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Chapter 1
 

 ‘Hold still you stupid bastard!’ 


 

Recognising my own voice in the all too familiar shout snapped me awake from the part day dream, part flashback, I lifted my chin woozily as I rubbed at my eyes with my knuckles to wake up.
 

I blearily looked at my watch which revealed it was nearly 4:30 pm which meant I had nodded off for half an hour and a glance at the window told me it had stopped raining and now the October afternoon was bright, washed shiny and falsely clean by the earlier rain. I wearily remembered the all too familiar nightmare;
 

In the dream I was yelling angrily above the roaring in my ears but I couldn’t seem to make the man on my shoulder hear me. He was jerking about as if dancing to a tune I couldn’t hear apart from the staccato beat of an assault rifle with its sights fixed firmly on his pack and my back. 

 

Gripping his legs like a vice, I kept him firmly in place as if our lives depended on it, which, as a matter of fact, they did. 

 

Stupid, deaf bugger, I thought hazily, staggering on under the weight of the twitching soldier.
 

Each impact from the almost certainly Russian made light assault rifle hit his body armour with a noticeable gap before the next and I felt like a snare drum keeping time. Bang, step forward, bang, step forward. And forward I plodded as if I would plod forever. I wondered how the description ‘Light Rifle’ fitted the heavy blows raining down on me but the answer eluded me at that moment. 

 

Without warning the drummer suddenly speeded up to reach an ear splitting crescendo which my legs couldn’t keep up with and I fell forward, the dead weight of my comrade pushing me into a lake of the deepest, coolest blue that just opened up in front of me. The water was lovely and I breathed it in like oxygen and sank deeper and deeper into the darkness gratefully, feeling absolutely nothing at all.
 

The flashback was all I remembered of being wounded and I’d been visited by it often ever since, I’d stopped waking in a panic, sweating, with tears rolling down my cheeks. It was only a dream now and I’d come to accept it, although I could do without it, truth be told. The man I’d been carrying had been hit by over twenty 7.62 millimetre rounds meant for me, a good number of which had pierced his Kevlar. 

 

I was fully awake now, remembering the hospital I woke up in and the bumpy transport flight home to the U.K. It seemed yesterday but it was more like a hundred years ago really. 

 

Rubbing my eyes hard with the knuckles of both hands, I sat gazing for a while out of the shiny, rain streaked, sash window across Piccadilly to Green Park, the leaves on the trees opposite were beginning to turn orange and brown prefacing the cold and dark that followed Autumn in England that, in a few weeks would seem endless. 

 

I smiled mirthlessly at my reflection in the glass although I noticed it wasn’t all that mirthless yet especially with my now reddened eyes – I was working on it – In my opinion I looked much too cheery when I smiled so the mirthless part wasn’t easy but worth pursuing I felt – I had been working on it for only two weeks after all and these things need perseverance and grit.
 

I took another look at the trees across Piccadilly, poets went on and on about the beauty of the colours of nature in the Autumn but I always felt they exaggerated – variations on green and brown and the shades in between being better than the all green summer version but still a bit humdrum in my opinion – a bit of purple and scarlet would liven things up I always thought. Especially in the greasy wet, grey streets of London, I don’t think John Keats had twenty first century capital cities in mind when he dreamed up the words mists and mellow fruitfulness. 

 

The dream reminded me uncomfortably that five years had gone by and I still hadn’t properly got used to life in Civvy Street after a fourteen year stint in the army which had come to an abrupt end by my own hand, literally. I sipped some water from a plastic cup to rinse my sleep–furry teeth.
 

After a lengthy Court Martial I had been asked, albeit terribly politely, to leave the army by a kindly old Brigadier who although clearly understanding more than he was prepared to say, had the reputation of Her Majesty’s Armed Services to uphold. 

 

The verdict was without question the correct one and I was as guilty of the charge as I had pleaded but was unable to promise to change my ways henceforward and so I received the polite invitation I could not decline. 

 

Better than being left with a revolver and one bullet in an empty room to do ‘the right thing’ I guessed at the time.
 

After the dust had settled and all the seemingly endless military paperwork had been completed I had drifted for some time not having a clue what to do, being a member of the armed forces institutionalises you. 

 

There are courses and all sorts of help for officers who leave through retirement but resignations are considered voluntary so I was not offered any advice on my bright new future. 

 

I doubt very much that I would have paid much attention even if I had been offered help.
 

Eventually I had applied for a license and had set up all on my own as a private detective with nothing more than my army service and a secretary to help me in my newly chosen career. Sometimes I thought it was helpful not to understand the way civilians behaved, at other times I was not so sure.
 

Soldiering had been the only way of life I knew but something had made me stay away from the various ‘security’ jobs offered to me after my army career ended. 

 

In the back of my mind I strongly suspected that my habitual insubordination would not lead to a white haired, affable gent asking for my resignation. Bullets are very cheap and difficult soldiers cheaper still.
 

Those boys played rough, I knew that and I didn’t like it.
 

My large flat near Tower Bridge was all paid for and I had a sizeable chunk of money in the bank, my parents having been unfortunately killed in a car accident before they spent their life’s accumulation of wealth, which was surprisingly large, my father’s driving had always been erratic and his refusal to wear spectacles eventually was his undoing.
 

My poor mother had always defended his foolish vanity, to the death as it turned out. I missed my mother frequently but rarely my father, a lifelong pacifist who had hardly spoken to me since I joined the army. I missed what could have been between us but not him.
 

He had effectively disowned me when I was wounded in Kuwait at the very start of my career. I had not had the courage to turn the other cheek so the consequences were my own fault, he told me in a letter I read with mounting anger and incredulity, I was a twenty four year old freshly promoted Captain who’d come all the way from Sandhurst where turning the other cheek was not a recognised course of action, especially when under enemy fire. 

 

As for courage, I was the one with a medal, not him.
 

I am still surprised he didn’t leave his money to a dog’s home rather than me. He probably hadn’t got round to changing the will. No one expects to die at his age.
 

An army shrink who interviewed me before my Court Martial had told me the lack of a strong father figure had led to my rebellious nature.
 

This glib assertion seemed a little simplistic to me but it worked for the psychologist. I think it was he who marked my file ‘unreliable’ and effectively sealed my fate.
 

In my new incarnation as a Private Eye, business was brisk and infinitely variable, I had so far solved several cases including such diverse matters as a thieving shop assistant in a rather posh Chelsea clothing emporium and a drunk accountant who knew nothing about tax (neither did I but he was being paid to know about it).
 

By sheer luck I had also been able to point out that the huge fraud being perpetuated on a Financial Services Company was actually caused by their crappy computer system – heady stuff indeed. Especially for the maths dunce from an expensive school who had done their level best to get me to add up properly.
 

Sometimes I located people for other people but didn’t always tell the other people where they were – if it was about missing money I usually did or gave the fee back if I didn’t but some people don’t want to be found by an abusing husband (or wife for that matter) and I usually kept those fees without revealing the whereabouts of the person they sought. This had made me a few enemies but I hadn’t yet come across anyone that hadn’t stopped shouting when I leaned on them a bit. I enjoyed the leaning bit. 

 

I had also performed countless marital investigations instigated by jealous spouses of both sexes – these had proved most lucrative but sadly also somewhat soul destroying. 

 

Since proving adultery was no longer a legal requirement I thought this sort of work would have gone away but the wealthy use it as a bargaining tool in the divorce settlement i.e. Give me the house and I won’t tell the Golf Club you’re screwing your office manager/secretary/paralegal etc.
 

The phone rang to interrupt my reverie and return me to the real world. 

 

‘Hello Susie’ I said into the plastic receiver in my best P.I. voice – tough and mirthless (this needed work too), my small but perfectly formed secretary replied ‘A Mr Carroll to see you’ in a slightly shrill tone.
 

Noting the unusual shrillness I asked if he had an appointment – I was sure I was free that morning – at least in the literal sense. Susie hesitated a fraction, ‘Er no – but he says he has to see you now’ I recognised the ‘now’ as Susie saying ‘see him or come out here and chuck him out’
 

I took the ‘see him’ option, it’s better for business.
 

