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      My father was a field-promoted captain in the Royal Artillery Regiment during the Second World War, but after the surrender of Italy he was attached to Military Intelligence interrogating captured Axis troops, remaining stationed in that country until 1945. Back home he served a further seven years in 'The Colours' before applying to join the London police. He was turned down because he had one false tooth! The Metropolitan Police had the choice from so many returning British Forces personnel that such a small inadequacy of a missing tooth was deemed to be undesirable in a perfect police force; however, that presumed perfection was not evident in later years. I was born four years after my father returned home.

      

      I cannot speak of the integrity of the police in London before I joined in 1971, but through the late '60s and early '70s reports of the alleged corruption in the Met were regularly carried in the national newspapers and openly spoken of. It ranged from the ordinary constables, in a patrol car, stopping a drunk driver and accepting the equivalent of a week's wage to drive that drunk and his or her car home, to high-ranking criminal investigation detectives taking bribes from violent robbers to turn a blind eye, or, in some notorious cases; covertly assist! No station or department was immune to this endemic practice.

      I was at Oxford when the offer to join the 'Job' was first put to me. I declined that offer, favouring to stay and follow my chosen path of studying analytical chemistry and my secondary recreational pastime; the science of psychology. Three weeks into my final year at university, my father died of a sudden heart attack. He was forty-nine and employed at the War Department. My mother died two months later from a broken heart.

      The security of a degree became less important to me on accepting another approach from a senior Metropolitan police officer named Barrington Trenchard. He spoke passionately about his desire to root out this criminality that was being linked to Members of Parliament. He wanted me and knew my weakness.

      

      My self-importance had led to some written articles of mine being published on the utopian dream of right and wrong. The complexity of realism that he threw at my argument destroyed the idealistic world I lived in. Both the ordinary men and the extraordinary, who wished to serve the cause of justice were being challenged by the ensnarement of those who wished its desecration.

      Sometime after Trenchard's presentation, I became a fully signed-up and committed custodian of justice. As I was coming straight from university I was to be fast-tracked, becoming an inspector within five years, but no one mentioned Jack to me, nor the tracks he travelled to impose his kind of virtue.

      

      I was about to find out that justice could be found in more places than a court of law, and bribes come in more ways than mere money.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          FRIDAY IN LONDON

        

      

    

    
      Models

      

      The doorway was set back in an alcove between a world-renowned French restaurant and a newly opened Chinese one that had crispy roasted ducks hanging from a rail in a steamed-up window. There was only one bell push that did not have the word 'Model' added above it with their country of origin; just the name of Jack Price. I pushed it. Moments later a buzzer sounded and I was climbing the bare wooden staircase to the third floor. The corridor leading to his black-painted apartment door was narrow, lined by peeling garishly wallpapered walls and crumbling ceiling plaster, the same state of disrepair I'd seen on the staircase. The place reeked of damp, garlic and cooking oil.

      

      I was twenty-three and attached to the criminal intelligence section of Scotland Yard, or C11 as it was known when I first came to meet Jack. He was thirty years my senior. He had been in the wrong place at a time when my department was executing an operation against an organised gang of robbers under the command of a known Irish Republican Army member on a cash-carrying security van in Charing Cross Road one day previous to this meeting. I had shot dead the Irish brigade commander, and another armed robber was wounded as Jack looked on from across the street. The year was 1972. However, seldom are things quite as they appear in life and this was true in this case. Although I had followed the standing orders of the day I was naive and to some extent gullible. If those are faults, then I plead guilty!

      “Are you sure that warrant card is not a forgery, young man, as you don't look old enough to be out of short trousers let alone a gun-carrying, hot-shot police officer,” he said on answering my knock after unfastening three locks, then as I entered he added, “But there you go, all you lot look young to me nowadays. A sure sign of getting old, or so they say.”

      

      The apartment was spartanly furnished. No television but a radio instead with a copy of the Radio Times lying open on the occasional table it occupied beside an odd looking hard-backed triangular, wedged shaped chair, newly upholstered in a yellow leather lookalike material. There was a single, soft, red velvet armchair almost on top of a five bar electric fire. On the wall opposite the double bay windows stood a cheap imitation light oak sideboard, on which were three mixed size glasses and an open bottle of what appeared to be whisky.

      “I would offer you one but I don't want to encourage the young to drink. From experience I know that's a bad habit to get into at an early age,” on catching my gaze he declared.

      

      The red, well-trodden, patterned carpet clashed with the heavy dark blue curtains which were closed, even though it was only the afternoon on a moderately hot July day with no sun shining on the windows behind. A yellow shaded chrome standard light and two similarly shaded table ones enhanced the natural light in the room. On the mantelpiece over that electric fire was a grey chiming slate clock, beside which were two wooden framed photographs. The one on the left, in black and white, a young woman arm in arm with, I presumed, a young Jack and the other, in colour, of two children; a boy and girl.

      “Your family, Mr Price?” I asked.

      

      He picked up the first of the photographs, held it in his left hand and stared at it.

      “That was my wife, Mary. She died six years ago from the loneliness I caused, I think. I was never around much in those days.” He kept it close for a second then carefully replaced it in its exact spot as he turned from the fire, walking the few paces towards the sideboard.

      “The other one is of my children; George and Mildred, both living in Canada. They upped and left soon after Mary had gone. No love lost between us there. Do you want a drink while you tell me why you're here, Detective Constable West?”

      

      He had an impassive, well-worn, chiselled face, not hard and cold, but one where no emotion or feeling for the past lived. More pragmatic than sentimental. He was just under six foot tall, weighed slightly less than his height suggested and although his complexion was more waxen than florid there were no signs of health issues that I could see.

      “I will, Jack, thank you,” I replied, about to sit in that hard chair thinking that the soft one was his to relax in. I was wrong!

      “No, wrong chair, my friend. That one is mine. Have the one I keep for visitors. Hardly used nowadays, far more comfortable than that old thing,” he said.

      “You never lived here when married then, Jack?”

      “Pretty obvious, that, I would have thought, unless Mary had little taste for the finer things in life like me, which she didn't. Could never quite work out why she married me, as I've always been a bit of a slob around the place. Never one for an Ideal Home Exhibition show house. Now I live as the mood takes me, with no one around to moan. Live on your own, Patrick, or is there a Missus West? Take water, or as it comes?”

      I didn't bother to answer the first question.

      “Have you any ice?” I asked.

      “No, neither does the water come all the way from a pure Scottish glen. Good old murky Thames tap stuff. Take it as it comes, will you?” he asked, somewhat impatiently.

      “You've sold it to me, Jack, pour away.”

      

      Although I considered myself well-crafted in the insight of a person's personality by the fundamental material things in life that they owned or spoke of, nothing held my attention more than that odd shaped chair. I could not avert my gaze away from it.

      “I wouldn't think that you're here to discuss my choice of interior colour nor to taste my whisky, so why are you, Patrick? I have made my statement. By the way, hope you don't mind the familiarity of me using your first name, young man?”

      “Not at all! Patrick is on the warrant card, after all. It was my governor's decision, not mine. He wants me to go through that statement of yours and see if my description can be; I'll use his words, 'erased,' Jack. As though I wasn't there, you understand.”

      “You have nothing to be ashamed of. The man had a gun, and, in my opinion, looked capable and dangerously close to using it. I did say that in my statement. I can't see how you had a choice.”

      “That's not the problem! The 'Job' has had its own internal enquiry and there's no question over the need or legality of my actions, it's just your wording that we would prefer to alter slightly if that's possible.”

      “We? I thought you said it was your governor's wish?”

      “Always that pedantic, Jack? Had a need to be precise in a previous life, have you?”

      He stood, tasting his drink before he spoke again.

      “Precision can and often does save lives, but it can also cost lives when it confuses the enigmatic and ambivalent of this life leaving them lost to understand the rationality of thought. Your governor a rational thinker, is he? What's his rank?”

      “I've always found rationality to be a subjective thing, Jack, best left to the believer, so I can't answer that. My direct governor is DI Fisher, that's Detective Inspector Fisher, but we all answer to the high Commander of 'C' department; Commander Trenchard. He's got something that you have, a precious thing at that.”

      “What has Mr Trenchard got that I have, Patrick?” straight-faced he asked.

      “You both have the George Medal. He got his one a lot later than you got yours, though. I believe you were one of the first recipients of that honour, Jack. 1942 you got it, was it not?”

      “It was, yes! Research that on your own initiative, did you, or your revered 'C' gently nudge you into doing the shovel work?”

      

      I was sure I saw the glint of a smile in those hard, hazel-coloured eyes below his high forehead and receding hairline as he placed my glass in my hand and his on top of the Radio Times, moving the full glass ashtray aside to make room. His dilapidated surroundings were not improved by his clothes; striped pyjamas under a dark blue stained dressing gown and neither socks nor shoes. He had not shaved for days. From Trenchard's description I had expected a man of means, well-appointed and well positioned in life, but on the surface, he was none of that, lonely, down on his luck and living a shabby life in one of the most squalid areas of London. A place frequented by transient visitors seeking temporary pleasures; Soho.

      “If you don't mind me saying, Jack, this is not the sort of place I thought someone of your past would be living out his final days.” I tasted the Scotch, finding it raw and stinging on the throat. “That's a bit fierce,” I added.

      “Tesco's own brand. I think they have a still in the back of the shop,” he laughed and I almost believed him. “Are you a connoisseur of Scotch whisky as well as being very self-opinionated and presumptuous? Disturbing for someone your age. For all you know I might have a place in the South of France and a yacht on the Med, this being my London pied-à-terre when I have the misfortune to visit London town. As for living out my final days, have you inside information on that too?”

      “Not of that rank yet, Jack. Maybe someday, though! It would be nice to think along the lines of a place in France, feet up, sipping the local wine, watching the French girls go by, but this is all you've got. You're right, though, it is none of my business how you live on the government pension you receive on the twenty-third of each month. I found it to be a tidy sum for a retired minor home office official.”

      

      I was not sure if I'd rattled him as I hoped, but there was a change in tone to his next question.

      “You will eventually come to the point of this visit, won't you, officer?”

      “Ah, touched a delicate spot, have I? Sorry if I have. It was not meant to offend. The enthusiasm of youth added to a poor background in diplomacy, I guess. I think it comes from those hard-nut instructors of mine. One knocked me out for being indelicate in the way I put my supposition as to his birth, but he never went on to teach me how to call a superior officer a bastard without causing offence.”

      “You should always add the word 'sir' after the insult, Patrick. I always found that helped.”

      “That would explain a lot, especially if you forgot to take your own advice. A short period of service in the secret mob but no explanation as to why they dumped you that I could find, and I had clearance from way up high, Jack.”

      “The obdurate Mr Trenchard, I presume.”

      “Got it in one. You two go back a long way, I understand. I had the impression that he doesn't much care for you. Said he saw your name on the witness statement then recognised that distinctive signature of yours with the capital P and R of Price. Added rather brusquely that he hadn't seen it for many years, and that observation was not followed up with any words of admiration or effervescent compliments. He was very silent after that, not usually so monosyllabic, my commander, but I gathered that you must have worked together at some point.”

      “Are you always so insightful, Patrick? I do hope that you are. Wise head on young shoulders comes to mind. How is old Barrington nowadays?” he asked as he rose to refill our glasses.

      I didn't answer his question, instead I asked one of my own. “Care to enlighten me as to why the extra capital letter in that surname of yours, Jack?”

      “Stands for Police Reject, Patrick. Thought of applying once before a better offer fell into my lap. I realise that it was only conjecture on my part about being rejected, but it seemed to fit at the time, so I kept using it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Three Months Earlier

      

      There had been four gunmen and two drivers, both of whom had stayed inside the cars at their respective steering wheels of a red S-Type Jaguar and blue 3.5 Rover, one in front of the security van and one behind as it started to pull away from the last bank on its route. Two of the robbers had pickaxes with their guns and the other two just firearms; sawn-off shotguns. The pickaxes went through the windscreen before Henry Acre fired both barrels of his gun at the roof just above the uniformed driver and his mate. He reloaded and was holding his weapon pointed at the passenger's face as I shot him dead. The second sawn-off holder turned in my direction, levelled his gun and was then wounded by an armed colleague from the Flying Squad. Acre immediately died at the scene. Greenlee, the one wounded, was taken to University College Hospital where he was still receiving treatment. None of the other four in the gang had a chance to use any weapons. All were arrested and taken into custody before I removed my heavy disguise. It was then that Jack Price had noted my description, the one he gave in his written statement taken at Tottenham Court Road nick a few hours later. I knew of Acre's intentions to shoot the driver as it was I who had infiltrated the Kilburn Six, as they were known, some months prior to the robbery. That's why Trenchard insisted that I was included at the scene, at least that's what I was told.

      

      My father was a born and bred Londoner but my mother was Irish through and through, hence the name of Patrick, my red hair and my natural Irish accent which, after a few months of ironing away any flawed nuances, was perfect enough to get an invitation to Edward (Teddy) Greenlee's table in the Nag's Head pub, Cricklewood Lane one Thursday night, three months, more or less, to the day of my calling on Jack.

      

      Bill Hewitt, an Irish-Canadian, had unknowingly invited an undercover policeman into the heart of a conspiracy. The other three at the table that night: William O'Brien, Roy Murry (known as the Beret, which he wore come rain or come shine) and Ward Morrill, were all Irish by birth. Murry and Morrill were the two drivers. I had the innate endearing Irish ability of friendly conversation, aligned with good humour along with a deep pocket that my cover legend provided. My peripheral acceptance within the group was guaranteed as I worked at a second-hand quality car showroom where I could get legitimate cars without the need to 'ring' them. Henry Acre, whom I met later, was notably different from the others. Whereas they all were vicious he had a criminal record more akin to a savage animal than any human, and that's what worried Bill.

      “He's going to shoot one of the guards regardless of the outcome, Pat. I can sense it. It's a statement he wants to make, not just pull off a robbery. Some time ago he told me of his Republican friends trying to drag me into the Provos, but I'm not a bomber. I'm a tea-leaf and a good one at that. I'll take my share then leg it back to Toronto away from politics, cos that's what turns him on in all of this. The money is less important to him than the statement. You mark my words!”

      

      On the strength of the assessment made by Hewitt, coupled with Acre's previous two convictions of grievous bodily harm, one using a firearm, we were instructed to shoot if the situation looked life-threatening. As I was the only one with a clear shot I followed the orders given by Detective Superintendent Ball, the head of C1, the flying squad.

      “Have you shot someone before, young Patrick? I only ask as you seem so unaffected by it all. As though it's quite a common occurrence in your everyday life as a police officer.” We were well into our second glass of throat-blistering liquid as Jack asked his question.

      “Mind if I smoke, Jack?”

      “Not at all! I'll give the ashtray an empty just for you.” On his return with a now sparkling clean one, I offered him a Dunhill cigarette which he accepted before I answered.

      “First time, Jack! And yes, it never touched me. My hands were as cold as ice as I squeezed that trigger, not one shake anywhere. How about you when you faced down that neo-Nazi in his black-shirted uniform on the steps of the public toilets in Whitechapel? Did you shake? Were you scared stiff?”

      “Different days then, Patrick, maybe we had different reactions too. Long forgotten times and best that way.”

      “You were the same age as me, were you not?”

      “I was twenty-three, I believe, at the time. So, if you're twenty-three, then, yes, I was.”

      “Signed on in any particular branch of the services, or waiting to join up with the Americans and win the war, Jack?”

      

      Now he did laugh, a high-pitched loud one at that. It suddenly struck me that I could not hear the sound of sex coming from below his flat but could hear the traffic on Shaftesbury Avenue, some fifty yards away.

      “If Barrington Trenchard has sent you on this mission of yours then I'm sure he must have filled in some details, Patrick. Are you fishing for bigger game in order to persuade me to visit Tottenham Court Road nick again, because there's really no need?”

      

      Another bottle of golden colour liquor appeared without a label attached, as our two glasses were refilled.

      “I was trying to get more background on you as you'll have my life in your hands. Not only would I like you to change your statement slightly, I need an introduction to someone you both know. Only Trenchard is on the same side of the fence with no camouflage to work behind nowadays.”

      “Who might that be then?” he asked as my packet of cigarettes was further used.

      “A Charlie Miller! I was told he is a top rank Met Police officer. My Mr Trenchard believes he knows the porn magazine trade in London inside out. Apparently every shop we raid is suddenly emptied of pornographic material before we arrive and it's Miller's department who organise the raids. Whoever he's in with is always one step ahead of us and we would like to stop that with your help. That was to be my next mission, hence the reason for the disguise. Not that it worked that well did it? We just need you to take out all reference to what I look like.”

      “A bit odd that your lot would expose you in such a high profile way just before another operation, don't you think?”

      “That's why I joined the police, Jack. To uphold the law. Mine's not to reason why.”

      “And why did Barrington Trenchard send you looking for me, do you think?”

      “The only reason I can think of is that he suspects you might know Miller and know his tricks.”

      “Hmm,” was the only reply as he sipped his drink before adding, “anything in it for me, this help you ask for?”

      “About the same reward you got from MI5 when they dispensed with your services, Jack. Nothing but our thanks.”

      “I did get the pension that you remarked on, Pat, plus I got the chair I'm sitting in.”

      “Strange gift, the chair I mean. Far from normal government furniture, I would have thought.”

      “And you wouldn't be wrong in that. It was presented to me when I came home from abroad and they billeted me at an outstation of Five in Pinner, Middlesex. It was part of my job to grade the pupils at the nearby Harrow School as to their prospects towards a career in the intelligence gathering industry.”

      “Funny shape for a chair,” I said, to which he made no comment.

      “Give me half an hour to dress, shave and what have you, then you can buy me dinner. I hope, but doubt, you've got a huge expense account as I'm as hungry as an old war horse, and the club I and Miller use doesn't open until nine o'clock. We'll have hours to fill with food and drink before you'll have a chance to meet one another. Go find Fifi on the floor below, tell her I send my avuncular love. Her real name is Gloria, comes every day from Bethnal Green. The door painted pink is hers. Likes a quick turnaround of clients, does my French neighbour, so she won't keep you long.” Again he laughed, but even more so when I declined that invitation.

      “Scared I might hear of your sexual prowess, or lack of it, are you!” he said as he left the room.

      “While you're away I'll try to think of reasons why you only empty ashtrays when you have a visitor. Not many call on you, I'm guessing,” I countered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Curzon Street

      

      My newly acquired unkempt friend had metamorphosed into a Savile Row-tailored dressed man about town in a purple chalk-striped linen suit with a red silk handkerchief in his jacket pocket when he next appeared.

      “Will this shatter the image you've formed about me, Patrick? I do hope so, otherwise I'll have nothing to smile about when I think of Barrington in his stiff collars and club ties. I too can put on a charade when required. Still wear that university club tie, does he? Not entitled to, you know. He never played rackets at Cambridge and as far as I know he never did play the game at all. It was his great-great-great-grandfather who played it whilst in the old Fleet Prison in 1832. He was put away for being unable to pay the debts of the company business, but Trenchard likes to gloss over that.”

      “I don't know much about the man, Jack.”

      “That I can believe, Patrick. Now's the time to fill that missing space in your education then. Come on, let's go taste some fine wine and talk about bent coppers.”

      “Do you know who Miller gets his money from?” I asked, genuinely surprised.

      “There are many more than just Miller on the take and I know most of them, maybe not all though. How much time have you done on the streets young man?”

      “None, Jack! I went straight into the 'Job' from university. I finished my full tutorial, got the 'A's' I wanted then joined the police on a whim. Thought it would be much more exciting than delving into furtive minds or sitting in a sterile laboratory. I was told that I could return to Oxford for a Master's if things don't work out, but I want to right the wrongs of this world, Jack, before I settle into a sedentary career. The 'Job' shoved me into a section of the criminal records department at Scotland Yard from a shortened initiation course to profile criminals. It was a start. I did only a five-week stint at reading The Instruction Book. That was too easy to learn verbatim for me. The Kilburn job was my first. Did the firearms course at Gravesend, apt name when you think of it, before they let me loose. All of that's part of the reason for the C11 attachment. Trenchard wanted me on that security van heist, as he knew I could identify Acre and not just from photographs.”

      “You're very young to have been trained on firearms, Patrick.”

      “I didn't know guns had a discrimination policy against age.”

      “As far as I knew the Met did. Two years before you can play with them,” he replied, then went down a different track. “You said Fisher was your DI, did you not? Only we might run into some others from the Yard tonight. Thought about that at all, have you?”

      “I've never actually met Fisher, Jack. Only heard him on the phone and read his written orders. Been exclusively tied to Trenchard's desk since day one. He is the only serving officer that I've met at the Yard. I've been kept out of sight since joining. Never actually worn the uniform! This opportunity of going solo was put to me just after the interview board. I grabbed it with both hands. They assigned two physical training instructors from Hendon to meet with me twice weekly in an old railway shed outside King's Cross, but apart from the time I spent with them, I studied all I was given in a flat not far from here in Covent Garden. The car front where I now work is part of C11. Buried deep beyond anyone's knowledge, as far as I was told.”

      “Where's that apartment of yours?” he asked, rather quickly I thought.

      “Number six, Rose Street, Jack. Did you want an invitation?”

      “Did you rent it directly, or was it provided by someone?”

      “Came with the job. Trenchard sent me to a letting agency and then I rented it in my name.”

      “Who was on that board when you joined?”

      “Trenchard was one, but the other two I didn't know. Looked like civilian brass to me. I never had a formal introduction.”

      “Old Barrington certainly threw you in at the deep end, didn't he. It's not in my hands that your life lies, Patrick, it's in the hands of the intelligence set-up that you're wrapped up in. Personally, I wouldn't trust it, but I no longer play that game. As far as anyone is concerned I'm out socialising with the man who possibly saved my own life three days ago but I won't introduce you as that. I'd only say that you're a friend and leave it there. But if pressed, I wouldn't be wrong in saying that the man you shot could have shot me and others. The robbery has been spoken about in these parts. There's a very close knit society amongst the prostitutes and us layabouts. I have a reason to be out with you if I need one!

      

      You've got to understand something before we go on. What I know about people has come after donkey's years of listening to what I'm told. To them that tell the story, I'm just an old sop who likes a drink or two, easy on the eye and of no consequence. You're a stranger in a world where the only knowledge you have of it, has come from what you've read, fantasied about or been told. Soho is not just on the surface, Patrick, it goes a lot deeper than that. Now you've come to dig a hole into the soul of the sex trade. If you're successful you're likely to put a lot of people out of work. Afterwards, if you ever want to hide away where no one looks further than their own nose, then don't look for a farmhouse set in acres of open ground, hide in a city with plenty of noise, that's where you'll find the real silence.”

      It was he who fell silent as we left his apartment on the top floor of number twenty-six Romilly Street and walked north along Dean Street towards Soho Square. Then as we turned into a side street he spoke again.

      “I'm guessing here, Patrick, but did Trenchard recruit you at university with a whiter than white campaign speech? —Let's clean up the streets of London together, making it safe for the working man, my young intellectual friend. Paint the town white with an Irishman as the artist.”

      “Not quite as pretentious as that, Jack, but that was his stated purpose without the Irish bit. Frankly that's what enticed me to sign up. I hate dishonesty in any form. If I can help him achieve that aim, then why not try?” He didn't answer my question.

      “That club I mentioned earlier, as being used by Miller and others of his fraternity, is owned by a one-time friend of Trenchard's and a distant acquaintance of mine. A man known as Alhambra. That's not his real name, of course. Barrington knows it as do I, along with the majority of what used to be the intelligence community. Mind you, if the rumours are true, he's moved on and upwards to other things nowadays. Some in these parts say that it's him that runs the porn trade. That could be why his club is so popular, but I have no first-hand knowledge of that. Trenchard could well be intrigued by me telling you that name, or, he might just want to hide it away and ignore it. Be careful how you play it, Patrick. As I remember Trenchard has allies in very high places.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You off to the Ritz for the night, Jack, or on the pull?” asked a very beautiful woman, whom Jack introduced as Amelia, as we entered a wine bar in Wardour Street.

      “If you are out looking for company then I'll take your arm. Oops, sorry, I didn't see your friend? He looks tasty!” she said before adding, “I'll take him off you when you've had your fill.”

      “My new lover, Amy! Keep your hands to yourself.”

      “Yeah, if either of you were that way inclined then I'm an elephant flying on a cloud.” Her long blonde hair trailing down her slender back was the last I saw of Amy, leaving me to admire her wiggle and shapely legs as she departed.

      “You two know each other well then, Jack?” I asked, rather unnecessarily.

      “Somewhat, yes! She owns this place along with half of Soho. Don't let that sensuous, female body fool you. She is a he, Pat! Goes by the name of Jimmy when the moon's asleep. Never go on first impressions alone, they can be painfully misleading.”

      

      I looked around but I could see no men in the bar; only women. Or were they women? Certainly the cleavage of the girl that brought our drinks over to the candlelit table Jack had selected in the corner facing the doorway had me fooled if she was not. I never asked, but the uncertainty didn't impinge on my imagination.

      “Have you a fetish for full ashtrays, Jack?” I asked, noticing the overflowing one on our table, at which he laughed before he explained.

