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Foreword


In the heart of North London, amidst the grey urban sprawl and bustling streets, lies a story that reverberates with the echoes of defiance, resistance, and revolution. These pages recount a tale of ordinary people challenged by extraordinary circumstances in a story that is loosely based on actual political events which unfolded in the early nineties.


Barry Harden’s narrative invites you to step into Everard’s world, an indigent young man whose ire smouldered within him, stoked by mistreatment at the hands of the police and fuelled by the blatant extortion of citizens by uncontrolled mobsters. At the tale’s centre stands a remarkable Roma woman hailing from the turbulent lands of Bosnia-Herzegovina. Unwittingly, she becomes a participant in a mini revolution that would shake the very foundations of her adopted country.


Amanita’s journey begins in the midst of the Balkan Wars at a time of unfathomable violence, displacement, and despair. Amidst the chaos of a homeland torn apart by conflict, Amanita sows the seeds of anarchy, her spirit unyielding even in the face of unimaginable horrors. Her courage is born from necessity, and her defiance, a response to the oppressive forces that seek to extinguish her identity and freedom.


Amanita finds herself transplanted to North London, a place far removed from the blood-soaked soil of her youth, yet one that carries its own set of challenges and injustices. In a city divided by class, race, and socioeconomic disparities, she discovers a community united by shared struggles. The fire of resistance that once burned within her is rekindled as she witnesses the injustices faced by those around her. And in this multicultural, vibrant enclave of North London, the stage is set for a revolution of small yet profound proportions.


Through the pages of this novel, you will be transported to the streets of London, to the hideaways where plans are hatched, to the passionate voices raised in protest, and to the hearts of individuals who refuse to accept the status quo. You will bear witness to a powerful alliance of people from all walks of life, drawn together by the magnetic force of Amanita’s and Everard’s indomitable spirits and their unwavering commitment to justice.


As you immerse yourself in the unfolding narrative, you will come to understand that revolutions are not always grand, and heroes are not always invincible. Sometimes they are ordinary individuals who rise to the occasion when their circumstances demand it. They are people who refuse to remain silent, who dare to challenge the powers that be and who, against all odds, ignite a spark of change that cannot be extinguished, even when their individual voices are snuffed out.


In the pages that follow, you will embark on a journey of resilience, sacrifice, and hope, of violence and defiance, love and loss, and the enduring power of the human spirit in a world where the ordinary becomes extraordinary.


In the realm of literature, there are writers, and then there are those rare luminaries who not only craft brilliant narratives but also wield their words as weapons against the darkness of social injustice and government indifference. It is with great enthusiasm and anticipation that I introduce you to the work of an author who embodies this rare breed, a writer unafraid to speak his mind, to illuminate the shadows, and to expose the rot of corruption that sometimes festers within the very heart of the state.


Harden’s pen is mightier than any sword, for it cuts through the layers of obfuscation and deceit that can shroud the corridors of power. In the pages of his works, you will find incisive commentary on sociopolitical veritas artfully concealed beneath the veneer of riveting, action-laden narratives. His words are not swayed by political expediency or personal gain; they are fuelled by a burning desire for justice, equality, and tolerance. But beyond the critique lies a profound sense of empathy and a vision of a more just society, one where every voice is heard and every living thing is valued.


As you delve into the pages of Amanita Virosa, you will be challenged to confront uncomfortable truths, to question the decisions of those in power, and to reflect on the role each of us plays in the collective struggle for a fairer, more compassionate world. His narratives are not merely stories; they are mirrors held up to our society, reflecting both its beauty and its flaws.


Harden’s writing is a testament to the enduring power of literature to shine a light on the darkest corners of society and to ignite the flames of change.


As you embark on this literary journey, prepare to be moved, to be challenged, and to be inspired. Welcome to the world of a brilliant writer whose words become a force for change, and where the pursuit of justice is a noble and unwavering quest.


Isabel López


Author, Isabel’s Hand-Me-Down Dreams


New York, NY


September 15, 2023









Chapter 1


It’s only when everything, absolutely everything has gone wrong that one has to make a positive decision. Everard, sitting in the shade of an ancient chestnut tree, had reached that point. In front of him, he had laid out all of his possessions: a penknife, a length of rope, a toy pistol and its plastic silencer, an old cheese sandwich and, of course, his dog, his precious Molly.


Was any money there? No. Not a sou.


Was there any hope? No. Not one jot.


He looked at the tree, then at the rope. That would be easy, he thought. Then he looked at Molly. Who would take care of her? Nobody. She would starve. Could they share the same noose? No. It was not her fault. So who’s fault was it? His!