He (I assumed Mr Carroll) strode in, looking around my elegant office, he was tall and dark haired, greying at the sides – taller than me by a couple of inches but about four inches narrower, at the shoulder of course – I work out and he probably did not, although he dressed well, a fine silk lined wool suit, blue shirt with silver cufflinks to match the expensive watch gracing his tanned wrist, a red bow tie and oxford shoes terminating perfectly creased trousers indicated he had money, a lot of money, sadly his harassed demeanour indicated he was having problems. People with a lot of money have problems just as often as those who have no money in my limited experience, the problems are just different.
 

I deduced quickly that he may need me and that he could also afford it. 

 

At least he shut the door behind him. I wondered whether that indicated anything, being still relatively new to the business, I decided to reserve judgement until further evidence was revealed or not.
 

He stopped in front of my desk, clearly not happy that I hadn’t jumped up, run around my desk and fallen on my knees to thank him for coming. 

 

I considered it for a tenth of a second but had already decided it was demeaning to a man of my skills when he spoke. I look a bit silly on my knees anyway.
 

‘Mike Fielding?’ His voice was pure Eton, Harrow or even Winchester maybe, I kept my class issues to myself but people who talk like that generally unfold to a certain template.
 

‘Michael Fielding’ I corrected him cheerily, I always forgive on a first offence with the name shortening. He was also probably a potential client, and I was still hopeful of excitement in the hurly burly world of infidelity and shop lifting. 

 

‘My name’s Carroll, Terence Carroll’ he said in his drawling, public school voice as he sat down on the edge of one of my four rather smart but a bit too new client chairs – I had three set out which was maybe a bit ambitious and another hidden in a cupboard but actually you could buy two or four and I had been feeling expansive at the time so four it was.
 

His breath was short from the walk up the stairs, further confirmation he wasn’t too fit - he must have got past Susie pretty fast I thought.
 

Initial enquiries on my part revealed he would like coffee with all the trimmings so I buzzed Suze and got us both some.
 

I sat quietly – the traditional ‘what can I do for you’ had already become stale after only a few months and I hadn’t thought of any snappy crime fighting welcome so I settled for silence with my hands interlaced across my stomach, an Italian loafer on an open desk drawer and waited for him to speak. I would try to ignore his irritating enunciation.
 

I had to wait three minutes until Susie arrived with fresh coffee from my brand new and very expensive machine (three minutes from start to finish the sales brochure had promised without exaggeration) and Carroll drank some before speaking. I noted he barely noticed the coffee – he probably never drank anything inferior so was used to it.
 

Without further ado, as they say, he began, ‘I’m being followed’ he said flatly.
 

‘By whom?’ I said, wondering idly if he would notice.
 

He didn’t, perhaps he said ‘whom’ too I thought.
 

‘If I knew that I wouldn’t be here’ he said irritably.
 

‘Any reason someone might want to follow you?’
 

‘I don’t know – that’s what you need to find out’ Irritable again, I have found frequently that my clients initially think I am a mind reader, especially the more expensively educated ones.
 

I sighed and said as gently as I could ‘Perhaps you should start from the beginning and tell me a bit about yourself, your job, family etc, any enemies and that kind of thing’
 

‘Enemies?, why would I have enemies?’
 

‘That’s what I’m trying to establish – you’re the one being followed, remember’
 

He digested this for a moment and then visibly relaxed – his facial muscles softening and his body leaning back into the chair.
 

‘I’m sorry’ he said ‘It’s just I noticed this man yesterday and then again this morning and I must admit I feel a bit threatened but also foolish’
 

‘If you are being followed there’s no reason to feel foolish, how do you know he was following you?’ I asked.
 

‘I was on my way to a meeting yesterday afternoon, decided to walk and I saw him more than once, then when I tried to get a look at him he always turned away, today it’s a different man but he’s definitely following me’.
 

‘A meeting ?’ I said curiously, hoping to draw him out a little more.
 

‘Yes, just a bit of business with an old friend’ he replied with a dismissive wave of his hand to indicate it was of no importance. 

 

Since he was now being a little more cooperative than a stubborn horse, I asked him the usual questions and again why he may be being followed.
 

It seemed to be relatively simple, he lived in a large house in Holland Park with a wife he’d been with happily for twenty years, he had no children he was admitting to and he was about to retire, being in the process of selling his shares in an inherited conglomerate for an undisclosed sum. 

 

When I say undisclosed I mean he did not disclose it to me. He did give me his card though and I exchanged it for one of mine, the engraved version, since he may notice later. His was one of those really thick cards with raised letters that don’t quite fit in your wallet.
 

 ‘How did you come across me’ I asked, Carroll told me he had been referred to me by his lawyer, Ralph Bird, who I knew well. 

 

‘Apparently you are unorthodox, expensive but very effective’ he said while looking at me in a kind of appraising way.
 

I hoped Ralph didn’t make all referrals that way, he was right about expensive but it was probably a bit off putting. I would have to talk to him about the unorthodox part too, it was true, but not necessarily good for my license.
 

‘Mostly true but Ralph does exaggerate’ I admitted modestly with a smile.
 

I told him I’d need a large cheque that wouldn’t bounce which clearly upset his sensibilities but not mine as I had been the recipient of many of the rubberised variety of cheque and they usually came from people who one expected not to renege on a deal, like Carroll in fact. The fact he dealt with ‘Birdie’ as Ralph was known to his friends was actually a good enough reference for me but I wasn’t going to tell Carroll that.
 

‘My cheque will not bounce, Mike’ he said firmly with a haughtiness that quickly disappeared when I told him the amount. That shocked him, I could tell, despite my fledgling detecting skills. 

 

In an effort to help him get over it, and struggling against ticking him off for the second ‘Mike’, I explained my rules to him.
 

‘I will do whatever is in my considerable power to help you but I am worth every penny and as Ralph told you I am also extremely effective, if I don’t need your entire fee I will refund the excess’.
 

This short speech seemed to mollify him but he didn’t seem too convinced about the considerable power part which was disappointing.
 

I would have to work on that as well, although I was pretty sure I would never leap a tall building at a single bound like those cool American dudes I had read about.
 

Carroll looked at me in a calculating way, nodded to himself a couple of times then took out his chequebook and inevitable Mont Blanc fountain pen and, leaning forward to the desk, wrote the cheque in a pretty blue ink while muttering about expecting results before asking what I would do in the way of earning his money.
 

In a reassuring tone I told him not to worry, I would look out for his tail, find out who it was and from whence it came and in addition to this I would report to him every day.
 

He said ‘Don’t you want to know what I’ll be doing and things like that ?
 

‘No, I’ll find out won’t I?’ I said carelessly.
 

‘I look forward to hearing from you tomorrow evening then’ he said, standing up
 

‘A couple more than that, I reminded him’, waving the cheque. ‘This needs to clear first’
 

He scowled at me and left, I don’t think he felt I took him seriously enough, I didn’t, his wife was probably having him followed. I only did the cheque clearing thing to annoy him, He did call me Mike after I’d asked him not to. Politeness costs nothing.
 

I buzzed Susie for more coffee and when she arrived gave her the cheque and asked her to get it cleared quickly which a bank will do for a fee.
 

Susie was about 4’ 11’ tall, twenty years old, dark and delicate but strong looking with huge brown eyes that probably melted her many boyfriend’s hearts – she had a heart of gold herself and I was glad she worked for me. She was good at her job and didn’t cost much. Anyone over twenty five was in Susie’s view ‘Well past it’
 

Today she was wearing her miniature power suit – all shoulder pads and short skirt – I tried not to evaluate her legs but not too hard, it didn’t take long anyway – they were nice legs, there just wasn’t much of them.
 

‘He was going to walk straight in you know’ she said, I nodded ‘I bet he would have done Susie’ I agreed equably, turning back to the window, hoping she’d leave so I could continue my daydream. 

