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            Prologue

            A Sunday in May 2028 – Lincolnshire Wolds

         

         It was time.

         Bess felt it suddenly and for no apparent reason that she could think of. But, as with so many things she did these days, she decided to forget it for the moment, trusting that, when the moment came, she’d just know what to do.

         She covered the salad with one of Uncle John’s ubiquitous cotton cloths, hung up the pinny - the plastic one with the photograph of Shakespeare smoking dope that made her feel exulted and vaguely uncomfortable at the same time - and opened the fridge.

         Entering the garden the wonderful spring sun warmed her face and made her squint slightly as she stopped and looked. He was at the bottom, under the spidery arms of the plum tree. The breeze shook some pink blossoms free and they fluttered down onto the table he was laying. The four beeches rustled with joy and, like a timely herald from Fantasia, a white butterfly whipped past her nose, proclaiming its message: “It’s coming! It’s coming!” What ’it’ was, of course, was the real question. All she knew was that it had something to do with why she returned so many times to spend what her mother called, “the precious weekends of your youth, darling,” with her uncle.

         “Bring the wine?”

         She beamed and held it up for inspection. She’d known where it would be, just as she’d known the weather would be glorious and the birds would sing. And surely that was part of it; the familiarity and the wonderful, splendid certainty.

         “Did you know the overflow on the downstairs toilet’s leaking?” asked Bess, placing the salad in its allotted spot. 

         “Yah. I’ll fix it tomorrow.”

         He turned towards her and laughed loudly. They both knew his attitude towards DIY. And that laughter. The man was so bloody uninhibited!

         “Were you always such an extrovert?”

         He laughed again, then glanced at her in that keen way he had, eyes narrowed.

         “Only with you, lass. Most of my friends think I’m introverted.”

         “Yeh, right.”

         “Truly. I was really quite shy as a boy.”

         In truth she’d always sensed that, through the quips and the banter, right at his core, there was a sadness about Uncle John. And she’d often wondered, on the long car journeys over the Wolds, whether it was that tragic, distant part of him that attracted her, as if, God forbid, she were some adolescent character out of Jane Austen.

         “So how’s my big sister?”

         His voice always changed when he spoke of her.

         “Same as ever. Looking her age.”

         He shook his head.

         “Cruelty, thy name is woman.”

         “I thought it was ‘frailty’.”

         “Since when did Shakespeare know everything?”

         He didn’t look his age, of course and she wondered why she was so perversely proud of that.

         They ate and drank under the plum tree, barbecue smoke keeping away the bees. Beyond the low fence emerald wheat rose to the badger wood.

         “Lass, stop trying so hard. You’re beautiful, intelligent and sensitive, and we both know how rarely those three things come together.” She felt herself blushing and knew he’d notice; knew he’d make a joke to rescue her. “Consider the rest of the family, for instance.” There it was. ‘The family’. “I, of course, have only beauty,” and she laughed gratefully.

         She knew she wasn’t beautiful, though. “At 5 foot 11 inches in your tights,” as he liked to put it, “you could only have inherited it from your grandfather.” Also, with her narrow hips and little breasts she seemed even taller, especially in heels. And, with the sure clarity of late teenage, she’d begun to see her physical features as an advantage, learning to use them to emphasise movement and gestures, so that people noticed her. All in all, she was elegant, she knew. But it was only Uncle John who called her beautiful. 

         “And this, of course,” she said, “is from the great woman expert; someone who’s never been married. If your relationships last more than three months it’s been a good season.”

         “Makes me dispassionate; an objective observer,” he said with another grin.

         “You’re full of it, Uncle John.”

         But she said it with a laugh. He turned and gazed down the brightly coloured garden, apparently watching his cat, called Cat, licking its paws. “You can’t give cats names.” It was time. She felt it so strongly now that, as she’d known it would, the plan of attack just popped in there, like the marshmallow man.

         “What do you mean about the rest of ’the family’?” biting her lip.

         As she knew he would, he raised his head and looked at her in that piercing way again, then down at his feet.

         “Oh, nothing, I guess.”

         “You’re doing it again.”

         “Doing what?”

         “You know perfectly well. You suggest something, then back away from it. It’s bloody frustrating!”

         He put on a hurt expression.

         “I know. Sorry, lass. It’s just that I don’t want you to think I’m a stubborn, prejudiced, middle-aged man.”

         “I know you’re a stubborn, prejudiced, middle-aged man.” He was already laughing. “In fact, you’re sometimes stubborn to the point of incredulity. You’re intolerant of almost anyone except me and Cat, you’re often authoritarian, you’re more arrogant than I am and you break wind with the frequency of a ministerial cock-up.”

         He was roaring now, tears in his eyes.

         “Lass, that’s brilliant! You must write it down,” and he laughed again.

         “John! The problem is you keep deflecting and you’re doing it again. Answer me! Whenever we have a family gathering you’re always taking the piss out of someone.”

         “Is that a question?”

         “John!”

         He lifted his hand.

         “All right, I know. But I’m serious. I have a reputation, carefully nurtured, of being a grumbly, irritable, old sod, as you’ve just so ably illustrated. That way I get to spend most of my days on my own. With the exception of you, of course.” 

         She resisted the temptation to sigh. That wasn’t just polite flattery. She’d known from an early age that her visits meant as much to him as they did to her. And she’d grown up with him always there, not just physically but in her mind, like a male benchmark. All the more reason why she had to know.

         “You dislike most of the family, though, don’t you?”

         He sipped his wine and peered at her over the rim, as if thinking how to reply, or expecting her to say more. She flicked at a fly, then sat up in her chair, determined, the wine loosening inhibitions.

         “Admit it. When was the last time you talked to anyone in the family, apart from me?”

         He seemed to stare at the wood. When he looked back she sensed something different.

         “Yes, you’re the only one I like. Happy now?”

         She should call it off at this point. Let him off the hook. But she couldn’t. She wanted to know; had always wanted to know. The whispered conversations at weddings and funerals.

         “And there are reasons for that,” she continued.

         He wasn’t smiling and her chest tightened.

         “Of course there are reasons for that.”

         “But you’re not going to tell me.”

         She continued to look at him, silently willing him to answer the question, to stay on track. Inexplicably, he smiled.

         “I’d rather not, lass, if you don’t mind.”

         She should definitely leave it now, make a joke of it, claim her small victory and be gone. Instead she stayed silent and waited.

         “Where’s all this leading?” he asked eventually.

         “I don’t know.”

         He was staring at her, those grey eyes hurt, accusing and she forced herself to stay quiet.

         “It’s complicated,” he said eventually, sliding away again.

         “Shall I tell you what I’ve heard?”

         He nodded uncertainly, sipping at an empty glass.

         “I’m pretty sure it’s got something to do with your father. Apparently, he had an affair.”

         His expression changed abruptly, to one she’d only seen him use on plumbers and the Welsh rugby team. Her pulse quickened further and she felt sweat break out on her chest. 

         “Is that what they say?”

         “More or less. I overheard Mum and Aunt Margaret talk about the other woman.”

         “You’ve asked your mother?”

         “Won’t talk about it. Refuses point blank.”

         A further long pause while he shifted position. For some reason, she became aware of the noises of the day: the buzz of a bee competing well with a neighbour’s lawnmower, a blackbird squawking her alarm near the ancient, cream house.

         “Is it true, what Mum says?”

         “I doubt it. My father did have an affair. Oh, he did have an affair. But, as with most things in life, it wasn’t that simple.”

