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      _________________________

    




    Beckenham, Kent, Sunday, 1st June 1997




    Under no circumstances could Colette be late.




    It was six o’clock in the morning. She had to get up.




    Her husband Phil was expecting her to be in the car park at precisely quarter past nine. She knew that twenty minutes after they met, they would be in a creaking hotel bed. It would make no difference that they’d been married for over twenty years. He loved her just as much; needed her more these days.




    Colette Waldgrave slid out from between the silk sheets. Tall tinted mirror wardrobes reflected her as she walked in black silk pyjamas towards the bathroom. The dark red of the carpet matched the curtains and bed cover.




    With her hair and make-up immaculate, she dressed in a dark blue Chanel dress and shoes, wearing a David Morris gold chain and her Cartier watch. Style was instinctive to her. Her hair was worn just above the shoulders, tinted auburn every four weeks and cut every six. She knew her breasts, waist and hips were in good shape for a woman in her forties, but had no intention of hiding her age and wore half moon, rimless glasses on a fine gold chain around her neck.




    Before Colette left the room she picked up a blue leather briefcase with yellow stitching in which were forty letters she had gathered, 11 of which were from twelve ever-changing ‘dead-end’ addresses in London. Even Brian, the chauffeur and minder who’d been with them for fourteen years, did not know these addresses.




    She was aware that Phil was planning his biggest scheme ever. He had mentioned twenty million pounds, and promised that he’d tell her more about it this weekend when she’d met his prospective associates.




    Angela Hellier, Brian’s common law wife and their housekeeper, served her scrambled eggs and black coffee in the kitchen, chatting away. Colette would have preferred fresh butter croissants or pain au chocolat. She hated being on endless diets, but she was a French woman and this discipline was now part of her life.




    Brian had brought the silver Mercedes 600 SEL round to the front door, and stood beside it in his chauffeur’s uniform. He saluted Colette militarily as she came down the flight of stone steps. He enjoyed treating her with deference, playing servant and mistress, though privately she found it un vrai pain in the arse.




    The car reminded Colette of her husband – he had to have the top of the range, a car which exuded authority and wealth. She slid into the back while Brian held the door open. They drove down the circular drive out into the road, leaving for Ham in Surrey. It looked like it would be a sunny day.




    ‘I want to meet Phil at a quarter past nine. Not a minute before. I don’t want to sit waiting. Especially not there.’




    ‘Yes, Ma’am.’




    Three Sunday newspapers had been placed on the back seat. Brian switched the radio on to Classic FM. Kiri Te Kanawa sang the aria from ‘Belotimus Braziliana’.




    Colette started reading the Sunday Times. When the car drove out of Beckenham towards Crystal Palace, she opened the bar which had been built inside a door-panel. She took out one of the twelve miniature Balvenie single malts and took discreet sips while staring out of the window as they drove towards Streatham Common.




    *  *  *




    ‘We’ll be there in five minutes,’ Brian said after fifty minutes of silence.




    She lifted her eyes and saw him looking at her in the rear-view mirror, wondering how long he’d been secretly staring. Salaud.




    Colette took out her compact and lipstick and brushed a stray hair from her shoulder. Phil set great pride in appearances, always being the best groomed, the most smartly dressed in any company in which he found himself.




    Latchmere House Resettlement Prison was no exception.
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      _________________________

    




    Camden, London NW1, Sunday 1st June 1997




    ‘Piss off!’ Natasha turned over on her stomach, pulling the pillow over her head. ‘Leave me alone. That’s all I want.’




    ‘If you’re going to make it in time, you have to get up now.’ The other girl shook Natasha’s shoulder again. ‘It’s seven-thirty. You know how moody your bike is.’ Jodie was wearing two small rings in her left eyebrow and a bar-bell in the middle of her tongue. Her make-up was smeared and her black hair was a mess.




    ‘Why do I bother?’ Natasha said, attempting to sit up, her short blonde hair also in a mess. ‘We’ll be shagging a few minutes after we meet and I don’t even want to think about it at this ungodly hour.’




    ‘Exactly how it should be. Don’t forget who pays the rent here. Henry Medwood’s the best thing that ever happened to you, Natasha. Be patient. Soon you’ll just have to give him two meals a day and a blow-job on Saturdays and he’s your meal ticket for life. Be a good girl and don’t argue. Just get your arse on its merry way.’




    Natasha stumbled out of bed.




    ‘What a bloody mess.’ She looked round blearily and picked up her black dress from the floor, throwing it over a chair. She looked at the other bed. Jodie, who worked in the pub with Natasha, was leaning over a sleeping man. She had a large blue, red and green rose tattooed on her right shoulder. Jodie slid her hand under the duvet while trying to kiss the man, who remained completely oblivious. Their co-worker from the Chaplin’s Bowler wasn’t going to respond.




    ‘Why did he have to snort the whole of Colombia? He’s no bloody good to me,’ complained Jodie.




    As Natasha combed her hair she studied her face in the mirror, then from a heavy overfilled mahogany wardrobe grabbed a pair of black jeans, a clean T-shirt and her short gold chenille sweater.




    Ten minutes later, wearing a black leather jacket, a tiny bum-bag and helmet, she was unlocking the red and blue Kawasaki motorbike which had been chained with several locks to the railings outside. The house was in Greenland Road, close to Camden High Street. On the opposite side were a couple of small shops struggling to survive. Next to the building containing her one bed-roomed flat was the Neighbourhood Advice Centre. The building hadn’t been painted inside or outside for fifteen years. Still, there was nowhere more hip than Camden.




    ‘Please, please, my little friend. Just fucking start!’




    Natasha turned the key. Trying the starter several times she knew it wasn’t going to respond to all her efforts, even swearing didn’t help. Jodie and Connor would have to come down and give her a push. She took off her helmet and ran upstairs to the second-floor flat.




    It took five minutes of screaming and pulling off the bedclothes before the two girls got him down into the street but eventually Connor realised what it was they wanted. Barefoot, only wearing his underpants, he ran up the road behind Natasha shoving on the saddle while she coaxed the faltering 250 cc Kawasaki into life. She lurched into Camden’s one way system, in the direction of Central London. Three-quarters of an hour to make it. It was possible.




    She absolutely had to be at the car park at nine fifteen.




    Working for the Mirabella Secretarial Service, an employment agency located off Russell Square, meant flexible hours and they’d accepted that she preferred to take the odd catalogue modelling job, as it paid better. Natasha knew her faltering career as a fashion model was coming to an end, as the calls from her model agency were becoming few and far between. Then one day the secretarial service got in touch to say that a new client wanted help with correspondence, working from his hotel room.




    No one had ever paid in advance for a whole week’s work in cash as Henry Medwood had done.




    The work had been a string of letters to friends, family, legal associates and some minor creditors, all typed on the Inn On The Park’s letterheads. Each letter was different, but all explained that he was going away for some years, and that he planned to start a new business on his return. Creditors were asked to be patient. The letters were very well written and didn’t give the recipient any choice other than to face facts. It was then Natasha realised that Henry was a barrister.




    He told her that his parents had come from Barbados many years before, but he had been born in Streatham. ‘My Dad’s a custody sergeant in the local nick.’