Of course it was his—Dorkin, the money lender! He was the cause of all the trouble, and Everard was not going to let him take it out on Molly. Everard had acted as guarantor for a close friend on a loan of £3,000 from Dorkin. Unfortunately, the untimely death of that friend in a road accident had left Everard not only accountable for the original sum but also the other £6,400 in interest. Everard lost everything he possessed, and under the circumstances, his partner decided to bid him farewell too. The only thing that Everard was left with was Molly and that was only because she was not really saleable, or so it was decided by the bailiffs.


It is sometimes difficult to comprehend that in some cases starvation and deprivation can have a positive effect on the mental functioning of some adults. Hunger can sharpen the wits and desperation can throw caution aside. As a result, focus is sometimes elevated, and the physical ability of that unfortunate can be enhanced. A thin man can usually run faster than a fat one for example, and Everard was now definitely not fat. He had lost all his excess with the exception of his hair, which had grown from a crop to a cluster of dark, curly locks around his neck, slightly matted and not a little greasy. But that is what happens, and there he was … still alive!


Everard opened the knife and cut the sandwich in two. He held out half to Molly who ate it with one quick snap. Everard looked at the other piece and decided he was not hungry. Molly lingered for a moment, cocking her head to one side.


“Everard,” she asked, “Why don’t you want it? What’s the matter?”


“You have it, Molly. I’ve got to work something out and it’s best I do it on an empty stomach.”


“But you didn’t eat anything yesterday either.”


“I know, but I was really down and didn’t know what to do.”


“Okay. I give in. You better hand it over before it dries up.”


Molly carefully removed the remaining portion from Everard’s hand and swallowed it very slowly as if she didn’t really want to take it. They sat there for some time, Molly with her chin on her paws and Everard deep in thought. The clouds, which had enveloped the morning with a gloom that seemed to match Everard’s mood, had slightly thinned. A trace of sunlight could be seen traveling across the field and alighting on the fallen leaves which had just begun to moulder on the ground around the two of them.


Everard looked up from his reverie, gazed directly into Molly’s eyes and slowly whispered, “Now Molly, stand up … sit down … stand up … fall over. Now, if I point the gun at you and it goes bang, I want you to fall over as if you were dead. Right, are you ready? Shall we try it again? We need to get this absolutely right!”


Molly didn’t look like the brightest of mongrels. She was slightly overweight from a poor diet of whatever scraps she could find, mainly from outside the many junk food outlets that then festooned the high street. Nonetheless she was ready. She was always a quick learner and soon, the two of them had worked out Everard’s revenge.
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It’s one thing to have a plan, but it’s another thing to get it right. Planning the plan is essential. Monday morning, outside the post office at 8.45 a.m., the first limousine pulled up. Dorkin the extortioner waited for his door to be opened by his chauffeur, trundled his grossness onto the pavement, and spat his half-smoked cigar into the gutter. He smirked to himself as the victims of his trade dragged their misery to queue outside the post office, again in the rain, dreading the cold hand of the money lender fishing in their bags to steal their meagre allowance, leaving them again in his praying-mantis clutches.


One such victim was Mrs. Wells, a woman in her mid-sixties. Everard, who had arrived with Molly soon after 8 a.m., noticed her in particular. He noticed the anger in her scowl when she spotted Dorkin arrive. It was obvious that she had spirit and loathed the man who grew so obese on the blood of her fellows in the queue.


Doris Wells had hoped to be in and out of the post office, her pension secured in her handbag before Dorkin arrived. But he knew it, and he also knew that the shop wouldn’t be open until five past nine. That’s what the £20 a week to Gilbert the cashier in the post office was for—making them wait.


The trickle of pensioners grew, all forsaken by the rises in the cost of living, dragging their misery along to join the others, each one indebted to one or the other of the fat men and women whose big cars lined the broad pavement regardless of any parking restrictions. They owned not only the pensioners but had in their thrall most of the wardens and community police officers who pretended to guard the interests of the people and the law.


Everard sat with Molly and watched from a doorway a little way down the street. He noted the car numbers and looked out for the debris cast carelessly out of the car windows, which might give some clue as to the destinations or places of entertainment that the sharks might visit.


The post office opened at last, and the old folks tottered in, stiff with the wait in the cold of a winter morning. They lingered awhile before leaving, wrapping scarves around their faces. Some even swapped coats in an attempt to avert the robbery that they surely would suffer once they were outside again.


“Morning, Mrs. Wells. Glad to see you’re up so early, just like me. Early bird, you know. So let me see. Ah, what a shame! It was due at 9 a.m. sharp, and here we are at quarter past. I’m afraid you have therefore incurred a penalty. It means, as you can see in our contract, that should any payments be made later than the specified time, then you have added to your debt an extra week’s repayment due at the end of this week. If you have any trouble finding the money, I suggest you go to Mr. Wragge over there and raise the necessary funds from him. I’m sure he will accommodate you.”


