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CHAPTER ONE



The sirens wailed; the engine roared as the ambulance weaved in and out of the rush hour traffic with the precision of a slalom skier, attempting to make its way across town. It was heading to the Accident & Emergency department of The Royal Hospital that lay on the outskirts of Liverpool. Two paramedics, assisted by a bearded doctor, busily attended to their precious on-board cargo, as they fought to keep James Robertson alive.





Up front, the female driver and her young male attendant tried to navigate through the maze of traffic that lay before them.





“Stand back!” one of the paramedics shouted as he charged the built-in defibrillator.





“Clear!” replied his assistant, as the doctor continued to monitor all the vitals that were displayed before him on a large colour screen, periodically stroking his beard as he processed the information.





The pungent smell of singed hair filled the ambulance as the defibrillator’s pads discharged their current. The charts remained unchanged as the doctor recited the latest readings whilst encouraging the driver to go faster through the intercom.





“For fuck’s sake, we’re losing him! Women drivers….”





Another shot of adrenaline was administered by the medical crew, who were desperately trying to bring their ailing patient back to life. As the contents of the syringe began to run around the veins of the dying man, the sirens became noticeably louder, piercing the dulling skies above. In a last-ditch attempt to save their desperate patient, the ambulance had been joined by a couple of motorbike cops.





Whilst the dials in the back of the ambulance remained stable, the speedometer in the front began to increase with some intensity. The outriders started to move the cars and buses, pushing them to the side of the road, creating a passage through which the ambulance could safely pass.





The blue flashing lights reflected in the rear-view mirror of the Mercedes SL 500. The sirens drowned out the local radio station that was playing, as they combined to arouse the driver from his semi-comatose state. He had been sitting in the rush hour traffic attempting to return home to his penthouse on the waterfront for over half an hour now, and was not in the best of moods.





As the first two outriders passed his car, the ambulance mounted the kerb to undertake him, clipping the passenger side mirror of his beloved motor.





“Ah, for fuck’s sake….” he exclaimed. “Is there really any need for that, knobhead?” Tony Barlow was having yet another bad day.





Needless to say, the procession continued on with haste in an attempt to reach its destination, bidding to save the life of its cargo, another self-destructive junkie. This druggie was a multi-millionaire – not just a regular user or low-life dealer, but also the son of “Mr Big”, Liverpool’s biggest distributor.





Tony Barlow was left to inspect the damage to his vehicle. As he moved around to the passenger side he could see the glass from the shattered inbuilt indicator lens on the road. The wing mirror was hanging off and bore the scars of dull white paint from the ambulance.





“Fucking great, I won’t get any change out of four hundred rips for that!” Barlow shouted in annoyance as the storm clouds began to build in his troubled mind.





“Hey mate, move your fucking motor – haven’t you got a home to go to?” the driver of the old white Transit van that was directly behind the Mercedes shouted, accompanied by the continuous sound of car horns. The traffic had finally begun to move as Tony continued to inspect the damage.





“Alright, keep your hair on!” he shouted at the driver of the battered van.





Another day in paradise, he thought to himself – things always happen in threes. The day had not got off to the greatest of starts when he was awoken at three a.m. by a cheap-looking tart banging on his front door looking for the punter who had just called for her services. It turned out she was a junkie prostitute looking for the occupant of apartment 401 and not 403, where he lived. It was not long before the third thing happened.





He switched on Bloomberg to find out that the NASDAQ had crashed, down over 300 points on the day. His shares in HERITAS, a high-tech company, had been trashed in the process, closing at thirty-two dollars and change, having started the trading session at a shade over forty-eight bucks. A quick calculation soon gave him by far the worst news of his latest bad day: he had lost, on paper, over a hundred and twenty thousand pounds.





As the demons flooded into his troubled mind, his mobile vibrated and distracted him. It was a text from some fit blonde chick that he had met in town on Friday night. His spirit lifted and his pulse quickened. It read, “Shud b with you by 8 at the latest, really lookin 4wd 2 c in u x x G.”





Since returning from his apartment in London to his birthplace, two years ago, all had not gone according to plan. He had divorced his wife of over twenty-three years, losing his beautiful five-bedroom detached family home that backed onto the golf course in the process. His relationship with his kids, Sara, 21, and his son Sam, 19, was in meltdown because he had started seeing one of his ex-wife’s best friends, amongst a string of other women. Tony had a big sex drive. He used high-class escorts on a regular basis and had enjoyed attending a few swinging parties in London.





Over recent times he had been, not through choice, subjected to living with drug addicts and low lifes at what were supposedly some of Liverpool’s finest new addresses, as bent property developers sold their souls; in the main to Irish and out of town investors who bought masses of apartments “off plan”, looking to make a quick buck, only to rent a high proportion of them on completion to any Tom, Dick or Harry, as long as they had enough money to cover the rent.





