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PROLOGUE





    Friday, 25th of July 1997




    Pateley Bridge, North Yorkshire, England




    The white Ford Transit rumbled down the hill, into the market town of Pateley Bridge.




    It was a hot summer night, just past midnight.




    Rain was pouring down. The windscreen wipers were working as hard as they could.




    Blur’s Song 2 was blasting out of the van’s stereo.




    Ravi Kamdar’s working day had finished at last. It had been a busy one. All morning he had been interviewing prospective employees, to meet the increased demand for the services offered by his translation business. As usual, as the boss, he had been there to lock up at the end of the day, and a large bunch of office keys jangled on the passenger seat every time he rounded a bend.




    The rest of the time had been spent attending to a pressing job that was nothing to do with the translation business; moving twelve large wooden boxes to a private garage in Swan Road outside Harrogate. The garage belonged to a retired couple without a car, and they were grateful for the monthly rent. It was the safest place Ravi could imagine.




    A sophisticated alarm system had been installed and tested, which would alert him, and his friend Alex, if anyone attempted to tamper with the garage doors.




    Ravi looked down the village and noticed light in the elegant ‘Claire’s Tea Room’, owned by Alex’s parents, located opposite his father’s Indian takeaway shop.




    There were lights in the windows above the Tea Room and in the shop windows.




    His father’s shop was covered in darkness; something was not right.




    Parking the van, he walked softly to the yard behind the café, where there was a small flower shop, an herbalist, and an art supplies shop, all in darkness.




    Suddenly, the quiet night was interrupted by loud voices.




    Hidden in the shadows, Ravi was shocked by the scene before him.




    This wasn’t meant to happen.     




    This could ruin his and Alex’s lives.




    ‘Where are they?’ the man shouted, crouching above Alex.




    Alex was held down by two other large men, pinning his arms to the yard’s cupped stones.




    ‘Answer me! Where are they?’




    The man bent forward holding the gun close to Alex’s face.




    ‘I’ll count to three…You give me no choice.’




    Alex did not answer, closing his eyes.




    ‘I do this for a living, y’know. I’m being paid to get results.’




    ‘I don’t know what you want,’ Alex stammered.




    Across the yard, Alex’s parents looked on in horror.




    ‘One—’




    ‘Two—’




    Alex remained silent.




    ‘You know where they’re hidden,’ said the man. ‘You may not know who you stole them from, but I assure you, they’re in a different league from you.’




    The man hesitated, then jumped up.




    ‘Three—’




    ‘Alright, we’re not getting anywhere,’ he said.




    He moved the gun and aimed at Alex’s left leg, then pulled the trigger.




    Ravi ran as fast as he could out of the yard.




    Jumping into the van, he drove away at full speed.




    Alex’s penetrating scream followed him.




    Ravi completely understood the situation and what had happened.




    He knew Alex’s parents, who he had seen in the yard, would be phoning for an ambulance.




    It was up to him alone to get this madness stopped.




    No one else could do it.




    Ravi knew it must be Ian Cross who had been forced to tell where to find Alex.




    They called him TinTin. A friend.




    No one else could have sent those hooligans to this small Yorkshire village.




    No one else could have known anything.




    Pushing the worry from his mind, Ravi forced himself to think about the task at hand.




    He knew what had to be done.




    He knew it wouldn’t be easy.




    Don’t think about it too much!




    Just do it, he told himself.




    Just do it. Just do it.




    Twenty-five minutes later he parked the van outside the town of Ripon, close to the M1, at the entrance to a building site, off a road with no traffic at this time of the night.




    He slid the van’s side door open and went inside, closing it behind him.




    Might just as well grab a few hours’ sleep.




    The next morning was bright and sunny. At 7am, Ravi started the van and drove another five minutes along the river Ure, before parking at an empty tourist car park. From a small metal box, he took a pair of false eyebrows and a false beard and placed them carefully on his face, looking in the rear view mirror, pleased with his disguise.




    Out of the back of the van, he took a mountain bike and a large grey shoulder bag, put on sunglasses, a black jacket, and a bike helmet.




    Ravi pedalled up the hill for three minutes, then stopped.




    He knew nothing about the man he was going to meet.




    Not even his name.




    He only knew his house and the new, blue Bentley Azure which was parked in the driveway.




    He had seen the man enter the impressive large family house five days ago.




    Ravi was not going to make a mistake.




    He turned his bike round and leaned it against the very neatly-cut, red Photinia hedge.




    ‘Can you get your dad, please?’ Ravi said to the teenage girl in a dressing gown, who opened the solid wooden front door. A large man in his mid-fifties walked towards the door, wearing a Japanese silk gown over his pyjamas and slippers.




    ‘Registered mail, sir. I need a signature.’ Ravi was as polite as possible, speaking with a posh voice.




    ‘Sure, where do I sign?’ the man asked.




    Ravi slowly swung the shoulder bag in front of him and opened the long zipper.




    Quickly he took out a gun with a silencer attached.




    The bullet hit the man in the doorway exactly in the middle of his forehead.




    Ravi turned round and walked to his bike.




    He heard the daughter scream.




    Then the wife screamed loudly and without stopping.




    Ravi sped down the hill and threw the bike, bag, and helmet into the van.




    Fifty minutes later he drove into the large scrap yard outside Leeds and handed over an envelope.




    ‘Get rid of it, please,’ Ravi said.




    The scrap dealer put the envelope in the breast pocket of his dirty blue overall without counting the money.




    Briskly, Ravi unscrewed the number plates and put them inside another van.




    The scrap dealer pointed to where he should drive to.




    When the crane with five claws and a magnet started lifting the nearly-new Transit van up and placed it into the crusher, Ravi walked back, passing the line of cars waiting to be crushed.




    He stopped at the first and opened a back door of a smashed-up car and pushed the gun down behind the seat, closed the car door and walked out of the yard.




    At the railway station, he took the train to Harrogate.




    From his office Ravi called the police and started to report the van as stolen, but the officer in charge stopped him.




    ‘It would be better if you came in on Monday,’ he said.




    ‘So nothing will happen before then?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘What about my insurance company? Can I inform them?’




    ‘Yes, I’ve made a note of your registration number. I’ll give you a crime reference number in a minute.’




    It was unlikely anyone had noticed him or the van.




    He felt both relief and disbelief about what he had just done.




    Next week he would buy another similar van at the Wimbledon car auction.




    Ravi was home in Pately Bridge at 2pm.




    His father was making himself a cup of tea, ready to open the shop.




    ‘What happened at the Martell’s place during the night?’ his father asked.




    ‘No idea. Did anything happen?’ Ravi answered.




    Half an hour later he knew the name of the hospital where Alex was a patient.




    He would visit him during the coming night.




    He felt convinced that the twelve wooden boxes, containing 60 light machine guns, were as safe as they could be.
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CHAPTER 1





    Saturday, 21st of July 1990, Kingston, Surrey




    When Gemma Lott’s 16th birthday was only a few months away, her best friend, Karla Benini, had invited her to join the Benini family at their villa in St. Martin, near St. Tropez in France. They were to stay there for three weeks during the coming summer holiday.




    Karla and Gemma only lived two-hundred yards apart in suburban Kingston.




    Karla’s family lived in Minerva Road, where the houses were much bigger than those where Gemma lived, in Caversham Road.




    Gemma was shy and often awkward in the company of others. Karla was outgoing, always dressed in the latest fashions, and she loved to be the centre of attention.




    The girls got on well and understood each other. Karla usually took the lead, but never without conferring with Gemma.




    Gemma was by far the best in the class at maths, chemistry, and English, where Karla excelled in sports. The two girls frequently played tennis in Surbiton Tennis Club and had decided to take their tennis gear with them on holiday, as a tennis club was (in Karla’s opinion) the best place to pick up boys. Even though she was only 16 years old, boys were Karla’s speciality, and with several sexual experiences to boast of, Karla took the lead.




    ‘Most boys are stupid. It’s a fact,’ Karla explained to Gemma. ‘If you look half okay, have a brain, some breasts, and can use your butt, you can manipulate any boy, any time. They’re different, thinking only with their prick—mostly about all kinds of rubbish. My mum says the same.’




    ‘You are terrible,’ Gemma said. ‘How can you say those things? You’re only trying to shock me!’