 

‘I thought I was going to have to stop him’ she said dramatically (Susie did Kick Boxing in her evenings which apparently gave you superpowers or at least she gave every appearance of thinking so) I imagined her tiny suited body flying at Carroll and giving him a nasty whack in the shin and tried not to laugh because Susie took her martial arts studies very seriously.
 

‘I’m glad you didn’t’ I said instead, swivelling in my chair and pointing at the cheque in her tiny well manicured hand.
 

‘Oh yes, sorry Mr Fielding’ she blushed.
 

 ‘At least you slowed him down, and call me Michael when there are no clients around – Mr Fielding makes me feel old’ I complained ‘and if you tell me that I am old again you’re fired – again’. Susie grinned and melted my own heart a little before heading back to her heavily fortified desk to dream of hand to hand combat while filling in a paying in slip.
 

Wondering what to do first. I decided to do nothing today or tomorrow until Carroll’s cheque cleared and then be at readiness outside Carroll’s residence in the dawn of the next day.
 

Having made such a bold plan I called Petra and she agreed to grace me with her presence at Sam’s, a nearby bar, in half an hour which meant an hour Petra time.
 

I left straight away to avoid boredom setting in and spotted the man in a dark blue raincoat following me within 100 yards of leaving my building.
 

It’s actually very hard to follow somebody undetected – as Terence Carroll had found – most people notice almost instinctively, a face seen too often, a familiar piece of clothing, something always gives you away and Raincoat visibly started as I left the office door and settled into an easy walk 20 yards behind me and stayed there even though I went round the block once to make sure – I let him think I hadn’t spotted him by going back into the office as if I’d forgotten something.
 

That made me think a bit but I went to meet Petra as planned anyway. At least I knew where he was if not who he was – maybe I could find that out later, maybe not.
 




 


 


Chapter Two
 

Sam’s is a noisy, dark, after work drink or illicit liaison sort of place and I liked it there because it was independent and sold good beer but can also keep up with the ever changing weird stuff Petra drinks.
 

I was just finishing my first beer when she arrived right on time, Petra time that is – I like her arriving and looking around for me – only then I really get to see her in a kind of separate way, somebody once told me that I had a control problem – I do, but it has nothing to do with Petra at all.
 

She saw me almost immediately which cut my moment short and the crowd parted before her as if she was Moses – people always moved out of her way – as if to stand back and get a better look.
 

Thirty five, five nine, long anthracite blue-black hair, strongly featured with a stunning figure she was something to look at – I had known her about a year – a long time for me. Today she was wearing a charcoal suit, cream blouse and pearls – simple but powerful. 

 

Petra was in the recruitment business, at the top, in fact, an executive head hunter, I had called her agency and been put through to her by mistake as I wanted somebody to find me a secretary capable of withstanding boredom, bad temper and occasional drunkenness – she told me she didn’t deal with that kind of thing but I insisted on meeting her for lunch – I still don’t know what made me insist on it but I was glad I had and had a distinct and unfamiliar awareness that the same feeling was not going to change anytime soon.
 

‘Evening Major’ she laughed, kissing me and surreptitiously checking her makeup in the mirror behind the bar. My last rank had been that of Major and Petra loved to tease me a little. I wished I’d never told her. 

 

‘Very funny’ I said and asked a passing barman for a strange blue drink in a bottle that Petra had been drinking of late.
 

I admired her legs as she crossed them discreetly on the stool next to mine. Elegant and just the right length I thought.
 

‘What are we drinking to then?’ she asked me with those dark brown eyes boring twin holes into mine. When Petra asks you a question, she asks your soul, I guess it’s the job as I know she does it to everybody. Too bad I don’t seem to have much soul.
 

During my years in the army which seemed about a hundred years ago I had met trained interrogators, perpetually tired looking and pitiless men who were less subtle but just as effective – their questions always had a quality about them that made you feel the relentless energy behind them, they would never stop until they were satisfied. Those men were some of the only people who had ever come close to really scaring me. There was something about that systematic relentlessness that made you feel beaten from the off. 

 

Petra is harder to lie to than most, that’s not saying much as lying has always come naturally to me and I readily admit it - but she looks and smells a lot better than the army frighteners.
 

I had no reason to lie so I told her everything Carroll had said including Raincoat’s presence, even though it seemed pretty unimportant at the time. Petra always found my work fascinating for some reason. I didn’t tell her I fell asleep from boredom earlier, it didn’t sound too good for my reputation.
 

‘So you think someone’s definitely following him then?’ she said seriously, her brown eyes searching mine.
 

Her expression shone with intelligence as she processed the information 

 

‘Maybe – the follower is probably paid by the wife and he’s not even very good at it – following me is pointless – this Raincoat bloke knows where I work, he’d have been better sticking to Carroll – that is, if it is his wife having him tailed’.
 

‘What will you do to find out?’ She asked seriously, her lips slightly pursed.
 

‘What I always do, poke around, ask impertinent questions and see what happens.
 

‘Doesn’t sound very glamorous or organised for that matter’ she frowned which turned into a shared laugh so we drank to being organised and then drank to some more things before a late dinner at yet another new restaurant (Petra always knew where to find the newest). 

 

It was after midnight and some ferocious yet tender activity at her flat that she asked me if I loved her while tracing the scar across my upper body, I wasn’t sure whether I did but I was sure it wasn’t the right time to say so either way. She laughed the awkward pause away but I could see the look in her eyes before she pulled away and settled into sleep.
 

Petra’s flat was one of those super modern places which doesn’t really have any rooms per se, but a series of defined spaces, I quite like the idea but I couldn’t live in that kind of limbo. The kitchen and bathroom were the only rooms with actual walls. The two bedrooms were at opposite ends of the space and were delineated by hanging fabrics and large mirrors.
 

Bathed in the peculiar light patterns that resulted from the layout of the place I lay awake looking at the way the several times diffused glow of the streetlights from both sides of the flat bronzed her smooth body and the patterned light and dark accentuated her lithe and taut curves by casting orange dunes and chocolate shadows around her, she moved a little and a nipple became erect for a second as it felt the cooler air. It was like suddenly seeing something perfectly camouflaged move – it was nigh on impossible to see anything completely delineated in that light. I did love watching her sleep, her smooth face so well defined in relaxation and her quiet breathing. She was certainly more special to me than I was used to. I tried not to dwell on that.
 

I pulled the covers higher over her and looking at her bedroom ceiling wondered for a while if Raincoat would still be outside or he had gone home. I almost got lost in the constantly changing patterns on the plaster but couldn’t shake thoughts of Raincoat off.
 

Curiosity having definitely murdered my cat and tied weights to its feet before throwing it in the Thames, I decided to check, and slipping out of bed, pulled on my boxers as it is distinctly unseemly to look out of a window improperly dressed, especially for a former officer, disgraced or not. 

 

He was there, in a shop doorway, smoking, the glow of his cigarette end marking him out – I may not have spotted him without it. Amateurish idiot, I’d have fired him if he was mine. It was odd, waiting around even after the light had gone out – maybe he wanted to be certain I was staying, perhaps he would assume this was my home address. This seemed more than a fidelity issue I realised, anyone hired to follow an errant husband is unlikely to follow another P.I. home.
 

I suddenly realised I may have put Petra in danger by letting him follow us. I had spotted him on and off throughout the evening.
 

My mind made up, I took my jeans, a T shirt and the advantage of Petra’s back entrance to approach him from behind while his cigarette distracted him.
 

The punch in his kidneys may have been overkill but if you don’t know who you’re hitting until you hit them it’s best to be sure the blow counts. Also I would have to admit, a few months of being civil to one’s fellow man leaves the pugilistic skills a trifle rusty.
 

For Raincoat, it was curtains – he went down with a soft mewl and I caught him as he fell, checking him for weapons on the way down. Nothing but a wallet showed up – C. Watts – Investigations was etched on his business card that matched his Photo card Driving License. He looked about fifty and out of shape and I worried about how hard I’d hit him for a moment but only a moment.
 

His card didn’t say he was a licensed investigator but most of us aren’t – I am and proud of it – I just don’t always behave like one.
 

