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From JOHN

This was never a story I thought I would ever tell.  Many of the events happened so long ago, and many of the memories I wanted to keep buried in one small corner of my mind forever.  

It’s very important for me to let the reader know that in no way do I think I am a good person or have led a good life or been honest or kind...I have been neither.  I have done so many things and have hurt so many people that I love and care for, never intentionally, nevertheless, I have made some shocking mistakes.  I do not want to come out of this with a halo above my head.  I am no saint.

What you are about to read is my true real story, inspected and fact-checked by two Attorneys and international investigators.

I have to first thank Trish Faber, my co-writer, who right from the start, not only had total faith in the book that we wrote together, but asked for nothing in return for the long hours that she put in.  This book would not have been possible without her and I owe her a great debt of gratitude.  

And finally, I’d like to thank my family and friends, starting with my Father and Mother.  I am only sorry they are not alive to read this, although both experienced it firsthand.  In fact, much of the story was written from the original masses of notes that my father compiled some thirty years ago.  I am not going to name any names, but to those few who stuck with me and continue to do so, you know who you are.  Thank you so very much.  I love you all.

Enjoy the read - it was quite a journey!  

John

From TRISH

First, I would like to thank John for having the courage to tell his story and entrusting me with guiding his hand through the process.  It’s been a wonderful, enlightening experience and I can’t thank him enough for putting his faith and trust in me.  I look forward to seeing where this adventure leads for the both of us!

Second, I have to thank my family and friends.  You’ve all been so encouraging and faithful, not just with this project, but with everything I’ve done.  I cherish your love and thank each and every one of you!  I really couldn’t have done it without you and I can’t express how important you all have been in my life. 

A special thanks to my “big sista” who is my best friend, sounding board, and general go-to girl.  You know how much you mean to me.  And of course to my Father, who, well just manages to put up with me on a daily basis.  I know it sometimes isn’t easy...

And for my beloved Mom - I love you and I miss you - always!

Thanks again everybody and happy reading!

Trish
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“I Was, I Am, I Will Be”.  The first time I heard the expression it meant nothing to me.  Just seven little words strung together like an ancient Chinese riddle.  I had no idea the power or the prophecy hidden deep within the simplicity of the phrase.  In the end, those words would haunt, torture and terrorize me - forever a symbol of a passion disenchanted by romantic ideology.  

“You’ve certainly gotten yourself into one hell of a mess this time John,” I said tossing the book on the table.

I’d been at the Central Library in Liverpool since noon doing some reading and research.  This would be my first trip to Ireland and from the tone of Peter Barrington’s voice on the telephone; I knew it wasn’t for pleasure.  Brian wanted to see me and when Brian summons you to his house, you don’t say no.  Not unless you wanted to end up with a face split open and smashed like an overripe tomato crushed on the pavement.  I suppose that was more promising than winding up in a body bag or floating belly up in the Thames River with a bullet through your neck.

That’s what the IRA did without even blinking an eye.  It was all there in black and white.  “Bloody Friday” the bombing of  Belfast in 1972, where over twenty bombs went off in the crowded City center killing nine and injuring over 130 people – innocent people – some of them severely.  Then there was the “Kings Mills Massacre” of January 5th, 1976.  I opened the periodical and re-read the passage describing the carnage:

“The talk on the minibus that night was no different than normal. There had been talk earlier in the factory that day about the killing of the young Reavey brothers from Whitecross. It horrified us all. We passed through Whitecross village shortly after 5.30 p.m. and when our minibus was stopped, a short distance up the road past Kingsmills crossroads, we thought it was the army.  A group of about 12 armed men, unmasked but with their faces blackened and wearing combat jackets, surrounded the vehicle and ordered us all out on to the road. Even then few of us thought there was anything amiss. One man, with a pronounced English accent, did all the talking and proceeded to ask each of us our religion. Our Roman Catholic work colleague was ordered to clear off and the shooting started. It was all over within a minute and after the initial screams there was silence. I was semi-conscious and passed out several times with the deadly pain and the cold. A man appeared on the scene. He was in a terrible state and was praying loudly as he passed along the rows of bodies. He must have heard my groans and came across to comfort me. I must have been lying at the roadside waiting on the ambulance for up to 30 minutes. It was like an eternity and I can remember someone moving my body from one side to the other to help ease the pain”.  What was done that night was a sheer waste, a futile exercise that advanced no cause.”​[1] 

Being a native Englishman, I knew all about the exploits of the Irish Republican Army.  Intent on ending British sovereignty in Northern Ireland, the IRA wanted Irish lands united as one.  The idea of Irish Republicanism was centuries old and the conflict with Britain was intense and complicated.  British sentiment for the Irish was one of mistrust and scorn.  Of course, that was a generalization, but the increased violence and killing of innocent people by the IRA wasn’t helping the image too much.

The thought of maybe being involved with a group of people so violent and inhumane made the insides of my stomach crawl with fear and disdain.  I wasn’t positive that Brian was a member of the IRA, but I certainly had my suspicions based on all the circumstantial evidence.  The drugs, the shipments of crates containing God knows what – the rumours about what he’d done in the past and what he’s capable of doing at any given moment.  He just had that aura of evil.  The way he commanded a room with his sheer size, barking orders, almost daring someone to step out of line and challenge his authority.  I think he took immense sick pleasure in making people squirm, terrifying them until they broke down like babies and did whatever he wanted.