    She guessed he was in his late-thirties, extremely good looking, tall and athletically built, with short hair and yet with something withdrawn and vulnerable about him. He wore a high-cut pinstripe suit with a flashy scarlet silk lining. She liked the fact that he didn’t wear any jewellery, apart from a discreet Alfred Dunhill watch.




    Best of all, he had a friendly smile and laughed at her colourful language.




    ‘Let’s go and have dinner in the hotel restaurant. I hope you have time?’ he asked the first night.




    Natasha accepted.




    Without it being signified in any way during the evening, they went back to his hotel suite afterwards and made love. She had never gone with anyone like that before.




    Staying at the Inn On The Park, going to restaurants twice a day in Mayfair and Knightsbridge, having clothes bought for her, spending time shopping and having exciting sex, was a life Natasha had never experienced before.     




    By the end of the week Henry was acting as if he couldn’t get enough of her, but on the Monday morning he’d got up early and while dressing told her, ‘I have to leave now, but I’ll be in touch.’




    Ignoring her questions, he packed a sports bag and explained that someone he had previously acted for, the owner of the Chaplin’s Bowler Pub in Camden, would give her a part-time job which she could do while temping. The rent for a small flat in Camden would be paid. ‘Stay here, Camden Girl, one more day – and promise to go on being my friend,’ was all Henry said before walking out of the room without looking back. She had no idea where he was going or why he hadn’t taken a proper suitcase with him. She had enough sense not to ask and she knew better than to turn her nose up at his offer of a flat.




    By the time Henry got in touch from prison Natasha was well established and grateful enough to agree to meeting him regularly, but for some reason which she could not pinpoint they never seemed to be quite on the same wavelength again. But still, he was good company and terrific in bed.




    On the phone Henry had explained they were going to meet some seriously important people, who could make a big difference to how long a time it would take for him to get on his feet again.




    A husband was what she needed at this point in her life. A proper home, maybe even kids. Henry would do even if she wasn’t in love with him and he was down on his luck at the moment. He’d bounce back soon.




    She had decided to bet the rest of her life on it.




    Driving out of Richmond Park at Ham Gate, she turned left into Church Road then into the car park surrounded by trees and turned off the engine. The motor bike racketed, trembled, caught, roared and then became silent.




    She took off the helmet and shook her head. Everything was peaceful and very green. One could think this was outside a country-estate. Except for the wire-gate. She noticed the silver-grey Mercedes parked at a distance.




    If need be she had Henry to push the bike back to life.
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      _________________________

    




    Brighton, Sussex, Sunday 1st June 1997




    Michael’s lower ground floor flat on the Brighton seafront was large and ostentatious. Everything about it reminded her of him. She went into the over-furnished bedroom and looked in the wardrobe. She did not like the many mirrors (especially not the one on the ceiling which she found tasteless), but she would never say so to him. Michael’s great redeeming quality was that he had chosen her.




    Bettina Fullerton had been at work since six o’clock that morning. She had promised Mike she would bring some papers from the estate agent where she worked as an area manager, and there could be no excuse for letting him down. It had taken her two hours to get everything ready. Bettina put the papers in a black pilot case by the front door, so she would not forget them. She was not pretty, she knew that very well. She was a large woman, size sixteen, and no diet, clinic or doctor would ever change that. She was built like it and had been through all the angst and treatment before she decided she did not want to bother any more.




    Besides, Michael liked her this way, bless him.




    Michael Gibson had bluntly said to her, when she came to apply for a job with him five years ago, that he was looking for someone ‘solid as a rock’, someone good at her job who could run his chain of estate agencies when he was away, not a brainless bit of fluff.




    Bettina had worked for him for a year when suddenly one Thursday evening he’d invited her out to dinner. She had not been dressed for it but he had insisted it did not matter. After a lavish meal in the Grand Hotel restaurant, and two bottles of Chateauneuf du Pape, he had taken her hand in his.




    ‘Betty, I think we should spend the night together here.’ Before she could get her breath back and think of an answer, he was on his way toward reception.




    She was thirty three then, and still a virgin.




    The next morning she had woken up in the ritzy hotel bedroom overlooking the sea to find Michael studying her while finishing a cigarette.




    She’d immediately pulled the covers over her head.




    ‘You are a very attractive woman,’ he said, taking the covers away. ‘Next time we make love, which will be in a few minutes, I want you to cry out, scream loudly. Don’t squeak like a mouse any more. I want to hear you. I want the whole of Brighton to hear you.’




    He put the cigarette out and stroked her hair back. ‘Betty, you’re genuinely good in bed. A natural talent. I always knew you would be.’




    ‘Oh my God!’ she had said and looked away. But she did everything that he told her to do.




    And when the recession hit the housing market and Michael was arrested for his involvement in a fraudulent mortgage scheme, Bettina stuck by him even though his classy family in Horsham turned their backs.




    ‘Betty, I’ll phone you.’ Michael was wearing handcuffs, but as he went to the squad car he was chatting amicably with the arresting officer about that day’s race meeting at Brighton as if he had known the officer for years.




    Later the same evening she had gone to see him at the police station – her big, black-haired, handsome man.




    He’d still insisted that it was all a mistake and was more concerned about “Lady from Brighton”, his two-year old filly. The trainer’s fees for the last quarter had not been paid as the cheque had bounced.




    ‘I’ll pay it from my private account, if I can,’ Bettina had said, ‘but when this is over I think we’d better get married so I know exactly what is going on.’




    ‘Stop it,’ he’d said, smiling. ‘Don’t I have enough problems?’




    After his chain of agencies was wound up, Bettina had taken a job with a former rival and settled into Michael’s flat.




    She used the weekends when she wasn’t visiting him to redecorate and scrupulously maintain it, living for the day when he’d come back and share it with her.




    Michael had mentioned that they were going to meet some very important people today. She did not like the sound of that at all, but was not going to argue. He would not be ashamed of her, when she got into a conversation with them. It was the time spent on them she objected to.




    However, today she was first and foremost visiting him. Nine-fifteen in Ham.




    Bettina was never ever late.
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      _________________________

    




    Ham, Surrey, Sunday 1st June 1997




    The small car park was filling up with cars of all shapes and sizes.




    Colette saw Brian glance at her in the mirror again, smiled faintly, and nodded. They both knew the routine at Latchmere House. She glanced idly around and noticed a blonde girl leaning against a motorbike. A yellow Mini was parked close by, the big woman inside busy with her lipstick.




    It was exactly fifteen minutes past nine when she saw her husband, coming through the gate, walk towards the Mercedes. She didn’t get out.




    ‘Hello angel.’ Phil Waldgrave got into the back of the car and kissed her on the cheek. ‘You look beautiful. I’ve missed you. How are you, Brian?’




    Phil was dressed casually in a pair of combats and a loose grey cashmere sweater. He looked younger than his forty-five years, despite his black hair streaked with silver. Phil had started going grey at twenty-nine and had actually been pleased. In his line of business it paid to look a bit seasoned and trustworthy. Even if that was the last thing you really were.       




    ‘What a tan you’ve got.’ Colette had to admit that he had never looked better.




    ‘Out in the fresh air every day, working. Does me a lot of good.’




    Brian was smiling, genuinely pleased to see his employer.




    ‘You have the correspondence?’ Phil asked.




    She gave him the briefcase. He opened it and took out the letters. From the newspapers on the seat he took out a couple of double pages and wrapped them around the letters.