Millions of pounds of dirty money got laundered through a system that had more holes than a sieve. Drug dealers, so called property developers, city planners, councillors, council officials, and politicians all conspired to make their fortunes on the back of a chance of a lifetime – the regeneration of Liverpool. None of them gave a shit about who got hurt along the way – who they ripped off, whose lives they destroyed with their deceit. All they cared about was their greedy selves and how much money they could all make.





Palms were greased, brown envelopes exchanged with the regularity of a heartbeat. The destruction of decent, honest, law-abiding people had begun and was gathering pace on the streets of Liverpool.





The intercom buzzed, and the TV screen immediately changed to the security channel on his Bang & Olufsen. The vision that filled the huge plasma screen was sex on legs. Blondie had arrived bang on time and looked a picture. He released the lock and within a minute she was at his front door.





Dressed in a tiny figure-hugging black miniskirt that resembled more a belt than a skirt, a pair of black patent leather stilettos and a stylish black and white zebra print jacket, Blondie thrust a chilled bottle of Chablis into Tony’s mitt and gave him a big kiss on the lips and a welcoming hug.





She smelled great and was far more attractive and toned than Tony remembered. Barely inside the apartment, she slipped her coat off to reveal a tiny black top. Her nipples stood to attention. Tony simply could not resist as he felt his blood race and his cock stiffen. She sank to her knees and quickly unbuttoned his jeans and pulled his throbbing dick towards her. She looked up at Tony and smiled before taking him deep into her mouth. His dreadful day was starting to get a whole lot better! She licked the head of his cock, dragging her tongue across his helmet. He saw her manicured hand moving up and down his penis as the other hand moved towards his arse. She began to stroke his arse before slipping her index finger into it.





Tony tried to think of all things ugly just to distract him – he was so turned on and wanted to explore her body, but knew he was about to come. He managed to get on the cold wooden floor beside her, his cock still firmly inserted in her mouth. He moved towards her pussy, first his hand, then his mouth. God, she was wet. He slipped two fingers inside her and began to lick and nibble her shaven pussy. She groaned and moaned as Tony set to work. She tasted so good, so sweet.





“Bite it, bite it,” she demanded. “Finger my arse.” Tony duly obliged and as the intensity arose, she screamed, “Oh my God, that is so good – harder, harder, harder!” she shrieked as she came in his mouth.





“I want you to come over my face. Would you like that?” she said. Tony was so turned on and so erect that his cock hurt and his head banged, he just had to release. She sucked and pulled and licked and fingered until he felt the sudden hot rush and came at first in her mouth and then over her beautiful face. His hot white sperm ran down her bronzed skin and over her red lip-gloss.





The Chablis rolled on the floor besides them as they composed themselves. Tony struggled to his feet; still feeling dazed by the unexpected experience, and moved towards the bathroom to get some toilet paper and wipes. He gazed at himself in the bathroom mirror admiringly. Not bad, son, not bad at all. He did not even know her name – she was just Blondie. He cleaned himself up before returning to the empty hall. He quickly checked the kitchen, followed by the lounge. There was no sign of life.





“Blondie, Blondie,” Tony called. But his calls were met with stony silence.





The bottle of Chablis lay alone. Blondie had upped and gone.





As Tony began to try and rationalise what had just happened, his mobile vibrated on the hall table.





The text read, “That was so good … Hope to c u around town thanx G xxx.”





Tony Barlow was a high-powered executive. For the past five years, he had run a business called Storage Solutions. He was a man who only wanted the best for his family and himself. In pursuit of his goals of buying the next big family home, privately educating his children and paying for the biannual exotic summer vacations, he had been subjected to an ever-increasing amount of stress and time away from home.





His current employers had forced him to buy a flat down south five years previously, apparently in an effort to demonstrate his commitment to the post. Politics dictated that he had to be based down south, within a 25-mile radius of Storage Solutions’ head office in Maidenhead, even though he spent very little time there.





Whilst the money had rolled in, his relationship with his wife became intolerable, mainly as a result of too many nights away. Sure, Barlow was a bit of a lad. However there was no other woman in his life – just many one night stands that he had used or paid for to satisfy his sexual desires.





He had simply grown apart from his cold wife, who resembled more of a motherly figure than a partner. Tony had paid the price of his ambition and infatuation with money and had picked the wrong girl.





The divorce cleaned him out. He did not want his kids to suffer as a result of the marital breakdown, so he was far more generous than he needed to be, with the asset sharing as well as the maintenance payments that he committed himself to.





He was forced to radically change his lifestyle. He had been living the high life, and now had to adjust. He really didn’t like the prospect of this. Following a couple of cheap flat rentals, he progressed to a two-bedroom penthouse on the marina in West Ferry Quay.





The modest penthouse was bought off plan from Formby Homes for a hundred and sixty-five thousand pounds. At a little over eight hundred square feet, it was functional but certainly not grand – the kitchen wasn’t big enough to swing a cat in.