I flipped through a new bunch of newspaper clippings the librarian set on the table.  Bombings, shootings, and more bombings.

“The IRA has admitted killing the three men found by the army at different roadsides in South Armagh last night. They claim the men were informers for MI5 and the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) Special Branch and they had been tried and killed by the IRA. In a style typical of IRA ritual killings the bodies were found in ditches, naked and hooded with evidence of beatings and single bullets through the backs of the heads.”​[2] 

Was that why Brian wanted to see me in Ireland?  So he could put a bullet in my head?  Would I be next in line for execution?  Did he know?  How could he?  I’d been so careful.  God help me if he did.  My mind was racing with questions I couldn’t answer.  I’ve seen and done some things I’m definitely not proud of and gotten myself mixed up in some very dicey business.  I honestly don’t know how it all happened.  I guess life just puts you on a path and it’s up to you to choose the right one when you’re at the intersection.  Unfortunately, it’s quite easy to hit a bump in the road, lose control, and fly face first into the ditch.  In my case, I always seemed to land in a pile of shit.

I tried to make good decisions, I really did, but it didn’t take me long to recognize that one bad decision could wipe out a lifetime of good.  Trying to cover up the first bad decision with a second and third, only sends you spiraling further into your pit of despair.  Yet it seems no matter how hard you try to change things and move forward, people will always judge you by that one mistake.  I’m not going to tell you I’m an angel.  I’ve told my share of lies, cheated people out of money, and been a downright arrogant bastard in my younger days.  And I’ve kept secrets...so many secrets...from family, from friends, from authorities.  I feel horrible for having kept those secrets, but at times, it’s hard to know just who to trust.

I was in deep.  With Brian, with Peter Atwood, with Nigel, with Michelle.  I just needed to find a way out, to slip away in the middle of the night, and disappear.  Easier said than done.  If it wasn’t the government guys tailing me then it was some greasy thug on Brian’s payroll.  I’d never felt this trapped before in my life.  I couldn’t go home to Townfield and hide out.  Peter Atwood and Nigel took care of that with their unannounced visits to my father’s drawing room.  Besides, I wouldn’t dream of putting my family in any more danger.  The government cronies were a pain in the ass but Brian and his bunch wouldn’t hesitate to pour some gas, toss a match and burn the house to the ground.  

If Brian ever found out I was working undercover for the British Government, I’d be a dead man for sure.  I had to be extremely careful with everything I did and said, and honestly, I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep up the game.  Unfortunately, I just couldn’t pick up my ball and go home because I was tired of playing.  This was a high stakes game of drugs, terror, and espionage.  On both sides, the players were hard-nosed professionals, and the consequences of failure were death, jail or the muddied waters in between.  

Looking back, serving my time in jail for the government fraud probably would have been a walk in the park compared to the life I was living now.  At least then, I could have counted down the days until my release.  I could have planned for my future.  Now, I have no idea what my future holds.  The government has me by one ball, Brian has me by the other, and they’re both pulling as hard as they can.
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Letting Andy and Craig talk me into the government scam was definitely a stupid mistake.  No matter what anyone says, there is no such thing as easy money.  There are always strings attached and there are always consequences – I found that out the hard way.  All three of us were unemployed at the time and looking for a source of income.  Andy heard that the British Government was offering financial aid to any start-up company who hired new staff from the ranks of the unemployed, and suggested we start a Staff Recruitment business.

Over the next few weeks, the three of us discussed the idea and Andy researched exactly how the Department of Trade and Industry plan worked.  

“So here’s what happens,” he said.  “Every time a new company is formed and hires unemployed people, they’re eligible to apply for government assistance to help pay the wages.”

“Like receiving a grant for each employee then?” said Craig.

“Absolutely,” answered Andy.  “And the sum is quite substantial for each employee you claim...and you’re also able to claim any taxes paid for company equipment, computers, and what not.”

“So what are we going to do with the staff we hire?” I asked.  “I mean what is the company going to do?”

Andy’s cheeks rose in a mischievous grin.  “That’s the beauty of it John.  Our company isn’t going to do anything...we’re just going to set it up so it looks like we are.”

From the beginning, I didn’t think it was the best idea.  Swindling the guy next door out of a few bucks was one thing, trying to scheme Her Majesty’s Government out of a sizeable sum of money was quite another.  But Andy and Craig were just so damn convincing with their arguments.  I should have known better, but the thought of some quick money when your pockets are bare was just too hard to pass up.  My morals went straight out the window and I agreed to help.

I knew defrauding the government was a crime but really, there were no outsiders involved, no one was going to get hurt or lose any of their own money.  I guess in my eyes committing a “white collar crime” didn’t seem all that bad.  A year earlier, I’d have never dreamt I’d be involved in this sort of activity, but a year ago, I had a job and an income.  Things and attitudes can change in an instant.