      “My wife hated me smoking, even tried to force me to quit. I told her I would cut down, but never quite managed to. Whenever we were out, and I had to wait for her, I would sit at a table where there was a full ashtray so she wouldn't be able to count how many fags I'd smoked by the time she had finished her shopping. It's a habit I haven't been able to shake off. You used the word camouflage a little while ago, so call it that if you like.” He continued to laugh until the business of the evening was once more addressed.

      “What did Trenchard tell you about me, Pat?”

      “Nothing really from Trenchard. Just what I've told you: said he'd seen your name on the list of witnesses, recognised that distinctive signature of yours and knew you from the old days. That was it. I thought you may have been in the police until I followed his orders of visiting a building in Curzon Street, in Mayfair, where everyone I came across told me that was about to be closed down. I showed some guy in a uniform a letter from Trenchard and was allowed to view a file on you. It didn't tell me much either, other than you worked in the secret intelligence service during the war and for a bit after. It ran out of paper in 1948.”

      “I didn't work in the SIS, Pat, I worked for the likes of Barrington who worked in it. There is a difference. I never went to the right schools, you see, nor lived in Guildford to become staff. I did the mundane that they were too busy talking about.”

      “Want to tell me how you started, Jack, because there's nothing in your file. A list was all I found. Date and place of birth, parents' names and your retirement date; June the first 1948,” he laughed.

      “Is that what it said? Even that's a lie! I did another five years after that. Not all that time for Five. I was pushed upstairs somewhere along the line, up a number to Six and sent abroad to Austria. It was when I came home from Vienna that they put me out to grass. I was married then, but the time abroad cost me my wife and the time back here cost me my children. Mary and I married in the autumn of 1944. I was twenty-five, with her being three years younger. George was born the year after and Mildred the following one. That was the year they started to send me away from London more and more. If they hadn't, then who knows how many kids I would have fathered that would have grown up to hate me.”

      

      There was no change registered on his face that I noticed nor any alteration in his voice that I detected. The sadness, if there was any, was swept away long ago.

      “Mary and I never got back together when I returned. I moved out and let life go on for them. In 1966, when she passed from this world, both my son and daughter emigrated without a word to me. We've never spoken to this day.”

      

      I was looking hard for some recognition of regret, some trace of human emotion that my psychological training could pick on and develop, but there simply was none. He had detached himself from the world that he had once lived in, in a way I had never thought possible. Work had been his love, coming first before any pangs of conscience about a destroyed passion of a once solid and tangible relationship. The unattainable and the touchable both ruined, but only one clung onto. It wasn't indifference, otherwise, he would never have broached the topic, nor apparent apathy, just self-control being demonstrated naturally and not for effect. What an asset for someone in the espionage game, I thought, and could not hide my juvenile admiration.

      “What a spy you must have been, Jack.” He smiled at that, but kept whatever reaction he had to himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      Leonard Miller

      

      We left the wine bar with its dark mysteries undisturbed after finishing a rather good bottle of Beaujolais, then doubled back on ourselves towards Old Compton Street.

      “Let's eat, Pat! By the time we finish a good slap-up meal, Alhambra's club will have opened and you can start on that journey of yours.” Without another a word we suddenly turned abruptly left into a dead-end alleyway, and stopped.

      “You thinking that we're being followed, Jack?” I asked, “I haven't noticed anyone.”

      “You wouldn't if they were good, Pat. And if they were super good they'd know that this place leads nowhere, so they wouldn't turn in here. But I don't warrant the super good anymore.”

      

      The regret in that admission was covered by a contrived smile that now lined his forehead and creased his mouth. Almost a minute passed before he spoke again.

      “Simple precautions can save lives, young Patrick. Your man will be at our next port of call. We need to be cautious. If it's true that Alhambra does indeed run the porn industry then Miller has his hands deep inside his pockets. He sits alone every night at the same table just inside the doorway of the restaurant we're going to use. I use the place regularly. Sometimes he will just nod his head at me, but occasionally he will speak. Tonight, if he does, you will say nothing nor look at him. Just stand silently on my left side looking straight in front. I will say that you're a person I met a few days ago and leave it at that. If he invites us to sit, which I very much doubt, you will excuse yourself, saying you need the Gents as you have an upset stomach. Stay in there for at least ten minutes. He's normally gone by a quarter to nine on the dot for his journey home to his wife and three children in Blackheath. He has a very grand looking place there. He's a fool, Pat, but not a stark raving idiot. He'll smell you out as plod if you get too close. His name is Leonard Miller; Detective Chief Superintendent at West End Central nick. High cheese as you said and a tough target to hit, but if you are as passionate about all this as I believe you are, then you will find a way. Ready?” he asked as we departed from our lonely alleyway.

      “No one following us then, Jack?” I asked.

      “Seems not, Pat,” phlegmatically he replied.
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        * * *

      

      He was a big man, but it was not until he left that I saw his overall build. The first, and the only thing I saw, as I stood where Jack had told me, were his feet. They were enormous!

      “You're looking very smart tonight, Jack. Out on the town, are we?” asked a gruff, guttural, cockney voice as we entered.

      “Something like that, Leonard. We will be at the Guitar later. Will you be in there tonight?”

      “Nah! I'll be home with the trouble and strife soon. She misses me rotten if I'm away for too long. Have a nice evening with your friend, and say hello to the maestro for me if you get a chance, Jack.” He was too busy with his meal to glance at me.

      

      We sat a table at the far end of the half empty restaurant with my back turned to where the detective chief superintendent was seated. I caught sight of him as a reflection in the emblazoned Restaurant 'Da Fiono' windows. Wide shouldered, much taller than average with a head of hair that betrayed his age. From his rank, I had deduced that he must have passed fifty, but the thickness of his grey hair, swept back behind his ears, was that of a much younger man. He stood as an athlete would, straight with no slouch of any kind and looked light on his feet. He was dressed immaculately, but seemingly with no pockets of his own unless he had paid before our arrival, as he offered no money to the waiter who obsequiously brushed the front of his suit jacket. He made no sign to us as he left, right on the time that Jack said he would.

      “You are a very observant man and one for precise details, Jack. Did that come from over here or the time you spent abroad on HM business?”

      “Never gave that much thought. Both would be right in their own way,” he replied as a waiter hovered to take our order. I took a menu but had not finished with Jack at that point.

      “What would you like to do first, Jack? Tell me how you started that work you did over on foreign soil, or about Alhambra and that man who's just left?”

      “As I told you, the man who just left is a fool, but he'll take some catching. I'll give you his full address in Blackheath Park later. He has the first floor as his family home, but look at the deeds lodged with Land Registry. The Millers own the whole building and the one at the back of the plot that's being built. The construction company is not in his name but it's his all the same. Take a drive out there one day if the urge grabs you, and see if you could buy that place and maintain his lifestyle on the salary he draws. He would probably say that his wife is on the game as his way of explaining it. He's not your worry, though. Alhambra is another kettle of fish all told.

      He fought on the Nazi side in Spain during the Civil War, taking that name from the palace in Grenada. He was born to English parents in India. Very good breeding with better-placed connections than most. He was one of the first Nazi sympathisers I came across when I started work for those inside the SIS whilst still at school. Again, you must control that enthusiasm of yours. Order some grub first. We might have a long night in front of us. We'll talk as we eat, but first some more vino to smooth my throat. Un chianti per favore, Alfonso. Il tuo migliore, come il mio amico sta pagando.”

      “Learn Italian in Italy, Jack?” naively I asked.

      “Somewhere colder than that, Pat! Learned it when I was in Austria. I had a teacher who had a huge wood-burning stove going all day and every day. Sometimes I sat on it until my arse was cooked. Outside it was cold enough to freeze the balls off brass monkeys. I even heard them fall sometimes!” I was getting used to his humour and that smile of his.

      

      The bottle was served, uncorked, sniffed and tasted, then when approved poured into the appropriate glasses. He excused himself from the table to wash his hands, leaving me alone with my thoughts. His return coincided with the arrival of the first offerings of food.

      “Was it simply my persuasive powers that led you to agree to helping so much, Jack, or something more than that? After all, I only asked you to change a few written words. We didn't have to do all this tonight.”

      “Why not tonight? I was hungry anyway and you're paying, I've already told the waiter that.” It was my turn to laugh which I did gladly.

      “I think I can see a bit of me in you, Patrick. I was eager to help my country at your age, do the best I could in flying the flag. Patriotism, idealisms of freedom from oppression and all that shit drove me on. For me, at that time, the establishment stood in the way and shut me out. Ever seen and read the inscription on Edith Cavell's statue opposite the Portrait Gallery? She was a spy, you know. Ran a small but significant group from a Belgium hospital in the First World War where she worked. We made a great propaganda thing out of the firing squad death. Used photographs of her on recruiting posters. That is something we're good at; turning the truth our way at pressing times. Barrington's name is enough of an incentive to wind me up and start the motor running again. Enjoy the ride while you can, but learn where the brake pedal is, and check that it works every so often, Pat.”

      

      Not having heard him elaborate on any statement so much as that before, I wondered why now there was a necessity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      The Savoy

      

      “I was a page at the Savoy Hotel when I was fifteen, Patrick. My dad had died the year before and although I was in a grammar school with ambitions of perhaps making it into a university, Mum needed the extra money that I could provide with that job. I was a bit ruthless in those days; it was the tips I was really after. Saw the advert at the bottom of a newspaper I was delivering on my paper round one morning and applied straight away. I had to bunk off school to get there. The only qualifications it said that were needed was you had to be clean and not too tall. I passed on both those counts. I think the man who was in charge was called Snow, but it could have been Scott. Nearly forty years have flown past since I was given that first pair of white gloves. They gave you three pairs a day you know, so none got dirty or grubby. Good little earner, that job! Bit wearing on the old feet, though. Must have walked miles each day through the corridors and reception halls. There were eight of us, I think, delivering messages or going out for cigarettes or flowers for the guests. Gave you a cloak to wear if you had to go outside through the main doors. Great fun I tell you, especially if it was an American guest you were going out for.

      

      They tipped well, but no one tipped like a US celebrity. Had a few in my day. Don't ask me for their names as most of them I'd never heard of, but Mr Snow, or whatever his name was, said they were really important and to look after them. Added a big wink when he said that. That was enough for me. I do remember one celeb, a young girl, a year or so younger than me who was over here to sing on the stage at the Adelphi. She was with her parents and every morning I was instructed to take breakfast to her room. I was the only one allowed to do that. Her mother gave me two tickets to the show, and, don't faint, a five-pound note! More than a year's wage. I went with my mum, who was so proud of me knowing this American girl that she told all our street that she was off to the theatre to see Judy Garland. She bought a hat for the occasion from that fiver. My mum would fill a hot bath tub every night for me after that for my sore feet. She and I feasted well on the strength of my tips and the stories I told about who I'd met at Savoy.”

      “Was it at the Savoy that you were first approached to work for the secret mob, Jack?”

      “Observe and listen, they were the first orders I received, Pat. That's all we want you to do. So said Mr Stewart Campbell, my first handler in early 1933. He wanted me to pin my ears back for mentions about Germany and the name of Hitler in particular. Then they wanted more. They always did! I was promoted in-house a year later to the reception desk and that's where Alhambra comes into the equation, although, he wasn't called that then, of course. Trenchard came a few weeks later. 'The Strummer' was Alhambra's code name between Campbell, Trenchard and me, and I was to handle him carefully, they told me. Taking note of callers, telephone numbers if I could, along with which guests he mostly spoke to or mingled with. Trenchard was a junior at Five then. I called him a runner as he was always in a hurry to get somewhere else. He passed on instructions from Campbell and sometime later one of them ordered me to enlist in the Blackshirts of Sir Oswald Mosley. I was on my way to one of the rallies held in the East-End, calling for him to be released from internment, when I came across that man at Whitechapel with the gun. I knocked him out, but my cover was blown in Mosely's New Party so they assigned me elsewhere. I was sent to a Royal Naval yard to work in order to unearth a Communist spy, but I can't tell you of that. Mind you, by that time I had every name signed up to Mosley's way of thinking, some would blow your mind wide open, Pat. What I will say is that I told Campbell about John Cairncross way before his name cropped up with Burgess and the other lot from Cambridge. Dropped Victor Rothschild's name on his lap as well, but what I said was ignored because, as I said before, I never lived in Guildford and only went to a common old grammar school. I was not one of the chaps. Wrong side of the country for inclusion into their club.”

      “Why would they wipe your file clean from 1948 if you didn't finish with them until '53? That doesn't make sense unless you did some really important covert stuff for them and they wanted to hide you.”

      

      There was a wide smile from Jack as he finished picking at his food, neatly placing his knife and fork beside each other and laying them diagonally across his half eaten meal. At first, I thought the smile was because the pasta he'd had and the wine he'd drunk both met with his approval, but there was another reason.

      “Do you remember me saying that the chair you paid so much attention to was given to me when I retired from the service, Pat?” I nodded in agreement. “Well, that wasn't entirely true. I took it as my going away present! Walked out the office, past a startled janitor and boarded a bus carrying it. A right two and eight of a mess I made of it on that bus, I can tell you. The conductor said it was too big, but it wasn't at an angle. I only travelled as far as the train station and he let me ride on the platform with it. Caught the train into Marylebone then had to walk all the way home to Baker Street with it across my back. It has been everywhere with me since then. Had it re-covered more times than I can recall. Did you wonder why it has three sides?” he asked. To which I replied that I had.

      “Barrington brought it in with him one day. Wanted to make some derogatory gesture in front of all the others, put me in my place kind of thing. Said that one side was us, the Brits, one the Americans and the other represented the Russians. But although I asked him what he meant by that, he wouldn't say. Trenchard was by then in Special Branch, heading up 'A' department; internal affairs. Sort of rubber-heel mob, creeping around with their noses up each other's arse. They were amateurs, Patrick. Made loads of noise and unnecessary commotion. I was under surveillance by them. When I complained, I was informed that I was suspected of having been turned in Vienna, where I had diligently served my country. They had no evidence of that, because it had never happened, but I was told it was—standard practices, old chap. We use the same procedure on everyone who has returned from foreign lands. We suspect first and regret the inconvenience later; if we must! and don't take it personally. But I did, in a big way! Can you see the irony in all of this?”

      I answered that I couldn't and he'd left me behind somewhere. As two glasses of Marsala were delivered to our table that I had not seen Jack order, he explained how he had come to that conclusion.

      “There you are, a university graduate helping another graduate to bring down another who has enjoyed privilege, but having to engage me, an old washed-up spy from the wrong side of the bed. One whose affiliations were once questioned but never answered.” He tasted his wine as I tasted mine before continuing.

      “Trenchard needs not only you but me too, Patrick. On your own, I doubt the two of you would have got close. Even if I'm wrong you most certainly would not have any inside knowledge of Miller so soon. From him there must be a direct money trail to Alhambra. The trouble for Barrington is yet to be revealed, but it will be, believe me. I will introduce you to the ultimate prey right after we drink up and leave. That's where things will start to get hairy. A simple point I would like to raise before we set about our quest. How do you suppose a known fascist who still advocates his hatred of Jews and all blacks, yellows and browns can get a licence to run a club in London? Let's forget about his trade in pornographic books and concentrate on why he's not locked up for his political statements. Whose pockets do you think he's lining?”

      “Could be freedom of speech, Jack? Something along those lines, perhaps?”

      “If only! Soho might be a closed shop to outsiders, but it's nothing compared to Freemasons, Westminster and the law, Pat. You're on a loser, my son. You're the tethered lamb to bring out the snakes while the lions gorge on the buffalo around the next bend. If you want my advice, which you haven't asked for but nevertheless will get, then call it in now. There's a phone box we pass before we get to his club. It's never been raided, not even Barrington would dare to do that.”

      “Why, Jack? That would seem the obvious place to start.” Another smile preceded his reply.

      “You are an ant in this world, Patrick. You are expected to show the corruption in the police that every Tom, Dick and Harry walking the streets of London know about. Appease the public mind. You are not expected to find politicians having it off in the back rooms of a Nazi's club in the Capital on a Friday night whilst claiming allowances for legitimate entertainment. Follow Miller's money lodged in his local bank under his sister's name of Carolyn McKay; her husband, incidentally, is the MP for Darlington. Call in the Sweeney, Pat. Tell them you believe there's an IRA gunman in the Guitar. Use whatever your Kilburn cover name was and they'll come running. Then comes the hard bit. You'll have to get away. Out of the Job and far gone. You look perplexed at that, why? You don't believe me?”

      “Can't see that I'd be a pariah by outing the corrupted, Jack. Just can't see that at all!”

      “No, you're not as cynical as me. Do you know who's the Member of Parliament for Herne Bay, Pat? But don't worry, they won't arrest him. The Prime Minister has a green pass on sex. You might be made Commissioner overnight, or you might not. Depends on how much they value your silence. Don't just settle for a chair, Patrick, idiotic ideals are worth more than that. Go somewhere abroad. America would be my choice. More liberal minded over there. Write a book about it all and get it accepted into Hatchards. They have Royal patronage, with three Royal warrants displayed announcing their self-importance. But if they try to slam a D notice on it here in England you'll have no worries as you will have readers crawling all over you in the States. I never had the bottle, nor the intelligence to do that and it's too late now.”

      “What happened in Vienna, Jack? Were you turned?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

          SATURDAY IN LONDON

        

      

    

    
      A New Life

      

      Unlike other branches of the criminal investigative departments within the Metropolitan police, C11 did not have a central office at Scotland Yard. There were many scattered around London and beyond its perimeters, all trying to keep their anonymity. Trenchard had an office to himself just off the Haymarket in Suffolk Street in an otherwise unused four-storeyed terrace house. My orders were to write a report on what happened with Jack and leave it on his desk first thing Saturday morning on my way to Kilburn and my car salesman role. To have left that position so soon after the bungled security van robbery would have raised suspicions, thereby endangering future operations for me, and the front.

      

      I wrote my report in long-hand, paying heed to Jack's warning of careful appraisal of the information he had disclosed, before leaving my flat at around eight that morning. My omission of the Prime Minister's name was not done through any sense of loyalty to him or his position, more in a way as self-protection. If Jack had been wrong then I would have looked a complete fool in reporting a rumour and if he'd been right, then I figured that my life would have been over in one way or another. There were a couple of things I had to do before I got to Suffolk Street, but as I was in no hurry I played Jack's game of shaking off any would-be followers by occasionally doubling back on myself before retracing my route. As I crested the Duke of York's steps, turning to see if anyone else was climbing them and then stopping to light a cigarette when there were none, a young scrawny boy no older than fourteen thrust a sealed envelope at me, saying, “This is for you.”

      At that he ran off in the direction of Carlton Gardens, leaving me speechless. For some inexplicable reason I never opened it; I waited until I was inside Trenchard's building.

      

      If you're after sun, sea and sex then do nothing about this note, but as I know you're after much more than that be at No 74 The Albany, Piccadilly by nine. Amy sends his regards!

      

      It would be easy to say that I abandoned the significance I previously placed on morality by an iniquitous value I suddenly placed on prestige, but that was not strictly true. I never believed that virtue would give me power in the first place and it was the lure of power that had me in its grasp. Not for one second did I question the authenticity of this note coming from anyone other than Jack. Ethics are fine in idealism, but dishonesty and pragmatism are the only tools that will sustain power once it's been achieved. Every sinew in my body ached for the excitement that could be supplied by Jack Price. He held the power that I craved and I wanted to snatch it from his clenched fist. It had taken me about a minute to decide what to do with the information that Jack had given me about the Garage club and Miller's conspiracy; it took less time to decide about this invitation. Had I taken more time to make a considered choice then maybe my future might have been different, that's if I ever had a say over my future at all.

      

      In order to start a new life the old one has not only to die but be buried safely away from view and interference. That may appear to be an obvious statement; however, never having had the need to change, it was not one I considered. As far as I was concerned the suitcase I carried was light on relevant history books or files of past achievements, and what there were could easily be hidden on the bottom layer, but there were others who carried not only a key to that case, but the pen that was writing my life story day by very day.

      

      In less than five minutes after opening that note I was knocking on the designated door in the private, exclusive courtyard of The Albany. It was promptly opened by a colossus of a man with deeply scarred tissue on the left side of his face with the blackest of deep-set eyes I'd ever seen. I don't know why, but I thought the scarring had been caused by an explosion of some sort.

      “Put those clothes over there on and be quick about it, young sir. There's a cab to catch and a new life to begin.” He pointed at a brown long-haired wig, a pair of false spectacles, a blue jacket and black shoes with built-up heels that made me look two inches taller. Without a single question or utterance I obeyed. The only sound in that room was the scraping noise of one set of clothes being shoved into a plastic carrier bag whilst another set was put on.
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        * * *

      

      “Did you have someone at the rear entrance of The Albany?”

      “We did, sir! We had two men trailing West this morning and as soon as he entered the courtyard one of them was around the back to that innocuous-looking rear exit. We've used that building ourselves once or twice. Great short cut if you know it's there. They jumped into a cab, but the cab they used is not registered at the Public Carriage Office nor is the number plate assigned to any vehicle according at the Ministry of Transport. We've lost him!”

      “What about Price? Is he still at that place of his in Soho?”

      “Left DC West in Soho Square a little after ten o'clock last night, returning straight home. We tried his door this morning at eleven, but after getting no reply we forced it to gain entry. There was a step-ladder in the rear bedroom leading to a trapdoor into the loft. From there he had access to the roof area. He could have gone anywhere from up there, sir! The man who met West this morning was easy to recognise. The head porter knew he wasn't a resident. Said he'd come to deliver a package to Sir Horace Butler. He insisted on taking it himself. Flashed a wallet at him with what the porter said was a police warrant card. Added he had the key and was expected to enter if Butler wasn't there. Our man at the back in Burlington Gardens copped him straight off. West was disguised, but it was him all right. The man with him was Job, sir. No mistake with that one. Pointing his camera at everything, he was. Probably got our chap in one photo at least.”

      “What has this Sir Horace Butler to do with any of it?”

      “I doubt he has anything, as we can't trace anyone of that name.”

      “Blank wall then?”

      “Seems that way, sir, yes!”

      “I wonder where West will surface and for what purpose?”

      “Tantum tempus narrabo, sir.”

      “Indeed it will!”
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        * * *

      

      Once I was dressed, the man who had met me ushered me along a curved covered veranda to a doorway opening onto Burlington Gardens then, after producing a heavy camera from the holdall he carried, started to snap away at everything at ground and rooftop level. A black London cab drew alongside us almost immediately and we were in, turning left at Regent Street towards Oxford Circus. We turned left again, and as we reached the Bentley car showroom at Berkeley Square my fellow passenger alighted, and stood on the corner photographing every vehicle with occupants that had followed us along Bruton Street. No one at this stage had spoken a word to me since leaving The Albany. That did not change until Scarface was back in the cab again.

      “It's clear behind. Waterloo next stop! There was one I recognised who made us as we came out the back, but that was to be expected,” he said directly to me.

      

      He had a quiet, deliberate voice which coupled to his size was reassuring in a manner that I had not anticipated. There was the trace of an accent to his speech that I could not put my finger on, but if I had to take a guess then Afrikaans would have been my choice. I was shaking, but not uncomfortably through fear. It was the adrenaline of excitement pumping through my veins. I sat patiently waiting for an explanation which never adequately came.

      “In the inside pocket of that jacket you're wearing is a rail ticket and twenty-two pounds in assorted coins and notes. I want you to check it now and then sign this receipt.”

      “Where am I going?” I asked.

      “Tells you on the ticket. I'm not your nursemaid. You are expected to do something yourself.” With neither a soft voice nor a bad-tempered one he told me, he just said it. I followed his instructions and whilst I was counting the money he passed me a slim wallet with an opened envelope.

      “There's a driving licence in here under the name of Phillip Marks. The envelope is addressed to you under that name with a letter from your fictional boss inside. You won't end up with the name of Marks, nor that address, but it will do if you fall over, injuring yourself and need police or ambulance assistance until all of this is sorted out. It's best that neither of us know much about each other. Jack wanted me to pass on a message, said you'd understand that it came from him and no one else. Said Twickenham was in the right direction for Guildford.”

      

      The imagination I'd locked away inside now had its chance to be explored, but if it was an illustrious fanfare I had expected to be playing on my acceptance within Jack's nefarious world then I was disappointed. However, that focused regret over a prosaic welcome was misguided. I should have shown more recognition to the abandonment of my innocence than the unquestioned approval I tacitly gave him.

      “Will Jack be meeting me at Twickenham station?”

      “Can't say for sure but I doubt it. Mr Price doesn't care too fondly for the daylight hours.”

      

      I looked directly into those shadowy eyes, finding nothing remotely excitable in them, just a professional doing a job of work. He was roughly forty years of age, smartly dressed with hands and feet that matched his enormity. For some reason I found it odd that he was clean-shaven, as a beard would have covered those hideous scars of his. Fingernails that were immaculately manicured, but the skin on the back and palms of his hands was coarse and gnarled as though well used to manual tasks. The holdall at his feet looked of military issue which fitted how I saw him. I could not make out the driver's face as his interior mirror was tilted upwards towards the roof of the cab, but from the little I could see of his silhouette there was nothing distinguishing about him. Younger than my companion by a few years with the same colour hair; black. A hooked nose but apart from that, nothing. My agitation had captured Scarface's attention.

