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Chapter 1


The Simpleton


Carl Jenkinson, had he known it, was quite possibly from Icelandic decent. The Viking habit of adding ‘son’ at the end of the family name ensured the continuance of the male lineage that, to this day, can be traced back to the earliest settlers sometime between the Dark and Middle Ages. Around the same time that the Romans invaded Britain, it is believed that when Erik Jenkinsson was banished from Norway for the relatively minor crime of accidentally killing a fellow combatant during a ‘friendly’ tournament, he took his family and the rest of his remoter issue in search of a fabled island (possibly one of the Orkney Isles) but ended up in Iceland. They built their long houses close to the shoreline but, with nobody else to interact with, and the help of mead, they amused themselves at night by singing and procreating. Erik was quite a good bard by their standards, but he was a really terrible singer. Nevertheless, the rest of the clan had little option but to persevere with his endless lyrics as there were few among them who could write, let alone compose more than one line that rhymed with the next. Folklore depicts Erik as a vomiting poet and one of those who founded today’s modern Iceland. Not bad for a humble poet from Norway.


Had Carl ever wondered or taken the time and trouble to investigate, he may well have been able to trace his forefathers back to Erik, for he too had a penchant for poetry, as well as an awful voice. This tenuous similarity on its own would certainly not impress a genealogist as it probably describes half of the human race including the likes of you and I. From a very early age, his father had drummed into him that it was his Icelandic great grandfather who had ended up in Scotland while on a wallowing Icelandic fishing smack near the Outer Hebrides shortly before the start of the First World War. Neither fortune nor the Germans had smiled on the family during the Second World War, as their tenement, along with several streets adjacent to the Clydebank docks, had been levelled by bombs in one particular air raid. The entire family had been killed during that raid, apart from Carl’s grandfather who had been posted to one of the many minesweeping flotillas at the time.


His father, Jon Jenkinson, was the issue of a one-night stand, literally, in a back alley behind one of the seedier pubs in Clydebank. Normally he could be found with glass in hand, in the smoky and warmer interior of The Cobblers Arms, accompanying an ageless piano player singing about the demise of the Jacobites, two centuries earlier. Anyone wandering past the pub would have quickened their pace to escape the dreadful din, while trying to decide whether the singer or the piano was the more out of tune. It would have been virtually impossible to find a pub in that neighbourhood that was anything but disreputable, or where the landlady would not have charged for the temporary use of a flea-ridden room upstairs; hence the necessity of a dingy back alley where the rats scurried about their own affairs between decaying wooden beer barrels.


Carl really didn’t care that his 25th birthday was approaching as he spent his last few coins on another ‘pint of heavy’, but it would be payday tomorrow and he would be able to eke out his meagre weekly wages until next week. He only just managed to grasp the reality of the worth of money by paying his landlady after work every Friday night as he returned to his rented flat, and then by visiting the local store for a week’s worth of food. Thursday nights was barrel-changing time at The Cobblers and in exchange for a couple of pints, he would remove the empties and replace them with full ones. Normally a two-man operation from the street to the underground cellar, he would manage this all by himself with ease.


In many ways, he was very much like his father in that he was larger than those around him; very large in fact but not fat. He was tall and strong with a huge mop of thick fair hair covering his ears, and the size of his hands would have made any goalkeeper proud. If there was anything large and heavy that needed shifting down at the docks, his workmates would nod in his direction and not bother to look back to see if it had been done, as it was commonplace. Why use a forklift when you had a ‘Carl’ around? Had he the time, money or inclination, he would have visited the barbers more than once a year and it was only when he had had his hair cut that his face was revealed, at least for the first couple of months or so. A strong jawbone gave way to a widish mouth bracketed by slightly dimpled cheeks beneath his shaggy beard, giving the impression that he was constantly smiling. His straight nose perfectly dissected his even blue eyes which somehow highlighted his unfurrowed brow. All in all, he wasn’t just handsome, but an Adonis in disguise, and this might well start to impress a genealogist.


Whereas his father was a depressed drunken old loud sod, Carl was quite the opposite and kept very much to himself in his own contented world. Working at the docks as one of the cargo handlers, he carried out every order issued by his foreman with ease; others may have physically struggled, but not Carl. He rarely spoke more than a few words, but enjoyed the company of the others, particularly during the tea and lunch breaks. He even managed to laugh on the few occasions when he could understand their jokes. They noticed that nothing ever enraged Carl, except on one occasion when a brave little man had questioned his sexual orientation. He had ended up with a broken collarbone and his black eye had lasted over a week, and that was from just one punch; a mere tap as far as Carl was concerned.


Despite being a little slow on the uptake, Carl had an aptitude for making things and he did so with extraordinary delicacy. Despite his strong oversized hands, his deft touch could artistically deliver the perfect amount of paint exactly where it was needed on his own models. Ships were his favourite, made from discarded bits of wood left lying around the streets and alleys. They were beautiful. From the smallest lifeboat to the exactly spaced rigging on the largest cutter, it was evident that he had crooned for hours over every last detail, even down to the little figurines on the decks. His favourite wood was walnut and, where possible, he would polish a certain knot to accentuate a particular feature, such as the figurehead. When it came to metalwork, if anything his talent surpassed his carpentry skills: not only that, but he would repair any item that was bought to him, as long as it wasn’t electrical. In recompense, but without asking, payment would come in the form of cakes, quiches, pies and the occasional bottle of beer. His rented bedsit was beginning to become cramped with not just models, but weird-shaped sculptures, although he had never considered selling any of them to make more space. They were his friends that reminded him of his dreams: dreams of the open sea and battling the elements while trawling in a decent catch of herring, or exploring far-off lands where volcanos spewed and glowed on the distant skyline.


Carl was the epitome of contentedness, without appearing to have any interest in the opposite sex, and to the outside world he was just another worker with a hobby. No doubt this life would have continued along this serene path had it not been for Alistair Gowern, the Union’s shop steward who, upon his retirement, had been presented with an ornamental gold watch and accompanying chain across his waistcoat, accentuating a portly stomach.


As usual, Carl stood with his back to the wall adjacent to the counter in The Cobblers Arms with a half-empty pint, and while admiring one of the few unbroken etched mirrors behind the bar that depicted a schooner under full sail, he realised he was being addressed by Alistair.


“Now that I’ve a bit more time on my hands, I’ve noticed you’re in here quite a lot, especially on a Thursday. Mind you, the wife would like me to pay more attention to her, but it’s still not the done thing to bring a wife to the pub unless it’s a special occasion. And there don’t seem to be so many of those anymore. Take Douggy’s funeral the other week. We gave him a fair send-off in The Masons Arms and she dressed up to the nines for it.”


He looked up to see if he was getting any reaction from Carl and, when he saw him turn his head, continued.


“O aye, she enjoyed herself right enough. Her and Douggy’s missus must have knocked back a bottle of Glenfiddich all by themselves. God knows where they got it from, and I had to half-carry her all the way back to Hilldon Street. Ha! She even managed to break one of the heels on her stilettos, but the old cobbler’s gone sick so I won’t be able to get that mended until he’s better. I suppose she’ll want me to buy her a new pair now.”