I didn’t have to resign as Managing Director of Sim and Coventry, the family business, but I just couldn’t stand the constant bickering and bashing of heads with my brother.  Every decision I made was challenged or met with scorn.  Sim and Coventry Limited was old and behind the times in so many ways.  A fixture on the Liverpool business scene since 1845, it dealt with imports and exports.  Profits were good and the business had a solid, upstanding reputation, but it hadn’t really evolved and taken advantage of modern technology or even a fresh coat of paint.  Office walls stained a yellowish-brown sludgy colour from decades of wafting cigar and cigarette smoke weren’t exactly an enriching or inspiring environment for staff members still plunking away on manual typewriters.  For the last forty years, every company memo issued by my father’s secretary had the same raised “g” and “y”.  The Company was stuck in the past and I was more a man of the future.

I liked change and didn’t mind taking a few risks.  Maybe I just had a little more entrepreneurial spirit than my brother did.  Young and single, I was a regular dashing British gentleman with notions of grandeur.  I loved Sim and Coventry and had great pride in the company, but I just couldn’t stay any longer.  I knew Max had no intentions of leaving, so with a heavy heart I resigned my position, and at thirty-five years of age, set off to make a name for myself in the business world, without the crutch of the family name or the family money.  Had I known then, what my future held, I might have just stuck it out.  Hindsight is a bitch.

After leaving Sim and Coventry, I took a job as a travel agent at “Cosmopolitan Travel”, a small agency in Liverpool.  That led to a job with “RDR Travel” in Wilmslow, a small village south of Manchester.  When “RDR Travel” ran into financial trouble, I seized the opportunity for myself and offered to buy the company.  Not having any other options, the owner reluctantly agreed to my terms.  Next, I made a trip to see Alex Schaeffer, the owner of “Cosmopolitan Travel”, to persuade him to sell me the branch and offices in Liverpool.  Soon, I was the proud owner of two travel agencies and a suite of offices.  I was definitely on my way up.

Needing a personal assistant, I hired a young man from Liverpool named Richard Carrington.  Bright and energetic, we hit it off immediately.  A few months after he started, he came to me with a business idea.  He suggested we pool our resources – my money and his contacts and knowledge – and start a record manufacturing company called “Ryker Records Ltd”.  While the main intent of the company was to physically press and produce records, Richard talked me into signing an artist named Paul Young, and recording and releasing his single.  

When Young’s single failed to make any impact on the “UK Top 200”, Richard had the crazy idea of recording and producing a single for ourselves, under the name of “Funkmaster”.  We added our vocals to some “heavy” type of electronic music and much to my surprise, the song, “War Dance” cracked the “UK Top 100” and gave the company a hint of success and much needed exposure.  An invite to the Cannes Music Festival in France followed, where we lounged on a yacht, hob knobbing with music industry types and tasting the sweet nectar of the luxurious life.

Unfortunately, “Ryker Records” needed more than one semi-hit record to pay the bills.  The equipment was old, slow and forever breaking down and we still had a staff of employees – one of whom was Andy Trafford – to pay.  In a financial mess, the only way out was to liquidate company assets and file for bankruptcy.  Not wanting to face the consequences, Richard Carrington fled to the United States, leaving me to face our creditors alone.  During this terrible time, Andy Trafford was one of the only people who stood by and supported me.

When most of my friends in the “record business” deserted me, Andy took pity and introduced me to many of his friends, including Craig.  With the demise of the record company (which also included the travel business), I felt like a total failure, my confidence shot.  Andy told me not to worry, that things would get better.  He was the sort of friend a person needed in dark times, someone who enjoyed going out, having a bit of fun, and refreshing the spirit.

Spending time with Andy, Craig and their friends opened my eyes to a whole different lifestyle.  Parties and small gatherings where copious amounts of marijuana took top billing was the norm and many of their friends were drug dealers selling on the street.  I smoked cigarettes and drank alcohol but I’d never gotten into the drug scene.  Didn’t like the smell and didn’t really see the purpose.  I did however learn some tricks of the drug trade.  Like how a wall in a house sometimes isn’t a wall at all, and that bricks can be hollow.  Being around Andy, Craig and their buddies gave me great insight into the ingenious methods and lengths one goes to hide and protect their drugs.

Andy was about 7 years younger than I was and lived with his mother in Wallasey, not too far from Liverpool.  About 5’7” with a medium build, he fancied himself somewhat of a suave superstar with the ladies.  I remember him calling me on the phone once while he was apparently screwing some girls’ brains out.  Such a classy fellow.  His shiny blue Escort convertible and gray cloth peaked cap only added to his contrived debonair image.  His words were fast and slick, just like his car, and I hopped on for the ride, really, not even questioning where we were headed.  But I make no excuses, at the time, I was more than happy to strap on my seatbelt.

We leased some office space in the city of Ellesmere Port, a large industrial town about twenty kilometers south of Liverpool, created our company, and started applying for government grants on employees that never existed.  With the dye cast, there was no turning back.  We applied for tax rebates on an umpteen number of items the company was supposed to have purchased, and like clockwork, the government rebate cheques rolled in.  Andy and Craig were ecstatic.  I was astounded the government didn’t send an agent out to check on the legitimacy of the business before the cheques hit the mail.  At first, the cheques were small, like in the hundreds, but it didn’t take long before they hit the tens of thousands.  The money just kept coming.

Andy and Craig pranced around with grins down past their balls but my stomach grew weary and nervous with each passing day.  The government might be slow but they weren’t stupid.  Sooner or later, someone in the Department of Trade was going to start asking questions.  I wanted to shut things down, divide up the profits and be on my way.  I’d made enough money to get myself going again in a legitimate business, and if we played our cards right and didn’t do anything to raise suspicion; we might just get away with it.