He was breathing fine and groaning to himself so I decided he would probably survive his ordeal and the rain had stopped too but since he hadn’t opened his eyes or seen me coming I slipped my card into his pocket and went back to bed with Petra – she really is very warm and fortunately a sound sleeper. 

 

Raincoat would definitely miss his wallet and find my card to put two and two together but now I knew who he was and what he did first. 

 

It was just a question of finding out why and who for; perhaps he would come and tell me when he found my card. 

 

I had some doubts as to whether he would have told me voluntarily and the involuntary method is usually very noisy and also frowned upon by the local strength so I decided to keep his wallet for now and remain subtle about the incident.
 

I practiced my mirthless smile in the dark. I was pretty sure it was improving all the time.
 

Petra was up early next morning and ran to the bathroom before I could catch her, and believe me I can move pretty fast – she giggled as I pretended to chase her and emerged fifteen minutes later entirely covered in towels with a stern ‘Don’t come near me’ look in her eyes. Last night’s closing conversation was gone I noted thankfully.
 

I lay on the bed while she applied makeup, expensive underwear, a greenish suit and a diamond necklace I had bought her. She came and kissed me good bye, wrinkling her nose and telling me I needed to shower before she left leaving a hint of lemon and jasmine in her wake. 

 

Showering myself with Petra’s lemon soap and feeling squeaky clean, I put on a clean shirt which I had taken to keeping at her place and headed for the office wearing some particularly fine shoes I had also left at her place and forgotten about.
 

At nine o clock I had a mild headache and another visitor at my office.
 

‘Mr Watts to see you’ Susie said over the phone – I had told her to expect a visitor and asked her not to kick him unless I specifically asked her to, she had given me a sharp glance at this comment but I had kept a perfectly straight face.
 

Raincoat came in looking distinctly shirty – perhaps he was a better investigator than I thought – he had found my card at least. He obviously wasted no time this Mr Watts.
 

‘I want my wallet back and I want it now’ he said grimly. I thought I detected a little stiffness in his lower back.
 

‘Lost property is down the corridor’ I said jovially while wondering how far he’d go to get his gear back.
 

‘Don’t fuck with me’ he said nastily, adding even more unpleasantly ‘You don’t know what you’re into sonny’ He pointed a nicotine stained finger at me.
 

My conclusion was that he wasn’t prepared to go further than being loud and possibly obnoxious. 

 

The last time I had been called sonny I had been in the army and it had ended my career after ‘striking the officer’ who said it as the Court Martial recorded the episode. I recalled it as a small slap, but there you are, don’t fuck with the military.
 

Fortunately for Raincoat I had matured if not softened.
 

Speaking very quietly I said ‘Do not ever call me sonny, and do not, whatever you do, threaten me again, your wallet is in the post to your office’. ‘Now get out of mine before I throw you out of the window’. I kept eye contact with the shabby man in front of me all the time.
 

He stepped closer, he probably thought it would make him look bigger – he was right, it worked fine until I stood up – I am six foot tall, keep in shape and weigh about fifteen stone – I was quietly pleased at my decision to wear the pair of Cuban heeled shoes which gave me another inch and a half. I smiled at him as mirthlessly as I could and took a step around the desk towards him.
 

Raincoat hesitated – this was not what he’d signed on for I suspected. I could see the Fight or Flight reflex turn most decisively to Flight.
 

 ‘I’ll be back’ he said waving his yellowed finger at me menacingly and leaving before I got closer.
 

He neither looked, nor sounded like Arnold Schwarzenegger and the finger waving would have ruined it even if he had. He also left the door open, the rude sod.
 

Since I hadn’t upset anyone else recently – or in many years for that matter I called Ralph Bird my lawyer friend and asked him about Carroll and told him I had been followed. 

 

I left Watts, his wallet and the manhandling out; it seemed like too much information at the time.
 

Ralph was silent for a moment before saying ‘I should have warned you before Carroll saw you I suppose’
 

‘Warned me about what Ralph?
 

‘Carroll’s friends’ Ralph said.
 

‘Tell me more’ I said, leaning back in my chair.
 

Over the next half an hour I learned that Carroll had not simply started proceedings to sell his business interests but had done so with the minimum mandatory notice for a private company and furthermore without effectively giving his fellow directors the chance to buy as he was asking for a lot of money. 

 

He had also had a controlling amount of shares and had got rid of the lot so whoever now owned them was effectively in charge.
 

The prospective new owner of his shares was a bank and had some ideas that had seemed to upset some of the old Carroll board. I asked who in particular but Ralph, naturally reticent was particularly unforthcoming on this question.
 

Carroll Industries was based in London but had interests across the globe from pharmaceuticals to oil and diamonds. 

 

I was surprised I had not heard of it until Ralph explained it was a series of companies with widely differing names that were simply subsidiaries of the parent company and therefore would not necessarily seem connected to the man on the street.
 

I asked Ralph how much Carroll had agreed to sell for, Birdie didn’t hesitate to say ‘I can’t tell you, there’s an explicit clause in the sale agreement’.
 

‘Won’t it become public record’ I asked naively.
 

‘No – you’re thinking about public companies – Carroll Industries Ltd is still private so you only get to see the shareholdings once a year – even then you don’t know the value of transfers’.
 

‘Wouldn’t Carroll have done better if he’d floated the company on the stock market?’
 

There was a long, heavy silence then Ralph said ominously ‘I can’t tell you and I know you can look after yourself but be careful of some of these people’ after that he went all tight lipped and hung up and I was left rather stupidly looking at the receiver.
 

‘Thanks for the advice my learned friend’ I said in my best Michael Caine voice but he was gone. 

 

My Michael Caine voice didn’t need any work – I’d been practicing for years.
 

I looked at the wall and thought Ralph definitely knew something that transcended the confidentiality clause – he was genuinely concerned. The one thing I do know about Ralph is that if he decides he isn’t talking, he isn’t talking full stop which is irritating in the extreme but unavoidable and he’s too good a contact to lose over what might amount to nothing. 

 

Without anything better to do I cleared up all my remaining work on account of Carroll which was going to take up a lot of my time. Following people is a very time consuming business, especially since I’d now be following a follower who knew me. 

 

It once took me two weeks of watching and waiting to catch a respectable businessman nipping off to the coast with a pretty secretary for the weekend. His wife knew of course, they always know but they pay well to have someone tell them it’s true before calling their expensive and smooth lawyers to hand over the hard evidence in return for this or that.
 

It took me a long time to get through the pile – and it was dark enough by then that I could practice my mirthless smile in the shiny glass of the window. I did that for a few minutes but got bored and decided to go home about seven thirty – I hadn’t been to the flat for a couple of days.
 

I had taken the precaution of packing Raincoat/Watts wallet contents into a jiffy bag that morning and sending it by courier to my home address. 

 

Having to explain the presence in my office of his possessions in the unlikely event that Watts had called the police was something I wished to avoid although the risk of his doing that I estimated as being pretty slim. The empty wallet I had sent by bike courier to the office address he boasted on his card. At my own expense of course.
 

Leaving the building that night I was particularly observant – looking around I saw no raincoat clad types and no one else of any interest for that matter – I walked into Green Park Tube Station at 8:00 and went home unfollowed.
 

The mail in my locked box at the door of the building was mainly junk except for the couriered package containing Mr C Watts’ wallet so I put the junk carefully in the bin and the package on the kitchen counter and changed out of my suit, put on some shorts and a sweatshirt and went out and ran through the wet streets by the Thames for a while.
 

I’m no fitness freak but most would say I am, I run most days and work out three times a week when I can – the running is a habit I’ve had forever but the weights were taught to me by a tough old sergeant in the army who had the build of a whippet, not a single ounce of fat – He continually emphasised the importance of not overdoing it, of not overdosing on the pleasure of how high the numbers you lifted went and the euphoric feeling you experienced as you lifted ever heavier loads.
 

He showed me how to train hard without bulking up which slows you down and also makes you stand out as a bodybuilder, ‘Remember if you have to lift an over developed muscle before you lift anything else you’ve already a job on’ he’d say and just as he repeated himself so did the repetitions, I found my optimum bench press some years ago and now I warm up to it over many repetitions of smaller weights with a short set on my heaviest allowed. If I go any higher my weight and bulk increase just enough that I find it hard to find jackets that fit.
 

