of March, nineteen seventy-two, and that the man had clearly been a soldier, leaving the army in  two thousand and five. The most interesting find, however, was a small valise, clearly fairly old but of good quality, fashioned in heavy leather with a brass lock that was opened by one of the numerous keys that Pollard had found I a desk drawer. The valise contained a plastic bag which contained a wad of bank notes, together with a number of banknotes just lying loose. Aware that the plastic bag might well offer up finger prints, Pollard scrupulously avoided touching it, even though he was wearing latex gloves. It contained one other item, a surprising one. It was an automatic pistol, a small, easily concealable Baby Browning, just over four inches long, easily small enough to be slip into the top of a sock or similar hiding place. Presumably Catt had kept it as a ‘hide out’ gun, although clearly he hadn’t felt the need to carry it when he had made his attack on Lisa Canari. Who knows what might have been the result had he actually had that little pistol with him on that fateful day? 
Pollard phoned his boss, DCI Wright to update him.

“DCI Wright.”

“Graham, it’s Jim. We’ve got our man. His name was Harry Catt, forty-five years old and an ex-soldier – left the Army in two thousand and five. We need the forensic folk to go through the place, but I’ve already found something really interesting – a valise with a lot of cash in it. The cash is in a plastic bag – we might get lucky with fingerprints, perhaps even DNA.”
“Good work, Jim. Have you got an evidence bank big enough for that valise?”

“Yes, no problem.”

“OK, bag it, sign it, get your guide to sign it, and bring it back with you. I don’t fancy leaving a lot of banknotes just lying around unless the place is under constant guard.”

“OK, boss, I’m on my way back.”

********************

Helen Morris brought her car to a halt outside a neatly maintained semi-detached house, got out and locked the car door, and walked the few paces from the pavement, through a low gate set in a low hedge, and rang the doorbell.

The woman who opened the door was a far cry from Lisa Canari, even though they were of the same age. Rita Collins looked rather more than her forty seven or eight years; a rather plain woman, rather overweight, hair of an indeterminate brown was worn cut short, and pale blue eyes surveyed the world from behind spectacles that gave those eyes a look of permanent mild surprise. She was dressed in a loose fitting blue cotton top over jeans of a similar hue.

“Mrs. Collins? I’m Helen Morris.”

The woman looked relieved, although Helen couldn’t work out why.

“Oh, good, please come in.”

Helen followed her hostess into a comfortable lounge and sank into the armchair indicated. She decided to get straight down to cases.

“So, please tell me what happened to you.”

The woman opposite took a deep, deep breath, looking to control herself before she spoke.

“It was at a party. It was the eighteenth birthday of a boy that I had been to school with, Jeff Hughes. There had been quite a gaggle of us back then, perhaps a dozen or more. Of the boys there was Jeff, Len Clarke, Jimmy Lewis, Pete Porter – he was killed on his motorbike years ago – and Mark Attwood – yes, back then he was Mark, not Marcus. It was the first of December, eighty-seven, and there were a dozen or so of us there, perhaps a few more. The party was at Jeff’s parent’s house – he still lived at home as did just about all of us as far as I can remember. Jeff’s folks were away – I don’t what he told them to get them to give us the run of the house, but we all promised not to wreck anything. Of us girls, there was Lisa, Helen Ross, Jane Carter, Dawn Hislop, Kathy Lincoln that I remember, and I’m sure one or two more. Oh, and me, of course. It was all a good bit of fun, music, dancing, a bit of booze  - I remember Mark was plying all of us girls with a cocktail he reckoned he’d invented – I think it was probably mostly vodka. Back then, because it didn’t smell or taste of much, vodka with fruit juice or something was a bit of a favourite for getting girls a bit tipsy – I remember one of the lads, but can’t remember who, calling it Mark’s leg opener. Well, to be honest – it certainly worked on getting my legs open. Mark got me upstairs and screwed me. I wasn’t too keen – didn’t actually like him – I reckoned he was a bit of a creep and always up himself. Never really understood why Jeff and the others hung out with him, but there you are – they did.”
Helen interrupted the discourse.

“Rita – you don’t mind me calling you Rita, do you? Did you object? Struggle? Say no? Scream?”

“Well, I certainly didn’t say yes – I tried to push him away, but he was much too strong for me and just screwed me whether I liked it or not. As for screaming – I suppose that I was just too embarrassed. After all, at eighteen you know the lot, don’t you? I didn’t want to let everyone know what had gone on – didn’t want to be seen as a wimp – but I really do reckon I was raped. After all, I didn’t like Mark, not at all. If I had chosen to have sex that evening it certainly wouldn’t have been with him! Actually, I rather fancied Jeff, but he didn’t seem interested, worst luck. Now if it had been him, I guess I really would have said yes, tipsy or not. But Mark? Well just about all of us girls thought that he was a right creep – I’d have been embarrassed to admit to my friends that he’d had me.”