As they left, few of the pensioners escaped the clutches of the sharks. Even those who had no debts were cross-examined as to how they could survive without being owned by the parasites that had swallowed their lives and property.


Everard noted every one whose purse was emptied. But he focused on Mrs. Wells, and during the following days, he watched to see where she lived and how dire her circumstances had become. Nobody would question him. After all, who exactly was he? Just another homeless twenty-four-year-old whose life was turned upside down. Like so many others, he slept on the streets, ate from soup kitchens, and was deserted by the state and public alike.


He was often moved on by the police, frequently pushed around and jeered at. “Scum rat, benefit cheat, lazy pisshead.” Yes, and they had done that too, urinated on him as he slept and always went away laughing. Benefits? He had none. He wasn’t entitled. Dorkin had claimed that there was still money owing but ceased to recognise Everard since his decline into destitution and seemed less interested in hounding him.


“There’s no more blood left in that stone,” Everard heard him say to Wragge one day. “That’s the trouble with that sort. All losers putting friendship above money, total rubbish! But he still owes me, and I won’t forget it, just in case he gets on his feet again. I’ll soon put an end to that with all the interest he’ll have to find. What a waste of space! I’d charge him for the air he breathes if I could.”


Everard had traced Mrs. Wells’s address and most of the others’, following them distantly as they dragged their dissolution home each Monday morning, ever colder and hungrier, reduced to starvation by the minions of the big society.


Dorkin and Wragge were part of the big society. Their friends, the Randolphs, the Spurns, and the Honeylickers were the big society, and they all lived off the despair of those sucked under by the great state confusion. But it didn’t stop there. There was nothing to stop it, except Everard and Molly.


Suddenly, the chance was there—the shiny black Lexus, its paintwork gleaming in the dim streetlight just a few paces down the road from Twenty-to-One, the bookies on Lennox Street. As they watched, the lights of the shop were extinguished, and they could see Dorkin pulling down the shutter to the window.


“Molly, now’s the time. Up the road with you, keep hidden, and wait for the sign.”


Molly went quickly into the shadows, past the door, and sat quietly behind a car until the call came.


Dorkin took his time. He had drunk quite a lot while he was gathering his takings along with the contents of the safe and staggered towards his motor clutching a leather satchel close to his chest. It had been a bumper day for him, having sucked the last pennies from almost all of the punters that passed their days in the Twenty-to-One.


Everard stepped out to block his way just as Molly sidled up alongside the fat leech. “Hand it over or I’ll shoot your dog!” Everard shouted.


Dorkin looked down and sneered, “I haven’t got a dog, scumbag!”


Everard pointed the gun at Molly and pulled the trigger. There was a muffled bang as the slightly damp cap exploded with a small puff of smoke. But it was enough. Molly keeled over, making a single squeak as she went. Dorkin was horrified and dropped the satchel.


“Pick it up, or I’ll kill you too. Do it!” Everard jabbed Dorkin in the ribs with the silencer of the toy pistol. Dorkin bent forward, but his greed-fed obesity dragged him down and he fell face first onto the waiting paving stones.


“Help me! Help me! Please help me!” he gasped, rolling over onto his back and clutching his left arm. “My pills … pills … in the satchel … quick, quick!”


Everard pulled the satchel away from Dorkin’s reach. He lowered the gun to the head of the struggling gargoyle.


“Don’t you remember me? Everard … Everard Tilson? You destroyed me. You took everything from me, absolutely everything, and now you’re going to pay.”


Everard pulled the trigger again, and in that instant, Dorkin lost his terror and died of fright. Molly jumped up from the ground, and the two slipped nimbly away into the darkness of the night.
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Wednesday morning was cold, dark, and wet. Dripping, Everard stood with Molly outside the door of Mrs. Wells’s council flat and rang the bell.


“Who is it?” came the frail voice.


“I am looking for Mrs. Wells. I have a package for her.”


She opened the door with the chain still fixed in position, allowing a smitch of the coldness from within to enter the dank corridor that led to the stairs.


“I don’t know you. Go away! I’ll call out if you don’t.”


“Mrs. Wells. I am a friend and have something for you that you really do need. I have some money for you. Come, let me in and turn the fire up. You’ll be able to keep yourself warm from now on.”


Dorkin’s satchel had been well stuffed, fifties and twenties, tens and fives. They were in bundles of one hundred notes, and altogether, there were around forty or so bundles. Everard couldn’t be bothered to count it. He wasn’t that interested in the amount, but he knew it was a small fortune. He gave Mrs. Wells enough to keep her out of mischief for the rest of her life. Five rolls of fifties and ten of twenties, enough not to be squandered but enough to feed, clothe and keep herself warm. It was enough to lift her spirits and for her to breathe more easily.