He paused again to see if what he said was getting through to Carl and took the opportunity to drain most of his pint.


“We’re going to have to start watching our pennies now that I’m retired, but she’s worth it. Aye, a fine lass is Gwen.”


Carl looked down on the portly man who was obviously bored and had no one else to talk to. He recalled that it was Mr Gowern who had insisted that they strike for better pay and conditions on several occasions. With the help of a handheld loud hailer in front of the gathered workers he would bellow about the unfairness of society. He was someone to look up to as he stood on a pile of girders; someone who one had to listen to, and someone in authority and therefore had to be obeyed. But Carl didn’t realise that he was no longer his shop steward and supposed that the other chap with the loudhailer was just standing in for him.


“I can fix that for you if you like.”


Alistair looked up at the towering frame beside him and realised he had never heard this man’s deep gentle voice before. He’d just been another head or hand in the crowd when it had come to the vote.


“Well, that’d be handy as the Social Club’s got a do on in a couple of weeks and it’d save me a whole lot of bother trying to get another pair of flashy shoes for the wife. Do you really think you could fix it?”


“I don’t see why not. After all, it’s probably only a piece of wood that’s come away.”


Alistair smiled. “I’ll tell you what. Why don’t I bring it over here tomorrow night and you can have a look at it?” He saw little reaction from Carl. “And I’ll buy you a pint.”


Still no reaction from Carl, but he held his silence as he could see Carl thinking.


“Bring both of them so that I can make sure they match,” Carl gently boomed.


“Aye. That’s a good idea. Now why didn’t I think of that?”


About a month later, Alistair walked back into The Cobblers and threaded his way between the sparsely populated tables towards Carl. “Here. Let me buy you that pint I owe you. Heavy, wasn’t it?”


“Heavy will do nicely, thank you.”


Alistair stretched into his deep trouser pocket for some change and addressed the overweight barmaid. “Two Heavies and put another one on tap for my friend here.”


Carl raised his eyebrows just a fraction, which meant he was thinking. “Thank you again.”


“My pleasure. She didn’t manage to break either of the stilettos this time so that in itself deserves the second pint. And you can’t even see the join. Cheers.”


With one gulp, Carl finished his original pint and curled his hand round the freshly poured dark liquid. “It was easy.”


The clack of dominoes falling onto a table in the background accentuated the silence between them, but eventually Alistair seemed to come to a decision. “Look, I’ve got a friend who I met the other day and I mentioned that you may be able to help him. Nay, not shoes this time, but he wants an unusual item made.”


Although Carl was looking at him, there was no reaction and he was forced to continue. “Have you ever heard of a Rubik’s cube?”


He studied Carl’s face to see what he would make of the question and had to wait.


“Yes. But I’ve never held one.”


“Well, this friend of mine wants one made, but it won’t be an ordinary one. You see, he wants it made out of metal, not plastic like this one.” He delved the brightly coloured cube out of his coat pocket and put it gently on the bar counter between them. “You see, they don’t make metal ones and he really likes unusual one-offs.”


Eventually Carl picked up the multicoloured cube, hefted it in his hand and turned it over to look at the six multi-coloured surfaces. “What does it do?”


Alistair was hoping he wouldn’t have to explain in too much detail as he really had no hope at all of twisting the individual squares back to their original positions. He showed Carl by rotating one surface, a second, and then back to its original configuration before putting it back on the counter between them.


“They get jumbled up and I’m told that the youths of this world can put it back in less than ten seconds, but it’s beyond me. That’s about all I can manage, otherwise it gets all too mixed up and I can’t put it back again.”


Carl picked it up again and peered closely at it. “I’d have to take it home and see how it comes apart, but I don’t see why not. Does your friend want the same colours or can they be a bit different?”


“Oh, I’m pretty sure he’ll want similar, but I’ll ask him when I see him next anyway.” He paused, wondering if now was the right time to ask how long it might take, but decided against it. He also wondered if he ought to mention that there would be some money in it this time, but decided against that as well. He watched Carl as he inspected all sides close up and was surprised at the reaction, when it eventually came.


“I wonder why they make children’s’ toys more difficult than grown-ups’?”


“Oh no, it wasn’t designed for kids, but mathematicians. You see, it’s supposed to be all about numbers and the like, but I hear that there’s a simple version out there for those of us who can’t do it and I suppose that includes kids.” He automatically assumed that Carl would be among those who would be incapable of solving the perplexing puzzle, as he associated it with those whose hands were, well, smaller.


Carl finished the first pint in one easy gulp, pushed his glass to the back of the counter for the barmaid to refill and looked down on Alistair. “I’ve never made something that moves quite this much. It’s a bit different from propellers and beams, but I suppose the principles are the same. It might be easier with aluminium rather than steel. Do you think your friend would mind?”


This was not a question he was expecting, nor one that he was qualified to answer, but he needed to give at least some guidance. “Oh, I don’t think he’s really worried about that, just so long as it’s not plastic.” He felt he needed to emphasise. “You see, he’s a metal fanatic and particularly likes the smooth feel, so as long as it’s got that kind of sheen and weight to it, he’ll be happy.”


Alistair felt that this next bit was likely to be a bit tricky and he nervously fiddled with his pint by rotating it on the counter. “He would also like to see how it’s put together, so he can take it apart again.” He paused trying to get the explanation out. “He’s one of those sorts of people who wants to know how everything works, you see.” He raised his eyes from pretending to concentrate on his now still glass and looked at Carl for his reaction and was a bit surprised to see him being stared at. He was determined not to show his nervousness by focusing on keeping his pint steady, but found himself bringing it up to his lips. This gave him a legitimate reason not to say anything further for at least a few seconds more, and he took his time drawing out the last dregs of foam from the bottom. When Carl’s response came, he felt a surge of relief.


“I don’t see why not. After all, there’s no secret about it is there?”


“None. None at all.” He looked at his watch in pretence. “I must go… an old Union colleague wants to talk to me about something, so see you sometime next week eh, and errr… enjoy your pint on behalf of my wife.”


Alistair put his collar up against the squally weather as he left the pub, naturally looking first right, then left, before crossing the road, and headed for a side street nearly opposite that would provide him with a little shelter from the damp gusts. He took up position in a recessed doorway and watched the entrance to The Cobblers, as well as the sheets of rain that appeared out of nowhere. He found that if he crammed himself into the left-hand corner, the drip from the broken gutter three storeys up didn’t splash so much on his trouser leg, but after five minutes, he got bored. “Bugger this,” he muttered, then braced himself and continued down the narrowing street to his next destination. It was only a few minutes’ walk, but before he knocked on the door of the tenement, he briefly looked over his shoulder into the rain to see if he was being observed. He wasn’t.


A small wiry man with short dark hair and beady eyes opened the door in the narrow hallway, recognised him, turned without saying a word and returned to the room from whence he came; Alistair followed. He had hardly entered the small front living room, his eyes adjusting to the familiar sulphurous air that emanated from the smouldering coal fire, when the man spoke.


“That didn’t take long.”


“Long enough for a pint that cost me,” he lied.


“Don’t bother taking your coat off. I’m just leaving.” He pre-empted Alistair’s unbuttoning regime just as he started to do so. “What did he say?”