“Rita, one of the things that is always a problem with cases like yours is that it often boils down to one person’s word against another’s. Now with Lisa Canari already having accused Mr. Attwood, the fact that you are accusing him as well adds weight to her case and her accusation adds weight to yours. Now, is there anybody who add any sort of corroboration to your evidence?”
“Well, obviously nobody saw what happened, but Mark left me on the bed and it was a while later before I pulled myself together and went back downstairs. By then Mark had left – he was the only one to have gone early – guess he didn’t want to face me after what he had done. I honestly don’t know if anyone got any idea of what had happened, but at least they can say that we were both there, and some of them almost certainly must have seen him take me upstairs.”

Helen had been making notes throughout Rita’s discourse.

“Right – I’ll try and track down the other people who were at the party – do you have any current addresses for any of them?”

“Well, you know where Lisa lives of course – she will know that I was there. Jeff Hughes still lives around here – I’ve seen him a few times whilst I’ve been out shopping. Don’t know his actual address, but I’m sure he’ll be in the phone book. Don’t know where any of the others are now, I’m afraid. Sorry.”

“Don’t worry – we’ll almost certainly be able to find at least some of them and when we do, I’ll talk to them. Now, one final point. Assuming we charge Mr. Attwood and he goes to court, will you be willing to give evidence against him?”

“Oh yes. The thought of that creep possibly becoming Prime Minister – it just doesn’t bear thinking about.”

Chapter Twenty-two: 22nd April 2017
It was the following Monday. Wright and Pollard met in the former’s office to review the progress that had been made in solving the mystery that had been Harry Catt. Pollard shook his head in quiet bafflement.
“You hear everybody going on about the ‘cashless society’, but our Mr. Catt was living in quite the reverse. He hardly used anything but cash. He had just the one bank account with the local branch of Lloyd’s, with credit and debit cards for it which he used only rarely. He regularly fed money into the account – and as far as we can see, always in cash, and never in big enough amounts to look suspicious. It’s the sort of account, and the sort of payment pattern, that you might see with a stall holder in a market – just cash and differing amounts, never neat round sums, but paid in a couple of times a week, usually, but not always, on Mondays and Thursdays. He’s had that account since he was twenty, when he was in the Army, and back then it operated far more normally, with his Army salary paid into it every month, that sort of thing. The switch to cash only started after he left Army, but it’s not clear just when – probably around two thousand and eight or thereabouts.
“Now, that plastic bag – it contains thirty-five thousand quid, all in twenty pound notes – seventeen hundred and fifty of them!”
Wright frowned.
“That’s a bit odd, isn’t it? Assuming we’re right and that’s the money Attwood paid for having Lisa Canari murdered, forty thousand went out of Attwood’s account. Does it look as if anything has been taken out of the bag?”

“No, it doesn’t. It’s just a normal plastic bag, although quite a big one, and it was heavily sealed with Sellotape. Over and above the bag’s contents, there was just under two thousand pounds in loose notes, a mix of twenties, tens and fivers in the valise.”

Wright’s frown deepened. 

“I’d be much happier if it had been forty thousand – the amount that Attwood drew out. And what about Attwood’s previous forty-five grand? Any sign of that?”

Pollard shook his head. 

“You know what I think? I think that Attwood never met Catt, never paid him directly. I think that there is a middle man involved here, and that he took a cut before passing the rest of the money on.”
“I agree – it seems more likely than Attwood and Catt meeting up face to face. I still think that out man killed the Levines because he had met Samuel Levine face to face and didn’t want him to be able to identify him.”
“But if Catt didn’t meet Attwood, why would he meet Levine?”

Wright shrugged.

“Don’t suppose that we will ever know. Now, Attwood paid out a total of eighty-five grand – any sign of the rest?”

“No, there isn’t. I can’t believe that he spent it all in so short a time, so presumably he squirreled it away somewhere else.”

A thought struck Wright.

“Talking of somewhere else. Catt had a driving licence..”

Pollard interrupted,

“Actually he had two. One with his own name and address on it, another with his photo, or a photo of someone very like him, and a different address – an address in Croydon, but which is non-existent – it was in an area knocked down and redeveloped about ten years ago, not long after that licence was issued. The name on the second licence is Harry Blake – and there is a passport in that name amongst Catt’s effects, plus two other passport’s, none of them in Catt’s name. Presumably there is a passport somewhere actually in his own name, but if there is, we haven’t found it yet. Sorry, boss, I interrupted.”