    ‘Brian, put these in the bin over there.’ A prisoner on his way back from church would take them in and put them in Phil’s room. It was unsafe for him to carry them in himself as he didn’t want to be seen to be running a business in any way, which was strictly forbidden and would result in him being sent to a closed prison the following day.




    Brian took the small packet and walked to the wastepaper bin in the car park.




    ‘The usual place?’ he asked, back behind the wheel.




    ‘Yes, let’s not waste time. We only have eight hours.’




    Colette looked out of the window. A sporty-looking black man dressed in light blue denim had jumped on the back of the motorbike. A big man wearing grey flannel trousers and a blue shirt with broad stripes got into the yellow Mini.




    The Mercedes pulled out onto the main road, turned right and drove a few hundred yards to the Ham Gate, then continued for a mile through Richmond Park. The bike and the Mini followed behind.




    Eventually the car came to a stop outside the main entrance of a hotel situated on Richmond Hill opposite the famous Star and Garter Home.




    ‘Welcome,’ the hotel porter said cheerily. ‘Nice to see you again.’




    Phil and Colette went into the hotel. In spite of the many guests waiting at reception to pay their bills, they were given their key right away. Colette’s small suitcase was placed in their suite and the porter left.




    ‘Come here.’ Phil held out his arms. ‘God, I missed you.’




    ‘Why don’t you check on the others first.’




    He went to the window and looked down at the hotel car park. The motorbike was parked close to the yellow mini. Brian had driven the Mercedes away, intending to return at the appointed time.




    When Phil turned back, Colette had undressed. Naked for a moment, she let a long black silk nightdress flow over her. ‘Everything all right?’




    ‘Yes, they’ve arrived. We’ve got plenty of time,’ he said, walking towards her.      




    They kissed lightly. She knew he would smell her perfume. His hands went down her back. She touched him, squeezed and moved her hand teasingly until his erection started stirring. He took a short step back and undressed, not taking his eyes from her.




    ‘You look extraordinarily beautiful,’ he said while sliding her nightgown inch by inch up her long legs. She sat down and let him push her back onto the bed.




    ‘You smell like fresh apples,’ he whispered when his head touched her thighs. She knew he adored their smoothness.




    His searching hand made her close her eyes and give a tiny gasp. Colette threw back her head, spread her legs and started gently rocking back and forth.




    She knew he got the most pleasure from giving her the satisfaction she craved.




    *  *  *




    ‘Come here,’ Natasha said in suite number two. ‘We’ve only got seven hours left and it’s been weeks. Feels like years.’




    She helped Henry undo his belt and take off his trousers, then quickly removed her own clothes.




    A moment later she was sitting on top of the spreadeagled naked man lying on the carpet. She liked being in control while being able to watch this very handsome man. She moved with force, stopping when it became too much, then gently continued. Henry could last for a long time in that way.




    Natasha could hear the man under her finally gasping loudly, then shaking while pressing himself upwards.  When he went limp inside her she did not feel like moving right away.




    She enjoyed sex with Henry and had been thinking about nothing else since she’d started out this morning. Why didn’t she love him then? They were fantastic together, had been since the first day they’d met and he kept saying he admired her look. Together they were a smart and handsome couple.




    When she started out as a model she’d spent every working day tracking down photographers in their studios and forcing them to see her portfolio. Before leaving the studio, she’d ensured that her agent’s phone number was in their book and the model-card she had spent so much on was pinned to the notice board. For some years she did get modelling work and it looked like her career might take off any day, but she had never landed the all-important job which would bring her recognition. Up to the time Natasha was thirty she had seen herself as a model, even if she had to support herself between jobs by working in cosmetic departments spraying bored housewives with designer scent. The wake-up call came the day she’d realised the latest Vogue cover girl was fifteen, half her age. She’d taken a six month secretarial course and started working as a temp for the Mirabelle Agency and after she had met Henry was serving behind the bar every evening in the Chaplin’s Bowler in Camden. It was a meat market for the young and available, regularly raided by the friendly local drug squad.




    ‘I am not used to this,’ Henry complained still lying on the floor ‘You drain the life out of me.’




    ‘That’s the idea.’ Natasha untangled herself and got up from the floor. She walked towards the bedroom.




    ‘Come on Henry,’ she shouted. ‘I know you need to rest, but don’t worry, I’ll get it back to life. I need you in here.’




    ‘At one o’clock we’re going to lunch, don’t forget,’ he shouted back. ‘I think you’re the one who is going to be judged as suitable.’




    ‘Suitable for what? What a lot of rubbish. Why would anyone be taking an interest in little me? Henry, for God’s sake, come in here now! Why are you wasting our time?’




    When he entered the bedroom she had removed everything from the bed and was lying on her back.




    ‘Come closer,’ she said while lifting her arms over her head. ‘Don’t be scared.’     




    *  *  *




    In suite number three, Michael had walked directly into the bedroom, undressed, and got into bed.




    Bettina was sitting next to him, still half-dressed.




    She found it difficult to jump into bed so early in the morning. She liked to take her time, and prepare herself emotionally.




    ‘Come here,’ he said putting out the cigarette in the ashtray he had placed on the bed-table. ‘We have so little time and it’s been ages since I’ve felt you.’




    After five years she still didn’t like him seeing her naked. Very slowly he removed her silk slip and bra. Bettina slid under the duvet next to him.




    ‘Anyway, soon I’ll be back and all that’ll change. We can enjoy each other every single day then!’




    She felt him rolling on top of her. He grabbed her under her knees and pushed them towards her face. She gasped loudly when he entered her. Helplessness could be decidedly erotic, she thought.




    ‘We’ve been invited out for lunch,’ he said, looking down. ‘My future could depend on this.’




    ‘Let’s talk later,’ she moaned.




    *  *  *




    Phil was lying on his back, smiling, when Colette came back into the bedroom. There was no time to fall asleep now. Too much to think about.




    ‘I’d like to hear your opinion about our guests,’ he said. ‘The men seem sound to me, but you know I value your opinion. Specifically the women. What’s their names...Natasha and Bettina, I think.’




    ‘Are we really starting all over again?’ Colette asked, with a deep sigh. ‘Aren’t we a bit too old to take these risks? We’re fairly well off, according to the accounts.’




    ‘Just once more, I promise. One last time. We’ve had some expensive years, with me being away. I’ve put a lot of thought and research into this and it won’t take very long. Eighteen months at the most. Anyway, all I want you to do today is to look over these four and tell me your opinion tonight when I phone you. Please, angel.’




    ‘Of course.’ Colette looked at her watch. It was ten-thirty. There was still plenty of time. ‘I’ll make coffee. I’ve brought you some Foie Gras.’




    ‘Goose or duck?’ he asked expertedly.




    ‘Goose with truffles, of course, and brioche bread. I’m French, aint I?’ Colette tried to fake an ‘estuary’ accent without really succeeding.




    Naked, she walked to the suite’s kitchen, leaving the door open.




    She knew Phil was studying her back. He’d always liked her walk. Something French and very elegant about the way she held her head, he often said.




    ‘Excellent,’ he got out of bed, took the tray from her and sat it down on the antique desk.