The Army is a stickler for physical fitness and it becomes a way of life – in my business I only very occasionally need to get rough but if I do, I want to be as good as I can be and I hate losing to any opponent so I run and lift – and I weigh what I did ten years ago and the same clothes would fit me, if I wanted to wear them, which I quite categorically do not.
 

The other things I like about fitness is I get to eat what I like when I like, drink a lot and the ladies love a well muscled body of course. And I do love ladies. 

 

The same body bears plenty of scars from my injuries in Desert Storm which seem bizarrely fascinating to women too. The white lines and scar tissue are something I avoid looking at, for me the pain and horror of getting them is something I prefer to forget. 

 

The dark oily, streets were busy as always and the river noises floated up to me as I ran – The Thames never sleeps.
 

When I got back my answer phone was flashing with a message from Petra saying she was out but would call me tomorrow. Funny how people call you to say they’re not in when you have a perfectly usable mobile phone and they have the number – I decided not to think too much about that. I seemed to be doing a lot of not thinking about Petra lately. I forced myself not to think about going to her place to see her not being in.
 

Wandering about the flat I spent ten minutes looking out at the lights of Tower Bridge and the deep dark river flowing fast to crash powerfully around the massive barge-like supports, if it weren’t for the bridge the river was just a black, silent force, the bridge showed the ferocity and strength of that force. You don’t want to fall in, especially after dark. 

 

I bought the place for the view among other things, it was three storeys up but you still had to look up to see the tops of the two bridge towers, the lights of the Tower of London winked an ancient and eerie reminder across the separating river of its own grim past – in the other direction there was a clear view of the shiny by day, Christmas tree by night, Canary Wharf, not quite my kind of architecture but the contrast between new and old was striking, especially after dark.
 

Unfortunately, immediately opposite was a concrete block horror of the back end of a hotel with a zillion identical square windows for the river view title in the brochure. Part of a large national chain, even the front was hideous, Prince Charles would have called it a carbuncle – about the only thing we would agree on I suspect.
 

The large bedroom I call my own I had done my best to prevent becoming a laddish room so it contained no leather chairs, black sheets and no TV or other gadgets (I’m too old to be a lad anyway) and the medium sized second bedroom doubles as a study. 

 

The bathroom is compact mainly because it is dominated by the most powerful shower I could find but I had a large airy kitchen to which I made my way in search of beer and sustenance.
 

A bottle of Sam Smiths Pale Ale lay invitingly in the fridge and I opened it and drank some then showered with the monster turned up to full throttle which has the battering effect of feeling as if the water is trying it’s level best to force you through the tiny drain hole.
 

After drying myself I made my way back to the kitchen again to make myself an omelette with Parma ham and green peppers I ate it while finishing the beer and pulled another golden bottle from the cavernous depths of my absurdly huge fridge. Petra called it a serial killer’s fridge but I’m sure they use freezers. I’ve never met one to my knowledge but will make a point of checking the cooling facilities if I ever do and survive long enough.
 

All the time I wondered why Carroll had done what Birdie had said and how much he’d done it for and whether he’d done it voluntarily. It didn’t seem much of a big deal to me either way even if there was something funny about it. 

 

He hadn’t seemed the sort of man to be either coerced or under coercion on the one occasion I met him. It had to be money or something distinctly personal.
 

There was definitely something peculiar about the whole Carroll business which I couldn’t see so I did the only thing I could think of - I went to bed.
 




 


 


Chapter Three
 

At some appalling hour in the morning I got a call from a very jolly copper in West End Central nick to tell me the office alarm was ringing and as the sole key holder would I be so kind etc ? I’d had false alarms before from pigeons tapping the window glass and fooling the sensors into thinking the window was being opened so I didn’t think much about it, rolling out of bed slipping on some jeans and leather jacket and grabbing my motorcycle keys
 

Biking in London at night is something else – all bright lights and tired policemen who aren’t too bothered about a bright yellow rocket ripping along at well over the legal limit, if they actually did anything they might spill their coffee on their paperwork.
 

I was at the office in 12 minutes – the alarm had stopped after its maximum 10 minute stint in central London and I met a uniform called No 0307 who bravely insisted on me going in first to confront the no doubt ruthless killers stealing my petty cash and extra chair. 

 

My office is on the third floor of a magnificent stone building with an extremely expensive boutique occupying both floors below, the third floor is broken into small suite of office space but Susie and I have been the only occupants for some time now. The entrance is at the side of the building which is at the corner of Down Street and the offices are accessed by three long flights of stairs thanks to the lofty ceilings.
 

The outer door appeared intact – I typed my number into the pad and heard the latch snick back and turned off the alarm in the foyer which was flashing a red light angrily as if to say it had been activated and would we please get on with it. 

 

I went up the stairs two at a time – I was in no hurry – I always went up stairs two at a time but I smiled to myself at the courageous policeman struggling to keep up. There are a lot of stairs; I chose the office partly for that reason.
 

My office suite door was a different story – someone had jimmied the Yale lock none too gently and the door swung into the void of Susie’s domain at a slightly drunken angle.
 

Collar No 0307 was huffing and radioing the news to his buddies as I gently pulled my gloves on and pushed the door fully open – the outer office appeared untouched but from where I was standing I could see my filing was going to need attention.
 

Relying on a portable Hard drive I kept in my pocket and took everywhere with me, I didn’t have much in the way of hard copy records but in the paperless office there is always paper and most of mine was hurled all around the room. 

 

The filing cabinet had been jimmied also even though it had not been locked. Whoever it was had not found my laptop in the cunning place I hid it (behind the window blind) so I guess I just had a mess and Susie would have a headache clearing up in a few too short hours.
 

No 0307 wanted to do all sorts of formal stuff but fortunately he got called on his radio and had to leave after making me agree to go see them at the cop shop at my earliest convenience.
 

The law was not going to be much help given what I was prepared to tell them so I decided my earliest convenience may be later than No 0307 had in mind.
 

Tucking my laptop under my jacket as a precaution I left my door jammed shut with a wadded bit of paper for appearances sake and headed home for a couple of hours sleep.
 

Bright and early the next morning and more importantly before Susie arrived I was calling the local locksmith and on her usual punctual arrival I cajoled her, indignant and bristling, into making coffee despite the mess. She kept asking ‘what were they looking for’ I decided not to tell her and just stuck with the coffee routine.
 

It only took a couple of hours to sort out but I could see Susie was upset. Me too, I decided that Raincoat required a formal visit, I had after all told him his wallet was in the post, perhaps when he got it back empty by courier it had annoyed him. Or there was something in it I had missed. I had brought the contents with me in their jiffy bag since he had already burgled the office and I looked at them again but saw nothing new.
 

I checked the address on his card against an A to Z of London and after collecting my car I struggled through the traffic to a somewhat shabby 1960’s office block in Wandsworth to meet Mr C Watts, Private Investigator – own raincoat, will travel. 

 

Letting him know I was coming was not something I considered for a moment.
 

The block was one of those run down dumps that are ripe for redevelopment but the much needed developers are now too busy in East London to bother – the entrance was clearly a home to someone, at nights at least and the hallway was dank and smelt of urine and sweaty bodies. A sleeping bag and some newspaper tucked into a corner confirmed the dwelling place of some fragrant vagrant.
 

Raincoat’s corridor wasn’t much of an improvement over the foyer – a row of shabby, hardboard clad doors stretched along both sides and I found Watts’ name on one with a very shiny businesslike Chubb lock making the rest of it look bad. Although there was a sign that read Watts Investigations there appeared to be no bell and nothing to say knock so I didn’t – I opened the door and walked straight in. 

 

Unsurprisingly it was one room containing a desk, two bentwood chairs (Ha! I had four chairs!) and the unprepossessing sight of Mr C. Watts, Private Dick, he was in shirtsleeves, once white, now grey, complete with loosened greasy looking tie around the overwashed garment’s dirty collar.
 