“No matter – what I was going to say is that we know Catt bought that old Ford Focus for the Canari job, but he must have a car of his own somewhere, yes?”

Pollard shrugged

“I’m sure you’re right, but again, we haven’t found it yet. There are other keys that we have found, and one of those looks very much like a garage key, but there’s nothing in Catt’s paperwork that refers to a garage.”
“Are there any lock-ups anywhere near to Catt’s flat?”

“There are several within about ten minutes’ walk or so, but nothing closer – and St. Clement’s Street is strictly no parking.”

“He must surely have a car – and if so he must have some paperwork for it.”

“Yeah, seems certain, but the only thing that I can think of is that he kept the paperwork for his motor actually with it – odd way of doing things, but nothing about this guy is straightforward, I’m afraid.”

It was Detective Constable Kathy Connaught who solved the mystery of Catt’s vehicle. She had been set the task of checking all Winchester’s estate agents who dealt with garage lettings and the like. Using all three names that appeared on the various passports that Catt had possessed, plus his own name, she finally struck gold at the eleventh attempt. A garage had been let to a David Grace, the name on one of Catt’s false passports and the key found in the man’s flat opened the up and over door to one of a row of six lock-up garages. It proved to be a treasure trove, containing the missing paper work for Catt’s own car, a three year old Mondeo estate, but much more besides. The thing that was most valuable, however, was a notebook, a notebook containing details of all Catt’s assassinations, who had paid for them, how much. There was one problem. Not all of the killings had been commissioned directly with Catt by the person wanting them to be carried out – Hugo Keller’s name appeared several times and he was clearly the middleman that Pollard and Wright had theorised about.
Wright had gone through the notebook after Pollard had brought it to his attention. 

“Shame Catt is dead,” he observed, “living, we could probably have got him to give up this Keller man who in turn might have lead us to the people actually paying for the hits. As it is – I doubt that the book by itself would stand up in court.”

“We could always pull Keller in, though, and try and sweat things out of him.” Pollard suggested.

Wright mulled over his subordinate’s suggestion, than changed tack.

“What about the fingerprints on the money bag?”

“Quite few – it must have been handled by people at the bank, and one set are those of Catt himself, of course. None of the others are in the system, but one thing does occur to me.”
“What’s that, Jim?”

“Well, we reckon that it was Attwood who commissioned the attempt on Lisa Canari, and that the bag of money originated with him. That being the case, one of those unidentified sets of prints will almost certainly be his. So, all we need is an excuse to charge him, take his prints and DNA, and if his prints are on that bag, or even on some of the notes…” He left the rest unsaid – the inference was obvious. 

“Yes,” Wright dragged the word out as though it had multi-syllables, “that would be useful, wouldn’t it. Now, so far we haven’t actually charged him with anything, but given what we now have, I think that we would be justified in charging him with conspiracy to commit murder, but I think that it might be useful to see this Keller character first. See if you can track him down and bring him in.”

“OK, wildo.”

**********************
The telephone rang in the Attwood household and this time it was Attwood himself who answered.
“Marcus Attwood.”

“Marcus, it’s Helena.”

Attwood’s heart sank. Helena Hollis, his local party chairman, was not his favourite person, nor was he hers.

“Yes, Helena?”

“Marcus, I’ve spent the weekend sounding out the local committee members. I’ve also been  onto party headquarters, and it is all very clear. You are going to have to stand down as our candidate for the election – we just can’t afford to put up somebody with the sort of cloud hanging over them that you have. I’m sorry about this, but I’m convinced it is in the party’s best interests.”

‘You bloody cow,’ Attwood thought to himself, ‘you’re not sorry at all, you’re loving it.’

“I’m not sure that you are right, Helena – I’m fighting these allegations, both of which are totally without foundation, and I am sure that I am going to win substantial damages from all concerned. I’ve got a very good record as a constituency MP, and I’m sure that all this will blow over.”

“That’s as maybe, Marcus – and were we not in the lead-up to an election, things could be different, but we are where we are. In a few weeks’ time the voters go to the poll and we need every vote we can get. I’m sorry, but if you don’t choose to stand down voluntarily, then the committee will deselect you.”
“And who would you have in my place?”
“Well, we need somebody not tainted by association with you, so as your chair, that rules me out – but Tony Brightman is a strong possibility.”