         He placed the glass down and began to lever himself up, but there was no way she was going to let it go now. Playing her last card she conjured up her most reasonable voice - gentle, demure and childlike - the one that never failed with older men.

         “Tell me about it, please.”

         He stopped half-way up for a second or two, then sort of flopped.

         “So,” he said and she licked suddenly dry lips.

         “John, you can’t imagine how it’s been. There’s a family secret and it’s been kept from me. All through my life people have whispered and glanced sideways to see if I can hear. Relatives have stopped talking on my approach. It’s one of the great mysteries of my childhood, for God’s sake! And it’s always when your father’s name is mentioned or when you’re on the premises. It’s as if I’m a pariah because I spend so much time here. If it hadn’t happened so long ago I’d think it concerned me!” She felt herself losing it and let it come. “When I ask, no one will tell me. Well I’m 20 now and it’s time!”

         Tears were pricking her eyes.

         “I’m sorry, lass. I’d no idea.”

         She shook her head and fought back the stupid tears.

         “I know. I’m sorry, too.” She paused briefly and looked him straight in the eye. “But you have to tell me.”

         With a gesture she’d never seen him perform before, he stretched his eyes.

         “Bess, have I ever refused to answer any of your questions?”

         She knew what was coming. He only used ‘Bess’ when he was going to say something she’d find unpleasant.

         “Don’t do this to me, John. I don’t understand! Why won’t you tell me?!” 

         His chest rose and fell in a long breath.

         “Lots of reasons. You see the truth is not what people think. You either won’t like what you hear or you won’t believe it. Probably both. Because ….. because it will change our relationship. God knows why you want to spend time with me rather than whooping it up with your own age-group, but I’m grateful you do. And I don’t want it to change.”

         She knew this, just as she knew that daffodils grew in spring and Mozart was the prince of sound. And she was constantly racked with guilt that she was glad he’d never married, or he wouldn’t want to spend so much time with her. She adored the way he showed his affection for her, in a way her parents never had.

         But her heart was really racing now. She could actually feel it thumping in her chest because her instincts were telling her what her mind now did. He was going to give in. It was himself he was wrestling with.

         “Your life will never be the same, if I tell you.”

         She just nodded, not really understanding. But wasn’t that what life was for? What did he say? “There are only three things in life not worth encountering, lass: suicide, anal sex and folk dancing. Everything else, grasp to your tits and live it!”

         He got up slowly and strolled over to the dying barbecue, absently stirring charcoal into a cloud. Then he placed hands in pockets and moved to the wicker fence, staring out at the newly leafed wood.

         “Saw two badgers last week,” he said. “Farmer says they don’t have TB and he’d rather have them there, keeping infected badgers out.”

         Still she forced herself to wait. The neighbour had finished his mowing. The only sounds left were that of bees in the tree above, feeding on the last of the plum blossom and of the same warm breeze rustling corn stalks. Then he ambled over and stopped in front of her.

         “Sure?”

         “Yes,” she said with relief.

         “All right, but there are conditions.”

         “What?” immediately suspicious.

         “First, whatever you discover you mustn’t tell anyone, including your mother, without my permission.”

         She could hold to that. Talking to her mother was hardly easy at the best of times.

         “Agreed.” 

         He held her eyes for a while, then just walked into the house with that lazy, confident stroll he had. She gazed over the field, trying not to feel guilty about bullying him and for using his affection to her advantage. When he returned he was carrying a large, black binder.

         “The second condition is that you can’t take this with you. You can only read it here.”

         Bess glanced at the pages of A4 stretched tight, at least four centimetres thick, then up at John, his face uncharacteristically solemn.

         “Okay.”

         “Well, in that case, you wanted to know about your grandfather, so read.”

         He said it casually but she sensed the reverence with which he handed her the file. She pulled over the cover: Cold Eating, a novel by John Stafford. She knew all her uncle’s published writings, some of them almost by heart. This was not among them.

         “When did you write this?”

         “About 15 years ago. First thing I ever wrote and you’re only the second person I’ve shown it to.”

         “Who was the first?”

         “I’ll tell you later.”

         She realised that, from the moment he’d handed over the binder, his eyes hadn’t left it and he was looking as if he wanted to snatch it back.

         “I’m not sure I’ve done the right thing, Bess. You’re not ready for it.”

         “Christ, John, how bad can it be?”

         He lifted his gaze to her and she saw real anxiety for the first time. Involuntarily she pulled the manuscript towards her and hugged it.

         “I’m not giving it back.”

         He continued to watch her for a while, before seeming to consciously pull his gaze away and nodding to himself.

         “No,” he said. “And if you’re going to make a start I’ll put some coffee on.”

         “I want to start now,” and she turned the first page. 

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 1

            Sunday 19 May 2013 – Italy

         

         I read somewhere that experienced novelists rarely write in the first person; that it hinders flexibility and readers simply don’t like it. Well, I’m certainly not a professional writer, so that advice can’t possibly apply. Besides, I intend this story to be about me. That sounds conceited but the fact is this tale doesn’t make sense if you don’t come to it through my journey. It’s also about my father, of course. Actually, it will be a lot about him because I’m on a promise.

         They also say that writers find it difficult to end a book. But I know how this story ends. What I couldn’t decide on is where to start? In the end I decided it had to be in that quiet, provincial town of Mogliano Véneto, in Northern Italy.

         The visit began well enough because, even though I had no idea of the street name, finding Baxter’s mother’s house proved to be a cinch. My ears ringing with the clamour of church bells and the angry shouts of hurrying worshippers, I spotted a busy café and Brad finally braked to a halt in a cloud of dust.

         “Brad, we’re trying to be low-profile!”

         He just beamed that Brad Pitt smile as we moved towards the outdoor seating area, everyone staring at us.

         “Take it easy, Jonno. We’re not going to be able to disguise the fact that we’re English and that’s the way we’re expected to behave.”

         He was probably right. He was always more in tune with popular culture. ‘La barbaro Inglese’, an opinion gleaned, I assumed, from past images of football hooliganism. He ordered two espressos in that seemingly fluent Italian he’d suddenly acquired. 

         “How’d you know all this?” I’d asked last night, when he’d ordered our meal in Italian and even knew what was in my merluzzo alla pizzaiola. He’d sheepishly produced an Italian phrase book.

         “As soon as I knew where Baxter would be I knew you’d have to come here. I’ve been swatting.”

         I’d laughed and children from a nearby table had looked over. Brad had been embarrassed, as if he’d committed a social faux pas and I’d tried not to laugh again. It was so like him to try and educate himself, whilst pretending not to. “Learning is for posh boys like you, Jonno.”

         So now, this bright Sunday morning in Mogliano, and with his new Italian, Brad simply asked the elderly waiter for the address. There was a risk in this, we knew, since Baxter might be told two Englishmen were asking for the house. But I’d prepared a suitable package before leaving the UK, with the house and town marked clearly. We were simply delivery men, dressed in blue overalls, with the logo of a large international bank sewn into our breast pockets.

         “Per favore,” said Brad, “Casa Bendini?” pointing at the package.

         The man squinted uncertainly at the brown-paper parcel, wispy white hair lifting in a coffee wind.

         “Si. Giri a sinistra,” he said, waving his hand dismissively before smiling at the next table, the Inglese already forgotten. I forgave him silently; just relieved he showed no suspicion.

