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Chapter TWENTY SIX
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"No, Timmy," Jan Branch said, from behind the camera. "Just walk this way. Don't look at me!"

Timmy Batter sighed.

He was an angry young man, barely twenty, and he hated being bossed around by someone old enough to be his grandmother. Still, she had kept him out of prison, so far, so he felt he owed her something.

Their relationship was complicated.

They first met when he broke into Jan's mother's house and tried to apply force to persuade Jan Branch to give him information that would help him find his grandfather's 'Treasure'. Old Jimmy Batter had hidden away a fortune in 2013, but agreed with the rest of the family that he would allow it to be dug up seven years later and divided amongst all of them. Timmy wanted his share - now. The problem was that Old Jim had disappeared - supposedly 'kidnapped', which was later found to be a stratagem to throw his family off his trail and give him some peace - and it worked for most of the Batters. Young Tim was made of sterner stuff. He realised that his granddad had made a series of short films with Jan Branch and the 'Co-operative Videographers' in 2013. Timmy was convinced that the films provided clues as to where the horde was located - clues which were needed because Old Jim had recently confessed that he didn't know where the treasure was. Once he had agreed the plan to bury the loot with his brother Ben in 2013, he left the final arrangements to his elder brother, but Ben wasn't around either.

Word was that he went back to South Africa, where he had been living. Surprisingly, Timmy knew different, but he wasn't letting on. In fact, Tim knew quite a few things, but none of the 'family secrets' had helped him find the money. Yet.

Timmy's rough-house approach hadn't worked out for him, unfortunately. Despite being past retirement age, Jan Branch had learned a modicum of Martial Arts when she was in the Far East, and while at her mother's house that time, she used her skills to outwit him, render him unconscious and tie him up. The next time they met, on the piazza at Salford Quays, Timmy had come lunging at her with a knife. Jan Branch slipped to one side, and the knife ended up in Timmy, not her.

For several weeks Jan had tried to lay low, fearing that the police would charge her with Wounding or something more serious. In the end, Jimmy Batter persuaded her to come clean and turn herself in. She was lucky. The courts were struggling with the effects of the pandemic and no-one wanted a long-drawn out process. Jan hired a lawyer, nothing flashy, even though she could afford it, and was planning on pleading Not Guilty, due to Self Defence. The smooth young lady assured Jan Branch that it wasn't the way it worked. If you were defending yourself and he ended up stabbed, then you DID stab him and WERE Guilty.

No, Ms Branch, you will have to plead Guilty to Wounding and then submit the Mitigating Circumstance of Self Defence, which means the Court will accept that what happened wasn't your fault. However, she went on, in Britain we have a crazy set of laws which talk about Justifiable Levels of Resistance. and even if you hadn't intended to harm anyone, the fact that someone did get hurt is considered serious and punishable. Jan nodded, not sure what was being said, but then two things happened. One is that the Magistrates looked at this tall, thin. 'frail old lady' and decided she couldn't possibly be an offender or instigator of violences, (which was completely wrong, because in the last few years when she had been living in Kuala Lumpur and then on the island of Java, she had been using her Lottery winnings to run guns into East Africa, at great profit to herself). Secondly, Timmy Batter had stepped up and confessed that it was 'all his fault', which meant that he was brought in as a Witness for the Defence, in Jan's case. He tried to tell them that he 'didn't want to press charges', but that isn't the way it works, either. It wasn't his choice, it was a decision for the Crown Prosecution Service. They, being clever, noted that Jan lived half way across the world and decided to go for her first. Timmy, being a Batter, wasn't likely to leave Salford, any time soon.

Jan was indeed found guilty of Wounding, and was given a small fine and a sentence of 200 hours 'Community Service'. While sitting in the solicitor's office, after the trial, she had a brainwave. Would Community Film Making be considered a 'service' to 'the community'? she asked innocently. The lawyer said she didn't see why not.

All it took was a couple of phone calls to get the old gang back together again. To reform ‘Community Videographers of 2013’, she called up Madge, similar age but someone who had never travelled further than Blackpool in the North West of England; Tom Junior, the energetic son of the man who had pressed the Council into creating Community Allotments in the area of Ordsall in East Salford; and Albert Thompson, the Folk Singer and Actor. That was all that was needed to make a start. They could each bring a few more friends, Jan said.

Jan's role in the 'Co-Vid 2013' team had included a little bit of everything. Sometimes it was her idea that created the script. Sometimes she worked behind the camera. Sometimes she edited the footage.

"Let's start with something simple," she told her team.

Albert bridled. Because Jan needed to pretend to the Court that she was volunteering at an existing community group, she had told them that 'Co-Vid 2020' wasn't her group, and was being run by a man called Albert Thompson. Unfortunately, when they got together, outside the Community Cafe in Ordsall, out on the grass, Socially Distanced and spread out, she had slipped naturally back into her previous role as Co-ordinator. It just happened. She noted his concern, though.

"All I'm saying," she assured him, "is that this is a place to begin. We'll run with your idea next."

He seemed pacified with that. He had several ideas, he said. (He'd been part of a semi-professional Theatre group since Jan last saw him, and they'd had to improvise a lot of different scenarios. He wanted to try filming some - with him as the star.)

Jan had to keep him on-side, because he had the cameras. In 2013, when she'd left the city and the group had imploded, Albert took the equipment and put it in his garage. It was a little out-dated, cassette tape based, but the camera had high quality lenses, and Albert knew that once the footage was downloaded onto a computer, it would edit up just fine.

