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A novel by Andrew Campbell

A story of tragic loss and violent revenge.

Jack Carver’s wife is killed in a needless accident and the guilty walk free, so he searches for information using all the options open to him.

The connections he uncovers spreads a blanket of corruption across Europe to the sun of the French Riviera but is he too emotionally damaged to extract the revenge he craves?

His grand-daughter has her own agenda and uncovers further secrets many of the players would prefer were kept hidden and will do anything to ensure it.

How does a Nigerian escaping his past provide the final piece of the jigsaw and what price has to be paid for 

Super-yachts and supercars?
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The slightly tatty curtains swayed alarmingly as the crematorium attendant roughly pulled them across to hide the coffin on its industrial trolley.

The lights dimmed and another guy in the same nondescript black suit and tie looked entirely bored with the whole process as he guided the coffin as it slid forward onto the runners heading towards its fiery end.

Jack Carver looked down at the floor.

His two daughters sat beside him, close but trying hard not to intrude into his space and he was thankful for that.

Music began to play softly and he listened to the tune he had chosen to end his wife’s cremation ceremony.

The room was nearly full with friends and family, far more he thought than would attend any sending-off he himself will have, when the time came.

He stood up and gazed across at the semi-altar table with spindly legs and two vases of slightly too gaudy flowers and the faded shadow of a large cross on the wall behind.

‘No cross!’. He had told the undertakers.  

His daughters stood with him and a teenage girl with red and blue hair walked quickly in front of them and put her arms around him and pressed her cheek against his chest.

She sobbed and he patted her shoulder gently.

Some of the people had already filed out when he very gently held the girl away from him, her head still lowered and her muffled sobs fading with the end of the recorded music.

He looked down at her and smiled, she lowered her eyes and faintly smiled back.

The four of them walked together out of the crematorium and into the sunshine.

Two men in slightly grimy suits stood off to one side and the taller man leaned over and said something to the man beside him.

Jack climbed into the rented limo with his kin and the big car swept down the crematorium driveway and out onto the main road.

Later, he was sitting in the garden with the remnants of the family and the sadness on his face had driven everyone away, except Sally his grand-daughter the girl with the two-tone hair, she sat close to him, her arm entwined in his and her head resting on his shoulder. 

They were still sitting together when the doorbell rang and two men from the crem were at the door and they identified themselves as DCI Oliver and DS Connors.

They sat across from Jack and Sally and the DCI looked down at the ground.

The two policemen then looked at each other and Oliver cleared his throat.

‘So?’ Jack said.

‘Hmm, not good news, I’m afraid.’ Oliver replied.

‘There is no doubt it was Ronald Smith’s car but there are six witnesses backing up his story that it was stolen.’ Oliver said.

‘The party he was at was pretty wild by all accounts and there is no reliable CCTV to identify the driver.’

Connors cut in.

‘For some reason even the driveway camera was apparently not switched on although to get to it you need a ladder.’

Oliver looked at him and frowned.

‘Anyway,’ he continued, ‘the CPS have decided there is not enough evidence to support an inditement.’

‘So, he gets away with it?’ Jack shot back.

Both policemen looked down and imperceptibly nodded.

‘I don’t suppose his father had anything to do with this decision.’ Jack asked.

‘Well,’ Oliver said, ‘there’s nothing in the file to suggest that but,’

‘it would be bloody odd if he didn’t call in a few favors.’ Connors finished the sentence.

Oliver looked at his DS and frowned again.

Jack stood up and turned away.

‘What happens now.’ Sally asked.

‘How do you mean?’ Oliver asked.

‘We just cremated my Gran and you ask what do I mean?’ she shot back. 

‘What are you going to do about her being mown down on a well-lit street by a car clearly being driven too fast?’

Both policemen looked at her and Jack turned back to hear the answer.

‘There’s nothing much we can do I’m afraid, the file will be closed, I am so sorry Mr. Carver, Miss Tucker.’ The DCI said.

The two policemen stood up together and clearly were in no mood to hang around so Sally pointed towards the door and spat out.

‘Hopefully you can find your own way out.’