      “The first time into action is always the hardest. The realisation that the unknown waits around the corner is the making or the breaking of a man's spirit. You either bottle it or make it into something. You've been selected for something big, young man, be happy that it's you Jack wants.”

      “I wasn't aware that I was being recruited and I'm certain that I don't know why some ex-undercover spy would want me. You, yes, but me! What do I have that's in demand?”

      “Perhaps it's your innocence. We all had that once.”

      “Where did yours get left behind?” I asked with rising confidence.

      “Vietnam, when I got out!”

      “I didn't know we had a military presence in that war.”

      “We didn't, but some over here had an interest in what was happening over there, so they sent me along with some others. We all came home, Phillip. Don't you worry about a thing. Jack is a very precise and careful man.”

      “Am I to become anonymous like the department that you work for?”

      “No, Phillip! Anonymity means that there's no name. You will be given a name to suit the circumstances you're needed for. People like me have no need of a name.”

      “Was Jack in charge of your venture into Vietnam then?” I asked, but he gave no answer, just stared straight ahead.
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        * * *

      

      “Why is Job his name? Do you think it was mixed up with a job sometime in the past and his name was just wrongly interpreted?”

      “Would that be important if it had?”

      “I guess not, but it could be!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SEVEN


          

        

      

    

    
      No One Is More Important Than Each

      

      The house was a small, red-bricked terraced affair with a well-cared-for short, front garden in a dead end, tree-lined street no more than five minutes ride from the station. The twenty-minute train journey had passed uneventfully with only a few passengers travelling southwards at that time of morning and even fewer alighting at Twickenham. I was met by a medium-built man, dressed head to foot in black leathers on a motorcycle who, apart from asking my name, spoke not another single word as he passed me a blue helmet then took it from me when we arrived outside number 14 Merton Road. It had been raining hard on the journey from London and the trees were still shedding water in the wind. Jack Price stood sheltering in the open doorway!

      “Why am I here, Jack?” I asked as he stretched out a welcoming hand.

      “Because you wanted to come, Patrick, it's your dream job,” he added as I accepted his greeting.

      “Did I make that choice when I was asleep and before you changed my name?” I asked as he smiled in that condescending fashion I was beginning to know.

      “Your name is to be Shaun Redden but we'll come to that in time, and yes, you made a choice the minute you met me. I note that you decided not to mention Edward Heath being in Alhambra's club when you reported to Suffolk Street. It was a lie of course, but you never knew that. You did the right thing without thinking too deeply. Firstly we survive and secondly we think of ourselves. Do you follow that?”

      “Not at all! One follows the other. One cannot survive without thinking of oneself first. How did you know that I never mentioned Heath in the report I handed in this morning?”

      “I had it read, of course. You don't think I'd let something like that go forward without my approval, did you? By the way did you spot those two men following you, or, were just allowing them to believe you hadn't?”

      “Truth is, Jack, I never saw a soul.”

      “Hmm, although I always appreciate the truth I was hoping that you had spotted them. You don't have to beat yourself up too much, though; they were good. Quite professional.”

      “I didn't warrant the very good then?” He chose not to answer that question.

      “No one is more important than each, Shaun. You will learn that. That's what we do! We look after those who need looking after that nobody else wants to touch,” he declared, making no further comment on my report.

      “You never answered my question about being turned back in Vienna. Shall we start there, Jack?” He closed the door behind me without answering that question either. Although I was irritated by his reluctance to respond to my queries, it wasn't simple petulance. It was because I imagined there still to be a choice available to join him or not, but if there had been a choice, I was never strong enough to exercise it.

      “Leave the paperwork you were given on the stand in the hallway, Shaun. It's time for a new beginning. Come through.”

      

      I slavishly followed him along a lighted narrow corridor lined with torpid, hanging boating prints on sleepy, white painted walls into a double lounge with a casement window to the front and two other such, but smaller, windows to the rear overlooking a grassed garden with a high wooden fence. All three windows had curtains that were drawn back. In the centre of a speckled linoleum-covered floor was a square dining table surrounded by four, red padded upright chairs. There was one other piece of furniture in this part of the room; a sideboard, on which were two packets of unopened cigarettes and a half full metal ashtray. A yellow settee, with two matching yellow armchairs, an oblong occasional table and a television set were in the other half of the lounge.

      “Tea or coffee, Shaun?”

      “You mean to say that there's a kitchen to add to the opulence of this house, Jack? Are there many more rooms full of surprises?”

      “It's not much is it, but it does for what's required. There's a kitchen along with three functional bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs with all the necessary facilities. Enough practicality for the short time you'll be here. We prefer to move around quite frequently.”

      “By 'we' you mean there's more than just you and the three I've met so far then?”

      “More than you'd imagine, but not too many to clog the system.”

      “Does Trenchard know that I'm here?”

      “Nobody knows exactly where you are other than me, Shaun. But that's not the question you should be asking.”

      “What is then?”

      “Why did Trenchard select you in the first place?”

      “You invited me here, Jack.”

      “True, but it was he who dropped you in my lap. I can't imagine him having the brains or balls to do that alone. I had a tip-off to be in Charing Cross Road from an entirely different source unconnected to you or him and what's more, I never made a statement to any copper. You didn't think of checking that, did you?”

      

      I was struck dumb, having believed everything Trenchard had told me, even the signature.

      “I've told you how I knew about the timing of the robbery. How about C11? How did Trenchard know?” he asked.

      “That's easy! I told him, Jack. The car front where I work took the cars in as part exchange on the Wednesday and as always they were parked in the company's lock-up yard half a mile away from the showrooms in Iverson Road. The keys were left behind the sun visors with the yard locked. That night I gave Murry a copy of the gate keys I'd already made. The yard was not going to be used that Thursday as both mechanics, who were brothers, were going to their mum's funeral. Neither car was missed until Friday morning, by which time they had been impounded. The local uniform made enquiries on Friday but it was written up as incompetence by someone from the garage or the showroom. I was never questioned about it.”

      “Well, you're here now, Shaun, so let's leave the full reasons for why till another time. Is it the tea or the coffee you want?”

      

      As I answered 'tea' I heard a water tap begin to run and then, seconds after, a kettle start to boil. Next came a woman's voice with a heavy Irish inflection asking, “Will you be taking sugar in that tea, Shaun?”

      

      Taking the chair at the end of the table that looked directly at the closed kitchen door, I answered, “No, thank you, but if there's any whisky a drop would not come amiss,” then turning my attention back towards Jack I continued, “perhaps, the whisky might help me make sense of all this.”

      “I think it might take more than one measure in your tea, Shaun. Think on this whilst you're waiting; why did Trenchard want you and me in the same place, do you think? He's obviously getting instructions from outside offices and I reckon they have been running you since your days at Oxford, but every cloud has a pewter lining as they say. At least you're at the same place both they and you want.”

      “Speaking of places, was that place of yours in Soho, Jack, just a façade with the family snaps laid on to fool me?”

      “It was a place I use occasionally if the purpose suits me, but the photographs were not meant to confuse or coerce you in any sense. I don't believe Barrington was relying on any sympathy you may have had for my marital status swinging your vote in my direction.”

      “He knew of it though, the flat and your family, Jack?”

      “I have used it before and my family issues are not a secret, Shaun,” he answered.

      “I'm becoming a mite peeved by this Shaun business. Can we make a start on clearing that up?”

      “I will get to it, but for now I'm sizing you up. Are you here for the excitement I can undoubtedly provide, or are you a mole sent to infiltrate my organisation for the benefit of Barrington Trenchard and his friends? I watched you before the event in Charing Cross Road, during it and then, more importantly, after it. Not once did you hesitate or show any remorse for killing that man, Shaun. Does Trenchard want to give you a role where you're the sheriff, judge and hangman all rolled into one?”

      “How did you know of me before I shot that man, Jack?”

      

      He had my fascination and attention and he knew it as he took his place at the opposite end of the table, studying me carefully.

      “Have you ever noticed how a poor child will scream his head off if deprived of a toy, but the child from a wealthy house will merely complain slightly, knowing that he will easily find one of many thing to play with? You're not screaming a single decibel, Shaun, in fact, you're wallowing in all of this mystery having found yourself in the biggest stack of toys imaginable. I did think you might do more than just ask where you were being taken this morning. But no! Not even a whimper of protest. Not wishing to repeat myself, but not a single tear shed for the Irishman you shot dead? And don't tell me it was in the line of duty. I've seen men take lives, Shaun. I know a cold-blooded killer when I see one. Now is the time to see if you have a calm head in times of crisis, or merely the fool impressed by gun-firing adventures.” He was smiling confidently as he spoke.

      

      If he had worn last night's clothes as a uniform to impress, then today held no reason for the making of impressions. He was in casual clothes, albeit bespoke rather than bought off-the-peg. It was the truth he spoke about me trying to fight against the temptation he offered, but it was a losing battle and one I had no heart for. Reaching for the ashtray, he placed it on the table and offered me a cigarette. I tried to hide that previously mentioned obedient compliance of mine as I took it, placing my own brand in front of myself with my one prized possession, a Dunhill lighter, on top. It was a defiant statement; denying I had been bought for the price of a single smoke.

      “Did you really believe that I would swallow the Edward Heath story, Jack? Because if you did then you're the fool here, not me. Why are you avoiding that question of mine about Vienna? I'd like to know if you were turned and if so, whose side I'm being recruited to work for.”

      “I'll have to work harder on telling lies, Shaun. I must be slipping in my dotage!” laughingly he replied.

      

      Again my question about alliances was avoided as the mysterious kitchen voice entered carrying a tray laden with a teapot, mugs and milk in the bottle. The door crashed shut behind her, making her entrance even more theatrical.

      “By turned, are you suggesting that a true Englishman such as Mr Price might have had his fidelity diverted from the imperial path of colonialism towards what could it be now; the hammer and sickle of Communism, or perhaps you're implying a sparkling star and striped future of abundance and gratitude? If so, then I'll answer for the man who sits before us accused of treachery. No, is the answer. Here's your tea, Shaun! I'll be fetching your bottle of Ireland's finest whiskey sometime later tonight after I've formally been introduced to my younger brother. I'm Fianna Redden, by the way.”

      

      My head was swimming with the colourful imagery and the lyrical prose delivered from a derisive face that stared unerringly at me without blinking her cold fixed eyes. As the tray was placed on the table, she continued without an intake of breath.

      “Born in 1947, before you'll be asking me age. Originally from Carrick-On-Shannon, Co. Leitrim, but coming here by way of varied paths that started at an orphanage in Athlone. Before today you were only Irish through your mother, Shaun, but today's your lucky day. Now you're the Irish brother of an Athenian goddess.” At last she looked away, standing to her full height and bracing her back defiantly as she admired the reflection she made in the window.

      “Perhaps it could be said that I'm not blessed with that goddess's wisdom, but certainly her beauty, if beautiful indeed she was! Stand and kiss your sister at once, or I'll be pouring the tea all over yer.” she finished.

      

      Her heart-shaped face, with its small, dimpled pointed chin, shone in the watery sunlight. Her predatory amber, wide-spaced eyes were transparent pools of gold that adorned her freckled fair skin, lined with laughter lines which etched the story of a full life. Seemingly someone who gave away smiles like they were wishes. Yet there was a subtlety to that amber gaze trying to conceal the most sorrowful face I had ever seen. Here was a woman who had lost what she knew she could not afford to lose, and the knowing did not soften the desolation.

      “Did she have a temper, this goddess from Athlone?” I asked as I stood and faced her.

      “Now there's a silly question for a handsome man to ask a woman and no mistake. Did you see Maureen O'Hara in The Quiet Man, Shaun? I'm her reincarnated. Of course I do, and a wicked one at that. There will be no sense in the finding out.”

      

      I had seen a poster of that film and as she stood a pictured formed in my mind's eye of her being carried in John Wayne's arms with her flowing, long wavy red hair swaying on the way to the altar. I gently kissed those pale lips, trying to taste the sweetness of a life that had drained away somewhere far from this dead room. I found none, nor could I find simplicity in those eyes.

      “Was your scepticism born in that orphanage, Fianna, or did you find mistrust and suspicion somewhere else on your journey?” I asked, holding her small waist as lightly as I could.

      “There we have it, Shaun! Your brain and my beauty! Our parents must have been something to see.” She pulled away from my light grasp and I watched as she took her seat between Jack and me, neither of our eyes diverting from her. It was then that I noticed the small, yellow-metalled jade ring she wore on the first finger of her left hand. My thoughts were ended abruptly by Jack.

      “You will have time after I'm gone to assimilate and memorise what Fianna will tell you about your shared background. Learn it well. Unfortunately I must be somewhere else by one o'clock this afternoon so cannot join in the pleasure. There are documents and details in the room above where you'll sleep tonight, Shaun. Fianna can teach you all of that. I'll be here in the morning, bright and eager to start again. For now I'll paint the broad outline of what you'll be doing for me and what I represent. He took a long draw on one of my cigarettes before continuing.

      “All I told you of myself last night was the truth, but only part. I never left the intelligence services. I just moved along corridors and changed offices. Where I am now I don't have a fixed abode with telephones and chairs as do the institutions that you know, we move as the circumstances dictate. As I said, we dirty our hands in places they've never heard of at dinner parties in Guildford; however, often we enjoy more wholesome meals than them. We have no official title only the letters that spell our name; No One Is More Important Than Each: NOIMITE. Without the whole we are nothing. There are only two permanent staff. The man who you met at The Albany, Job, is one, I am the other. Everyone else is transient. No one is told more than what is immediately in front of them to do and I expect complete adherence to those instructions. We do not use the serving military, nor present operatives attached to any government intelligence services. Private security, retired army and local resources are our main supply of manpower. Excuses there to Fianna! I'm not forgetting you, but there aren't many women available to us.”

      

      Her curves, tall figure and angelic face left my circuitous mind wondering what was meant by 'available' as the returning rain danced in the grass beyond the windows, bending them down then up under the weight of its fall. They had no choice but to bend, I wondered if it was the same for Fianna.

      “Are the two of us just temporary accomplices in the plan you have then, Jack? To be dispensed with when it's all over, or are we to be permanently counted amongst your number?” I caught sight of Fianna's turning head in his direction as I asked.

      “You do not disappoint me in your directness, Shaun. Uncertainty is always better to be dealt with at the table than to be cited after the negotiations. But I cannot be unambiguous in this. Time is an entity that none of us have control over. Neither of you are transitory in what lies directly ahead, the absolute opposite is true, but this story has been playing without an end for longer than both your ages, thirty-five years to be precise. It's impossible for me to guarantee the unknown.”

      “Is it performance related, Jack?” I asked, to which he simply smiled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER EIGHT


          

        

      

    

    
      The Chancellery In Vienna

      

      “In late November 1937, whilst the war in Spain raged on with ever increasing casualties and the emergence of a wide-reaching war in Europe was a foregone conclusion, a meeting took place in an office within the Chancellery of Austria, in Vienna. It had three high profile attendees with all the fuss and palaver that comes with such people and their travelling entourage. They were served their refreshments, requirements and everything else they asked for by a Jewish man, who for the sake of this story I'll call Mr X. The guests I'll call A and B and their host will be C. You may be able to work out who they were a bit later, that's not so important as secrecy. I can't imagine Trenchard not insisting on you becoming a signatory of the Official Secrets Act. I trust you are aware of the consequences of failing to comply with that Act of Parliament. Fianna has worked alongside us for a little while, so is aware of our rules. Any breech of that Act, or our rules, will be severely punished, Shaun.” He stared at both of us before continuing without waiting for a response.

      “As the meeting drew to a close four females were introduced to the gathering on the insistence of guest A. Guest B made no complaint. After both guests had their fill of sexual pleasures guest A suggested younger participants to indulge themselves with, to which, to his only credit, guest B first declined. Guest A wanted young fair-skinned girls with blonde hair. It was the host who suggested the victims; one of whom was well known to Mr X. Despite strong but whispered protests from Mr X, Mr C would not change his views. C held his exalted position because of family connections and was seeking further patronage from A, willing to pander to any request. What then transpired between those girls and guest A, was condoned by both the host and guest B, who although as I said was initially reluctant, eventually gave in to temptation. I think your minds can fathom out what happened without me going on any further and spelling out the sordid details.

      

      The girl that X knew, with her entire family, was hastily sent to America that night to join similar refugees from Austria who had emigrated long before this day. Unfortunately, that girl was pregnant. She gave birth to a healthy female child in August 1938. The child was kept. Unwisely, in my opinion!” The telephone we had passed in the passageway began to ring. He stopped speaking and checked his watch.

      “Would you be a dear and get that, Fianna. I'm expecting Job to call with an all-clear.”

      “Will do, boss,” she replied and left the room with a serious expression on her face.

      “Just like you said, it was Job and everything is tickety-boo, boss.”

      He picked up where he had left off.

      “Mr X survived the war, being one of the very few lucky ones who had held a pre-invasion government position, to be completely unscathed or touched by Nazi hands. He came from a moderately wealthy family and was a forward-thinking man, having made friends with a Catholic priest when he heard of the execution of a very close friend; the father of the girl he knew. X was subsequently hidden by that priest when Austria acquiesced to German demands.” He paused, his previously unremitting poker face becoming etched with regret and sorrow.

      “All four women along with the two other young girls who had been part of the obscenity of that day, were shot on the host's instructions, with both guests looking on. All were Jewish! Mr X's position within the Chancellery had given him a chance to save the pregnant girl and his skill at forgery saved her life. He changed the family's name and their stated religion to Catholic, thereby extraditing their flight to freedom without any undue hassle.” Another pause.

      “The father, X's close friend who was murdered, of the two children of this family had died some several months before all this happened and the mother died a few years after arriving in America, but her son and daughter, plus the granddaughter, are all alive. The son has gone on to own and control a pharmaceutical company who are in talks to merge with a similar West German chemical giant as we speak. Those discussions have been going on for months and are drawing to a close. The host of that 1937 meeting also survived the war, being released from the concentration camp in which he was confined relatively free from suffering in 1945. He emigrated to America a year later and is the only living person outside of the family other than me to know the name of who raped that thirteen-year-old along with the identity of the other guests. Both the German intelligence services and those of America are now closely delving into the family history. They only want suitable bed partners trading together, not ones with the history as told to me by Mr X in the Cafe Landtmann when I met him there in 1945. I had been sent to Vienna to bolster our newly appointed legation sorting through the various applications to travel to the UK. Three days after our meeting Mr X was hit by a car whilst crossing the road to Aspern airport on his way to start a new life. He never recovered consciousness from that assassination”

      “Who killed him, Jack?” I asked.

      His chair made a rubbing noise as he pushed it backwards and rose from the table.

      “I have no idea, Shaun, but for our purposes we have put together a realistic story that fits. Now I must go, leaving the upstairs paperwork to fill in what I've omitted to answer of your questions. By this time tomorrow you will either be leaving England for America or walking away from my offer entirely. The choice lies with you and in what you will read. If you stay there is an element of danger with nobody beside you to make the instant decisions you will have to. Spontaneity and your ability to adapt will be your only weapons. If you leave then the question of what to do with you will arise. I'm hoping that no answer to that problematic situation will be needed.”

      

      He opened a drawer of the sideboard and withdrew a buff-coloured file sealed by a blue ribbon, placing it on the table in front of me.

      “Read what's in here, Shaun.” He took his jacket which was hanging behind his chair and made to leave, before adding, “There are some 'take-away' restaurant cards by the phone along with some money for incidentals in the other drawer here. Use what is necessary, but please, ask for receipts. There is a bottle of Jameson Irish whiskey in the kitchen. Try to leave some for when I return, I might need it.”

      

      At that he left, walking in the now drizzling rain to a blue Vauxhall car parked about twenty yards away. He was alone when he drove off. Fianna and I were still seated at the table. I offered her a cigarette and took one myself.

      “So, you know the details, Fianna and decided to stay. No implied threats required in your case. Is Fianna your real name, by the way?”

      “That's a yes to all of it, Shaun, and before you ask, the name Redden is real as well. The thing is, I changed back to my proper name from another that's not important now. I'm in for the whole craic of the trip.”

      “How do you know, Jack, Fianna?”

      “I don't really. Met him a few months ago when he approached me with his story.”

      “And where were you when he made that approach?”

      “I was being detained at Her Majesty's pleasure.”

      “Under an assumed name, I take it?”

      “Ah, you are a wise one, Shaun. There you have me!”

      “Which prison were you in?”

      “No, I wasn't in prison as such, Shaun, at least not when your man Mr Price found me. I was in one before I was released to a big fellow with scars on his face and a mean temper of a man. Now that came as a surprise, the release I mean, just settling in to the new prison, I was. He took me to a different kind of internment, without the bars and locks. I was told by Scarface that I'd be needed to do a job of work and he didn't elaborate on what would happen if I didn't. Had no need, if you're following me.”

      “Would that job be anything to do with a security van?”

      “There we are again, you with your brains and all that. We've turn the square into a circle and danced in its centre, Shaun, me boy. An Irishman with the English name of Henry Acre was the chief Apache. I take it that's the Irishman you shot dead. I met him the once and spun him the story I was told to tell. They were very thorough, Mr Price and Mr Scarface. Not too much detail, just enough to be convincing, they said. I was to be an Irish patriot with a love of the money and the drink. The background they gave me all stacked up to Acre's satisfaction,” she winked.

      “I haven't far to look for the source of Jack's tip-off to be in Charing Cross Road then!”

      “No, about two foot away.”

      “Was it Jack that planted you inside that team?”

      “A girl gets a living wherever and from whomever a girl can, Shaun. You're not going to give me some holier-than-thou speech, now are you? Cos if you are, I'm walking out.”

      “No, I'm not, but where's the incentive for you to do that kind of work?”

      “I was inside for life, Shaun. Banged up in 1968 with no remittance for good behaviour. Smashing my head against the walls I was. I killed the man who killed my brother, but don't you go worrying any, Shaun, as it was a Bridget Slattery who did the murder and the real reason was never divulged. The real Shaun went missing when he was eight. No dead body was found, but I knew what had happened. I waited nine years to find the priest who'd done it, but I never let on why it was I killed him. Wanted no sympathy from any bloody English court.”

      “There are consequences to everything, especially if they're violent. More men could have lost their lives because the robbery went ahead. The one that you and Jack set up.”

      “Am I to feel sorry for that? As sorry as you are for shooting dear Henry dead, Shaun? If it's floods of tears you be wanting then you'd be waiting for a long time as there will be none from me. I'm all dried up in that department. I don't do crying anymore for anyone. Run for home and share your sorrow with the Met Police boyos if that be your wish.”

      

      We continued our sparring in the kitchen which was as frugal as the rest of the downstairs part of the house. I could smell milk and cornflakes on her breath as I obeyed her orders, and she dried the cups that I had washed-up.

      “Arrived earlier than me and shared breakfast with Jack, did you?” I asked somewhat annoyed and hungry.

      “No, I was brought here last night. Getting first sight of what Mr Price referred to as functioning bedrooms; folding camp beds and an overhead light. There are blankets though. No frills up there, Shaun.”

      “Start on the Scotch, did you, or can I have the honour of deflowering that?”

      “Don't let me stop you, but it's not Scotch, it's Irish. And also while you're about it put away your testosterone for the ladies who might fall for your innuendos. I wasn't made to propagate life. I prefer the company of females to that of the male gender. Be careful to put the seat down in the loo as well, that's after you've made sure to lift it up when you wee. Very particular I am about such things.”

      “A brother and sister relationship without incest, well, I'm glad we've cleared that up. Save on the bruises from a camp bed. Was yours and Henry's relationship so squeaky clean?”

      “I can play roles when asked. Never said that I'd never been with a man, now did I? When I was growing up I had a fancy of being a film star. I had a flair for the acting, so I did. Perhaps, if things had been different, I might have got there, but at least I know where your affections lie. You like the pretty girls and the shooting of Irish terrorists with a boss named Trenchard squeezing your trigger finger. Is that the full pack of cards from me long lost brother so dear to me heart? Would you be on your way to prison if you hadn't answered Jack's call?”

      “Might be better than a bullet in the head if I don't fall in line with his suggestions that I've yet to read. Do you believe all that bullshit he just told us?”

      

      I didn't refer to the previous night nor how I'd come to know of Jack. It wasn't suspicion that held back my full confession nor was it the fast approaching sense of doubting my newly acquired antecedents. It was, I think, a fear of two things: her displeasure of me and my acceptance of this new challenge too readily.

      “From the little I know of Mr Price the one thing I'm sure he's not is a bull-shitter, Shaun. You, on the other, I'm none too sure of.”

      “Thank you!”

      “You're most welcome.”

      “Why are you in for the ride, Fianna?”

      “Oh, there's many a reason for that, but perhaps if that daughter of Mr whatever letter he was is a lesbian, then I might just have a bit of fun to look forward to. Jack might want me to look after her in her time of trouble. I'm good at cuddles if it's the right one I'm cuddling. But if you're going with the expectation of killing someone, let's hope it's more than the lower half of your anatomy that's loaded and it's a gun you'll be carrying; as Mae West would say.”