That, thought Attwood, was the final nail. Brightman was energetic and well-liked by committee members, and his personal politics were much more in line with those of Helena Hollis, and for that matter the party leadership, than were his own.

“Very well, Helena, I’ll have a letter to you in the post by the end of the day.”  

“Thank you, Marcus. It really is for the best for the party.” She rang off, and as she did so, Sarah Attwood came into the room.

“Who was that?”

“The bloody Hollis woman. I’m out on my ear – no longer a candidate- if I don’t resign, they’ll deselect me, so I have no choice. I’ll have to let the cow have a letter saying that I feel that until I have cleared my name it would be in the best interests of the party for me to stand down – and as things stand at the moment, the chances of me getting another seat after I have sorted out the Recorder and those two bloody women are slim to zero. The leadership – assuming that they come through the election unscathed – will never back me, and if my seat is held –Hollis is taking about Tony Brightman being the candidate – there’ll be a sitting MP. Looks like the end of Marcus Attwood MP and leader in waiting!”

“So what happens now?”

“I don’t know, not straight away. Obviously I’ll have to concentrate on suing the Recorder and the two women, and we’re OK financially, at least for the time being, but I’ll have to start looking around for a job of some sort, I suppose.”

As he said the words to his wife, Attwood was uncomfortably aware of just what inroads he had made into their financial resources in his attempts to silence Canari and Lambert, and the blackmail that he had paid out to Clarke, Lewis and Hughes. What on earth had been thinking of, trying to get a hitman to solve his problems? He must have been mad!
*****************

Hugo Keller walked away from the police station inwardly seething. What on earth had Harry Catt been thinking of in keeping what amounted to a diary of killings, a ‘diary’ in which he, Keller, was mentioned several times. The two detectives had tried their utmost to get some sort of admission out of him, but his resolute ‘No comment’ to every question had kept them at bay. They had warned him that they would undoubtedly be speaking to him again and that their ongoing investigation could be expected to see him being charged as an accessory to several murders, but for the time being they obviously didn’t have enough evidence to hold him, and Keller had no intention of hanging around until they did. He had, long ago, perfected an alternative identity for just such an occurrence, and it was time to bring it into play.
He had been told not to leave the country, but it was an instruction that he had no intention of obeying. Once back at his flat, he set about preparing for his new life. Hugo Keller, British citizen, was about to disappear, to be replaced by Hugo Kreuze, South African by birth, about to return to his homeland after many years abroad in Europe.

Twenty-four hours later, after crossing first the Channel, then France, by train, ‘Hugo Kreuze’ was in Rome, his quite genuine South African passport, retrieved from his safe deposit box along with the other paper and plastic evidence of the existence of the alternative identity, being accepted without comment at passport control at Leonardo da Vinci Airport as he made his way to the Egyptair desk for his flight to Jo’burg via Cairo. 

The flight was uneventful and fifteen hours after taking off from Rome, Keller was back in South Africa for the first time since leaving it as a teenager in nineteen seventy-eight. At that time he was already the holder of dual nationality – born in South Africa of British parents, he had been a constant source of trouble to his parents, culminating in being kicked out of the family home shortly after his sixteenth birthday following yet another visit from the police investigating the vicious beating of two young black men. Nothing came of the matter; Keller was a member – and a leading member, of a local gang, and the two victims had received another visit from some of Keller’s friends, a visit which persuaded them that it would be unwise to cooperate with the police any further. Keller, despite his thuggish behaviour, was a very bright young man and decided to leave South Africa behind him – he was making too many enemies – and try his luck in Britain. At sixteen, however, although his dual nationality would have entitled him to a South African passport, he was too young to apply for it without parental approval, approval that he had no intention of seeking and in any case very much doubted that he would obtain. However, he had an alternative strategy, one that he had discovered reading a thriller. A visit to a graveyard found a stone commemorating the all too short life of one Hugo Kreuze, who had died shortly after his third birthday. What made that particular identity ideal for Keller was the fact that, had he lived, little Hugo Kreuze would now be a bit over eighteen years of age – old enough to apply for a passport in his own right. Armed with a birth certificate, acquired by the simple process of writing to the appropriate office claiming that the original had been lost, Keller was soon in possession of a brand new, totally genuine, South African passport, in addition to his existing one in his own name.
Over the years, despite living in the UK for nearly forty years, Keller had kept the Kreuze identity alive – he had opened a bank account in Jo’burg and had acquired debit and credit cards for it, and had made occasional payments into, and expenditure out of, the account, for all the world like a South African citizen temporarily located in the UK.