“Would you like a cup of tea?” she stuttered as she gazed in amazement at the pile of notes.


“That would be nice … and some for Molly, please.”


“Does she have it in a cup or a bowl?”


“In a cup, please.”
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Everard was not finished but needed a base from which to work. He bought some clothes from charity shops and had his hair cut and his beard shaved. He found a small basement flat on the cheap side of town and set up a stall at the local market selling supermarket goods at half the price to pensioners only. It caused a minor stir with some but was generally accepted by the other stall holders. Nobody questioned him. They assumed that he was charity funded. Nobody knew the truth, not even Mrs. Wells.


What about Wragge? Yes! What about him? He was still there, doing what he did. He was not so careless nor as fat as Dorkin, but he was just as greedy.


Wragge didn’t do it himself, but he gave Mrs. Dorkin a serious fright when she found the corpse of her late husband, once so carefully laid out, lying face down on the carpet in the undertaker’s funerary room. His coffin was more or less destroyed, the linings and paddings shredded with screws and splinters left lying all over the floor.


Of course, it was the book that Wragge wanted—the list of names that owed Dorkin money. But it wasn’t there. In fact, it was nowhere, just like the money, vanished.


Mrs. Dorkin received another call, this time at her home. It was Wragge, who brought her flowers and a cheap box of chocolates hoping that she would fall for his charms. But she didn’t because not only did he lack any charm, but she had no idea as to what he was asking.


Flustered, Wragge responded, “What do yer mean, you don’t know what he was up to? You’ve been living off it for long enough. Just look at this place. It’s like a bloody palace! Look here, it’s a notebook, a little black one with some names in it, that’s all. That’s all I want. He said I could have it one day. So I’m here and I want it!”


She looked at him quizzically. “The only book I ever saw him with was his diary. But you don’t want to look in there. I’ve read some of it. He wrote in it a couple of weeks ago just before he died, something like, ‘Wragge is a greedy bastard, and I think I need to watch him.’ So what do you think of that? Are you a greedy bastard, Mr. Wragge? Are you the one that caused him to die? Are you? It’s strange that he wrote that and now he’s dead, don’t you think?”


Wragge rose, gathered up the chocolates and flowers, and marched out. On his way back to his office, he called in at the florist and demanded his money back and not without threats.


Everard had seen the book. He had even used it but only to track and repay all those who had suffered under Dorkin’s levy. He followed Wragge for several weeks but could find no means of catching him off-guard. Molly had played her part brilliantly, but this time, there was no chance for a second performance. Well, not with this one, that was for sure.


He had lost contact with Mrs. Wells for some weeks and thought maybe that the time was right to pay her another visit to see how she was getting on. She was delighted to see him and called him in for a cup of tea and a piece of cake.


What surprised him was that she was not as short as he had always visualised her, not five feet three but definitely taller and even a little stockier at a substantial five feet seven. He pondered for a second or two, Has she grown or is it my imagination?


“I’m moving,” she said. “Not far, though. Just up to Tottenham. Second floor flat. I’ll be glad not to have to go up so many stairs again. Eight stories, it’s just too much for my old pins. And it’s all thanks to you. I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”


“You make me sound like Mr. Dorkin or even Mr. Wragge with a phrase like that.” Everard laughed.


“Oh, that Mr. Wragge. He’s an evil piece of work! Makes Dorkin look like a saint. I’d love to see him come a cropper. You know he has had some of his debtors beaten up and actually robbed them in the street. The police don’t do a thing. Sometimes they hold the victim while Dorkin goes through their pockets. And if you’re a female, he has his hand up your front, pulls your bra about. I’ve even seen him go up a young woman’s skirt pretending to be looking for money. Then he always goes off laughing.”


Everard thought for a moment. “Given the chance, Mrs. Wells, say you were a bit younger, would you try to get rid of him?”


“Kill him, do you mean? Well, he does deserve it, all the misery he’s caused. Yes, I suppose I would. It’s worth thinking about, isn’t it. Why? Have you got something in mind?”


“How many tenants in this block owe him money?”


“Nearly all of them. I think I’m the only one who’s caught up with him. Why?”


“What if you take on a debt with him and get him to call round to collect. You know, skip a repayment. That’ll get him hot. From what you say, he hates people who miss their repayments. But what’s important is that you give him an address on one of the top floor flats on this side of the block. Mind you, if what I have in mind goes wrong, I think he could be really nasty.”


“And?”