    Time was running. He didn’t want to miss his wife’s company. Particularly back in bed. It was a matter of unfinished business; in spoon-position they would fulfill what had been started. For some unknown reason she did not like him on top. It didn’t matter to Phil.




    Being married for many years, they both knew the next step.  




    Very comforting, Phil thought and putting his hand out, took the plate she offered him.




    *  *  *




    At one-fifteen they walked into the hotel bar to find their four guests were waiting. Phil smiled charmingly at everyone, apologised for their lateness with a sidelong smile at Colette, and began the introductions.




    ‘This is Henry Medwood. Colette, my wife.’




    She looked at the highly presentable black man. Intelligent and educated, was her first impression.




    ‘Natasha Jones, my partner,’ he said quickly, to avoid making it plain Phil hadn’t seen her before today. Natasha smiled widely. Her handshake was firm, Colette noticed.




    ‘Very nice to meet you both,’ she said. ‘And thanks for inviting us for lunch.’




    Colette considered the blonde for a moment longer. Natasha’s clothes weren’t up to much, even bordering on tarty. A pretty face, though, and certainly nothing wrong with her body. In her early thirties and had seen a bit of life, if Colette was any judge.




    ‘Michael Gibson,’ Phil continued.




    ‘Very nice meeting you, Colette.’ The big man’s voice was slightly deeper than she’d expected, and he had large extravagantly lashed brown eyes beneath thick black-brown eyebrows and hair. She thought he looked every inch the successful, reliable businessman, which was ironic, considering his current address.




    ‘And this is Bettina.’ Michael did not give her second name.




    Colette liked the other woman right away. She looked poised, competent, in control. Her dress was an excellent choice for a big figure. She seemed very open and friendly.




    ‘I’ve been looking forward to meeting both of you. Michael’s mentioned you often,’ she said. ‘I hope we can invite you to lunch in our flat in Brighton soon. We’d both like that very much.’




    Phil and Colette took opposite ends of table. Bettina sat next to Henry, who’d politely held out her chair. Michael ignored the pleasantries and slid into his seat, murmuring something to Natasha in an undertone. She threw back her head and laughed out loud, refusing to share the joke when Henry asked her to.




    The women were drinking wine. The men were drinking Badoit.




    If Colette had to get to know each of them, it was important to break up the couples, so she could evaluate them one to one. She wondered how much they knew about Phil. Did they know of his background? Did they even know he was working on a scam? Studying Natasha and Bettina carefully, Colette presumed they knew absolutely nothing. If they came in on this they’d have to re-examine the attitudes, morals and assumptions they’d held all their lives. Their peace of mind and way of life would be turned upside down.




    And if the plan went wrong, they’d lose everything. Everyone would turn against them. They’d be locked up for years.




    That her husband would convince them in one way or another to participate, she didn’t doubt for a second.




    Colette noticed that today Phil did not speak of his intentions, but constantly asked the guests all kinds of seemingly innocuous questions, drawing them out so that his wife could evaluate them properly before forming her opinion.




    But all she could think was: how could he even bear to consider starting all over again?




    He smiled at her and blew her a kiss. Phil lived for his ideas. Taking calculated risks, detailed plotting and planning, these things were what he loved in life and what he was best at.




    Colette was experienced enough to understand that men like her husband usually had a past. The three mistakes Phil had made they’d regarded as unavoidable and had written off. It was unproductive to think about them further. The prison terms he’d served counted for very little. Men like Phil only thought of the future – the next plan, idea, scam, assignment, concept, whatever they called it, was all that mattered.




    But they should be past all that now, she thought resentfully. With the courts’ new powers to confiscate the proceeds of criminal activity, their home, the cars, the prestigious shop and the holiday flat she loved – if anything went wrong, this time they stood to lose everything for which they had worked. Colette knew Phil would argue that they’d take precautions and that experience counted for everything, but if this plan went wrong – and even Phil’s plans had been known to go wrong – there’d be everything to lose and little to look forward to on his release apart from a penniless old age. And that made a difference.




    For the first time since she’d married Phil she’d started to see her husband in a new light. Once she had considered him a talented, audacious criminal mastermind. Now she was beginning to wonder if, in fact, he’d become a gambler, recklessly staking their security on one last big throw.




    It would be more than difficult to stop him. Maybe he could not be stopped.




    However, all this mattered little. She was suddenly forced to consider everything in a different light since that all important visitor she had unexpectedly received six months ago in her home in Beckenham.




    Conclusively she realised that she had to keep a few cards up her sleeve. When the time came for her to deal them, she would. Maybe, ironically, her interest was this time in letting Phil start his venture, his merry go round, and letting her get off before the carousel stopped.




    She smiled down the table at Phil and raised her glass.




    There would be no real regrets. Phil owed her.




    And regrets were for life’s losers and Colette had no intention of figuring among them, alone, while growing old.
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    9AM. Monday 2nd June 1997




    ‘Holy mackerel! Holy mackerel...’




    ‘If you say that once more I’ll put this bread knife in you. I knew you’d forgotten...




    ‘You obviously haven’t given poor old Phil so much as a thought while he’s been away in that horrible prison.’




    Robin looked at his wife. He knew Virginia might very well prick him with the knife, not seriously but enough to hurt him for days. It had happened before, when he annoyed her.




    Why was she wearing those baby doll pyjamas? he thought. They had been married twenty years and God knows she was no longer petite. And did she have to keep banging on about Phil bloody Waldgrave? True, she did not know anything about the unfortunate matter of the four thousand pounds he should have repaid Phil eighteen months ago. Not that he had ever written and asked. Though that could be because they had moved rather hastily from their expensive house on Kingston Hill to this tiny terrace.




    Every time the word ‘prison’ was mentioned Robin had a searing mental vision of hundreds of large pink pigs in a huge muddy field. His last interlude as a guest of Her Majesty had been in a Norfolk prison which had its own pig farm. An unforgettable experience. Enough to get him to consider going straight. Consider was as far as it had gone, though.




    ‘So when is old Phil out?’ Robin inquired casually, starting on his fourth boiled egg and soldier number twenty.




    ‘In four weeks time according to my diary. I’ll phone Colette and ask for the precise day.’




    ‘No need to let the cat out of the bag. Me and the boys will arrange a coming-out party for him. Phil would appreciate that,’ Robin lied.




    Phil did not like surprises and ‘the boys’ they had both avoided for ten years.




    ‘Go and get some clean trousers on,’ Virginia said, frowning as her overweight husband lumbered away from the tiny kitchen table. ‘You look like a plumber. Do you really think you can sell a used car and get us back to a normal life wearing filthy jeans?’




    ‘That’s much better,’ she said after a few minutes when he presented himself for inspection, vainly trying to give a twirl. ‘And don’t come home before you’ve sold at least one.’ She went to open the front door for him.




    ‘Ouch that hurts!’ Robin had grabbed her well-padded bottom while passing by. ‘You should have been more interested in my posterior over the week-end. Not now when it’s too late.’




    ‘The grandchildren wore me out, but can I try for a quicky before I go?’




    ‘Yes, you could try.’




    ‘I know I’m not what I used to be,’ he said, not sure if he should take her put down seriously.




    ‘Very true. Don’t worry, I’m only joking. Don’t want you worn out before the day starts.’ Virginia waved and closed the door quickly.