Alistair realised this was going to be a very short meeting, looked down for a moment to watch his raincoat drip over the worn carpet, then tried to look the man directly in his eyes. As before, he found that he could only do so for a fleeting moment, as in his own soul, he knew very well who this man was and what he represented. He chose a point towards the top of his head to focus on instead, aware that he was being scrutinised.


“He’ll do it.”


“Did he say how much?”


“He thought it might be about five hundred pounds,” he lied again.


The small man studied him for a moment. “How long?”


“I… I didn’t ask, but like I explained before, this chap can’t be hurried.” Betraying his nervousness, he started fiddling with one of his coat buttons.


“Next time ask him. We must know. I’ll get you two-fifty for this time next week and the rest later. Yours is over there.” He gestured with a nod to a small brown envelope on the sideboard next to him.


He reached out and tucked it in his coat pocket, looked up and saw the man just standing there looking at him. “Right then, until next week then.” He half shuffled before exiting the room, turned up his collar in anticipation and left through the same front door and, without bothering to look around, headed for home.


The small man watched him through the net-curtained window until he was out of sight, noting that the street was otherwise deserted before retrieving his mobile phone from his trouser pocket. His text consisted of just two words: ‘Game on.’


***


Nearly two hundred miles away across a very choppy sea, three men gathered round a kitchen table sheltering from the inclement conditions in a remote farmhouse. They stopped what they were doing when a mobile phone pinged.


“Well go on then, have a look and see what it says.”


The man at the far end ceased his cleaning, put the pistol down on the table and picked up the phone. The other two watched as his lips parted in a smile. “Looks like Aiden’s found someone.” He looked up at the others. “Someone on the mainland.”


“And…?”


“And nothing else. It just says ‘Game on’ which was our agreed code. Keeping text to a minimum as told ’cos otherwise we might give something away. And we’d like it to be a surprise, wouldn’t we?”


They all laughed a little at the rhetorical innuendo.


“If he’s moved that fast then it may be ready in time. If not, we’ll just have to hope it is for Armistice Day.”


“You know I’ve always favoured Armistice Day anyway. There’s likely to be more live TV coverage.”


“Just leave Aiden to it. He knows what he’s doing.”


***


Carl really wanted to finish off the last few strands of the forward rigging but his mind, as well as his eyes, kept occasionally wandering to the relatively brightly coloured cube he had placed on the shelf next to the door. He kept telling himself it could wait, but the more he tried to ignore it, the more it intrigued him, so he gave in. He’d casually looked at it once he’d returned from The Cobblers, but its mere presence now irritated him; he just had to do something about it.


He inserted a blade he had fashioned himself between two of the squares on one corner, twisted it and off popped one of the elements onto the floor. He retrieved it and continued with the others until he was able to see how it actually all went together. He could now see that the entire device relied upon the elastic properties of plastic, but Alistair had told him that he wanted it made out of metal. He very quickly worked out that only the outer surfaces needed to be metallic and then formulated a way of fashioning replacement surfaces. He decided it would need to be finished in aluminium and he looked over in the corner of his room to where he knew he had an old off-cut. It would be difficult folding and lining up the corners, but he now relished the challenge; and to replicate the colours he would use enamel paint, then lacquer after polishing.


Other than his duties at The Cobblers, every evening after work he would spend hours on either his latest clipper or moulding the thin metal on the cube, unless he decided to quench his thirst.


One such evening a couple of weeks later, Alistair found him in his usual place at the bar and as casually as possible, joined him. In his own mind, if he were to be seen with him too often, it might well be noted by others that the two of them were becoming friends, so had resisted the temptation the previous week.


“Bloody wet again.” He started the conversation as nonchalantly as possible as he beckoned the barmaid over. “Another Heavy, Carl?”


His reaction was to curl his hand round the half-empty pint, down it and place it back on the counter. “Yes, please, and thank you.”


Alistair didn’t want to sound too eager, but wanted to broach the subject as soon as possible, just in case someone came in and started talking to him. He had noted the same trio of men playing dominoes in the corner by the front window, each nurturing and eking out their pints, as well as a solitary man sitting near the dying fire and staring into the middle distance.


“How are you getting on with that cube I gave you?”


Carl took a sip, emptying half the glass before looking at him. “Oh I’ve started and it’s not going to be as difficult as I first thought, but I needed to mend Mrs Jason’s fire irons, so I’m in the middle of that at the moment.”


This wasn’t what he wanted to hear and decided to prompt a little. “Is it the metal that’s taking so long?”


When Carl didn’t answer straight away, he thought he’d hit the nail on the head, but then realised he was thinking. He thought he could almost see the cogs turning in Carl’s head, and waited with a lengthy swig of his pint for what was coming next.


“Aluminium’s easy, but it’s the folding that takes time.”


That was it. And if he wanted to know more, he’d have to lead him by the nose. Getting Carl to talk freely was as difficult as getting blood out of a stone, so he persevered, especially as Aiden had been on to him about progress the day before yesterday.


“About halfway through?”


Again the delayed response. “About halfway.”


Silence was interrupted by the resetting of the dominoes in the corner.


“Well, I suppose I ought to leave you to it then. You seem to know what you’re doing.” He hadn’t meant to finish his pint so quickly, but felt he ought to just leave. “See you next week then.”


“Bye.”


***


Two of the three men across the water waited in a parked car behind St Stephen’s Chapel, not far from the border. It was a little-used beauty spot overlooking a small tarn and well shielded from the road by a stand of fir trees. The older driver had placed the ordinary-looking saloon car behind the lonely building in such a manner that they would be able to see anyone approaching down the track, and make a quick getaway if necessary.


“Here he comes now.”


They watched the car bounce down the potholed track between the trees towards them and as it neared, the younger one commented, “You’re sure that’s him?”


“Yes, that’s him. If you’ve ever been to that chemists’ shop, you’ll recognise him.”


The estate car drew up beside them and the man looked across the gap and saw one of the two men motion with his head. He got out, looked around and went to join them in the back seat of the saloon. He coughed at the stale stench of cigarettes.


“Well Eamon, have you done it?”


“Of course it’s done, and it’s ready in the back of the shop, but I want your assurance that it’s not going to be used on anyone local.”


“Eamon, you know us, we don’t shit on our own doorstep.”


“Fellas. This stuff is really lethal and if you don’t treat it with the greatest of respect it’ll kill you quicker than that rotten whiskey you drink.”


The two in the front glanced at each other. “Since when did you care?” the older one asked, and continued after a pause. “We’ve all done what’s been necessary, including you, so what’s changed?”


“I have a wife, a child and a respectable business now, that’s what’s changed.”


“That’s exactly why we’re doing what we’re doing so that you can enjoy not only your change, but ours as well; but the bloody Brits haven’t changed. Don’t tell me you’ve changed that much?” He looked round. “You’re not going soft, are you?”


“Of course I’m not, but I’ve got in-laws to think about as well now.”


“Don’t worry, it’s not them we’re targeting, and in any case, they’ll never know where it came from.” A thought came to him. “It’s not traceable, is it?”


“Definitely not. Impossible in fact. How soon?”