“Well, when he arrives to give you some grief, you will be down here and out of his sight. When he reaches your supposed door, you will need to call out from below, ‘Mr. Wragge, Mr. Wragge, I’m so sorry. I can’t get up the stairs too quickly.’ He’ll then lean over the balcony to shout abuse at you and tell you how much extra you are going to have to pay. I will slip out of the door of the flat behind him, grab his ankles, and tip him over the rail.


“Be ready to get out of the way because he’ll be coming down quite fast. But remember, timing is absolutely essential. Make sure he’s at the upstairs door before you call out. Also, and this is really important, make a friend of someone on that top landing if you haven’t already got one, and invite them down to tea at the appointed time. I’ll need that floor to be empty so I can get him over the balcony without being seen.”


“D’you think it’ll work?”


“We’ll only know if we give it a try. Shall we do it? We can only do it together.”
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Nobody said a word except Mrs. Hurley as she stuffed another piece of cake into her mouth. “He must have overbalanced,” she giggled. “Too much weight in his jacket pockets, most likely. D’you know, Mrs. Wells, I do like this cake! Did you make it yourself?”


If anybody had seen anything, nobody said a word. The police eventually wrote it off and some officers sighed with relief that the case was concluded as an accidental death.


Wragge’s widow slipped quickly into a malaise of desperation when she found out how hated her husband had been. She found his money stashed away in safety deposit boxes in several banks. To make amends, she took up work in a charity shop and slipped a fifty-pound note into every item of recycled clothing in expiation of her husband’s behaviour.
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Everard had cleared only two of the many who fed off the misfortune of others. It was not enough to make a real difference. One thing was certain, though—he had made friends. Molly was treated with kindness wherever they went. Some people actually sought them out to give Molly treats. Everard was surprised when Joe Randolph, another bookie, vanished into thin air along with all his money. Could it have been that an example had been set?


It was at the beginning of April when Everard was arrested under the terrorism provisions granted to the police by the government. They questioned him for two days about what they called “an insurrection which threatened public security.” He had no idea what they were talking about, but since the names of Dorkin and Wragge were never mentioned, he knew that he was not suspected of their deaths.


Mrs. Wells, on the other hand, had spread the word that Everard was being held at the local police station. That second night, the station’s telecommunications system was knocked out along with all satellite phone coverage, and the building was demolished, brick by brick, by a furious crowd of those that society had turned its back on.


The police scattered in fear and confusion. They could not explain to themselves what had happened nor why they were targeted so unexpectedly. They had no idea that the seeds of a revolution had just been sown. The poor once again found it necessary to rebel. But this time, there was real organisation and determination to change everything that had favoured the rich to the detriment of the poor.


The dissent spread in total silence. None could foresee when the next assault might be nor from whence it might come. Racketeers vanished overnight, and where one police force was swept away, another type of force would take its place. But this time it was different. Coming from all sectors, these volunteers swept the detritus from the streets. It was no longer a safe place to be a loan shark in the poorer parts of North London, nor a pimp, a bookie, or a pusher of drugs. Bodies were rarely found and questions rarely asked as the rebellion slipped silently through the streets, drawing ever closer to the city and its institutions.


The number of participants increased over the next few years and with that came positive changes. Confiscated sums were shared around according to need and circumstance. Within days, committees were elected to organise the redistribution of assets. Rents were re-assessed taking into account the income or needs of the occupants. Empty properties were confiscated in order to house the homeless. The radical changes all happened so quickly. Within six weeks, much of North London was controlled by the people. Parliament slept on, unaware that the ground beneath their feet was moving inextricably away in a silence that only the dead would understand.


Everard looked at Molly. “What do you think, Molly?”


“Let’s go round to see Mrs. Wells. She does a nice cup of tea and I do like the cake!’ Molly grinned.
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As they approached the stairs to Mrs. Wells’s old apartment, their way was barred by two extremely ugly, black-suited oafs. One, who called himself “M” (Molly said it stood for mutt), was shaved, probably at all points, and had a neck wider than his ears. He stood around six feet six in height and picked his fingernails with the tip of his flick knife. His nose was as flat as his brain, having caught an iron bar in a pub brawl some years earlier.


His fellow, Tone, was twitchy. Not as brawny as M but equally as stupid, he wore a gardenia in his lapel. He thought that it gave him cachet, but instead, he just looked like a ponce. If Brylcreem needed support, he was there for it, his greasy locks stuck firmly to the back of his neck. Shaving was not his forte—one curly black hair proudly presented itself between the second and third buttons of his Domestos-bleached shirt. Blood stains? There were none.


“What?” said M threateningly.


“Stairs!” Everard replied.


“Who?” demanded Tone.


“None of your business,” said Everard.


“What d’you mean, none of our business?”