Keller’s first task on returning to the land of his birth was to find somewhere to live – whilst initially locating himself in a cheap hotel, he needed somewhere of his own. He avoided his old haunts; even after all this time, there was the possibility of someone remembering him. He assumed 
that his parents were dead – he had had no contact with them since being ejected from the family home in nineteen seventy-eight – but if they were still alive, his mother would be eighty-five, his father over ninety. But frankly, whether they were alive or dead was of no interest to him. His new life had no place for his old, whether here in South Africa or back in the UK.
***************************

Blissfully unaware of the fact that Keller was in the process of fleeing the country, Wright and Pollard were discussing their next move.

“I don’t think that bugger Keller is going to crack, Graham,” the DI observed morosely, “and with Catt dead, that notebook isn’t going to be enough, surely?”

Wright shook his head.

“No, I can’t see the CPS taking the case on-board based just on that notebook. There is one thing, though – whilst we haven’t got enough to expect to get Attwood into court at the moment, I do feel that we have enough to arrest him on suspicion – which gives us the opportunity to take his prints and DNA and compare them with that bag of money that Catt had in his flat. If we get a match – and I’m confident that we will – we can put pressure on the man to incriminate Keller – two birds with one stone.”
Pollard nodded.

“Yes, that seems to be a plan.”

Wright looked at his watch – it was gone six.

“OK, Jim, take a couple of uniforms round tomorrow morning – early, but not too early, don’t want to be compared to the Gestapo – and bring him in.”

“Wildo, boss.”

“Right, see you in the morning.”

Chapter Twenty-three: 23rd April 2017
It was ten o’clock the following morning, the Sunday. Attwood had been arrested an hour earlier and was now once more in the interview room, once more accompanied by his solicitor, James Gollan, once more facing Wright and Pollard across the table.
After the four men had identified themselves for the tape recorder, it was Gollan who spoke first.

“Chief Inspector, I really must protest at the high-handed way in which my client has been treated. He is a man of unimpeachable character, yet has been dragged from his home on a Sunday morning like some common criminal….”

Wright broke into the diatribe.

“Hardly dragged, Mr. Gollan, hardly dragged. He wasn’t even handcuffed, whereas many suspects in your client’s position would have been. Now, I am satisfied that we have enough evidence to charge Mr. Attwood for conspiracy to commit murder, conspiracy to procure the services of another to commit murder, and, had the attempted attack on Ms. Canari succeeded, as an accessory to murder.”
Gollan was not fazed.

“Firstly, Chief Inspector, and thankfully, Ms. Canari was not murdered, in fact she not only came to no harm, but was able to slay her would be attacker – and the suggestion that the would be attacker intended to commit murder is clearly unprovable. Now, where is your evidence for these charges, charges which I must say seem to be without a shred of any foundation?”
“I am not prepared to disclose all the evidence that we have at this stage. Suffice it to say that yesterday Inspector Pollard and myself interviewed one Hugo Keller, a man anxious to deflect blame onto others, one of whom is your client.”

Both Wright and Pollard were watching Attwood with hawk like intensity as the words were spoken; there was no doubt in their minds that the mention of Keller’s name struck home.

“Now,” Wright continued, “from what we have learned to date, we are satisfied that your client commissioned Keller to commission, in his turn, the man Catt, the man who attempted to murder Lisa Canari. We even know how much your client paid Keller and how much Keller passed on of that money to Catt.”
Attwood was looking more worried by the moment and Wright was now convinced that his bow at a venture had found its mark. He leant back in his chair with a contented sigh.
“Now, Mr. Attwood, you have been formally charged and you are currently under arrest. Do you have anything to say to us?”

Attwood’s face was ashen and he clearly had difficulty in coping with what was happening to him.

“All I can say is that I have no idea what this is all about. I have had no dealings with this man Keller, whoever he may be, and I have never paid him, nor anybody else, to arrange the murder of Lisa Canari nor, again, anybody else.”

“And that is all you have to say on the matter, Mr. Attwood?”

Attwood folded his arm across his chest in a show of defiance.
“It is!”

“Right, in that case, you will be processed as an arrested person. Your fingerprints and a DNA sample will be taken – as you are under arrest you have no say in the matter, this is not a voluntary request, simply a statement of what will happen. Now, our cell accommodation is limited, and given your position in society I have no fear of you absconding, so after you have been processed, you will be released on police bail. That’s all for now.”
Wright turned to Gollan.

“Once Mr. Attwood has been processed, Mr. Gollan, you are, of course, able to confer with him at any time the two of you wish, but I expect Mr. Attwood to present himself for further interviewing seven days from now, on the thirtieth of April, at ten o’clock. I trust these arrangements are clear both to you and to your client?”