      “I don't think that was quite what she said, sister dear.”

      “Be away with yer. I knew that, you dumbhead.” The smile that filled her face was so bright that a book could have been read in the darkest of rooms from its light. I stood in its reflection and marvelled at her personality.

      “Will it be the whiskey you'll be wanting, or, shall I go to the shops and buy some food for me brother's tea? I passed a grocery shop, not a distance away from that car you were so interested in when the motorbike brought you here. Don't look so quizzical, Shaun. I was born nosy. It's got me into trouble more than the once. Named O'Callahan's, it was. The shop that is. Could be the real thing or the headquarters of the local Republican Army. Want me to see while you're having that read? Ask about any Henry Acres being shot while I'm about it and who shot him, shall I?”

      “Ha, bloody ha!” I replied, adding, “I'll phone the local nick and ask about Bridget Slattery while you're shopping me.”

      “Shall we be leaving the past to the historians then, Shaun? Would that be your wish?” I nodded to that suggestion hoping it could be so.

      “In the document you've read are there any names to the letters Jack quoted before he left, Fianna?”

      “Only the one! The host of the gathering, Mr C, was a Kurt Schuschnigg. Mouthful there and no mistake.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER NINE


          

          SUNDAY

        

      

    

    
      Mr X

      

      The outside early Sunday morning silence would have disturbed the quietest of libraries with its concealed secrecy until, that is, I heard the footsteps. Next came the squeak from the gate as it opened then closed on the noisy catch, followed by heavier footfalls along the paved garden path. I never heard a car. The closing of the front door reverberated through the house on his entrance.

      “Are we awake?” he called out, to which Fianna replied, “I am, but can't say about the boy.”

      

      The smell of frying bacon had wafted into the bedroom where I lay rekindling fond memories of home, but I had not slept with many warm homely thoughts beside me that night. Certain conclusions that I'd drawn from both listening to Fianna's tale, and reading Jack's, had caused me to worry about the task that lay awaiting me; but I had no doubt that it was something I wanted to do. A wiser man may have come to a different answer, mine was, “Yes I'm awake, Jack, and can't wait to get started.” Inwardly I wondered if I had been drugged whilst being persuaded from being a person who wanted to uphold the law to someone who was to become at best a withholder of the truth, but by the time it took to go down the stairs to Fianna's breakfast those thoughts had disappeared.

      “Morning, Jack! How do you want me to kill Mr Kurt?”

      “Bejesus, my lot of papers must have had a page or two missing and no mistake, but I'm glad I wasn't wrong about you, Shaun,” Fianna stated as plates of sizzling bacon with thick buttered slices of bread were placed on the table where Jack had already taken residence.

      “Are you not eating, Fianna?” Jack asked without glancing in my direction.

      “Mine's coming,” she said. “In time for the fireworks, I'm hoping.”

      “I think I've worked out who was Mr A. B is a bit of a puzzle.” Not waiting for Fianna's return I began. “I guess you'll be telling us about any trips you may have taken to the Bahamas, Jack? That's if you have a mind to, of course. Or was it in Paris that you two had a heart to heart? I wonder where his wife was when he was playing games in Vienna? Oh, and if I'm right, didn't he die back in May this year? Are we to hear of the escaped family today and what it is exactly you want us to do with them?” I changed track when she came back into the room.

      “Did you buy any mustard last night, Fianna, or must I go without?”

      “I did not, brother, as I had no inkling of your liking for the stuff.”

      Phlegmatically ignoring my question, Jack replied, “You two seem to be getting along fine.” He had that wide grin cemented to his face, the one I was to remember for years to come.

      “Is it to the Bahamas that we'd be going after this trip to America then, Mr Price? I quite fancy a trip there. Mind you, Paris would be nice as well. I've heard it's good at this time of year. It would do at a pinch,” Fianna, standing with both arms folded across her chest reminding me of a school mistress, both asked and announced.

      “While we're at it, could I also get the history on the green jade ring you're wearing?” I responded.

      “You gave it to me the week before you disappeared. That's what started my fears. The priest said you'd run away and 'twas better you'd gone as you were a troublemaker. No one cared enough to see through his lies, 'cept me! It was I who cradled you in me arms when you cried every night till he called for you that last time. I gave myself a birthday present when I turned twenty-one. A nice long, sharp carving knife which I held in my lap after slitting his throat with it. Sat there in his room at St. Mary's Church, Liverpool awash with his blood for hours waiting for the police to come. He had skipped away from Ireland when I was alone in that home so I had to bide my time, but I got him in the end. Are you sure it's to be you doing the killing, Shaun, and not me?”

      “I won't be asking for any tomato sauce now then.” I remarked flippantly.

      “I'm surprised you never asked Fianna that question about the ring last night, Shaun,” Jack replied.

      “I had too many other things on my mind. Like why now, for one?”

      “Now is the right time, as I told you,” he answered.

      “You mean he might meet the same end as his ex-aide; hit by an errant driver if he doesn't agree to your demands?”

      Fianna was enjoying her breakfast as much as we were, showing less interest in what was being discussed than in the cup of tea that was beside where she ate. Death, by whatever means, held no diverting fascination for her, it seemed. How different from last night?

      I heard her singing a sad story of love from the bathroom whilst I was studying Jack's paperwork. I'd taken little notice of the words as it was her divine refreshing tone and the softness of her voice that made me think of standing in a meadow of long grass with a gentle summer breeze fluttering everything around. Until sadly, my dream burst as if it was a bubble from her bath.

      “Did Jack tell you, Shaun, that I'd killed a priest?”
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        * * *

      

      “Before you two came into our sights we had no one who could effectively do what's required,” Jack was quickly into his stride expounding on the task ahead. “The priest that Bridget Slattery murdered was the same one who gave my man, Mr X, sanctuary in Austria during the war years. He went to Ireland, and more specifically St. Patrick's orphanage in Athlone, straight after it ended in '45. The legend we've put together for you, Shaun, involves that priest and the originally named Sternberg family, known now as the Stockfords and more particularly the man I met, Mr X; Alain Aberman. Kurt Schuschnigg might die sooner than his allotted time, but not at my bequest, nor that of anyone I'm directly associated with. I also doubt it will come about at the request of either Richard Stockford or his sister, Leeba; the girl who bore the child conceived in Schuschnigg's stately rooms, but you're going to say Schuschnigg orchestrated Aberman's murder because Father Finnegan told you so as way of a threat against both your lives.” He finished speaking, walking over to his jacket which was lying on the settee.

      “Here's some more reading for you to do. Not as much this time, just an outline of what the priest told you and how it was said. The why you've come to them now is self-explanatory. Shaun ran away in fear when Finnegan threatened you and it's only now that you've met up again courtesy of two strokes of luck. One: you, Shaun, read of Kurt Schuschnigg in The Evening News of last Friday being presented with an award for literature, his published biography, on his seventy-second birthday, one week's time from now. And two: three weeks ago you, Fianna, were told by the family reconciliation services in Manchester of your brother's new address. Happy families all round. We're not as dumb as you may have thought, Shaun. We may even be smarter than you, my boy. The pseudonym of Bridget Slattery was immediately undone by those higher powers I've previously referred to, leaving us waiting for a suitable brother to appear since Fianna went into prison. You not only solve our frustration but open untold doors for yourself on completion of this matter. As to what's in it for Fianna, that depends on many unquantifiable things at this moment, but there is a place in my department for the both of you.” He sat, and Fianna and I stared at one another in bewilderment.

      “How could two children remember a name such as Schuschnigg, Jack? I wouldn't know how to pronounce it now, let alone when I was a toddler.” I stated.

      

      Once again he avoided answering a direct question, leaving me both confused and astounded.

      “Your flight leaves Heathrow at five-thirty tonight, I will not be at the airport to wave you off. I've somewhere I must be now, but I shall be back before you depart. There's a cab booked for four p.m. By the way, as far as we know none of the surviving family know who the father of Leeba's daughter was. She, as all the others, wore a blindfold throughout the ordeal. Incidentally, and a point to remember please, Penina, Leeba's daughter, does not know that Leeba is her real mother. Both Leeba and Richard have told Penina that she is their younger sister born to their mother, Mayanna Stockford, after their arrival in America. That's the status quo and it must remain the case; understood?”

      It was Fianna who responded first. “Oh, I understand, Mr Price. Too right I do! In order to stop the Yanks and some Red bastards finding out that this Leeba was raped at a party thirty-five years ago, a seventy-two-year-old man has to be murdered. That seems a good enough reason to you, and Shaun here don't seem too bothered by it all as well. I'm thinking to myself that there could just be another reason that you're not letting on about. But I'm a simple Irish girl with no mind to the politics of men, so I'll be keeping me mouth closed and doing me duty in the kitchen as you two discuss the murdering and the like.”

      “There I was a moment ago thinking you had no morals or misgivings over the death of people, Fianna. Was I wrong?” I asked her.

      “Only God is justified in taking a life, Shaun, and sometimes even He can get that wrong. Men, and sometimes women, interpret His wishes purely to fulfil their own ends. The church is more full of corruption than piety.” She lit a cigarette before she spoke again.

      “What I did was worse than what you did. Maybe it was right for you to kill that Henry Acre with him being a terrorist and all that, but it was not right what I done. It's true that filthy-minded priests that abuse kids are beyond God's forgiveness, but they are not there for the likes of me to deliver vengeance upon them. I'm a heathen that's going to hell anyway, what's another body on my conscience? This man's already knocking on the gates of Hades, so I'll hold his hand as he passes through if that's what you need, Mr Price.”

      

      The harsh reality of acceptance was reflected in her sad eyes and expressed in her short speech, leaving Jack outwardly unmoved, but not me. I was still imprisoned by conscience, but as yet in no need of the word penitence.

      “Fianna has eloquence on her side, Jack. Care to enlighten us with the real reason behind this masquerade?”

      

      He didn't! We were left to examine the passports, travel documents and other things that he left, with his noisy footsteps echoing along the path on his way out, as our own squeaky gate to hell closed shut on another unanswered question.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TEN


          

          SUNDAY NIGHT / MONDAY MORNING IN AMERICA

        

      

    

    
      Celluloid Characters

      

      I made my first contact with the Stockford Pharmaceutical Company just after ten-thirty on Monday morning, New York time.

      “Good morning! You have reached the office of Mr Richard Stockford's private secretary. My name is Sandra. How can I assist you today?”

      “Good morning, Sandra, I'm Shaun Redden. I have a message for Mr Stockford from a mutual friend of ours, Sir Horace Butler. If he is available could you put me through, please?”

      “I'm afraid Mr Stockford is engaged with other members of the board, but I can pass on a message if you'd like me to?”

      “That would be fine, thank you. Tell him that the identity of the person involved in the accident with a Mr Aberman has been discovered and Sir Horace is eager for the two of us to meet. I'm staying at the Metropolitan Hotel, on Fulton Street, in Brooklyn, but I don't know the phone number here. I'm over from the UK with my sister Fianna for a few days. Room number 306. It is quite important that he gets the message, Sandra.”

      “I'll certainly see that Mr Stockford receives it, sir. Your name was Mr Redden, I believe?”

      “Yes, it is, Sandra.”
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        * * *

      

      In 1936 the two brothers of Gregor Sternberg rolled up their film production and distribution company in Vienna, relocating in the fast expanding Hollywood area of California where they began all over again. It was not only the love of celluloid that took them, but also the rapidly growing anti-Semitism in Europe.

      Alain Aberman, although Jewish by birth, believed that his position as first secretary to the Chancellor of Austria would safeguard him through what he described as a passing phase in history. That was the belief he held and the one he told his good friend Gregor until, that is, Gregor was arrested for assisting not only his brother and their families to escape from Austria, but also fellow wealthy Jews. All allegedly for money! Gregor was never dishonest. Such an act of opportunism would have been abhorrent to the Austrian-born captain in the Fifth Rifle Brigade as much as it was to Alain. When Gregor Sternberg was shot for that alleged crime Aberman hastily altered his religious convictions and all the records of him being of the Jewish faith.

      

      During the hours of the debauchery that Gregor's daughter and the other women and girls suffered, Alain forged Schuschnigg's signature on the documentation Mayanna and her two children would need for their diplomatic covered escape from Vienna aboard a flight to the East Coast of America in the name of Stockford. He then contacted Father Finnegan, asking for help. He never told Finnegan any of what he told Jack. That had come straight from the horse's mouth one Wednesday afternoon at the end of the war over coffee in the Cafe Landtmann. Nowhere in Jack's report did it say that Schuschnigg had killed Aberman. What it did say, however, added up to a plausible reason.

      

      On release from his last concentration camp, Schuschnigg was repatriated to Austria and invited by the Americans to join the then fledgling Austrian government. He was, according to Jack's story, waiting in the American Embassy in Vienna when Alain Aberman made his own personal travel application. He could not check the documents that Alain had submitted, but he could have him followed when he left. It was the following day that Aberman was killed. Kurt Schuschnigg refused the invitation offered him to serve in government, preferring to emigrate to America and start a new life. According to Jack's report that's what he did. The fear of his betrayal of innocence and the wish to survive a revengeful witness can be written convincingly into any good conspiracy and that was what Jack was relying on.
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        * * *

      

      The phone rang in my hotel room twenty minutes later. It was Richard Stockford.
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        * * *

      

      Whether or not it was the truth that Fianna told me on our flight to New York I had no way of knowing, but that wasn't of primary importance, the fact that she was convincing was. She and the younger Shaun had been taken into the orphanage when their parents had perished in a fire that destroyed their home above the bakery in which they worked in the small town of Carrick-On-Shannon, when Shaun was seven years old and Fianna two years his elder. Their mother, Rebecca, had been overcome by the smoke fumes and their father, Michael, had died from the burns he suffered when rescuing his two children. Fianna had a burn on her upper arm as a remaining legacy of that fateful night, but Shaun was spared any injury. He was to face agony later.

      

      Father Finnegan had already established his place at Athlone by the time the two children arrived, but his penchant for naked boys dancing before him was unknown by anyone else connected to the home. At each of his weekly dancing sessions the male selections were made to recite the initials of Schuschnigg in a song he composed:

      I know a devil called S c h u s c h n i g g, who once killed a man that he could clearly see.

      He ran him down in a big fat car, so the story he could have told would never go far.

      If you close your eyes then maybe you will see, that the murdering devil of S c h u s c h n i g g still lives in me!

      Shaun told Fianna of the song, and she too had nightmares.

      

      Jack's version of the story now deviated from the truth. Whereas the real Shaun was murdered by Finnegan, I, as Fianna's brother, simply ran away in fear. The name and the song stayed branded onto my subconscious as though put there by a scalding iron, only to come alive again when reading that name in the London evening newspaper. Fianna stayed at the orphanage for a few more months after my disappearance then she was placed in a normal home owned by a family called Gleeson who lived in Dublin. She had a list, compiled by Jack, of positions she took as employment which she assured me she had memorised.

      The murder of Father Finnegan was carried by many publications with speculation being kept to the minimum that his murderer, Bridget Slattery, never added to. Fianna, under that assumed name, was deemed to be psychotic and committed to a variety of mental institutions before playing a leading role in Henry Acre's death. Why Finnegan had only murdered Shaun from all the others was not known nor commented on. Like Fianna, I had a separate letter from Jack that was for only my eyes. I believed every word.

      

      He confirmed my suspicions over the father of Leeba's child, along with my supposition that the once King, Edward VIII, of the British Empire, was guest B at the Chancellery. The reason for that meeting was to discuss the new order of things when, as all three men expected, Britain was overrun by the Nazis. Hitler had a daughter and the world knew nothing of it. Jack implied that would change if Schuschnigg ever opened his mouth. As I read on I understood why he had not, but also why now he might.

      

      The atrocities that the Nazis inflicted upon the Jews is a well-documented subject, often in graphic detail, but one programme that I had never seen mentioned was the propagation of Jewish children by at least one Jewish parent. The Nazis were nothing if not pragmatic. They knew the extermination of the Jewish race, although taking time, would inevitably lead to its extinction. The babies born in the concentration camps were to be the future; human beings bred solely for medical experimentation. Ideally they wanted pure Jewish bred children from fine ancestral stock!

      

      One of those used in this programme was Kurt Schuschnigg. He descended from a very distinguished Austrian family, having traceable roots back many centuries, including attachment to the Habsburg monarchy. No precise records of births were kept by the Nazis, therefore no exact number of children fathered by Schuschnigg could ever be known, nor their names and sex. Perhaps, Jack suggested, the Gross-Rosen concentration sub camp complex-born thirty-two-year-old chief executive of the German chemical company in talks with Richard Stockford was not one of them, but he wanted no chance to be taken over Schuschnigg involvement. Loose ends, as he called them; ones that need to be tied together, he added. I wondered why it was necessary for Fianna to help in connecting those loose ends.

      

      By now you're entitled to accuse me of being stupidly naive and I will plead guilty to that offence. I cannot even offer youth and inquisitiveness as a just defence, as having studied psychology I should have been asking more questions than I had. On self-examination I could say that Jack had replaced the father I had known so little of, and it was in his reports I'd found the purpose I was searching for. But I very much doubt anyone would fall for that one. Jack was like a smooth pebble in my mouth, helping me to keep my aspirations moist whilst travelling through the dry desert of life.
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        * * *

      

      Fianna was starting to conduct her own examination of motives on boarding the plane.

      “Is it not bothering you, Shaun, that you're here at all?” she asked, to which I answered, “Should it?”

      “If I was you then, yes, I would,” she replied before continuing, “and a bit quicker than yourself. Before you say a thing that you might be ashamed of, let me put a few pointers your way. You're a policeman who just happened to shoot dead an Irish army brigade commander and then fell into the path of the mysterious Jack Price. How convenient was that for the both of you, huh? I've had me ups and downs with the police in my time but I'm more used to the ones like the Scarface I met and told you of than handsome burly ones like yourself. I reckon your man Jack turned your head, with you falling in love with the adventure stories he told of a hero rescuing some dumb maiden in need of a good seeing to. I hope I'm none too vulgar for you, Shaun, but it's the way of the world nowadays. I have a couple of questions you might like to chew on as we take to the air,” she said, her eyebrows raised in a questioning fashion.

      “Why pick you to shoot a Republican Army man? You're young and a bit too inexperienced for my thinking. I would have thought there must be loads of coppers better qualified and already tested in killing. While I'm on the subject of shooting people dead, you seem mighty cold about it all. It's as though you do it every day of your life. Like making a cup of tea first thing in the morning, or tying your shoelaces. It's not natural, Shaun. Did you not feel anything when you shot him dead?”

      “Not a thing! I knew he wouldn't hesitate firing his own gun and killing that guard. He had a history of violence that stretched back many years, plus someone in the gang had told me that he intended this hold-up to be more of a political statement than just a robbery. I had my orders and followed them. That's what people like me do, Fianna. We uphold the law.”

      

      She looked away and laughed, more mocking me with derision then scornfully, then she asked, “So, doing away with this old man Schuschnigg is lawful, is it, Shaun? Is that what you're telling me?” She never waited for any reply.

      “Scarface is the killer type, he could easily do Schuschnigg anytime, come to that so could Jack. Why use us to load the bullets? Another question for you while I have your attention.”

      

      If the truth were known, neither of us were paying full attention to what was being said. We had been airborne for a few minutes and for at least one of those minutes staring at the 'Do not Smoke' light. As soon as it was switched off we both reached for our cigarette packets. It was Fianna who exhaled first.

      “Why this story of us being brother and sister and Finnegan being the piggy in the middle who connects us? It seems too complicated and unnecessary just to bump someone off. Where's the need to tell the Stockfords anything? There's been an undisturbed secret for thirty-five years. With the proper names being changed it's nigh on impossible to link any Sternberg to a Stockford. Why rock the boat now, Shaun?” I had no answer to her puzzlement and in actual fact her worries were my own.

      “I've got a question for you, Fianna. Who turned you into a lesbian?”

      “Get away with you, Shaun me boy. Save the masculine flirting for the girls that care. Tell them of your talents and I'll say no word of your windy habits in that camp bed of yours last night. Sounded like you had a machine-gun up your back-side. I blamed myself, by the way. Should have made allowances for a soft, half-baked Irishman from London town and not Londonderry! I would have done better ordering a mild Chinese curry and not a hot Indian one as I did for me brother's tea. Are you next going to tell me what I'm missing out on, Shaun, because believe me; I'm not missing a thing!”

      “There either speaks the voice who experienced disappointment, or…” I was not allowed to finish.

      “Or the experience of male incompetency that you could more than adequately replace, Shaun? Was that roughly what you were about to say?”

      “Actually no! I was going to be somewhat derogatory and ask if they really were men you'd been with. But your assumption about my long term motives were correct though.”

      “So you fancy me then, Shaun, do yer? Is it the challenge of the spiritual conversion that I represent or just the physical pleasure that you'd be after?”

      “Would it be immodest to say the only conversion that would follow the sex would be a conversion to the enjoyment of that sex? But that's something we'll never know, will we?”

      “You'll never know, but I do, and no mistake. I was almost raped when I was fourteen by three boys, but then fully raped days after.” Her sarcasm had turned to anger. “Don't bother to tell me you were about to offer the mystical awakening of love for a man instead. That really is bullshit! All men are animals.” Abruptly her brief denunciation stopped, but I wouldn't leave it alone.

      “What made you fall in love with an animal, Fianna?”

      “There was nothing that made me, Shaun. It's just there was no one to stop me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ELEVEN


          

        

      

    

    
      A White Picket Fence

      

      “I didn't go to a family called Gleeson when I left that orphanage. That was Jack's deception. I was fostered out to a home about ten miles away from it, where I had to attend a day school, one change of bus away from the pretty white picket-fenced house of Imelda Duggen and her husband Keith. It was in the early days of spring, when I was on my way to catch my first bus home from school that the attempted rape happened. The bus only ran every half an hour and I missed it by seconds, seeing it drive off as I rounded the corner leading to the stop. I had stayed late for an art class. I wanted to be a painter at that age. It was so mild that the jacket I had worn in the morning, when the dew hung on until the warming sun melted it away, was no longer needed. It rested under my arm that carried my school bag. There were three boys about my age coming towards me. All of them were in high spirits, joking and giggling amongst themselves. Their faces got more threatening as they neared me.

      “Are they real those tits of yours, or just apples stuffed down your blouse?” the middle one asked. Seconds passed before I could answer. “Go away,” I said, but by now they were beside me and no one else was about.

      “I bet they're only pimples and it's all padding to make them look that big,” the shortest one baited, and stupidly I reacted to his derision.

      “No, they are not,” I replied without fear of what was to come.

      The tallest of the three boys said, “We don't believe you. Show us then.” There's no point in asking me why, but I cupped my breasts in my hands and shook them. “You'll just have to dream about them then, won't you.” I had been around boys all my life, never frightened by them but shortly I was to find out that these three were different.

      “No, we won't, Rory, will we? We're going have a look now.” Rory was the tall one. Foolishly I thought I could outrun them across the field to my right and for a while I did, but then I tripped on some roots I hadn't seen, falling face down on the grass. We were behind a big, spreading bush under a tree. One of them fell on my back and pinned my arms to the ground.

      “I'll have her after you,” he said, spreading his weight over me, forcing the air from my lungs. I knew exactly what was about to happen, but I tried desperately to appeal to a better nature that just wasn't present.

      “Leave me alone,” I pleaded. I felt more hands pull my briefs clean off, ripping them as he did so. The one on my back was now sitting on my shoulders. It was then that I felt naked flesh pushed against my legs. Then I felt cold hands on my hips as the boy between my legs attempted to lift my bum up. From somewhere I found the strength to lever the one off my back, sending him flying to one side. Then I twisted and kicked the boy, Rory, who was trying to penetrate me in the face, leaving him sprawled out with his trousers and pants trapped around his ankles. His nose was bleeding. As I got to my feet I swung my bag at the third one, who too had his pants around his ankles. This one fell awkwardly, screaming in pain holding two fingers of his left hand. I prayed to God for a knife that day, Shaun, and had he granted that prayer it wouldn't have been fingers I would have cut off! I picked up my coat and bag, and made off across that field.

      “I'll kill you, you bastards! You wait and see,” I cried through my tears in their direction, hoping it could be so.

      

      When I arrived home it was Keith who called the police after Imelda had told him almost all of what I had told to her. I was pretty in those days of 1961, Shaun, and yes I followed the fashion of the day imitating what I saw on the TV. Keith disapproved and had remarked in the past about my choice of clothing along with what he called my general behaviour. Imelda thought it best not to start him off again.

      “Her clothes are too tight and too short. She acts and dresses like a tart. She'll get into trouble that one; you mark my words, you'll see,” he had said more times than she liked to remember.

      

      It was she who poured me a bath, taking my grass-stained skirt, blouse and cardigan from me as she did so. Then she asked, ”Was it so warm this morning that you had no need for tights or panties, Fianna, my dear?” She was now thinking that maybe all along her husband had been right.