“Not too long… maybe a couple of weeks or so. Depends upon Aiden.”


The talking stopped while they watched a lone cyclist stop at the head of the track to adjust his helmet before continuing along the road.


“Two weeks back here then. Same time?”


“Same time. With any luck, there’ll not even be a bicycle within five miles.”


Eamon got out and left. “I never knew it was him,” the younger one commented as the estate car meandered down the track.


“That’s the beauty of our group. There’s only half a dozen who know who we are.”


“Plus our chap in London,” added the other older one.


“Yes. Nobody but nobody ever mentions him… do we? So just make sure we keep it that way, laddie.”


“He’s the same bastard who refused to serve me a pack of Durex a few years ago.”


“I’m not surprised. He could probably see the nappies poking out from under your jeans. And anyway, he’s a proper Catholic that one.”


“Bugger the Catholics.”


“As long as you just bugger the Protestants first.”


“Well, we’re going to do that aren’t we?”


“Oh yes… oh yes. Very much so. Come on, we’ve left him enough time. Let’s go.”


With the shortening of daylight came the inevitable complaints about the nasty weather, but to cheer everyone up, adverts of special Christmas offers abounded on the TV and radio. It didn’t matter if you were Protestant or Catholic, the retailers still crowed about what a good deal there was to be had – at least in most places. Less than thirty shopping days left. With more people visiting his shop with cold and flu symptoms, Eamon had difficulty convincing his wife that now was a good time to leave her to run the shop while he attended a seminar in England. The clincher had come when he had had to mention that all costs were being met by donations, and she immediately understood that orders had come down from someone in the organisation. She well knew of her husband’s nefarious past and indeed had strong sympathies with the same cause, but as respectable shopowners now, hoped that their direct involvement would stay in the past. In the back of her mind, she knew otherwise and reluctantly conceded that it would never end.


During the short easyJet flight from Belfast to Birmingham, Eamon had time to ponder on his relatively simple task ahead. To be seen as legitimately attending a lecture being given by a notable international proselytizer of new medicines, followed by a series of practical workshops the following day, was all important to maintain his appearance to the security forces. He didn’t know if he was on their ‘watch list’ but better to take no chances. His itinerary was to check into his modest hotel nearby, present himself for accreditation to the receptionist at the respective hall at the University of Birmingham, make sure he was seen by the CCTV, attend the first lecture, and then feign being unwell before returning to his hotel. There he would change his smart clothing for casuals, as well as add a moustache, hat and gloves and then walk to the station and catch a train to Glasgow, where he would meet Aiden in a backstreet coffee shop. There he would be given the Rubik’s cube and could return the same way and be back at the University the following day. Nobody would be any the wiser.


It had been decided that he should catch a plane back to Belfast with the innocent cube in his hand luggage as a trial run to see what the security thought of it as it went through the scanners. If it was picked up on the X-ray machine, as it was thought it would be, inspection by any officer would reveal that it was just a metallic Rubik’s cube. Even if anyone turned it to see if it worked, he could always protest that it was a gift and could it please be put back to its original configuration.


Several years had passed since he had undertaken anything like this and certainly not with such a grand prize as the end result. Not only that, but he had never carried out any sort of operation on the mainland, having only dealt with local opposition mainly in the rural communities, but he inwardly cringed as he recalled how he had nearly been caught and taken by those ugly Ulstermen on one occasion when he had been to Belfast. That, the best part of twenty years ago, was also supposed to have been an easy job, but now his responsibilities and loyalties lay with his wife and child. The IRA’s idealistic policies had all but disappeared along with its leaders, who were now far too diplomatic, and the more violent side left to those who had little care for their own future, or anyone else’s. Respectable he may be right now, but his brother’s brutal death at the hands of the three soldiers who had cornered them in the backstreets and literally kicked the shit out of him until his bile had dribbled onto the dirt, was so vivid that he had to open his eyes every time it came back to him. This single incident – and growing up without his teenage brother – was responsible for his outlook on life in Northern Ireland, and he soon became a young ‘gopher’ for the local cell, and later on, for those in the upper hierarchy of the movement. The foremost thought of revenge did not diminish with his maturity, and was never very far away, yet he realised that his aptitude lay in the medical profession and he excelled when it came to formulas. Working as an apprentice in his cousin’s pharmacy not only taught him what it would take to run such a business, but also provided him with a superb method of connecting with the local population, and discovering who was up to what, and just as importantly, when. He enrolled in an Open University course, managing to obtain the necessary qualifications for him to stand-in whenever his cousin was unavailable. This unavailability consisted mainly of violent acts and it really came as no surprise to anyone that he met his demise while caught smuggling arms across the border. The recently qualified Eamon naturally inherited his cousin’s pharmacy, and outwardly he continued to provide an excellent service to the local community – including his future wife. Inwardly, his anger at the security forces still bubbled away and whenever he was asked to produce something that would enhance a bomb, or the like, he would ensure that the paperwork that went with whatever the substance was would tally.


At the request of a senior IRA commander, he had obtained, and accounted for in his own manner, a quantity of cyanide. When mixed with a small amount of compressed hydrogen, he estimated that it would produce a gas that would kill anyone within breathing distance – in his own words, ‘farting distance’. He was told that he would need to insert the deadly compound into a specially made Rubik’s cube, so that when the recipient twisted the squares, it would release the fatal gas. He was not told who the target was ‘for your own safety’ – which meant it was really for the safety of others – only that it would take place in Westminster and shake it to the core.


“There is one single man whose removal would catapult the current peace initiative into the sea, and then we can get back to the proper business of unity once again. All this bloody talk around a table at Stormont is getting us nowhere, but once he’s gone, they’ll see our logic, and come round. Especially as we’ve other plans in the pipeline, so don’t you worry, you’ll get your revenge.” The commander knew Eamon’s family history well.


There was indeed one Englishman upon whom Eamon wished all manner of ills. He had been a captain in the British army unit stationed in Northern Ireland at the time and all these years later, was now the government’s Northern Ireland secretary. It had been he who had been responsible for the vicious actions of those under his command, and he who was responsible for his brother’s death. Although the commander had not mentioned him by name, Eamon had felt a surge of hope, a chance of retribution at last, an opportunity to finally tell his brother in his grave that he had found and killed his murderer, and that he could now rest in peace. Revenge was a far more emotive factor than any political aim.


The commander continued. “Now don’t say a word. I know you’re about to mention a name and we’re not going to do that, even here, though I’m sure you can guess who it is. The best part about it is that they’ll never know who to look for afterwards, so you can rest assured that you, your wife and baby boy will be safe.” After a short pause, he added, “We’ll all be safe.” He looked at Eamon for a moment, seeing a man whose sole thought was one of concentration on the task ahead. “Come on Eamon, you’ll be our unsung hero and the lads will be raising more than a glass to you down the pub. It’ll be your moment of glory we can all talk about for years to come.”


Now he stood in line with others at Birmingham City Airport waiting nervously for the tray containing his hand luggage to go through the X-ray machine, and as suspected, it was singled out.


“Is this your tray, sir?” asked the uniformed man across the conveyor belt of mobile trays as they bumped their way towards the stacking end.


