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			PROLOGUE

			- 1 -

			Berkshire, England 2003

			By the time the party was over and the last of the stragglers had gone it was four in the morning but Peter Bearing, whose party it had been, was still clear-headed and focused. He, sipped a glass of ice cold Perrier as he wandered casually around his private gallery in his enormous home, trying to appreciate the great works that hung on the walls but, frankly, just not getting it. Peter was a refined, articulate and intelligent man but try as he might, art just didn’t do it for him.

			He was killing time as he waited for the staff to finish up and get off home before he went upstairs. Normally he would let them see themselves out but tonight, or this morning as it now was, he needed to be certain that the house was empty. For what he had planned, there could be no witnesses.

			The gallery was sparsely decorated with just two very uncomfortable but extremely stylish black leather sofas placed back to back on the polished, black marble floor in the centre of the large airy room. It had been designed to allow the ideal viewing experience, lots of open space in which to sit or stand and admire Peter’s priceless collection.

			It was comprised mainly of contemporary pieces, or ‘modern art’ as Peter rather disparagingly referred to it, by artists such as Pollock, Lichtenstein and Warhol. There was also a Matisse, which he thought was vile, a Monet, which was just about bearable, and a couple of extremely hideous Picasso’s which Bearing just couldn’t understand. There was a Lowry too which, in his considered opinion, might as well have been painted by a child. Hanging uncomfortably alongside these, and much to the chagrin of Peter’s art advisor, he had a Rembrandt, a Vermeer and a Constable, which he thought of as ‘proper art’. The advisor felt that even though these were masterworks, they did not sit well with the rest of the collection, giving it a haphazard appearance. Peter disagreed, if Rembrandt was considered ‘haphazard’ then the art world really was beyond his comprehension.

			In truth, Peter didn’t really care about any of the paintings or the names of the artists they were painted by for that matter. All he knew was that they were highly valuable, very sought after and, most importantly, his. And it pleased him very much to have things other people wanted.

			Of course, no one from the party that night had been allowed into the gallery as this was reserved for only the most influential guests, those who could appreciate the value of the collection or those he was trying to impress. Mostly those he needed something from in return for his hospitality. Only one person fell loosely into that category tonight, but a look at Peter’s paintings or indeed a weekend at his fabulous home wouldn’t be enough to secure what he needed from that one. Other, more extreme methods were required for that. Bearing glanced at the shiny silver Breitling on his wrist and judged that by now, those methods should be well and truly underway.

			The party had not been arranged for fun, not for Peter at least. It had been purely for business, the key part in a plot he’d been hatching for several years and tonight’s entertainment had been for the sole purpose of achieving his goal. This was the moment when everything finally came to fruition.

			He drank the remains of the glass of water, pressed his right palm against the small screen of the digital palm scanner by the door then, after hearing an approving ‘beep’, punched in his four digit security code. After that, he snapped off the light in the gallery and shut the thick metal door behind him as he entered the wide hallway that ran adjacent to it. He waited a second for the whir of the heavy-duty locking mechanism to kick in. A second ‘beep’ and three short red flashes of the tiny light above the handle told him the gallery was now completely secure.

			The hallway was again very sparse with scrubbed wooden floors, plain white walls, conceptual leather seating and abstract sculptures. Very desirable pieces is how they had been described. Ugly monstrosities is how Peter saw them but again, they were highly valuable and greatly sought after, so he liked them.

			The head of the catering company, who doubled as the head waiter for the evening, passed by and collected Peter’s glass. “Nearly done now, sir,” he said, “They’re just finishing off in the drawing room and then we’ll be off - shouldn’t be long.” Peter nodded his approval and the waiter went on his way.

			Bearing gave the man and his team a little longer than had been estimated, just to be certain, but after ten minutes he took the stairs down to the kitchens to check that they had finished.

			Years ago, the area ‘below stairs’ used to be the old staff quarters but only a couple of the small rooms had escaped the complete remodelling of the lower level when Peter took over the house. The huge kitchen had been entirely redesigned and modernised and now instead of staff quarters there was a full size swimming pool, a luxury spa and a private cinema that could seat over fifty people. The staff quarters, if ever any were required to stay, were now in the converted stable block at the back of the house. Modest accommodation but comfortable nonetheless.

			However, Peter only hired staff by the event now, very few ever stayed the night, unless the occasion specifically required it and even then only those who were absolutely necessary such as maids and kitchen staff. However, Peter always hired the same people, from the same agency who had all been scrupulously checked out and who he paid very well to ensure their complete discretion.

			The only permanent staff were the husband and wife team who stayed at the house whenever Peter wasn’t using it, just to manage the day to day running of the place and the ten strong security force who had a permanent base in the grounds - even though the house itself had a state-of-the-art security system that made it as impregnable as Fort Knox.

			“That’s us done, sir. Goodnight!” Called the head waiter, who now had his white jacket off and his anorak on.

			“Right. Thank you,” said Bearing, “Goodnight.”

			“Goodnight, sir,” hopefully see you next time.” Said the waiter as Bearing locked the door after him.

			Bearing’s house was magnificent, built two centuries earlier in over three hundred acres of beautiful Berkshire countryside. Its landscaped gardens and lakes were breathtaking with a mile long driveway that meandered its way leisurely through the estate from the grand gated entrance to the grandly designed eighteenth century residence that stood regally at its end. On the outside the house was very much of its period, rich and exquisitely ornate, but on the inside it was a hi-tech, ultra modern palace with every luxury money could buy. No expense had been spared in creating the chic clinical lines and smoothly elegant curves that were a running theme throughout the highly contemporary inner space which made it an utterly breathtaking vision of style, design and elegance. The perfect advert for success, power and wealth that Bearing intended it to be.

			The house had become Peter’s after his father, Teddy, passed away seven years earlier. Back then, the place had been just another drab stately pile; an antique-filled throwback to the Georgian era it was built in. But, as soon as Teddy’s funeral was over with, Peter brought in an architect who gutted and completely redesigned the place. The future was what Peter was concerned with, not the past.

			But the house was not Peter’s home. He actually lived in a fabulous townhouse in Mayfair that overlooked Hyde Park, with his young, soon to be ex-wife and their three pampered children who very rarely visited the house in Berkshire. Although most of the time Peter, himself, stayed a short distance away at his spectacular apartment in The City, either on his own or with one of a stream of mistresses.

			The Berkshire house was primarily reserved for events, such as hunting, shooting and fishing weekends. It was where he entertained business associates, corporate fat cats and visiting leaders from various foreign states who could indulge themselves to their hearts content.

			Peter’s Palace, as the house had become known was a discreet place to play and Bearing laid everything on that his guests could ever need. It was not just the facilities or the fabulous food and drink that was on offer, but also women, or men too, if that was their preference - in fact whatever they desired.

			But this particular weekend was for just one business associate by the name of Jonathan Wallace. Wallace had become a supremely irritating hurdle that stood in the way of Peter’s meteoric rise to power and Bearing didn’t like things getting in his way one little bit.

			The party guests had been chosen purposely to complement Jonathan, there were none who would outshine him and none he would feel inferior to. The girls had been hand picked by Peter to cater specifically to Wallace’s tastes and one in particular, who Bearing knew Jonathan could not resist, had been primed and paid to deliver exactly what was required. All of which Jonathan Wallace was completely ignorant of. He just assumed he was being wined and dined by a friend and colleague. A few drinks, a bit of relaxation and a nice party - ending the weekend on a high before returning to The City on Monday.

			Back upstairs, in the main house, Peter now made his way up the grand marble staircase to the first floor. He was thirty-five, good looking in an intellectual kind of way with brown hair and slate blue eyes. Tanned and fit, Bearing took good care of himself, he didn’t drink excessively, didn’t smoke, apart from the occasional cigar and was the product of an excellent education. He had a beautiful family and enough money for several lifetimes but for Peter none of that was enough. He wanted more. Much more.

			At the top of the staircase, Peter paused for a moment to listen for the sound of any stray guests that may have escaped his watchful eye but there was only silence. He glanced out of the window, just to double check that the driveway was completely empty and the last of the revellers had indeed gone. The only cars still remaining were a Renault Clio and an Aston Martin Vanquish. The Clio belonged to the girl on Peter’s payroll, the Aston to Jonathan Wallace, her companion for the evening.

			Peter then carried on up to the second floor and walked along the wide landing to the farthest bedroom. Outside the door he listened again but once more heard nothing. He knocked softly and waited. A moment later the door opened and a striking blonde wearing very expensive, very sexy, green satin lingerie with stockings and garters ushered him in.

			On the bed, next to her discarded Vera Wang cocktail dress, lay Jonathan Wallace. He was completely naked, his flaccid penis as limp and lifeless as the rest of him.

			“I trust he’s just sleeping?” Bearing said.