"So what is your big idea?" he said, a little more heartily that he intended.

Jan said: "Why don't we re-enact some of the 'Seven Favourite Places' series that Jimmy Batter did with us, back then?"

"But Jimmy's disappeared," Madge protested. "Again."

It was true. Over the last few weeks, computer geek Terry had been organising re-visiting those seven sites and had even managed to find four metal boxes so far, even though the haul hadn't actually revealed anything more than paper.

Jim had been persuaded to come out of hiding for the last two get-togethers, but then, had abruptly announced he 'wasn't doing it again', and they'd have to manage without him. Jan knew that. She knew a lot more about that. Her and Jimmy Batter were sharing an apartment on the other side of Salford Quays, near the river, and she had talked him into taking this new 'low profile'. She said it would be safer for him. Safer? Maybe. The only person who had threatened Jim with harm recently had been Jan, (although she'd managed to do it in such a furtive way that he wasn't aware of it), and he thanked her for her advice. 

"I know the perfect Stand-In," Jan said to her ‘gang’ triumphantly. "We'll ask Timmy."

Madge and Albert were about Jan's age. They looked at each other. If Timmy Batter tries anything violent with Jan, again, if he tries to attack her, it's not going to be us that will be able to stop her. And Tom - he didn't care either way.

Jan grinned at them. I can look after myself, she seemed to be saying.

Anyway, it wasn't about them. Jan was thinking that if she could report back to the Court that she was working with young Timmy on locally made video films, it might look good for her, as if Tim really hadn't been that troubled about being stabbed by her that time. Maybe it was all a distant memory now.

So here they were, outside the old, boarded-up Mansion in Buile Hill Park. It had been out of use for twenty years, and many residents felt bad about that. They supported the idea of bringing it back into service, perhaps as a Museum or training college. Consequently, when word had got round about filming, local people had gathered, perhaps as an expression of support. The crowd's numbers were swelled by people walking their dogs or walking themselves. That was good, Jan was thinking. Maybe she could recruit some more volunteers to her team. The videos would look better with a variety of faces in them.

There was another arrival. It was Terry, from Melia's Unit. Was he checking up on her?

"I've got a date for the next 'dig'," he informed her. "Can we talk?"

"I'm filming, Terry," she said heavily.

"I can take over," a woman said. "I've taught video making in my time. My name is Bello."

The woman was middle-aged, and flamboyant in wild colours and large glasses. She eyed up the camera thoughtfully.

"Interesting," she said. "The White Balance? Oh, it's here. Haven't seen one like this for a while."

Jan Branch seemed about to object, but the rest of 'the team' seemed to think they would be better off with a new Director, and once Bello had been told what was needed, she seemed ready and confident. Her happy smile and positive manner soon won through all misgivings. Jan turned to Terry, reluctant, slightly, and indicated they should move nearer the hedge.

"I've got a new theory," Terry said, quietly, out of the side of his mouth, like a gangster, "and I'd like your opinion on it."

Jan became interested. She turned her back on the Videographers and gave him her full attention.

"We're all a little disappointed that the boxes found don't contain any 'treasure'," he said, "but they do contain Bearer Bonds, most of them. Bonds that should be, if they were genuine, easily traded in for cash, in any bank in London or the world."

"I told you," she said, "Jimmy doesn't know anything about that. The loot was hidden by his older brother Ben, and Ben didn't tell Jim where it was or what it was. He just let him know that the 'Favourite Places' vids was his inspiration for the hiding places."

"What a family!" Terry laughed. "Even the brothers don't trust each other. Then, or now. Anyway, that's not my point. The reason we're doubly disappointed is that the Bonds aren't genuine. The numbers on the front don't correspond with any Bonds registered in the last ten years. I've hiked the numbers around, from offices in New York to Tokyo. No dice."

"So it's a dead end?"

Jan was devastated. The only reason she had decided to stay in Salford, after sorting out her mother's house, was that Timmy had told her about Jimmy Batter's 'buried treasure'. She was intrigued, and wanted to see if she could get herself a share.

She was greedy.

"It may not be a Dead End," Terry said. "That's the News. A dealer in London pointed out that the registration numbers on the certificates were unacceptable because they were too long. They don't correspond to Bearer Bonds, with their commas and hyphens. However, the number strings are exactly the right length for numbered Swiss bank accounts."

At that moment, there was loud noise from the front door of the Mansion. Timmy had come round the corner, pretending to be Uncle Jimmy, but had fallen over. Everyone was laughing. They seemed to be enjoying themselves, Jan noted.

"Your friend is a hit," Jan said to Terry. "Good idea to bring her along. Bello, is she called?"

"I don't know her." Terry said. "She was just standing around when I arrived. Look, Jan, I need to know, do you think that old Ben Batter was capable of putting the loot into secret bank accounts, that sort of thing? You met him."

"It was a long time ago," she told Terry. "But yes, he was the organised one of the older generation. He went off to South Africa after The Big Job of 1966, then he disappeared again after we made the films in 2013. He was very capable."

"Talking about Uncle Ben?" Timmy said.

There was a break in filming while Bello put a new tape in the camera and checked the batteries. He wasn't needed for a bit.

"You don't understand about Ben," Timmy said. "He had a lot of things on his mind, that's why he disappeared this time."

"You know where he went?" Terry asked, looking at the young man curiously.
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