    Karla looked suddenly bashful.




    ‘Of course I’m not. You’re my only real friend, so I have to keep you informed. I know that you’re more intelligent than me, but that doesn’t mean I’m stupid.’




    David Lott, Gemma’s father, disliked flying, so it had become an annual event for Gemma, her younger sister Karen and their mother, Victoria, to go away together on family holidays abroad.




    David appreciated the opportunity for the girls to experience foreign countries, listened patiently to them describing their happy memories afterwards, and showed great interest in the holiday snaps; but he was also delighted to be left at home in peace.




    Evening after evening, Victoria and her two children had explored holiday brochures, made books of cuttings and planned every detail, right down to deciding what to do for every single hour of every single day.




    In their shared bedroom, the sisters would often continue this discussion into the night. Their holiday with their mother had, until now, been the highlight of every year. The sisters seldom disagreed and Karen, who was two years younger than Gemma and severely dyslexic, looked up to her sister. Gemma helped Karen as much as she could with school work, but they all knew that the time would soon come when Karen would require a special school.




    All the same, Karen was growing into a very beautiful girl and everyone loved her, especially as she put her optimistic trust in others.




    This year everything would be different, and Gemma worried that her mother would refuse her permission to go away with Karla. It was not that Victoria disliked Karla, but she made her nervous. To her, Karla was some years ahead, even if the girls were actually the same age.




    Gemma begged her father to ask on her behalf.




    ‘Only one way to find out. Ask your mum,’ he said.




    ‘No, you do it. Please, Daddy!’




    ‘No. Out of the question. Just do it now, Gemma. The worst you can get is a no.’




    But Gemma kept delaying it, as she knew that her mother would be worried about her being away on holiday with Karla with very little supervision. Being very religious, Victoria was always concerned about her daughter’s spiritual welfare, and that Karla was a bad influence.




    Gemma knew that of her two parents, her mother was the one who felt she had to say no. The reasons for her refusal would be well explained, but if anything involving morals came into it, usually it was not even worth asking. Gemma also knew that her little sister, Karen, would be disappointed that there would only be her and their mother going on the annual holiday they had so looked forward to.




    The weeks went by and Gemma knew she was running out of time and finally had no choice other than to go ahead and tell her mother of her holiday plans with Karla.




    Victoria surprised everyone by agreeing to it right away without any fuss, simply saying, ‘We all grow up one day. You’re nearly 16 so it had to come, I suppose.’




    Gemma was thrilled and excited, even grateful, to her mother for making her dream possible.




    Gemma and Karla pored over glossy brochures and books about St. Tropez, and bought dresses for the discotheques, where they expected to go to dancing every night. The two friends were going to take full advantage of Karla’s liberated parents, who never objected to anything. Karla and Gemma were to share a room in an outbuilding, next to the pool. With its own entrance, the girls couldn’t wish for more freedom. There would be a moped with a passenger seat available, and the glamorous town centre of St. Tropez was only ten minutes away.




    The Benini family were prosperous. Mr Benini had come from Milan and now owned several factories in England that manufactured ready-made curtains for private homes, which people could buy from the company’s catalogue and magazine advertisements by sending in window measurements and a cheque.




    The girls had earned pocket money for the holiday by opening thousands of envelopes in the Benini’s kitchen, checking the amounts, and stapling the cheques to the orders.




    Mr Benini’s car, an American red Ford Mustang convertible soft-top, with white leather seats, was admired all over Kingston.




    Mrs Benini was a rather overweight and lazy woman, who was asleep at breakfast and did not get out of bed until late afternoon. She had a very loud laugh, and preferred her children to be out of the house after school. Karla said her mother was never fully awake until Mr Benini arrived home, by which time she was impeccably dressed and made-up, sitting and waiting for him in their newly-built conservatory with a whisky bottle on ice, which they managed to empty daily.




    Karla loved her parents anyway, and appreciated the freedom they gave her more and more.




    Gemma’s parents were the opposite. Money was always a problem, even if it wasn’t mentioned in front of the girls. Gemma and Karen wore hand-me-down clothes bought from charity shops, and the food was simple and healthy. Everything was done to keep up appearances. Gemma didn’t mind the second-hand clothes, she repaired them when needed and kept them hanging neatly in a cupboard.




    David and Victoria Lott were always on their guard for something new or risky, and even something funny. Each waited for the other to laugh before joining in. It was, however, a genuinely happy home, and David especially could change everyone’s mood for the better. Gemma’s parents were close and walked hand-in-hand. She could talk to both of them about anything. They never shouted or punished her, but instead corrected her by explaining why her actions had been wrong.




    David’s occupation was never mentioned, but he left every morning at exactly the same time and always dressed in a dark grey suit. The girls believed he ‘was something in the City.’ His job may not have been highly paid, but it offered a steady income and lots of responsibility. The house was neat and dominated by Victoria’s collection of porcelain figurines, holiday souvenirs which were on display in a glass cabinet far too large for the small front room in their two up, two down. Victoria spent her free time doing church work for the local priests.




    The family owned a Fiat 600 and often went to Brighton or Littlehampton for a Sunday out.




    Both sets of grandparents had been dead for several years and the extended family consisted of various uncles and aunts, who they seldom visited.




    ***




    July was the best time of the year for Gemma; school was finished, it was her birthday, and her parents were always in a good mood. At 4pm, on the afternoon of Saturday the 14th of July, the whole family, carrying two suitcases and some hand luggage, walked together to Kingston Station. Gemma and David said their emotional goodbyes to Karen and Victoria, who were excited and happy to be going away to Hotel Torremolinos Beach Club, close to Malaga, the finest hotel they had ever stayed in.




    On the way home, Gemma and her father went window shopping in Kingston, and ended up going to the cinema to watch the new hit film Pretty Woman with Richard Gere and Julia Roberts, both actors Gemma admired and found charming.




    After the cinema, they went to an Italian restaurant where they picked up a pizza to take home with them as David wanted to get home in time to watch his favourite TV series. It was a perfect evening for Gemma.




    ***




    Two days later, Gemma was to be collected by the Benini family first thing in the morning, and at exactly 9am there was a honk from a car horn outside.




    The whole Benini family were sitting together in the car, including the grandparents.




    The convertible top was down and they were all in a happy holiday mood. David shook hands with Mr and Mrs Benini and tried to give them an envelope with some money for Gemma’s costs, but this was refused.




    Gemma squeezed into the back seat, on the knees of the grandparents, while Karla sat on her mother’s lap. The Mustang was not suitable for so many people and Gemma’s father looked concerned.




    As the car was finally ready to leave, another car arrived and parked in front of them.




    A uniformed female police officer and a man wearing a tweed jacket got out and walked to the driver’s door.




    Mr Benini looked nervous and upset, and was suddenly very red in the face. Too many people in the car? Or something worse?




    ‘A moment, please,’ the female officer said, and looked at Gemma’s father standing on the pavement. ‘Mr David Lott?’ she inquired.




    When he confirmed his name, they asked if they could have a word inside the house. A few moments later the woman came back and asked Gemma to go inside with them.




    The two officers asked Gemma and her father to sit down.




    ‘There is no easy way of saying this,’ the officer in the tweed jacket said. ‘We have terrible news. Victoria and Karen….’ He hesitated, a lump in his throat, unable to finish the sentence.




    ‘Gemma’s mother and Karen were both killed in a car accident in Spain yesterday evening. We think they were heading down to the beach in front of the hotel…the car was a hire car, found close by. It was a head-on collision, we have been told the car was driven by some drunk English teenagers joyriding through Malaga. Gemma’s mother and Karen both died before reaching the hospital. I’m so sorry.’




    It was too much to grasp.




    For what seemed like a long time, no one said anything.




    ‘I better tell the Benini family that you won’t be coming,’ David said.




    ‘I’ll do it, Dad.’ Gemma went out into the sunshine and told them what had happened.




    Gemma and her father flew to Spain the next day, and returned five days later with the bodies. The funeral was held in the local church, where Gemma’s mother had done her voluntary work and attended the service every Sunday for the last 15 years.




    Only when they were back from the funeral, and the last visitor had left, did the full reality hit Gemma.




    She locked herself in her room and did not come out for three days.