Jack’s head hung low and she stood close beside him.

DCI Oliver stopped in the hall and looked at a folded newspaper on the table.

The headline was ‘MP’s Son Not Charged’.

An image underneath was a close up of a scowling youth standing beside a tall imperious looking, ruddy-faced man with an old-fashioned moustache and a shock of unkempt grey hair.

Behind them was a pair of tall iron gates with stone pillars and a long driveway disappearing into the distance.

DS Connors picked the paper up and shook his head.

DCI Oliver opened the door and walked out and Connors placed the newspaper on the hall table and followed, closing the door quietly behind him. 
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Jack was pretty average as far as any witness description would go.

He was five foot eight, not over weight or skinny, had short, cropped greying hair and often a stubbly chin.

He wore glasses and favored blue, various shades of blue, from the denim of jeans through navy blue tee shirts to French blue fleeces.

Comfort was important but he was not comfortable now, not in the least.

The edge of the concrete capstone was digging into his arm and the box he was sitting on was just a bit too low for him to see over the parapet and under the safety railing towards the building beyond.

Almost all the windows in the building opposite were closed and drapes were pulled across to block the view into the rooms beyond except for one place where the drape had caught on the handle of the sliding window.

What he could see of the room beyond and had seen on previous visits, was exactly as per the plans Sally had downloaded from the planning department’s website.

He stretched his shoulders and flexed his hands.

He could still miss even from here so he sat back and relaxed.

There was always tomorrow he thought.
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Almost exactly nine months to the day after the funeral, he was sitting at the breakfast bar idly pushing the slightly tatty condolence cards into piles and then spreading them out again.

The laptop pinged and he opened the screen.

It was Sally his granddaughter on a video call, her hair still red but now streaked with blue and she grinned at him.

The background on the screen was a wooded hillside with waterfall making a vivid silver slash diagonally across the screen.

It was quite distracting.

‘I got another enquiry that sounds urgent. Do you want me to put them off?’ she said.

‘No’, he said. ‘Copy it over to me and I'll take a look. Did they fill the form in properly?’

‘Yes, and transferred the deposit to the Swiss account too.’ she replied.

‘The full amount?’ he asked.

‘Yes, and the attached docs are really good. Looks like a full-time job for both of us.’ she said.

‘OK, send it and come on over in about an hour.’ he replied.

He pushed the cards to one side and opened the email Sally had sent.

He clicked to download the attachments and opened the application form.

It was from a Charles McDermott from an address in London and he scrolled down to the further info fields.

He opened the spreadsheet raised by Sally.

Arthur Stanley James was the owner of a large PR firm and Mark Smith MP was a junior minister in the Home Office.

There was also an attached image file and he opened it.

A pretty girl with a neat fringe and big round earrings and a cheerful smile looked out at him.

He read further and then glanced at the completed deposit field and the large number it contained.

He read more.

Jean McDermott was 24 and working in London at the PR firm owned by Arthur James when her father noticed his regular messages were not being answered.

Not at all normal.

He had sent her numerous messages from his home in Malaga but heard nothing back.

Her mother, his first wife had ignored his first email and it wasn’t until he put a sad emoji at the start of a WhatsApp message that she replied.

She had not heard anything either.

He had a trip to London planned for April only three weeks off so decided to make it early and personal.

Their relationship had been pretty remote since he moved permanently to Malaga and he was pleased she told him of the new job she had started, her excitement obvious in her messages.

Since then they chatted online more often and messages went back and forth between them.

He was less than overjoyed when she told him she was moving into a shared flat in Pimlico with people she didn’t know but gave him the address when he asked, almost offhandedly.

He was a wealthy man from a trucking and customs clearing company he and a friend had started and when they sold out ten years before they both banked enough for comfortable retirements.

He though had invested the money in a property business that bought and rented office accommodation and secretarial services and his income had been rising steadily.

He had taken little active part in the company over the last few years, although he was the major shareholder.

Four board meetings a year drew him to London and apart from that he spent most of his time riding his motorbike around the Costas and sailing a small catamaran from marina to marina as the mood took him.