    Outside the house Robin looked at his stock. He could drive away in the eight year old Jaguar. It looked good but would it start? At least it was not a ringed car, only the mileometer had been rolled back and mysteriously it had also become two years younger. Or he could use the bread and butter Ford Granada. Then he remembered he actually had an appointment after placing an advert in this week’s Sunday Times.




    To call the Jensen car a classic was correct, but not to mention that it was a rusty wreck which had failed its MOT due to the seals having gone was a considerable oversight. Well, maybe a few drinks with the potential buyer in the golf club’s bar would make the potential purchaser less wary.




    Since he’d lost his car show room the golf club had become Robin’s base. Of course one day, and that could be very soon, the captain of the club would ask him politely not to conduct business there. They could hardly kick him out with that restaurant and bar tab he had at the moment.




    If Phil Waldgrave had been a hard man, or screaming and shouting for his money, Robin would not have felt bad about his debt. But Phil was always polite, businesslike, very helpful and probably the only person he would call a friend. Where was he going to find four thousand pounds before Phil was out?




    ‘Fuck a duck,’ Robin said aloud, when he saw the potential buyer lounging against a brand new Bentley. He did not look an easy mark.




    Robin parked a bit away and strode towards the man. ‘What a wonderful morning. Sorry I’m late; I just had to have a last ride. It’s a sad day for me, saying good bye to my beautiful vintage cruisemobile. Of course, for you it’s a good day. Anyway, we’d better hurry. I have another potential buyer coming in half an hour.’




    ‘It looks tired and rusty from here,’ the man said, ignoring his outstretched hand. ‘Five grand is ridiculous, even as a starting price.’




    ‘Please don’t insult my pride and joy,’ Robin sounded hurt. The man started walking towards the car. A good sign. Robin had sold many, many cars. Thousands. Nothing different with this rust-bucket, he told himself. Get the punter over to the driver’s side, but don’t let him into the car. Start the sales-spiel while taking the guided tour round the old banger before getting inside for the test drive.




    ‘What do you do for a living, if I may ask?’ Robin inquired.




    ‘I’m a drug dealer,’ the man said and looked directly at him. They were standing next to the Jensen.




    ‘Is thats what’s on your business card?’ Robin wasn’t going to let anyone ride roughshod over him.




    ‘No, but it gets me more respect than just saying I’m a plasterer who won the Lottery.’




    ‘Really?’ Robin looked at the man in amazement. ‘Are you having me on?’




    ‘No, honest. I won two million on an ordinary Saturday night. Since then my wife has left me, my kids don’t want to know me, my own family can’t stand the sight of me and the local pub has barred me. That’s after all of them were paid handsomely, of course. So I’m left with my Bentley, the television, a cat and a redecorated house.’




    ‘How about a cup of coffee and a small cognac. This is quite an eye opener,’ Robin said conversationally. ‘Just this morning I told my wife Virginia that love of money is the root of all evil.’




    ‘Okay, let’s have that cognac then. I’ve nothing better to do. But you’re paying.’




    Robin smiled as they walked to the club house.




    Easy-peasy, he thought. Maybe today wasn’t going to be too bad after all. If he couldn’t sell the car to this punter, he’d better seriously consider that career change.




    * * *




    Detective Chief Inspector David Evans was always first in at the office. He needed half an hour to gather his thoughts and plan the day. Since joining the police he had always worked like that.




    Top of the agenda today had suddenly become the news that Phillip Waldgrave was going to be out within a month.




    Evans leaned back in his chair and tried to dismiss the thought. Why should he be interested after all? Waldgrave was old history. Not a clever career move on his part to waste time on a con man who’d just about paid his debt to society.




    Evans knew in detail about the credit insurance scam, borrowing heavily from a bank against invoices guaranteed by the Government scheme for export initiative. Waldgrave had salted away close to a million from that when the customer in Greece, controlled by Waldgrave, went into a low-key liquidation and then completely disappeared. His most recent scam had involved obtaining EU subsidies on various lorry-loads of frozen Irish meat which had been driven through several countries, obtaining funding in every one by using cleverly forged papers, until one of the freezers failed and the smell alerted the health authorities and then Customs.




    David Evans had been with Organised Crime for seven years. He knew London’s underworld better than most, his intelligence-information built up over many years. Informers always dealt directly with him, were well paid for their services and helped in times of trouble so long as they had information to trade.




    He had no empathy with the ordinary villains, did not find them charismatic, interesting or even slightly likeable. But Phil Waldgrave was in a completely different league. Usually, that type belonged to the Serious Fraud Office, but they could hardly have received any complaints yet.




    Evans put the confidential release-list of serious criminals down on his desk. The Office for Organised Crime had plenty of work already without touting for more.




    But the thing to remember with Phil Waldgrave was that his schemes grew bigger, he always carried them through and of course the authorities would only know the unsuccessful ones. Even thinking he might have changed his ways was a joke. Waldgrave would never, ever change. By now he would probably have a specific plan. He would be recruiting while he was still in prison and would get the funds together to start something as soon as he was released.




    Only a couple of Saturdays ago, Evans’ wife Clara had been browsing in Waldgrave’s posh menswear shop in South Molton Street. Quite a front, he had admitted to himself grudgingly. It would not surprise him if the shop ran at a loss – or maybe not. With those prices he could hardly lose.




    ‘Waldgrave will soon be back with us,’ he said to DI George Adams who had just walked into the office carrying two takeaway cappuccinos.




    ‘Please, don’t start on that again,’ Adams replied quickly. ‘Let someone else take the arse ache.’           He took the lids off the containers and placed a coffee in front of Evans, while sitting down opposite him. ‘Waldgrave is smart, professional and intelligent, we know that for a fact. Which unfortunately also means it would take far more of our time to go after him than dealing with the more brainless trash who give us a steady stream of results.’




    Adams took the list from the table and glanced at it dismissively.




    ‘Very true, but I’d still like to know what he’s up to,’ his boss insisted. ‘Do we know of any new associates? Maybe a look at the prison’s visiting book...’




    ‘You’re out of date. Phil Waldgrave only goes to the very best restaurants, the most expensive hotels, and the finest prisons. He’s been at Latchmere. It’s a small, quiet resettlement prison, which also means there is no visiting room. They go to the pub, a hotel, or home for visits if they live locally.’




    ‘So he’s been working outside. Wonder what he’s been doing? Probably had a job in the City. It’d take one quick phone call to find out. What are you waiting for?’ Evans hesitated for a second. ‘And get me his file while you are at it.’
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    Ham, Surrey, 1.00 PM, Monday 2nd June 1997.




    Phil went to his room after lunch to take off his dusty blue overalls. He enjoyed his job as a tractor driver working for a large local nursery, and had chosen it in preference to working in a London office.




    Phil had many contacts. All the wrong ones. Meeting anyone from his past would be equal to a looming disaster. Going back and forth by tube every day, the temptations of the City followed by the degradation and grind of the prison’s routine could have lead to dangerous complications.               




    Phil preferred riding his mountain bike on the twenty-five minute journey to the garden centre. He knew better than most that to survive any sentence and get the time to pass quickly you needed a quiet, unproblematic routine. A couple of weeks ago he’d arranged for Henry and Michael to join him in working at the nursery.