      ”I left them there in that field. They were ripped off. There're no good now are they?” I replied maybe a bit too harshly, but I was unaware of the thoughts mulling through her mind.

      

      The absence of that particular clothing was the same issue that the policewoman put to me.

      “They say you were not wearing any underwear, Fianna. What's more they contend that you lifted your skirt, exposing yourself to them, when you were walking towards to the bus stop together. This, they say, led them to believe that you would be a willing participant in what they had already proposed. They add that you had plenty of time to catch that bus at six forty-three had you not previously invited them to join you in the girls' toilets at the school where you performed an act of masturbation in front of them. They also allege that later in the park, where you had agreed to have sex, you changed your mind and they stopped; never pressing you on that promise.” The policewoman waited for my reply; I had none other than a complete denial, but that did not stop the accusations.

      “They deny attempting to rape you. One of the boys' fathers is saying that you are malicious in making this complaint, attempting to cover up your own guilt in misleading his son and the other boys. In essence he's saying that you are trying to protect your own reputation by slurring their names. You had second thoughts, in other words.”

      

      She leant forward across the dividing coffee table and looked me directly in the eyes.

      “What they are saying, love, is that you started it all by provoking them, leading them on to believe that you wanted sex. You never screamed nor fought back, any bruising that you may have was caused accidentally when you invited one of them, (she checked her note book), James Craig to sit on you just before you had a change of mind. He claims that you broke his fingers when you snatched your bag from him when he was about to place it under your head. He alleges that it was your suggestion by the way. I have to tell you that unless an independent witness comes forward it is your word against theirs, and there are three of them, remember. Attempted rape is a serious crime. One that we investigate thoroughly, including all allegations of it. Unless you can prove that the boy, Rory Mulligan, ripped off those missing briefs of yours then I'm afraid my advice must be to forget it. If you go to court, no jury will believe you. They're going to be more inclined to believe three stories rather than one, especially if it's unsubstantiated by evidence, Fianna.”

      “They are either very good liars, Mrs Duggen, or it's true that Fianna led them on,” the welfare minded policewoman quietly told Imelda as she left, with opportunistic Keith overhearing every word.”
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        * * *

      

      Sitting back heavily into her chair, she recalled what I can only describe as a story from hell. As much as I tried to listen without showing emotion I couldn't. I reached for her hand and she took it.

      

      She told how life became unbearable after that, both away from home and in it. No longer could she attend school without feeling shame. Not simply for what had happened, but for what she saw as her stupidity. If only I had stopped and had thought of those torn briefs, then things would have been different, she had told herself, quick to level the unjust blame where others too directed theirs. She was called 'that whore' by the judgmental neighbours and girls living nearby, or 'easy' to the lustful onlooking boys that were only aware of a side of the story as told by Rory, James and Michael.

      “It will be best to go back, Fianna, you can't mope around here all day,” Imelda advised her after two days of self-examination which she had spent on her own, venturing only as far as the corner shop where she encountered some of the sanctimonious who lived close with their smug vilification and censure. Reluctantly, accepting Imelda's advice, she found the courage to return to her studies, hoping that things were not so bad at the school. But hope didn't last long. The bus rides were the first obstacles to face. That was where the first opinionated groups were gathered and they were short on mercy that first day.

      “Can't keep her legs closed, can't keep her mouth shut. You're nothing but a little tart,” bravely called out an anonymous voice shifting behind acquiescent friends when Fianna had turned around to confront him. Abject loneliness was how she felt, without anyone standing beside her shouting the innocence of credibility. Then pride left her. She felt let down by everyone, including most importantly herself. She would not stay, nor travel on to find more abuse and denunciation. To the pretty picket-fenced home she returned. The only place of comfort left to her. Or so she thought.

      

      Something more sinister than the loss of self-belief and confidence entered her life shortly after her decision to confine her studies to that foster home that she called home. Keith Duggen started to hang around more often than he used to do, and Imelda began to question why. He had less puritanical intentions than his outbursts would have his wife believe.

      Why do you think I'm at home, woman, it's dead at work. There's nothing coming in. Do you think I want to stay around here all day with that girl, listening to her music playing? I asked her yesterday to turn it down, I couldn't hear all the news about the rail strike that is crippling the country.

      

      He offered a different excuse one Monday morning for not going to the warehouse where he worked. This time a sore back was the reason for absence. Done too much in the garden over the weekend, I think, he said, as he waved goodbye to his wife on her 7am departure to the bank where she was employed as assistant manager. He made toast and a pot of tea, found a tray and carried his bribe to Fianna's room. She was asleep. Gently he laid the tray on her bedside table, carefully avoiding her now redundant pink alarm clock that stood alone. She was dreaming of young devils as an older one stood gazing at her, imagining her naked body and what he would do with it as he silently slipped from his nightclothes and pulled back the single white sheet that covered her. Fianna awoke as his tobacco-smelling hand clasped her mouth and his flabby body descended alongside her stricken figure.

      “He lifted my nightdress and with his other hand pushed his prick inside of me, tearing me apart!”

      “Be a good girl and I'll be good to you. Be a bad one and I'll rip your head off then burn your body before anyone notices that you're gone!”

      

      He was a lot stronger than a boy and more determined than they had been. There was nowhere to hide for her and no early escape from what occurred nor, as she was vehemently told, future beatings and punishment if Imelda ever found out.

      “It will be our little secret, or I will tell Imelda that you forced yourself on me. No one's going to believe you; you have bad history, girl. Be sweet to me and I will be sweet to you.”

      

      Twice more he visited her bedroom that day, and several more times during the next two he took off from work with that sore back. Fianna was condemned to her fate until late on Wednesday night when she was awakened by a silent Imelda with a soft finger, instead of Keith's stinking hand across her lips.

      “I haven't got loads of money, my child, but what I can spare I'm going to give to you. I think I know what's happening here with you and him and it's not right. I'm not strong enough to stop him and neither are you, my child. I can't let it all come out. I'm too old to start all over again on my own. I'm a coward at heart, you see, and couldn't stand the scandal. I'm sorry, but you will have to leave, and I have no idea where you can go.”
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        * * *

      

      “That's when I found my animal, Shaun, and I took centre stage in his jungle. I travelled to Newry, to a sect I'd heard off on the fringes of the city. It took days to get there, but the hope of finding some peace drove me on and kept me going. They were not a religious group as such, more a free thinking lot where the church played no part. They believed, so they said, in looking after each other in the cruel world of commerce and world politics. Their motto was; from each according to his ability, to each according to his needs. I didn't know it was a Communist slogan and if I had known it would have made no difference, as those words appealed to me as if they had been written with me in mind. Jack was not there but possibly he got that silly phrase of his; no one is more important than each, from them, or the Russian in Vienna. Only I hope his words are more sincere than theirs.

      At first I was welcomed with open arms, they genuinely seemed to want me, but it wasn't so much me as my money they wanted. Imelda had given me about thirty quid, which was a fair bit of money in those days, especially for a fourteen-year-old to be carrying. Their philosophy of one for all and all for one stretched into everything they did, including the share of work and wealth. Me, the silly fool that I was, believed in every word they said. I gave them what I had left, leaving myself no option but to rely on their generosity and skill in providing. I was a long way off of being wise in those days, Shaun. We all lived on a farm owned by the leader of the group, a man named Donegal Fitzpatrick. He seemed a lovely man at first. The tall, dark, handsome type you read of in magazines and see at the picture houses. A Clark Gable kind of figure! Yes, no need to look so quizzical, I hadn't been put off men at that time in my life and you can draw whatever conclusions you like from that.

      

      The spring and early summer were okay, with the dozen of us who were there finding plenty to do around the farm, but come late July all that changed, and not for the better. There were eight men, aged between twenty and forty, not counting Donegal, and four of us women. I was the youngest, with the other three in their late twenties and early thirties. Two were sisters apparently, but none told me their surname. I was told to call them Kelly, Ruth and Philippa. They did all the cooking and most of the trips into Newry, driven there by Donegal in his car.

      

      I thought that although we were almost self-sufficient those journeys were to buy the stuff we couldn't grow on the farm like tea and coffee, but that wasn't all they went for. Fitzpatrick was no glamorous film star, he was a sordid pimp, Shaun. And the men; they were his enforcers, if he had the need of them. This I found out in the third week of that nonstop rain-sodden July when I'd just passed my fifteenth birthday. Donegal took me along with the other three women one Friday night to begin my career as a prostitute. I took to it like a duck to water at first, but then I guess I was lucky in the punters he found for me. It was not only in Vienna that the men favoured the young!

      

      Ruth was not so lucky one night. The man she was with took back his money and slashed her across the face with a switchblade knife. Donegal and his men found that man later. They left him with both knees broken after beating him with pickaxe handles. So, Shaun, I've had plenty of men, knowing how to pleasure them whilst giving them the impression that I was enjoying it, but I was not. As I told you; I'm good at playing roles. A born actress. How good are you?”

      “Were you playing at love when you fell for that Donegal, Fianna?”

      “I didn't have to play at it, Shaun. He made me feel safe and wanted. That must be strange for someone like you to understand. I doubt you've ever been confused by life and certainly not used as I was. There you have me; a murdering whore full of evil and lacking affection for men as well as having no common sense.”

      “So, apart from murdering a priest what else have you been up to in the remaining unaccounted-for ten years, Fianna?” I asked.

      “You wouldn't want to know, Shaun, believe me on that one.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWELVE


          

        

      

    

    
      Pavelić

      

      We met Richard for lunch at the Manhattan offices of his pharmaceutical company. When we left not only was I unsure about Jack's true reasons in sending us to America but also Stockford's involvement in the plan.

      

      His offices had displayed the usual luxurious grandeur of success, with award-winning plaques hanging on walls alongside certificates of excellence and floor-to-ceiling glass looking out on the skyline of Manhattan, but we were entertained in a smaller, windowless place beyond that spacious plushness. A singularly private room lined throughout by bare polished dark wood, bereft of family photographs and paraphernalia. Here was the solidity of a single mind. A place of quiet refuge to escape and rest. Apart from the table around which we were to sit, there was only one other piece of furniture, a reclining red leather chair, beside which was a rolled-up heavy woollen blanket. I was trying to imagine the kind of life that requires a minimalistic sanctuary to find sleep when I began reciting Jack's tale of Aberman's death to his hard, impassive face which never altered even as I finished.

      “You'll excuse me, Mr Stockford, but you seem little concerned about Schuschnigg killing the man who was instrumental in your escape from eventual death in a gas chamber. It's as though it never happened,” I declared, bemused by his non-interest. “I thought you might want him dead, and that was one of the reasons I was sent.” Fianna glanced angrily at me on my mention of death.

      

      Sandra, the woman I'd spoken to earlier, was pouring wine. He dismissed her then, removing his heavy-rimmed spectacles, and wiping his eyes, he laughed derisively.

      “I am a peaceful man, but if I were not it would serve little purpose wanting Schuschnigg murdered, Mr Redden, as he is already in his grave!”

      “But I read an article of him being presented with an award for literature on his seventy-second birthday in the London Evening News over a week ago, Mr Stockford. Either you're mistaken or the paper has got it wrong,” I said, utterly surprised by his reply.

      “No, there are other possibilities, Mr Redden. One being that you were told of this presentation in order to prove yourself to me. My only wish would be that you could pronounce his name correctly, but as it was an Englishman who first told you of him I'll make allowances.”

      

      Again I looked into Fianna's eyes, and this time all I saw was a look of intense sorrow.

      “What's another possibility, Mr Stockford?” I asked, to which Fianna supplied an answer.

      “Jack as we all know him, or Sir Horace Butler as he's using for this exercise, is a storyteller, Shaun. It's how and why he lives the life he does. He weaves truth with lies making up a believable story, but the selling of interesting novels is not his goal. He sells new lives to those who he believes need them. There was never an entry in that London newspaper about Schuschnigg. He wanted us both in America for completely different reasons than the one he told you, and Richard is our way in. I really am the Bridget Slattery who murdered Finnegan and I would never have got a passport in that name without Jack. He has a special mission for me. I am in no position to refuse.”

      “What about the stories of your life in that orphanage and then when you left? Were they lies too, Fianna?”

      “I can do without the family reminiscences.” Stockford took command of the situation, as I continued staring at Fianna.

      “You two can patch up your relationship another time. The story you were told about a meeting in Vienna in 1937 is true, as is its outcome; the birth of my niece Penina. On release from his German wartime prison camp Schuschnigg returned to Vienna where he started to make enquiries about Alain Aberman. We can only assume that he wanted to make good the friendship he hoped had survived the war. Alain got to hear of it. Aberman thought that Schuschnigg had died in the war and he believed he'd pushed all thoughts of him from his mind, but that wasn't the case. Memories that he had tried to suppress came flooding back, leading to his seeking out a foreign intelligence agent to tell his story to. He wanted Schuschnigg arrested, along with any of the ensemble who had accompanied the main players to the Chancery eight years previously. By fortune or ill luck it was Jack Price with whom he met. I have absolutely no idea who raped my sister, nor who was at that party. I've asked Jack but he's never told me. That's his hold over us.

      

      Schuschnigg was shot dead in the street by a member of the Ante Pavelić’s Ustaše as he walked from the American Embassy the very day he arrived in Vienna from Germany. You look quizzical, Mr Redden. Perhaps you're wondering how I know?” I was, but I was also wondering about the truth of Aberman's death. I must have sounded dumb to him as in a feeble voice I answered, “Yes, I am.”

      “On the night I and my family departed from Vienna, Aberman met my mother, Mayanna, and told her of his plan to avoid capture. I saw them together, Mr Redden, and I knew the moment I saw them that they were having an affair. It was in their eyes and in the way they held each other. It was not just good friendship that united them that night. In my opinion they were lovers. My mother cried when they parted and cried again on the flight. When we landed in New York, we moved into the same house as I live in now. When the pregnancy of my sister became more obvious, she was kept at home and the two of us were sworn to secrecy. When Penina was born everyone we knew accepted her as Mayanna's child without questioning that. I was told some of the story as I held my mother's hand before she passed away. Leeba moved out after Mayanna died and Penina a little while later.

      

      A man my mother always referred to as an uncle would visit every month during those early years bringing food, books and sometimes I saw him pass Mother money. I never saw anything that resembled a letter pass between them until, I think it was October 1945. We went out for dinner that night, Mr Redden, a thing we had never done. I asked her why that was—'what are we celebrating, Mum?' and she told me why.

      

      At first she asked me if I remembered Schuschnigg. How can anyone forget that fat pig, I answered. I remember him coming after our father was shot, full of sorrow that was feigned and false. Then, when he left I saw him stuffing his pockets with bread that our Mother had just taken from the oven. She said that he had been shot dead three days after the war officially ended on the fifth of September. That's how I know Schuschnigg is dead and Jack is filling your head with stories. I have no common ground with fascist values, but if I ever met that man who shot him I'd shake his hand in gratitude as much later she explained exactly who he was. She spoke too of a priest who was not choosy nor discreet in whom he told of his wartime rescuing of Jews. He spoke to the Allies who were trying to reconstruct the government of Austria, and he spoke to senior members of his faith. One of those was the Archbishop of Vienna, a close confident of a certain Karl Weilham.

      

      The communications that Jack and I have with each other are one-way. I wait for his letters with postmarks from all over the world. I have no idea how to contact him directly. I also trust him in the retention of secrets, but I don't fully trust him in his motives. He hadn't contacted me for years until about a month ago, when he phoned and said he would be sending someone who would know the story of the Sternberg family and how Alain Aberman met his death. That was his code and your story was the other half of it. The use of the telephone was not only unprecedented, but deeply disturbing! He too knew the name of Weilham.

      

      Somehow or other Jack knew of my interest in our family's ancestral history. He instructed me to pick that study up again, this time concentrating on the name of Schuschnigg. I discovered that he has a living step-brother. Born in Vienna in March 1918. Unlike Schuschnigg, the step-brother, Karl Weilham, joined the Nazi Party three weeks after their annexation of Austria in the Second World War. He served in the Wehrmacht on the Eastern Front, then after being wounded, was attached to German Army Group E, serving in Italy and the Balkans.

      

      It was there he met and collaborated with Josip Tito, leader of the anti-German forces in Yugoslavia, a communist and Ante Pavelić, leader of the Croatian pro-German forces. Although Tito and Pavelić were on opposite sides during the Second World War they were on the same side during the First World War fighting the White Russians. Tito went into the Red Army after the October Revolution in 1917 returning to the newly formed Kingdom of Yugoslavia and joining the Communist Party. Pavelić, on the other hand, returned to Croatia to form the Ustaše movement in allegiance with the Fascists of Italy and then the German Nazis.

      

      From an early age Weilham learned how to play both sides in a conflict. He now has an undisclosed financial interest in KGA, the company we are in talks with. I know this as a fact and have the necessary written confirmation. He did not disclose any of this information when he was appointed senior assistant secretary to the Secretary General of the United Nations last year! Tito, now President and Marshal of Yugoslavia, was one of his sponsors having first met our Karl in Vienna as early as 1934.

      

      Tito's wartime partisans helped many Jews escape from persecution, whereas Pavelić, and his Ustaše movement, murdered tens of thousands of my religion. Weilham was in the middle, appeasing both sides through a Catholic association he had developed with Croatia's archbishop, who at best turned a blind eye to the genocide and at worse favoured Pavelić. As soon as the war in Europe ended Tito expressed his repugnance for what he saw as direct Vatican intervention, but absolved Weilham from blame. One year on saw the head of Croatia's Catholic church arrested by the Yugoslavian army and sentenced to sixteen year's imprisonment for assisting the Ustaše. This, and his censorship of Rome, led the Pope to excommunicate Tito and his government. Pavelić, however, was assisted by some of the authorities within the Catholic church in his escape from arrest in Vienna, and his flight to South America. Weilham, the newly installed UN assistant secretary, met with Ante Pavelić in Argentina many times and it was he who was instrumental in securing his return to Europe in 1959 after an assassination attempt on his life.

      

      I've heard stories of some of those who escaped from Austria to Croatia only to be shot by Weilham's friend Pavelić. He, Weilham that is, conveniently denies any knowledge of genocide. The world is corrupt, Mr Redden, and there's little I can do about it other than tell Jack and hope he can. Whatever you do, don't damn Jack's story as a mere fairy tale. He needed you to believe it in order to persuade you to come. Only Jack knows why that is.” From the breast pocket of his jacket he removed an envelope.

      “All of what I've just told you is written in this letter. Jack ordered me to give it to whoever he sent. I do not understand what this has to do with my family. I can only pray it has nothing.”

      

      Not only was Richard's world widening, so too was my own, but not apparently Fianna's whose expression had not changed. It seemed her world had collapsed further than it had when on the plane.
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        * * *

      

      “I've told you of me, Shaun, now how about you? Let's do a spoof of Eamonn Andrews introducing 'This Is Your Life' without the television cameras. Start with where were you born in real life.”

      

      We were about two hours into our flight and I could see no reason to refuse. She had been open in her disclosure, so I followed suit with a description of my early life in Camberwell, London, then on to Oxford and my meeting with Trenchard. I concluded the brief biography with the night in Soho, but omitted any details of what Jack had told me. It was not enough for my fictional sister.

      “There's nothing about you in all that lot, just a matter of facts with no feelings, Shaun. Tell me of the girls you've loved and those that got away as well. Have there been many that ran out on you, or was it you who upped and ran leaving them begging for more, brother of mine?”

      “Can't remember any girls running away, Fianna. I'm much too debonair for runaway girls. No offence meant there, by the way.”

      “None taken, brother, but I'll screw up those cigarettes of yours and flush them down the toilet if you don't give me more info.”

      “I knew some girls at university, but not for any great length of time, I'd be too embarrassed to give details. Besides, I was too busy being a good student to chase after girls. I still want a Master's before settling down.”

      “Oh, I have a queer as a brother after all, do I?”

      “Master's degree, you idiot! It's an educational qualification.”

      “Ah! There was me thinking you too good looking to resist the cailíns in the world of study. No one catch your eye permanently up there in Oxford, Shaun? No legs pumping hard at the cycle pedals chasing after you, nor bosoms heaving as you disappeared over the horizon?”

      

      I loved the somewhat risqué picture she painted of female students on their bicycles charging towards me. I wished that Fianna had been one of those leading the assault on my virtue, but sadly it was far from the truth. It was me doing all the chasing and more often than not getting exhausted without reward.

      “I really did fancy one though. A very beautiful American girl name of Patricia. Patricia Ann Hickling. Came from rich parents, I believe. Far above my level in life.”

      “You never struck me as one of the oppressed proletariat. Unpolished and a bit awkward yes, but handsome enough to overcome those childish ineptitudes. Were you never educated to rise above your position and send the towers of oppression collapsing to ground?”

      “That's a lot of big words for an Irish country girl. Most of them easily forgotten. Am I handsome enough for you to forget your sexual preferences and initiate me into the mile-high club? If so, I'm ready to take instructions, ma'am.”

      “There'll be no instructions from me, Shaun. Rough and parochial you are, me boy. Is that how your Patty girl saw you?”

      “She was never my girl, although I did have ambitions in that direction.”

      “You never even spoke to her, did you?”

      “I spoke, but she never noticed me. Too busy with others, I suspect,” I replied regretfully.

      “Did you share your lessons with her?”

      “They were called lectures, not lessons. She was studying psychics and occasionally our studies overlapped in some small parts.”

      “You missed out on carrying her satchel then. What a wonderful pair you would have made. Leaving out the sordid details, tell me what you would do if you had a second chance with Patty Ann, Shaun?”

      “I've never spent much time pondering the unlikely and I'm not about to change that. You're a dreamer, my girl. A very pretty one, but nonetheless a head in the clouds type. I haven't said it before I know, but you have a wonderful name.”

      “I told you I'm a goddess, Shaun. Goddesses have no need to dream on beds of clouds. They live on one. You should go and find one of your own one day.” She was smiling and so were those eyes of hers.

      “Go on, tell me of your first real love?” I wanted those smiling eyes to remain.

      

      Elsewhere there was concern showing on faces rather than smiles.

      Early Monday In London

      “Earlier today I asked archives to fetch me all we had on Sir Horace Butler and do you know how much information we have recorded under his name, Perkins?

      “No, sir! I first came across that name when West disappeared from the Albany on Saturday. Never heard of him before that.”

      “Not likely you'll hear much of him in the near future either. There was nothing recorded on the card index. It had been completely sanitised. All information had been redacted other than one inscription; file closed by Royal decree.”

      “What do you make of that, Perkins?”

      “We're not meant to know, sir.”

      “Precisely! And what shall we do about that?”

      “Get everyone we have on it straight away?”

      “No, that won't work. First we need a key. Get me an appointment at St James's Palace within the hour, if not sooner.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THIRTEEN


          

          MONDAY IN NEW YORK

        

      

    

    
      The First Touch of Honesty

      

      “Not all of what I told you about the orphanage was true, Shaun. Finnegan didn't like boys dancing naked for him, he liked the girls and in particular me. That degenerate bastard took away my self-respect along with my virginity and that's why Imelda Duggen never found any bloodied sheets in the washing. It was that what egged her husband on, he thought I was what he imagined me to be. He believed what he had said of me being a slut was true all along.”

      

      We were in the lift on our way out of the Stockford company building sometime around two o'clock that Monday afternoon.

      “Apart from me being your sister, everything else I told you about me was true.”

      “What happens now?” I asked, only having to wait until the lift stopped at the floor below Richard's to find out. As the doors opened it was I who was asked a question.

      “Mr Redden?” He was a short man in his late twenties with a crop of shoulder-length brown hair.

      

      He limped as he entered the lift, but those characteristics were not what I first noticed. The left side of his face was deeply scarred and burnt with raised angry mauve lines from his forehead to below his shirt collar. Parts of his neck and jaw were covered by pale pink skin grafts. I could not take my eyes from his hideous injury as I nodded and helplessly replied, “yes, that's me.”

      “I didn't think there'd be too many people with red hair travelling from the fifteenth floor. The guy who gave me this envelope was spot-on in his timing.” He thrust the small white envelope towards me.

      “Do I owe you anything?” I asked, shocked by his condition.

      “No, bro, I've been paid! But if you want to donate then I won't stop you. My military service pension don't go far, if you get my drift.” I did as I dug into my pockets and found a five dollar bill.

      “I'm sorry, I've not got a lot.”

      “Don't sweat it. Every little helps, I'm not here to mug you.” I spent the remaining seconds of our downward journey in abject embarrassment for not having any other money to give him and failing to find any words to account for my meanness. As the lift stopped at the street level I hurried from the building. It was then that I opened the letter.

      “It's from Jack. He wants me to meet him,” I announced lamely to a following Fianna.

      “Somehow I never thought it was from Father Christmas, Shaun. I'll be away to the hotel to await my brother's return,” she added playfully.