			“Like a baby,” said the girl, her voice prim, very English public school. “He’ll be out for hours darling - you could drop the atom bomb and he still wouldn’t wake up.”

			Bearing made no reaction. “It all went to plan? No problems?” He asked.

			“No, it was easy-peasie. I slipped the liquid you gave me into his whisky when he went to the loo and ten minutes later he was dead to the world.”

			“Not before—” Peter began.

			“Oh, no. He managed that, darling - just - but I seriously doubt he’ll have any memory of it. I certainly won’t let’s put it like that. He collapsed half way through so I just rolled him off and left him where he is.”

			“Good.”

			“Do we really need to carry on with the rest of it?” The girl asked quietly, “I mean, I’ve done my bit - he won’t remember anything and I know what to say if anyone ever asks.”

			“Yes, we do” Bearing replied firmly. “He’ll need to be totally convinced. To have no doubt about what he’s done. He’ll need to see evidence. You already know that and you’ve been paid very well.”

			“Well, yes, I suppose. It’s just a bit frightening, you know. You will be careful won’t you? Like you promised - you won’t hit me too hard - I mean, my face, well it’s the first thing men see - it’s my living darling, my fortune.” She was clearly scared but knew she had entered into a wicked bargain for a very lucrative reward and there was no going back now.

			Bearing looked at her. He understood exactly what Jonathan Wallace had seen in her; early twenties, fabulous figure, stunning looks and very upmarket in a really sexy kind of way. When she arrived at the party she could have easily passed for the nubile young daughter of a duke and duchess. Wallace would have had no idea that she was, in reality, a high priced whore. Peter had paid her enough to keep her in designer lingerie for years. But now she was going to earn it.

			Bearing smiled, then picked up Jonathan Wallace’s trousers, which had been discarded on the floor, and slid the soft leather belt from the loops before throwing the trousers back on the ground. He held the belt tightly with his hands about eighteen inches apart and tugged it twice to test its strength, hearing a rewarding whip-like crack in response. It would do very nicely indeed.

			Still holding the belt, he walked over to the door and closed it as the girl looked on aghast. “Of course I’ll be careful,” he said, a wicked smile spreading across his face.

			* * *

			Forty-five minutes later, Bearing, breathing heavily and standing spent and sweaty above the girl, zipped his fly and re-buttoned his trousers. Then, being careful to leave as much blood on Jonathan’s belt as possible, laid it down beside him on the bed.

			Only then did Peter move away from the girl, who was trembling and terrified. “Stand up!” He demanded gruffly. But she made no movement and no reply. “Stand up,” he said again, “Or I’ll make you stand up. It’s your choice.”

			The girl roused slightly, but still did not move. She felt weak, concussed, battered.

			Bearing stepped angrily towards her but quickly she held her hands up, “No, please, I’ll stand, I’ll stand, I promise - just don’t hurt me any more, please!” She implored. Her words were thick and slurred, her swollen lips were split and dripping blood.

			Slowly she climbed to her feet and stood shakily in front of him, terrified. Her bra was torn, her knickers completely ripped off and her stockings severely laddered. There were strap marks on her legs, buttocks and arms along with large blue bruises.

			“Come and stand under the light,” he ordered and like a foal walking for the first time she staggered into the centre of the room.

			Bearing went to the chest of drawers and pulled out an expensive Nikon SLR Camera, then turned and began taking photos of the girl, as if he were David Bailey at a fashion shoot.

			He made sure he got close-ups of every bruise, whip mark, blemish and cut. He photographed all the blood and all the semen. The semen was his own but no-one would know that other than the girl. Certainly not Wallace who would have no desire to have it DNA tested.

			With the camera whirring, Bearing made the girl bend over and touch her toes and then forced her to sit in a chair with her legs wide apart to ensure that he photographed all the lacerations on her private parts and the bite marks on her inner thighs made by his own teeth. Finally he photographed the girl’s ripped and bloodied knickers which he draped over Jonathan Wallace’s arm for dramatic effect.

			As the dawn arrived, Peter finished his work and the girl grew stronger. With her strength a little glimmer of courage returned. “You’re a bastard! You know that?” She said hoarsely.

			“It has been said more than once,” Bearing replied with a wry smile as he scrolled through the photographs in the camera’s digital view finder, mentally making a note of the most compelling shots.

			“I didn’t agree to that. A couple of bruises is what we said. A light slap or two. Not that - definitely not that. Look at me!” Her lip started to quiver and her eyes flooded with tears but she held them back. “You’ve destroyed me. My nose is broken, one of my front teeth feels loose, I can hardly walk - I’m a wreck, for Christ’s sake - everything hurts. How can I work? How can I earn money? Who’ll want me now?”

			“We had an agreement and you’ve been paid. That’s all.” Bearing didn’t look at her as he spoke, she was inconsequential and their business was done.

			“No!” She said. “That’s not all and not what we agreed. That was over and above what we agreed by a very, very long way. I want more money. Another ten thousand, otherwise I’ll go to the police and tell them exactly what you’ve done. And I’ll have the money in cash, today, before I leave.” The words were said with force but there was no real conviction behind them, no real intent and it was obvious.

			Suddenly she had Bearing’s full attention and his eyes fastened on hers in an intensely threatening manner. “Now, listen, my dear,” he said, with cold steel in his steady, soft voice. “Listen very carefully. We had a deal for which you have been handsomely paid. You will not receive another pound, not another penny. If you ever - and I mean ever - mention my name or what has transpired here tonight or any part of our deal to the police or anyone then I’m afraid I will not be responsible for what is bound to happen to you. You see, whilst I am just an honest businessman I have associates who are far less gentle and far less understanding than me. In fact, the gentlemen I refer to are hardened mercenaries who kill for fun and would like nothing more than to track you down and silence you for good. It would be sport to them, nothing more. All I need to do is pick up the phone and ask, do you understand?”

			What remaining colour the girl had in her face drained as she slowly nodded. She had no doubt whatsoever that he meant what he said and was more than capable of what he threatened.

			“Are you sure?” Bearing asked, as I would hate for anything unfortunate to happen to you.”

			The girl nodded again. “Good,” said Peter, “Then let’s say nothing more about it.”

			“Alright,” the girl said meekly.

			“Now, with our business concluded, please feel free to use the shower. You must then get dressed and leave. After that I trust there will be no need for us to ever see each other again.”

			She nodded one last time, snatched up her dress and hurriedly hobbled off to the en-suite bathroom. A moment later Peter heard the shower running. He could also hear her sobbing deeply. Ten minutes after that the girl reappeared washed, dressed and with her hair brushed although she still looked as if she’d been in a car wreck, the bruises on her face were now in full bloom and her lips and nose were badly swollen. She was walking very stiffly, with a wide gait, the wounds between her legs and the welt marks on her buttocks caused by his belt had been made sore and angry by the hot water. But she had made herself clean, although she doubted she would feel properly clean ever again.

			Bearing sat in an armchair by the window, the curtains open and the bright new morning shining in. She stopped short as she saw him, Jonathan Wallace was still out for the count on the bed and a trickle of remorse seeped into her brain. If Bearing could do what he had to her, what on earth had he in store for that poor soul she thought.

			“All done?” Peter said brightly.

			“Yes. Thanks,” she said timidly.

			“Good, then that’s us done. Off you go - and remember, not a word.”

			“I’ll remember. I promise.” She said. Then after a pause she limped to the door and slipped silently out.

			Peter watched from the window as several minutes later the girl climbed into her little Renault Clio and raced away from the house up the long driveway towards the main gates. He picked up the phone and buzzed security. “Open the gates, would you?” He said to the guard who answered, “A guest of mine is leaving and she’s in rather a rush, so please do not detain her.”

			“Of course, sir,” said the guard as Bearing replaced the handset.

			He then turned his attention to Jonathan Wallace who was ridiculously oblivious to all that had transpired whilst he was sleeping and how very different his life was going to be when he eventually awoke.

			Bearing smiled.

			* * *

			It was midday by the time Jonathan finally awoke. Very slowly he opened his eyes and almost immediately became aware of the pounding headache. “Christ,” he thought, “How much did I bloody drink last night?” He was not usually a big drinker, the odd glass of wine with a meal perhaps, a couple of whiskies if he was out with friends, but not much as whisky made him bad tempered and irritable. He was not a good drunk which is why he rarely partook. But he must have downed a few last night because this headache was something else.

			He lay there for a few minutes more before attempting to move and when he did the pain intensified. “Jesus!” He groaned aloud. “What the hell was I drinking?”

			Still lying flat, Jonathan glanced slowly about him, trying to ascertain where he was. He was thirty-four but looked quite a bit younger. The strawberry blonde hair and fresh face giving him a boyish appearance and his good nature and friendly personality making him seem even more youthful. He was sharp and intelligent although not particularly worldly, but people generally liked him which greatly helped his acceptance within The Firm. At least with all but one of the board members.