    Latchmere House Resettlement Prison was a new experience for all three of them. Even if Phil had no intention of changing his ways, there was no doubt that this was the best idea the Home Office had ever come up with to deter serious criminals from reoffending. Many prisoners did manage the transfer back to ‘normal’ life after a spell spent working from the prison and earning a normal wage before release. It showed there existed a real and practical option, created self confidence and avoided the embarrassment of being a burden to an already suffering family.




    All this had never even been an option for Phil. He controlled a reputable business already – and was still chasing the big one. The scam which would make him seriously, seriously wealthy for the rest of his life.




    If he had not been decisively sure that while away he had come up with the winning formula, he would at this time of his life after his release slid back into a routine of going to the shop in South Molton Street six days a week.




    He had a shower and changed for the visit he had been notified about at work an hour ago. As this prison had no facilities for visits, he’d been granted two hours off to see a Mr Charles Cross.




    He was sitting ready in his comfortably furnished room with its window overlooking Richmond Park, opening the letters which had been picked up from the drop in the car park, when there was a knock on the door.




    ‘Yes?’




    ‘Sorry to disturb you. Can you spare me a few minutes? I noticed you were back from work early.’




    ‘No, don’t have time now, Ant. Someone’s visiting in a few minutes.’




    ‘Please, just give me a minute,’ the young man wheedled. He was one of nature’s born geeks, a spindly pale-faced creature with spiky dark hair and a prominent Adam’s apple.




    Phil knew Jacob Ant by his prison reputation as a computer fanatic, serving four years for having placed a sophisticated bug in thousands of accounts in a major bank, making each client pay a fictitious standing order every month which looked as if it was a monthly insurance premium. As it was for under ten pounds it took some time before people queried it. Unfortunately for Jacob Ant his scheme only worked for six weeks and the Court had him declared criminally bankrupt.




    ‘Another time then?’ Jacob persisted. Phil was beginning to understand why the other prisoners called him the ‘Bugging Ant’.




    ‘Yes, another time,’ Phil answered with no intention of keeping the promise.




    Yesterday evening on his return to Latchmere he’d phoned Colette from a telephone box in the prison. He’d waited for an hour in the queue, which for some reason was always longer on a Sunday than on weekdays.




    ‘I’ve just had a phone call from your old friend CC,’ she’d told him. ‘I couldn’t make sense of what he was saying. Something’s gone wrong apparently. He’ll be phoning Latchmere to ask for an urgent visit.’




    ‘Okay,’ Phil had said guardedly. ‘I’ll phone him right away. What did you think about the two couples?’




    They always avoided mentioning specific names or places when they spoke on the telephone. Although officially conversations weren’t recorded, Phil knew differently.




    ‘The blonde girl could be a good player. She’s looking for a new direction in life. Too old to be a model. No future in temping. The other one will be a substantial asset, but she needs a lot of working on and a change of values. I think the relationship is strong, at least from her side. I’ve had an idea... perhaps we ought to go on a short holiday together, so we can get to know one another better?’




    ‘Brilliant. We’ll take them to the flat. I knew you’d come up with the goods. I have to run now. Speak to you tomorrow. Love you.’




    He’d put down the receiver and begun dialling Charles’s phone number when angry comments from the inmates waiting in the line for the telephone made him stop.




    *  *  *




    At one-thirty, Phil saw the friend to whom Colette had referred walking towards the prison gate.     




    Charles Cross looked tired, as if he hadn’t slept for nights. His suit was crumpled and his shirt grubby. Charles was a large man. He’d worn a short-cut beard and light-framed glasses for as long as Phil could remember.




    ‘Let’s walk to Ham Common,’ he said. His friend had obviously had bad news. Maybe the company had been forced to close.




    He was Phil’s closest friend. They’d known each other for over thirty-five years. After they finished school, Charles had helped Phil financially, while he was studying to become an engineer. His father owned Cross Heavy Engineering and was regarded as wealthy.




    It had to be a business problem, Phil decided. He knew the company had been badly hit by the recession in the late-eighties. Trade had picked up recently, but now there was strong competition from a German manufacturer. Over the last few years Charles had borrowed large sums of money from Phil, but had always paid back his loans. Three months ago it had been fifty thousand, to keep Cross Heavy Engineering afloat as the bank demanded a reduction of its overdraft. Charles had insisted on securing this loan with a floating charge on the company’s assets of cranes in production. Phil didn’t need repaying at the moment and was ready to say so.




    ‘So what’s happened?,’ he said when they reached the road and no one could overhear their conversation. ‘Take it easy. We’ve plenty of time. Want to walk up to the cafe for a coffee?’




    For a few minutes they walked in the direction of Ham village without talking. Then abruptly Charles stopped walking, turned towards Phil and burst out. ‘She wouldn’t leave me alone for a minute! Not for a second. We had a horrible day...she nagged, nagged, nagged. We were both drinking heavily. Pandora called in but went pretty quickly. The atmosphere was terrible. By seven or eight o’clock I’d drunk too much and went upstairs...’




    Phil knew that Charles was talking about his wife. Charles had married Gloria, when he was twenty-one. Both he and Phil had harboured enormous crushes on her while they were at school and Charles could not believe his luck at first, but from being a bubbly girl, then a charming, beautiful woman, Gloria had become snobbish and self-centred over the last few years. She made it clear to anyone who would listen that she was unhappy with her life, their two daughters, Jemima and Pandora – and most of all with Charles. She’d withdrawn into a stale, enclosed world consisting of perpetual improvements to their home and endless charity functions, which she organised in minute detail with a circle of close women friends.




    Colette had made it clear many years ago that she didn’t wish to be involved. The Waldgraves had expected Charles and Gloria to end their unhappy marriage when Jemima and Pandora left home, but Charles had shown no inclination to do so.              




    ‘Go on,’ Phil said wearily.




    ‘I put my pyjamas on and went to bed. Then Gloria came up. She was crying hysterically and got into bed half-dressed, wanting to make up and have sex. With the best will in the world I was past it by then. She just went spare, Phil. It was really frightening. She threw a perfume bottle at me and anything else she could grab. So I got up and slapped her, once, to calm her down. Then she really went for me. I pulled a quilt off the bed to cover myself and went out on to the landing, intending to go downstairs. She wouldn’t let me go. It all got completely out of control. And then I snapped and I hit her.’




    Charles couldn’t say anything else. He had gone very white and beads of sweat stood out on his forehead. Phil waited a minute before asking. ‘What happened next?’ He had a sick feeling in his stomach, as if he already knew.




    ‘She tripped over the quilt and fell down the stairs. Because I hit her. There was blood coming out of her mouth.’




    Charles’ face crumpled and he buried it in his hands. Phil fought to keep the shock from his voice.




    ‘Are you saying she’s dead?’




    His friend nodded. He took off his glasses, wiped away the tears.




    ‘But – it was an accident? You didn’t mean to do it, did you? You didn’t push her down the stairs on purpose?’ Phil pressed him.




    ‘No, course not.’ Charles hesitated, then continued. ‘Afterwards, I stood looking at her lying there on the carpet. She seemed so peaceful and I was just so relieved she’d stopped nagging and screaming at me…But, Phil, I killed her.’




    ‘Who else have you told?’




    ‘No one.’




    ‘Where is she now?’ Phil couldn’t bring himself to say ‘the body’ or ‘the corpse’.