He had met his second partner, some years younger than him and from a wealthy family and despite a sometimes stormy relationship they had stayed together and then split amicably a few years later, but were still in touch, bBut lately only to exchange messages at Christmas and birthdays.
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Charles McDermott carried his bag through the arrivals hall and stood in the queue for UK passports until called forward.

The man behind the screen looked down at his passport and up to his face.

‘OK Mr. McDermott, is this a short trip? He asked.

‘Yep, just a business meeting and a few old friends to look up, that’s all, maybe ten days.’ he replied.

The border control officer, already bored to tears scanned the passport, pushed it across the desk and waved him on.

He walked out the green channel and followed the signs for the station.

An hour later he was standing outside a scruffy three-story house in a road lined with cars both sides in Pimlico and the taxi was disappearing down the road between the closely packed parked cars.

He walked up the steps and looked at the buttons.

Flat 3, top floor, it said so he pressed the button and held it down for about two seconds.

Nothing happened so he pressed it again for longer.

Still nothing so he spun on his heel and walked away towards the direction the taxi had gone.

When he got to the main road the second cab he hailed stopped and he was soon at the old Grosvenor Hotel in Victoria station checking in.

He called Jean’s number several times but it just went straight to voicemail so he left a message saying.

‘Call me, please, I’m worried about you.’

He ate a decent steak in the restaurant and then strolled around the concourse for half an hour and then sat in the bar with a single beer for another half hour before going up to his room and falling asleep on the bed with the TV still on but muted.

The following morning, he glanced down at his phone but there were no messages or missed calls so he had a Danish and a coffee in one of the cafes in the station and walked back round to the house in Pimlico.

This time when he pressed the button it raised a squeak from the speaker and a buzz from the door so he pushed it and walked into the grimy hallway.

There was only one top floor flat and the door was ajar so he pushed it open and went in.

The smell of a dodgy smoke hung in the air and he stood in the doorway to the scruffy room and looked across at a young guy slouched on the sofa.

The man looked across at him with heavily lidded eyes and mumbled.

‘What’s up dude?”.

‘You seen Jean’. McDermott asked.

‘Jean?’ the man said, smoke curling up from the joint.

‘Jean.’ McDermott repeated, ‘She moved in here about six weeks ago and doesn’t seem to be answering my calls.’

‘Oh, that Jean.’ the guy replied slurring his words. ‘She was here a few days ago, sleeps in that room over there.’ he indicated loosely in the direction of the two other doors in the room with the hand holding the joint and dropped more ash onto the already grey and dusty carpet. 

His voice cracked and he said. ‘Haven’t seen her for days, probably went to one of those house-parties she’s always going on about.’

He stressed the words house-parties.

McDermott walked over to the bedroom doors and pushed one open.

A bed covered with crumpled clothes and magazines and backed with peeling wallpaper greeted his gaze and he shut the door behind him turning to the other.

No way would his Jean live like that.

The other door swung open and an altogether different room was revealed.

Neat and tidy, the bed made with several teddies propped up on the pillow.

One of them he recognized.

A desk that obviously served as a dressing table had a closed laptop on it and beside it was a basin with a mirror over and a shelf with a toothbrush in a glass and a half-squeezed tube.

A pot bursting with makeup brushes was surrounded by various tubes and pots and several gaudy strings of beads hung from the mirror.

He looked closer at the laptop. It was plugged into a charge lead running under the desk and the screen flickered when he lifted the lid.

The password screen lit up almost immediately and he looked down at the flashing cursor.

He didn’t waste any time trying to enter a password and instead closed the screen, ducked under the desk and unplugged the charger cable, taking the charger as well.

He moved a few of the books on the shelf over the bed, not really sure what he was a looking for and picked up an empty backpack that lay on the floor at the end of the bed and stuffed the laptop and charger in. 

The dresser draws revealed neatly folded clothes and even the knicker draw was neat with far too many skimpy bits of flimsy fabric for his liking.

He used a fingertip to move them aside.

Underneath was a diary and he picked it up and turned it over to look at the front. 