After a long heart to heart with Andy, he agreed it was time to close down operations.  Craig was furious and wanted to keep running the scam.  Money was a drug and he just couldn’t get enough.  A few days before we were set to fold the company, a representative from the Department of Industry paid the office a visit.  Of course, I happened to be the only one there at the time.  Lucky me.

He was a tallish man with a graying moustache and thinning brown hair who certainly fit the profile of a government pooch.  By the crinkled net of curious wrinkles on his brow, I knew he wasn’t in the mood to chat about the weather.  He flashed his credentials and asked if he could look around.  We were dead.  

“So where’s your staff?” 

“Oh they’re all out at the moment...running errands...taking an extra-long lunch.  You know how people can be.”  I didn’t know what else to say.

He smirked as a sarcastic chuckle slipped from the corner of his chapped mouth.  “Yes I know exactly how people can be.”  

Surveying the nearly empty space, he made a few notes in a thick blue binder and left.  My heart dropped, lodging somewhere between my lungs and my stomach, making breathing a difficult task.  There was no way that man wasn’t going to report us.  I still believed that if we moved fast enough, dissolved the business, and just disappeared, we might get away with it.  I could lay low for a while, stay out of trouble and in time, everything would be okay.  And it might have, if Craig hadn’t been such a greedy jackass.

A few weeks later, Andy called to tell me Craig had started up another fake business.  I honestly couldn’t believe he would be that stupid but I guess the lure of the big dough had gotten the best of him.  Even worse, as soon as Craig got his first rebate cheque, he went to the bank and demanded they give him the total amount in cash.  The idiot spent every penny on lavish clothes, expensive jewelry, and fancy dinners.  So much for keeping things quiet.

His bank manager became suspicious at the sudden influx of cash into Craig’s account and called the police.  It didn’t matter; the government agents were already hot on his trail.  A few days later, Craig was arrested.  I was scared shitless and figured they’d be coming for me next.  I decided to disappear and figured South Africa would be as good a place as any.  It was far away and had a good exchange rate, so my money would last longer.  I also didn’t think any South African banks would bother asking me too many questions, especially about the large cash deposits I’d need to make.

Very carefully, I started planning my escape.  I didn’t want to raise suspicion by clearing out my bank accounts in one fell swoop, so I made small cash withdrawals from all of my accounts as often as I could, and hid the money in a case in my room.  A second passport was a must, just in case British authorities confiscated the first.

A grey sheet of rain pounded against the car window as I drove to the passport office in Liverpool.  Putting on some James Bond charm, I explained to the attractive blond woman behind the counter that I had to go on a business trip to China and Taiwan, and since both countries hated each other, the British government recommended I get a second passport – one to present in China and the other to present in Taiwan.  That way, each country’s stamp of approval wouldn’t appear on the same passport and my travel plans wouldn’t be compromised.

The office seemed to buy my story and issued me a second legal passport under the same name.  I kept one passport on me at all times, and the other, I hid in my father’s study behind a book on Winston Churchill.  I continued to stockpile funds and prepare for my getaway.  The thought of leaving my family and my home almost killed me but freedom seemed to be a much better option than a lengthy prison sentence.  If only I’d had a damn crystal ball.

A few days after apprehending Craig, the authorities caught up with Andy.  Both were charged with “deception”.  Two down, one to go.  I was feeling the heat and the kettle was about to boil over.  Things had gotten crazy and I needed a chance to clear my head and calm my nerves.  My parents were away for a few days visiting friends along the coast and it was a good thing.  I hadn’t yet told them what had happened or that I was planning to leave for South Africa in the next week or so.  I figured the less they knew the better off they would be.  I had just come back from taking a walk in the orchards on the family estate when a pounding shook the old wooden front door.  

“Hello, can I help you?” 

“Are you Mr. John Coventry?”

“Yes I am.”

He held out his hand.  “My name is Peter Atwood.  My partner and I are from Her Majesty’s Department of Customs and Excise.  We’d like to have a few words with you if we could.”

“Of course, come in.”  My heart sank to the bottom of my toes.  This was it, the moment I had been trying to escape.  My arrest was imminent.  The Customs and Excise Department has wide sweeping powers in the United Kingdom and unlike the police, don’t need a warrant to enter the premises.  I invited them into the drawing room, all the while pretending I didn’t have a clue as to why they were there.

“Helen,” I said to the housekeeper, “would you mind putting on a pot of coffee for our visitors?”  I took a seat in my father’s oversized leather chair, crossed my legs, and rubbed the side of my nose with the back of my hand, pretending this was just a typical visit on a typical day.

“Have a seat please gentlemen,” I said pointing to the sofa.  The two men sat down and Peter Atwood placed his well-worn briefcase in front of him.

“Nice place you have here,” he said looking around the room.

“Thank-you...yes Townfield has been in the family for generations.  The estate itself has a much-storied history.  In fact, right out there in the orchards was the exact spot King William and his army pitched their tents on their way to fight the Irish in the Battle of the Boyne in 1690.  You’d be amazed at the sort of artifacts found over the years.”

Peter raised his eyebrows, “Really?  What sorts?”