         We turned left and, sure enough, no more than 150 yards from the café, was the House Bendini, its name plugged onto a tall and very closed wrought-iron gate. It was a large residence, starkly white and surrounded by a high, impenetrable hedge. It was also guarded by a dog the size of a horse. Black and ugly-looking, it had crashed behind the gate. Even when we approached it didn’t really stir; simply wagged its tail in a desultory kind of way. I examined the other houses in the road, all painted in various pastel shades of cream and brown and green, gleaming dark shutters closed against a cloudless sky. Two boys played football in a dusty side street, their voices loud against birdsong. It was an unobtrusive area, at peace with itself, so clearly my father had not been here.

         “So what now, Jonno?” asked Brad.

         “We keep walking before we get noticed.”

         But just then the dog raised its head and a few seconds later I heard what sounded like an automatic garage door. 

         “Quickly,” I said, “back to the car.”

         We walked briskly, without running, constantly glancing back to see which way the driver turned.

         “You drive,” I said reluctantly and we were just inside the car when an immaculate black Mercedes with blackened windows purred passed. “Wait until he turns at the junction before moving off.”

         He turned left, towards Venice and Brad quickly accelerated after him. Thankfully, Baxter stuck to the speed limit and we were able to keep him in sight. On the autostrade we settled down about 60 yards behind and I took out my smartphone. This was my last, desperate attempt to get my father to talk to me.

         
            With Brad, following Baxter from Mogliano Veneto to Venice. Intend sit on tail til you arrive.

         

         I hesitated, imagining what would go through Dad’s mind when he received this message. Also, it occurred to me rather belatedly that it might not be Baxter in the car. It could be a chauffeur or his elderly mother? I took a deep breath and hit ‘Send’.

         
            Bess paused in her reading. John was cleaning up the barbecue but he sensed her look up.

            “Coffee’s on,” he said unnecessarily.

            “You haven’t started this at the beginning,” she said.

            “That a question?”

            “No, it’s not a bloody question!”

            He blessed her with that infuriating smile.

            “How’d you spot that?”

            “Are you kidding? ‘This was my last, desperate attempt to get my father to talk to me’. If that’s the beginning of this story we’re not related.”

            He nodded.

            “You know, now you mention it, I’ve often thought that nose of yours is simply not family.”

            She said nothing; just fixed him with the sort of glare that cowed most men, even Uncle John.

            “Okay, it’s not the beginning. Does that make me a bad person?”

            “Why, though?” 

            He flicked some plum blossom off his thigh.

            “The beginning of a story is not always the beginning in time.”

            “God, do you go out of your way to be frustrating?”

            He simply grinned back and shrugged.

         

         The next move was up to Dad, so I settled back in my comfortable seat and watched the traffic on the dual carriageway, checking that Brad overtook on the left, just like the Merc.

         “You know why you’re no good at poker?” he asked abruptly.

         I turned to the handsome face, marred only by a small bottle scar down its right cheek.

         “No but I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”

         “Because you don’t take it seriously. You’re always thinking about something else.”

         We’d ended last night playing poker for matchsticks in a small, open-air bar which ran alongside the train station, drinking the local birra in the light of candles and the weird glow of street lights. At the next table a group of locals had sung nationalist songs, drinking from bottles of wine kept in a gigantic plastic bowl of ice and getting pissed. There were seven men and one woman and the woman was the most demonstrative, the way Italian women are. Every so often a dog would bark, far off, and I’d wondered why, wherever you are in the world, there’s always a dog barking in the distance. So Brad was probably right; instead of focusing on what I had in my hand, I romantically dream, desperate to achieve the unachievable.

         “He’s parking,” he said and I brought my attention back to the present.

         The Mercedes came to a stop in a car park on the island of Venice, close to the train station and Baxter got out. It was definitely him. I recognised the face from the photo Brad had found. He was wearing pink shorts, what appeared to be deck shoes, a striped golf shirt and had a navy-blue sweater slung round his neck. If he was going boating he wouldn’t have looked out of place. He walked slowly, almost sauntering, like a man confident in his business and his surroundings, simply taking a Sunday morning stroll. We followed carefully. One of us stayed within about 80 yards of him at all times, hurrying when he turned a corner so as not to lose sight for too long. The other would stay back and we swapped positions every three corners or so. It was my idea which Brad approved.

         I’d been to Venice before – my father had brought me when I was in my late teens - so I knew it to be choked with tourists during the summer months and that would have helped us remain inconspicuous. But the full season obviously didn’t start in late May. There were some holidaymakers – obvious in their calf-length shorts and searching eyes – but not enough to hide us. Also, we hadn’t had time to change from working-class delivery men to dressing like tourists and I was conscious of the fact that, if Baxter looked behind, we’d stick out like mullahs in a cathedral. But he didn’t turn round – not once - just gazed in the occasional shop window as part of his promenade and used his mobile a couple of times.

         So, we simply paced those narrow streets and crossed the little, hump-back bridges, over truly desolate water highways, quietly pulsing in the shadows; passed Santa Maria this and Santa Joseph that, through piazza after piazza, and pigeons fluttering like wraiths from one ledge to another, as if wary of perching for too long on the crumbling palaces.

         Brad stopped suddenly on the edge of a piazza and started walking back to me, his face animated.

         “He’s stopped at a café in a kind of square,” he said.

         I thought for a moment.

         “Is there just the one café.”

         “There’s a few.”

         “Okay, then I suggest you sit in another café and have a coffee. Don’t so much as glance at him; just sit down at a table. I’ll work my way around. There must be another entrance to the square, on the other side.”

         Five minutes later I passed through an archway onto a bright piazza, with no less than three cafés dotted around its perimeter. I spotted Baxter immediately, talking to a man with a George Michael beard, his back to me. Brad was seated amongst a cluster of chairs across the square, ordering from an attractive young cameriera with a low-cut blouse. He could always find them. I walked about 20 yards passed Baxter, to the third café and sat down on an aluminium chair, under an enormous, predictable, Cinzano umbrella. I, of course, was served by a 20 stone, heavily tattooed cameriere, who seemed to regard my Americano order as below his dignity.

         A sign above the arch I’d come through said, Campo San Barnaba. Across the square, a sunlit church was advertising a Leonardo da Vinci exhibition. The whole space was surrounded by high houses and apartments, all with bottle green shutters and pink flowers in window boxes. Birdsong – ubiquitous in Italy - sounded above a gentle echo of conversation and, just like in Lincoln, sparrows flitted between tables, scavenging for crumbs. It was so peaceful I almost forgot why we were there. Across the ancient stones, I watched Brad gazing down the waitress’ cleavage as she brushed an empty table.

         Then my phone vibrated, indicating a text message. I tried to be casual as I reached for it and saw the letters ‘Dad’ written on the screen. My stomach did a flip.

         
            Phone immediately.

         

         The plan had worked! Ten days he’d refused to answer my calls and now he was actually contacting me. I glanced up at Brad, who was watching me as I pressed Dad’s number. It rang once.

         “Where are you?”

         The voice was abrupt. I tried to speak normally.

         “Sitting in a café in a piazza in Venice.”

         “Where’s Baxter?”

         “Dad, we’ve got to t …..”

         “Where’s Baxter?”

         I sighed deliberately loudly.

         “He’s sitting down drinking coffee with a George Michael lookalike. Brad’s across …..”

         “How far away is he?”

         “About 20 yards.”

         “Get out of there, now! Don’t hurry, don’t rush. You’re a tourist. Take your time but move immediately. Leave enough money on the table and slowly walk out of the piazza the way you came …..”

         “Dad …..”

         “Get back to your car, check out of your hotel as fast as you can, then leave Italy.”