It just had her name and a teddy bear sticker on it.

He took a last look round and with the backpack over one shoulder and the diary in his hand, looked across at the now totally comatose flat mate and walked out leaving the door open. 

He hailed a cab and gave the address of the PR firm.

The receptionist, when she finally looked up, refused to even confirm a Jean McDermott worked there and despite his polite protestations wouldn’t help at all. 
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He checked his phone again outside the police station then walked up the steps and rang the bell.

A distorted voice said something unintelligible and the buzzer released the door.

He stood at the glass counter being ignored for a few minutes then the plain-clothed clerk looked up at him with a raised eyebrow.

McDermott took this as passing for a question and he said.

‘My daughter has gone missing, her names Jean McDermott and she’s twenty-four.’

The clerk looked at him some more saying nothing.

McDermott began to elaborate and after just the first few words the clerk held his hand up and McDermott stopped talking.

‘When did you last speak to your daughter?’ the clerk asked.

‘About six weeks ago’. McDermott replied.

‘And when did you last hear from her?’

‘A text, last week’. McDermott replied.

‘OK and have you looked for her?’ the clerk asked.

‘Looked for her, where, exactly?’ McDermott said.

‘I don’t know’, the man said, ‘maybe where she normally hangs out or where she works?’

McDermott looked down at the counter and then back up at the clerk's face.

‘You’re not exactly getting this at all, are you?’ McDermott said and turned away.

‘Hang on’ the clerk said a bit louder, ‘I can't magic her up and she's an adult so can do what she likes without asking you, mate’. 

McDermott said something very rude under his breath and walked out.

The clerk went to screw up the form he had started to fill out and then stopped.

Something about the man was rather compelling and the clerk initialed the form and slid it into a pigeon hole in front of him.

Later in the day McDermott was back at the Pimlico flat and the door was still ajar so he walked in.

The guy was still flat out on the sofa and the smell of the gear he had been smoking was all pervading.

McDermott went into his daughter’s bedroom and pulled open the wardrobe door.

He had looked inside before but had not moved anything and he thought that was a mistake.

He found nothing and turned away but a reflection on the mirror made him turn back.

He reached up at the side of the wardrobe and caught the strap of a leather briefcase with two fingers and pulled it down.

He sat on the bed and opened it.

There were various papers inside, some typed, some handwritten, a notebook with the spiral binder and a business card wallet and several takeaway food menus.

He opened the card wallet and in the side with the clear plastic bit there was a business card in his daughter’s name, Jean McDermott – Personal Assistant.

He put everything else back in the case and put the business card in his pocket.

Half an hour later he was back in his hotel room.  
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Jack Carver opened the leather briefcase McDermott had given Sally and she had brought round and leafed through the papers.

Nothing struck him immediately and he spread the papers out on the dining table.

The menus he pushed to one side and the business card wallet he emptied and spread out the contents as well.

It had various business cards, he guessed clients of the PR company, a credit card, an AMEX gold card and two Lloyds bank Visa cards.

Sally leaned across him and moved some of the papers around and then picked a sheet up.

She read it carefully and held it out to her father.

It was an invoice for catering for a party at an address in Reading.

It was a lot of money and Sally said, ‘Its page one, can you see page two?”

They both leafed through the papers and page two of the invoice revealed ten cases of champagne had been added at the bottom. 

The total was over £20k and Sally said, ‘It must have been one hell of a party and look at this.’

She pointed to the header; it confirmed the order had been placed by Jean McDermott to the account of Forward Public Relations PLC.

They both sat back.

‘So, she definitely worked for this company,’ Jack said, ‘do we know anything about her job?’

Sally looked down at the online form McDermott had completed. 

‘She was PA to the boss according to this.’ She replied.

‘Does it say what the date of this party was?’ Jack asked his daughter.

Sally looked down at the invoice.

‘March 1st, so about four weeks ago.’ she said.
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Sally left half an hour later, the laptop Charles McDermott had sent her together with the briefcase under her arm.