“Well cannon balls, clay pipes and clay pots...some other personal goods.  My father has a record of everything around here somewhere.  And that wood flooring in the front hall?  Original with the house...we’re all amazed it’s lasted this long.”  A half-hearted laugh escaped through the rapid heaving of my lungs.

“That’s really quite interesting, Mr. Coventry,” grinned Atwood, “but I think you know we’re not here for a history lesson.”

The housekeeper set an antique wooden tray on the table and poured the steaming coffee into the three mugs without breaking stride or losing a drop.

“Thank-you Helen,” I said with a smile.  “Would you mind closing the door on your way out?”

“Certainly sir,” she answered sneaking a glimpse at Atwood’s unkempt fingernails.

I waited until I heard the click of the door handle before answering Atwood.  “Actually,” I said taking a sip of my coffee, “I have no idea why you’re here.”

The other man laughed while Atwood bent down and unlocked his briefcase.  He took out a file folder and held it in the air in front of him.

“Maybe this will help jog your memory.”  He opened the file and began reading.  “Name, John Coventry.  Born, May 9th, 1951 in Brookfield, in Wirral Cheshire to parents John and Evelyn.  Has a younger brother named Max.”  He looked up from his papers.  “So far so good?”

I nodded.  “Seems accurate.”

He nodded and continued reading.  “In the past year you opened a new business.  Is that correct?”

Shit...here it comes.  “Yes that’s correct.”

“And you and your associates applied and received rebates and tax breaks for the hiring of staff and purchase of new equipment?”

“Yes that’s correct.”

“But you never actually hired any staff or purchased any of that equipment did you Mr. Coventry?”

I was caught.  He knew it and I knew it.  There was no point in lying anymore but I didn’t want to say anything more without a lawyer present.

“I’d prefer not to answer that question.”

He looked annoyed and his large forehead grew red with anger but his voice stayed calm.  “Okay then, maybe I need to be a bit more specific.”  He read through the entire list of staff names and purchases we lied about.  He seemed to know everything right down to the tiniest detail.  There was no way I was getting out of this jam, even with a lawyer present.  I was heading to jail.

He stopped reading and took a long drink from his coffee cup.  “Very good coffee by the way.  Just how I like it, strong and full of flavour.  Not many people get it right, but your housekeeper...I just may have to take her home so she can make my coffee.”

I wasn’t really in the mood for small talk and I couldn’t quite figure what Atwood was up to.  Why hadn’t they arrested me yet?  I didn’t give a shit whether or not he liked the coffee.  He flipped through some more pages, then stood up and strode around the room.  A shorter man with a medium build and receding blondish hair, his blue suit looked a size too big and the sleeves came down to the middle of his fingers.  Obviously, he’d never employed the help of a tailor.  He had these huge rimmed glasses and blue eyes that never seemed to look right at you – one was always a little off.  It was unnerving.

“So what do you know about the drugs?” he asked.

“Nothing really,” I answered.  “Andy and Craig smoked a lot of pot but I never saw too much else.”  I was keeping my mouth shut on this one; I was already in enough trouble.

“You know nothing?  I find that a little curious.”

“I don’t do drugs and I’ve never had anything to do with them,” I answered.  “I’m not sure what more I can tell you.”

The wine glasses hanging from the cocktail bar clinked precariously as he marched across the handcrafted wooden floor and slammed the file folder on the oak coffee table.  His left eye twitched as if the circuit from his brain was overloading.

“I think you know a lot more than what you’re telling us.  Like names and places.”

“I only know Andy, Craig and a few of their friends.  I’m telling you, I never got involved.”

“Well I guess that makes you a fucking angel doesn’t it,” he glared.  “Do you have any idea how much trouble you’re in right now?  You will spend a very long time in prison, meet some lovely new friends who won’t hesitate to kick the bloody shit out of you if the mood strikes.  And what about your beloved house?  They’ll be no more pleasant walks out in the orchard looking for artifacts or any of this wonderful coffee.”  He took another sip and paused, giving his fiery red cheeks a chance to calm down. “John, you seem like a fine gentleman...you really do and I like you.  I think you’ve made a few very dim-witted mistakes and gotten yourself muddled up with some bad people.  I don’t think jail is your kind of place.”

I had to agree with him.  The thought of spending years in jail made me sick to my stomach.  I hated confrontation of any sort and I knew I didn’t have the type of personality to survive the rigors of prison.  Being some guys’ bitch wasn’t an appealing prospect.  What a total fool I’d been.  First committing the crime, and then thinking I could get away with it.  I’d disgraced my family and myself.  I certainly was sorry for what I’d done, but there wasn’t a thing I could do to change it.  At least I didn’t think so. 

“Here’s the thing,” he said pushing up his glasses.  “We might just be able to help you, if you’re willing to help us with a few things.”

I didn’t like where this conversation was heading.  Atwood had a weird snarl on his lips like a cat ready to pounce.  I needed a drink.  I poured myself a very large scotch from the cocktail bar at the end of the room.  I wasn’t about to offer my guests any, I wasn’t that much of a gentleman.  Taking a large swig, the liquid burned as it rushed down my throat.  It felt like my last blood and testament before being led to slaughter.  

“What do I have to do?” I asked.

“Oh splendid John!  You’ve made the right choice.”