The apartment was very tastefully decorated, like everything about Barlow’s lifestyle – he paid meticulous attention to detail. It sat proudly on the top floor of a four-storey block on the water’s edge, constructed of yellow brick, and featuring distinctive black PVC frames that wrapped around large glass panels.





Tony had a taste for the nice things in life: designer clothes, fast cars, good food and great company, but only on his terms. He had become a materialistic obsessive compulsive, coming from a broken home – his father had upped and gone whilst he was stuck in his mother’s womb. Tony was unsure that he had ever really loved anything, really loved … sure, he thought that he loved his wife; he loved his kids, but this word love he struggled with.





In his opinion people used it far to freely. He had no recollection of being loved as a child; no cuddles from his mum, who worked around the clock to give him the private education that put him in good stead for the rest of his days. No father, or indeed, father figure had been present during his formative years when he needed a man in his life to guide and encourage him.





Barlow was a bit of a loner, a very private individual who did not let people pass his inbuilt barriers without detailed scrutiny. Tony had grown to enjoy his own company during years of hopping on and off transatlantic flights and endless nights alone spent in drab hotel rooms.





Nowadays, it was ordering the next sports car or buying a luxury watch or the next toy that gave him a buzz. This feeling of warmth and egotistical self-satisfaction – some people might call it “Love”.





Once the builders had fixed the creaking roof, sealed the leaking bedroom windows and cleared the site, Barlow began to settle into his new home, venturing out most weekends with his pals to enjoy the nightlife that was on offer on his doorstep.





***





Over the water on the Wirral peninsula, Fraser Robertson drew long and hard on his finest Cuban cigar relaxing in the drawing room of his Caldy mansion, periodically sipping Louis X1V brandy from Stewart crystal. His third wife had already retired for the night to one of their eight bedrooms. They slept apart.





Robertson was in his late fifties, a portly man, with very pale, almost transparent skin. He stood no more than five foot six, but his thick grey hair gave him the appearance of being a distinguished looking man. Nothing could have been further from the truth. Robertson was from the gutter, a real lowlife. Whilst he had been privately educated, he had quickly become embroiled with Liverpool’s mafia in an attempt to make his fortune.





To the naïve public, he came across as a well spoken local businessman, raised by his Amish parents within their community until the age of twelve, when they broke with Amish tradition by placing Fraser into one of the top schools in the Midwest, his place had been paid for by a rich uncle.





The Amish stress simplicity and humility. They avoid anything associated with self-exaltation, pride of position or enjoyment of power.





Amish believe that the community is at the heart of their life and faith, and that the way to salvation is to live as a loving community apart from the world. Individualism is avoided.





Amish values include:





• Putting God and community ahead of the individual


• A life of ‘goodness’, rather than a life of intellect


• Wisdom, rather than technical knowledge


• Community welfare, rather than competition


• Separation from, rather than integration with, modern worldly society








Fraser Robertson and his sons had absolutely no respect for these values. In the main, they represented everything that would have been abhorred by their forefathers.





Fraser’s firstborn, Simon, was heir to his lavish empire, had been conceived by Maria, a hairdresser, who was Fraser’s first wife. Simon was in his early thirties, married with a son aged six who had recently begun his education at Liverpool College, one of Merseyside’s finest educational establishments. Simon’s wife, Gina did not work – there was no need for her to work. Her days were filled with regular visits in her new Porsche 911 to Toni & Guy, shopping for the latest designer labels in Manchester at Harvey Nichols and Selfridges, eating at the finest tables that the North West had to offer and a regular glass or two of vintage Champagne.





Manicures, pedicures and general pampering were weekly treats for Gina. She had Botox every three months at a luxury spa in the heart of Cheshire. A personal trainer twice a week kept her figure as she wanted it. Gina Robertson only really cared about herself and her equally phony friends.





Simon Robertson was nothing like his half-brother James. Simon was a very private lad. He loved his wife and he loved his son. He dreamt of him growing up and going on to play for his beloved Liverpool Football Club. Whilst it was believed that he was ashamed of his father’s business dealings and all that he represented, he loved the power his dad had and he thought that maybe when the time was right, Fraser would pull a few strings for his son.





Simon enjoyed a drink at home. He had no real pals – he had let them all go during his courtship with the beautiful Gina. He devoted all his social energy to her. She, however, had not given up any of her friends. He even looked after his boy Mark every Friday and the occasional Saturday whilst she went out.





Gina had been fucking the father of one of her son’s friends for about six months, having met him at the college whilst they cheered their boys on during a mini soccer game. She had also recently pleasured her personal trainer in the toilets at the gym.





James, Fraser’s second son, lay in an induced coma in a private suite at The Royal Hospital, having been rushed across town by ambulance. He had taken a couple of tabs prior to injecting himself with pure crack; grade ‘A’ stuff from Afghanistan, all from his father’s stockpile. Luckily he was with a local escort in his penthouse at the time and she had raised the alarm.