She started the Vespa scooter and was soon weaving through the traffic over the river and down to a double-garage behind a lock-up shop in Streatham. 

She tapped out a code on the roller-shutter-door and the wicker-door rattled as the top and bottom bolts were drawn.

The man had a beard that almost reached his waist, topped with a bald-head so shiny it reflected the light over the door into her eyes.

She squinted.

‘You OK Freddie?’ she asked.

‘I got a laptop here and badly need to get into it. Got no clues on the password though.’

He drew his mouth down.

‘How long do you reckon?’ she asked.

The man just grunted, took the laptop and stepped back into the dim interior of the garage.

She followed him in, closing the door and shooting the bolts.

The place was like an explosion in an electrical superstore.

It went back into darkness at least four times as deep as it was wide.

Racks of various bits and pieces lined one wall and a long desk stretched along the other.

Numerous cables were hung on makeshift hooks on the shelf supports and looped backwards and forwards across the ceiling.

LEDs blinked all over the place and the slightly acrid smell of hot insulation was almost overpowering.

The hum from loads of cooling fans set an underlying tone and the man sat down on a big leather chair at the end of the desk, turned the laptop over and within minutes lifted off the bottom to expose the battery and circuit boards.

He pulled over a plastic sandwich box with two wires poking out and a row of LEDs on top.

The LEDS lit up when he connected the wires, one to the battery negative and the other to a land on the main circuit board and then they began to cycle backwards and forward, red at one end, yellow in the middle and green at the other end.

Suddenly the box gave a burp and the LEDS all turned green.

He pulled the wires off and sat back in his chair looking up a clock on the wall behind her. 

‘Well, I make that about three minutes.’ He said, ‘good job I don’t charge by the hour.’

He flipped the laptop over, plugged a power lead in and after a few minutes tapped on the keyboard and pressed return.

‘Password 12345678, alright with you?’ he asked.

She smiled and nodded.

He let the laptop boot up and then said.

‘Want a full back up? The stick will cost you extra.” 

And without waiting for her reply, he opened a draw and selected a memory stick and plugged it in.

A few seconds later the hard drive was being backed up.

He got up and crossed to a small fridge and handed her a can of coke and they both drank a toast to Microsoft security as the bytes built up on the stick.

The screen cleared and a ‘back up complete’ window came up and he unplugged the stick and handed it to her then flipped the laptop over again and refitted the bottom using a magnetic screwdriver to locate the tiny screws in their respective holes.

She handed him an envelope saying.

‘Cash, OK?”

She was soon back at the house with the laptop and leaving her helmet on the stairs went into the dining room to her father still sitting at the table.

The laptop had loads of folders and files and the desktop screen was a mess of stuff and it was well past midnight before Jack gave up but she stayed at the desk in the dim light from a single desk lamp.

Later she sat back in her chair and looked up at the ceiling.

There were loads of things that didn’t add up and the laptop owner, Jean McDermott had obviously been saving files that were unlikely to have been in her remit as a PA.

For example, there was an invoice for recruitment fees for a ‘steward’ and a one-way airline ticket to Nice.

There were some copies of documents relating to a car hire business and a loan and then a letter with ‘close this arsehole down’ scrawled across it in red.

There were also copies of emails but there were so many that Sally had only read a few before giving up.

Many were from a Simon Smith who signed himself SSSMP and the tone of them was very curt, like orders barked out to a lowly soldier by his overly superior officer.

The last but one message was a name, ‘Jean McDermott’ and an address in Pimlico and there was an attachment. 

The reply if there was one, wasn’t in the string but the last message was three words, ‘just do it’, the message said.
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Sally Tucker got on with everyone, except her father, but she had a special relationship with her grandfather.

John Tucker was not a nice man and was better out of the scene, the whole Carver family and even the two sibling Tucker brothers had agreed.

Her grandfather was a quietly spoken man but with a steely resolve that was not easily shaken and during her teenage years especially, they had a few falling outs, usually over semantics, but generally they talked the same language.

When the arguments between him and her mother reached fever pitch, she watched him walk away and was actually not as devastated as her schoolfriends said she should be.
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