			Jonathan blinked, trying to focus, the room he was in was big and modern with large windows and decorated in the minimalist style. Then he remembered. He was at Peter’s Palace. He was there for the weekend, to try and build bridges with his associate whose attitude towards him of late had been somewhat prickly.

			Last night there was a party. But did he attend? Yes, yes, he did, it was slowly coming back. It was a good party from what he remembered, although it was all very fuzzy. There was a girl, he thought. Yes, that’s right, very attractive, blonde, very striking and just my type. But what had happened to her? Then it came back, or at least flashes of it did. They were chatting he remembered, she had a lovely smile and a really infectious laugh. They kissed, he was sure of it. They were upstairs in this bedroom, kissing. She took off her dress. He recalled that she was wearing green satin underwear and stockings with garters, very sexy. He could then picture her on top of him, but the image was blurry. He was sure that they had made love, certain of it, yet he couldn’t actually remember it. ‘Dammit!’ he thought, ‘Why can’t I remember anything else!’ Then it occurred to him that she might still be there, maybe she was in the bathroom or downstairs having breakfast. He hoped so as he would really like to see her again.

			‘Ah, breakfast,’ he thought, ‘I’d better force myself to get up, Peter’s going to think I’m a terrible house guest.” He lifted his hand to rub the sleep from his eyes and a piece of cloth that had been lying on his arm slipped onto his face. He lifted it up and held it away from him to see what it was and saw immediately that it was a pair of green satin and lace knickers, identical to those that his elusive lady friend had been wearing last night. They had clearly been ripped off and discarded. ‘Wow!’ Thought Jonathan, ‘did I do that?’ He smiled. ‘It must have been a good night.” However, he then noticed what looked like a spattering of blood on the material and his smile was replaced by a curious expression.

			Jonathan slowly sat up, his head banging like a drum, but the headache was soon forgotten as he looked down at himself, immediately seeing he was actually covered in blood spatters as if he had measles. Dried evidence of the sex he had with the girl was caked and matted in his pubic hair, confirming that they had, in fact, made love. Then he looked around him and saw that the bed was also stained with blood and speckled with dried semen.

			Then he saw the belt. It was thick and gooey with partially dried blood. The buckle too was covered with it. Gingerly he picked it up and it left a thin red stripe on the bedclothes, like a long smear of paint and Jonathan, horrified, dropped it again quickly.

			What the hell had happened? What in God’s name had he done?

			Clutching desperately at straws he thought that maybe the blood was his, perhaps he had been injured in some way, or something inside him had ruptured or burst but after hurriedly checking himself he could find nothing and apart from the banging in his head he felt no pain.

			Then his eyes fell on the empty whisky glass and he remembered the girl. He thought of how he got when he drank too much whisky; irritable, morose, angry even but never aggressive. At least not previously. But had the drink made him aggressive last night? Had it made him violent? Had he somehow harmed that poor girl?

			His heart started beating faster as the panic he was already feeling threatened to overwhelm him. And then the bedroom door opened and Peter Bearing strode confidently into the room.

			“Ah, Jonathan, old man, I see you’re awake. We’re in a spot of bother, I’m afraid, as you’ve probably realised from your appearance.”

			“Oh, Christ, Peter, please tell me what I’ve done,” Jonathan blurted, tears filling his eyes, “I haven’t hurt anyone have I? That young girl I was with, the pretty one, she’s alright isn’t she? Tell me, Peter, please - for God’s sake tell me everything’s okay.”

			Bearing smiled inwardly, this was going to be even easier than he had hoped.

			- 2 -

			San Francisco, California, 2003

			Elizabeth slowly raised her head from her pillow, the mascara from last night’s tears still staining her pale cheeks and the argument with Roger still ringing in her ears. The small cut above her left eye where the wedding ring had struck her - which he had flung at her - was sore and stinging. But the gesture itself had hurt more.

			Her head ached as she gently touched the tiny strip of broken skin, about a centimetre long, just above her carefully sculpted eyebrow. She winced, “Ouch!” she exclaimed, “Goddamit.” It was going to scar for sure. That son of a bitch.

			She was in their bedroom, fully dressed, wearing the blouse and skirt from the night before, having cried herself to sleep after their huge fight. The most violent and vitriolic so far.

			Roger had stormed out. He had driven off into the night, drunk, high and angry, the stench of another woman’s perfume still lingering on his clothes. Elizabeth had no clue as to where he was now - probably waking up in a bar or in jail or in the arms of one of his nubile young groupies, she did not know and she no longer cared.

			The marriage was not yet a year old but already it was in tatters. Roger’s womanising, his drug and alcohol abuse had fractured it beyond repair and whilst Elizabeth had tried desperately to make it work he had not.

			Their romance had been quick, the attraction instant. He was twenty-five with looks to die for, the lead guitarist in an up-coming indie band which was starting to get noticed and she was a twenty-three year old knockout studying fashion and working as a part-time model. A matched couple, at least on paper.

			But there had never been true love Elizabeth realised now. Lust and infatuation perhaps but not love. Roger was too self centred, too selfish to commit to anyone and she was too dedicated to her studies and her family to follow him from gig to gig and from party to party. She also realised, much too late, that her family’s money had been a big attraction for him. The upscale apartment they now lived in and the classic Ferrari Daytona he now drove were paid for by her. So was the antique Gibson he now played, which he had begged her for in return for a few more nights at home. But he had welshed on the deal and she had ended up seeing him even less.

			It was over. Last night was the final straw. Not least because of the thrown ring which had struck her hard on the temple and the complete lack of remorse shown afterwards. But also because he had not even tried to deny sleeping with other women. Furthermore, his drinking and drug-taking were spiralling out of control. He was living the rock star life style on her allowance and she had finally had enough. Her father and brother had warned her but she had refused to listen. Her foster brother had also tried to talk some sense into her but again she had ignored the advice.

			Soon enough she was going to have to call her father’s attorney and instruct him to begin divorce proceedings but not yet. She did not want to burden her father with anything else for the time being as he had already had a terrible week with the resignation of her brother, Jonathan, from the family firm.

			Jonathan had been caught up in a horrible scandal involving a young woman whom he had supposedly raped and beaten. The incident had allegedly occurred at the country home of another partner of the firm, Peter Bearing. Bearing had apparently paid off the girl, buying her silence. He had then promised not to mention the matter again on the understanding that Jonathan resign from The Company. Even though Bearing supposedly had extremely incriminating photographs that supported the allegations, Elizabeth didn’t believe a word of it. Her brother was undoubtedly being set up, if not why would Bearing have taken photographs? Besides, Jonathan was gentle, kind and wouldn’t hurt anyone.

			Elizabeth’s father, Wendel Wallace, also suspected Bearing of orchestrating the whole thing, utterly convinced that it was all a sham, a complete fabrication. Bearing was a snake who had long wanted rid of both Jonathan and him and would stop at very little to make it happen. However, Jonathan was unable to prove his innocence and the mud would stick unless he did the honourable thing for the good of the firm. It was a despicable manoeuvre on the part of Bearing but Jonathan and her father had been powerless to prevent it and now her brother was out in the cold. Shamed, slandered and broken. Her father, still reeling from the hostility shown by Bearing and under an enormous amount of stress brought on by the whole situation, also knew that his head was next on the block.

			Elizabeth had been desperately worried about both her father and brother all week and Roger had been less than sympathetic. In fact he couldn’t have cared less. Rather than give her comfort and support he had gone out on a three day bender and had only come home late last night, completely wasted and stinking of perfume. She had then challenged him about the other women and he had admitted his infidelity, telling her to ‘lighten up’ and saying it was ‘no big deal’, which was how the fight started.

			She had little doubt that he would be back at some stage as he relied too much on her money and when he did she would make an attempt to talk to him about a separation. This would possibly spark another fight but they could not go on like this as it was slowly driving them both insane.

			However, her immediate plan was to take a long shower, put on a nice dress and go visit her mother, like she did every other Sunday. No matter what had happened in the last twenty four hours or indeed the last week, nothing would keep her from her weekly trip. She got up and walked to the bathroom and was shocked by the image she saw staring back at her in the large mirror over the basin. She looked dreadful, like she had gone a couple of rounds with Mike Tyson. She had a black-eye, with dark purple bruising around the socket and a trickle of dried blood drawing an unsteady red line from the cut above her eyebrow to halfway down her cheek. Her long, silky brown hair was a wild mess and her normally healthy tanned complexion was pale and sallow, the worry of the last week etched into her drawn features. Real Rocky-Horror she thought.