At this stage, the doctors did not know if this time he would have severe brain damage as a result of his latest drugs fest. They had managed to save his life again, but it was too early to assess what further damage he had inflicted on himself.





James was a bad junkie who enjoyed the entire product range of his father’s business – crack cocaine, heroin, ecstasy, poppers, and white lightning. He was also a manic-depressive who for the past eight years had been in and out of rehab with the regularity of a fiddler’s elbow.





James had been totally neglected and beaten by his dad during his adolescence; he was a nuisance, he just got in the way.





James Robertson was an absolute embarrassment, not to mention liability to his father. Like his half-brother he was a director of Robertson Holdings, the property development company that his father presided over. In the ten years that he had worked for his dad, he had been off sick for at least fifty per cent of the time. Even the days that he had managed to turn up for work, he had hardly contributed, other than by snorting or injecting some of the profits.





James also had a love for prostitutes. He had to pay for sex; being devoid of personality, he was sick. There was no way that he could entice a normal girl. It was rumoured around the city that James was the father of at least three kids born to three different call girls; he did not pay maintenance for any of them. If the bastard’s mothers got too vocal with their demands, then the heavies were sent round to give them a good hiding.





Fraser Robertson was as dangerous as an epidemic of a killer virus breaking out on the streets of Liverpool.




CHAPTER TWO



The Reds had just beaten Ipswich Town 5-4 on penalties after a dull 1-1 score line following extra time, to scrape through to the fifth round of The League Cup. Barlow had been a season ticket holder at Anfield for twenty-five years. He had watched his beloved Liverpool win many major honours and play some fabulous, attractive, effective football.





In recent times under Gerard Houllier and Roy Evans, the football that was being played resembled watching paint dry or grass-grow. The Reds no longer played entertaining football; Barlow was considering giving his seats up as a protest that no one would listen to. It was supposed to be enjoyable, but the football that was on display just added to his depression. For now, he decided against it.





He headed home in the driving rain, the windscreen wipers struggling to clear the torrents of water that battered the windshield. It was quite ironic, he thought to himself as he arrived home, that in just six hours he would be up and heading down to Ipswich for a number of meetings with BT. He could have got on the Ipswich team bus, not that there would have been much of an atmosphere on it.





By 11:30 p.m., after checking that the bedroom windows had managed to withstand the heavy rain, he was tucked up in his king size bed. The alarm had been set for 5:04 a.m., not 5 a.m. but 5:04. Barlow was peculiar about time: always punctual but never compliant. He soon sank into a deep sleep.





Bang, bang, bang – this was not the sound of the alarm; he glanced at the bedside clock. It was 2:28 a.m. The banging continued. The noise was coming from directly below his apartment. Some weird looking guy had moved in at the weekend.





“Police, open up, we know you’re in there, Victor,” the officer screamed.





All of a sudden the front door lost all resistance to the constant pounding of the police battering ram. Several armed officers ran into Victor’s apartment, led by the superintendent carrying the warrant. “MSDS – Merseyside Special Drugs Squad,” shouted an officer who had already pulled a gun out of his holster. Two more officers with Alsatians, who were frothing from the mouth, just baying for some action, entered the hallway.





Tony Barlow lay motionless, pulling the duvet and fluffy pillows over his face in an attempt to drown out the reality of what was occurring directly beneath him. His pulse quickened.





“Put the knife down and let the girl go!”





“No fucking way, I will kill her if you don’t all fucking do one right now,” Victor yelled.





“Please, please … do as he says,” cried the semi-naked girl with the bread knife at her throat, “he’ll kill me, please….” Tears streamed down her cheeks, and her body shook uncontrollably. She felt the bile in her gut start to ascend into her throat.





Victor stood directly behind her, using her slim body as a human shield; his eyes were wild from the coke he had snorted earlier. His right hand, holding the serrated blade, shook violently; a used syringe lay next to a rubber tourniquet on the small, cheap-looking coffee table. By now, there were six armed officers and two Alsatian dogs, plus a couple of paramedics in a parked ambulance waiting outside for the signal to spring into action.





“Come on, Victor, put the knife down – don’t make things even worse than they are,” one of the officers tried to reason with him.





“Get out, fucking get out, I won’t tell you again,” Victor raged.





“You know we can’t do that, Victor”.





Whilst the dialogue continued, Victor now had no less than four laser-sighted guns locked on various parts of his anatomy.





As a shot rang out, the girl fell to the floor; blood gushing from the artery in her neck that Victor had just severed. The vomit that had been stuck in her throat released explosively. He fell beside her, dropping the knife, clutching his left shoulder that had been hit by the lone bullet. She shook uncontrollably; blood filled her mouth and nasal passages as it ran down her naked breasts and began to congeal with her vomit.





The medics were up the stairs and in the flat in no time tending to the wounded. This is not what the MSDS had in mind. It was supposed to be a drug raid, acting on a tip off from a paid informant.