    The memories were everywhere.




    Gemma missed her mum and her sister overwhelmingly, experiencing grief as a physical pain.




    




  

    
CHAPTER 2





    Tuesday, 7th of August 1990, Virginia Water, Surrey




    ‘My life is finished—it’s over,’ Alex’s father Stephen announced as he walked through the front door, having arrived home at the unusual hour of 2.30 in the afternoon.




    Alex came down from his room. It was the first time he could ever remember his father being home at this time. He half expected to hear that there’d been an accident, but his father looked like he always did, though perhaps a little more flustered.




    ‘What happened, Stephen?’ Alex’s mother asked, standing in front of the big man slumped in a chair in the living room, still wearing his chef’s uniform with ‘Le Martell’ embroidered in blue on the front. She was used to the famous chef’s tantrums and this was probably no different. Her husband’s temper was the main reason that Claire had decided, once the restaurant was established, not to be involved in the daily running of Le Martell, but to concentrate on raising her children instead. Claire knew their marriage would never have survived without doing so.




    ‘Not in front of the children,’ Stephen said. ‘Too much for them to hear.’




    ‘Alex is the only one here, and he’s nearly 17, maybe you hadn’t noticed? He’s as surprised as I am to see you at home in the middle of the day. Who’s looking after the restaurant?’ Alex’s mother, who spoke with a strong French accent, was always quick to accuse her husband. ‘Just tell us what’s happened—we’re bound to find out anyway.’




    Alex was in most ways the opposite of his father. He was thoughtful, naturally shy and quiet, traits that all came from his mother. He was a happy boy, popular with his friends and at the top of his class at Hurst Lodge School in Ascot, particularly exceeding at sports.




    ‘I’m sorry,’ Stephen said, putting his hand out to Alex and pulling him towards him. ‘I’ve screwed things up really badly this time, son.’




    Alex was intelligent enough not to ask what had happened. He loved his father and understood him well enough to know that asking would just make the situation worse.




    Le Martell was a very successful London restaurant, situated at the better end of Fulham Road on the corner of Sydney Street. It was popular with famous actors, politicians and minor Royals. The restaurant was always in the newspapers, and because of its clientele, the paparazzi were constantly waiting outside.




    Stephen Martell was a superb and very confident chef; that was never in doubt. His own mother had died when he was five and his alcoholic father had sent Stephen away at the age of ten. Stephen’s foster family, who were from the Caribbean and very religious, lived in Elephant and Castle in London. They were kind, understanding and warm, and Stephen’s placement with them had been one of the first fosterings ever done between a white and black family.




    One Sunday, Stephen’s foster father offered to take him along to his work as a kind of work experience, provided that he would sit quietly and watch. From the moment Stephen entered the large kitchen at the Savoy Hotel in the Strand, he had the ambition to become a chef, preferably a top chef and not (like his foster father) one of the many commis-chefs, doing odd jobs around the kitchen. He loved the white uniform, the cleanliness of the kitchen, the shouting, the rush and the chaos. He wanted to be part of a team like the one he watched.




    At 19, he graduated from Westminster College as a chef, working with his foster father for a year, before moving around London, gaining experience. At 20, he left for Lyon in France, where he worked as a freelancer at a chef agency, which suited him well as he was determined to learn French cooking. He dated various waitresses, often catering students, finally meeting Claire, whom he found both bright and ambitious.




    Her family owned a large restaurant in the centre of Lyon, serving three hundred meals, three times a day, at very low prices. Stephen worked there for a while before they married, and together they found work in the Aba Hotel, minutes from the Casino in Monte Carlo. A room was provided as part of their wages.




    Ten years later, with many prestigious jobs behind them in various top hotels and restaurants all over Europe, they came back to London and started Le Martell in the premises of an empty sofa shop, as there was no way they could afford to buy an established restaurant. They knew it was a big risk, as the type of restaurant Stephen wanted to create usually took a long time to attract enough guests willing to pay high prices.




    Before the doors opened, they had borrowed over £50,000 from banks and from Claire’s parents. Glowing reviews and Stephen’s single-mindedness were a potent combination and soon the restaurant had bookings weeks in advance. Stephen Martell was a demanding chef, who did not hesitate to sack someone on the spot if he found they were not up to his high standard, or had made a mess out of a dish they should have mastered. He had a tendency to be hysterical and was not popular with his staff. Some who had been there a long time knew how to handle him when he went into a tantrum, which occurred several times a week. Stephen had published a number of cookbooks, and occasionally appeared in cooking programmes on television.




    Stephen Martell was undoubtedly a brilliant chef but he lacked business expertise and was not born with any economic sense. It became routine for him to run the restaurant on the edge of bankruptcy. Suppliers had to be paid cash at delivery and would not accept cheques as they usually bounced. Rents and rates were paid when the bailiffs arrived. One loan was replaced with another with increasing interest. Many accountants tried to sort out Stephen’s financial affairs, but could not stop his private spending. The restaurant, which seated 80 people, could never support the lifestyle of the flamboyant chef and his elegant French wife: an expensive house with a huge mortgage, a constant stream of guests (mostly foreign chefs visiting with their families), two expensive cars, and holidays in Bermuda twice a year.




    Stephen Martell had become part of a circle of people he could not really afford to associate with, but he firmly believed that this was the way of a successful restaurant entrepreneur. Over the years, he became more and more moody. He was compelled to work in his own kitchen to maintain high standards, but was only happy when he could stroll around among his famous guests, socialising and receiving compliments.




    Inevitably, the day came when Stephen did not have the cash the bailiffs demanded. He wasn’t worried. There was always a way, he thought. However, this time the bank manager refused his calls, and phoning his few supporters brought no result.




    ‘Give the man a nice bottle of wine and anything he wants off the menu,’ Stephen shouted, while showing the bailiff to a seat in his little office in the corner of the kitchen, piled up with papers. ‘I’ll have the bloody nine grand tomorrow, for Christ’s sake. Come on, you know me! How many times have I given you a meal here? You’re my most loyal customer, for God’s sake,’ Stephen Martell joked.




    The bailiff in the grey suit smiled, but shook his head. ‘I must’ve been here more than 40 times, Stephen. I love your cooking; I like the restaurant; I entertain my wife with details about the food; I send you customers. I think you’re a genius, but this time I’m here for unpaid VAT, going back a long way. They’ve estimated you for various irregularities and you’ve not bothered to object or appeal, which would’ve given you half a year to sort it out and pay in monthly instalments. This time I can’t go back to the office without the money.




    ‘You’ve got 15 minutes, so make the begging phone call and if a bank cheque or cash is on its way by motorbike and arrives within an hour, the restaurant will stand a chance.’




    An hour later, Le Martell was closed while lunch was being served, allowing the photographers waiting outside the chance to take pictures of the bemused guests, some of them still clutching linen napkins, leaving in a hurry, and Alex’s father in his chef’s whites standing in the street with his staff while the bailiff’s locksmith changed the locks.




    This was more than Stephen Martell could cope with. Private bankruptcy followed.




    ***




    After losing the house in Virginia Water, Claire, spotted an advertisement in Daltons for a rundown sandwich bar in a Yorkshire market town called Pateley Bridge, with accommodation above. They only had a few days to get out of their home.




    The move North was financed by borrowing again from Claire’s parents who had moved from France when they retired, and now lived close to the sea in Rustington, a village in Sussex.




    A few days later the Martells went to Pateley Bridge to see the sandwich bar. Claire walked through the deserted, stale-smelling premises. The Tea Room, as it was called, was in the middle of the high street, next to a hotel and pub. Pine tables and chairs provided seating for 40. Exposed stone walls on two sides and a beamed ceiling made the room feel cosy. The two large windows gave lots of light, the kitchen was well equipped with steel units and fridges. Everything needed cleaning and was in a bad state of repair, but at least they were there. From the kitchen was a door to the large yard behind, where several shop keepers had established themselves. Upstairs were four bedrooms and a large, old-fashioned bathroom.




    The Tea Room was bought at a very low price in Claire Martell’s name and after only one visit. Claire put herself in full control, and renamed it Claire’s Tea Room. Alex’s father tried to accept the situation, and took various jobs as a private chef, or worked through catering agencies in the Yorkshire area. Unfortunately, his bad mood and bad temper in the kitchen often meant that the jobs lasted only a few days and that he was never asked back.