I took another drink, quickly wiping away the drop of scotch escaping down my chin.  “I didn’t say I was going to do anything...yet.  Tell me what you want.”

“Well to start...I want to know all the names and addresses of those people you’ve met who are dealing drugs.  Times, dates, places...anything you can remember.  There’s no such thing as too much detail.”

We talked for the better part of the day and I told them everything I knew about Andy’s drug friends.  The fake walls, the hollow bricks, who I thought was dealing and those who were just using.  Atwood and his partner took notes the entire time.  Helen brought in some sandwiches and a fresh pot of coffee, so we took a short ten-minute break.  The process was exhausting.  If Atwood wasn’t happy, he’d snap at me with his sharp voice.

“Details John!  I need details!  How do you expect me to help you when you’re giving me drivel like this?”

“I’m telling you everything I know!” I yelled.  “It’s not like I had a bloody camera or a tape recorder with me.”

“All right,” said the other man.  “Let’s everybody keep a cool head.”

Atwood drilled me a while longer, constantly re-reading his notes, and asking for clarification.  Finally, he put down his pen and closed up his notebook.

“I think we’re about done here John.”

“Are you sure?” I answered.  “I mean...don’t you want to know who was sleeping with who or who shit three times a day?”

Atwood laughed.  “There’s no need for sarcasm, Mr. Coventry.  The more information we have, the better we can help you.”

“So how exactly are you going to help me?”

“Well...if everything you’ve told us here today checks out, then I’ll have a word with the judge in your trial and try and make things as easy as possible for you.”

“That’s it?” I asked.  “You’ll try and make things easier?  What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“Be patient John,” Atwood answered.  “You’ve given us a great deal of information.  Let us process it and we’ll be in touch.  We’ll show ourselves out.  Thank you for your time.”

I was glad they were gone.  It gave me some time alone to think and sort through what had just happened.  Thoughts of South Africa still lingered in my head but I needed a few more days to clear out my accounts.  I had to be careful since the government was probably tailing me now.  One wrong step and any good will Atwood offered would surely be in the toilet.  I was just going to have to wait it out.  I poured myself another scotch and lit a cigarette.  My life was a fucking mess.
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For the next couple of days, I was on pins and needles, hardly sleeping, or eating.  I continued withdrawing small amounts of cash and hiding the money in the briefcase wedged at the back of my closet.  I wasn’t taking any chances.  One well-placed phone call from Peter Atwood, and I’d be denied access to all my assets and bank accounts.  The power of the government is a frightful thing.  I was sitting in the drawing room chatting with my parents when the doorbell rang.

“John,” said Helen popping her head in the room.  “The gentlemen from the other day are back to see you.”

My father gave me a concerned look, “What gentlemen?”

“Oh it’s nothing,” I said quickly getting off my chair.  “Just going over the details of a business venture that’s all.”

“Anything you need my help with?” he asked.

“At the moment I’m not really sure.”  Truth be told, keeping the whole incident from my parents was tearing me up inside.  We’d always been open and honest with each other but until I knew for sure what was going to happen, I thought it best to keep them in the dark.

Peter Atwood and his partner were waiting for me in the front hall.

“Hello John,” said Peter holding out his hand.  “So nice to see you again.”

I ignored his hand and pushed open the front door.  “Let’s talk outside.”  The men followed me onto the porch.  “Okay so what’s going on?”

“Actually John, it’s such a nice day and you have such a brilliant property, I say we go for a walk.”  Atwood started down the stairs and followed the cobblestone path leading to the gardens.

I was anxious and annoyed that he was taking his time.  “So am I going to jail or what?”

Atwood smiled.  “I’m very pleased with you.  Everything you told us checked out.  That’s a good start.”

“A start?”  I said.  “I thought that was it.”

He looked at his partner and laughed.  “Oh John you’re so naïve.  You actually think the Government is going to let you off that easy after you and your friends made off with a substantial amount of their money?  Which I might add hasn’t been accounted for either?”  His voice dripped of sarcasm and disdain.

“Okay fine, I get it.  What do you want me to do?”

“Your job is to become friends with those friends of Andrew and Craig’s...the ones who were dealing the drugs and such.  I want you to infiltrate the group and make yourself an intimate member, keeping your eyes and ears open at all times.  Of course, I’ll expect a detailed report every few days.  We’ll meet at the Midland Hotel in Manchester.  If this works out and you do a good job, then we might really be able to help you with any court action taken against you in the matter of the fraud case.  If you don’t help us, then we certainly can’t help you and you’ll be prosecuted to the full extent of the law.”

I couldn’t help but scoff, “I see you’ve given me a multitude of options.”  I wanted to wipe the smirk off Atwood’s face with a quick backhand.  “Fine...I guess I have no choice but to agree.  I’ll do my best to find out everything I can, but I hope you realize I’m no undercover agent.”

“On the contrary John,” he said raising his eyebrow.  “You’re my undercover agent.”  He slapped me on the back and turned to walk away.  “I’ll be in touch.  In the meantime, go make some new friends.”

I collapsed into the lawn chair and watched them walk away.  I’d just made a deal with the devil, who’d asked me to make an even riskier deal with another devil.  Getting mixed-up with drug runners and heaven knows what else not only worried me; it scared me to death.  South Africa was looking better and better all the time.