“Exactly that. Since when do I have to explain myself and my business to a couple of morons like you two?”


“Since Mr. Honeylicker said so. And who are you calling morons?”


“Look, there’s three of us altogether and my dog. My dog has a scientific degree in nasal identification and says that she can smell a moron at a hundred yards. She caught the whiff of you two as we entered the complex. So, it must be you. Now get out of the bloody way because I’m going upstairs whether you like it or not.”


“You ain’t going nowhere,” said M, taking a step forward.


“Actually, you’ve just proved my point. It is, ‘You aren’t going anywhere.’ You were right all along, Molly. They definitely are morons.”


Everard shuffled around in his bag and produced the remains of a cheese sandwich. Tone thought it was a bomb and produced his favourite toy, a gold-plated 9mm Mauser, as did M, but his was more business-like and lacked the flashy ornamentation.


“Put the sandwich down! No quick moves. Real slow!” It was not a good move. Molly loved a cheese sandwich and made a swift grab before it touched the ground. Two shots rang out across the courtyard. Everard and Molly ran up the multitude of stairs as fast as their legs and paws could carry them to Mrs. Wells’s apartment.


Everard remarked out of breath, “Oh, I’m so glad she’s moving away. I don’t think I could ever get used to this, Molly! I haven’t a clue who’s looking after us, but it certainly keeps us out of trouble, don’t you think?” Everard sighed with a sort of ho-hum in his voice. Looking out the stairwell window, he and Molly were just in time to see a grey van disappear out of the courtyard with no sign of M nor Tone and no sign of their blood either.


“That was quick, wasn’t it, Molly!”


Molly laughed.
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The door to the apartment was open. Inside was Mr. Honeylicker seated on a wooden kitchen chair, his hands tied fast behind his back and a tight black cloth forcing his tongue back into his mouth. Mrs. Wells was feeding his nostrils with snuff.


“Hello, Everard! Hello, Molly! How’s my Molly today?”


“Mrs. Wells! What on earth are you doing to him? He looks quite upset!”


“He’ll feel a lot easier when I’ve finished, assuming, of course, that it has the same effect as when George, my husband, went. Too much snuff is not that good for you, can even be terminal. He sat there in that very chair, this same little tin in his hand when it happened. It was a new one he hadn’t tried before—Sid’s Surprise—that was the name on the tin. Anyway, he took a great sniff and then shouted, ‘YES!’ for all he was worth and sneezed.


“I tell you, Everard, it shouldn’t have happened. Do you see the marks on the dresser there? That was where his teeth hit it. And then he said, ‘Oh, my god!’ and fell off the chair, stone dead, just like that. I said to Mr. Honeylicker here, ‘Would you like to meet George, my husband?’ and he said, ‘Yes.’ Then I said, ‘Take a seat,’ and he did, which gave me the chance to whack him with my rolling pin. Took him quite by surprise, it did. So then I had the chance to tie him up. By the way, my name is Doris, so forget about the Mrs. Wells stuff. After all, I am Molly’s mum now, aren’t I!”


Everard stood back for a moment to regard the unusual and courageous woman who stood before him. Wearing an apron with a printed portrait of Molly across the front, she had that look of determination blended with a touch of devilry.


“Mrs. Wells, Doris I mean, what are you going to do with him? He doesn’t look too happy to me. I think he’s had enough snuff. If he sneezes, he might explode, and that’ll take you days to clear away the mess! Talking about mess, a couple of strange men confronted Molly and me at the foot of the stairway. Somebody popped them off when they pulled their guns on me and Molly. But when we got to the top of the steps, they had gone, disappeared into thin air. What is going on? Are you going to tell me?”


“Oh, Everard, don’t worry yourself about it. Just accept that it is the system now. Anyway, with this old fart, I thought I might starve him to death like he’s treated some of his clients, but I think it would take too long, so then I thought I might try George’s little tin. Oh, damn it! He’s peed on my floor, the dirty sod!”


“I think we should have a discussion about this, don’t you think? Take the gag off him and see what he’s got to say for himself.”


Everard couldn’t stop himself from laughing. Doris undid the cloth and gave Honeylicker a hard shove at the back of his head. “Peeing on my floor, you bugger!” she chided.


Honeylicker coughed, leaving a trail of snuff-stained saliva trickling from the side of his floppy lips. Everard took the lead.


“What do you suggest we should do with you? By the way, your two friends have been removed, and you won’t see them ever again. So any sensible suggestion from you may have an effect on whether you live or die. What’s it to be, Mr. Honeylicker—life or death?”


Everard leaned forward to look directly into the fat, lumpy, over-fed face.


“You won’t get away with this! You’ll pay for this!”


“Wrong answer. Try again, Mr. Honeylicker.”