			Elizabeth turned on the shower before stripping off her clothes, her young body, firm and toned, with long graceful legs, flat, tight stomach and firm, shapely breasts that most women would kill for. Briefly she looked at herself in the mirror, trying to avoid looking at her bruised and cut face. She was not blind, she knew she was attractive as scores of men had told her so since she was just a girl, but she had only succumbed to the charms of one. She knew she was desirable, sexy even, yet that clearly wasn’t enough for Roger. She had so desperately hoped that it would be, that he would see the error of his ways, quit the womanising, the drugs and the partying - Christ, she had given him enough chances but now she had to face facts. It was over. Screw him. Time to move on.

			She put a hand in the stream of water, it was getting nice and hot, the steam starting to fill the large glass enclosure, almost ready to wash last night’s troubles away. Then, on impulse, before stepping in, she picked up the phone which hung on the Italian wall tiles beside the entrance, sat down on the toilet seat and punched in Ronny’s number. It rang several times before her foster brother picked up. “Hello?” he said groggily.

			“Oh, Christ, Ronny, I’m so sorry, I completely forgot it was the middle of the night in England - did I wake you?”

			“Hi, Elizabeth, not quite the middle of the night but, yeah, it’s early. Really early. Thanks for the wake up call.”

			“Sorry, Ronny, I’ll let you get back to sleep.”

			“No, no. Don’t worry about it, I’m awake now. You alright? Everything okay?”

			“Yeah, sorry. I didn’t realise the time. Just checking in. Worrying about Jonny I guess. Is he okay?”

			“Truth is I don’t know,” said Ronny, yawning, “I’m pretty worried myself. He’s really down, Elizabeth, this has really hit him hard. That bastard has just ripped poor Jonathan’s life away, all his self-esteem. I wish to God I knew what to do. I was with him until late last night, he can’t get over it, can’t think about anything else.

			I’m more certain than ever that Bearing is behind everything and that none of it was Jonathan’s fault and I know, given time, I can prove it, but he won’t listen. It’s like he’s broken and nothing I say can fix it.

			I offered to stay over but he insisted that I came home. I’m going round this morning again though to check on him.”

			“That’s good, Ronny,” said Elizabeth, “I wish I was there with you. I’m sure Jonny could do with us both right now. Dad too. How’s he?”

			“I’m sorry to say that he’s not good either. Worried sick about Jonathan, concerned for his own position at the firm - convinced that Bearing’s trying to get rid of him too.”

			“You think he is?” Elizabeth asked.

			“I’m sure he is. Peter Bearing is a cold, calculating bastard. He’s got rid of Jonathan and now his sights are well and truly set on Dad. It’s only a matter of time, Elizabeth, I tell you. Bearing’s devious. Nothing will stand in his way not even Wendel Wallace. Dad needs to be really careful.”

			“Jesus, Ronny. What a mess. How can one man cause all this heartache?”

			“He won’t get away with it, Elizabeth. I promise you. One day, some how, he’ll pay for what he’s doing to our family.”

			“I hope so,” replied Elizabeth. “I really do.”

			“Anyway, enough about all that,” said her foster brother, “How about you - are you alright - and Roger?”

			“Yeah, well, not really I guess, but I’ll tell you about it some other time - you’ve got enough on your plate, Ronny, without me adding to it.”

			“Hey, don’t worry about it. I’ve got a big plate, I can handle it. Now what’s up? That spoilt rock star not treating you right?”

			“Just a fight. I’m fine. Honest. I’ll tell you about it some other time, promise.”

			“Sure? I can come over there and kick his backside you know, if that’s what you want - just say the word and I’ll be there.”

			“I know, Ronny, thanks. You’re a good brother.”

			“Yeah, well, that’s what big brothers are for you know.”

			“I know,” said Elizabeth, wishing she could tell him about last night, desperate for his strength and advice, but no matter what he said, he really did have enough on his plate and he couldn’t be her rock at the moment because others needed him more. “You just take good care of Jonny.”

			“I will. I promise.”

			“I know, Ronny. Goodnight.

			“Hey,” replied her foster brother, “That’s not my name you know. I’m grown up now and no one calls me that anymore.”

			“I know,” said Elizabeth with a smile, “But I like it.”

			“Yeah. Me too,” he laughed. “Goodnight, baby sis.”

			“Night.” The line clicked and he was gone. Elizabeth suddenly realised that the room was full of steam and the shower was still running. She stood up, hung up the phone and stepped into the hot, cleansing water.

			* * *

			The drive up to Napa was cathartic, the beautiful scenery helping to ease the turmoil in Elizabeth’s mind. She had the top down on her Mercedes and the wind was rushing through her long dark hair, blowing away the painful memories of the previous night. The sun was warm and revitalising on her face, the cut on her temple concealed by make-up and a pair of huge Dior sunglasses.

			She thought that maybe a trip to England to be with her father and brother in their time of crisis might help. Jonathan had been dreadfully upset by what had happened, his life now in ruins and his reputation seriously damaged. Her father, too, was not the man he once was and had taken Jonathan’s forced resignation very badly. The company that he had helped build, that he had hoped to pass down to his son had all but destroyed him. Or, more accurately, the man who had so carefully stage-managed Jonathan’s downfall had.

			A trip to England would not only give Elizabeth the opportunity to visit her much loved father, brother and foster brother but would also give her and Roger some breathing space and some much needed time apart. It made perfect sense.

			By the time she reached Napa her mind was made up and as soon as she had finished here today she would pack a bag and get on the first available flight to London. But first she would visit her mother.

			The Green Acre Care Home for Mental Wellbeing was just an hour out of San Francisco nestling in a shady valley circled by tall trees and pretty wild flowers. It was an idyllic spot for a care home; quiet, scenic and restful. If someone couldn’t find peace there then it was unlikely they would find it anywhere. It also had the best facilities available and a staff of expertly trained doctors and nurses on hand twenty-four seven.

			Elizabeth always came up here alone, she enjoyed the peace and quiet and the slower pace of life. Life with Roger was lived at full speed so the weekly slow-down did her good.

			Ella Wallace was a beautiful woman in her early sixties. She was tall and elegant with fine, delicate features and long white hair that was plaited down her back in a thick braid. She had been diagnosed with dementia almost ten years earlier which had been an awful blow not just to her but to the whole family. Ella had been a doctor so she was well aware of the ramifications and had tried to prepare the then teenage Elizabeth. But in actuality, nothing could have prepared her for what she now witnessed every Sunday.

			From the stoop of the terrace, Elizabeth saw her mother sitting in the shade of a large oak tree and from that distance she looked just like ‘Mom’. But it was close up where the change was most apparent, the lack of recognition and the blank expression as every weekend Elizabeth re-introduced herself to the woman who knew her better than any other. It was a killer and ripped her heart in two every time but occasionally, just occasionally there was a spark of recognition and very briefly, in those wonderful moments, her Mom returned.

			Strangely, whenever Elizabeth’s father visited from England, which he tried to do as often as his work would allow, Ella always knew him, as if she had been waiting there especially for him. Their marriage had been good and their love strong but it was far from a conventional relationship.

			Before the dementia took her, Ella worked at the UCSF Medical Center and was firmly based in San Francisco, whereas Elizabeth’s father, Wendel, whilst a San Franciscan by birth, was based mostly in England where his company’s head office was located. Ella kept Elizabeth with her whilst Jonathan and her foster brother both lived in England with Wendel.

			It was strange and complicated to an outsider but for Ella and Wendel it somehow worked. As a child Elizabeth spent her summers in England and at regular intervals throughout the year her father and brothers visited her in California. To her it was the most natural thing in the world. Then her mother was diagnosed with dementia and all their lives slowly changed. The disease did not claim her instantly but gradually crept in over a period of time, stealing their mother away bit by bit until at last only fragments of the true Ella remained, only surfacing in all too fleeting vignettes.

			Elizabeth realised now that her marriage to Roger had just been a method of avoiding what was happening with her mother. But it had not worked, it had not numbed the pain or the sorrow or deep feeling of loss, indeed, it had only heightened it.

			With trepidation, Elizabeth made her way across the beautifully cut lawn to the bench under the oak tree upon which her mother, Ella, sat, dearly hoping that today was one of the good days, that she would be visiting Mom as opposed to just an elegant, rather confused old lady. But as Elizabeth approached, she knew it was a forlorn hope. Ella was just staring blankly at her as she neared, her daughter completely unfamiliar to her.

			Elizabeth smiled as she arrived at the bench and warily sat down beside her. “Hi, Mom,” she said brightly. Her mother, clearly horrified by the close proximity of this ‘stranger,’ gazed at her with fear-filled eyes. “How are you today?” Elizabeth continued, “You look really pretty.”