Victor Knight was no small-time dealer. He was a trader, a broker, and a user who was employed by a local building firm as a labourer – cash in hand, no cards in. He was also involved in some unemployment benefit rackets.





Sure, Victor had a record. It didn’t begin to reflect the real crimes that he had committed over the years on the streets of the city. Time after time, no matter what evidence the cops had on him, the message would come down from on high to release him without charge. Victor was more important to “Mr Big” out there trading his wares than banged up behind bars.





This time, even by Victor’s low standards, he had been sloppy.





The cops were quick to restrain him whilst caring for the girl.





“Bag up all the evidence and search this place from top to bottom, leave no stone unturned.” The syringe and tourniquet were bagged; the dogs and their handlers went to work.





The girl was a local prostitute. She was in her mid twenties – quite a pretty looking thing. She was tough – had to be to do what she did. During the day, she tended to her little girl, Samantha, who had just enjoyed her third birthday despite having no daddy. At night, she earned her corn.





Samantha’s mum lay fighting for her life in a pool of blood and stenching vomit next to her assailant. He was quickly removed from the crime scene and she was hurriedly transferred to A & E in a bid to save her life.





***





Tony Barlow was wide awake, prowling around his apartment in an attempt to find out what the hell had happened just a few feet below him. From his apartment window, he saw two bodies being bundled into separate ambulances before they sped away, sirens blaring. He also spotted the Alsatian dogs and their handlers joining a handful of police officers as they filed into the back of the police van.





He knew something pretty serious had occurred at 303 West Ferry Quay – he had heard a gunshot and had been subjected to most of the proceedings, listening to the dialogue that was exchanged between the cops and the other parties through the paper-thin walls of his new abode.





“Jesus”, Tony thought, “my dream home that I have bought with the remnants of my divorce is on top of a criminal playground. How on Earth can someone who is involved in an early morning shootout with the police possibly be living below my penthouse?





“What a disaster. This will be all over the papers, nobody will want to live here.” His brain raced and he began to panic. Barlow could not believe what was happening to his life; he was not good at dealing with problems or any kind of negativity. Little did he know that it was going to get a whole lot worse.





The joiners were boarding up the front door of 303 as Barlow prepared to leave, albeit an hour earlier than planned. He stopped to ask what the hell had gone on, only to be told by the workmen that they had no idea, they were just doing their job. Bloodstains interspersed with wet muddy boot prints were ingrained in the recently fitted pale grey carpet on the stairs. A pungent smell hung in the stale air. Tony was in some way relieved that he would be away for a few days.





As he drove towards Ipswich, there was only one thought that was occupying his mind. He needed answers, and he needed them fast. He dialled directory enquiries from his car phone.





“How can I help?” the operator enquired.





“Merseyside Police, please,”





“I have a general number for the headquarters in Queen Street.”





“That’s fine.”





“Should I put you through?” the operator said.





“Yes, please,” replied Tony.





“Connecting you to 0151-707-4427 at forty-two pence a minute through your mobile operator.”





“Merseyside Police, Detective Sergeant Roper, how can I direct your call?”





“Oh hi, I live in the new marina development in West Ferry Quay….” Before Tony could continue, the sergeant interrupted him. “Lucky you”, he said, with his poor attempt at humour. This was definitely not a time for humour.





“Not so lucky me – there was a major incident in the apartment below me, number 303, a few hours ago. I heard gunshots being fired, two people were taken away in ambulances and the place is now boarded up. I need to know what has gone on.”





“I am aware of the incident, Sir; it is being dealt with by MSDS. Unfortunately, I cannot divulge any information as it breaches data protection rights.”





Barlow could feel his pulse quickening. “Data protection rights? You must be joking! Now listen to me, sergeant, I have just spent a lot of money on a penthouse suite at this development, it is not every night that there is a police raid where you live, especially directly below you. I need some answers, sergeant. I have a right to know what I am living on top of.”





“I am really sorry, Sir. I can take your contact details and pass them onto the investigation team explaining your obvious distress. I’ll ask them to call you, but I’m fairly confident that they will only tell you what I have already told you. Would you like me to do that?” queried the desk sergeant.





“Absolutely. I need to speak with them urgently, please get them to call me as soon as possible.” Barlow gave his mobile number out and finished the call, his hand still shaking with rage as he replaced the handset. He felt the inner rage surge inside him. He hated this all too familiar sensation.





What have I done he thought to himself? During the past few years, he had lived in the relative calm of Windsor, a stone’s throw from the castle. He ran most mornings in the beautiful surroundings of The Great Park. Tony had been as free as the deer that ran alongside him. Apart from his marital difficulties and the demands of his job, the rest of his life was relatively peaceful and predictable – he felt that he was in control, as long as his life was not full of too many issues and challenges.





Following his meetings at BT, Tony checked into his hotel and immediately ran a hot bath to soak away the stress of the past sixteen hours. As the bath began to fill, he switched his mobile on – it had been off all day whilst he had been in his meetings. It rang straight away.