         “For Christ’s sake, Dad, he hasn’t spotted us!”

         “Of course he’s fucking spotted you, you fucking idiot! You have no idea what you’re dealing with!”

         In my whole life he’d never spoken to me like that and the certainty in his voice made my stomach do another somersault.

         “What car are you driving?”

         I hesitated, suddenly unsure of myself.

         “John, what car are you driving?”

         “Fiat Uno.” 

         “Colour?”

         “Orange.”

         “Jesus, fucking Christ! Has he used his mobile phone?”

         My breathing was now coming more quickly and I found difficulty getting the words out.

         “Couple of times.”

         “John, he’s sitting there waiting for some of his henchmen to arrive. They’ll be ex-special-forces and they’ll be very, very good. Believe me, you and Brad will have no chance. Please, John, get up and leave, now!”

         I knew he was right then. I was a fucking idiot. But I was also conscious of the fact that I was actually talking to my father - something I’d been wanting to do for a while - so I gathered my resolve.

         “Only if you promise to see me.”

         “I’ve already promised that.”

         “No, you see me now.”

         “I’m not in the area. Look, John, we haven’t time to discuss this. You’ve got to leave. I promise I’ll phone in 20 minutes. I’ll be too damned worried to leave it any longer anyway. Don’t rush, you’ll be too obvious. Okay?”

         I made one final glance at Baxter. Only the side of his face was turned towards me but I could see a smug grin on his face as he listened to his companion.

         “Okay.”

         “His henchman will probably follow. You’ll have to lose him.”

         Then the phone went dead. 

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 2

         

         Now the decision was taken I wanted to move quickly; to get out of there as soon as possible. But I forced myself to follow Dad’s instructions, taking my time as I stood up and took out a €10 note, casually leaving it under the half-drunk coffee cup. Avoiding eye-contact with the waiter, I saw Brad was already alert to the situation, his face anxious.

         “That was my father. He’s sure we’ve been rumbled. We need to walk fast and get out of Italy.”

         I set off at a fair pace and Brad kept up beside me, occasionally glancing back in the direction we’d come.

         “Just like that?” asked Brad.

         “Yeh. Dad says there’s a hit squad coming.”

         “Okay,” he said, “but if we’ve been made we’ll be followed.”

         “I know. Keep glancing back to check. I’ll look forward for anyone else.”

         We’d crossed two bridges before Brad said:

         “He’s there. Do you know he’s a bit like George Michael?”

         I couldn’t believe Brad was taking it so casually; my guts were churning.

         I forced myself to think. The first thing to recognise was that it confirmed Dad’s judgement so he was probably right about the rest too.

         “We can’t let him know our car registration because in no time they’ll find out who hired the car and where we’re staying. So, we’ll have to lose him. I suggest we wait round a deserted corner, then surprise him as he turns it. What do you think? This is more your line than mine.”

         He nodded, lips set in determination.

         “I’ll choose when.”

         We went down a narrow alley, no more than 6 feet across, which junctioned at a canal and turned right. Brad looked around and stopped.

         “This’ll do. And we won’t throw a shadow. Stay behind me. I go in first, you come behind if I don’t disable him. How tall would you say he is?” 

         “Six, six-one?”

         Brad nodded.

         “I should go in first,” I said.

         “Just get in close to the wall, Jonno, stay behind me and shut up.”

         I followed instructions. Brad was already flat against the concrete, listening. Well, eight days ago I decided I wanted some excitement in my life, but this was rather more than I bargained for.

         Within seconds I heard the man’s heavy breathing as he hurried to reach the corner. Brad stepped out and threw his right in one fluid movement. I followed quickly but my assistance was unnecessary. Brad had connected with the man’s windpipe and he was grasping his throat with both hands, uttering choking sounds. Brad hit him again, this time in the nose and blood spattered everywhere. The man hit his head when he fell and seemed to lose consciousness. I just stood there, transfixed, as Brad rifled his pockets and came away with a revolver.

         “I think we’ll relieve him of that,” he said and felt the pulse at his neck. “He’s still alive.”

         I grabbed his arm.

         “In that case let’s go, before someone comes.”

         We set off, hurrying along the side of the canal.

         “Slow down,” I said, as I saw some people in the distance. “And I think you ought to throw that gun into the canal.”

         He shook his head.

         “No way. We might need it.”

         I decided this wasn’t the time to argue and looked away, across the water. For some reason I focused on two pigeons on the opposite bank, washing themselves by lifting their wings to water mysteriously dripping off a roof. Right then, Dad rang.

         “Did he follow?”

         “Yes, but we’ve taken care of it. Well, Brad did.”

         “Good. But you’re not out of the woods yet. Far from it. Are you staying in Mogliano?”

         “Yes.”

         “Right. You’ll have to check out of your hotel as soon as you get back, then leave Italy. But you can’t leave from Marco Polo; they’ll have the airport staked out like Agincourt. You’ll have to drive west to Milan and try to pick up a flight from there. I’ve checked the map; it’ll take you about three hours. Okay?” 

         I felt like a complete idiot, any desire to argue utterly gone.

         “John?”

         “Okay.”

         “Anyone else behind you?”

         “No.”

         “Right. Keep looking at least once a minute. You’ll have to go into hiding for a while when you get back to the UK.”

         “What?”

         “Baxter already knows who you are.”

         “Shit! How does he know that?

         “You’re not thinking, John. Were you close enough for him to see your face?”

         The penny dropped into my stomach like a bad pudding. The physical resemblance between myself and my father had always been an embarrassment to me and Baxter would have known him when he was my age. Jesus, how could I have been so fucking stupid?

         “How close did you get when you were following by car?”

         “About 60 yards.”

         “Okay, then it’s unlikely he would have got your car registration yet. If he fails to get it then he’ll simply check all the hotel registrations in the area, starting with Mogliano. Don’t forget, he’s only searching for one name; Stafford. It won’t take him long.”

         I’d slowed my pace without realising it.

         “Come on Jonno, move it,” said Brad.

         I quickened and peered ahead. We were in another narrow alley, tall buildings either side, and what looked like an open space at the end. I recognised a large church. Not far to go.

         “I’m sorry, Dad. I’ve been an idiot.”

         I felt Brad turn towards me.

         “It’s all right. It’s my fault. Where are you exactly?”

         “Approaching the car park.”

         “Right. Stop and put the speaker on.”

         I grabbed Brad’s arm.

         “Brad can hear you now,” I said.

         “Good. Smile. Look like tourists. How you doing Brad?”

         “I’m great, Mr Stafford. Yourself?”

         He was, too, I thought. A small smile curled his lips. This was what Brad had always wanted. 

         “To be honest, Brad, I’m shitting myself. Now listen up, both of you, if you want to get out of there.”

         This was a side of my father I hadn’t heard before. It brooked no argument. Brad had also silently agreed to do whatever Dad suggested. I recognised his expression.

         “When you left the piazza Baxter will have phoned his hit squad to head for the car park because he knows you followed him into Venice by car. They’ll be two or three guys, either waiting for you in the car park or heading for it. So I’ve changed my mind about the car. You’ll have to abandon it and go by train. Who’s got the map?”

         The sudden change threw me.

         “Train?”

         “Yes. Who’s got the map?”

         Brad was looking at me to answer.

         “We haven’t got a map.”

         The long silence that followed showed how I had, yet again, disappointed my father.

         “Okay, we can deal with it. Look around you. See if you can see a street sign. Brad, you keep watching for the hit squad.”