			Ella was rigid with fright, her eyes wide with absolute terror, then suddenly, quite unexpectedly, she lashed out with her fist and caught Elizabeth hard on her cheek bone, directly under the same eye as the cut. Then she lashed out again with her other fist, this time catching Elizabeth a glancing blow on the chin. “Fuck off, leave me alone you bitch - whoever you are, whoever you work for - I’m not coming with you, you can’t take me. Fuck off, fuck off. FUCK OFF!” The use of foul language had became more frequent as the dementia took greater hold. Very rarely before her illness did Ella swear.

			Every time Ella cursed she got louder and every time she struck out again. One blow had knocked the sunglasses that were perched on Elizabeth’s head onto the ground and two others had hit her shoulders before she managed to grab Ella by the wrists to stop the barrage. But the moment she did so, her mother began to scream maniacally.

			“It’s okay, Mom, it’s okay. Please, it’s me, I’m your daughter. Please not today, I could really do with your help I need you.” Pleaded Elizabeth but it was to no avail the screams just got louder and Ella became increasingly more hysterical.

			“I don’t have a fucking daughter you lying fucking bitch!” Her mother squealed as two orderlies came rushing over to help. “You’re a liar, a goddamn lying whore!”

			Elizabeth stood up, treading on her sunglasses and breaking them, utterly shaken by what had just happened as the orderlies tried to calm Ella. The swearing had happened before but the insults and the violence were all new and horrible to witness. Before today, her mother had never struck her, barely ever even raised her voice let alone a hand.

			Elizabeth, forcing back the tears, kept trying to explain who she was. But Ella would not have it and eventually the orderlies had to take her back to the familiarity of her room to try and settle her.

			Elizabeth remained on the bench alone, her heart full of sadness. With trembling hands she took out a cigarette and lit it, as the tears finally came. She coughed as the first drag of smoke hit the back of her throat. She was only an occasional smoker, but today she felt as if she needed the comfort of it. But it didn’t help and as she coughed again she stubbed it out. “Dammit!” she said aloud. She missed her Mom so much.

			How Elizabeth wished she could talk to her like she used to, to seek her wisdom and her counsel.

			The old Ella would have known what to do about Roger. She would have taken one look at the cut on Elizabeth’s temple and told her to leave him. Then she would probably have found her wayward son-in-law and given him a peace of her mind. She would also have known how to console Jonathan and reassure Wendel. Furthermore she would know how to deal with this unscrupulous and highly ambitious partner that was so hell bent on removing them from the firm. But sadly Ella could do none of these things as her mind was no longer her own.

			Elizabeth sat on the bench for a while longer trying to compose herself. It had been an unpleasant end to an emotional week but eventually, feeling drained of energy, she climbed back into the Mercedes and reluctantly headed back to the city.

			She had been on the road for less than ten minutes when a call came into her cell. She saw the caller ID and smiled, it was Ronny, the very man she needed. At last a friendly voice to comfort her. She flipped open the phone and said, “Hey, there, you. I’m so pleased you called. I’ve had a terrible day.”

			“Hi, Elizabeth,” said Ronny, uncharacteristically solemn. “I’m afraid I’m not going to make it any better. I’ve got some very bad news.”

			“Oh, God, What?” Said Elizabeth, “That bastard hasn’t tried to get rid of Dad now has he?”

			“I’m afraid it’s worse than that.”

			“Don’t say he’s actually done it - that Dad’s had to resign too?”

			“No. He’s not had to resign, Elizabeth. I’m afraid I don’t know how else to say this but - I’m so, so sorry - he’s dead. Dad’s dead and–” the voice on the end of the line cracked with emotion, “And so is Jonathan.”

			Upon hearing the words, Elizabeth felt nauseous and her head began to swim, her vision blurred as darkness suddenly came over her. As she blacked out with shock, the Mercedes, travelling at over fifty miles an hour, careered off the road, bumping unchecked over the rough grassy verge and crashing through a mile marker and on through a fence into a field full of grape vines. The car eventually came to a halt about thirty feet in, stopped by a tangled mass of wrecked vines. Elizabeth was slumped over the wheel, the voice on the phone, which was now laying in the foot well, shouting to her over and over again, but she was oblivious.

			* * *

			In her hospital bed, two days later, Elizabeth was nursing a broken leg and some very bruised ribs, but that was all secondary to the pain she felt in her heart. She had spoken again to her extremely concerned foster brother who was relieved to hear her voice and after making certain that she was up to it, he told her in more detail what had happened.

			Jonathan, shamed and ruined and unable to prove his innocence had taken his own life. He had been found hanging in his bathroom. Upon hearing the news of his beloved son’s suicide, Wendel, Elizabeth’s father, suffered a massive heart attack and had died in the ambulance on the way to the hospital.

			The loss of both her father and brother on the same day, within hours of each other, was unbearable and as Elizabeth lay in her bed grieving, she knew the blame for their deaths lay squarely at the feet of that greedy, unscrupulous partner who had framed Jonathan. Peter Bearing.

			PART ONE

			Chapter 1

			Northamptonshire, England, 2008

			He had been asleep for only about an hour when the harsh beep, beep, beep of the alarm woke him. Groggily he threw out a hand and slammed it down on the LED clock, his fingers quickly finding the button to turn off the infernal din before his head burst.

			Jake Sawyer had only slept sporadically throughout the night, half an hour here, ten minutes there but he certainly hadn’t gotten a full night as he was too anxious to sleep. Today was too big a day, too important. His whole future was riding on it.

			He hadn’t really been tired during the night, as his mind was too active, mentally rehearsing what he was going to say and how he hoped it would all play out. But, of course, now he was tired. That last hour he must have fallen into a very deep sleep and the harsh beeping of the alarm had violently shaken him out of it.

			Slowly he sat up and as he threw off the duvet the cold of the morning hit him immediately. It was freezing but he stood and pulled on his boxers and an old t-shirt, then grabbed up his towelling dressing gown and quickly slipped it on, wrapping it tightly around himself, shivering as he did so. He stuffed his feet into a decrepit pair of sheepskin slippers as he stumbled over to the window and pulled open the curtains. Momentarily he was blinded by the pure white of the morning. Where he had expected to see spiky brown trees, dull green grass and the row of drab grey houses opposite, he saw instead a winter wonderland. Everything that had been so ugly the night before had suddenly been beautified by a light dusting of snow. But flakes were still falling and the sky looked fit to burst with a lot more. “Shit!” said Jake aloud. “Just what I need.”

			Jake lived alone now in the cheap, rented flat. None of the furniture was his, not even the bed. The only things that belonged to him were the few clothes in the half empty wardrobe, a laptop, a mobile phone and a few photographs of his children which he had dotted around the place in mis-matched frames. Everything else had either been taken by his estranged wife or sold to keep his failing business afloat, including the family home and car.

			But today, all that was going to change. Today was going to be his salvation, his and Angie’s and Zack’s and Poppy’s. Today was the day when he was going to turn it round and when all their lives would reboot. Today the crushing, unrelenting weight of debt and worry would finally be lifted. The new contract was certain, in the bag, needing nothing more than Jake’s artistic signature along the bottom before the first, desperately needed instalment was transferred into his business account, and then he could breath again. He’d even planned to take Angie and the kids out to Pizza Hut for a celebratory meal. Nothing fancy, just enough to prove to Angie that things had changed. That he was back on top. A success, just like before. When she loved him. He could show her, prove to her, that he finally had a way to get out of debt.

			The two year contract, putting together a monthly magazine would not only give them a fresh start it would also give him the time he needed to rebuild his business, to win other contracts and new accounts. A vital shot in the arm.

			Admittedly it was not the most creative work, but it was regular and it was for Plancom, one of the biggest companies in Europe. Not some small little company with no budget, but a huge corporation with massive resources. Which meant no problems getting paid and right now, that was all that mattered. A safe account with a safe income.

			Jake had to pitch for the job. His company, Sawyer Design, was up against two others - both larger than his which was, essentially a one-man-band. But even so, Jake knew the contract was his. The creative director of the magazine, Bob Hart, was an old friend and ex-colleague of his and he had guaranteed, with a nudge and a wink over a pint the previous week, that Jake’s would be the winning pitch.

			The contract was being awarded today, in Manchester, and Jake’s signature, he had been told, was just a formality.

			All he had to do was get to Manchester, a two hour drive away in normal conditions, but with an inch of snow on the ground that could easily turn in to three or four.

			It was now 7am. The meeting was at 4pm. That meant he had to be on the road by twelve at the latest. No problem, all he had to do was call in at the office to grab his portfolio and he could get off, just take a slow, steady drive up, no sense in risking anything as the meeting was far too important.

			Bracing himself, Jake stripped and jumped into the tepid, spluttering shower in the small, dank bathroom of his one bedroom flat, wishing more than ever that it was the hot powerful stream in the spacious wet-room of his old family home and that Angie was downstairs waiting for him with a nice cup of tea and a couple of slices of toast. Just like she used to be before he went off to work.