“You have five new messages,” the pre-recorded voice said. He switched off the taps so that he could listen to them.





The first two messages were to do with work; the third was from his daughter Sara. Barlow immediately recognised the sheer panic and concern in her voice – the drug raid and shooting were all over the local evening paper and news channels, and she was worried about him. The fourth was from his son, Sam, who was equally concerned. The final message was from Detective Inspector Finch of MSDS returning his call, leaving a number if Barlow wanted to get in touch with him.





After calling his kids and reassuring them that he was fine, he called Detective Inspector Finch. Finch played his cards very close to his chest; offering platitudes as opposed to facts and solutions. Barlow explained his grave concern not just for his safety, but also for his investment. During the conversation with Finch, he learned that the guy who had been arrested was a known local criminal.





The police had acted on a tip-off from an informant. The girl was a prostitute she was also known to MSDS for some minor offences; she was recovering in hospital and was expected to be released within the next 48 hours. Victor Knight had already been discharged, as his shoulder injury was only superficial.





Despite Tony’s best efforts, he could not get any more information from Inspector Finch, who advised him that things should calm down and that he should get on with his life.





That evening, Tony’s phone was hot with calls from his Scouse mates who had read about the incident in The Liverpool Echo or heard about it on Radio City and the regional TV news. His so-called friends were not offering their sympathy but taking the piss out of him for buying an apartment in a drug den. “What’s it like living in the Bronx?” one of them said. “Welcome to Scouse Harlem,” another one jibed. Bastards! Fucking bastards!





Tony was gutted but put on a brave face, joining in with the laughter of his so-called friends who were seizing the moment to inflict a few more mental scars on his already battered brain.





On Friday evening, he returned to the relative calm of West Ferry Quay. The journalists and reporters were long gone, and a peaceful quiet had descended on the area, although the stench of vomit still hung in the seaside air. Tony was looking forward to going out into town for a few beers with his pals. He knew well in advance what the main topic of conversation would be.





As he entered his apartment, a rancid smell filled his nostrils. He had only been away for a few days. “What the hell is that?” he cried to himself, quickly opening all the windows and spraying air freshener in every room like it was going out of fashion.





The smell resembled Indian food mixed with rubbish that had gone off – it was disgusting. He quickly checked to ensure that he had not left any stale food in the kitchen, although he knew that he had not – it would be impossible even with the distraction of the police raid. Barlow was an obsessive compulsive; he would never do such a thing. He was, of course, right. The smell was coming into his penthouse from Victor Knight’s flat below.





Without a second thought, Barlow went down the stairs to number 303. The door was still boarded up and double locked with two huge black bolts, one at the top and one at the bottom, each of which was further secured by industrial strength padlocks. Merseyside Police tape was stuck to the doorframe in a cross pattern. There was no sign of life. The air was filled with the pungent smell that had taken up residence in Barlow’s apartment.





Victor Knight was not at home; he had been discharged from hospital and released from police custody to a safe house upon instructions from on high. Knight was to lie low for a while until things settled down. He would get a beating from his paymasters for his behaviour, not to mention the fact that they had been forced to call in a very expensive favour to protect one of their assets in their multi-million pound Business.





The prostitute, Mercedez, was resting at home in Toxteth, counting the crisp twenty pound notes – the contents of a large brown envelope that had just been delivered by a mobster, along with a stark warning about keeping her mouth shut. She was instructed to stick to the storyline that she had provoked Victor by telling him that she was fucking all his mates, that he only had a little dick, a crap body and was a lousy lay. She called him a total loser, a waste of skin. It had not taken long for Victor to completely lose it in his drug-induced state.





Mercedez had slipped onto the knife trying to escape from his clutches; of course, no drugs had been found at 303. The syringe had been misplaced; all the loose ends were being tidied up. “Ten grand,” the mobster said. “If you don’t want to hear from me again and you wish to see your little girl grow up, you keep your mouth shut, understand?” Mercedez nodded as she clung to her daughter, closing the door on the messenger.





If she hadn’t been the mother of James Robertson’s daughter, she would probably be at the bottom of the River Mersey now.





Victor Knight had also been saved because of his association with Fraser Robertson and his boys.




CHAPTER THREE



James was continuing to make progress. He had managed to escape brain damage, and the doctors expected him to make a complete recovery. Fraser had alerted The Priory Clinic to his imminent arrival in yet another bid to rid him of his evils.





Simon Robertson was babysitting his son, much to his father’s disgust. He had been told to go out, to get a life, to socialise. Little did Robertson know of his daughter-in-law’s regular activities, but it was only a matter of time before he found out. Gina, sporting a tight-fitting black dress and a pair of killer heels, bid her farewell to Simon and her son Mark. She was having a meal in town with her friends – well, that was the story that she had spun. She was actually meeting with Brian, her personal trainer, who had booked a suite in the best hotel in town.