“Not mine,” the chap next to him answered, and looked around innocently.


Eamon found that his palms were sweating, even though it was a perfectly innocent toy that had set off the detector.


“That’s mine. Anything wrong?”


“Can you open this holdall please, sir?” Polite but firm.


“Surely.” He took a pace forward and unzipped his overnight bag that held not only the Rubik’s cube more or less in the middle, but other such necessities for a brief stopover. “What are you looking for?”


“Did you pack this bag yourself?”


“Of course. Why?”


“Please empty the contents into this tray.” He slid an empty one across so that it was parked next to Eamon’s.


He started to pick out the clothes from the right-hand side first and out of the corner of his eye, saw that a second uniform was looking on from a different angle. When he got to taking out the cube, he noticed a reaction from yet a third uniform who had moved up behind him.


“What’s this, sir?”


“It’s a Rubik’s cube for my nephew.” He looked from one to the other while hovering it over the half-empty tray. “What’s wrong with it?”


After a short pause the second uniform plucked it out of his hand and looked him straight in the eyes. “It’s metallic and set off the alarm. They’re not usually made of metal, are they?” It was a statement as well as a question.


Eamon gave a worried look on purpose, hoping that it would portray his innocence. “I don’t really know. It was in a shop and I just bought it.”


“And why’s it not still in its wrapping then?” The third uniform had come round on Eamon’s right.


He hadn’t thought of that one but quickly retorted, “I thought I’d have a go at it, but it’s beyond me.”


The second uniform turned one facet and was about to turn another when Eamon interrupted him. “Please don’t do that. I had to get one of the waiters in the hotel to put it back for me and unless it’s the right way round, I don’t know anyone back home who can do it again.”


He watched the man peering closely at it before returning it to its correct configuration, rotated it to inspect all sides and placed it back in Eamon’s outstretched hand after a nod from number three. “Hope your nephew has more luck with it than you. OK, you can carry on.”


Instantly the three of them turned away to other duties leaving Eamon to re-pack his bag. He made a strong mental note to make sure that, the next time, the cube would be in a sealed cardboard and plastic packet. He made his way down the aisle as nonchalantly as he could, aware that he may still be under CCTV scrutiny, and realising that he was more stressed than he ought to be. ‘Relax,’ he told himself. ‘It’s a harmless toy.’ But at the back of his mind, he knew that the next time it would be a deadly weapon and he had better be prepared for a different story other than one about a fictitious nephew.


When it came to passing messages, it was all too easy. On an official-looking prescription-sized piece of paper would be written time, date and place, as well as the fictitious medicinal order. Handed over to Eamon – or even his wife on the rare occasion – he would simply go to the back of the shop, unlock a cabinet where he kept the small bottles of placebos, and hand one over to the messenger with the usual repartee of ‘not to be taken with too much alcohol’. Had he responded with ‘they’ll be in next week’, the messenger would pass on down the line that Eamon would not be available, and that another ‘prescription’ would be needed.


On this occasion, Eamon had handed over a bottle to the spotty youth who nervously held out his hand across the tall counter. “Three times a day and no alcohol for you. Off you go.”


He watched the youth adjust his hood to suit the angle of the rain as he left through the shop door and join another on a push bike. He looked up at the shop clock and pondered that whoever it was who was sending these messages through, they knew his opening times. Later that afternoon and almost to the minute, he would have enough time to close up, lock up, cash up, turn off the lights, leave via the back door and drive to the rendezvous. He suspected the source of this latest summons and didn’t dwell on the matter, instead turning to serve a young mother, noticing that she too held a prescription in her hand; a normal prescription.


He bolted the door and pulled down the blind behind the last customer, threaded his way behind the counter to the locked cabinet and retrieved two cubes, one still in its packet. He put them side by side on the countertop and cast a critical eye over them both, before lifting the clear plastic cover and swopping the cubes over. They were virtually identical apart from their weight. Certainly the colours were off a bit, shadewise, and the edges looked shiny rather than black, but otherwise it was the same basic shape and only just a fraction larger. He admired his handiwork, trying to spot the slight scratch marks where he had had to prise off one of the corners to access the inside. He had finally decided to use mini bladders in one form or another; one to hold the cyanide crystals and the other to retain the pressured hydrogen, both fitting into the limited space under the individual cubed colours. He had practised gluing the two together using salt crystals and oxygen rather than the real thing, and finally settled on utilising capsule covers taken from packets of antibiotics. When the bladders were twisted apart, they ruptured where they had been glued, even after the third dummy run. Eamon tried a fourth time, this time using compressed hydrogen, and was pleasantly surprised as he felt the faintness of the atmosphere brush over his hair. He chuckled to himself, ‘now that’s what I call real farting distance.’


That had been over a week ago, and now he was being summoned, possibly for final instructions. As he looked at the pair of cubes in front of him, he knew that revenge was getting closer.


This time they met inside a disused mill; at least it was out of the wind and a little drier, except where the rain found its way through the missing tiles. He saw the same two had been joined by a third man who he did not recognise, and in fact from the way he was standing – half in and half out of the shadows with a wide-rimmed hat covering most of his face – there was little chance of him making out any distinguishing features other than that he was tall and wore a brown trench coat. As he neared, the third man retreated a couple of steps into a darker doorway, even though he had clearly been noticed. Eamon wasn’t in the least bit surprised by this kind of behaviour but recognised that it was the man’s way of saying ‘I’m not really here’.


“Have you got it with you?” asked the elder as Eamon approached the upturned packing crate.


He was going to enjoy this and took his time taking the last couple of steps. He paused, looked between the elder and the younger before briefly glancing into the doorway where the tall man stood. “You’re going to like this.” He produced the finished product from his raincoat pocket and placed it on the flaky wooden surface. All four of them just stood in silence looking at it; three of them almost expecting it to do something.


“Is it safe?”


“It’s safe, and yes you can touch it,” Eamon chuckled. “And it won’t bite if that’s what you’re thinking.”


The younger reached out and picked it up with one hand and automatically bought his other hand to it as though to start the twisting movement.


“But don’t go turning it.”


The younger one suddenly stopped, looked towards Eamon to see that he was grinning; he replaced the cube.


It took several seconds before the silence of dripping gutters was interrupted by the tall man. “Will it work?” His voice was surprisingly nondescript compared to the others.


“Oh yes. It’ll work alright.”


“No doubts at all then?”


“None,” retorted Eamon.


Silence returned for almost half a minute but it was the tall man who broke it once again. “In that case, let’s do it. We can all have a nice Christmas present, can’t we?” He looked over at the older man and nodded.


Eamon watched as though he was a spectator, and saw the older man pull a brown envelope out of his coat pocket and approach him.


“All your instructions are in here, how to get there, where to go, who to see and how to get back, plus there’s a bit of cash for expenses that you’ll be needing. Remember, if it’s untraceable, they can’t get to us, so make sure you don’t leave any fingerprints anywhere. Make sure you burn this lot once you’ve memorised it, OK?”


They looked each other directly in the eye across the packing case, separated by the cube.


“Merry Christmas, then.” Eamon spoke first, put the cube back in his pocket, took the envelope, turned and left.