         We’d paused by a well-kept bridge, it’s black and gold ironwork sparkling in a watery sun. In the foreground, black gondolas rocked gently, like cold assassins. Across the water, a smart, outdoor restaurant prepared for lunch, waist-coated waiters laying pink tablecloths. Through a curtain of parched trees an army of windscreens reflected the light. I turned and there was a name, plugged dimly into the brick.

         “We’re at a bridge on the Fondamenta Papadopoli. The car park’s about 60 yards away, across the canal, through the trees.”

         “I have you. The station’s about half a kilometre. Head north along the canal. The sun will be about four o’clock. You’ll come to a foot bridge on the left. Take it. On its crest you’ll be able to see the station to your right.”

         “Okay, Dad, we’re on our way.”

         “Good. The trains to Mogliano Véneto leave every twenty minutes or so.” He pronounced Véneto correctly, I noticed irrelevantly. “You’ll pass through Mestre, which is a large junction station that feeds the airport, and the next stop is Mogliano. You’ll have to keep looking around you all the time, without appearing to do so. Do you understand?”

         “Yeh.” 

         I felt chastened.

         “Can Brad hear me?”

         “I can hear you, Mr Stafford.”

         I detected a slight American accent, a continent Brad had never inhabited, even as a tourist.

         “Brad, if you spot these guys, don’t even think about taking them on. You both leg it and hope you’re fitter than they are. Agreed?”

         I nodded at Brad.

         “Okay, Mr Stafford.”

         “We took a gun from our pursuer,” I said.

         A few moments of hesitation.

         “Get rid of it. Do you think they won’t have guns and, unlike you, they’ll know how to use them.”

         I felt a sharp pang of resentment but Brad didn’t argue. He immediately dug into his pocket, extracted the gun and threw it into the canal.

         “Once you’ve checked out of your hotel, get back to the train station and head north for Treviso. It’s about six miles north of Mogliano. Hire another car there and head west for Milan, just like we discussed earlier, John. You can pick up a flight from there back to the UK. Don’t hurry because you’ll attract attention, but don’t hang about either.”

         I wasn’t going to argue any more. In fact, absurdly, I felt like repenting.

         “Thanks, Dad.”

         “Just take care, son.” He paused and I didn’t know what to reply. “You too, Brad.”

         “You got it, sir!”

         He sounded like someone out of a Hollywood action movie.

         “I’ll have to hang up now to conserve my battery but call me soon”.

         The line went dead and we were alone. I imagined him biting his lip with worry and closing his eyes in silent prayer to a god in which he had no faith. Part of my brain was thinking, if he’s worried about his battery he must be travelling. Then I closed my mind to him and focused on what I had to do.

         The station was crowded and I felt more secure. We had a piece of luck and just caught the train, so there was no anxious wait whilst we peered at the entrance to the platform hoping to not spot three super-fit guys in their mid-30s, with chiselled faces and crew cuts. At Mogliano the only other person to get off the train was a middle-aged woman in brand new Reeboks, carrying a pug-nosed dog nestling in a basket. 

         Back at the hotel we packed quickly. I watched the concierge’s face as Brad told him we wished to check out immediately. He showed only natural surprise and no disappointment. But then why should he? We’d paid for two days in advance and stayed less than one. This time at the station we weren’t so lucky, having to wait 15 minutes for the train. No one had checked our ticket on the trip from Venice so I decided to take a chance and not purchase one this time. Instead we waited out of sight, on a pedestrian walkway below the platform.

         “Aren’t we taking an unnecessary risk?” asked Brad. “Supposing there’s an inspector on the train.”

         “We play the ignorant Inglese. The train arrived just as we got to the station and we didn’t have time to buy tickets. The point is, as far as the hotel concierge is concerned we still have the car and, this way, by not showing ourselves at the ticket office, no one may notice we’ve got the train, or that we’ve gone north instead of south.”

         “You’re starting to think like your father,” he said. “I like that.”

         I felt another surge of resentment.

         “If it wasn’t for my bloody father we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

         Brad looked at me in that frustratingly considerate way he had.

         “It was our decision to come here.”

         I took a deep breath.

         “Yeh, so it was.”

         He flashed that glowing smile.

         “No worries. Keep thinking like him, though, until we get out of here.”

         So we waited out of view and I thought that it was all going too well. But the train arrived without incident and I phoned Dad.

         “Where are you?” he asked immediately.

         “Heading for Treviso. No sign of bad guys.”

         “Good. Stay safe, son, and keep in touch.”

         He was about to hang up.

         “Dad?”

         “Yah.”

         “Where are you?”

         The silence must have lasted more than five seconds.

         “Dad?”

         “Rome.”

         “Heading for?”

         Another long pause. 

         “Back to the UK. I need to rethink things. Baxter’s now on the alert. I may have to do a deal with him.”

         The voice was tired now, I noticed.

         “A deal?”

         “To leave you alone.” Unaccountably, guilt rushed through me again. “Don’t worry. When he learns you’ve effectively warned him of my intentions, he’ll be almost grateful to you.”

         “Then why are we running?”

         “I said almost grateful. The main problem is I don’t have his phone number, nor him mine. He’s set the hunt in motion and I don’t know what the consequences will be if they find you. I don’t know what their instructions are but he doesn’t employ ex-special-forces personnel to help with the gardening. And I don’t want him to use you as a lever against me.”

         “I’m sorry, Dad.”

         “It’s all right. It’s my fault. I should have spoken to you. I thought I could keep you out of it but I should have known your bloody-minded nature wouldn’t allow you to merely sit back and wait for events. You’ve done well. How did you find out about Baxter?”

         “It’s a long story.”

         I imagined him nodding. I looked at Brad, who’d unexpectedly found an interest in maize plots and headless olive trees, wilting under the sun.

         “He’s almost certainly found out about his accomplice by now, so he knows you’re running. He’ll get his staff to check the hire car outlets at Marco Polo and the hotels in Mogliano, which shouldn’t take long. At this moment he’s probably heading for Venice Airport, hoping to catch sight of you. Are you sure no one followed you onto the train?”

         “Yes.”

         “All right. With a bit of luck he won’t think of Milan until it’s too late. But you’ve still got to keep alert, John.”

         “Dad, what I’ve done I’ve done because I love you.” I don’t know where it came from. I just blurted it.

         “I know, son. I hope you always will love me. Take care. Got to go.”

         And the phone went dead.

         I laid my head back against the seat and images of summers gone surged through me, of my father teaching me to play cricket in the garden and my sister giving orders, like she always did. My mother was there but she wasn’t part of it; she was across the garden, quietly reading a magazine by the hedge. 

         “We’re coming into the station,” said Brad, so I opened my eyes and put my head in gear.

         When we got off the train we both scanned our fellow travellers. There were quite a lot actually but no one who seemed like our crude perception of ‘ex-army’. I took a seat behind a concrete divider sporting a poster of a local nightclub and consulted my smartphone, while Brad watched the station. The 3G connection worked, so I used voice activation and asked for Tourist Information in Treviso. Within three seconds the number was ringing.

         “Buon giorno. Parla Inglese?”

         “Yes”.

         “Great. I need to hire a car. Where’s the best place.”

         “Hire?”

         “Rent.”

         “Ah, si. There are many places. Biggest is train station.”

         “I’m not by the station.”

         “Where are you?”

         “Somewhere in the centre of town. There’s a big church here; looks like a Cathedral.”

         “Does it have green domesa?”

         “Green domes? Um, yes, it does.”