Brian had already checked in. He had texted her with the room number where he she was going to get a good seeing to. Gina was playing with fire. All in all, it was a typical Friday night in Liverpool.





Simon had an early night with his son; he didn’t hear Gina return a little after 2 a.m., he was in a deep sleep. She slipped off her little black number, took her makeup off, cleaned her teeth and carefully climbed into their king-sized bed that had not seen much action recently. Gina was exhausted after her night of passion with the super-fit Brian: he had thrown her all round the hotel bedroom and they had fucked each other stupid. Her trainer was extremely well endowed; Gina had experienced multiple orgasms and so had he.





As a contented smile broke out on her beautiful face, little did she know that she had been spotted leaving the hotel shortly after one-thirty. She had not spotted her father-in-law enjoying a nightcap with a couple of council officials in the hotel reception area. He had been treating them to a slap-up meal in La Brasserie, notably one of the best restaurants in town. Unfortunately for Gina, Fraser had seen her as she hurried through reception and into the back of the taxi that she had booked through the concierge.





A few moments later, Fraser had successfully incentivised the concierge with a fifty-pound note to disclose that she had been in the hotel all evening. Another fifty got him the information that he craved – confirmation that she was not alone. Gina had spent the entire evening in one of the hotel’s suites, room number 505, with Mr Brian Wright. His home address and mobile number were also provided as part of the deal.





Whilst Gina slept at home with her family, Fraser Robertson was putting the wheels in motion. Nobody, absolutely no one interfered with his family. Family was sacred and above all else.





Brian Wright lived in a modest townhouse that overlooked the marina with his wife and son. Brian was thirty-six – a good-looking, muscular specimen. He was obsessed with his body: he worked out every day except Sundays, when he would devote some time to his missus and his lad, Daniel, who was nine. He really enjoyed taking him to the local park and kicking a ball with him. Brian had recently opened his own gym on the outskirts of town; the bank had given him a two hundred and fifty thousand pound loan, taking his house as security.





Despite the exertions of the previous night, he arose at 7.a.m., showered, grabbed a quick breakfast and headed off to his gym. He switched on his mobile, and – bleep, bleep – two text messages quickly filed into his inbox.





The first message was from a client cancelling a session later in the day.





He did not recognise the number for the second text. He opened it. The second message read – “Hi Brian, hope you had a good night in room 505 last night. If you value your health then stay away from her.”





He read it again and again. His heart sank, his pulse raced. What the…? Who on Earth…? How the hell…? All of a sudden from feeling on top of the world, Brian Wright was not feeling so good.





I’ll call the mobile that the text was sent from, he thought, I’ll bloody well show whoever it is that I am not going to be intimidated. Maybe not such a good idea, as I would be acknowledging receipt of it and then by implication confirming my mobile number, he decided against this. This was a shot across his bows; an early warning, but from whom?





What about Gina, should I tell her? If I do, that will be the end of our relationship, and we are only at the very start of a steamy liaison. His mind flashed back to the amazing sex that they had shared together just a few hours ago. No, I can’t tell Gina, not yet, anyway.





What about Kelly, his wife? What if whoever had sent this anonymous text was going to tell her. Should he confess? Say it was just a one-off and it will never ever happen again; beg forgiveness in an attempt to save his twelve-year marriage? No, no, stay calm – don’t do anything at this stage. Let’s see what develops. Try and carry on as normal, he decided.





Brian Wright was a decent man, a good husband, and a loving father. Apart from a one-night stand at a Christmas party three years ago with a female personal trainer, he had not strayed. Gina Robertson was hot; she was a sex bomb who from the moment she had stepped into his gym wanted to get her claws into him. She had an agenda and Brian was it. He simply could not resist her advances and now he wanted more. He could not let go – well, at least, not just yet.





***





The sound of the roof creaking combined with the shrill of the gulls circling above his penthouse was enough to break Tony Barlow’s deep sleep. The bedside clock read 8:15 a.m. After taking a long shower and consuming a bowl of cereal, Tony headed into town. Saturday was always a good day to get things done, like ironing, cleaning, and shopping.





The regeneration of the city centre was gathering pace; all the approach roads into town were being dug up, sadly all at the same time. New developments were being built; old buildings demolished to make way for fancy new ones. Everywhere that you surveyed the landscape, there was a crane.





Four thousand new flats spread across twenty-five developments had already been granted planning permission. Some of these were just breaking ground; others were near completion. Everton FC had applied to build a world class fifty-five thousand-seater stadium on the waterfront, and a number of respected retailers who had always shied away from Liverpool had announced their intentions to “come and join the party” by committing to open brand new retail outlets in what were soon to be revitalised, fashionable areas of the city.





Liverpool City Council had entered the race to become “European Capital of Culture 2008”. Plenty of taxpayers’ money was being spent on supporting the bid with fancy marketing presentations and expensive public relations exercises. Large brown envelopes and party donations were being made, in the main by bent property developers and dishonest council officials, in return for favours down the road.