Back at his shop half an hour later, he sat on his tall stool besides his locked cabinet and re-read the instructions. He realised he would need to read them several times in order to memorise them exactly and he started going over in his mind how it would all happen.


He would catch the same timed flight from Belfast to Birmingham and from there, under the gaze of city centre and railway CCTV appear at a pharmaceutical company in Milton Keynes where he would be inspecting medical dispensers – by appointment, of course. Then onto London to do some Christmas shopping including a visit to Hamleys toy store, where he would buy a Rubik’s cube. After an overnight stay in a Holiday Inn next to Heathrow Airport he would catch a flight back to Belfast the following morning. It would be at the hotel that he was to be contacted, and all the instructions said was that he should be sitting at the bar at around 10 pm. It worried him only very slightly that The Contact would know what he looked like, while he would have no idea what they looked like; that’s the way the organisation worked, by keeping as many people in the dark as possible. He briefly wondered if he had met them before, perhaps in one of the Belfast clubs or even out in the sticks somewhere, and if so, maybe they could share some pleasant memories over a whiskey or two.


It was all so simple and if he were stopped at any one time, he would be able to justify his actions from start to finish. The only incriminating thing would be the loaded cube in a sealed packet; and that he would be getting rid of at the hotel. Then it would be over to someone else to deliver it and he would eagerly watch the TV for news of the death of Maurice Angus bloody Hamilton MP.




Chapter 2


Unhappiness


Chloe really had no idea what she was doing, fell out of bed as a result of trying to get back to sleep, and on the way down caught her ear on an upturned stiletto heel.


“Ouarrrrgh!”


Then she remembered it was hers. Not that she usually wore high heels, and bloody uncomfortable they were too, but her friend was wearing them and so she had had to as well. And they were at least half a size too small; certainly on her left foot.


With her eyes still shut, she fiddled around with her right hand to try and find the offending item, found it, grabbed part of it and went to throw it across the room, but it slipped out of her grasp and ended up clattering against a glass mirror a few inches away. She returned to the foetal position on the floor until she realised that due to her nakedness, she was getting cold; she felt the goosebumps begin to rise. Her logic found a way of solving that one using the minimum of energy, by grabbing the duvet that part-dangled down from the bed, and pulling it on top of her. It had barely settled on her as she tugged it this way and that so she could comfortably snuggle back to sleep, when a voice from nowhere cried out.


“Where’s the duvet gone?”


Despite her severe hangover from too many shots and cocktails – she could even still taste the last one which had grenadine in – she opened her eyes in an instant and found herself staring at cobwebbed dust half covering a lost hairbrush under the bed. She also regretted opening her eyes that quickly as the half-drawn curtains let in far too much light, but the voice was not one that she recognised and worse still, it sounded like a female voice. Yes, a female voice and she waited a few seconds hoping upon hope that she had been dreaming. That hope began to grow with each part of a second, but was shattered when a face appeared above her. At least it helped cut out some of the nasty light, but it was definitely female.


“Are you going to hog that all to yourself or should I join you down there?”


She quickly closed her eyes and a wave of nausea swam around her head as she pictured upside-down jellyfish trying unsuccessfully to escape her eyelids. She decided to open them again, but slowly and one at a time, but then they were wide open as she saw a woman slide over the edge of the mattress above her, lift one side of the duvet and join her in the relative warmth that had managed to briefly build up. Her brain struggled to comprehend why she was now being snuggled up to and she felt strange flesh come into contact with her own body, an arm entwined her torso and a leg slid down hers until toes met with hers.


“I haven’t slept on the floor since I was a child, and that was in a sleeping bag, but this is fun. Don’t you think? Oooooh, you smell lovely.”


The last thing on her mind was how she smelt as she felt a coldish nose nuzzle her neck. Her mind was whirling with far too many possibilities as to how she was where she was, apart from having fallen out of bed – that was the easy part. Wide-eyed now and with a sense of horror beginning to creep over her, she felt the warm breath of… of… just who the hell was it and what were they doing in bed together? Naked. She wasn’t a lesbian… was she? And what of her bedfellow? Perhaps she was the lesbian and this had all been a big mistake? Even if the woman next to her wasn’t a lesbian, then what was she doing cuddling up to her? Was it something she herself had done that had led to them sharing her bed, and if so, what?


Her mind cringed as the number of possibilities expanded and shrank with every thought, and she found herself trying not to breathe. She wanted to put her hand ‘down there’ but didn’t want to disturb whoever it was and alert them to… to… ‘aaaaaaargh’. She almost screamed out loud. She had to go to the bathroom just to be on her own and collect her thoughts.


And now she had a fight on her hands. The way she had wrapped the duvet round herself meant that she really had to struggle to get out from under it without climbing over a naked body, and it seemed that the more she wriggled, the less it wanted to let her go, and ooooooouch, her head really hurt. She finally managed to escape its clutches with one knee still stuck to the floor, and then finding the damn stiletto with her outstretched hand, meaning that she had to stabilise herself by bracing herself against the mirror. She could just about see the outline of the bathroom door a short distance away, but reaching it upright on two feet was too much of a task, especially right now as she felt something trying to regurgitate itself. Crawling the last few inches to the doorframe, she steadied her body with an outstretched hand against it and went to do likewise with her other hand, missed and landed flat on the floor with her cheek hard against the skirting board.


Must get to the toilet… must get to the toilet. She gave up trying to stagger and somehow decided that progress on all fours would be a safer bet; after all, once she reached the toilet pan, she would want to be in that position anyway to get rid of whatever was now rising fast in her gullet. All thoughts of her female companion were forgotten as she made her way in the dark towards where she thought the pan might be, and she didn’t even have time to curse when she found that the lid was down. Precious seconds wasted lifting it so that it stayed up as she spew liquid in the direction of the gaping porcelain, only to find that the lid had decided to shut itself with a thump on her head. Her hands fumbled on the slippery lid, but at last she had her head fully over the water… with the lid resting on her head, but she didn’t care just so long as the contents of her stomach ended up in it, instead of on it. She didn’t care that the end of her long hair probably had its own bath, nor that any splashback might stick to her face, just so long as she could get rid of whatever was making her sick. She retched again as she realised what might be happening and was surprised at how loud the sound of it was as it echoed around the enclosed space.


She braced her hands on the floor each side of the toilet for another heave which seemed to go on forever, and it was only when it abated that she shifted her weight enough to finally lift the pan lid. She didn’t lift her head until she was sure that the clang of it against the cistern meant that it ought to stay put, and as she did so, she froze.


“Well, that’s not a very ladylike position is it?”


It took her a few seconds to realise what her companion was talking about. Her head was in a toilet pan, her body horizontal with pendulous breasts dangling down, her bottom was stuck up in the air and legs well splayed apart. And what’s more, the light had been turned on. It was almost enough to make her heave again, but instead, she spat out the last remaining dribble and instinctively bought her legs together. Who was this woman?


She lifted up her head and turned to see a naked brunette smiling down at her. “Turn off the light.” That was all she could think of on the spur of the moment. She watched as the woman pulled down on the cord and was very grateful when it went dark.