         “Ottimo! Cathedral Cupolas, si. At back of Cathedral there is piazza. There you find taxi. All drivers have answers to questions.”

         “Grazie. You are most kind.”

         “Prego.”

         “What was that charade about?” asked Brad.

         “We can’t hire a car from here. Once Baxter finds out we’ve left the Uno parked in Venice and don’t turn up at Marco Polo, it’s not going to take him long to figure we’ve headed north by train. The car rental outlets at this station will be his first port of call.”

         Brad was nodding.

         “Good thinking. So how do we get to …” he pointed at my notepad, “this place?”

         “We get a taxi, of course.” I watched as Brad started to frown. “Know what you’re thinking, but I’m hoping there are several taxis that ply their trade from here. It might take them a while to find the right one. An extra hour or so could be important to us. The plan’s not perfect, Brad, but we’re in a hurry.”

         He was nodding again. 

         “Just keep thinking like your father, Jonno.”

         I didn’t bridle this time. Instead I glanced at my watch as we made towards the entrance. 12.25. There were three taxis lined up and we took the first.

         “Cathedral Cupolas, per favore,” I said.

         The journey took less than ten minutes. Traffic was scarce and I remembered it was Sunday. I was reminded again when we lugged our bags out on to the steps of the cathedral because the campanologists were hard at work. I’d noticed that in Mogliano; on Italian Sundays bells ring like there’s no tomorrow.

         Another taxi took us to our true destination, where I hired yet another car - the fourth in nine days, I recalled – only one of which I’d returned legitimately. Technically, though, Brad hired this one. He suggested the smokescreen of our flight to Milan might be made even murkier if the transaction was made under his name and I had to agree. My only hesitation was that it brought him more into the frame but Baxter would know he was with me, anyway, because we’d had to show both our passports when we registered at the hotel. So, Brad finally got to use his precious credit card, while I asked my phone for a route to Milan.

         The programme sent us south initially, passed Mogliano Véneto and Mestre, before entering the autostrada, which would take us due west to Milan. But I didn’t fancy going anywhere near where we’d come from, so I fired up my laptop and planned a cross-country route, using Google Earth, south-west towards Padua. I figured it would add 20 minutes or so to the journey but would be worth it to avoid being spotted. There was a further, slight delay while we stopped in Treviso, to grab a takeaway at a MacDonald’s, before heading into the flat, featureless terrain of Northern Italy, our head’s full of the journey ahead but with no desire to talk about it.

         
            Bess looked around for her uncle. He’d finished his coffee and seemed to be sleeping.

            “This is all true isn’t it?”

            He opened his eyes and she watched him pretend to think, head on one side.

            “You mean, did it actually happen?”

            “Yes!”

            “Well, of course, everything is seen through the blinkers of the beholder, so …..”

            “John, stop the conditional bullshit! It’s all true, isn’t it?”

            He stared at her for a few moments.

            “I wouldn’t have written it if it wasn’t”

            She nodded, satisfied. At least she thought she was. 

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 3

         

         The diversion took less time than I thought it would because the roads were dead straight and deserted. They were bordered by dykes and poplars and the occasional gate with no fence. Sometimes, there was a well-tended orchard but mostly it was an endless landscape of rectangular fields in numerous shades of green and brown and yellow. If there were crops on them, I knew not what they were.

         The small towns and villages were the highlight. We ghosted through them like aliens in a deserted land. Only sporadically was there movement; a quick, shabby dog darting round a corner, or an equally agile old lady, scuttling through a doorway, darkly-clad. And, once, a whole congregation conspiring on the skirts of a church, malevolent eyes following as we sped past.

         We joined the A4 Toll Road, as planned, at Cadoneghe and headed west for Milan.

         “You all right to drive?” I asked.

         Brad looked surprised.

         “Sure. You want to drive?”

         “Not particularly. I’m happy to navigate, unless you’re tired.”

         “What’s to get tired?” he said.

         “Okay but for pity’s sake stick to the speed limit. I wouldn’t put it past Baxter to listen to police radio frequencies. Two Inglese pulled over on the autostrada to Milan is a bit of a giveaway.”

         “Fair play,” and he slowed down.

         Seeing Brad was compliant I consulted Earth again.

         “According to Google we should stay on this road for 212 kilometres, so I’m going to put the laptop on snooze to conserve the battery. We might need it when we get close to Milan.”

         “You’re happy to navigate, eh?” he said.

         I laughed. 

         “That’s why I offered to drive.”

         “Yeh, right.” He showed me that winning grin. “It’s all right, Jonno. You don’t have to be doing something all the time. Just do the thinking when we need it.”

         So I tried to sort out the confused thoughts about my father. I regretted telling him I loved him because I really resented him and what he was doing. But then my feelings towards him had always been ambivalent. I blamed him for the break-up of his marriage but I had no real evidence of what actually happened; only what my mother had told me. I was about five at the time. I sent him a text.

         
            On autostrada to destination. No sign of bad guys.

         

         We by-passed Verona, which previously I’d known only from Shakespeare and, in less hasty times, would have enjoyed a slight diversion, in search of sweet Juliet and that famed balcony.

         “Verona,” I said, hoping it would chime with Brad.

         He glanced at me.

         “Good to know you can still read a sign, Jonno. There’s hope for us yet. Good football team.”

         We skirted a large lake, which Google Earth said was Lago di Garda and, shortly after, the Alps started to take precedence on the north-west horizon, growing ever larger as we passed Brescia and then Bergamo. For the first time since I got up that morning I started to feel comfortable and my mind drifted back to Venice.

         “What are you thinking?” asked Brad.

         “How any city built on trade can just live off tourism.”

         “What?”

         “Venice. It needs to move on but, in so doing – in regaining its soul, if you like – it’d destroy its own appeal and the essence of its wealth. It’s trapped. It’s caught between the past and the future, and the locals simply go about their business, like Stepford Wives.”

         “For fuck’s sake, Jonno, get your mind back on what’s ahead.”

         “Sure.”

         We passed the Trezzo sull’Adda turnoff and I reckoned we had no more than about 20 miles to go when Brad said:

         “Large, black Merc coming up fast”. 

         “Shit! I’ll hunker down. They’re expecting two blokes, not one.”

         After a few seconds I heard it purr passed and made to get up.

         “Stay there!” urged Brad.

         “What’s happening?”

         “It’s slowed down.”

         My stomach did a now familiar flip and I waited about 10 seconds before my patience gave up.

         “What’s happening?”

         “It’s just staying about 40 yards in front and the bloke is using his phone.”

         “Jesus! Did you notice what he looked like when he went passed?”

         “Bald, thick-set, big nose, about 45 maybe.”

         I noticed Brad seemed anxious for the first time.

         “Just the one bloke?”

         “Yeh”.

         I tried to think. Worst case scenario, it was one of Baxter’s henchmen. If so, he was probably phoning Baxter right now. But what could he tell him? One young man driving a small blue Fiat, keeping to the speed limit. Unless, of course, he’d noticed that Brad looked a dead-ringer for Brad Pitt.

         “When he passed you, did he look at you, as well?”

         “Yes.”

         “And when we were sitting in those cafes did Baxter get a good look at you?”

         “I don’t think he even knew I was there.”

         That was probably true. But the George Michael lookalike might have done because he was gazing straight across the piazza. Besides, if Dad was right, Baxter spotted us following and might have caught a glimpse or two of Brad in shop windows. Shit! Could we afford to take the chance?

         “What’s he doing?”

         “Just sitting there using his phone,” a touch of frustration in the voice. “What do you want me to do?”