The bid was driving newfound optimism through the city and backhanders had never been so rife.





Liverpool was up against some pretty stiff competition: Newcastle, which was expected to win, Cardiff, and Bristol, to name but a few. Even though 2008 was five years off, the government were due to announce the winner next year.





It was fifty years too late, but at least this was a chance for Liverpool to put itself back on the world map. For far too long, tens of millions of pounds of money had poured out of Liverpool and into the coffers of retailers, restaurateurs, publicans, hoteliers and concert promoters’ pockets in nearby arch-rival Manchester.





The Scousers had helped Manchester rise from the ashes by spending their hard-earned cash down the East Lancs Road simply because Liverpool had very little quality anything to offer. Potential investors had been scared off by the poor history of this great city and decided to spend their money in favour of backing its near neighbour.





Tony Barlow had an awful opinion of the way that his beloved city had been misrepresented, abused and raped over the past fifty years by militant, corrupt politicians, bent council officials and general lowlifes. He felt embarrassed every time he switched the television on or picked up a national newspaper to read or hear about another national or international organisation that was pulling out of Liverpool because of incessant strikes that were damaging their business or racketeering that had scared them away in the first place.





Apart from The Beatles, The Cathedrals and Liverpool Football Club, there was little to shout about.





He had absolutely no faith in what he had seen or read about since his return. There was no one, from what he could tell thus far, who was in a position of power that possessed any charisma or commercial acumen; they were all just looking to feather their own nests. Despite his concerns, he did feel that it was going to be an exciting time to be living in the city, even though things had not got off to the greatest of starts.





He passed by Albert Dock en route to his first port of call – the Mercedes dealer at Mann Island had his car booked in to have the passenger wing mirror replaced having been damaged by the ambulance. After dropping the car off, Tony decided to walk along the waterfront past two of the three graces towards Princess Dock, where a lot of residential development was happening. He thought he would have a nose.





What looked like a multi-storey car park was being erected, and a couple of hundred yards away, the foundations had been laid for what the developers’ sales board described as a stunning ten-storey development of one, two and three-bedroom apartments, some with river view, with completion due in the spring of 2004.





On the opposite side of Pall Mall, work was well underway on completing what was to be Liverpool’s tallest residential development – a forty-storey skyscraper that from street level looked like it touched the roof of the sky.





‘Robertson Heights’ was situated on what was the old St Paul’s Eye Hospital site. St Paul’s had been a long-standing establishment, caring for the community for over seventy years. Barlow had been there with his mum some years ago – she needed to have cataracts removed. Wow, he thought, the views must be awesome, especially from the city-facing units that would benefit from both river and city views.





The sales board boasted Liverpool’s finest address, a luxurious development of 220 one- and two-bedroom apartments, complemented by seven exclusive penthouses, secure parking, 24-hour concierge service, and landscaped Japanese gardens. The development was attached to Liverpool’s first five-star hotel, the SAS Radisson, with 24-hour room service for the penthouses. Barlow was smitten; he had never seen anything like this outside New York, where he regularly travelled on business.





A bright yellow banner across the developer’s board announced, “Units released for sale, grand launch at The Platinum Lounge, Thursday, February 23rd. Prices from £140,000,00 to £1.5 million.”





“My God, that’s this Thursday,” Barlow said to himself.





He made a note of the phone number for sales enquiries, stuffed it into his jacket pocket and proceeded into town for a much-needed shot or two of caffeine. As he drank his coffee, he read the local newspaper. There was nothing of any real note. Everton’s plans to build their new stadium dominated the front page. They had received backing and support from Vision 90, some dodgy consortium that represented the city council, the developer and the political party that presided over the local ward. More than a few brown envelopes being exchanged there, Barlow thought. The stadium was going to cost over two hundred and fifty million pounds. Certain unscrupulous individuals in positions of power will be looking to top up their pension funds on the back of this development, at the expense of the working- man.





The inside front pages featured an interview with Fraser Robertson, the property developer behind Robertson Heights. He was boasting about his organisation’s ground-breaking new development setting new standards in Liverpool. He told the reporter that he had no doubt that all the units would sell very quickly off plan, with most of them expected to be snapped up at Thursday’s launch in The Platinum Room, a nightclub and bar that he also owned. For effect, he talked about the social mix of the apartments, with the majority being one-bedroom units aimed at offering a real opportunity for first-time buyers to get on the property ladder.





The more that Tony Barlow read about Robertson Heights, the more his passion’s stirred. He could visualise himself sitting in a penthouse in the sky, surveying all below him, as he waited for the concierge to bring him a filet minion accompanied by fresh vegetables and béarnaise sauce, all washed down with a nice bottle of Fleurie. He had already decided that he was going to get himself on the guest list for the launch; he was now working out the financial implications of buying a penthouse.
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