“We’ll get you, me and my boys. We’ll have you and cut you up into little pieces!”


“Mr. Honeylicker, think about what I just said. Your boys are dead, gone, gone forever, okay?”


“What! M and Tone?”


“For Christ’s sake, Mr. Honeylicker! How many more times do I have to tell you? They’ve gone! What is the matter with you? How on earth did you ever become whatever it is you are? Look at you! You’ve pissed yourself. You’re at our mercy, if that’s the word for it, and you’re sitting there, tied up, and acting as if you haven’t got a single brain cell. There’s no answer for you, is there?


“Allow me to explain. Mrs. Wells is leaving this flat very soon, in a few hours in fact, and she won’t be coming back. With the security deadlock on the door, nobody will try to get in for at least a month, and it will probably only be the flies that will eventually attract some attention. Do you understand more fully what your situation really is at this moment? I asked you, live or die. Give me a reply, one word.”


“Live,” croaked Honeylicker.


“So, what are you going to trade for your life?”


“Fifty thousand?”


“Is that all you think you’re worth, a mere fifty thousand? Tut, tut, Mr. Honeylicker. To start with, we are going to take you home. We will set up our headquarters in your office, and your wife will make sure that you behave yourself.”


“What do you mean, my wife? She’s not in on this, is she?”


“She will be as soon as we get you home. Your and her options are very limited, you see. Your dirty little empire is finished. Isn’t it, Doris?”


Doris had said nothing but had watched Everard with a fascination that brought more than a spark to her smile.


“Everard, come outside for a minute. I want to have a word.”


Everard followed, wondering what Doris had in mind. From being a desolate old lady, facing life with little or no money, she had suddenly become a different person, much more positive and capable, but he had no idea of how capable.


“Everard, dear, as you say, Honeylicker lives in a house big enough for ten. You’re right. We do need somewhere to work from, a kind of Government Communications HQ, if you see what I mean. He’s bound to have a good phone and computer system to have run his racket for so long. But you must keep out of things. I know you started the uprising, for lack of a better word, but it has grown.


“You see, there are so many of us who became victims, thanks to the government and the greed of people like Honeylicker, and now the organisation runs itself. It has also given you a bodyguard. Whatever you do, keep your temper and keep out of the line of fire. Do this for Molly if nobody else and try to keep your nose clean.


“I take it that you saw the removal van from the top of the stairs. You are a dark one, aren’t you! You didn’t say a word about it! You obviously don’t miss a thing, do you? I’ll keep you in the picture as things change, but stay away from the organisation. Don’t pry! There may be a thing or two that are necessary to do which you won’t like.


“So now I’ll leave it to you to get him ready to go home. I think he could be useful, so don’t hurt him. I’ve got a couple of calls to make. There are some arrangements to sort out before we have supper tonight.”


She winked at Molly and turning went away, out of sight, to somewhere in the maze of corridors and alleys that fringed the apartment block.


Everard returned to Honeylicker, not quite certain as to what he should say and certainly unsure as to how large the revolt that he had inadvertently started had grown.


Honeylicker was struggling to free himself but to no avail. Granny knots tied by Mrs. Wells were never going to be that easy to undo, basically due to their quantity. “Never use one when six will do” had always been a useful phrase for her. “Keeps your fingers nimble and your mind focused” was another.


Everard quietly leaned forward over Honeylicker’s shoulder. “I suppose we need to talk now that things seem to be moving forward. I believe we might as well confiscate everything that you possess. You will continue to live at your present address and behave like a normal human being from now on. If you don’t, then there will be sanctions. You will be allowed out to shop, but you will be watched, and any person that you contact may, depending on their circumstances and who they are, be eliminated.


“You’re in the midst of a revolution. The best thing that you can do is to be nice. Do you understand? Your car, by the way, has just been commandeered. I saw it drive off as I came through the door, so it means you will have a rather long walk home, and with wet trousers, I’m afraid you’ll get rather sore thighs with all that ammonia. Never mind. It’s all part of the game.”


Everard patted Honeylicker on the head and commenced to untie his hands.


“Up you get!”


Honeylicker staggered before stretching to his full six-feet-two height. He glowered down at Everard.


“Forget it, Honeylicker. You’re being watched. Just behave yourself!”
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Honeylicker was about fifty-five years old, had a waistline which necessitated the use of braces for his trousers, and in his case, he had chosen mauve leather. His shoes were handmade in two different sizes, the left foot being considerably shorter than the right, having lost a number of toes during another period of captivity. It was generally accepted that he had beaten his father to death during an argument over a pocket money rise when he was fourteen, which had set him on course to being a thorough nuisance to everyone around him.