         “Wait until he finishes his call and see what he does. I can’t see what else we can do. We can’t outrun him in this.”

         “He seems to have put his phone down and now he’s watching his mirror all the time. Why would you do that on a motorway?”

         “Is he speeding up?”

         “No.”

         Shit!” 

         “In fact he’s slowing down!”

         That decided it. I levered myself into an upright position.

         “The games up, Brad.”

         “But how the fuck could they know it was us?”

         “I don’t know. Maybe they checked on the car registration through car rental companies in Treviso. Two Inglese. Maybe someone got a good gander at your resemblance to Brad Pitt. They’re good.”

         As the Mercedes was gradually slowing to well below the speed limit, Brad was slowing too.

         “He wants us to pass him but don’t,” I said. “Let me think.

         Baxter will have assumed by now that we’re heading for Linaté, so he’ll have men rushing there. Although he’s probably not so well staffed in Milan, he probably knows someone who is and maybe he can call in some favours. I didn’t think this guy was likely to want to force us off the road. Baxter will figure he can follow us, from in front or behind, so he’ll wait until the airport, where they’ll be support because he’ll assume we’ll have to return the car to the rental company. Less risky and less likely to attract attention than driving us off the road.

         “On the other hand,” I said, thinking aloud, “we can’t be 25 minutes from the airport. Can he get people there that fast?”

         “Do we have to go to the airport?”

         “We have to get out of the country. You can see how easy it is for Baxter to find us.”

         “So what do we do?” he asked again.

         Whereas he’d been the personification of coolness in Venice, Brad kept glancing at me nervously. The Mercedes driver was maintaining his position and speed now so I considered the landscape as I thought. To our left, across the central barrier and beyond the huge wagons thundering towards Trieste, there were what seemed like warehouses. To our right, mysterious concrete blocks lined the carriageway, piled high, like a block of flats. They’d been there so long that grass and weeds were growing out of them and I realised they were spare barriers used to repair the central reservation. Beyond them was open country. We were travelling so slowly that a large Panalon tanker was overtaking us.

         “Well, the way I see it there are three options. First, we stop on the inside lane, hop over the barrier and leg it across the fields. If he’s 45 and thick-set he probably won’t be able to keep up with us. We should get away in the short term. The downside to that is we’ll be on foot in a foreign country, without our luggage – my passport is in the boot with my suitcase, by the way – with a small army of special forces after us.”

         “Bad move then.”

         “Desperation stakes, only. Second, we spot a suitable turn-off, wait until the last moment and accelerate off the A4, hopefully right in front of a lorry so he can’t reverse. Do you fancy a high-speed drive through Milan?”

         “No I fucking don’t! If we take that option you can drive.”

         Brad only took his test two years ago and the only car he’d driven before Italy was his banged up old Vauxhall Astra that only got through its MOT because his brother worked at the garage.

         “Agreed. We can probably swap places without stopping? Trouble is he’d see us swapping in his mirror and know we were planning something. Also, even if I managed to lose him down a side road, he’d just head for the airport and wait with the rest of his buddies. If we take that option it would make sense to head for the Swiss border and that carries risks, too. When we don’t show at the airport, he’ll figure out what we’re doing and get his buddies to man the crossings.”

         “Mafia?”

         “Who knows? Travelling at high speed may also attract the attention of the local police. I wouldn’t put it past Baxter to have connections with the polizia. He probably does in the Véneto region. A few phone calls. The Swiss option also carries risks.”

         I could see an overhead direction sign in the distance, which I knew would signal a major turn-off a kilometre beyond it.

         “What’s the third option,” asked Brad, clearly not too keen on the first two.

         “We keep going as we are, as quickly as possible, until we get to the airport. Then, instead of parking sedately in the Hertz car park, we speed up, dump the car outside the main entrance with the keys still in the ignition, grab the luggage from the boot and leg it to the airline counters. We play it by ear at that stage.”

         “Doesn’t sound like much of a plan,” said Brad dubiously.

         “I know. What’s more Bullneck in front may be informed that his mates won’t get to Linaté in time and, despite what I said earlier, he might try and run us off the road anyhow. He’s bound to be armed.”

         We were now far enough along the autostrada to see the sign and there, in white against the familiar green background, was the word ‘Linaté’, with a small plane beside it and an arrow pointing off to the right. 

         “It’s decided for us anyway! It’s the third option, with a touch of the second. Quick, change places!”

         Brad, with the alacrity of a small boy leaving a Catholic church, scooted across underneath, whilst I grabbed the wheel and levered myself into the driver’s seat. I hit the accelerator to get back up to pace but I couldn’t go far because Bullneck had slowed too and he kept on slowing. We got down to 50kph, and the turn-off was approaching fast, before I realised what he was doing. Afraid we were going to make the turn, he wanted us to overtake. Not so stupid.

         Suddenly he pulled left into the outside lane and braked hard, so I had no choice but to undertake. With a loud truck’s horn sounding at the Merc, I changed down, swung left in front of him and accelerated past a ridiculously long N & Atrasporti wagon. With my foot on the floor the little Fiat showed a remarkable level of low-end grunt. I got passed the truck and nipped between it and another, multiple horns deafening me as I made the turn up the ramp, tyres screaming and pedal still on the floor.

         “He didn’t make it!” said Brad excitedly and I felt a sudden fillip of relief.

         Then the Merc appeared in my mirrors, effortlessly closing and Brad swore violently.

         Realising he couldn’t follow through the gap, the driver must have braked heavily and went behind the truck, just making the turning. We were going to have company all the way to the airport. So, wanting to give Baxter as little time as possible to gather his troops, I followed the signs to Linaté as quickly as I could, trying to ignore the black car behind that stuck to our tail like it was attached. I overtook frequently, hoping the Merc would get left behind but it followed us through every time, forcing its way into impossible gaps, Italian drivers honking their horns with displeasure.

         We paused at yet another road toll and the Mercedes stopped right against our bumper. Having locked us in, I thought the driver might get out and attempt to drag us from the car but he’d obviously decided the airport would be more appropriate, where his mates would be there to help. Brad had swivelled in his chair again and was giving the driver the big stare.

         “We could take him.” He suggested with enthusiasm. “You go in one door, me the other.”

         “For Christ’s sake, Brad! You think a thug like that is not going to have a weapon to hand? There’s CCTV all over the fucking place, and we’d still have to deal with his newly enraged buddies at the airport. Besides, the way he’s built I think he could take on the two of us without even breaking sweat.” 

         Brad growled his acceptance of that logic. I wanted desperately to talk to Dad, needing his confidence and his certainty. But what would be the point? He couldn’t help us and he’d only worry. I thought Brad might suggest it but he never did. It was as if he realised, too, that we were on our own and what waited for us at the airport was anyone’s guess. 

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 4

         

         The ‘Aeroporto di Milano Linate 1k’ sign came up and I felt a tightening in my chest as I swung onto the three-lane approach road. I stayed behind one of the ubiquitous white taxis, considering my options, the Merc still glued to my exhaust. To my left was open parkland and to my right the flat land of an international airport, with its radio beacons and low hangers. An overhead sign gave routes to Arrivi and Partenze, the latter with a very useful English translation; Departures. Soon, the three lanes started to be designated into Partenze, Taxi-Bus and Arrivi. I took the Partenze route, which quickly narrowed into a single lane.