Watts had a cigarette hanging out of his mouth – very Bogart, except Bogie looked cool doing it. Clever old Watts could talk on the phone at the same time as doing crap Bogart impressions.
 

At the sight of me he quickly said ‘I gotta go’ into the handset and hung up before greeting me warmly with a spitting ‘What the fuck do you want?’ Charm personified.
 

Putting on a brave face despite the hostility I sat down, this made Watts stand up – a bit like the other end of a see-saw.
 

He asked me what the fuck I wanted again so realising he seriously wanted to know and having noted the metal back to his door and the thick, probably soundproof concrete walls I decided to tell him exactly what I wanted.
 

Firmly but quietly I said ‘Quick way or noisy?’ to which he said ‘What the fuck is that supposed to mean?’ I was getting tired of C. Watts’ language skills so I decided to elucidate
 

I said seriously while looking coldly into his weaselly eyes, ‘I mean, either you tell me why you followed a certain Mr Carroll and my good self and broke into my office and who paid you to do it now, that being the easy option or I will kick it out of you in about ten seconds, that’s the noisy option – your choice’. The words didn’t seem to faze him much.
 

A cocky look passed across his face that I decided I didn’t like much and he reached for the right hand desk drawer which was partly open – I quickly kicked the desk at him, which slid back trapping his hand in the drawer as I stood and gripped his wrist with my left hand and slapped him hard with my right.
 

He gave up the struggle immediately and went limp – a stinging cheek and a sore wrist too much for him I guess – I was still curious about the drawer so I kept his wrist in a lock and pulled him over the desk which made him squeal a little. I let go of him and went to investigate the drawer. It contained a brand new Browning 9mm Hi Power automatic, cocked and locked with ammunition to match in a waxed cardboard box – it looked like it had never been fired and the serial number had been removed skilfully with a milling machine but I recognised the type as being military from the handgrips. Serial numbers had never helped me, besides, only the army kept their bullets in waxed cardboard boxes. I think the army invented waxed cardboard and so pleased with themselves, proceeded to make most of their equipment out of it.
 

‘Naughty’ I said, tapping the gun, ‘don’t you know these are illegal for us civilians?’
 

Watts whimpered ‘you broke my fucking wrist’ 

 

‘I doubt it’ I said and went back to waving the gun at him ‘I suggest you start talking’ I said ‘Or it’s a trip to the station followed by the mandatory detention option ,’ I paused, ‘ I did say quick or noisy didn’t I?’ I paused then said ‘Yes I definitely did and you chose noisy’.
 

Watts stopped shakily clutching his wrist and sat in one of his shabby chairs shakily instead ‘You broke my fucking wrist’ he repeated. ‘I need a doctor’
 

Sighing in an exaggerated way I said carefully, ‘Listen up buddy, I don’t care about your fucking wrist but I will break it if you mention it again’ He went paler still but the threat seemed to do the trick as after a deep sigh he began to speak.
 

He had been hired to follow Carroll and anyone he went to see by somebody he didn’t know and could barely describe, was given the Browning and £1000 cash in payment and told to send his reports to a mailing address – he’d done my office on his own initiative after I took his wallet – he was angry after getting it back empty so came looking for the contents, I wished I hadn’t done that, it was pointless and Watts might have been more effective, still, I try to learn from these things.
 

Even after half an hour he still could not effectively describe the man who had paid him – not many people can describe other people well – but an alleged detective like him should have been able to – I guessed he had barely taken his eyes off the gun – a good trick by whoever had performed it. All the best bank robbers use guns – people get so focused on them they can never describe the man holding it later. They hardly ever have to fire them.
 

After getting the mailing address from him I left, I kept the Browning and the bullets, Watts didn’t even protest.
 

I drove towards Chelsea wondering why a lowlife like Watts needed a steel door but without reaching a conclusion, I stopped in the nearest Starbucks to drink some coffee and eat a couple of muffins for lunch while I thought about that and what had just happened – Watts had been sicked on to Carroll and therefore me and had been selected carefully.
 

There are a lot of Private Detectives in London but most are legitimate and licensed (although strangely enough this is not mandatory) Watts was not and would be impressed by the gun and also could not go to the police after accepting it so he was safe enough except whoever had employed him had not bargained on three things being;
 

1) Me 

 

2) How inefficient Watts was or; 

 

3) Both.
 

The steel door and the gun weighing my pocket down was a mystery – handguns are easy enough to get – even more so since they have been made illegal to own but a brand new military weapon is not so common – most street guns are cheap Eastern rubbish that were poor quality when new and downright dangerous when second hand – even at the civilised end.
 

A brand new decent one with the serial number removed was something I wouldn’t expect to come across in what seemed to me to be a Boardroom scuffle case.
 

The steel door was figuratively and literally closed to me so I went with the gun.
 




 


 


Chapter Four
 

I called my dentist, who reluctantly agreed to let me play with his X ray machine if I came straight away – I had nothing better to do so I went.
 

James was an urbane man in his mid fifties who cost a fortune as most dentists do but was discreet - although I hadn’t asked him to X ray a gun before.
 

He asked me with a pained look where it came from – I told him somewhat evasively that its origin was precisely what I was hoping to discover, he shrugged off my non answer and did it anyway.
 

The number on most guns is stamped into the steel and can be easily ground or milled away making said weapon apparently untraceable but in the stamping process the metal underneath the number becomes compacted and this, as any diligent watcher of crime dramas will know, is visible in X ray pictures.
 

James gave me the original images on a memory stick, the number written on an otherwise blank piece of paper, not his own headed variety I noted, and a bill – no such thing as a free lunch.
 

Returning finally to my office I went via my flat where I put the Browning in the safest place I knew and which had been part of the appeal of the flat I lived in.
 

I ran through some names in my head from a long time ago and one kept jumping back – Peters, a lance corporal when I knew him, had wanted to be a quartermaster and had been granted his wish. 

 

The number I had to call had grown to twice its length thanks to dialling code changes but I got straight through to Peters who was indeed a Quartermaster Sergeant now and remembered me, but crucially not that I had left the army in disgrace – I did not disabuse him and added to his misinformation by implying I was now a Military Policeman investigating the theft of some weaponry.
 

Thanks to the serial number I had, and the efficient computer he had, we quickly learnt that the Browning was one of 400 missing from a heavily guarded military arms warehouse on Salisbury Plain and that in addition to the Brownings the army had also misplaced several dozen SA80 assault rifles with the Heckler & Koch modifications and a rocket launcher. I suppressed my surprise which was not too difficult and thanked him but asked him to keep it quiet as ‘we’ believed it was an ‘inside’ job. I promised to meet him for a drink if I was ever near there and thought I probably would, good contacts are worth cultivating. Sgt Peters was most helpful.
 

Armies all over the world lose stuff and have it stolen too – the Americans once ‘lost’ an Abrams tank – just ‘lost’ it – they weigh around sixty tons and it takes weeks to train a crew to drive the thing. When I last heard they still hadn’t found it.
 

The British Army is also an extraordinary club – the basic training everyone goes through makes bonds between men that don’t exist anywhere else – Peters would never rat me out even if he discovered my lie – I had once dragged his weary body half a mile through the mud in the Brecon Beacons. I was a trainee officer and he was a basic grunt so I knew he would definitely think he owed me a without a hint of doubt in my mind. Basic training is physical and mental hell and it should worry the public how many men and women fail it.
 

I took out a spiral bound pad of yellow, lined paper and a pen and started a list – I always did this when I was stuck – it rarely helped but I did it anyway. This time I was really motoring.
 

After half an hour I had three things
 

1. Why would Carroll sell up?

 


2. What was Ralph holding back?

 


3. Who hired Watts?

 



The first two would probably be answered by the third and I was pretty confident of establishing that so I felt pretty good on the whole, two out of three ain’t bad as Meatloaf once said, surely one out of three could hardly be considered a complete disaster on that basis.
 

Susie poked her head in a few minutes later to tell me she was going now as she would miss her bus. I realised it was nearly six o clock and told her she should have gone ages ago.
 