He was not a happy man. Most of his days he spent being angry which, in turn, made him even more brutal. Moneylending was just a part of his self-employment. The rest consisted of his being just totally nasty. It was hard for him to take orders from a mere boy when a day earlier he would have laughed to see Everard torn apart by wild dogs. But that was his nature. He was going to have a really tough time.


The walk to his mansion was about four miles. Everard had spent a long time walking and was unbothered, but for Honeylicker, whose life was spent reclining in his limousine, it was a real hardship. It was even more galling for him to see his car in the drive as they arrived at the gates. Everard was also surprised and even more so when the front door opened, and there stood Mrs. Wells.


‘’Welcome home!” she said. “Mr. Honeylicker, you and your wife have got another bedroom now, the guest room. You have far too many gadgets in your old room that you might use to contact people that we don’t want you to use. Okay?”


Honeylicker nodded and croaked, “Can I have shower now, and can I see my wife?”


“Yes, of course you can. Give her a shout. I think she’ll be glad to see you. She’s been crying a bit. I think she’s a little frightened.” Doris led the way inside the hallway as Mrs. Honeylicker appeared at the top of the wide stairway. She ran down and threw her arms around her husband.


Honeylicker sobbed, “They’ve killed Tone and M, Rachel. They were like sons to me.”


“I know, darling. They brought them here in the car and buried them at the end of the lawn and planted some roses on top of them. Considerate, really, bearing in mind that they were dead.”


“What on earth are you talking about? They are the ones that killed them! They are dead! My two boys are dead!”


“Yes, I know, dear. But they’re such lovely roses, and they did bring the boys home, didn’t they? They could have left them in a skip or something. You would have done that, wouldn’t you?”


“Are you going soft or what?” Honeylicker pushed Rachel away. “Have they been getting at you?” he shouted.


“No … well, just a bit. They’re only trying to help people to have a better life. A lot of what they said was nice—how they want to help the elderly and help youngsters find work. They’re really very nice, you know.”


Honeylicker was becoming red at the ears. “Rachel, these are the people that we’ve been living off of for the past three years. These people owe us a great deal of money. I can see there’s no chance of getting it back now. In fact, I’ve been told by this idiot here that we’ve lost everything, house an’ all.”


“We’ll be alright, luv. Don’t worry.” She looked over to Everard. ‘’We will be alright, won’t we?’’


Everard smiled as Rachel led Honeylicker upstairs to where she tried in vain to comfort her husband through the shower room door.
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Up to that point, Everard had not seen any sign of a conspiracy or revolutionary council. Mrs. Wells … Doris … was the only person visible in the revolt. As he walked back with Honeylicker, not a soul had shown itself in the hour and a half that it took to get back. The streets had been deserted, which was odd for that time of day.


“Doris, where are the others?” he asked.


“Oh, they’re around. Don’t worry, Everard. It’s just that we don’t want you to have any trouble, just as I said earlier. Where’s my Molly, then? Come on! Let’s have some tea! We’ll have it in the sitting room.”


The room was large with a good view of the garden. Rachel had gone down and was already watering the roses that had been planted. A computer screen on a desk in the corner showed that somebody had been busy. Page laid upon page of bank accounts were clearly visible. A ballpoint with the cap still off rested on a sheet of calculations. Everard felt the seat. It was still warm.


Nothing seemed right anymore, and he wondered whether he had just been caught up in a dream. He could see Rachel talking to somebody out of sight behind a hedge.


Doris returned with a tray laden with fruitcake and three cups of tea.


“Here we are, Molly! Do you realise, Everard, if it hadn’t been for Molly, none of this would’ve happened. I suppose that I should tell you precisely how far things have gone. It’s quite surprising really. We have cleared every loan shark out of the whole of North London, as far out as the M25. Not only that, but we have also taken control of the prisons on this side, and parliament is still so busy messing around with electioneering that they haven’t even noticed the change.


“We gave the police a chance—join us or become unemployed. Very few chose the second option, and a few took transfers to other parts or early retirement. However, there were some, quite a lot in fact, who we knew had over-policed at demonstrations to protect the so-called greater democracy and who are now serving time at our pleasure, so they are out of the picture.


“The beauty is that we now have solidarity. There are thousands and thousands who are with us, and not a word is uttered to the other authorities. We have set up work units with proper wages and commandeered factories. The old ruling class has fallen away without a word, and it all seems to be working out quite well. We expect some kind of backlash, but nothing has taken shape yet, and the longer it goes on the way it has, then eventually it will be too late for a reprisal, provided that all continues to succeed.


“The next step is to declare North London a separate state and declare our independence. There’s a lot to think about though. We are trying to keep it as bloodless as possible, but I’m sure that there will be some casualties, particularly among the rich.”
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