      

      Jack Price was seated at one of the only two window tables inside the brightly blue painted Salvatore's Restaurant and Coffee Bar, opposite the New York library. On the pavement, either side of the front door, sat eight burly men around three wooden tables. By the boisterous conversation and their mannerisms, it was plain that they knew each other. One I thought I'd seen before; at the airport when we'd arrived, but I couldn't be one hundred percent sure. He was a small, rotund man, no more than five feet tall, dressed in blue shorts with knee-length matching socks. Not someone you would readily forget. They looked accustomed to being there, as I only saw two with coffee and one with food. There was a well-built man in his middle fifties standing in the doorway, glancing from one table to another and occasionally adding a remark to the friendly exchange. He struck an imposing figure, with a full head of hair as black as coal which glistened in the sunlight, making it difficult to focus on his face.

      

      Jack was smartly dressed in a light grey suit, white shirt and yellow tie with a black fedora hat on the table before him. To all intents and purposes he hadn't a care in the world, unlike myself. My list of regrets at accepting his invitation was quickly growing. I could now add shame, as I hadn't the stomach to shake the hand of the departing disfigured war veteran whom I had just left. For a brief second I considered not following his written instructions to meet, turning around to chase after Fianna, but my curiosity had completely taken over, leaving no other option open.

      “You're a long way from Soho, Jack? According to Job you preferred darkened alleyways in which to hide rather than out in the open casting your spell over events.” I was annoyed but tried not show it.

      “Ah, Shaun, and it's good to see you too. I guess you're a trifle confused by what's just occurred,” he said on standing to greet me.

      “Only a bit, Jack, but as someone just said to me; don't sweat it. I'm in the process of learning more and more about you as each moment goes by. Will I live long enough to know all what you're about?” I passed him Stockford's letter, giving him a chance to clear away Schuschnigg's body and resurrect Aberman in one omnipotent stroke.

      “I certainly hope so, but it's mainly boring stuff really. Most of the time I spend reading a newspaper with my feet up. Only once in a while does something as important as this come along and then, well, we will soon find out.”

      “I'm guessing that you already know all there is to know about this Karl Weilham character and at the moment I can't see the necessity in flying me all the way here just to fill in any of the missing details. As for what's her name being here, again I'm at a loss. Care to enlighten me?”

      “Fianna Redden is the name you're looking for. We keep to the script Shaun, all of the time. Are you okay? As you sound a little miffed today.”

      “I'm sorry, Jack. That was churlish of me. I apologise. I think it was the note that upset my equilibrium a bit. I wasn't expecting to hear from you or see you in New York. I thought Fianna and I were on our own.”

      “Oh no, that would never do. There's too much invested in this for me to take a back seat. Shall we sit? Would you like coffee? It's rather good in here actually.”

      

      Psychology is not an exact science, but to me it can be summed up in one sentence: if you can't change the problem, change the way you are thinking about it. A practising psychologist will never give a defining answer. If the question posed by a patient is: how can I deal with this feeling? The specialist will answer: how would you like to deal with it? I was beginning to believe that Jack had that Master's degree I was after in psychology. He was good! I merely sat and ordered coffee.

      “They even empty the ashtrays in here, I see. You're sounding more and more as though you're a resident of Guildford, Jack. Have you got the DSM and Bar in a medal case on display in a cabinet at home? Moved into a plush detached mansion recently and barbecuing the local riffraff for brunch on Sundays, are we?”

      

      There was that smile of his again, not haughty nor arrogant, just one of supreme confidence. This man was used to being alone and relying only on himself. I knew I was being used but didn't want it to stop.

      “What's mine and Fianna's role exactly? I guess I'll be needing another name now this one is blown.”

      “Far from it, Shaun! Yours is buried so deep it's impossible to dig up. We have been extremely diligent in that respect. I told you that we've waited a long time for you and we're not about to lose you now. The likelihood of your arrival in this country with a fictitious sister being unearthed by any American security agency is so small as to be discounted at our end. However, if asked the whereabouts of Fianna Redden in the future by any of them, you will truthfully say that you have no idea where she went.” Went! That word hit me hard.

      “Nobody knows you're here and there's no reason for that to change.” He felt my surprise. “Yes! It is not planned that you'll see Fianna again. I hope you said your farewells.”

      

      If ever there was a moment in my life when I felt like screaming it was now. She had left me with no word of her impending departure but must have known all along. Without waiting for any reply from me, he continued with his dialogue.

      “She's here for a purpose unconnected to your own. But back to you, dear boy. Let's try to put your mind firmly to rest. Shaun Redden was a real person. Born in Belfast in the same month and year as your true self.” He stopped speaking as a man wearing the white apron of a waiter approached with the coffees.

      “This is Salvatore, Shaun, the owner of this establishment. Say hello!”

      

      He was the same man I had seen leaning against a door pillar talking to those men outside. Now I could make out his strong jawline, deep set black eyes and the fixed determined look on his face. I obeyed Jack's instructions and I nodded in acquiescence.

      “Salvatore was a colonel in Mussolini's army. Amongst many Germans that he served with was Karl Weilham, who you've just heard of, and Generaloberst Alexander Löhr, who you will hear more of. Salvatore has first-hand knowledge of atrocities carried out by Weilham. He was a witness to some of them. He will be your contact here in New York. If you have messages for me then leave them with Salvatore. He has a network of people he can call on if the need arises.”

      “Did you two meet in the same cafe you met Alain, Jack? Or was it in the place you once referred to as warmer than Vienna?” I asked, recovering my composure.

      

      I'm sure I saw him wink at me as he sipped his coffee. When Salvatore left our table, he continued to beguile me.

      “Salvatore and I have shared a few beers in our time in various places but let me get back to your history lesson, saving my recount of playful escapades for another day. Shaun Redden's parents both died in 1965 and there are few people that we discovered who can remember the young Shaun. Those that we did find can be discounted; too old for incriminating memories. He was a loner, was our Shaun. Apparently making no friends we're aware of. One month on from his parents' deaths in a tragic road accident, Shaun signed on as a galley hand on board a freighter ferrying coal from Swansea to Belfast, then iron ore from Belfast to Liverpool and finally plastics from Liverpool to Swansea. On registration he claimed to be one year older than he was, and using his father's name as a reference, nepotism won the day. Clive Redden, Shaun's father, was a seaman employed, when alive, by the Neiptiun Line, owners of the Aura. He was not a baker as Bridget was instructed to tell you.” He lit a cigarette and stared at me.

      “It was on that last leg of that seagoing triangle that MS Aura sank. There was a terrifying, vicious storm in the Irish Sea that sent the Aura to David Jones's locker along with the six crew members. There are no records of a Shaun Redden, no antecedents to hide, no fingerprints and no legend other than the sixteen-year-old who lived with his parents Mary and Clive. That brief history is in the letter I'll give you when we part. Read it, Shaun, then you'll know as much about him as anyone else does and will ever do.”

      “What is it you want Shaun Redden to do for you in New York?”

      “I guess you mean apart from enjoying your coffee and sightseeing?” His gaze moved from me to the outside as he took a few seconds to answer.

      “There are few steadfast rules of the game, Shaun. Most you'll pick up as we go along. All are simple, but equally all are important. One to ponder on as we sit enjoying each other's company. If you believe you're being followed then you must change some relevant detail about yourself.” I never allowed him to finish.

      “You don't advise jumping into a dead-end alley then, Jack?” He made no reply as he picked up from where he had left off.

      “Be it a coat you're wearing, or a bag you're carrying. Dump it. That will confuse whoever's on your tail.”

      “Am I being followed?” I asked.

      “No, you're not as far as I'm aware, but your hair colouring defines you. It has to go, Shaun. Salvatore's youngest daughter is a hairdresser. I've made arrangements for her to dye it and show you how to keep the new colour.”

      “I could get Fianna to do it if you have a forwarding address, Jack.” His benign business-like expression changed into a devilish smile.

      “It's a big city, Shaun, with plenty of distractions to take your mind off Fianna. I would start at the Tat & Tail club. Their card is in the envelope with a name you could meet.”

      “Another contact of yours?”

      “No! Simply a friendly girl you might want to get to know. Just thinking of your welfare and how you can amuse yourself.”

      “How long will I have to find amusement, Jack? How long do you propose I stay in New York?”

      “Can't answer that one precisely. Events are moving quickly in the current affair. After this finishes then there are other considerations that require our attention, but for the moment all's in hand with regard to your comforts. At my instigation Richard Stockford has opened a bank account for you, along with finding you an apartment. Don't go getting too excited though. I don't suppose it's a penthouse suite, but it will adequately serve your purpose whilst you're here. We certainly can't afford hotel bills on a nightly basis. I don't suppose there's much in the bank. Enough to tide you over for essentials, I should think. No point raising suspicions by turning you into some sort of playboy,” he grinned widely.

      “Leeba Stockford will be adding to it on a regular basis for as long as you work for her.” The grin turned into a smile.

      “She's the founding partner at Stockford & Crawford. They are what's called a boutique law firm, operating exclusively here in New York and specialising in corporate affairs such as the merger that's underway with her big brother's pharmaceutical company and the German KGA company. You're to be their research analyst, Shaun. After your spell in the criminal records office back at dear old Scotland Yard, it should be right up your street and it provides you with great cover. Fancy something stronger than coffee to drink?” Not waiting for my answer, he summoned Salvatore again.

      “Whatever happened to only having my wits and intuition to rely on, Jack? It seems as though I now have a branch of the mafia and riches to call on.”

      “You have exciting times ahead, Shaun. As good a reason for a piss-up as I've ever heard.”
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      Green Or Yellow?

      

      There was a letter pushed under the door of my in room at the hotel. It contained much, but explained little.

      

      Dear Shaun, I'm sorry it ended this way. That was not my decision. However, I couldn't be doing this face to face, it would upset me too much. I've told you many lies, but that was not my idea either. Now is the time to clear up some of them, if you allow me and if I can.

      

      When I first met you I thought you were up your own backside in a big way. I slowly changed my mind about that. I realise we've only known each other for less than three days but I can say without question you are the nicest man I've ever come across. I truly wish that if I had a brother and that brother was you then, perhaps, things may have worked out differently for me. I reckon you could have kept me safe, but I'm too far into this mess to ever be that and now I have no way out that I can see.

      

      I was recruited into British intelligence when I was a prostitute in Newry, but I told you the truth about not meeting Jack Price until recently. One night my favours were paid for by a rugged looking middle-aged Irishman who spoke with such eloquence that I could almost forget he was a trick. It was not only the sex he was after though. He told me that Donegal Fitzpatrick was in trouble with the local Garda for supplying guns to a group of Irish dissidents, as he called them, in Sligo. I could help him he said, by finding out some information on that group for him to pass on to the police without Donegal having the need to know. It would get him off the hook, he said. Perhaps I believed him the more because he was old enough to be the father I'd never had.

      

      Donegal was screwing me so it wasn't hard to go with him on his deliveries and meet who he met. I got the names of most in that group and in time, some more. In no more than six months the Brits were screwing me in my mind. I was owned by them and had no other place to go. But that wasn't the whole of the story. I never found that out until very recently. The man who slashed my friend's face, and was then beaten up, was heavily connected within the Republican Army. As Donegal expanded his prostitution ring so he met people with differing political agendas. Many were from the Ulster Volunteers. The IRA pulled his strings and when they pulled hard enough he supplied them those Ulstermen's names! But the IRA's alliance with Donegal didn't last long.

      They shot him as a traitor when the young Irishman I met that night in Newry fingered him. He ran me for a while until Scarface turned up one day when I was working in a bar in Belfast. It was he who told me where Finnegan was and it was he who taped the knife under a pew in St Mary's that I used to kill him. Said, and I believed him, it was the British government's way of saying thank you for the work I'd done against the Republicans.

      

      I'm not looking for your sympathy, nor for the understanding of me. All I'm trying to do is warn you against accepting Jack Price for what he appears to be on the surface. There's so much hidden out of sight that I fear for you. You are too honest for your own good and you're too ready to be taken in by anyone who shows an interest in you. In that respect we are equals. My case is beyond salvation. I've sinned too many times, but you are just starting out with time on your side to turn around and go home. I know you won't take my advice. I know I would not if our roles were reversed.

      

      To most people that I've met, killing becomes easier the more you do it. With you I'm not so sure that's the case. The lack of emotion that you had after shooting that man Acre was not natural, Shaun. You may think that to be a strength of yours, it's not. Jack Price sees that as your major weakness. I'm in America as your older sister Fianna and although there won't be anyone looking for you to back up my story, please remember the tale about Athlone. Lies get you into trouble if you forget the reasons why you're telling them. If you forget Athlone you'll put my life in danger and then I can't protect you. There aren't many friends in the business you've chosen, don't lose the only one you might have.

      

      You'll probably think that I'm a sentimental fool in asking this of you, but it will mean a lot to me if you kept this ring of mine. I have no family nor likely to have any. Stay safe and distance yourself from Jack Price as much as you're able. He plays dangerous games with other people's lives.

      

      Before you came along I could put up with being me, knowing where my life had to go, but now I'm having regrets and as you once told me, there's no point in wishing for something you can't have. Remember me well as I will fondly remember you. I believe in God. I must, as this life is a living hell.

      Bridget x x

      PS. If I wasn't queer I could well fancy you myself. Go find your Patty Ann and tell her to treat you well, or she'll have a fiery Irish colleen to look out for.

      

      Her key was at the reception desk and her room had been completely emptied of her belongings. Every tangible trace of her had disappeared apart from that jade ring and her letter.
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        * * *

      

      We were on the plane when the subject of regrets weighed heavy on Fianna's mind. “This ring never came from the priest, Shaun. I won it in a game of cards. I'd come to the game with the five hundred quid needed to sit at the table and was up that night about a grand. It doesn't matter where that money came from. I'll let you imagine what I had to do to get it, but it wasn't all hardship. I'd met a few women by then who wanted me and were willing to pay for what I could provide. Anyway, I held a pair of aces and the last man still punching held a pair of kings. He'd laid down the best part of fifteen hundred pounds, only having the ring left to see my hand. The pot on the table was worth a fortune, more money than I'd ever seen. The man in charge of the game said I should accept it as the same worth as my wager and I wasn't about to argue with half the IRA Army Council who were sitting around that table, so I did.

      

      I should have known that jade being lucky was a lie as it wasn't for that Englishman that night. I thought it would change with the change of ownership and in some respects that's been the truth. I've known luck, but it doesn't last forever. The wheel spins around and around. Sometimes you're on the top and other times you're at the bottom. The secret is in knowing when to jump off, no matter how high you are.”

      “That sounds so full of remorse, Fianna. Why?” I asked, trying to entice more from her.

      “I once read a series of magazine articles, written by a women riddled with cancer who wanted to tell the world of her chemotherapy treatment. It contained detailed memories of her life that she regretted and would change if she was given a second chance. It was sad and beyond sad. There's no salvation to be found in regrets, Shaun, now is there!”

      “I don't know. A trouble shared and all that. It might help if you were able to talk about it.”

      “Yeah, I can imagine. A friend in need is a pain in the arse and I was never a pain to a friend unless I needed to be.”

      

      At the time that negative statement sounded threatening, but having read her letter that threat disappeared.

      

      I folded her letter and placed it in my pocket. As far as I was concerned I was living an exciting life with nobody to answer to. However, parts of that letter challenged that assumption. Should I ignore the tenderness and sincerity she expressed in it simply to follow my self-absorbed interest in the intrigue that was offered by Jack? Should I consciously pay no regard to advice given by someone who put my needs before their own? I had lived alone for some time now, but even when my parents were alive I gave scant regard to their requirements or wants from life. I thought only of me. I was a loner who held no perception of the idea that a stranger could give her heart so readily, so quickly without expecting something in return. Her letter had shaken the foundations of my life.

      

      The two conditions of being alone and experiencing loneliness are completely separate. You can be lonely in the middle of a crowd of people that not only do you know, but normally interact with easily. That can be as a result of a simple or complicated unconnected event, or, a mood swing. Stark, miserable loneliness, where there are no friends or relatives that you can speak to or socialise with, can be agonisingly painful, where all self-esteem vanishes to be replaced by depression and anxiety. Being alone and not only expecting that, but also welcoming the condition as your destiny, requires a special disposition where an amount of selfishness, in not wanting to share your life, plays a significant part. Few possess this ability and even fewer welcome it. Up until this point in my life I had been one of those few.

      

      Fianna, as I preferred to remember her, had been no more than a companion on my journey through the labyrinth of Jack's mind, yet she had touched something in me that I'd never experienced. As I stood with the memories of her swirling through my head I felt both the state of being physically alone and the misery of loneliness at the same time. Memories of people, with recollection of events, fade or change as time moves on. They become misty and indistinct. I decided that by keeping her ring I would be able to keep her presence clearer, but I had not counted on sharing in her personal regrets. Mine was the regret of not knowing her better and the belief that I never would. I checked out of the hotel and trusted in my widening circle of acquaintances for the next steps on my journey, but to use an Americanism; I almost never made first base!

      At The Cut Shop

      “A Salvatore Guigamo has sent me. You should be expecting me. He told me to ask for his daughter but never told me her name. I'm here to have my hair colouring changed to black,” I announced on my arrival.

      

      The receptionist never had a chance to reply. The girl standing behind her responded quicker. “It's not my lucky day, is it!”

      

      Salvatore's youngest daughter was my junior by some years, but the fact that we were both breathing was about the only thing we had in common. She was obese, and bad-mannered. Her size could easily have been ignored as she had the most angelic face imaginable; small and pert with large, sharp, sea-blue eyes, a tiny upturned nose and hair the colour of the deepest, blackest night one could ever have imagined. It was her temper, rudeness and attitude that set her apart from any description of beauty. Those characteristics would have precluded all but the most insane from approaching her for anything other than a haircut. And then it took only the bravest of the brave!

      

      Back in England I was used to the name of unisex to describe hairdressers where both men and women went for a trim or perm. Her salon was called The Hedonistic Cut Shop; perhaps that should have given a clue into what I was in for.

      “Were you born stupid or did you achieve that status on the boat that brought you to New York, Irish? You have the very worst skin colouring for black hair and I will just not do it!” was how she answered my request, walking determinedly around the reception desk towards me.

      “Go cover it in river mud and let it set,” was what she added, stopping two paces in front of me.

      

      Thinking I'd made a mistake in the timing of the visit and not wishing to antagonise her, or her father, I thought it best to make an appointment for a later date. But it wasn't my lucky day either.

      “Where the freaking hell are you going, you son of a bitch?” she shouted at my turned back.

      “Go plant your ass in my chair.” She pointed to the empty one in a line of twelve.

      “I can do you a sick green or a yellow submarine colour. Whichever one you choose you'll still look a freak. Your one consolation is you're not infested by freckles like some of you red-haired weirdos. You choose, but you ain't leaving here black.” She turned her attention towards the other stylists, who had stopped working to watch the spectacle of her berating of me.

      “What are you lot looking at?” It was their turn for a lashing of abuse. “Get back to work or you're sacked!”

      

      I plucked up enough courage to speak.

      “Are you always this respectful to your customers, or am I special to you in some way that I've not yet noticed?”

      “I'm doing you a favour and being nice. You should see me when I'm a bad-mouthed cow,” she added without a glimmer of a smile.

      “Green or yellow? What's it to be?”

      

      I sat in silent discomfort for some considerable time with my neck being heaved from side to side as she painted clumps of my hair then wrapped them in foil whilst mumbling under her breath as she did so. As she finished that process I tried to gain favour by paying her a compliment. It was useless.

      “Your hair is very nice. I never got your name, by the way.”

      “Nice! My hair's not nice, that's a stupid thing to say. It's either stylish or not. Everything about me oozes style, can't you see that?”

      “Well, it's very stylish then. As, of course, are you,” I lied, as the chair was turned and my head was forced under a tap. I wasn't ready for the outcome when I emerged as a dripping wet blond. As I was spun back and faced the mirror again, nameless had wrenched off her hair.

      “It's a frigging wig, you Irish Mick! Do you really think anyone who works as hard as I do to please my father would have such perfect natural hair, cos if you do then you're worse than stupid. There's never enough time to do it and then supervise this lot.”

      

      Underneath her long, tumbling black wig was a head of short, chocolate-coloured cropped hair. So short any serviceman would have been thankful for surviving the barber's razor. My compliment had only managed to provoke her into more insults.

      “My dad doesn't normally make friends with screwballs. Why the exception with you? You sure you ain't his bastard son and he has to be kind? Oh no, I know what you are. You're a leprechaun who arrived with his restaurant's salad delivery this morning? Whatever way you got here, Irish, you're still a fool.”

      

      The prolonged noise from the hairdryer luckily drowned out any more conversation until, seemingly finished with both the hair colouring and her assessment of me, she removed my gown before delivering her final blast.

      “I've heard a lot said about thick Micks from the Emerald Isle of Ireland and now having met one who must have spent all his youth standing in the rain, all I can say is that I never want to go there or meet any more. It's a pleasure to say goodbye, Mick.”

      

      I stood, towering over her by several inches, then picked her up by her braced elbows and dumped her in the chair that I had just risen from. She wriggled fiercely, trying to break free from my grip. I wouldn't let her, as I pinned her bare shoulders back roughly against the plastic of the chair. I had her attention and that of everyone else in the shop.

      “In time my hair will grow, but I'll be able to keep the colour by simply colouring it again. A simple practice that even an Irishman can do. You, on the other hand, are just a sour-mouthed bitch who will never change no matter how many different wigs you wear. You're in desperate need of much more than a wig to hide what you are. Your father seemed a reasonable man, you have a long way to go to be like him. I can only hope that one day he'll get over the disappointment and shame he must have for fathering you. By the way, I'd change the name on the outside window if I were you to Chucklehead. It would suit an idiot like you far better.”

      

      At that I left the salon, glancing at what I imagined as smiles of approval in the wall-mounted mirrors on my way out, but there was no smile or sarcastic grin from Nameless. I guessed she wouldn't have known the meaning of the word chucklehead and I wasn't about to stay and explain.
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      Banks and Boutiques

      

      Having already experienced so many surprises, I chose the bank that Richard had selected for my newly acquired wealth as my next port of call, hoping for the best. Back home I was never used to having more than a couple of hundred pound or so in the bank at any one time. My expectations never exceeded the equivalent. My luck was in! His generosity exceeded my wildest dreams. Whilst I was there I rented a safe deposit box, placing all the written instructions I had from Jack, along with my passport and the jade ring of Fianna's hoping that the luck she had experienced would spill over onto me.

      

      As I left, following the map that Salvatore had drawn on a restaurant order slip depicting my new apartment in relation to both the bank and Leeba Stockford's boutique law firm, I mused over how to spend Stockford's largesse. Would it be on a car? I had never learned to drive in England and driving on the wrong side of the road here in America did not seem appealing enough to squander money on learning that craft. A bed might be needed, but perhaps new clothes? Now that was something worth considering as I had very few with me. All the eagerness of an extravagant lifestyle disappeared as I turned the corner into Baxter Street where an ugly, tall block of greying concrete apartments was staring straight at me as if in reprimand to my desires of pleasure. Eighteen storeys of grime with a minimum of windows and only a tiny number of apartments having a balcony. It was in this building that my life in New York was to be lived. My solitary remaining hope was that it overlooked the park in front of the block, and not the endless buildings behind.

      

      Jack had said that it was furnished, but his idea of furnishing was a long way from mine. I decided not to make my day any worse by looking inside and finding out. Saving any more disappointments for later, I made my way towards Leeba, silently praying that visit would go sufficiently well to lift my now downhearted mood.

      

      Her offices were opposite the US Centre of Citizenship and Immigration in a small intimate building resembling more of an English one than anything I'd seen since arriving in New York. It was brick-built with sash windows and what's more, consisted of a mere two floors with a basement area, all of which were part of the Stockford & Crawford, Attorneys at Law. Inside the ground floor glass door I was immediately greeted by two smiling, well-dressed women seated behind a rich, curving wheat coloured marble desk, bedecked with a battery of telephones and two bulky computer screens that almost filled the whole of the contemporary, stylish reception area.

      “Good afternoon, Mr Redden! We were told to expect you sometime today. Welcome on board the S & C. I'm Christa. Jennifer has the honour of accompanying you to Miss Leeba's office. It's very good to see you,” she added on answering a ringing telephone.

      “How did you know my name?” completely surprised, I asked of the standing attractive Jennifer who, although holding my fascination could not wholly divert it from the title of Miss attributed to Leeba.

      “By the description we were given, Mr Redden. Height, weight, looks and hair colouring. Plus there's nobody else expected today, sir. Monday is set aside for in-house case appraisals and reconciliation,” she explained.

      

      I was beginning to think that being blond along with everything else in my life was predetermined by Jack. For the first time since my remonstration at the hairdressers I wondered what Fianna would think of my new persona.

      

      The previous animosity I'd experience was replaced by Leeba's sincerity and consideration, balanced by a degree of understandable suspicion. After she greeted me with a warm and friendly handshake, I took my place in the chair in front of her desk, trying hard not to stare at the well-stocked drinks cabinet standing beside one of the four windows that looked out onto the street, but my diffidence brought no reward. My thirsty anticipation of alcohol went unanswered; instead I soberly drank the coffee I was offered.

      “Let's dispense with the formalities first. Richard has informed me that you are aware of our full family's history. My brother trusts the man who told you our story so it follows that I must trust you, Shaun. I find it odd that a complete stranger knows more about us than we know and even more strange that my brother accepts that situation. However, all that's out of my control. I'm left with nothing but to comply with the arrangements.” She glared at me, trying to search inside my soul for hidden secrets, but her glare was tinged with compassion not anger. The title of Miss was confirmed by the lack of a wedding ring on her finger, neither did she wear any other jewellery.