			“Soon,” he said to himself as he scrubbed the grogginess away, “Let’s just get today done and dusted and then everything will be fine.” Jake’s biggest hope was that he and Angie would set up home together again, in a nice area, with a nice school for the kids. He didn’t ever let himself think, for fear of believing it, that she was, in fact, gone for good.

			Jake was thirty-three but looked much older. His glasses were out-dated, newer, trendier ones were an unnecessary expense. His beard was bushy and his sandy hair long and unkempt, both were flecked with grey. Once he had been supremely fit, a school boxing champion - he even had a black-belt in karate somewhere. Now though he was pudgy and out of shape. Exercise was a thing of the past, something that happy people did in their spare time. Once he had girls queuing at the door, now they didn’t even look twice. It was not hard to see why.

			Jake could barely look at himself in the mirror as he brushed his unruly wavy hair. He should really have had it cut but twenty quid for a haircut - were they kidding? Hair-cutting was just one other thing that Angie used to do. He hadn’t had to go to a barbers for years - the last time it cost him less than a fiver, which was sometime back in the nineties.

			By the time he was dressed and ready to leave the snow was coming down harder but he didn’t even own an overcoat any more. And he was wearing his one and only suit. A smart blue Armani which was about the only thing of value he had left in his wardrobe. That and the shiny black Paul Smith loafers he had on - which were only worn on very special occasions.

			Jake looked at the skies and then at the icy driveway, not wishing to spoil his suit and shoes, but the car was only a few feet away so it shouldn’t be too bad. The car was an old, second hand Mondeo badly in need of a service, but a car nonetheless and dry too, with a working heater.

			He made a dash for the car and got to it without slipping over. Jumping quickly inside, he shut the door and thrust the key into the ignition, wanting to get the heater on as soon as possible as his hands were already like ice.

			There was a horrible wheezing sound as the engine slowly turned over then nothing. “Bollocks!” Jake said. “Not today, please not today!”

			He tried again and the same thing happened. Then again, but this time it just clicked. “Fuck!” Jake yelled. Then he composed himself, trying to remain calm. “Okay, okay,” he said. “It’s just cold. No need to panic. Give it a minute.”

			Half an hour later the car still wouldn’t start. He’d tried then waited, tried then waited again, but still nothing. It was now 8.15am and the pressure was building.

			Jake had no breakdown cover but he’d phoned several garages and recovery services anyway. They were all extremely busy due to the weather and could not get to him for at least several hours. No good, the clock was still ticking.

			Jake decided that a hire car would be the answer. It would wipe him out financially but he had to get to Manchester whatever the cost.

			He rang three before he found one that could help him. Everyone it seemed had the same problem. All he needed was his driving license, last month’s unpaid electricity bill and his passport as proof of identity. After collecting all three, he set off as quickly as he could to the nearest bus stop a quarter of a mile away and stood there for fifteen minutes in his best suit and shoes until the shuttle bus turned up. By the time he sat down he was soaking wet and frozen to the bone.

			The bus was slow and so was the traffic, the weather getting steadily worse as the morning went on. But he finally reached the car hire depot, after yet another long walk from where the bus dropped him off, by 10.15am.

			Using the three forms of identity, he hired himself a BMW 4x4, paying the £300 rental fee by cheque, knowing full well that it would undoubtedly bounce if he was not awarded the contract. Fortunately he knew that wasn’t going to happen.

			The BMW was far too pricey but it was the only 4x4 they had and in this weather it was what he needed to guarantee his safe arrival in Manchester. It was worth it too because it carved through the snow without so much as a slip.

			By now though, Jake was absolutely freezing. His suit was soaking and his shoes were ruined. He’d have to go back to the flat and change. Quickly. But the BMW was well up to the task and he arrived back in no time. He shot upstairs and changed into a pair of clean jeans, a denim shirt, his old corduroy sports jacket and a knitted brown tie. He changed into some fresh warm socks and slipped his feet into his trusty tan brogues. It was a much more casual look than he had originally intended but at least he was still reasonably smart and looked suitably ‘arty’ which many people expected from someone in his profession, so he could carry it off quite easily he felt.

			It was 11.15am by the time he was back in the car and on the road. Still forty-five minutes ahead of schedule. Warm, dry and in a very nice, very reliable 4x4. After calling by his office to get his portfolio he was on his way at last. It was 11.30am.

			However, by now there was over two inches on the ground and it was becoming pretty treacherous even on the main roads. The gritters were out but they were fighting a losing battle.

			By the time he was on the motorway traffic was almost at a stand still with the roads getting ever more worse. Slowly he inched his way towards Manchester, the time ticking steadily away. It was absolute mayhem on the roads, broken down and abandoned vehicles littering the motorway and cars skidding and slipping about endlessly. Even the BMW skidded a few times but in four-wheel drive there was never any danger of Jake getting stuck. It was the other cars holding him up, not his. But still the snow kept falling.

			By 2.30pm he was still only a third of the way to Manchester and with hope giving way to desperation he knew, finally, that there was no chance of him making the four o’clock meeting.

			There was nothing for it but to call Bob Hart and explain the situation.

			But when Jake called Plancom and asked to speak to Bob, he was told that Bob Hart no longer worked for them. Bob Hart, it seemed, had been ‘let go’ along with his PA.

			With a sense of rising panic, Jake called Bob on his mobile to find out what was going on.

			“It’s true, mate. The bastards fired me this morning.” Said Bob. “Someone told ‘em that me and Julie have been having an affair and they sacked us both there and then. Instant dismissal. I can’t bloody believe it.”

			“But you’re a director, Bob,” Jake said, “Surely they can’t just get rid of you as easy as that?”

			“Director in name only I’m afraid, mate. It was just a fancy title to go with my fancy salary, but I had no shares. Still, I’ve got a bit put by so I think me and Julie might go away for a bit. Australia, Thailand - maybe Bhali, I’ve always fancied that, seeing a bit of the world. Julie’s up for it so I reckon it’ll be a laugh. Every cloud, mate, as they say.”

			“Yeah, sure, Bob, that’s good,” Jake said, “But what about the contract? What do I do about that?”

			“Not my job now, Jake, sorry. I ‘spect bloody Tess will be in charge of it.”

			“Tess? Who’s Tess - do I know her?” said Jake, trying to hide the desperation in his voice.

			“Tess fuckin” Brennan, cold-hearted bitch. If you’d met her you’d certainly remember her. Bloody man hater - except for the bosses of course, and she crawls all up their arses whenever she can. I reckon she’s the one who shopped Julie and me. Can’t prove it though, but I’m pretty sure it was her.”

			“Do you think she’ll still sign off on the contract?” Jake’s heart was in his mouth as he waited anxiously for the answer.

			“Can’t honestly say mate, but I wouldn’t count on it,” Bob said. “Best thing you can do is get there as quick as you can and try to get on her good side - not that she’s got one.”

			“Yeah, but Bob, do you think–” Jake began.

			“Look, sorry, Jake, but it’s been a bit of a traumatic day what with one thing and another,” Bob interrupted, “And truthfully mate, I’ve really got to get going and I’ve just about had enough of Plancom for the rest of my life - so, good luck with everything and I’ll speak to you when I get back from wherever, okay? I’ll let you know if I hear anything but I’m persona non grata now, so I can’t promise.”

			That was pretty much the extent of the call and as Jake hung up he could feel the panic wash over him. Tess Brennan. Cold-hearted bitch. Man hater. Jake had never met her but he had to call her, appeal to her better nature, explain that he was going to be unavoidably late because of the snow. Maybe she was not as bad as Bob had said. Surely he was just bitter.

			Jake rang, but he couldn’t get passed Tess’s PA. “Ms Brennan is not available but if you’d like to leave a message....”

			Of course, Jake did leave a message but it was with a growing sense of doom. Somehow he already knew the outcome of the day’s events. He knew that he was only going through the motions. Defeat, failure, disappointment upon impending disaster were all too familiar to him now. No matter how hard he tried, no matter what he did, everything always seemed to turn to shit.

			He used to be an optimist - confident, successful, happy. He was a talented designer - good at his job but also good with people and everything he touched seemed to turn to gold. He married Angie, had some great times, holidays, cars, a fantastic life. Then the kids came along. Zack first, then Poppy eighteen months later. Great kids. Great kids.

			But then everything just seemed to go so terribly wrong. A business hiccup, a downturn in the economy for a while, a bad decision or two. Then the loss of a major client, then another - both victims of the first recession. But he struggled on for years, helped by bank loans and re-mortgaging.

			Angie left after the second missed mortgage payment, taking the kids with her to her parents. She came back and left twice more after that but when the bailiff’s came round and threatened to take the furniture, she finally left for good.

			Jake was lost after that. As Angie found a job, a boyfriend and a new lease on life he found himself in a pit of despair.