    Stephen Martell now spent his days in the kitchen doing fry-ups, prawn sandwiches, cucumber sandwiches, egg and tomato sandwiches and homemade cake, and becoming more and more frustrated.




    Claire was pleased to be in charge. In no time, she created an impressive range of patisserie including eclairs, Swiss rolls, blueberry muffins, flapjacks, carrot cakes, and chocolate fudge cakes, and in her little car delivered them to other local coffee shops and tea rooms in the early morning, before opening the Tea Room.




    In spite of the fact that everything was against her, Claire managed to improve the turnover of the business day by day, and under her no-fuss supervision it became a viable operation.




    Alex’s older brother, Eric, had landed a job in a London hotel in Bayswater where he had a place to live, and was doing well. He studied hotel management in the evenings and stayed away from Pateley Bridge as much as possible. Alex’s sister, Angela, disappeared to the grandparents’ house in Rustington after the family’s move to Yorkshire and only came back a few days a month, each time looking more and more artsy. Angela intended to become a full-time artist and had a talent for painting. Alex’s parents objected but finally accepted this situation, as everything had changed with the bankruptcy.




    Alex had all his meals in the kitchen. His father hardly spoke to him, but when in a good mood, and after a few enormous martinis, Stephen would make a show, throwing pots and pans about until Claire came out and asked him to be quiet. Stephen taught Alex to do the complete menu but never complimented his son, who would have loved to get a smile or an approving comment from the formerly famous chef.




    One day, to his wife’s enormous surprise and delight, Stephen Martell announced that on the Saturday two weeks ahead, he would cook a very special five-course meal. He took great pride in putting the menu together, fixed the price at only £20 a head in order to attract a wide clientele, and he then had the flyers printed. Together, he and Alex delivered them door to door.




    As the Tea Room had no license, people were asked to bring their own wine. Alex’s brother and sister promised to come, and so did the grandparents from Rustington. The local papers got wind of the story and wrote long articles about the famous chef, who for one evening would take up his apron and create an unforgettable meal.




    On the big night, Alex was dressed up in chef’s whites and was to welcome the guests. Five minutes before the advertised start time of 7 sharp, no one had arrived and Stephen sat alone slumped on a chair in the dining room with a huge martini in front of him.




    But then, by quarter-past-seven, the restaurant was full and a queue had formed outside in the High Street. Stephen slaved tirelessly in the small kitchen helped by his foster-father and an admiring Alex. Eric and Angela had volunteered to work as waiters, helped by the grandparents, while Claire kept a cautious eye on everything.




    The evening was a big success, with the last diners leaving the restaurant at two in the morning. Claire was so proud of her husband and his return to form. As the tired family sat in the empty restaurant, she sat on Stephen’s lap, and praising her husband’s talent, revealed that they had taken over £2,500, as much as they’d ever taken at Le Martell in a single night.




    Alex’s sister, Angela, was urged by Claire’s parents to fetch the canvas she had brought with her. A splendid oil painting was rolled out, showing the famous chef in his uniform, with a busy kitchen in the background. The family members applauded the painting and Stephen Martell was in tears.




    ‘Thanks to all of you,’ Stephen Martell said and got up, still with his oversized Martini glass in his hand. ‘And thank you for the beautiful painting, Angela. I will have it framed and put up in the kitchen here. That’s where I want it.’




    The famous chef standing in his dirty apron seemed unsure for a moment. ‘I regard this evening as my most successful moment. It’s been an awakening for me. I can actually still cook! My feeble talent is still there. I’ll somehow repeat this evening once a month and let’s see how it works out, without me moaning and feeling sorry for myself.’ The big man had tears in his eyes. ‘So even if this evening maybe didn’t bring us back to our old glory in one fell swoop, it made us happy. Thank you, all of you, and thanks for putting up with me.’




    After only a few days, Claire knew that nothing had changed, except that Stephen Martell had his pride back and had now started going to the local pubs, where he quickly taught them how to make his favourite drink, and was proud to be addressed as ‘Chef’ by everybody.




    However, the coming monthly events were sold out in advance and some of his famous friends in the trade started visiting him again. An increasing number of chefs attended the Martell’s monthly event seeking inspiration for their own menus.




    For Alex, that evening was the happiest memory from his early life. He now hated school, and the bullying he suffered for being from London. He gradually lost all interest in schoolwork and was at the bottom of his class, at constant risk of being expelled if things failed to improve. He was still remarkably good at sports, but lacked the ability to focus.




    Claire and Stephen were aware of Alex’s problems, but keeping their business going took all their energy, so Alex was left to fend for himself. When Alex came home with bruises from fighting, his mother was in tears and afraid of what should become of him. His father however encouraged him to retaliate and tried to teach him some nasty fighting tricks.




    Alex made up his mind to leave. Maybe he could get his hands on a day’s takings from the Tea Room, get a suitcase of clothes and take the train to London. Maybe he could stay with his grandparents in Rustington like his sister.




    Then life went from bad to worse.


  




  

    
CHAPTER 3





    Monday, 2nd of September 1991, Kingston, Surrey




    Gemma and her father became much closer after the death of her mother and Karen. Without being conscious of it, Gemma (now 17) took on her mother’s role in the family and her father started to take more of an interest in Gemma’s upbringing.




    During her last year of school, Gemma took on a Saturday job at Bentall’s department store in Clarence Road, as an apprentice in the electrical department. She continued the job after starting her four-year Business Studies BA, with a focus on marketing, at Kingston Polytechnic. The job at Bentall’s gave her a steady income and she liked working there. At the same time, it gave her a way to gain practical experience. With her father’s support they managed to cover her living expenses.




    While finishing her degree at the polytechnic, Gemma was offered a permanent job at Bentall’s, but she wanted to try something new and applied to a company called Bantim, in Victoria in London. The company was opening several new shops which would specialise in selling electrical household equipment, television, games and computers, and to her surprise, she got the job due to her good results and a glowing reference from Bentall’s. Within the first year, she became the personal assistant to the Director of New Products (DNP) for the company. Her confidence grew—this was the place where she felt she could make her mark. The company expanded fast.




    Gemma knew that she was not regarded as pretty or beautiful, but that didn’t matter to her anymore. She was also aware that she was shy, but that did not bother her any more either. She was good at her job, and work had now become very important to her. Gemma took on every challenge from her own department, which now employed four people, and odd jobs from other departments seemed to magically find their way to her. Gemma never said no to a job or tried to delegate it to someone else.




    She just arrived earlier in the morning and left a bit later at night. She didn’t mind the extra work.




    Eighteen months after Gemma had started work at Bantim, she and her father began to spend several hours a week discussing her career, and how to create promotion opportunities for her. Every time Gemma gained more responsibility or received a raise, David was happier than if he had achieved it himself. He got hold of Bantim’s internal financial reports, complete with the names of the largest shareholders, through an investment manager at his work, whom David played badminton with once a week. Gemma and her father analysed every aspect of Bantim PLC as though they were going to take over the company, and Gemma became fascinated by the small team at the top which consisted of four school friends who ran the expanding organisation with no outside interference, and very little support from financial institutions.




    One day, Gemma went unannounced to her father’s workplace on the corner of Gray’s Inn Road and High Holborn in London. A recorded letter had arrived at home for her father after he had left, and as it was unusual for him to receive such an important letter, she decided to drop it in at his place of work.




    It was the first time Gemma had ever been to her father’s work and she realised instantly that this was just a normal branch of Barclay’s bank and not, as she had believed, the head office. She saw her father, wearing a black suit and tie, acting as security as money was delivered to the bank. Gemma stopped in her tracks and turned round, hoping her father hadn’t noticed her, but at the same time knowing that was very unlikely. She did not deliver the letter, and instead phoned to tell him that a registered letter had arrived. Gemma and her father never spoke about the incident.




    More responsibility followed for Gemma, who was still working for the same boss. Gemma did not like him at all. She ignored his wandering hands, understanding from speaking to the other girls in the offices that this was not uncommon and that the best way to deal with it was not to make an issue out of it. The company opened more retail outlets and representatives, agents, foreign manufacturers, inventors, and various other hopefuls arrived and sat in her front office every week. Gemma made them all feel welcome, joked with them so they felt less tense, and comforted them when they left the DNP disappointed.