    ‘On the floor where she fell. I couldn’t stay in the house any longer. I drove around, then slept in the car close to here.’




    They were standing in the road only a hundred yards or so from the prison. For a moment Phil did not know if they should continue walking towards Ham or return. Phil suddenly thought of one of the daughters coming to the house.




    ‘Let’s go back,’ he decided. ‘You should drive home now. I’ll phone a police officer I know and see if he can help. There’s no way you can avoid getting them involved. You might even be arrested.’




    ‘ I know. And go to prison for life!’




    ‘No, I don’t think so. Not when you explain as you just did to me. You have got to be very clear with them, Charles. It was just an accident!’




    ‘But it happened last night.’




    ‘Just tell them exactly what you told me. That you had a fight. You and Gloria were both drunk. Then say you came to talk to me, your closest friend, because she was dead and you couldn’t help her, and I told you I’d phone the police. Nothing wrong in that. But you mustn’t waste any more time. We’ll walk back together and then you drive straight home.’




    Back at Latchmere, Phil asked to see the Prison Governor as a matter of urgency. Within an hour he was standing in the office asking the Governor to contact a police inspector he knew.




    The police officer understood, as the Governor did not, that Phil wanted Charles out of this messy situation if it was in any way possible. The officer had no intention of jeopardising his job, but he knew that if he made things easier and Phil achieved what he wanted, then there was no reason to worry about the car they needed so badly for his wife’s work and there could well be a holiday in it for all the family. The officer had been doing favours for Phil for eighteen years. This was the biggest yet and the return would be quid pro quo.




    ‘I’ll tell the local police as well,’ said the Governor, ‘so we’ve done everything we can.




    ‘And good show, Waldgrave. You acted very responsibly, telling the police. Can’t have been easy, informing on your best friend, but you did the right thing.’
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    Kingston, 9.00 AM, Tuesday 3rd June 1997




    The rough wooden potting table had been scrubbed down.




    Henry prepared for the meeting by placing an A4 pad and pen in front of three damaged office chairs. As he looked at his watch, Michael slid open the door to the ten thousand square foot greenhouse.




    A new blue Ford tractor with a plough attachment pulled up and parked outside. Phil, wearing blue overalls and a baseball cap, climbed off and brushed himself down fastidiously.




    ‘Thanks again for Sunday. It was great,’ Henry told him.




    ‘Yes, it went well. And more importantly, Colette was happy with your company.’ Phil sat at the head of the table. ‘We have exactly half an hour.’




    Henry took out a battered army Thermos flask and started pouring mugs of coffee. He did not have to ask how Phil liked his. He was the most respected person in this prison, just as he had been at Spring Hill Open in Buckinghamshire from where they’d all been transferred.




    Phil had never had a problem with heavy and violent criminals. Hardly been close to a fight, as he knew the old physiological prison-trick of respecting them first, without asking them for their respect. That he did help with all kinds of practical advice and always seemed to have an endless quantity of telephone cards and tobacco did not go unnoticed.




    When Phil after sentencing had been at Wandsworth Prison for allocation he had been on his way back to Ford Open Prison in West Sussex, but wanting a change he had asked for Spring Hill. His record was without a single report so only a week later he had arrived. Henry and Michael had gone to Spring Hill due to overcrowding elsewhere.




    Being a former prosecuting barrister, a ‘coconut’ as far as the other black prisoners were concerned, had made Henry’s earlier days in prison very unpleasant. Violence was a constant threat and he had felt lost and powerless. Being accepted by Phil had changed all that overnight. Gradually, the inmates started approaching him for legal advice. Discreetly Phil arranged things for Henry which made prison life easier to bear.




    However two weeks after being transferred to Latchmere, Henry had unexpectedly been attacked while in the shower by two National Front thugs who had just arrived and were eager to establish a reputation for themselves as hard men. Phil was tipped off and did not hesitate to intervene between Henry, lying naked and bruised under the scalding shower, and their heavy boots.




    ‘Cut it out, you blockheads,’ he had shouted, ‘or there’ll be hell to pay. And that goes from all of us here.’




    The two men hesitated, looked at an angry Phil and decided to depart, shouting about unfinished business. The following Monday morning they were taken handcuffed by eight prison officers to a van bound for Wandsworth, where they would serve the next year fighting every day to survive, as NF were as hated as sex offenders due to the large number of black inmates.




    There was not one single comment from the other prisoners at Latchmere even if they all knew that Phil had arranged for the phone call to be made to News Of The World.




    ‘NATIONAL FRONT THUGS IN RESETTLEMENT PRISON’, the headline had said. No one could explain how the pictures of the two thugs from inside the prison tv room and at work had made their way to the editor’s desk.




    The prisoners knew that the staff at Latchemere were forced by the Home Office to be seen as not elitist by accepting various types of prisoners. They were used to making arrangements to get rid of unpopular prisoners by informing newspapers; from scaring the locals with what type of criminals they had walking round their neighbourhood, arranging for someone to be back late a couple of times, to complaints from employers. All part of the daily life of Latchmere that no one knew about outside the prison, but that men like Phil regarded as a important skill.




    Michael had kept his nose clean and operated successfully as the book-maker at Spring Hill, doing very nicely until a prisoner-punter had a double which came up and then invested his winnings in a lucky streak, which resulted in Michael owing him £860 in cash or telephone cards at the end of Saturday. Michael could not pay. Sundry serious threats, which only a fool would ignore, were made and Michael was given 24 hours to find the money. Phil heard about it and without consulting Michael went to the angry punter. During a brief walk it was agreed that Phil would arrange for the money to be sent to the punter’s family the next day.




    Phil had refused all Michael’s highly embarassed promises to raise the money and repay him, probably by borrowing from his girlfriend. Instead he calmly mentioned that he would appreciate it if Michael would let someone else continue as the bookie, as he did not want to see Michael moved to another prison.




    Michael realised that in fact he might have no choice and handed the business over to someone else. He also instinctively felt that Phil had some plan for him.




    ‘No doubt,’ Phil began now in a low, careful voice, ‘you’ve been wondering exactly why I wanted you to bring Natasha and Bettina to lunch yesterday and what it is I’m planning. Well, this is the moment it all starts.’




    He paused, rolling his pen between his fingers like a cigar.




    ‘I’ve got a proposition to put to you. Sit back and hear me out. I think you will find it well worth your while. Within a month our careers as gardeners will end. We’ll be released. But both of you must face the fact that it won’t be easy to slot back into your old life.’




    Phil turned towards Henry. ‘You were an up-and-coming barrister. Now you’ve been struck off. Maybe after a while you’ll get a low-paid job as a legal executive in a firm of solicitors. For you, Michael, setting up as an estate agent and starting over is perfectly possible – I’ll lend you the money, but you’ll find it hard to win back the trust of the profession and potential clients. At best it’ll be a hard slog. I’m offering you both something else today but going with me means you’ll never ever be able to walk the straight and narrow again. On the other hand, you won’t need to.’




    ‘Understood,’ said Henry, who had no intention of sitting in a solicitor’s back room for years preparing briefs for the instructed barrister. For him, co-operation in a money-making scheme was infinitely preferable. But it didn’t do to appear too eager.




    Michael nodded his head. ‘You know I’m not keen to start driving round showing newly wed Mr and Mrs Smith two-up, two-downs. I agree with Henry. Tell us your plan and we’ll soon know if it’s for us.’