			The house was sold, the car re-possessed, but he battled on, he still had talent, a passion for design and, ironically, it was work that saved him, even though it had brought him to his knees, cost him his wife and family, it was also his salvation. Bob Hart had given him the chance to pitch on the Plancom contract. Lucrative, long-lasting and his for the taking and he grabbed the opportunity with both hands.

			Today was the day that it was all supposed to change.

			Jake eventually arrived in Manchester at five thirty and an hour and a half late for the meeting. The Plancom building was in darkness, all locked up. Everyone, including Tess Brennan, had gone home for the night. Ironically the snow was only light in Manchester with only a mild dusting on the ground, nothing like the kind of weather Jake had driven through to get there.

			During that long, hard drive, Jake had tried to call Tess Brennan many times but at no time was he able to get through to her directly.

			It was over and Jake knew it. The email that came into his iPhone just as he was getting back into his car confirmed it. It was from Bob Hart.

			“Sorry, Jake. Just heard from a friend at the office that the contract was awarded to Wade & Walker Associates - Tess Brennan’s old firm.

			Don’t think it would have helped even if you got there on time from what I understand. Hope that cushions the blow a bit mate. Anyway, just thought you’d like to know. Speak to you when I return. All the best, Bob.”

			As Jake read it, he felt like he’d been punched in the stomach. He slumped into the car, bent his head over the wheel and felt despair wash over him. He had nothing more. There was no Plan B. There was just Plancom, Angie, the kids and a fresh start. That was it. Nothing else. And now that was gone.

			An hour later he was still there in the car park, in the dark. It was freezing cold and the snow was coming down harder now. The cold roused Jake and he switched on the engine and began to drive, the heater warming him. But he was unaware of it. Subconsciously he was heading home, crawling along the snow clogged roads for hours, but his mind was lost in other thoughts.

			The initial hysteria had passed along with the breathlessness of utter panic. These had been replaced by a weird sense of calm, an almost detached sense of rationality as he observed his predicament with a kind of out-of-body pragmatism. Jake was eminently aware that he had nowhere left to turn, nowhere else to go and, possibly the worst of all, no one he could call who could possibly help or understand. Certainly not Angie. That ship had sailed long ago, he now finally realised. She was never coming back, and neither were the kids, she would see to that. Would they had he got the contract? He doubted that too now. She was in a new relationship which Jake had long tried to deny, but she was happy and was not about to give it up for him. Reality had well and truly set in.

			The business was finished. Bankruptcy a certainty. Thank God his parents were dead so they weren’t around to witness this, his final failure.

			As he thought of his parents, the tears finally came. He couldn’t help it. They poured down his face as he wept uncontrollably. With his eyes so blurry he could barely see the road ahead, so Jake slammed on the brakes and skidded the car to an icy halt. The car behind, a Volvo, the only other vehicle on the road, very nearly crashed into him and the driver honked his horn violently and glared at Jake as he slid around the BMW, missing it by the narrowest of margins. “Wanker!” he shouted. But Jake was deaf to him.

			Eventually the tears subsided and he was left with just a general feeling of sadness in knowing that his life was irreparably broken.

			He dried his eyes and studied himself in the rear view mirror.

			If Jake had had a razor blade or a piece of hosepipe, he’d have just sat there in the car and ended his stinking, miserable, useless life. But he didn’t have those things, he didn’t have anything apart from a portfolio and he doubted he could beat himself to death with that.

			He turned on the windscreen wipers and swept away the thick coating of snow that had formed since he’d pulled over. It was dark now, although with all the snow, strangely still light. The country road he was on was completely deserted and through the curtain of heavy flakes he could just make out the shape up ahead of a bridge.

			The idea occurred to him immediately, almost as if he was receiving a message from above. He didn’t need a razor blade or a length of hose anymore because now he had a means to end his suffering.

			The bridge was there for him. Just waiting for him on that deserted road offering him a way out. And he was more than ready to accept.

			Chapter 2

			The thick acrid cigar smoke curled upwards into the heavy white sky. Snow was coming, the clouds were full of it, and Charles Khan wondered if he would make it back to London before it really started coming down. He hated the snow, hated the winter but after all his years abroad it was good to finally be home again for longer than just a few days. But not here, not in Liverpool and certainly not at this God forsaken container terminal on the banks of the freezing cold Mersey.

			Home for Charles now was a plush new apartment in London’s Docklands; swanky, stylish, incredibly expensive and all his. Not that he had spent much time there since his recent return from Johannesburg but, now that he was retiring, there would soon be time enough. He had certainly earned it - fought long enough and hard enough for it and now, after all that fighting, he was going to take a well deserved, very wealthy, rest.

			Charles had driven up the night before to oversee the container’s arrival, a job which, in truth, he would not have trusted to anyone else as its contents were too valuable, both in worth and to his own future. But he had arrived in Liverpool earlier than anticipated and out of sheer boredom had gone out to find a bar and some female company for the evening. Needless to say it had turned into quite a heavy night and a rather late one.

			Now, in the afternoon, after the night before, Charles felt particularly rough. Too much whiskey, not enough sleep and a horrendously early start this morning was the cause, but he could blame no one other than himself. He just wished they would hurry up and get his container off so he could begin the long drive home. It was still only early afternoon yet already his king-sized bed back in London was calling him.

			Khan had the bearing of a soldier which was not surprising after all his years in one uniform or another. He was well built, wide at the shoulder, thick at the neck and beginning to thicken at the waist but he was still in good shape. His closely-cropped hair and strongly carved features gave him a hard appearance, which was an image he was happy to cultivate.

			Although as Charles pulled up the collar on his cashmere overcoat, he laughed at how quickly he had become soft. For too many years he had lived a soldiers life of little sleep and early mornings having had nothing more for a bed than a sheet on the ground and the stars for a blanket. Drinking, smoking, playing cards with the enlisted men until the break of dawn and then marching God knows how many miles on a half-empty belly. Yet he had thrived. But after just a month back in the real world he was already whining like a little girl. He smiled at himself as he puffed noisily on a long King Edward cigar, his fifth of the day and only one of his many vices.

			The ship had docked the night before and had started unloading at eight this morning. Charles had been there since seven, waiting, watching, itching to get his hands on the contents of one particular container. Anxious not to miss the moment when it was offloaded, eager to get inside it, recover his property and get home to London.

			But it was taking forever. He looked at the sky again as the first flakes of snow glided down from the packed clouds. This was just the start of it, he knew, more was forecast. It had apparently been snowing hard down South since the early hours and was becoming extremely treacherous. On his car radio the police were advising those thinking about driving to stay at home unless the journey was absolutely necessary.

			Charles’s journey was. He wanted to get his precious cargo back to London as soon as possible no matter how bad the snow was. He had hated the snow and cold since his time in Chechnya when he never thought he’d feel warm again, but he had learned to cope with it having fought, marched and driven through weather the English could only imagine. So the drive back didn’t faze him, especially not in his brand new Range Rover with heated seats and climate control. As for the road conditions, well they would be just child’s play compared to Chechnya.

			At last, in the late afternoon, as a light dusting of snow lay upon the dockside, the much anticipated container was offloaded. Charles lit up yet another King Edward as a large docker in filthy yellow oilskins approached him. “You’ll be Mister Khan?” he enquired gruffly in a thick Glaswegian accent.

			Charles surreptitiously checked the heavy bulge of the holstered gun underneath his overcoat as he replied. “I am. I take it you’re Crowe?”

			“Aye. You got my money?”

			“All in good time. Open the container first.” Replied Charles, puffing on his cigar.

			“I don’t think you heard me, old son. No money, no container. Understand?”

			Charles understood all too well and smiled inwardly.

			“Of course, I understand. My apologies,” he said. He looked furtively around him, noticing several other dockers working nearby, although none were paying him or Crowe any mind. “But perhaps we should move out the gaze of prying eyes first, agreed?”

			“Aye. Whatever, old son. Just as long as I get it or they’ll be no container, know what I mean?” Crowe said gruffly.

			“Yes, I know exactly what you mean,” said Khan.

			“You’d better follow me,” Crowe said and as Charles followed, he led him from the parked Range Rover to the container a short distance away where it had been set down neatly by crane, in the middle of a long even row of others. After satisfying himself that they were not being watched, Crowe led Charles over to the far side of the container where they could complete their business without being seen. When they got there he said, “Right. No eyes. All nice and private. Now where’s my fucking money?”

			Charles smiled with the smoking cigar clamped between his teeth. “I have it here.” He said and reached inside his heavy coat. Crowe shuffled, nervously as he eagerly awaited his pay off. But then suddenly, as quick as a flash, Khan seized him by the throat and pushed him hard against the cold metal side of the container. Then something else cold and metallic was shoved firmly up under his chin. Crowe knew instantly that it was a gun. “Jesus Christ!” he yelped,

			“What are you doing?”