    One day, Gemma was asked to sit down in the DNP’s office and was offered a substantial promotion as a Retail Area Manager, with the responsibility of looking after a group of six new shops in London. She would get her own office, an assistant to help her, a salary increase and a company car. Gemma was excited and both she and her father felt that she was finally on her way to a major job in this or another company.




    Gemma continued living with her father in Caversham Road in Kingston.




    By her mid-20s, she had had a few boyfriends, but for different reasons it never worked out. Gemma blamed it on the fact that she was a bit overweight, often on diets, maybe too intelligent, all together not what the young executives were looking for. She didn’t mind the sex, but never found it as exciting as her colleagues, who hardly talked about anything else. She believed that what the men expected from her, they would not dare ask the more popular secretaries to do. Sex was usually something wet and messy, but unavoidable.




    Gemma was on her way home from work one day when a young man approached her.




    ‘Hi,’ he said. ‘My name’s George. We live on the same street. You mind if I walk with you?’




    ‘Sure.’ Gemma answered, a little surprised. ‘It’s a free country.’




    They started walking from the station to her house several times a week.




    ‘Maybe sometime we could go to the Odeon?’ George asked one day.




    He was handsome, with a good sense of humour, a trainee at a well-known photographic advertising studio, Packshotfactory, in Covent Garden. Gemma liked George’s company and started looking out for him on her way home from work. Together they went to Covent Garden on Saturdays and met some of the young models and photographers from the studio.




    Her father invited George for tea, smiled and nodded approvingly to Gemma.




    ‘What about going to Brighton for the weekend?’ George asked one Saturday, on their way home from a day out. Their relationship had developed to sharing a few kisses, but Gemma was certainly not in love with George.




    ‘I don’t think my dad would approve,’ Gemma said weakly, looking for an excuse.




    From that moment on, Gemma became fully aware that George was avoiding her. Gemma wanted an explanation, but never saw George again. After being upset for a few days she decided to forget it, imagining that George must have found a more glamorous, more willing girl at work.




    Nevertheless, Gemma still had to find a suitable father for the two children she had planned.




    Karla looked at the prospect of marriage completely differently. Besides the tennis, she and Gemma still met several times a week, a habit which they had kept up since leaving school. Men and sex were everything for Karla. After her father’s company had gone into liquidation, the family had lost the large house in Minerva Road, the red Ford Mustang, and the foreign holidays, and had moved to a council flat on an estate. It was now more important than ever to Karla to find a wealthy man or at least one with a good job.




    Karla went through a string of boyfriends and she shared all her intimate details with Gemma. She sometimes tried to pass her rejects on to Gemma, but Gemma, having heard enough, refused to go out with any of them.




    ‘See the struggle I have?’ Karla said, ‘and I’m supposed to know the ins and outs of this game. We gotta do something before it’s too late.’




    ‘Too late? For what?’ Gemma asked. ‘It’s a question of love and maybe being in the right place at the right time.’




    ‘Your dearest wish is to have a child or two, right?’ Karla went on. ‘Forget all that crap. Every single woman wants at least one child. It’s an animal thing. If you want a father for your babies, you have to market yourself. That means selling your arse. I’ve read about it. Doctor Kinsey and all them lot agree. That’s what the man wants. See how the French do it, everyone makes the best out of their derriere. Believe me. It’s just femininity.’




    Karla made no secret of the fact that her overwhelming ambition was to find a rich man, who would be able to perform sexually every single working day and three times over the weekend.




    ‘What if you get pregnant by accident? It could ruin your life, your figure and ultimately stop you from finding your perfect man.’ Gemma did not like Karla’s arguments.




    ‘Nonsense. Be sure I will only get pregnant with Mr Right. And when I find the man, I don’t mind getting pregnant. It will just move the marriage forward.’




    Gemma laughed and shook her head in disbelief. Karla hadn’t changed in all the years they had been friends. ‘I don’t want to hear all that. If I get married, it’s fine, and if not, I will live with it. Without love, I’m not interested. I prefer my career before any man, if it comes to it,’ Gemma declared to her surprised friend.




    Gemma’s deep love for her father, and their detailed and careful strategies for her career, made up for her not being able to find a suitable boyfriend. Encouraged by her father to be ambitious and get ahead at work, she went to three evening classes a week to study computer science.    


  




  

    
CHAPTER 4





    Autumn 1991, Pateley Bridge, Yorkshire




    Alex Martell had been a good all-rounder at the two schools he had attended. He had a serious talent for sport, drawing and painting, and a natural talent for poker. Life as a professional gambler had never been on his agenda, and he couldn’t imagine how his talents in art or sport would ever help him earn a living. His father’s fall from grace was always on his mind and it scared him.




    Perhaps his best option was to become a chef, a mechanic, or maybe a flight engineer.




    Lately, he had been bullied at the Nidderdale School, in a serious and increasingly nasty way by one boy called Mark; a tall rugby player, feared by teachers and pupils alike. Alex’s London accent seemed to be a trigger for Mark’s hate and no matter what Alex tried, it only became worse day by day. Things deteriorated further when Mark and his schoolmates became aware that Alex helped to serve customers in the café every afternoon. He did it out of kindness and consideration to his mother, to give her a couple of hours off, but to the boys at school it made Alex seem even more ridiculous.




    Alex knew he had to get away from the village, but also knew how upset his parents would be if he left, especially with his A-levels approaching. Eventually, he phoned his grandparents and asked if he could come to stay, but they were hesitant, knowing how their daughter would react to Alex’s departure.




    One day, Alex’s teacher caught him drawing a cartoon during a geography lesson.




    ‘And what have we here?’ The teacher summoned Alex to the front of the class, and held the drawing up high for everyone to see.




    ‘A picture of the geography teacher, I suppose?’




    When the class didn’t laugh, the teacher let Alex go and studied the detailed drawing with surprise.




    ‘Oh, I see,’ the teacher said hesitantly, realising that he had now made life at school nearly impossible for the boy. Alex’s drawing showed Mark, the bully, in a caricature. It was a brilliant likeness, capturing Mark’s evil grin.




    When the day was finished, Alex left school as quickly as possible. He usually walked along the river, but today he ran as fast as he could. Just before the bridge, he stopped. Looked back. No one was following him. He decided to buy an ice cream from the van. He sat down on the bench, with his books on his lap and suddenly felt strong hands around his throat. The hands squeezed harder and harder. Alex, now dizzy, close to fainting, tried to get free. Then he was pushed forward and fell onto the tow path.




    ‘I’ll have you for this,’ Mark shouted. ‘I’ll never forget!’ then Mark kicked Alex hard in the stomach, crushing the air out of his body. Somehow Alex scrambled up, attempting to use one of the dirty tricks his father had taught him. He soon found himself on the ground again, being kicked in the face. Alex tried to protect himself, but he didn’t have the strength to stand. He knew he’d be kicked again. He saw Mark’s boots close by and, as if in slow motion, he saw the foot go back—Alex braced himself for more pain. Nothing happened.




    Then Alex heard Mark cry out, turn away, and fall to his knees. Alex stayed down, not understanding what had happened. Mark was screaming and holding his hand to his eye, which had blood streaming from it. Alex got to his feet, looked round, and saw an Indian boy he recognised from his class take a step back and then aim for Mark’s defenceless crotch, as if he were kicking a flying football. The pupils, who had gathered round them in a circle, were in shock, but slowly closed in on Alex, threatening. Mark was down on the ground rolling round in pain.




    ‘You touch Alex, you have me to deal with,’ a voice said behind him. It was Ravi, a boy from his class, someone he had hardly spoken to. Alex had always assumed that they were rivals in some way, since Ravi’s father ran the Indian takeaway in Pateley Bridge, opposite his mother’s café.




    Ravi wasn’t wearing his turban and he looked quite different. Full of energy and threat, he was standing poised, with his fists up ready to continue fighting. The turban was neatly placed on the ground, as if it was a hat.




    ‘Don’t forget I’m a black belt karate champion in the Indian club in Bradford,’ Ravi shouted to the crowd. ‘And that idiot crawling round has made life hell for all of us. So think again, boys and girls. This is not a time for a fight between us, but for jubilation.’