‘I couldn’t leave you here all alone’ she said –’you might have needed me’ 

 

Stifling the urge to laugh I thought of the attack scene again but thanking her, I told her I’d see her in the morning and to lock the door on the way out with our very own new shiny Chubb.
 

I sat in my chair and gazed out at the lights – the mirthless smile was coming along well but I still had no idea what I was into.
 

After a further hour of useless list making and contemplation the doorbell rang which was in itself unusual – I went out to Susie’s office and pressed the intercom button while a dapper little man peered at the camera, I couldn’t make out what he was saying but since he was a policeman I thought I should let him in.
 

Detective Inspector Alex Wentworth is a compact, abrasive and incredibly efficient man I have come across a few times, he doesn’t like private detectives getting involved in what he terms ‘matters for the law’ but he is generally fair which is more than you can say about most Detective Inspectors.
 

‘Where have you been the last few hours?’ no small talk then, and as usual the climb up the stairs had not had any effect on him at all. For a copper and a detective at that he was fit.
 

‘And good to see you too’ I said sarcastically, deciding not to offer coffee
 

‘Look smartarse, I don’t have time for small talk, I’ve got a warm body with your card in its pocket and it wrote you a cheque yesterday and I want to know how you fit in so cut the bull and tell me where you’ve been – I don’t usually do house calls so consider this a favour’
 

Taken aback completely for a moment, I hesitated a split second, a point Wentworth no doubt noticed. Carroll dead ? why ? Whoever was having Carroll followed had got serious all of a sudden if indeed they were responsible, my mind raced through the possibilities while deciding how much to tell Wentworth. I was, in truth, feeling awfully guilty about not starting after Carroll’s shadow immediately, professional pride I guess.
 

Wentworth was looking at me sharply.
 

I said a bit snappily mainly for effect, ‘I’ve been here all afternoon and Susie can corroborate that, and you know damn well I don’t murder my clients. For God’s sake Wentworth, what do you think I am anyway?’.
 

It was at that point that I remembered the gun in my pocket and my blood ran a little cold. I knew it wasn’t the murder weapon but it would still take a lot of explaining if Wentworth found out about it. He had an uncanny ability to find out about such things which was why I was worried.
 

Wentworth noticed the change in my face immediately so I decided to back off and play a bit more nicely, he opened his mouth to speak but I cut him off ‘ Sorry, long day, bad news, do you want some coffee because I think I need some?’ I said in what I hoped was a conciliatory tone while holding up my hands, palms flat towards him.
 

He softened, ‘Go on then - OK, yeah – I know you didn’t do it but you fucking know I have to ask – anyway what were you doing for this Carroll bloke?’ Wentworth spoke with a slight East London accent and constantly moved around which made the gun in my pocket appear (to me, at least) to glow like the kids in that cereal advert from the 1970’s.
 

‘Why don’t you sit down and I’ll get the coffee and tell you’ I said, still feeling nervous about the gun.
 

‘Yeah sure, whatever, I suppose that jukebox out there is one of those fancy machines’ He sneered while slumping into a chair and peering nosily at my desk.
 

I breathed a long, silent sigh of relief as I stepped out into Susie’s lair and switched on the machine, putting the gun in the small cupboard behind a large Illy coffee tin.
 

Refusing resolutely to rise to the taunt about the coffee machine I called through, 

 

‘Milk and sugar?’ 

 

‘black, two sugars’ came the reply and in the advertised three minutes I politely trotted back into the office bearing cups and feeling mightily relieved to have offloaded the Browning, even if temporarily
 

Wentworth described the murder scene – Carroll had seemingly been shot at close range in his car at home in his garage, his wife had heard the shot and had immediately run down to the garage to find the up and over door open and her dead husband. The pathologist agreed that the shot she heard had probably killed him. 

 

‘Was the killer in the car?’ I asked. It’s difficult to shoot someone accurately through a windscreen and be sure of the shot afterwards as the glass crazes as the bullet passes through so you can’t see the result.
 

‘Yep, killer in the passenger seat, entry wound to the left temple – round in the garage wall, no brass’
 

‘Revolver then?’
 

‘Doubt it – he didn’t leave a trace of anything’ – ‘this guy was a pro, Michael, what were you doing for him?’
 

‘He hired me to find out who was following him’
 

‘And did you?’
 

‘Hadn’t started, I usually wait for the cheque to clear’ I said a little defensively.
 

‘Well, no one’s going to follow him now’
 

‘No’ I said thoughtfully, ‘No one is’
 

‘Looks like you lost a client – he should have come to us’
 

‘And you would have mounted twenty four hour surveillance on him at his word, wouldn’t you?’ I said sarcastically, angry and resentful of Wentworth’s insinuation that I had been sloppy, mainly because I thought I had been.
 

Wentworth smiled ‘No but we might have stopped him getting shot’
 

‘Yeah, right, and my arse plays the banjo’ I retorted, red faced now and getting angrier by the moment.
 

‘Calm down Michael – we both know it wasn’t your fault, did he give you any idea who might have been after him?’ Wentworth loved to wind people up just so he could behave as if he was the reasonable one.
 

Slightly mollified, I told him all Carroll had told me as he asked but I decided to hold back on the rest for now, I wanted to know more about this – especially who had hired Watts and I wanted to get there before Wentworth and PC Plod did.
 

Wentworth left after that, and I wearily picked up the coffee cups, collected the Browning and taking its ammo boxes from my desk I went home. 

 

It was about nine o clock when I got to the flat and I immediately investigated the fridge – there was some Parma ham, some small chicken breasts and a packet of rosemary – the freezer compartment had some peas and something brown in a plastic Chinese takeaway box that I had met before but wasn’t sure how well we’d got on so I left it to mature.
 

Changing my clothes for sweats I ran my usual route through the darkened streets – much faster tonight – I sensed my reflexes and fitness may be tested soon. I followed that with another run to my new gym two hundred yards away and spent an hour going through my usual routine. . When I got back I felt warm and loose and was breathing easily, not bad, not bad at all I thought.
 

At home again I pounded the chicken and marinated it in white wine and bruised rosemary before taking a long hot shower – I was now tired.
 

Both Petra’s answer phones were on I discovered by calling each one – I left an identical message on mobile and landline.
 

Coating the chicken in egg then breadcrumbs, I sautéed it quickly in a shallow pan with the rest of the Parma ham and ate it with the peas and a bottle of Touraine Sauvignon I had bought on holiday with Petra in the Loire valley the year before. She still hadn’t called back.
 

After a brief flick around the channels on the TV just in case there was something on that I might like among the 1,000 odd to choose from I went to bed with a good book, I was re reading my collection of Len Deighton novels and was determined to immerse myself fully in the intrigue, betrayals and shadowy presence of the men who fought the Cold War and forget about everything else for a few hours. It worked.
 




 


 


Chapter Five
 

This time nothing woke me until the alarm at 7:00am, I felt fuzzy and furry mouthed from too much wine and still tired from the lack of sleep the night before so I got up and made a large espresso with the ridiculously simple and clever Italian pot I had and went down to the bakery to get fresh croissants to go with it. The coffee was exquisite and I burnt my tongue, the croissants were just as they should be, made that morning, buttery and flaky, I eat them on their own straight from the bag.
 

Looking out at Tower Bridge I ate and drank at my dining table – the bridge opened in its slow and decorous way to let a beautiful white and varnished wood ketch complete with three masts and flapping ivory sails through – I loved the way the Captain of the bridge (Tower Bridge actually has a proper Captain who reigns supreme over the bridge and the road upon it) appeared to have absolutely no regard for the traffic chaos he caused by raising the bridge at eight in the morning – I think he does it deliberately simply because he can, wouldn’t we all? – I silently raised my espresso cup to him and glorious revolution.
 

I called Susie and told her not to expect me until later – then I showered for a long time, shaved carefully with one of those razors with a fantastic number of blades and dressed myself in a black Ted Baker Endurance business suit with starched white shirt, buttoning the collar down over a plain red silk tie and struggling slightly with the gold cufflinks – I opted for moderately pointy shoes without the raised heel. I always wear black suits and white shirts – mainly because it’s completely anonymous and you can wear any tie with the combination but it does cut down on the shoe choice which is a pity. Suits demand shoes; there is nothing more absurd than a trouser cuff riding on the back of a Chelsea boot for instance.
 