I sat in the garden forever, just thinking and watching the fish swim so effortlessly in the pond.  If I ran, there was the distinct possibility I would never return home, to my family, to my beloved Townfield.  I didn’t know if that was something I could live with for the rest of my life.  I already felt like such a disappointment to my parents, especially my father.  He worked so hard for the family, and at every opportunity, I seemed to blow it.

My father worked at the family firm just as his father Hubert had done before.  When I joined at the age of twenty-five, followed by my brother, it carried the family tradition forward.  Around 5’9” very slender with a tanned complexion, my father controlled his mop of jet-black hair with a comb through of Vaseline.  Family rumours attribute the tanned complexion of my father (and me) to an affair many, many generations ago during the time of the Spanish Armada.  No one knows for sure but it does seem odd that every once and a while a Coventry baby is born without the typical fair skin and mousey brown hair.

Dad loved his work.  Six days a week, he would always be the first one in the office and the last one to leave.  With stacks of papers here there and everywhere, his office was an organized mess, although he was meticulous about keeping notes and documenting everything – just in case.  A thick layer of dust and smoke from his insatiable habit covered the whole lot, yet he forbade anyone to clean or re-arrange his papers.  Despite being very careful with money and expenses, he was incredibly generous to his family and we never wanted in any way.  I idolized my father, always have, always will.

The relationship between my parents was amazing and I can honestly say I never heard them argue even once.  They were kind, loving, and extremely supportive of each other and us kids.  “Right or wrong, the family always comes first” my father used to say.  Thankfully, he kept that promise because there were many times over the years I called on my parents for support, guidance, and goodwill, and not once did they ever shut me out or turn me away.  Their love carried me through many a dark day and even darker night.

The tightening in my chest told me I couldn’t keep my secret any longer.  I had to tell them about the charges and Peter Atwood.  Sooner or later, they were going to find out and I wanted them to hear it from me, not some policeman knocking on the door ready to take me away in handcuffs.  I sensed they already had a feeling something was wrong but every time they asked, I just lied and told them “not to worry, everything was fine.”  I owed them an explanation.  I owed them the truth.

My father was still sitting in the drawing room when I returned.

“What was that all about son?” he asked.  “You look quite pale.  Are you feeling okay?”

I slouched down in the leather chair opposite his.  “I need to talk to you and Mother.  I have something to tell you.”

The crinkles in his brow deepened, pushing his brown eyes into a squint as he folded up his newspaper and set it on the side table.

“Come, come, then...into the dining room.  I’ll go find your mother.”

Family conferences always took place in the dining room with my mother present.  He pulled his leather armchair up to the head of the table and readied his pen.  My father loved these conferences and discussions, whether they were about finances, politics, or other pressing family matters.  He would put forth one point of view on the subject, discuss it thoroughly, then bring in the opposing point of view and discuss it in detail.  Then he’d go back to the original point of view, and so forth until he was sure he’d gotten it right.  The process could be long and tedious but no one could ever accuse him of not thinking things through.  Sometimes I wish I’d inherited more of that trait from him.

His bookkeeping was excellent and at any given moment, he could tell you exactly how much money, down to the penny, was in each of his and my mothers’ bank accounts.  It was truly incredible.  He didn’t trust banks or bankers and when the bank statement came every month, he would sit down and with great care go over every transaction to make sure it was correct and matched his own.  He never owned a credit card, a debit card, or a cheque guarantee card and said that if anyone wasn’t satisfied with his word and his cheque, then they need not have his money.

All great old houses have their secret rooms and Townfield was no exception.  Tucked away in one of the five cellars was a little space my father used as the family strong room.  There he kept his meticulous notes and records hidden away under lock and key.  Each member of the family, going back for generations, had their own file marked with their initials.  Many of the papers had yellowed with age, only slightly dimming the ink from the ancient goose feather quills.  

Nothing was left to chance with my father, everything was recorded in these notes and kept forever; wills, birth certificates, death certificates, financial information.  Anything he deemed relevant survived behind those four walls.  Alarmed and booby-trapped like a fortress, entrance to the thick wooden main door was safeguarded by a master key, which my father kept safe and sound in his pocket.  I’d always thought the numerous notes he took were a complete and utter waste of time.  How wrong I was. 

The weight of their sympathetic eyes bearing down on my own guilt-ridden ones jostled the contents of my stomach, inching them up my throat like a caterpillar climbing a tree.  My father ripped the covering off a fresh pack of cigarettes, placed one in his mouth, and flicked the switch on his gold-plated lighter.  A few short puffs and the end glowed a bright orange ember.  He passed the lighter to my mother.

I had no idea where to begin.  How was I going to tell the two people I loved most in the world, that I’d messed up royally and there was a good possibility I was going to jail for a long time if I didn’t agree to go undercover for the British Government?  The words seemed unreal in my head, how the hell was I going to say them out loud?  

“Okay John,” said my father.  “Something’s being going on with you lately, we’ve both noticed you haven’t been yourself and now these men show up at the door today.  Enough with it...let’s have it.”

Pride isn’t the easiest meal to swallow but I gulped hard, got it down, and started talking.

“So that man today was from the Customs and Excise Department then?” said my father.