“Not your finest pose, but you do have a lovely backside. See you back in bed.” The woman gave her a playful double slap on her right buttock and left her to it.


‘Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God, but what have I done?’ She could think of little else other than the embarrassment that made her feel like a scolded schoolgirl again, as she eased herself into a more comfortable position leaning against the shower screen. It felt cold against her back but she had other things to worry about, like the dampness her hair was making across her torso. ‘Clean up… must clean up and think.’ It was so difficult to decide what to do first. Stand up, turn the light on and have a shower, or sit on the toilet first. She eventually decided to shut the door first, turn on the light and then look in the wall-mounted recessed mirror. Squinting in the bright light, it was quite a shock seeing herself peering back. She parted her hair for a clearer look and recognised the first signs of maturity each side of her eyes and, widening them, saw how bloodshot they were. What had this person in front of her been drinking last night and what else had happened? She closed her eyes and instantly regretted it as she had to steady herself against the tiled recess. First things first – she needed a shower. No, not a cold one as that would be too much of a shock; and while she waited for an ambient temperature, she explored the area between her legs. She ran her fingers over her familiar-shaped pubes and then further down; at least there seemed nothing out of kilter there, so she hadn’t been date-raped then.


Once she got used to the waterfall of warm water over her head and shoulders and started to shampoo, she set her mind thinking about what she could remember about last night. There had been quite a crowd to celebrate her closest friend Abergail’s twenty-fifth birthday that had started off at Fino’s Wine Cellar in Mayfair, a short taxi ride away. Mumm’s vintage Cordon Rouge champagne had been ordered in advance by Abergail and no one in the party cared how much it would cost her, as she had let everybody know that today she would come into her extremely large legacy. Her being sole daughter of an earl and heir to the family fortune meant that her circle of friends would bear witness to the fact that she was now one of the wealthiest debutantes in England. Even before the meal had started, one girl had consumed far too much and had been sent home in a taxi, but Chloe was well aware of what lay in store for the rest of the night and, along with most of the others, had paced herself accordingly. Frivolity and gaiety emanated from the happy throng of girls and their laughter echoed off the vault walls.


Shortly after midnight, a matching pair of champagne-loaded limousines had collected them, toured the West End and chauffeured them to Annabel’s Night Club in the heart of Mayfair. Only the well-heeled, rich and famous could pass the scrutiny of the doormen, or, as in this instance, had been pre-arranged with the well-connected owner. Abergail and her party of mostly unmarried girls, showing off their opulent jewellery, definitely fell into the category of the upper echelons of society. On occasion, even high-ranking royals could be found socialising and dancing the night away until the small hours.


It was all too easy to forget the outside world in the heady atmosphere of wealth in the luxurious surroundings, and at some point Chloe found herself needing to soak up some of the alcohol with canapés in the caviar lounge.


“I think you will find that oysters will do the trick.”


She turned to see that a strikingly beautiful brunette had joined her on the next high stool. She couldn’t but help stare at the exquisite aquiline features of her friendly face and felt an instant familiarity. She didn’t know if she knew this woman, but felt certain she had seen her somewhere before. Her pose, her smile half-revealing perfectly aligned brilliant white teeth, the pear-drop earrings and matching pendant, manicured fingernails with just the right amount of expensive-looking jewellery reminded her of someone she had seen on TV, and then there was her made-to-measure dress that shimmered in the changing light.


“I think you might be right.”


It wasn’t that she was averse to oysters, it was that they were rather awkward to consume and although her father had taught her how to open and prepare them, she much preferred if someone else did it for her.


The woman leaned across as though to whisper in her ear, and she naturally leaned closer to hear, catching a waft of Chanel No 5.


“And they’re only an aphrodisiac if you take them with ice-cold vodka.” She looked around. “There’s an empty cubicle over there. Come on, I’ll show you how it’s done.” She turned to the man behind the counter and ordered two iced platters of Portuguese No 2 oysters and a bottle of Reyka vodka in an ice bucket.


She took Chloe by the hand and led her to the polished curved leather settee. “Now, tell me a bit about yourself. I can see you’re with Abergail’s party and I know her family, but I don’t believe we’ve met before.” The music at the far end of the building was not so loud that she needed to crane her neck to hear what was said, and she detected a well-educated slightly husky voice with perhaps a touch of Gaelic.


“Oh, I’ve known Abergail since kindergarten. We grew up together, drifted apart and now live quite close to each other. Her father’s got one of those big apartments in Belgrave Square and soon after leaving school, I just moved in with her, but I’ve now moved out into my own place in West Ken.” She could see a slight questioning look on her face. “Well, actually it’s not mine, it’s my mother’s. She owns one side of one of the roads down there and she said I ought to move into one of the empty ones as it’s in need of refurbishment. But you ought to see inside… it’s enormous and sometimes my brother comes and stays… that’s when he’s not gallivanting off on one of his treks across the Andes or getting lost somewhere in Peru. Yes, I think he’s in Peru at the moment, but we haven’t heard from him for weeks now, but we’re not worried as he often does this sort of thing.”


“Sounds fascinating. Do tell me more.”


“Well.” She shifted herself a little closer, and then had a thought. “I don’t even know your name.”


A hand appeared and rested on hers. “I won’t tell you my full name as you probably won’t remember all of it, but for the moment you can call me Erica.”


“Erica. That’s a lovely name. Mine’s Chloe and sometimes just Clo.” She felt that it would be inappropriate to hold out her hand as already intimacy was beginning to take over. “There’s not much more to tell about Gavin at the moment, but he’s a wonderful brother and always up to something.” She laughed. “Last time he came back from climbing Popocatepetl – you know it’s the highest volcano in Mexico – he bought me back a wooden vuvuzela type thingy. He’d just landed at Heathrow in the early hours and woke me up with it all the way from downstairs. It woke up next door as well and they weren’t very happy about it. Half past five on a Sunday morning, but of course he hadn’t a key and wanted to get in, so it was his way of announcing himself.” She shifted herself to a slightly more comfortable position. “And then there was the time when he bought back half the England rugby team after they won something or other and that was rather early as well.” She put her hand to her mouth. “Vulgar language but so good-natured; and their singing… They started using a couple of melons as rugby balls in the kitchen but one split all over this chap’s head and he charged another with it still on. My friend and I were naturally the centre of attraction, but they didn’t try anything on. Those muscles. Have you seen the size of their thighs?” She held her hands out forming a rough circle several inches apart. “I couldn’t get my hands round even halfway.”


Two dapper waiters appeared, one pushing a small trolley, the other with a standalone ice bucket and shot glasses. A two-tiered silver platter took up most of the space on the table in front of them; napkins, cutlery, water bowls and other accoutrements took up most of the rest.


“Just let it sit there and chill for a few minutes and let the aroma do its job. That way it will taste all the better. Now do carry on. You were telling me about your brother, but what about you?