			Charles Khan put his mouth an inch away from Crowe’s ear and with smokey breath whispered, “What I am doing is getting you to open the fucking door of this container before I blow your ugly fucking jaw through the top of your ugly bloody head, understand old son?”

			Crowe nodded meekly. “Sure, sure, no problem - just don’t shoot me, alright?”

			“Just do as I say and you get to keep your good looks. Now open the door!” Khan growled as he shoved Crowe towards the front of the container, transferring the barrel of the shiny chrome-plated gun from the man’s jaw to the small of his back. “Move!” he demanded.

			Crowe staggered forward, fumbling hurriedly in the greasy pocket of his oilskin jacket, eventually pulling out a large set of keys. As Crowe stood at the door of the container, Khan kept to the side of it, puffing on the cigar and aiming the gun at the docker’s belly as he selected a key and hastily opened the padlock. He lifted the catch on the container’s door and opened it ajar. “There, it’s open, now please, put the gun away.”

			Charles smiled broadly. “See, that wasn’t so difficult was it?” He pulled open his coat and pushed the big chrome gun back into its leather holster then reached into his inside pocket and pulled out a thick envelope which he thrust at Crowe. “There. Take your money and fuck off - and never let it be said I don’t pay my debts.”

			Crowe began to stammer something but Charles fixed him with a hard stare. “Go!” he said and Crowe turned and shuffled quickly away, stuffing the envelope into the pocket of his filthy oilskin as he went.

			Charles waited until Crowe was a good distance away, then finally opened the door to the container and stepped inside.

			The large interior smelled of seawater and rust but was clean and dry. The forty foot container held a variety of cargo; stacks of polystyrene packed washing machines, boxes of plasma TVs, two bright red Ducati motorcycles, an S-Class Mercedes and several large crates of South African Chardonnay.

			Charles, knowing exactly where to look, headed for one of the crates which had the initials P.B. scratched on it, then took a pen-knife from his pocket and prized it open.

			He removed two layers of packed straw and a layer of expensive vintage wine before, at last, finding what he, himself, had placed in the crate over a month before in Johannesburg; a large black, leather-bound briefcase. He smiled greedily and briefly clutched the case to his chest as he would have a lost child that had been found safe.

			Then he replaced the wine and the straw and, after re-locking the container, took the briefcase and stowed it behind the passenger seat of the Range Rover. Charles then took out his Blackberry and sent a text message to his brother.

			“Got it. Should be back by eight. You supply the champagne, I’ll supply the ice!” it said.

			He started the car, flicked on the wipers to clear away the layer of powdery snow and slid the heater control up to max. He also put on the heated seat for added warmth. No point in being chilly on this hellishly cold evening. Then, putting the Range Rover into gear, he began the long drive home, leaving two wet tyre tracks in his wake as the big 4x4 cut a trail through the snow covered terminal.

			Driving conditions were not too bad for the first forty miles of his Southbound journey, sporadic snow flurries and powdery roads but nothing too worrying. But then, suddenly, the light smattering quickly turned into a blizzard and the powdery roads turned into a thick carpet of hazardous snow and slush.

			It was slow going, what should have taken maybe half an hour to get to where he was had taken an hour and a half and he still had the major part of the journey to do. Furthermore, he was desperately tired, his activities of the previous night seriously beginning to catch up with him. Also, he was having to concentrate hard on the road ahead and that, too, was adding to his fatigue.

			Charles was warm now. So with the Range Rover veering dangerously about the road he shrugged out of his heavy coat, allowing a brief glimpse of the big chrome gun concealed beneath the jacket he was wearing under his top coat.

			With the coat removed Charles once again focused on the road ahead, staring into the relentless, mesmerising blizzard.

			A hundred miles later, driving at a snail’s pace along a clogged, slippery and extremely treacherous M1, Charles was beginning to fall asleep at the wheel. Abandoned vehicles lined the motorway, snow ploughs were out but fighting a losing battle and Charles’ journey was getting longer and longer. He was tired, desperate for sleep and wanted nothing more than to get home to bed. He had tried several times to phone his brother, Arthur, to let him know he would be arriving late but the conditions were messing with the signal. And now his phone was dead. It had been on since the crack of dawn and the battery had finally gone.

			On the outskirts of Northampton he hit a detour, due to an accident up ahead, which sent him off the motorway and onto the back roads. They were deserted and his was the only car on the road. It was late now, with the snow deep on the ground, but Charles, even though extremely drowsy was still keen to get home, and as the 4x4 was coping so easily in the icy conditions, he saw this as an opportunity to make up some time. He pressed down on the accelerator and the Range Rover immediately responded. Charles had over seventy miles still to go but with these back roads clear of stranded vehicles he could probably make it back in under two hours, if he pushed it.

			However, before long, Charles began to nod. He didn’t even realize he had been asleep until he opened his eyes and saw the corner approaching much too fast. He span the wheel and the car slid into the bend. For a moment he thought he was going to make it but then he saw the BMW parked awkwardly at the exit of the corner, half covered in a thick layer of snow and Charles had to quickly spin the wheel again to avoid smashing straight into it.

			The Range Rover, snaked wildly as he lost control of the back end and as the wheels on the passenger side lifted off the ground, as the whole car began to roll Charles Khan knew that he would not be getting back to London that night.

			Chapter 3

			Disappointment and despair had clouded Jake’s mind and eroded his rationality and he was teetering on the edge of sanity as he stared, almost euphoric, at the bridge. His life for the last few years had been awful and just for the briefest time, thanks to Bob Hart and the Plancom deal, he thought he had a way of making it so much better but now those hopes had been utterly dashed and he could not bear to face life as it was now bound to be.

			He had lost everything; his wife, his children, his house and now his business. His parents were long dead and whatever friends he may have had in the past had all moved on. He was completely alone. He knew his children would miss him, but what life could he offer them now. How would they feel, growing up, having a total failure for a father? No, they were better off with Angie and the whole world would get by just fine without him.

			Suicide was the obvious answer. It would not be sad, it would be a happy release and finally put an end to the relentless disappointment of living. How could death be any worse?

			Jake climbed out of the hire car and was struck immediately by the biting cold. The snow was deep and he had to tread carefully in his smooth soled brogues so as not to slip. Hugging his corduroy sports jacket tightly around him he made his way slowly but surely to the bridge. It was hard going and seemed to take forever in the extreme conditions. The snow was like a blizzard now, thick flakes whipping round in a wild frenzy but finally he reached the large metal structure.

			The bridge was the kind that stretched over a motorway but Jake neither knew or cared which one. Whichever it was there was no traffic noise and no lighting from below, just a dark void flecked haphazardly with the unrelenting snow.

			Slowly, perilously, Jake climbed over the railings, his brogues slipping like skates on the icy metal, his jacket and tie flapping like flags atop the mast of a ship navigating Cape Horn. The wind slapped at his raw face like a woman betrayed as it howled around, livid, in the freezing night. His soaked shoes offering no grip as he clung perilously to the cold handrails of the bridge, trying not to think of the black void beneath him, or the hard tarmac that he knew lay in wait, unseen, thirty feet below. Snow danced around him, frenzied and angry, as it fell slanted from the swollen clouds above. The flaps of his jacket now desperate to take flight, his tie doing the same as it whipped wildly around his face and pulled like a noose at his neck.

			On the other side of the railings, Jake closed his eyes and said a silent apology to his children. He was not a religious man but now, at the last, he said a prayer, to ask God to keep Zack and Poppy safe.

			He was now ready. Standing there, freezing, he prepared himself to jump. His heart thumping in his chest as he relaxed his grip on the railings and braced himself to plummet into the black unknown.

			Then he heard the sound of the car and instinctively his fingers tightened once more onto the frozen railing.

			He turned, seeing the headlights first and then watched helplessly as the out of control vehicle burst into view.

			The Range Rover rounded the corner behind the parked BMW travelling far too fast. It slewed wildly to avoid collision with Jake’s hire car then skidded across the road where it bounced off a tree and somersaulted, airborne, towards the bridge.

			Jake could do nothing as the large, heavy car flew through the air heading straight for him. He ducked, but clung on vice-like as the big, weighty Range Rover struck the thick upright beam on the opposite side of the rail with an almighty clang sending vibrations up the whole length of Jake’s body. The vehicle then bounced violently off and rolled end-over-end several times into the middle of the road where it crashed down onto its roof and spun like a top for several seconds before finally creaking to a very slow, metallic halt.

			Momentarily Jake was stunned, not quite believing what he had just witnessed. Strangely the snow had now stopped and the wind had died. Everything was suddenly silent and white and calm. After a couple of seconds Jake’s brain popped into gear and he leaped over the railings and rushed, slipping and sliding, to the wreck to see if could help whoever was inside.
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