    Phil began.    




    ‘This scheme will take eighteen months to execute and needs an investment of five hundred thousand. I’ll give you specific details at the next meeting and when we know if you are in or out. Basically, it’s a twenty million pound scam. Before you get too excited, this huge amount has to be very strictly allocated or we’ll come unstuck. First, before anything else, the finance house backing us by lending the seed money will take 10%, that’s two million, plus repayment of our loan. Second, we have to leave another 10% for the liquidator. That’s two million. Third, business expenses and running costs, say one million. Fourth, our charity fund, another million. Then, to ensure that none of our investors lose their investment, we’ll take out special indemnity insurance in Japan at 12.5%. That’s two and half million pounds.’ Phil stopped for a moment. He wanted the figures to sink in before he continued.




    ‘Then for, let’s call it the P-Factor, another two million. I’ll come back to the P-Factor in a minute, as it’s our most important investment. ‘




    ‘The rate you’re spending it, there’ll be nothing left!’ Michael interrupted.




    ‘We’re left with nine million, split three ways. Two million to each of you and five to me.’




    Henry stared at him. Where was Phil living – in Disneyland? Surely he was going to say something soon to bring them down to earth.




    ‘Now I’d like you to focus on the risk. Consider this carefully for a couple of days, please. Laws will be broken.’




    ‘I think we were prepared for that,’ Henry put in dryly. ‘No one can run a twenty-million pound scam without breaking the law. But if we don’t know what this is all about, we can’t say if it’s too risky.’




    Phil ignored the hint and continued.




    ‘In any scam tiny clues are left behind. That’s the normal pattern. It’s impossible not to leave correspondence, a brochure, a fax or letter, a fingerprint, something traceable on the Internet, or a face that can be identified. The police pick these things up and inevitably there are arrests. Bail, if you’re lucky. You have to wait for the Crown Prosecution Service to decide if they have enough evidence to go ahead. Then there’s committal proceedings in the magistrate’s court, a long wait for the trial while listening to advice from self-satisfied barristers, and finally sitting on show at the Central Criminal Court feeling like a schmuck. Years of irritation, in short and all before you even go to prison. You know the whole razzamatazz. We must avoid all that. It’s our highest priority.’




    ‘We can only be extremely careful. Is this some kind of computer fraud?’ Henry pressed.




    ‘How can you avoid leaving anything behind?’ Michael put in.




    ‘The answer is, you can’t. It’s physically impossible. We have to accept that and work with it.’




    It was obvious to Henry that Phil was going to take his time and not be led astray from the way he wanted to present his plan.




    ‘Then what’s your point, Phil?’




    ‘First, that we will deliberately leave clues behind relating to the scam. Second, someone will run when the police get close. Third, money will be seen to be spent extravagantly. Fourth, someone will be arrested. Fifth, with the help of the best Queen’s Counsel we’ll prepare for a very long and very complicated trial which a jury will never understand, with at least a hundred witnesses so we have a bargaining position. Sixth, five minutes before the trial is due to begin, we’ll plead guilty. And seventh is the prison term.’




    ‘So?’ Henry said. ‘You’ve lost me.’




    ‘Are you saying that we’ll fix it all so the police arrest the wrong team?’ Michael guessed.




    ‘We’ll plan and take every single decision based on the unavoidable fact that someone has to go to prison. That’s the P-factor to which I’ve allocated two million pounds. P for Prison, Police and Patsy. We start by acknowledging someone has to go down and it’s incorporated into the scam.’




    ‘Is the fall guy used only if something goes wrong?’ Henry suggested. ‘Like a safety net for the entire operation?’




    Phil took a sip of his coffee. ‘No. My plan has been worked out from the premise that someone will definitely go to prison. When we look at the operation in that way, it’s suddenly very exactly what we have to consider. By selecting the type of fraud we’re going to carry out we can accurately predict what sentence our Patsy is looking at. The scam will be designed to look like a legitimate business which went spectacularly wrong. The location of its offices will allow us to choose which police force we’re ultimately going to deal with. We orchestrate things so the police are in no doubt that they have the right man, arresting our Patsy after a well-publicised chase all over the world! A Robin Hood image would be useful, which is why one million has been allocated to charity. The good the Patsy did with the money will create powerful mitigating circumstances.




    ‘ We must also consider what court we want him or her to appear at, and who the judges are. And when it comes to sentencing, we must ensure he is categorised as a D in the prison system and allocated to the right open prison so he has a pleasant stay while banged up.




    ‘You and I don’t want to end up living abroad in some banana republic. We don’t want to lie in bed every night waiting for the knock for the rest of our lives. And if our Patsy has willingly taken the blame and been happy to do it, watching the money paid into his secret account steadily mounting each month, they won’t be searching for anyone else, will they?’




    Phil stopped and smiled. He looked at the others as if knowing what they were thinking: that it sounded too unrealistic.




    He’s probably taken that into account too, Henry realised.




    Phil continued. ‘How can we be sure he says the right things? That he’s willing to spend years in prison? What guarantees do we have that he won’t get fed up and suddenly suggest a deal to the police? How can we be sure our Patsy keeps his promise?




    ‘Only by selecting the right person and having him involved all the way. So what kind of person will that be? I’ve already got someone in mind, though he knows nothing about it and won’t be asked before I’m out of here. Spending probably at most three years in prison for a two million return isn’t a bad deal. That’s around nineteen hundred pounds a day – a good incentive. And if we don’t find our Patsy, there’ll be no scam. I won’t even start it. Need I continue?’




    ‘We get the idea,’ Henry said. He could not hide a smile. ‘If I didn’t know you, I’d think you were crazy. Maybe, just maybe, you have me interested.’




    ‘I think it’s a fascinating idea,’ Michael said slowly. ‘Funny though, how we’re considering the ramifications of this fraud without knowing what exactly it is?’




    ‘Like every other business, fraud is about a broken promise. That’s all you need to know. Finally, and even though it’s never referred to between people like us, there is the important and serious question of morality. You have to be able to live with yourself after you get involved. People close to you have to accept it also. Few can. Most can’t. Later is definitely not the time to develop a conscience. I want you to go away and think hard about your own options for the future, the Patsy, and whether you can handle being involved with a major fraud. If we can get these three things right from the beginning, everything else will fall into place.’




    ‘And how do you feel about the morality issue?’ Henry heard himself asking Phil.




    ‘I don’t have any problem with it,’ Phil said. ‘In my occupation there is no right and no wrong. Just endless opportunities.’




    ‘When are we meeting again?’ Michael asked, wanting to steer the conversation away from the philosophical.




    ‘Let’s say Friday, same place, same time. But only to discuss these three aspects. If that meeting is positive, we’ll go into specifics of the scam four weeks from today, when we can sit down and discuss it seriously as free men. See you around.’




    Phil got up, picked up the tractor keys, put the radio on and drove away.




    He did not notice the ‘Bugging Ant’ riding a mountain bike, trying to catch up with him, waving one arm while pedalling as fast as he could. When Jacob saw the tractor turning into the customer area of the nursery, the stopped the bike expertly on the spot, sliding to one side.




    The other two men were still sitting in the greenhouse, undecided as yet but undeniably tempted.
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