Gollan, his lips compressed into a tight line of disapproval, nodded his head.

“Perfectly clear, Chief Inspector.”

And with that, he rose and left the room, whilst Pollard escorted Attwood to the custody sergeant to be formally processed.

*********************

Sarah Attwood gazed her husband in disbelief.
“You’ve been what?” She demanded.

Attwood shrugged his shoulders.

“I don’t know what’s going on, love. Somehow this bloody policeman seems to have got it in for me, with this trumped up claim that I hired, would you believe it, a hitman to do away with that wretched Canari woman. I don’t know what he’s after, but he’s obsessed with me.

Sarah Attwood was not mollified.
“Look, Marcus, I don’t know what is going on here, but you’d better sort it out – and sort it out bloody quickly. Two women have accused you of rape, now the police are accusing you of trying to have somebody murdered – I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”

Attwood shook his head in despair.
“Sarah, you must believe me – there’s not a word of truth in any of this. I have done nothing, nothing, I tell you – you must believe me!”

“I want to Marcus, I want to – but it’s a nightmare. Thank heaven the kids are at school-“ she stopped in mid flow, “Oh my God –they’re home next weekend.”

Both the Attwood children, ten year old Mary and eight year old James, were at a private boarding school, but as their parents suddenly realised, both were due home for the half term break in just five days’ time. 

“What on earth are we going to tell them? They’ll find out in no time – their friends will see to that!”

Attwood had no answer; like his wife he knew it was only a matter of time – and not a very long time – before their children knew of the further cloud that he was under – they . 
“Perhaps,” he suggested tentatively, “you could take them for the break to stay with your parents? After all the break is only until the following Wednesday, and you know how your folk love seeing them – and a trip to the South of France – they’d love it.”

A thought struck him.

“You haven’t said anything about all this to them have you?”

“Of course not – I can’t imagine that you would feature in the local papers nor on the local TV, and they only take the Times – which so far hasn’t seen fit to print anything about all this, but I wonder how long that will last?”

The rest of the day was spent in a very awkward state, with neither partner wanting to talk about the thing that was most important to them both – the accusations against Attwood and what they would bring. 

Chapter Twenty-four: 25th April 2017
Wright and Pollard looked at one another in satisfaction.
“Got him!” exclaimed the latter. Wright nodded in agreement. The evidence of the plastic bag containing thirty thousand pounds, found in Catt’s flat was in. Amongst others, Marcus Attwood had clearly handled it – and in that case, how come it had come into the possession of the professional killer? The case was building nicely, although more would still be needed before it would be strong enough to see Attwood in a courtroom.

“So, what next?” Pollard enquired of his boss,

“Now, I think that we need a good excuse to check those other prints, or as many as we can. Now, the man Keller – he has a record, so his prints are in the database; have they been checked on those found on the money bag?”
Pollard smiled smugly.

“Not only on the bag but on some of the notes as well!”

“Better and better – let’s have him in again.”
“Straight away?”

Wright shrugged,

“Why not? Send a car and a couple of uniforms to pick him up and bring him back here.”

Needless to say, the attempt to pick up Keller failed; by the time the uniformed PCs knocked on his door, the man was already in Johannesburg. When Wright was informed that his quarry was not at home he ordered a search for the man, uneasily aware that there was a good chance that the search would be fruitless, as indeed it eventually proved to be. He had had Keller’s passport confiscated, but the man presumably had some means of disappearing.
Keller was never found, which was hardly surprising, and Wright had to bear the criticism of his superiors for not taking better steps to ensure that his suspect could not just disappear. He felt the criticism to be unjustified, but had to accept it anyway. That, however, was several days in the future. That Tuesday morning, Wright concentrated on how to bring more pressure to bear on Attwood; with the disappearance of Keller one clear avenue had been closed off. The fingerprints on the plastic bag proved that it had been handled by the politician, and given Catt’s record, it was hard to see Attwood talking his way out of at least assisting in the furtherance of crime, but there were ways in which he might well be able to wriggle out of any more serious charges. On balance, however, Wright decided that he had enough to have charged Attwood with being an accessory to attempted murder and conspiracy to have murder committed. The man was already on police bail and Wright was happy that, unlike Keller, there was little chance of Attwood attempting to abscond. He was too well known – he would be recognised anywhere he might flee to. No, let the man stew in his own juice for a while was Wright’s decision.
******************

For perhaps the first time in his life, Marcus Attwood didn’t know what to do with himself. No longer an MP – but then, with Parliament dissolved, neither was anybody else – nor even the candidate for the constituency, he had no role to play in the forthcoming election, so he mooned around at home, wondering what was next in store for him. Sarah and he weren’t speaking, and she had made it very plain that she expected him to sleep in the guest room, something with which he had reluctantly complied.
It was Tuesday; on Friday the children would be home and Sarah had also made it very clear that she would be picking them up and straight away taking them over to stay with her parents in France until they were due back at school. 