      “Richard has explained part of why you're here. He left most of that explanation shrouded in mystery. I assume your work will be more investigatory than simple everyday research. As I understand things your main interest, for the time being at least, will be the pending merger of my brother's company with KGA where Karl Weilham is an undisclosed, but legitimate stock holder. I'm guessing that your expertise will not necessarily be aimed at the legitimate side of business.” There was a hint of depravity in her voice and mirrored on her face.

      “I hope I haven't given you the impression that you're not wanted here, or unappreciated. That is not the case at all. And to show how much we welcome you I've had the office next to this one prepared for your sole use. There's an interconnecting door which will make things more convenient, as I assume that you and I will be meeting many times before you've finished whatever it is Richard wants from you. I've had a list prepared of the company's employees. There are not many, but too many to confine to one's memory in a short time. You may find it useful while you settle in. Is there anything my firm can do for you now to help smooth your way into the life here in New York City?”

      

      She was of medium height with a trim, well-proportioned figure. Shapely legs and a small behind. The conventional lemon yellow business suit of a lightweight material and low cut cream blouse hung snugly to her body, holding my gaze the longer I looked. A sharp featured rounded face with a sloping nose, bronzed complexion with deep, narrowly set brown eyes. She wore little makeup, just eye shadow and mascara; both of which were brown. Her long raven black hair swayed as she moved around the room and the scent of a crisp, sharp, exotic perfume served as the finishing touch to her appeal. She may have been at forty-eight more than twice my age, but time could not dull how seductive she was. By her confident bearing and perfunctory welcome speech I had no doubt that if this woman wanted privacy then the transgressor would be dismissed in a flash. Pushing those corporeal instincts I had just experienced to the back of my mind for another day, I tackled the austere possibility of living a restrained life in a bleak home.

      “There is one thing that's occurred me, Leeba. Your brother has rented an apartment for me, a few blocks away on Baxter Street. I haven't looked inside yet, but I doubt if there's much in the way of furniture. Could you point me in the right direction to buy some cheap stuff, such as a bed and a couple of chairs etc.”

      “There's no need for that, Shaun. That property is one of several that my sister Penina, owns. I know it looks a little rundown from the outside, but I can assure you that it would have been furnished to a very high specification. That whole area is on the up with a facial refurbishment due on the building in the not so far off future. We're Jewish, remember, Shaun. With that comes a reputation of wise and shrewd investments.” A heavenly smile accompanied that comment, which only served to arouse my interest to new heights.

      “I'm not sure what reputation the Irish have brought upon themselves in this city, but I'm becoming aware that it's not a good one judging by the hairdressers I've just come from. Are they all so obnoxious in this part of town?”

      “You must have picked the wrong one, but the change of hair colouring added to the mystique that surrounded you. Richard said that you would be having your red hair dyed blond. He didn't say why that was, but I presumed it was done with anonymity in mind.” I was right about Jack then.

      “Yes, it was suggested that it might be more prudent. Red does tend to stick out a bit,” I answered politely.

      “Also indicative of a temper, so I'm told.” I never answered that implied question and instead I asked my own.

      “I take it your sister Penina is a rich woman in her own right then?” I figured that although she was aware of my knowledge, discretion was more favourable than stark disclosure. That was not my only reason. I hoped that a principled approach would add to the mystique she attributed to me.

      

      With her cheeks puffed out in pride and pleasure she smilingly answered.

      “Very much so! She's a classical musician by training, on both the violin and the cello. Unfortunately she seldom plays nowadays, preferring to concentrate on musical scores for the movie business. Penina is extremely successful in that regard. She's written for many of the top grossing modern-day movies that have originated in Hollywood. She does stage productions, as well as owning her own recording studio in Beverly Hills. I have a collection of some of the highest profile modern singing artists who have recorded there. It's a prized possession of mine. I'll show it to you one day. When your clandestine work for Richard allows for it.”

      “That would be extremely nice of you, Leeba. I'll look forward to the day, but my work is not that secretive. I think sensitive would be a more correct definition.”

      “Is there a difference?” she asked with that smiling laugh again lighting up her face. This time I too laughed, bowing my head towards her in recognition of her humour and her understated awareness of my role.

      “You take your time in moving into the office, Shaun. Everything Richard and I thought you might need is in there. I understand that you don't drive. Is that right?” she asked, to which I replied that I didn't.

      “In that case you will need our driver with one of the company's cars. Might I suggest that tomorrow you take a drive out to Hartford, Connecticut. It's a couple of hours through pleasant countryside. You'll enjoy the scenery!”

      

      Was that last remark made because she had noticed just how much I was enjoying it already? Was I being presumptuous to assume that she may have noticed, or cared? Her tone of voice had not changed nor had her expression. A misinterpretation perhaps? If it was, then I had relished the thought. She was still speaking.

      “Backing on to a golf club, just outside the town, you'll find a very grand house belonging to a man named Haynes Baxter-Clifford. The driver knows where it is. Haynes is a powerful man and one to watch out for. Now would be an opportune time to know who your enemies may be.” All remains of that smile had disappeared from her face, replaced by a solemn frown in my direction.

      “That sounds very intriguing and also a touch disconcerting. Has that name any relevance to the street where my apartment is, Leeba?”

      “Oh yes, a great deal of relevance. He owns the freehold of that whole street and almost all of the freeholds in half a mile radius of it, including this building. With that comes the franchise on construction work in this whole area. It's a very lucrative business, building in New York. He inherited his father's property portfolio when his older brother died in a car accident sixteen months ago. There was a degree of speculation at the time as to what could have caused that accident on a clear road that he knew so well. The FBI conducted the investigation as he was running for the Democratic nomination for congress. Stood a good chance of winning. Haynes knows Karl Weilham extremely well and through him a Marty Killick, the leader of the Nazi party here in America. You looked shocked, Mr Redden. We don't have the monopoly of fringe lunatics in this country, but we do have enough of them in New York. They met three months before Earl Baxter-Clifford died. But that's not the only thing that connects him to our family, Shaun. Haynes and Penina are friends in an intimate sense.”

      

      She stood to refill our coffee cups just I nearly ruined everything.

      “I thought Penina was a—” I caught myself just in time before repeating what Fianna had implied her sexuality to be.

      “A what, Shaun?” Leeba asked.

      “Oh, I'm sorry. I thought she was married.”

      “I don't know where you got that from, but would it matter? What monastery have you been hiding in?” The smile that replaced the frown now widened considerably. “I thought three Hail Marys was the going rate for infidelity in Catholic Ireland as it is over here. If she was married, which neither she nor I am, would it make her unredeemable if she had committed adulatory?” laughingly she asked, adding. “My brother Richard has been divorced twice for having affairs with married women. I believe he's involved with another now. Shall we construct some gallows for him?” Her eyes narrowed into an inquisitive stare, and her grin bordered on the promiscuous.

      “I noticed that you're not wearing a ring, Leeba. Are you divorced as well?”

      “That's beyond your remit, Shaun. Some things are best not looked at too closely. You're not wearing a ring either, does that mean you're gay?” That question caught me off guard and I had no way in which to adequately answer it. She eased my frustration by supplying an answer herself.

      “Don't worry, I'm only joking with you. I have no doubts on that issue.”

      

      Was my preoccupation with her getting the better of me or was the seductiveness in her voice and on her face sincere? I decided to bide my time before testing that sincerity just about the same time as she changed direction.

      “Haynes is twenty-three years older than Penina, but the reality of the situation has been clouded by what she calls love. He is an evil man who never would have come to prominence without his brother's death. Penina has a fixation that I've never seen in her before. I have substantive suspicions that link him to some of the radical far right parties that cloak themselves in respectability by making financial donations to the down trodden and under-privileged. Penina won't take my suspicions seriously. In fact, she won't listen to anything said about Baxter-Clifford that's not complimentary. She can be very stubborn in certain matters. Personally I suspect him to have been involved in his brother's death, but that's for another day. I have tried to protect her over the years, but now I'm worried. She has no first-hand knowledge of what the Nazis did to the Jews in the war.”

      

      For thirty-five years her true Jewish heritage had been denied from her. I wondered why the resurrected memories of such atrocities would be needed now.

      “I'm not at all qualified in these matters, Leeba, Surely you need a mediator of some description. Perhaps a therapist, or a historian if the Holocaust needs to be explained?”

      

      I had no idea how to respond and was wondering why I was being told of her sister's crush on an older man. Was agism her reason for scolding me before I developed a similar crush on her? A discrimination carved on Leeba's heart?

      

      There was an obvious connection in what she disclosed to Jack's main target Karl Weilham, but all the rest was superfluous and mere supposition, as had been Fianna's when she labelled Penina a lesbian. I thought that could have been because Fianna was aware of the unmarried status, perhaps due to being sexually unattractive to men, but I was soon to change that opinion.

      “This is my sister.” Leeba turned one of the three wooden-framed photographs that were placed on her desk around to face me. She was everyman's fantasy! I was stunned into almost complete silence. One word was sufficient to disclose my interest. “Wow,” I exclaimed.

      “Is that a 'wow' in recognition of Penina's beauty, Shaun, or in admiration of the plane she's standing next to? One of her many achievements is to hold a pilot's licence for both a fixed winged aeroplane and a helicopter. That photo was taken at Bradley airport, on one of her visits to Baxter-Clifford. It was her birthday and the plane a gift from Haynes. I think it was two years ago, but let me check that as it could have been three.” She reversed the photograph then spoke again.

      “Yes, I was right; two years ago. I want you to work for me as well as my brother but without Richard's direct involvement and knowledge. If he knew he would object. I want you to expand my knowledge on Haynes Baxter-Clifford and I want you to meet with Penina in order to do that. Then I want you to ease her away from that man.”

      “Wow again, Leeba! Ease her away. I'm no Casanova. That's some ask! Look at me, I'm not exactly dressed to meet a rich beautiful woman who's used to the better things in life like aeroplanes, now am I? And while we're at it, how do you suggest I get an invitation?”

      “All that's in hand, Shaun. You have the looks and ways of a man who could do the job. Just turn up at his home around lunchtime tomorrow suitably dressed in the very best attire this can buy you. Do you play golf, by the way?” she said, as she gave me an opened envelope stuff full of dollar bills.

      “I don't,” I answered, staring wildly at the contents whilst my head was somersaulting down a runway.

      “That's okay as Haynes does and will be playing when you arrive. You'll have Penina all to yourself for hours. It's the seventies, Shaun. Women no longer have to wait to be included in men's fantasies. They are free to play out their own when and how they wish.”

      “Do you include yourself in that freedom for fantasies, Leeba?”

      “Yes, Shaun! Very much I do. What's the point of being an advocate for sexual liberation if one can't enjoy all the freedom that's available?” She smiled lasciviously, and I wasn't imagining it.

      “There's a performance of Puccini's La Bohème at the Met next week. I have a box there. Get yourself a white tuxedo and who knows, I might just let you take me. Oh, and on the way out ask at the reception desk for the key to this building and the one to your office. They have them ready for you.”

      “I have no idea how long I'll be in this country, Leeba. I could be gone before that opera.”

      “No matter. It's only money, Shaun, it's not life or death.”

      

      I had found money, culture and a seductive woman. What more could America offer me? As far as I was concerned now was not the time to ask about 1937. Now was the time to have fun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIXTEEN


          

          TUESDAY IN NEW YORK

        

      

    

    
      A Rainbow

      

      I would never have considered myself as scruffy, but on the other hand, neither would I have considered myself to have been well-dressed. I was simply dressed in a manner appropriate to my situation in life. I was, however, a tailor's dummy, being able to wear anything and look good in it, but that wasn't something that was high on my list of waiting achievements—until this moment, that is.

      

      My height, a couple of inches over six foot, and my weight of between thirteen stone twelve, and fourteen stone two ounces never changed. I was heavily built in a muscular way. Whilst in London I kept fit by regularly visiting a gym and eating sensibly. The training I undertook was in strength rather than stamina, using progressively heavier weights for my profile, with only squats and the odd cycling machine for cardiac exercise.

      

      With Leeba's money I purchased not only off-the-peg suits, but jackets, trousers, shirts, ties and shoes in various colours. As I walked, glancing at my well-presented reflection in car windows or shops that I passed, I felt good, so much so that I had no hesitation in planning a visit to the Tat & Tail after I made my way to apartment number 430, The Holstein Building, Baxter Street; my home, depositing the new look for me inside. Jack was both right and wrong. He was wrong about the apartment not being on the top floor; it was, and some apartment it was too. Split level with an open-plan kitchen, three bedrooms, two bathrooms, furnished with little regard to expense and overlooking the park below. There was even a table with chairs on the balcony. He was right though about the girl he knew at the club. She was entertaining in all manner of ways, lacking nothing when it came to vigour and staying power.

      

      I had no need to choose which bedroom at number 430 in which to sleep that night, nor did I indulge in any of its luscious furnishings until the morning on my return from the club, where I had fully immersed myself in amusement and vowed to carry on. With the blond hair and new wardrobe had come a newly awakened me who wasn't about to stand waiting at bus stops for the next ride to come along.
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        * * *

      

      My driver's name was Barkley. Whether that was his first or last name was never made clear throughout our journey to the suburbs of Hartford that Tuesday lunchtime. He spoke very little and whenever he did he referred to me as sir. My attempts to dissuade him in this were futile, so I stopped and sat back to enjoy the view. The journey passed quickly and smoothly until we pulled up outside a set of high security gates with an entry phone protecting what could only be described as a palatial mansion of some substance. Barkley made the introductions.

      “I have a Mr Shaun Redden to see Miss Penina. He is expected.”

      

      I was escorted through the white marble-floored entrance hall to the rear of the house by a frail, balding man in his late sixties with a curving scar on his forehead. He was dressed all in black, which did not reflect the abundance of splendour that surrounded my walk. Penina was lying beside the pool, stretched out on a sun lounger in partial shade. She wore a flimsy orange-coloured shawl over a gold bikini that disguised none of her sexuality. There was a table beside her with a telephone, bottles of sun cream, and a jug of lemonade. Through sunglasses she addressed me.

      “My sister tells me that you are my newly appointed personal advisor, Mr Redden. In which areas of my life do you think I need advice?”

      “Maybe in the quantity of your fluid intake, but certainly not in your dress sense or style.” I stepped forward and poured some of the iced cloudy liquid into the empty glass she held. “May I call you Penina or would you prefer Miss Stockford, Miss Stockford?”

      “Those who I like call me Penni, Shaun. What I'm seeing of you at the moment I'm liking, so Penni will do nicely.” She removed her glasses and examined me from toe to the tip of my head without moving. My eyes were wandering over her.

      “Are you Catholic Irish in religious doctrine alone, or in your taste for life, Shaun? Or are they the same thing to you?” she asked.

      “That's a tough one to answer, first up, but I'll have a stab at it. Without knowing the righteous things of life one would not be able to enjoy the sinful ones with the same amount of pleasure. I'm going to hazard a guess and say you know them both, but prefer the wicked to the pure. If that's the case, then I'm of the same persuasion, but far be it from me to show you an insight into the sin-laden world. It is too corrupt for someone as beautiful as yourself.”

      “Perceptive Catholicism! How rare and refreshing. But you are too young to know of promiscuity. If your perception holds no reprimand for apparently enjoying the sins that you and I do, then I shall listen to your advice, but I'm a totally wicked girl who prefers to direct matters rather than seek guidance from others.” From where she lay she passed me that glass. “Drink some, I've had enough.”

      

      She was tall, with the most exquisite tan imaginable, blonde-haired, with long slim legs beneath heavenly thighs. A small pinched waist leading up to champagne breasts and a coquettish smile that matched Brigitte Bardot's. A beautiful oval face with a small pointed chin beneath wide, thick lips that screamed, 'kiss me.' But it was her eyes that transfixed my stare the most. The tantalising blue of a spring sky and as wonderfully hypnotic.

      “There is something on which you may be able to advise me, Shaun. I cannot see colours in thoughts. I see every shade imaginable when composing music or playing it, but when it comes to the minds of other people, it's only black and white that I see. What advice would you give me to clear that vision?”

      “If by that you mean that you can see the good in others that some belittle or malign, then I have no desire to advise you otherwise, but if you saying that there are shades of wrong that you are willing to accept, then that's an illusion that does need rectifying.”

      “Pontifical Catholicism as well. You are one full of surprises. Have you an answer to the wrongs of this life to go with your cynicism?”

      “I could suggest a swim, Penni, alongside some deep contemplation of that question.”

      “Not dissimilar from the church then with your indecision! Could advise or would advise? Have you brought swimming trunks in that attaché case along with the business papers? Only I don't think it's big enough.” She bit her bottom lip then sighed and stood, discarding the shawl.

      “Are we alone?” I asked.

      “Would it matter if we were not?” she replied, unhooking the top of her bikini and allowing it to fall to ground.

      “I haven't got any trunks.”

      “I hoped you hadn't.”

      “Are you always this direct?” I asked awkwardly.

      “Do you want me, Shaun, or just talk to me?” I needed no second invitation.

      The memory of using Leeba's money in such a self-absorbed fashion the previous night haunted me, as the day brought the gift of extravagance in extremes of satisfaction. I felt both humiliation and fulfilment with her sensuality in equal measures. Fortunately my inexperience was not the defect I feared it may have been, but her supremacy surpassed my most frenzied thoughts of how sex would be. We showered then dried each other then showered again, until finally I mentioned the reasons that had brought me to her home. All the documents I carried were business related and quickly dealt with. When I finished reading them to her I added, “If you have no objections I'll be handling you in the future, Penni.”

      “Hmm,” she replied, “I quite like that idea, but I'm picky with performances. I save the most pleasurable for the most elitist people I mix with. I hope you experienced that virtuoso rendering I just gave in colour, Shaun. If not then perhaps another rendition is called for?”

      “Some of the colours were a little indistinct, Penni, but those that I saw clearly were of delightful shades.”

      “Then let us go see if we can discover the full spectrum of colour that exists only in a bedroom, and then you can advise me further on the business matters that so occupy that overworked mind of yours. But don't go jumping too far in front of yourself, Shaun. I know why Leeba sent you. Let's see how good you are at persuasion, shall we?”

      

      Barkley was smoking a cigarette beside the car when I eventually returned some hours later.

      “Did all go to your satisfaction, sir?” he asked obsequiously.

      “Perfectly, Barkley! Better than I could have imagined. But now I feel the urge to find a square with a nightingale in full song.”

      “I'm sorry, sir, but I don't know of any of those,” he replied.

      “That's a pity, Barkley. I felt sure you'd know of one.” I laughed loudly at my attempted joke, to which he added a confused smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


          

        

      

    

    
      Sally's

      

      There was a letter pushed under the door at number 430 when I got back from Penina, and a message on the apartment's telephone. The call was from Richard Stockford. Karl Weilham was scheduled to chair a private meeting at the UN this coming Saturday, and Richard was attending. The question of a monopoly on the manufacture of an anti-typhoid drug was to be discussed in view of the forthcoming merger. His company and the West German one were the only two in the world to have developed and distributed Ampicillin, a recent replacement for Chloramphenicol when resistance to that drug had become widespread. He suggested I accompany him. The letter was from Jack. A curt, unceremonious one, not an invitation to a far off meeting. One that demanded immediate attendance.

      

      
        
        Meet Horace for afternoon tea. Post Haste!

      

      

      

      He was out of sight this time. Hidden in a high-backed alcove at the very end of Salvatore's where the shadows were at their darkest, but even those dark shadows could hide the flush in his cheeks.

      “What are you doing, Shaun? Are you an idiot or something worse? You've been out to meet Penina without my authority. It just won't do! Not at all!” The ashtray in front of him was overflowing with used butts of cigarettes as he lit another, not offering me one.

      “Leeba asked me to go, Jack, and I couldn't find a reason to say no. I thought you wanted me to know the family.”

      “Not shag them, Shaun! That's getting too close. Next you'll be falling in love and wanting a green card to stay and settle here raising kids on a ranch in Texas. Is it the cows or the stirrups and six-guns you're attracted to? If you're to stay in this job then you cannot get close to our 'cestui que trust'.” He beckoned a waiter who appeared carrying a bottle of Bells whisky. He already had a glass.

      “What does that mean, Jack? Not good at French!” We were interrupted by the waiter.

      “Volete un altro bicchiere, signore?”

      

      Jack nodded his approval to the suggestion, waiting for the second glass before pouring from the bottle and then addressing me.

      “It means beneficiary. Leeba has an altogether different agenda than we have. She's worried about her daughter's entanglement with members of a very nasty far-right organisation here in New York. We, on the hand, take a wider view. We aren't interested in the slightest with Leeba's concerns, Shaun. Please try to remember that no one is more important than each, and not put your,” he paused and drew on his cigarette, “manliness in front of the mission again. At least not with her! Keep it in your trousers other than at the Tat & Tail. Do you understand me?”

      “She's very attractive, and I didn't have to force myself upon her, you know. As I see it, knowing her and gaining her trust would be an ideal way to get inside Weilham's pocket as you so aptly suggested.”

      “Would it indeed! We have enough on Karl Weilham to strip him bare already. As for Penina, how would you feel if you had to put a gun to her pretty head? Would regrets force you to fatally hesitate from pulling that trigger? Some unfulfilled passion holding you back and wanting to turn the gun on yourself perhaps?”

      “Why do you want her dead?” I asked on standing up, towering over him. “There must be a better solution than that, Jack!”

      “Is there, Shaun? You know the full picture do you? Fancy a Nazi leader of the free world, or just fancy screwing the next one, eh? Sit down, drink your whisky and shut the hell up.”

      “How on earth is Penina to become President of America, Jack, that's just too far-fetched for even one of your stories.” I remained standing in defiance.

      “You have a lot to learn about life, Shaun. The first being to do what you're told to do!” he was dribbling through anger. I sat. “I just wish that on occasions you didn't show your ignorance quite so readily.” Another cigarette and an offer for me to join him. “Weilham more or less runs the United Nations. He has that label of senior assistant but he's more than that. He does the day-to-day important stuff. His bosom pals: Haynes Baxter-Clifford and Marty Killick head up the Nazi party here in America. Both, incidentally, are fabulously rich. Then, lo and behold, abracadabra a magician waves his magic wand and along comes Hitler's beautiful daughter into the political mix. Can you count the dollars going into her presidential coffers? There would be every right-wing zealot and halfwit the world over contributing to her conquering accession.”

      “You're mad if you believe that's possible! Do those three know about her birth?”

      “Am I mad? Did you not notice her eyes and colouring? She's his female offspring, Shaun, and has exactly the same magnetic appeal. And no to your second question; not yet.” He held out his hands in a simulated prayer at the end of his declamation.

      “But how can her heritage be discovered? Without that she's just another rich girl with an older infatuated man on her arm. Surely any Jewish tag attached to her would scare them away? As far as I know they're all catholic any way. They have been well hidden, I have to say, Jack. Congratulations on that one. Perhaps this Haynes is not looking beyond her sexual attraction and why would he. I certainly wouldn't.”

      “No, you haven't, Shaun, have you? None of this is secure in the sense that it needs to be. If Leeba is putting her hand into the waters and making the tiniest of ripples, then we must be careful. Very careful! Personally I'm amazed at just how well their secret has stood up. And there are others back home more amazed than me.” He poured two large glasses from the bottle that stood between us.

      “By others do you mean, Trenchard, Jack?”

      “No, I do not mean Trenchard, Shaun. Get him completely out of your mind. Barrington Trenchard is a dinosaur of a policeman and no more than that. He was an operative of little or no importance. I mean,” again a pause, this time to compose himself before saying something that he might regret, “It doesn't matter who I mean. Just be careful and keep looking over your shoulder. That flat of yours, did you tell Penina that you're living in one of her apartments?”

      “As a matter of fact I didn't, Jack. Why, important not to, was it?”

      “Yes, I think it was. How about her brother Richard, mention him, did you?”

      “I did not, Jack. As far as Penina is concerned I work for her sister as a research analyst doubling up as a special advisor on business matters that involve her, nothing more.”

      “She did not offer anything about Weilham, Baxter-Clifford or Killick?”

      “Not a word about any of them, but I was keeping her mind focused on something else for most of the time.”

      

      He sat back with yet another cigarette clenched between the fingers of his left hand looking into the smoke that circled the ceiling, but it wasn't my acerbic remark causing the distraction. The lines around his eyes and mouth looked deeper than I'd noticed before, as though they had appeared overnight without warning. Perhaps I was wrong, I thought, but then I noticed his hand shake as he flicked the ash into the fresh ashtray that the waiter brought over along with two coffees that I hadn't seen ordered. Little things become more noticeable as one gets used to mannerisms. The collar of his white shirt was smudged, as were his cuffs rolled back to his elbows. The skin on his forearms was wrinkled and scale-like in places with the back of his right hand having mauve patches running across it.

      “Are you alright, Jack?” I asked, concerned.