    The assembled teenagers hesitated. None of them wanted a fight anyway.




    ‘You really a karate expert?’ Alex asked Ravi, while the crowd drifted away.




    ‘No. Just thought it sounded good.’




    ‘Why’s your turban standing like that?’




    ‘Starching. My own invention. My father would kill me if he knew.’




    ‘Why’d you help me? We’ve never even spoken.’




    ‘I need a friend—and a mechanic,’ Ravi said, as if this was the most normal thing a schoolboy could ask for.




    ‘Will you help me?’




    Alex felt that there was no way he could refuse. He knew he owed Ravi for saving him from Mark.




    A month later, Alex and Ravi were caught joyriding in a car that Ravi had stolen and hidden in an empty farmyard. They ended up doing 80mph on farm roads, followed by a policeman on his motorbike. Bizarrely, the car was a hearse, the only one in the village.




    ‘I just walked past it in the village,’ Ravi admitted. ‘The key was in, so off I went. I couldn’t resist.’




    ‘Thank God there wasn’t a coffin inside,’ Alex commented. ‘Then we would have been all over the papers.’




    ***




    The fact that they had stolen a hearse particularly upset the magistrate in the youth court in Harrogate.




    ‘It’s a long time since I experienced anything so sick and disrespectful,’ he told the court. ‘There are no excuses, and under different circumstances, I would not hesitate to hand down a prison sentence.’




    The clerk interrupted and reminded the Magistrate that due to the ages of the defendants, it had to be a Young Offender Institution.




    ‘I am sentencing the two of you to a Young Offender Institution for 12 months. What has the world come to?’




    While the judge was getting up, Alex’s solicitor jumped forward to speak.




    ‘Alex Martell wants to join the paratroopers,’ he blurted out.




    This was news to Alex. He had no idea what a paratrooper even was, or what they did.




    The judge, now standing, looked out over the court. He took his time. The court was silent. Alex’s father was blowing his nose. His mother started crying. Ravi’s father started coughing.




    ‘Very well. In which case, reduce their time in custody to six months. And ensure they both join.’




    Alex thought this was a remarkably bad deal for his solicitor to strike, and told him so afterwards in the cell.




    ‘Don’t worry, Alex. We’ll cross that bridge in six months’ time.’




    The solicitor seemed happy with his surprise initiative, but the reality of half a year in a Young Offender Institution was a total shock to Alex, Ravi, and their parents.




    ***




    Alex hated every single day of the experience and despised the other inmates, except for Ravi.




    But he quickly found himself a role as the institute’s bookmaker and never refused a bet so long as he could decide the odds. He also ran a side-line doing portraits, which the other inmates sent to their girlfriends and families. Ravi assisted as his unscrupulous business manager.




    Alex found out a lot about Ravi in those six months. He learned how his friend enjoyed disguising himself, and had a collection of costumes and props to enable him to transform into other characters. Ravi was good at accents and changed his speech to suit the person he pretended to be. Alex was amazed to discover that Ravi, while still at school, had gained entry to the most unusual places and how he had paid Elinore, the most voluptuous and attractive girl in their class, to undress for him by paying her £20 each time. Ravi showed Alex some very revealing pictures of a girl’s body taken with a Polaroid, but not showing her face. Instinctively, Alex knew that his friend had not made these stories up or faked the pictures.




    The two young men looked out for each other and became inseparable. Ravi and Alex knew that inside the institution, only toughness mattered and gradually they became feared and respected by the other inmates. They did their time, and on the day they were released, sitting in a noisy lorry driver’s café, they made a solemn promise to each other that whatever happened they would never go to prison again. They shook hands and went home separately.




    Alex’s parents rightly blamed themselves for their son’s behaviour. They were shocked and deeply embarrassed. The Martells had never made enough time for their son. When social services made their routine visits after Alex’s release, the Martells had to admit that most of the time they did not know where Alex was.




    No one knew about the close relationship that had developed between Alex and Ravi. Their friendship and co-operation continued unchanged. Alex had come to realise that Ravi was extremely intelligent and had unusual talents. Ravi appreciated Alex for his loyalty and quick mind.




    To avoid being a burden to his parents, and as it had been a condition of his sentence, Alex went to Lichfield in Staffordshire, for an assessment, to see if he was suitable to join the famous Parachute Regiment. He expected, and hoped, to be instantly rejected, but to his surprise the recruitment officer insisted he had the ability to become a paratrooper. Ravi refused completely and did not even attend the tests. When he enrolled on a comprehensive language course, the idea of a military career was forgotten.




    A month later, Alex started on the first 14-week-course at Lichfield. It was harder than he could have ever imagined. Several times a day he was close to giving up, but somehow the training officer pushed him further and further. One evening he was relaxing on his bed making drawings, when he realised the Sergeant was standing behind him.




    ‘At ease. What’s Private Martell up to?’ He took the drawing and looked at it, expecting it to see a picture of a girl, but found it was a light machine gun.




    ‘Amazing, young man. I’ll borrow it,’ he said, and he went away.




    Alex was in no doubt that he had done something terribly wrong and would probably be accused of spying. When he was called in front of the Major some days later, he felt certain his time as a paratrooper was up.




    ‘Stand at ease,’ the Major said. ‘Love your drawing. It’s beautiful, fine details. Can you do some more for the Regiment, if we get you some time off?




    ‘Yes, sir,’ Alex shouted.




    ‘Good. Dismissed,’ the Major barked. Alex stamped on the floor and, turning around, marched happily out.




    Alex made six drawings, and felt relieved that thanks to the Major showing an interest, his time at Lichfield had become just that bit easier.




    ‘You have a talent for technical drawing,’ one of his soldier friends mentioned. ‘I reckon the military can use you on a longer term basis, if you’re interested.’




    Alex recognised the young man talking to him.




    ‘That’s easy for you to say. You’re one of the regiment’s best soldiers, and it all comes naturally to you.’ Alex knew that the man’s father was a now-retired Lieutenant General living in Scotland and his grandfather had enjoyed a distinguished career in the military and had served in action in Africa.




    ‘Yes, I had a lucky start. But you’ve got real potential. By the way, I’m Jonathan Cross. You can call me TinTin.’




    ‘TinTin?’ Alex asked.




    ‘Yeah, he’s my hero. I have all the books at home. That’s what everyone calls me.’




    Finally, training was over and the Parade Day arrived, attended by Alex’s entire family.




    Most of his new friends didn’t make it.




    ‘The game ends, the game begins,’ the Major shouted to Alex when passing him during his inspection.




    Alex was not sure if this was some kind of warning for what lay ahead.




    ***




    Alex moved close to home at Catterick in North Yorkshire and started on the next 14-week-course. This course had numerous field craft exercises and special weapons training. Compared to the first 14 weeks, it was easy for Alex until he reached P-Company, where the recruit is tested for determination, courage, fitness, and stamina.




    Alex was proud to learn he’d passed. He then went on to Brize Norton, made eight jumps and earned his wings. Finally, he was allowed to wear the maroon beret. The last week was spent preparing for the final passing-out parade. Again Alex’s entire family came and both his parents were in tears.




    Usually a paratrooper will proceed to the battalions, but Alex was given permission to stay at Catterick and train in combat engineering with the help of the Major. He was instructed to do more drawings, which were used for instruction and decoration.




    Alex gained a thorough knowledge of all types of handguns. He had a remarkable ability to remember every single detail.




    He now lived mostly at home, and accepted and even enjoyed the strict routine of military life, although he knew this was never going to be his final career. Alex and TinTin were selected for an exchange programme with the US Army and spent four months with the 350 Forward Squadron, where they became firm friends. When they came back, they were given the title of corporal.




    Alex took up tennis. When the regiment realised that Alex had a real talent for the sport, they provided him with highly-qualified coaches. He won the regiment’s championship and took part in other competitions with some success. He loved the sport and enrolled in a club in Harrogate and played there weekly with a Captain called Patricia from his own regiment.




    Patricia and Alex won a major military tennis championship in London at the Queen’s Tennis Club, and afterwards he decided to call in to his parents’ home, where he placed the trophy on the mantelpiece in his old room, alongside many others. He went into the kitchen where his father was working.