For want of anything better to do, he decided to go for a drive, and after telling his wife what he intended to do, a communication that was acknowledged with a shrug of the shoulders and a nod of the head but no words, he carefully drove his car out of the garage and onto the road, puzzled to see a car parked immediately  opposite their gateway.
DC Alan Park, the driver of the parked car, pulled away from the kerb and followed the politician at a discrete distance. For all Attwood’s high public profile, Pollard had worried that the man might just decide to make a run for it, hence the presence of Park to check on the man’s movements. It was a fruitless exercise; Attwood simply drove around for over an hour and a half, including a stop for petrol, then returned home. Park used his mobile to let Pollard know in what had happened, and after a minute or two, the DI decided that having Park keeping an eye on Attwood was a waste of time.

“OK, Alan, thanks for that. Doesn’t look as if he intends to do a runner – knock it off.”

“OK, boss – on my way back.”

Totally unaware of the fact that he had been under surveillance, Attwood closeted himself in his office, keen to get away from Sarah’s disapproving presence, but once there he again found himself at a loose end. He could see everything for which he had worked so hard and so long unravelling before his eyes in consequence of one stupid, stupid decision – to try and rid himself of Canari and Lambert. What on earth, he demanded of himself for the hundredth time, had he been thinking of? 

Chapter Twenty-five: 27th April, 2017
Attwood watched glumly as Sarah got into her car and drove off, on her way to pick up the children from their school. Her travel arrangements had already been made; she would not be returning to the house but, once she had the children on board, driving straight down to Folkestone to pick up Le Shuttle to Calais. Once in France, she would drive down to her parents place near Montpellier. It was a long drive – six hundred and fifty miles and Attwood had suggested that it would be more sensible to fly, but Sarah was adamant – she would drive. She didn’t intend to do the journey in a single day; she had already booked hotel accommodation in Vierzon, roughly half way in Hotel la Mire and would be with her parents Saturday evening. 

Left to his own devices in the otherwise empty house, Attwood was, once more, at a loss. He turned on the TV to see how the campaigning was going for the upcoming election, but after a few minutes, only too painfully aware that for the first time since two thousand and ten, he had no part to play in events, events that he had hoped to shape in the not too distant future.

He wandered around the house, then, for no particular reason, entered the master bedroom for the first time since Sarah had banished him to the guest room.

He walked across to the window and gazed morosely out, looking at nothing in particular, barely taking on board the view out over their back garden with its immaculate lawn and flower beds. As he turned away from the window he saw, for the first time, that there was an envelope lying on the bed, an envelope with his name on it. Full of foreboding, he picked it up and tore it open. It confirmed his worst fears. 

‘Marcus, he read, ‘I’ve had enough. I won’t be returning to you from France, at least not any time soon. When the half term is over, I have arranged to fly back with Mary and James, but as soon as I have seen them safely back at school I am flying back to France. I can’t begin to imagine what you have been up to to land yourself in this appalling situation, but I am not going to let what you have done affect myself nor let it affect the children. I will be starting divorce proceedings as soon as possible, and given how you have treated me, I intend to make you pay to the fullest extent that my lawyers can squeeze out of you. I used to think that I knew you; now I realise that I only knew the façade that you present to the world – that under that façade is someone I have no wish to know, no wish to be associated with. 
Your trouble with the law is bad enough, but I had occasion to check the reserve account that you have always been so secretive about – did you really think that I didn’t know about it, not how to access it? You have taken out eighty-five thousand pounds, thinking that I would never know about it – well I do, and I can only think of one reason for you to take out so much money – the accusations about you hiring someone to kill the Canari woman must be true – how could you do this to me? To the children?

Goodbye’

And that was that. He sat down heavily on the bed as he read the missive a second time, but the words, and the sentiments, remained the same. His marriage was over, as was his career, and, if the police had their way, so soon would be his liberty.