“Of course, silly me. I tend to get carried away. Like I said, after I left uni, I moved in with Abergail for a couple of years and we lived in each other’s pockets. The press were still describing us as typical Sloane Rangers back then and although Abby insisted we try to keep a low profile, her face was too well known, and the antics we used to get up to… We used to play cowboys and Indians with the photographers, we being the Indians, and mostly we managed to give them the slip. Abby knew one chap who ran this trendy bistro somewhere at the back end of Covent Garden and the press were all over us as there were rumours flying around about who she was dating – an Italian prince… Alberto. Abby dragged me into it and another Italian made up the four. When we came to leave, Alberto and Innis went out the front while Abby and I were shown out the fire escape at the back.” She put her head back and laughed again. “The trouble was that somehow we got lost and ended up climbing all over the roofs and it took us ages to find our way back down again. It really was exciting looking down on the crowds below. We could see them but they couldn’t see us. That’s when we decided we were the Indians.”


Erica’s hand dropped gently on Chloe’s. “I know exactly what you mean.” She briefly looked around. “The doormen here are rather good at their jobs, but there’s always one rogue or other who takes a sneaky snap and sells it on, so let’s be on our best behaviour. Come on, let’s start. Do you take yours with vinegar or naked?”


“Oh naked… I think. If it’s too strong, I find it masks the taste, but I’ve never had them with vodka.”


“I have just a pinch of cayenne, but take my advice. Have a glass ready and down it straight after. That way it will react with the pepper and give you that boost. Here… I’ll show you.”


Chloe watched her go through the motions of scattering a minimal amount of cayenne over the first of a dozen oysters and use the small fork to scoop one up into her mouth. She noted her delicate motions and that she still maintained her pose at the same time. In the past, and mainly at home, she had usually managed to make a bit of a hash of it, but Erica seemed to have everything perfectly under control.


“Now you try.”


“Please don’t laugh if I get it wrong.” She found it easy and savoured the warming effect of the vodka as it followed the oyster down. Indeed, there seemed to be some sort of reaction going on in her stomach, but it was entirely enjoyable.


“Another.” She was eager to repeat the procedure, and they both almost raced the second.


“One more and then a break,” Erica suggested.


Chloe copied Erica as she dabbed her napkin to her lips. “Wow. Now I know why you take vodka with it.”


“Don’t hurry to get carried away. Both the oysters and the vodka will keep cold for a while yet. You were telling me about your escapades with Abergail, and excuse me for asking but so far you have told me about your friends and not yourself. No boyfriends knocking on your door?”


“Oh, I’ve had boyfriends. Well… more like friends who were boys, but nothing serious… yet. You know what it’s like. The longer you keep them waiting, the longer their tongues get, and I certainly don’t want to be tied down too young. Not while there’s a terrific group of us. Don’t you think it’s great to have them chasing you and knowing that you can pick and choose as and when?”


She could feel the effects of either the vodka or the oysters starting to course through her, and coupled with the affinity she felt towards Erica, was really enjoying her time with her. It made a change from her usual circle of friends.


“Uni was a hoot and I ended up house sharing with three other girls not far from Oxford’s central campus, but I managed to come away with a 2.1 Bachelor of Arts in between visiting the usual clubs at weekends. On one occasion we all got a bit naughty and stripped off to draw each other nude.” She made a cringing face. “And the next morning you should have seen the look on our faces when we saw what we had drawn. They were ghastly and looked nothing like us, all except Petra who swore it was her greatest portrait. She made my nose the same size as my boobs. It’s not that big… is it?” Her genuine laughter revealed that she was relaxed about the whole affair. “Thursday was always a good night to start the weekend, especially at Fuzzy’s. Do you know it?”


“Oh I know it, but not as well as you. What happened after Oxford?”


She decided it was time to tuck into the oysters again and reached over for the vodka bottle, but Erica beat her to it and topped up her shot glass.


“It all happened so quickly really. I’d bumped into Jamie just the week before the end of the semester and before I knew it we were on a train travelling around Europe. All I had time to do was drop my things back home and two days later we were across the Channel. Carefree. Just the two of us. It was wonderful being away from the constraints of exams and pressure from my family. From both of our families. He was the son of an MP and apparently they had great expectations of him. Paris, Amsterdam, Berlin, Venice – you name it and we went there – but when we got to Istanbul, he told me he wanted to carry on through India all the way to Burma. I wasn’t so keen on the idea, but eventually we did and had a tremendous time. Then two things happened on the same day. I received a message saying that my grandmother had passed away and that I was expected to attend the funeral, and he went down with some foreign disease which meant we both had to fly back home sharpish.”


She scooped another oyster and shot some more vodka. “It was a great pity as it bought us back to reality which was the last thing either of us wanted to do. He recovered and I still don’t know what his actual disease was.” She patted her chest. “Now, that went down well.”


“Sounds like you were the perfect match. What went wrong?”


“Oh we did the usual thing, asking each other to Sunday lunches at each other’s parents’ home etcetera etcetera… bit strange really as I couldn’t gel with his mother, but I got on really well with his father… You may have heard of him… Maurice Hamilton… Anyway.” She repeated the oyster and vodka routine in between parts of her story. “I’d been invited to their estate near Shrewsbury on a shooting weekend and it was there that Jamie popped the question. He’d obviously not told anyone, let alone his parents, of what he was intending to do and it all became a bit embarrassing… for both of us.” She tilted her head back to get the last drop of vodka.


“I take it you turned him down.”


She rubbed her finger across her lips rather than dab the napkin and stared at her knees. “I couldn’t speak… didn’t have the courage to actually say no… instead I just went back into the house, found a quiet corner in the library, sat down and wept.” She looked up at Erica with slightly misty eyes. “I’d left him on bended knee in the middle of the field surrounded by his family. He was such a nice chap but looking back on it, it was a typical holiday romance.”


Erica extended her hand onto Chloe’s again. “Well, I think you did exactly the right thing. In my experience those holiday romances tend not to last too long, and it’s probably best you left when you did. Made a clean break of it.”


“Oh no, that’s not the end of it. You see, I still see Jamie from time to time and oddly enough, Maurice took me on as one of his assistants in the House of Commons soon after. I still help him out now and again when he needs some researching done. Had lunch with him last month when his wife wasn’t with him but from what he tells me, she still holds a grudge, so I don’t visit their house much anymore. He always sends me a Christmas present, and just to annoy his wife, I send him one as well.” She laughed briefly. “I know I shouldn’t do it, but I like to see the look on his face when he tells me what her reaction was. Lovely place though; surrounded by rolling countryside with streams, ponds, horses, and loads of geese and ducks.” She went to take another oyster and noticed there were now only two left. “Yours or mine?”


“Oh, you help yourself.” Erica topped up her glass up for her. “I’ve had my fair share. So what’s in store for you now?”
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A minor crime deserves a minor punishment
and a serious crime a more serious
punishment. But you have to get caught first
and it certainly helps if you get someone else to
do your dirty work for you. Then there'’s the
question of who is going to catch you, and if
caught, one has to be particularly devious to be
able to get away with it. Even if one is as
powerful a Member of Parliament and cabinet
minister as Maurice Hamilton.

Abhorrence is a way of life for those with such a
black heart which feeds off the goodwill of
others but vengeance is a two-edged sword

which can cut you down in the blink of an eye.

“Absolutely ingenious is the only way to
describe this plot. A real breath of fresh air has
been injected into the world of sleuthdom.”

lan Harden. SCC Editor.
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