    ‘Spare me a moment, son,’ his father said, to Alex’s surprise. ‘Your mum is at the cash and carry, picking up some bits. I want to ask you something!’




    Alex was surprised. He put his maroon beret, with the parachute badge pinned to it, down on the table. He and his dad never talked man-to-man, but only through his mother. Stephen had always found it difficult to talk to all of his children, but he showed his love in other ways and they had learned to accept that as they grew up.




    ‘Yes, Dad,’ Alex said and sat down with a can of drink, to show he had the time to listen.




    ‘Did you win?’




    ‘Yes, Patricia and I won the mixed doubles for the regiment.’




    ‘I’m very proud of you, Alex,’ his father blurted out. ‘You have become a great son to Mum and me. You’ve really turned things around.’




    Alex looked at his father. He could see that he was close to tears.




    ‘Are you getting sentimental in your old age? I love you, Dad.’




    His father wiped a tear away. ‘I’m getting old and soft. Any ideas for when the military finishes?’




    ‘I’ll do what all other paratroopers have to do eventually. Look for a job. I’ve seen some adverts already.’




    ‘Can Mum and I help in any way? We have some savings and we both agree they should to go to our children.’




    ‘Nice to know, and good of you to offer. I might come back in a year’s time about that. After all the engineering stuff I’ve done with the paras, my plan is to find a metal product, and produce it better than anyone else.’




    ‘I’m not sure I understand what you mean,’ Stephen replied.




    ‘I mean a bit of a small machine, a part of a large engine, something for a car. I’ll put a product together and ensure it is the best and sell it worldwide.’




    Stephen did not know what to say but felt pleased by his son’s interest and ambition.




    Alex continued, ‘There is nothing wrong in making a product and wanting it to be the best. Is there?’




    ‘Absolutely not. Mum and I will be there to help you. I want to ask you something, Alex.’




    ‘Yes?’ Alex replied and looked at his father.




    ‘Mum and I are doing well after having got rid of the bankruptcy order. The cafe is full every day, and making money nine months of the year. The cake deliveries to other shops now have two people and two vans going seven days a week. My gourmet evenings are booked out by chefs and serious foodies, I think, eleven months ahead.’




    ‘That’s great to hear. What can I do? You want me to join the business?’




    ‘No. No. I want you to help me come up with a new idea. Something for the community, for the area.’




    ‘A new product?’




    ‘Not really, maybe a weekly evening, offering meals for everyone for say, max ten pounds. But where should it be? What should I offer?’




    ‘Great idea, Dad. Give me a couple of weeks and I’ll be back.’




    ‘Who’s this Patricia, by the way? Can we expect grandchildren one day?’ Stephen looked wistful.




    ‘She’s a Captain in my regiment, so she’s a higher rank. Very tough. A special trainer for jujitsu, judo, and she is even a black belt of the 1st DAN. Not the cuddly type, I can assure you.’




    Two weeks later Alex came back to show Stephen a beautiful scale model, showing the yard behind the cafe, with tables and a large open grill. The area was covered with an awning. It looked great. The shops in the yard had been reproduced in minute detail.




    ‘Alex! What have you created? It is beautiful. Much more than a model.’




    Alex sat down with his parents. ‘You think this is possible?’ his mother asked in amazement.




    ‘Of course, you will have to get permission from each of the courtyard shops, the landlord, the fire brigade, and maybe a few others, before you can proceed with the plans.’




    For several minutes they just looked at the model in silence. ‘And the grill must be able to handle lamb, pork, chicken, and pheasant, when it’s in season. Just one dish per evening, served on some unusual rustic plates.’




    ***




    After the Young Offender Institution, Ravi had gone on to study French, German, Spanish, and Russian, at a local college, with a plan to go on to university. Meanwhile, he continued to find less respectable ways to make money. One day, Ravi showed Alex a beautiful silver dinner service and asked him if he knew anyone who would be interested in it. Alex knew it was stolen—he didn’t need to ask. A week later, Alex and TinTin had sold the silver and they split the thousand-pounds profit in three. Ravi continued offering selected items, and Alex and TinTin sold them. This kept them in a certain style, and they enjoyed expensive holidays abroad and the club and disco life to the full.




    TinTin had met a girl, Merry, from Scotland, who lived in London and worked at Debenhams in Oxford Street, in the store’s fashion department. TinTin decided to join her in London and quickly got a job there. They soon married and moved in to a flat in Camden. Alex and TinTin kept in weekly contact.




    Some time afterwards Alex had noticed a job offer in the regiment’s weekly newspaper from a company in Leeds selling tools and equipment to garages and workshops. The job included a car and a salary, which was close to double what Alex was currently earning. Sitting outside the Managing Director’s office before his interview, Alex remembered the Major’s words: ‘The game ends, the game begins,’ and felt that maybe it had been an optimistic message.




    Alex got the job, to his surprise, but had to wait for his military contract to finish before starting his new life away from the army. He continued to live with his parents, but his room had its own entrance from the yard. Alex enjoyed the independence.




    Ravi demonstrated an entrepreneurial streak and established a government-approved translation business in Harrogate, with a small busy office. Ravi and Alex both felt they had gained some respectability and had suitable covers for selling what Ravi stole and that they would not arouse suspicion. Now, they waited for the big chance. Something worthwhile. It had to happen.




    ***




    In the early months of 1995, Ravi was told about a new top of the range Bentley, which was occasionally parked for a few minutes close to a garage on a run-down housing estate in the Pakistani area of Bradford, often referred to as Bradistan. Ravi and Alex liked to come to the neighbourhood for the restaurant food, especially the chicken tikka masala. After discussing over a meal what could possibly be in that garage, they agreed to investigate.




    One night, Alex and Ravi parked their modified Dodge panel van, which Ravi had bought specifically for the job, outside the garage. By drilling holes in the roof, they had installed a camera so Alex could watch the garage area on a screen in the back of the van and warn Ravi by walkie-talkie if someone should come close.




    Ravi managed finally to find a way inside, even though the garage had steel doors behind the innocent looking battered roll-over door. The garage was stuffed with a mess of worthless junk, old bicycles, car parts, and furniture. After two nerve-racking hours, and after Ravi had measured the building both outside and inside several times, to their great surprise they finally realised that the garage had false walls. Investigating further, in the cavity between the walls, they discovered that there were many wooden boxes. When they finally got one of the boxes open, they discovered a stash of 66 light machine guns. They decided to come back another time, having a hunch that the guns were in long-term storage.




    Ten days later, they arrived at midnight, found their way in, and started loading the guns, which were unassembled and packed in crates, into the van. They finished in the early morning and disappeared, leaving everything else as they had found it.




    Alex knew they’d stolen a stock of 66 units of Heckler and Koch MP5 machine guns.




    Neither he nor Ravi knew the exact value of their haul, but they estimated that each gun could be worth US 2,155 dollars if sold one-by-one. They feared the guns belonged to a criminal organisation, or the IRA, and decided they had better bide their time before trying to sell them.




    Twelve weeks later, Alex and Ravi decided that they needed the money, and TinTin was the obvious choice to help them. They trusted him, but it was still a serious risk. TinTin told them that he personally didn’t want a gun, nor could he afford to buy it, but he felt sure he could find a buyer. He told Alex that he needed to be able to show the gun to any potential buyer.




    Time had passed, and they were short of cash, so Alex agreed to get them sold. TinTin told him that US 3,600 dollars per gun was a realistic price on the London market. Alex assembled one of the guns and with Ravi’s help, hid it inside the panel of the white Ford Transit.




    Alex drove down to London and met TinTin in his flat in Camden while Merry was at work. TinTin made a phone call and went off right away with the gun, saying he expected to be back within an hour. TinTin was keen to get the gun out of their flat, not wanting to risk Merry finding it. Alex was sitting at their kitchen table having a cup of tea when Merry came home. When TinTin returned, he passed over a bulky envelope discreetly to Alex.




    




  

    
CHAPTER 5





    Sunday, 27th of July 1997, Harrogate, Yorkshire




    Ravi had decided not to go to see Alex in hospital right away, and instead to wait until things had cooled off. After all, the police would be sniffing around. Ravi had no car, but had arranged to get a van on loan from a car dealer outside Harrogate.