*****************************

It was two o’clock in the morning, to be precise, two o’clock in the morning of Saturday, the twenty-eighth of April. Marcus Attwood was sitting in his car, looking out to sea. He had left the house just before midnight and driven down to Pevensey Bay, an area he knew well and now he was parked only a hundred yards or so from the sea itself, a sea that could be reached simply by getting out of the car and walking across the sand. He was smoking a cigarette, the first he had smoked since leaving the Army nearly a quarter of a century earlier and he reflected on the things that had happened in the intervening years. There had been a time, he reflected bitterly, a time only months ago, when he, and others, had seen him as the next leader of the Labour party, and probably the next Prime Minister but one, but that dream had vanished like a puff of smoke, blown away by his terrible misjudgement over Canari and Lambert. He finished the cigarette and stubbed it out in the car’s ashtray – the first time that it had ever been used for its intended purpose. There was a silver flask on the passenger seat, a flask filled with his favourite Talisker malt whisky; he unscrewed the cap, lifted the flask to his lips, and took a long, slow pull of the whisky, enjoying its peaty taste as it slid down his throat. He replaced the cap on the flask and laid it back down on the passenger seat, then, his mind made up, got out of the car, shutting the driver’s door behind him, but not bothering to lock the vehicle.
He walked slowly over the sand; it was a calm night with a quarter moon, a moon which reflected of the waves that slowly rolled onto the shore in a ceaseless susurration of sound, a sound that was oddly soothing to his ears. 

He reached the water’s edge, and the next wave, a wave only six inches or so high, lapped over his shoes; he kept on walking, with the water slowly rising over his shins, over his knees, up to his thighs, his waist. Now it was quite difficult to retain his footing against the pressure of the water, but he kept going. He kept going until the water consumed him.

Epilogue

The news that the body of Marcus Attwood, former MP for the Labour party, had been taken from the sea off Pevensey Bay made the papers, but not as a major headline. It was read by a number of people with especial interest. 

Sarah Attwood was, in a way, relieved. No drawn out divorce proceedings, no arguments over custody or visiting rights, no lurid court case over the attempt to procure murder. 
DCI Wright and DI Pollard had mixed emotions. The man had escaped justice, but only at the price of taking his own life.

“Ah well,” observed Pollard, “at least it saves the cost of a trial.”

His superior nodded in agreement.

“Too true, Jim, too true – so what’s next on the agenda?”

They turned their attention to their next problem.

Like Sarah Attwood, Jim Hughes read the report on Attwood’s death with a degree of relief. Ever since he and the others had blackmailed the man, Hughes had worried that Attwood might find some way to strike back at them – now his concern over that possibility could safely be put to bed.

**********************

Warrant Officer Tsombe Makuto of the South African Police Service was an intrigued man. The previous day there had been an unsuccessful attempt by a small group of Jo’burg criminals to rob a bank, unaware that the police had been tipped off about their intention. In the ensuing gun battle two of the four criminals had been killed, the other two wounded and arrested. An unfortunate consequence of the gunfire had been the death of a passer-by, a white man carrying papers that identified his as Hugo Kreuze. As routine, the luckless man’s identity had been checked and it transpired that he had only been in the country for a matter of ten days or so. A South African by birth, he had apparently been living abroad for many years. Somehow, Makuto felt that there was something unusual about the man. If challenged, he could not have put a name to it, but he had long since learned not to ignore such feelings and he had had the man’s fingerprints taken – and there was a match in the police database – but under a different name - Hugo Keller, who had left the Republic as a teenager.
“So who are you really, man?” Makuto wondered. The man had been well dressed and there had been a wallet with credit and debit cards in it, and also some three thousand Rand in high denomination notes – the equivalent of about two hundred US dollars – quite an amount to be carrying around. Papers on the dead man showed that he was staying in an hotel in the centre of Jo’burg and a search of his room revealed over thirty thousand US dollars, money that the man had presumably intended to change into the local currency at his leisure. With no indication of any next of kin, the money disappeared into the maw of the police.
Makuto wondered if the man was fleeing justice from somewhere else – if not, why have so much cash about him? Surely such a treasure trove indicated that the man was up to no good in some way or another?
On yet another hunch, Makuto accessed the police computer, logging into the link to Interpol. There was, he told himself, a chance that if the man was a fugitive from justice elsewhere, a request might have been logged with Interpol, depending on how seriously Keller, or Kreuze, whichever was the name that he had been using, had been viewed.

His hunch was right. The British Metropolitan Police had logged the details of Hugo Keller as a fugitive suspected of involvement in several murders. With a satisfied smile on his face, the young policeman composed a brief report which made its way across the ether to London, England.

The South African report eventually reached Wright and Pollard, who look at each other with grim satisfaction.

“Bloody ironic,” Pollard observed, “arranges murders for hire and walks into cross fire in Jo’burg – serve the bugger right.”

His boss nodded. 

“Yes, we really can say case closed now.”

The End 
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