      “What? Yes, I'm fine, Shaun. I have to go and use the phone across the road. I'll be five minutes. Concentrate all you have on Karl Weilham whilst I'm gone. It's him we have to turn.” As he rose from his seat he asked, “They were used notes that Leeba gave you, I take it?”

      “Yes, they were. Nothing over a ten dollar bill.”

      “Oh, and by the way, what's the colour of the front door at that apartment where you live?” It was as though he didn't want to leave without making sure he'd covered everything. Very unlike his normal systematic self.

      “It wasn't you who posted the note under it then?”

      “No! One of Salvatore's lot.”

      “It's a dark brown colour, Jack. Why?”

      “Get some matches and shoe polish then colour the matches the same shade as your door, or as near to it as you can get. Each time you leave the apartment wedge a coloured match or two into the doorjamb. Up high on the opposite side to the lock is best. No one thinks to look there. That way if they're moved when get home you'll know that you've had a visitor.”

      “You think there's a possibility of that happening?”

      “I don't know, but it's all too close for comfort for me.” Was he panicking, I wondered?

      “You didn't know that the apartment Richard gave me was Penina's, Jack, did you?”

      “I didn't know that the entire building was owned by Baxter-Clifford either, Shaun. Now that does rake at my skin a bit.”

      “Perhaps it's not only Leeba with their own agenda.”

      “Perhaps not! I'll go and make that phone call now. Be right back.”

      

      There was a slight stumble as he left the booth. If it wasn't from experience I might have thought he was drunk. I followed for a while then stood at the bar, after he had hurried out through the restaurant and then across the road. It was not like him to hurry. Salvatore was behind the bar watching too.

      “Have you noticed a change in Jack recently?” I asked the restaurant owner.

      “Mi scusi. Non capisco,” he replied.

      

      Yeah, I bet you don't understand, I silently thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


          

          MONDAY MORNING IN LONDON

        

      

    

    
      Group

      

      “Fiona, get me the director at the doughnut on a red line then fetch a fresh brew and Giles Phillips from Archives, please. Tell Perkins to come as well with that young assistant of his. Clear my appointments for this afternoon. I'll be busy.”

      

      Geoffrey Perkins, a man in his early fifties and a reincarnated life-long oil-burner was the first to arrive, by which time Sir Archibald Thomas Finn was on the phone to his counterpart at the government's listening post, GCHQ.

      “Yes, Joseph! Absolutely everything you can find in the last fifty years, or more if that's necessary. Use a microscope with the finest of lenses possible. We need this information urgently.”

      “How far did you get at the Palace, sir?” Perkins asked as Sir Archibald replaced the telephone receiver.

      “Nowhere. They clammed up tighter than a lion's jaw around its prey, Geoffrey, but they know something about Sir Horace Butler, of that I'm sure. We will have to find it all ourselves, I'm afraid. How far has the training of that assistant of yours got to? Can he be assigned to a desk yet?”

      

      Perkins had no time to volunteer his judgement on that matter as Giles Phillips was next through the door. Giles had been a private man for the twenty-two years since his early divorce from Ann, his wife of five months. He adored the sterility of old documents. He found pleasure in tracing long forgotten codes and names hidden in the barren isolation of his underground retreat without the thought of the revenging daggers that haunted Geoffrey's protégé.

      

      Daniel Cardiff was the last to enter. The IRA were occupying most of Geoffrey's devotional oil-burners hence Daniel had been fast-tracked in the two months since signing on straight from Cambridge. He had very little training in covert operations, but oodles of enthusiasm to learn, a dangerous combination that could lead to one of two things: soaring success or agonising failure. There was no middle ground on which to find cover.

      “Gentlemen, we must find everything connected to a ghost, Sir Horace Butler is a mystery that demands our meticulous attention.” Sir Archibald declared.
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        * * *

      

      At the end of Craig Court, a cul-de-sac leading off Whitehall at its Trafalgar Square end, was where the offices of the National Strategic Liaison Group could be found, but not by any accidental tourist, that is. It was inside the inner concrete and lead-lined shell of a shabby red-brick building that at the beginning of the First World War years the oil lamps were burned late into the night and early morning analysing threats to the British Empire from its enemies. Other than the identity of those enemies little had changed in the fifty-eight years that had passed since then. Those that plunged their hands into hazy secrets had kept their oil burning until this day. The reasons for keeping secrets seldom change, it's the custodians that do.

      

      There was no sign affixed anywhere on this nondescript edifice to proclaim its importance, nor was there an actual front door, as entry was strictly controlled via the maze of tunnels that connected the building to its more illustrious neighbours nearby: The Admiralty, The Foreign and Commonwealth Office and Number 10, to name a few. Those who worked here provided the knowledge that ultimately found its way to the desk of Sir Archibald T. Finn before he informed the Joint Intelligence Committee of the Secret Intelligence Service and then the department heads of MI5 and MI6. The NSLG, or just plain Group as it was known throughout those who knew of its existence, had no classification within the intelligence community. It was answerable only to the Minister of Defence, or so it was thought.

      

      Daniel Cardiff's first assimilation into the actual covert workings of the NSLG was undertaken by Geoffrey Perkins early that morning in his office on the top floor; it didn't stay in that room for long.

      “My late uncle had a butler named Horace, sir. Not sure if he's still alive though. The butler that is, not my uncle.” Daniel announced, slightly embarrassed. “Uncle Maurice died earlier this year. I think it was in March.”

      “Really, and who exactly was your Uncle Maurice when alive, Cardiff?” Geoffrey asked.

      “Admiral Sir Maurice Curtis, sir, one of my mother's many brothers. He was the personal private secretary to His Royal Highness Prince Philip until he died. Not Prince Philip, but my uncle! Huge funeral. Most of the Royal Household came, sir. I remember his butler, Horace, but only vaguely, sir.”

      

      One hour later Sir Archibald took a government car from the front door of the Ministry of Fisheries and Agriculture to the tall building on the other side of Westminster Bridge. The one that every Tom, Dick and Harry in London knew as the headquarters of MI6. He took the express lift to the top floor, then swallowed hard.

      “We think Price was in Vienna twice in his service career. The first time was in '45, then again when he was sent overseas in 1948, but the file was closed and sealed with no mention of where he went or to whom he reported. We are now assuming he went back there. To all intents and purposes that's when he died on us. What we are now trying to find out is how he and young Craig's uncle became acquainted. I've managed to find that Sir Maurice Curtis and the Duke of Edinburgh had met at the Royal Naval College, Dartmouth as far back as 1939, but how on earth our Jack Price got invited into that circle, I've no idea.”

      “He was briefly one of ours, this Jack Price, Archie, after being a resident spotter at 5 for many years. All I can find out so far is that we dispensed with his services in the late forties sending him back to 5. I've checked their assembly roll. No one there is holding his hand. Who did you speak to at the Palace?”

      “The present private personal secretary to Prince Philip.”

      “Did you mention Price to them?”

      “I did, yes. They denied knowledge of him quicker than St Peter denied Christ, and they were almost as convincing.”

      “He's on the firm, that's what he is. He's one of theirs, Archie. Were any of Philip's Nazi-leaning sisters or brothers-in-laws in Austria around about that time?”

      “I wouldn't think it was impossible. The Mountbattens have Royal connections everywhere, don't they.”

      “Got any idea where Price is now?”

      “Not the foggiest, but we're looking, Dicky. Believe me we'll find him,” Sir Archibald announced confidently.

      “I expect you're choked to the full on Irish matters, Archie. General Ford's 1st Para not withstanding! You must be running out of room for other enquiries. This all sounds a bit inessential to the points at issue for the time being. I'll have words with the Home Office and have your enquiries shifted from the Ministry Of Defence onto my desk. We can't have Royalty rumoured to be mixed up in anything untoward at present. Very bad timing all round for that to happen. Got any idea as to who fired first over in Derry that the press are get their knickers in a twist over?”

      “We're backing the official line, Dicky. Our boys simply returned fire.”

      

      Dicky Blythe-Smith gazed down across the rooftops towards the spires of Westminster and wondered how much truth was in that statement.

      “Tell me more of this Jack Price, Archie. Rum old bird as I seem to recollect. Saw his file once, but can't recall precisely why that should have been.”

      

      Dicky held back the truth when saying that. There was no reason that he could see to be more open at this stage either here with his old friend, or, when eventually he had to present his department's case for handling this 'inessential' matter and not where it should have been handled; the internal service back across the river.

      “I met him a couple of times when I was in Ireland,” Sir Archibald was speaking. “But then he turned into a bit of a maverick. Runs operations using unregistered personnel, ex-military and the like. That's part of the reason that we became involved at Group. His name first popped up on our screens four years ago in of all places South Vietnam. We never wiped it off.

      

      The Tet offensive was underway with the Americans starting to lose troops, hardware and positions left right and centre. I was summoned to a meeting at St James's Palace. Prince Philip's then PPS presided with me and the Foreign Minister in attendance. I was told that GB had two very important observers in Vietnam that needed urgent extraction, but no accountable units from this country could be used. A private agency was to be employed in the task. One endorsed by Prince Philip. We, at Group, and General John at 5, who were to supply the necessary equipment, but were to stay away and make absolutely no mention of it in any Cabinet or Privy Council meeting if we were so summoned. I'm sorry to say that my curiosity got the better of me, Dicky, as I'm sure yours would have. I followed the contraband and requisition forms, turning up Price and a retired Marine known only as Job. In time there were five who flew out from here, touching down at a US airbase outside of Saigon. Price stayed put on station, but Job and his team ventured north and successfully brought the two VIPs out.”

      “I take it that it was the present PPS and not the one that your young recruit mentioned, Archie?”

      “It was, yes.”

      “And the VIPs? Names of note, old bean?”

      “Not ones we had flagged at that time, Dicky, no. One was a rear Admiral who worked for an armaments manufacturer, the other was the owner of Courcy's Intelligence Service; a Kenneth de Courcy. Set up, so the prospectus said, to provide early warning intelligence to businesses and governments.”

      “Interesting stuff, Archie. Know much about what happened to those two once back here on terra firma?”

      “I do. The rear admiral left the company he represented and is now skipper of the Royal Yacht Britannia, but the other, Kenneth de Courcy, is still on all joint security screens. He was listed because of his comments to overthrow Wilson and his socialist government a few years ago. He hasn't stopped in that resolve apparently, just has it on hold whilst Wilson's out of office leading the opposition.”

      “What brought Jack Price's name to reappear on your screens recently, Archie. What's he been up to that's disturbed your sleep?”

      

      Some people are incapable of listening to what they're told. Others only hear the parts they want to, preferring snippets to the whole, in order to grasp hold of single words or phrase helping to build their own complementary tales, or ones of a contrary nature, around them. Dicky did not fit into either type. He was one of the unusual breed who not only listened intently with the sole purpose of absorbing the orator's entire words but to hear what was not said, either through ignorance or with intent to deceive. He had an astute and quick mind, careful in assessment and razor-sharp in analysis. He would not have been C at the international branch of the Military Intelligence Services if he was not so equipped.

      

      As well as a brute of a man in build, he was the same in temper. Throughout their military careers he had outranked his contemporary at the internal security branch, General John Mark Hampton, but since the more colourful arm of the intelligence services had made demands of his talents he had deemed himself as secondary in the hierarchy to his rival's offices. If he had a weakness that's where it lay; a resentment of General John, as his counterpart of C at 5. Caused by a nagging wife who wanted him to have closer ties at home, particularly with the Home Office for the parties they threw and honours they bestowed.

      As Sir Archibald's car drove away from the underground carpark, Dicky first phoned the unit head of his own section four.

      “I want all you can get on a young Cambridge graduate name of Daniel Cardiff. He's presently working undercover for Group as a Grade Two at the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries. I want his full family history with emphasis on an Admiral Sir Maurice Curtis, late of the St James's Palace on the firm variety. I also want the name of his recruiting agent and any back mention to departments within the Joint Intelligence Committee. I need you to run a trace on someone for me. I'll send you the details in code by in-house messaging. Be a love and mark it urgent and deal with it yourself, Catherine, there's a dear. Oh, and by the way, no phone calls to Curzon Street on this one. No point in disturbing them whilst they are settling into their new abode.”

      

      He then poured a large brandy and made dinner reservations for eight o'clock that night. “Yes, for two,' he told the maître d' at Claridge's Hotel. “It's our wedding anniversary, but I don't want any fuss, you understand, just a quiet, peaceful meal, Marco.”

      

      Next he buzzed his section head at Pipeline and Acquisitions, Fraser Ughert, five floors below, only two above the ground floor.

      “I need a spare native from the Fatherland, who's treading our green and pleasant pastures as we speak, Fraser. Young, responsive, good-looking and not averse to military uniforms and horse whips if the need arises. The more German she is the better. Need to make a present of her to a rather well placed individual who will not be easy prey. Make it a priority, old chap, and just between the two of us. How's the wife by the way?” He heard Fraser's reply but didn't dwell on it. There were others to call before he could indulge in banal responses.

      I ran into you once, Jack Price, a long, long time ago and from what I saw on that day and heard later you're a shifty bloody pain in the arse carrying a bag full of envy on your back. Still there is it, Jack? he silently asked as he finished his phone calls and the last sip of his second swirling brandy.

      “Have my car readied, Louise. I'm off to my club for the rest of the day. Would you be so kind as to call Barrington Trenchard. You'll have to call Scotland Yard for his telephone number. Have him meet me there for a late lunch, please. Tell him to bring his memory and any notebook he has on Harrow School with him. Oh, and if he declines the offer, tell him it's an order, please.”
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        * * *

      

      Dicky had been seated in the royal blue, ornately decorated and plush members' dining room at the Travellers Club for no more than ten minutes when Trenchard arrived. During which time he had brooded over the previous evening's conversation he'd had with Sheila his wife. She was trolling on about her favourite subject; Dicky's reluctance to move sideways.

      Marjorie and John are off to their retreat in Cornwall again this coming week. According to her he has so much spare time nowadays that he's joined the local chrysanthemum society down there. He's able to delegate most of his work. She said they're considering buying another house in Buckinghamshire as John is spending more time away from his London office than ever. It's all well and good being knighted, Richard, but it's a peerage you need and you'll only get that if you're nearer home, constantly in people's minds. I'm damned if I know any retired Chief of MI6 in the House of Lords. Normally they are put out to pasture and kept quiet forever and a day. Can't you request a transfer across to the side of the river that counts, Richard?

      

      He had reluctantly applied once before, but the parcel containing the keys to the department one numeral below his own had been on the person's lap before his when the music stopped playing. C of '6' or Chief, or, if one wanted to be pedantic about it; Captain, as the first head of the then combined departments was a naval captain, held more celebrity status than General John's office dealing with home affairs, but that held no sway with Sheila. What was brewing in the Irish suburbs of Liverpool or Manchester might not compare with Paris or, even Port-au-Prince at a push, but according to Sheila he needed less excitement and she needed more of the prestige that could be measured by the company one kept. He was in no mood for unnecessary prolonged exchanges.

      “Know much about an aircraft crash in 1942 carrying the Duke of Kent, Barrington old chap?” Picking up on where Sir Archibald had left off, but avoiding the real point of his invitation, he opened the game.

      “I know more than what's in the file, Dicky, if that's what you mean. And there was I thinking you wanted a chat for old times' sake,” he replied.

      “Oh, I do, old man, I do. That's precisely what I want to chat about. Thought here would be the ideal place. They serve a really stupendous apple crumble on Mondays. It's one of the reasons I renew my annual membership. If the pastry chef ever moves then I swear I will too!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER NINETEEN


          

          MIDDAY TUESDAY IN NEW YORK

        

      

    

    
      Adam Berman

      

      There was a lot of what Jack had told me that just didn't fit. Why, for example, was there the need for the Sir Horace Butler façade, plus where was the incentive for Richard Stockford's compliance and continued association with Price? If Jack was hiding the fact that Hitler was Penina's father from the family, why would Richard be helping Jack with information on Weilham at the same time as Leeba was pointing me along a different path overhanging with Nazi sympathisers? If Richard and Leeba didn't know the secret behind Penina's birth then why were they helping to keep it? Where was the benefit in blackmailing the Stockfords? I wanted to access a computer away from Leeba's offices, so I used the rear entrance of the Immigration Centre opposite to avoid being seen.

      

      There were several entries under the name of Sternberg as it was not an uncommon surname, but I checked by year and country of origin, soon finding one in 1936 detailing seven immigrants of that name listing film production as their occupation. I looked at 1937, but found no more. However, a Mayanna Stockford with two children, Richard and Leeba arrived on the twenty-sixth of November 1937 from Vienna, Austria. Everything was too easy and convenient for my liking. On a whim I next looked up the name of Aberman.

      

      It was a large, old, Hewlett Packard cumbersome computer, slow with a keyboard widely spaced, worn and sticky from overuse. As I typed the 'A' it separated from the next letter and threw up—A. Berman, I clicked on the name and explored further. Adam Berman came to America via Belgrade eleven years later than Richard and Leeba, but in the same year that Jack Price was last registered as an MI6 operative; 1948. There was another oddity that I hadn't seen on any other page I'd come across before, a cross reference to something called the Central Agency for Jewish Emigration and a redirection to The Government Accountability Office. I made notes and returned to my office across the road. As it was lunchtime I believed the office to be empty, so I used the more modern machine that was installed in my office to probe into those two departments.

      

      On the emigration site I found a description for Mr A. Berman, but no photograph as was the case with other entries on that and subsequent pages. Just height, weight, build and a far from detailed account of his facial features. There was a date of birth; 14 April 1893, but it had not been authenticated. On the Government Accountability page there was less information. Date of entry; 29 March 1948 and then, in the end margin; US citizenship granted 3 April 1948, repatriated to The State of Israel 14 May 1948. Underneath that entry it was heavily encrypted with the seal of the FBI and the words: Further Access Denied!

      “Did you find my sister to be pleasant company, Shaun?” Leeba was standing behind me looking over my shoulder and I hadn't heard her come in. “Was she alone?” she added.

      “Apart from a creepy old man dressed all in black who showed me through to where she was then yes, Leeba.” I closed the opened computer page before she had a chance to see exactly what I was researching.

      “He was old Baxter-Clifford's man. I was never able to discover much about him. Penni told me his name was Dieter Chase but I never looked at that site you're on. Maybe you'll have better luck. Who is it you're looking for?”

      “One of Weilham's staff, but I'm getting nowhere. Richard has a meeting at an outside office of the UN on Saturday and I wanted a bit of background on who Karl predominately works with.” I lied at first but then told the truth.

      “I'm pleased we've all now shortened Penina's name to Penni. Although not as beautiful, it's certainly easier on the tongue to pronounce.” Leeba was sitting on the edge of my desk. Her thighs had my full attention.

      “Penina was our mother's middle name. Penni told me that she had allowed you to use the abbreviated version. Personally I prefer her given name, but it's her choice of course. Talking of adopted names, try Dieter Chase in your search,” she suggested.

      

      When she left, I did that and found an entry dated October 1945 of his admittance into America from, of all places, Vienna. I was beginning to wonder if all of this country was inhabited by Austrians. His age then was given as thirty-one and religion Catholic. The description fitted him exactly: black hair, black eyes, five foot nine inches tall, slight build with a curved scar on his forehead. I entered Leeba's office and told her of my discovery.

      “Earlier I found a Jewish emigration site registered in Vienna, but originating from Tel Aviv. It listed all those who fled Austria at the end of the war. If you had a photo of Dieter, I could fax it to them and we could check if it is his real name or not, Leeba.”

      “I'm sure Penni said she had one, with both Haynes and Earl together when they were all much younger. Why don't you ask her yourself? Penni seldom does what I ask her to do, but from you it might be different.”

      “By that I take it that you think I'll be seeing her again.”

      “I would think so, Shaun. She was very, how can I say, pleased to have made your acquaintance. I wasn't indelicate, asking for the details of why that might have been, but I'm allowed to guess.” She smiled, but I'm not sure if it was a sincere smile or one meant to castigate me slightly.

      Midday Monday In London

      The Travellers Club on London's Waterloo Place was always busy on Monday's. A favourite haunt of those who sought adventure or a comfortable seat to watch others exchange warm greetings and honest recounts of past achievements. Dicky Blythe-Smith listened patiently to Barrington Trenchard in anticipation of his main meal.

      “The official line was that Prince George, Duke of Kent, with fourteen of his staff members, had left from the Mountbatten's estate at Mullaghmore in Ireland en route to Sweden with suitcases stuffed full of one hundred Krona notes to bolster Swedish resolve to stay neutral in the war against the Nazis who were occupying their neighbours of Norway and Denmark. During the flight over the Highlands of Scotland the pilot lost his way due to bad weather and crashed into a mountain. No one survived that crash. The crash site was sealed off as soon as was humanly possible with members of what then was called the Internal Security Department taking over the scene. Apart from the initial headlines in the press nothing was allowed to be further printed. The full notes of the inquiry are not scheduled to be released into the public domain until 2038 and I doubt the whole truth will ever see the light of day.”

      “But you know the real reason for that flight, Barrington, because at the time you were sitting at a desk of a Privy Counsellor acting as his secretary, were you not?”

      “I was, yes, and you know his name, no doubt?”

      “I do! Shall we address the reason now?”

      “But I never found out from him.”

      “Immaterial at this stage, old chap. Can you address the subject, please?”

      “The real reason for the flight was to secure a base for the Duke of Windsor, the abdicated King Edward VIII, to use under the auspices of King Gustav V of Sweden. It was the intentions of the Windsors to wait for Hitler's victory in Europe then to return to this country, setting up court here with Oswald Mosley as the prime minister and followers of the Mountbatten clan forming the government alongside our German conquerors. As Sweden was populated by more German sympathisers than Allied ones the plan had some merit, attracting financial support from Hitler himself.

      

      The wartime coalition government heard about it in a very strange but fortuitous way. Most of Mountbatten's money was inherited from his wife's grandfather, Sir Ernest Joseph Cassel, a friend and private financier to the previous king, George V. Cassel was one of the richest, most powerful men in Europe. He had converted from Judaism to Catholicism in order to marry, but lost his wife early into that marriage. Later he lost his only child. His entire wealth was left to his granddaughter, Edwina who, by the time she married Louis Mountbatten was a millionaire in her own right, owning large estates in England and Ireland. The marriage ceremony in 1922 attracted all our own royalty and many from Europe. Edwina's father, William Ashley, 1st Baron Mount Temple, was a German appeaser, admiring Hitler for his anti-communism. He was the founding member of the Anglo-German Fellowship, visiting Hitler several times; however, he baulked at the anti-Semitism and broke off ties to that ideological side of fanaticism. After his first wife died he remarried and had a son. I went to the same school as that son, Dicky. It was he who told me of the plot. I immediately, of course, reported it.” Trenchard sat back in his chair awaiting Dicky's applause, but none came his way.

      “Go on,” Dicky ordered.

      “I reported the matter to Meredith Paine, then head of your section at Military Intelligence, who along with the Secretary for War, Oliver Stanley, and Churchill agreed that the plane had to be shot down. Now I don't know that as a cast iron fact, of course, as someone as lowly as I was never in the loop, but two and two was four when I learned arithmetic and I doubt that's changed.”

      “So, in essence you have nothing but a conspiracy theory, albeit one that sounds intriguing, Barrington. Nothing substantial with written evidence and all the interested parties privy to your friend's allegations being now buried in the ground. I very much doubt the old telephone service between here and Helsinki could have been sufficiently adequate to arrange such a convoluted plan as this. Do you think that perhaps Hitler used a direct private telephone line to organise it all?” Dicky asked sarcastically.

      “I was told that most had been planned at meetings between the Duke of Windsor and Hitler in Vienna shortly before the outbreak of war. The Duke of Kent was known to have visited Stockholm around the same time as Hitler walked into Austria, with cohorts of both the royals travelling widely throughout Europe and America before and during the war years. But there was something else that my ex-school chum told me. Your written evidence was on the plane. A sealed letter of the agreed proposals was carried by Prince George. It was signed by his brother and countersigned by Adolf Hitler. Not a letter that anyone would want printed in any newspaper, Dicky. Not that suitable, one would have thought?”

      “Would such a lowly office-wallah as yourself have been included in the circle of knowledge as to the whereabouts of this piece of evidence after the event?”

      “Surprisingly enough, no, Dicky. Never filtered down the lavatory as far as me.”

      “I've noticed over the years that all manner of things get stuck in the U-bend and in my experience all best left unspoken of. The reason that most people never bother to delve too closely into our sewers is that we give them other things to care about, Barrington. Like the cost of these new-fangled washing-machines, their new car and who's posing half naked on page three of The Sun newspaper. Only wish I was involved in their selection policy on that one.” There was the faintest of grins across Dicky's face before he continued.

      “We trade on the tacit understanding that love of one's country without the knowledge of what the figureheads of this country get up to in their spare time is the fundamental nature of what we refer to as democracy. That's what guided the populace to war on behalf of our erstwhile leaders. Shit floats if it's stirred around too often. A lesson seldom taught at the refined schools of this sceptred isle, but learned quickly by those of Jack's ilk who were confined inside the less perfumed.” Dicky leaned forward across the table, speaking in a quieter tone.
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