         The airport was fast approaching now, its frontispiece dominated by several massive Kimbo Expresso Italiano hoardings, so big they would have put Atlanta Georgia to shame. And right there, almost in shadow, was a small, unprepossessing sign saying ‘Partenze’. So I made a snap decision, put my foot down, overtook an old, slow-moving Fiat 500 by bumping up the curb and shot down the lane at top speed, just as the concrete partitions appeared on left and right.

         “He can’t get by!” shouted Brad and I remember thinking, you’ve said that before. But this time it was confirmed by the sounds of a deep horn as Bullneck tried to force the rusted Fiat to move over. Glancing in my mirror I saw a small, moustachioed Italian steadfastly refusing to be bullied, whilst his whole family gesticulated wildly at him, before I sped away to approach the entrance at high speed.

         “Right Brad, when I stop you grab the bags and we leg it through the doors. We don’t have time to pause. Anyone tries to stop us, we barge them out of the way and run. Okay?”

         “Okay!”

         The nerves had gone I noticed. Brad simply had to be doing something. 

         I screeched to a halt between a green bus and a taxi, set the handbrake, left the keys in the ignition and exited the car like it was on fire. Brad already had the boot open and we snatched the bags before setting off at a run for the entrance, ‘due barbaro Inglese’, late for their flight, of course. Glancing back I saw that Bullneck had finally passed the Fiat and was fast approaching. Too late, I thought! It’s up to your mates to stop us now.

         Yet opposition there was none, only a few innocuous looking passengers waiting for the automatic doors to open, which they did just as we got there. We ran through, pausing only to locate the Alitalia desk, reasoning that it would have most flights out of Italy.

         “Slow down,” I said and Brad complied.

         I scanned the concourse as we approached Alitalia and saw no one who seemed like our completely inexperienced definition of suspicious and no one was looking at us now. Standing by a mosaic pillar, though, scanning faces, were two policemen, Beretta machine guns slung over shoulders. Behind us, I heard the Mercedes driver coming through the entrance with a bellow. So did la polizia. Bullneck noticed them, too, and slowed down, then pretended to remember something, as he changed direction, walking the other way. Perhaps he knew he was on a wanted poster somewhere.

         “Thank God for the police,” I said.

         “What?” asked Brad, aware only of the attractive girl at the Alitalia counter.

         Using his filmstar looks and halting Italian he charmed her and we were squeezed on to the six o’clock shuttle to Heathrow, not caring that we’d have to get the train to Gatwick to pick up my car.

         I started to wonder where the opposition were. This was all proving too easy. Why had Bullneck not forced us off the road before the airport if he knew there was no one here to stop us? Maybe he thought there was and there’d been a communication breakdown. A good sign.

         Then, as we were making our way towards Security and I was wondering incongruously why all the signs were in English, I locked eyes with a tall man in dark suit and white shirt, standing ostentatiously on a corner between an American clothes store and a perfumery. He glanced at something in the palm of his left hand, then his eyes were all over Brad and I felt my chest tighten again.

         “Man, wasn’t she beautiful?” said Brad. “What is it about Italian women?”

         I looked around but couldn’t see anyone else interested in us. The man started using his mobile and followed, so I pulled out my phone, too, and rang Dad.

         “Of course,” continued Brad, “they say they explode in their late-20s.” 

         “You all right?” asked Dad

         “Think so. We’re on our way to Security at Linaté. Flight’s in about 30 minutes. Alitalia to Heathrow. There’s a guy following but he doesn’t seem threatening.”

         Brad looked at me, stopped and turned round. I grabbed his arm and kept going.

         “So,” said Dad, “he’s worked it out. This guy’s probably a spotter but the heavies will be there soon. How far before the security checks?”

         “He worked it out a long time ago, Dad. We’ve had a few issues which I’ll tell you about later. We’re almost at security. I’ll phone back when we get through.”

         I didn’t give Dad a chance to ask questions; just hung up because the driver had suddenly appeared beside the spotter and he looked even bigger close up.

         “They’re getting closer,” said Brad. “You want me to take bullneck?”

         “I think it’ll take the two of us,” I replied nervously, my stomach doing its now familiar somersault as I instinctively turned towards our attackers.

         But right then the pretty Italian stewardess ran past our two opponents, gushing at Brad.

         “You need me for security, I think. Veloce!” she shouted excitedly and we broke unto a run. Our chasers left behind, we were rushed through security and across the departures lounge. “Veloce, veloce!” she cried again, so we ran, childishly laughing at our good fortune and our escape.

         I phoned Dad as we were in the queue for the plane.

         “Good.” I felt him breathe deeply with relief. “I need you to hole up in a country hotel for 48 hours, maybe more, while I sort things out with Baxter. I promise I’ll be in touch.”

         As the Airbus left the ground, I settled back and really relaxed, probably for the first time since that morning. A sense of unreality and anti-climax washed over me. I’d been a fool; a total, fucking fool. I’d attempted to get my father to talk to me and I’d been successful in that. But where had it got me? I still didn’t understand. Not really. I still didn’t know exactly, or even roughly, what had happened between Dad and Baxter, and I didn’t know what Dad’s next move was going to be. Baxter was my last card and it was played. And if it hadn’t been for Dad, Brad and I would probably be languishing in some cellar right now, or worse.

         The plane’s air-conditioning gave off a sweet smell that reminded me of my travels in the North Georgia Mountains and that time with Lizzie and Patch and, yes, Charlotte. With a shock I realised it was only four days ago. There’d been many lows on my travels but that was the high point and I saw, then, that I really was staring at the end of the journey. I’d done what I could to stop Dad settling scores and I’d failed dismally because he’d gone ahead and done it anyway. He had his timetable and I’d messed that up a bit but he was probably back on it. I’d do what he wanted now, hole up and wait for him to contact me in his own time. It’s what I should have done from the beginning. I felt myself drifting into sleep and didn’t resist, thinking of that intimate conversation as the train drew into Treviso. I’d told him I loved him and was glad I had, now. What did he say in reply? “I hope you always will.” Why would I not? I’d been the one to let him down in the …..

         A profound and convulsive fear gripped my chest. I shot up in my seat and gulped for air, vaguely aware of Brad gripping my arm.

         “He’s going for her!”

         “What?” asked Brad.

         My thoughts rushed across the years of silence for confirmation or denial. He never mentions her, to praise or criticise, but I knew. In that moment, I knew.

         “Jonno, what is it?”

         “He’s not going to finish with Baxter.”

         “What do you mean?”

         “My mother.”

         “What?”

         “He’s going to kill his ex-wife.”

         “Shit!” said Brad.

         
            “Shit!” said Bess. “This is it! This has to be it!”

            Her uncle had decided to cut the hedge, about 10 yards away, with a pair of shears but he heard her gasp and turned round.

            “And I thought this was about a love affair. Jesus!”

            “Where are you up to?”

            “On the plane to Heathrow?”

            He nodded.

            “It gets more difficult now, I’m afraid.”

            “You think? He’s going to kill my grandmother!”

            He just gazed at her, saying nothing.

            “Is that what ‘settling scores’ means, John. Is he killing people?”

            He seemed to pull his lips together. 

            “John?”

            “You need to read the journal. The answer’s there.”

            She wasn’t used to him being guarded. She counted on his complete openness and candour, like his smile and his laugh. His frankness was his main gift to her, though he didn’t know it.

            “John, if he’s a murderer you have to tell me!”

            “No.”

            She wasn’t used to refusals either. Then he said:

            “The journal is more than a simple telling of the evidence. Context, lass, context. How do you define murder, anyway?”

            Actually, pretty easily she thought. 
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