    On the BBC Sunday Morning News, it was the lead story:




    ‘MP Ralph McKinsey, Member of Parliament since 1985, shot dead in his own home by professional killers, in front of his wife and daughter.




    ‘Possible link to IRA or other Irish military organisation.




    The Prime Minister Tony Blair declared his anger that something so terrible could happen in modern Britain. Extra police power has been promised to find the killer and protect all MPs.’




    Ravi was shocked to see the story on the front page of the papers. This was the worst thing that could happen. Neither he nor Alex had any idea of the man’s occupation or importance. Ravi knew that Alex would still be unaware of Ralph McKinsey’s death, and decided to drive to the Harrogate District Hospital.




    ***




    When Alex woke in his hospital bed, he saw an unknown, overweight man sitting on the chair beside him. Somehow, the man did not look like a doctor or nurse. The man was reading The Rainmaker by John Grisham, and seemed disinterested in Alex’s welfare. Finally, the man got up and closed the book, placing it on the bedside table.




    ‘Keep the book. It’s good, if you like that sort of thing. How’re you feeling, Mr Alex Martell? Must’ve been a terrible experience. I’ll get a doctor to have a look at you, then we can have a chat!’




    ‘Who are you?’ Alex managed to mumble.




    The large man looked for something in his pocket and found a laminated ID card, which he put on the bedside table.




    ‘Police Inspector Ian Fairbank. Harrogate Constabulary.’




    ‘I haven’t filed a complaint!’




    ‘I know,’ Ian Fairbank said, ‘The question might, therefore, be—why not?’ The police officer walked out of the room, not expecting an answer.




    Ten minutes later, he was back with a doctor who quickly examined Alex, then nodded and left. PC Fairbank stepped closer to Alex’s bedside. ‘If someone is shot and ends up in hospital, the police are informed as a matter of routine, so I just need a few details from you, Mr Martell. Then, I’ll go home and tend to my garden. It’s Sunday, you know. Do you follow?’




    ‘Yes,’ Alex answered weakly.




    ‘It’s my belief that you’ve upset someone, who’s then decided to punish you. Or they want some information, which you will not or cannot give, so they shoot you in the leg. That’s the long and short of it. You going to tell me what you did to deserve this, or who they were?’




    ‘I don’t know who did it,’ Alex answered. ‘Maybe they thought I was someone else?’




    ‘Thought so,’ the policeman said and got up, looking like he was ready to leave. ‘And I guess you can’t tell me about anything about the highly-respected Mr Ralph McKinsey, Member of Parliament, director of a large public company, shot dead with a single bullet in the doorway of his own home, yesterday, while his wife and daughter were watching? It’s front page stuff.’




    ‘What? I’ve never even heard of him,’ Alex replied. ‘Do I look like I can run around and shoot people? Ask the doctors here. Ask the nurses.’




    ‘I can see that you were in no fit state to do it, but first we have you and your family being attacked and you being shot in the leg. Then just a few hours later, and a few miles away, a highly-respected local man is murdered in his home by professionals. Why? What has he done to deserve this? What’s the link to you, I wonder?’ The policeman stopped and looked at Alex.




    ‘And it gets even worse. Today it’s all over the newspapers and on the TV. The media are making a meal out of it. How do you think all this is going to affect my gardening plans?’




    ‘Who exactly was shot?’ Alex asked. ‘I’m not sure I understand.’




    ‘Mr Ralph McKinsey, MP, he’s the Managing Director of a company that owns hundreds of pubs. A pillar of the community. Shot dead.’




    ‘Never heard of him,’ Alex said, and closed his eyes. ‘What’s it got to do with me being attacked?’




    ‘Get some rest and we’ll talk again, when I know what’s going on in my own neighbourhood. We are searching your flat and your parents’ home and the nice Claire’s Tea Room. Not that I think we will find anything.’




    Alex tried to sit up in bed, but with no help forthcoming, he gave up.




    Ian Fairbank stood slowly, pulled a few grapes off a bunch on the bedside table, and went towards the door.




    ‘I don’t believe in coincidence! Seen too much in my life. There is a connection, somewhere. And we’re going to find it, Mr Martell.’




    ***




    Ravi opened the door a few millimetres and saw that Alex had company. He sat down on a chair in the corridor and hid himself behind a newspaper, waiting.




    When the policeman left, Ravi followed him, to make sure that Fairbank had driven away from the hospital. Ravi was dressed in a dark blue builder’s jacket, wearing a flat cap that shielded his face, with a newspaper under his arm.




    ‘What’ve you done? What have you done? Have you gone completely mad?’ Alex pushed himself up to a sitting position when Ravi walked into the room. ‘The police will be on to us before you know it. You killed the man, Ravi! A Member of Parliament!’




    ‘There was no other way,’ Ravi answered calmly.




    ‘We could’ve returned the weapons! Then the whole thing would blow over.’




    ‘Not necessary,’ Ravi answered, ‘I’ve taken care of it. It’s my responsibility and I’ll never involve you.’




    ‘We’re completely out of our depth,’ Alex hissed, pale with shock and anger. ‘We don’t even know who the real enemy is. They know us, and they’ll be back. It could be some Irish organisation, who wouldn’t hesitate to kill us in three months’ time. Or in a year! I’ve just had the police here.’




    ‘I know. Please. Just leave it to me. The IRA doesn’t drive round in a Bentley. They don’t come and beat people up in front of their family. They would’ve taken you away and beaten the location of the guns out of you, and then killed you. Those were London villains, paid to do a job. Now they’re busy doing something else, earning a crust. The problem is sorted. Believe me, please, Alex. I am your friend.’




    ‘You seen the papers? The Prime Minister is putting pressure on the investigation. This thing is huge, Ravi. How can I ever trust you again?’




    ‘I know. I have just watched it on the news,’ Ravi was still calm. ‘Nothing can come back to us. For God’s sake, you were in bed. Just been shot. A whole hospital to back your story up. And if they come to me, we haven’t spoken in three months. Just calm down. No one saw me in the yard at your parents’ place. And no one saw me coming here.’




    Alex was still furious, and he and Ravi argued for some time.




    When they heard a nurse approaching, Ravi hid quickly behind the toilet door. Then he left.




    Alex closed his eyes. How had those people, who had attacked him, known that he and Ravi had the machine guns hidden? It could only have come from TinTin, their friend in London, who had sold one of the guns. Alex had trusted him, and still did. TinTin might be dead, Alex thought, feeling sick. If those thugs didn’t hesitate to shoot him in the leg, what might they have done to his old friend? If TinTin had talked to the police, they would have the possible link and would be on to them already.




    Ravi should have done his research, should have found out who that man was, before arriving at his front door and shooting him dead. He should have been alerted by the large house, the car in the driveway. It was reckless, messy, unprofessional: all the things Alex definitely didn’t want to be.




    ***




    Alex turned off the TV and tried to look as engaged as he could when Ian Fairbank visited again. The officer got his notebook out and asked a string of prepared and detailed questions, going back to when Alex was in the military and his knowledge of weapons.




    Feeling his way, Fairbank was not able to make any sense out of the McKinsey murder and of the attack on Alex. The police officer made it clear that forensics had established that two different guns had been used in the two shootings.




    ‘That only tells you,’ Alex pointed out, ‘that the same gun wasn’t used to shoot both me and the MP.’




    ‘Aren’t you clever?’ replied Fairbank sarcastically. ‘The first event was in the middle of the night and the murder was the following morning, but your damaged leg and the hospital statements make it clear that it was not you in person. But maybe you have a friend, an associate, who was acting in revenge?’




    ***




    On the Monday morning, police inspector Ian Fairbank was back for a third time.




    He sat down beside Alex’s bed.




    ‘Anything to tell me?’ Fairbank asked, with a patronising smile. Alex shrugged, shaking his head.




    ‘Then I guess you won’t see me again,’ the policeman said. He walked to the door of Alex’s hospital room, then turned round. ‘Scotland Yard are taking over and some top detective will be in charge. This is a political killing, so it’s a crime that must be solved. Be sure they will get to the bottom of this. They have the time, and the budget, and they won’t stop until something breaks, be sure of that. Get well soon!’
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