“Yes...and he wants me to go undercover to discover as much about the drug runners as I can.”  My mother’s hand shot up from the table to catch her gasp.  “In return, they’ll do what they can to help make my fraud case as easy as possible.”

“I see,” said my father.  The entire time I talked, he’d taken notes.  “Now let me get this straight...”  He went through his papers and reiterated some of the main points.  I did my best to answer him fully and truthfully.  Finally, he set the papers down and looked me square in the eye.  

“I think it’s best we call a lawyer.”  He wasn’t cross or angry and most of all he didn’t judge me for what I’d done.  “I’ll do whatever I can to help you John.  You have our full support.  Whatever you need...advice, money, whatever...we’re here.  Right or wrong, family always comes first.”

Finally telling my parents the truth about what’d been happening the last few months was like lifting a concrete block off my chest.  Snuffing out his cigarette, my father pulled back his chair, picked up his stack of papers and disappeared to the drawing room to call his lawyer and set up an appointment.  My mother just looked at me, her empathetic smile melting away my fear of her disappointment and disapproval.  

“Let’s go in the garden and we’ll have Helen bring us some tea.”  She clutched my hand in hers.  “It’ll all work out.”  

A charming woman who has always been very kind and generous to me, my mother has lived her life with that “make the best out of it” and “pull yourself together” attitude.  I appreciated the fact she didn’t intend to lecture me or tell me what I did was wrong.  God knows I’d already beaten myself up enough for both of us.  I was just grateful to have her love and her support.  While we waited for Helen to bring the tea, we took a walk around the property and reminisced about times when life didn’t seem so complicated.

The main gates of Townfield are at the apex of a triangle with three roads running by its side.  Opened and closed electronically from the main house further up the white pebbled drive, the large black iron gates with their golden tips mark the entrance to the driveway of the grand old estate.  Lined with rare Espalier pear and apple trees on one side and regular variety fruit trees on the other, the driveway welcome’s visitors to the oasis of the property.  The Espalier fruit trees were very, very old, their branches trained by generations of gardeners to reach out to the next tree like outstretched arms and fingertips.  

To the right of the drive lies a separate orchard filled with beautiful apple and Victoria plum trees.  Those trees provided a great refuge from my Grandmother Poldy on the occasions when a young lad needed to climb a tree in a hurry to escape his wrongdoings.  It was also in this orchard that I pitched a tent with Max, my younger brother for our very first all night campout.  Further up the drive was the gorgeous pond garden, designed by my father, and home to over one hundred and fifty goldfish, frogs, and newts.  During the summer months, we’d all sit by the pond feeding the fish and having our afternoon tea.  It was a wonderful place, so peaceful and serene.  I miss those times when we’d all be together, talking, laughing, and just spending time as a family.  I was very lucky to have such a place to grow up in – so carefree and full of adventure.  As a boy at Townfield, there was never a dull moment.

Down a little bit more along the driveway was the main lawn, an expansive patch of grass bordered by an equally large flowering garden that bloomed from the first drop of spring dew to the first chilled winds of winter.  An amazing sight to see, it was easy to get lost if you didn’t know your way through the smaller cobblestone paths and mazes of beauty.  A final sweep toward the front of the house revealed the prized rose garden, six large beds of brilliant roses, their different shades providing a rainbow backdrop to the tall flagpole that proudly flew the flag of St. George, the flag of England, and never the Union Jack.  A gigantic willow tree grew on the main lawn and I can remember many an afternoon spent swinging on its branches and relaxing in its shade.

Four large handcrafted stone steps gave way to the big black wooden door marking the entryway to the house and the main hallway with its original wooden block flooring.  On one wall, the huge portrait painting of “Aunt Rebecca”, one of my ancestors who lived in the 1700’s beckoned guest’s hello, while on the opposite wall hung a painting of the Battle of Trafalgar, where Lord Nelson defeated the Franco-Spanish fleet during one of the Napoleonic Wars.  The paintings, artifacts, and general demeanor of the décor gave a sense of how deep the Coventry family roots ran in English society.    

Two days after the family conference in the dining room, my father and I had a meeting with the lawyer in Liverpool.  His constant removal and scratching at the side of his head gave me the impression I was in some pretty deep shit.  

“I’ll make some enquiries on your behalf,” he said.  “But I have to tell you from a legal perspective, it doesn’t look good.  You’ll be facing a prolonged jail sentence...that much is for sure.”

We went over my options but I knew in my heart I had no choice but to cooperate with Atwood and the government.  At this point, fleeing the country would only make matters worse.  

Later that day my father and I were sitting in the drawing room having a drink when the lawyer called back.  He confirmed Craig and Andy were in custody awaiting trial and that police had issued a warrant for my arrest on the charge of “deception”.  Even though I was expecting the charge, the news still felt like a jagged knife to the chest.  Now it was official.  I was a wanted man.  Knowing my future was in the hands of someone else wasn’t a pleasant feeling.  Stupid ass!  I had no one to blame but myself.  I’d gotten into this mess and I was going to have to pay the price to get myself out.  I’d run out of time and I’d run out of excuses.  I telephoned Peter Atwood to confirm our first meeting at the Midland Hotel and braced myself for an uncertain and unwanted future.  Very wary of my clandestine meeting with the Customs and Excise people, my father didn’t want me going alone and was quite concerned for my safety.  
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