A check in the mirror was next – square jawed and handsome I felt, my sand coloured hair helped but even I could see the wrinkles beginning around my hazel eyes – roll on forty, I thought, not many years left.
 

The freshly acquired Browning was tucked it into the small of my back in a lightweight webbing holster I had bought in a street market.
 

A gold Vacheron & Constantin watch went on my wrist to complete the ensemble.
 

Checking the gun didn’t bulge my jacket in the hallway mirror I thought I looked just right for calling on sleazy mailing addresses.
 

Given my appropriate attire I decided to visit Carroll’s widow first in case I got wrinkled later even though it was a little soon to be offering condolences and after that I would go to look at the mailing address Watts had given me.
 

Carroll’s house in leafy Holland Park turned out to be nothing less than I expected, a fine old Georgian Townhouse with cream walls and mullioned windows, carefully tended front garden, with lush shrubs and carefully cropped grass behind black, freshly painted railings with an ornamental gate and a stone path leading to six steps up to an eight foot by five, solid looking black glossy door complete with gleaming brass accoutrements including the number 87 in the middle. It looked as good as the Prime Minister’s but he has an even better address.
 

I noted the crime scene tape across the short drive in front of a large wooden garage door, clearly a converted former coach house or stable. A small red car was parked carelessly in front of the tape which fluttered loosely over the windscreen in the breeze. Despite my jacket it was chilly.
 

I rang the ornate bell twice, I couldn’t hear it in the depths of the house but within a few seconds a powerful but undoubtedly feminine police constable opened the huge door and looked at me suspiciously, an unspoken question in the arch of her eyebrows.
 

‘Good morning’ I said, a little too brightly, ‘I’m here to see Mrs Carroll’
 

‘And you are?’ the eyebrows descended to a derisive stance. 

 

‘My name is Michael Fielding, I worked for her husband’ I said hopefully.
 

‘I’ll check’ she said, eyebrows now frowning and shut the door firmly.
 

A few minutes passed and I reflected on how quiet living in London can be if you like it and can afford it. My flat was double glazed and supposedly soundproofed but I can still hear the traffic on Tower Bridge in the middle of the night. I find the noise mildly comforting. You can keep Holland Park, I thought idly.
 

The door opened, a bit wider this time and the frosty policewoman allowed me to place an elegant shoe on the Berber carpeting of a spacious hallway adorned by tall potted plants and a small cluttered table complete with old fashioned telephone. Some bright cheery landscapes in primary colours hung on the cream walls. As the officer of the law walked away I tried to admire her legs but failed due to the presence of a pair of extremely androgynous trousers, I turned my attention to the house instead. Two oiled oak doors were let into the walls on each side of the wide hall and at the end was what appeared to be an entrance to the kitchen. My assessment of the Carroll’s domestic terrain was cut short by the policewoman speaking to me over her shoulder. 

 

‘Mrs Carroll is understandably very upset’ she said unnecessarily.
 

‘Yes’ I said, not knowing what to say.
 

She showed me to the first door on the left and opening it said ‘Mr Fielding Ma’am’ by way of introduction.
 

The room at the front of the house was a huge, light filled space with comfortable looking chairs and a good collection of prints by artists even I knew. Sunlight streamed through the large sash windows and made it seem like summer.
 

Mrs Fielding looked anything but upset, she stood, having just risen from what looked like an antique French chair and eyed me cautiously as she folded a newspaper she had been reading, from the colour I could see it was the Financial Times, a bit early for an obituary I thought to myself.
 

Diana Fielding was a tall slender woman in her forties, I guessed she may be older than she looked; she was elegantly clothed in a dark dress, her delicate cheekbones and stance emphasizing her status as being from wealthy and aristocratic stock. 

 

Her figure, obviously hard earned at an expensive gym could have belonged to a woman twenty years her junior which without doubt kept her extremely attractive, I consider myself a keen judge in this field. 

 

Thinking I had seen her before I couldn’t help wondering where – probably in some society magazine while waiting for my dentist I concluded somewhat uselessly. 

 

Without any introduction she started contemptuously, ‘I suppose you expect me to pay your account’ this was said with a look of mild distaste I normally reserve for when people ask me to eat sushi. I was surprised she knew who I was, obviously her husband had shared everything with her, and I assumed she was not used to paying anybody– she almost certainly had people to do that for her. 

 

I also noted that the presence of the policewoman was also a good indicator of status. The Met are not well known for their compassion for grieving widows. I strongly suspected that had I been in Swiss Cottage I wouldn’t have seen a cop unless they were arresting the spouse for the murder.
 

‘No’ I protested quietly ‘I came to offer my condolences although I only met your husband once I’m afraid to say’ I wasn’t afraid to say, but I was sorry a new client was dead on my watch only I didn’t want to say that in so many words.
 

‘Oh I see’ she said in a slightly warmer tone, offering her hand somewhat imperiously, ‘Please call me Diana’ her hand was tanned, like her husband’s but definitely more soft and delicate. It was cool and dry and I wondered whether she expected me to kiss it, I took the safer route of squeezing it gently instead. 

 

‘I’m Michael’ I said, returning her hand unkissed. She smiled then, a warm, sensual smile that had quite some effect on me, she really looked quite beautiful but I was on professional business that morning so I tried my best to stifle any improper thoughts. ‘I’m sorry if I’m a little crabby – it’s all been a bit of a shock’ she added apologetically.
 

Making the appropriate pained expression for her, I carefully converted it to a slight smile before I pressed home what I thought may be a newly gained advantage 

 

‘This is a dreadful time for you I’m sure but do you have any idea what was going on?’ I asked ‘you see, whoever followed your husband also followed me’
 

She looked at me, taken aback, ‘Really?, you must tell the police, you know’ Her face was wide eyed and fearful but there was a fleeting hint of worry too, I put that down to her probably fearing for her own safety since neither of us knew why her husband had been murdered with such cold efficiency. 

 

‘Yes I did that as soon as I was told about your husband’ I lied smoothly ‘I just wanted to have a look at this myself, it is, after all what I do’
 

‘I don’t think I know anything more than poor Terry did’ she said her brows knitting together in thought (I made a mental note of the ‘Terry’ diminutive).
 

‘Just try telling me what you do know’ I prompted watching her carefully.
 

‘He thought he was being followed and on Ralph Bird’s advice employed you, met Martin for lunch yesterday and then, well, you know what happened’ she said after giving it a moment’s thought.
 

‘Yes, that’s what I understand’, I said, ‘Who is Martin by the way?’
 

‘Martin Stevens, a business associate of Terry’s, one of his Directors I think; surely you don’t think he’s anything to do with this? We have been friends for years’ she said looking to her left. 

 

A look to the left when answering is a sign of some subterfuge, it has been said we look to the left when we are being creative or as some would have it, lying and to the right when remembering or telling the truth. The fact is, it’s simply not as easy as that, I wish it were but judging when people are lying is much harder than watching for ‘tells’ as any good poker player would agree. I always try to collect more evidence before deciding one way or the other.
 

There was no reason to think she might lie, I had no reason to think she’d tell the truth either since I had no motive for either course of action on her part.
 

‘No not at all’ I said ‘I just didn’t get to know any of your husband’s associates so I asked you, I’m sorry if I appear rude, I tend to ask questions out of habit’ I lied.
 

‘That’s all right’ she said stiffly but I could see there was something she had decided not to tell me, a polite person may have left it there but I don’t belong to that club so I bulldozed ahead thinking there would probably not be another opportunity to quiz her ‘Was Martin upset at Terry selling up?’ I asked bluntly.
 

She looked stunned and sat down quickly, her forehead creased into a frown ‘What do you mean ‘Selling up?’ she asked, from the genuine bewilderment on her fine features she clearly had not known, obviously ‘Terry’ didn’t tell her everything then.
 

Attributing it to Carroll only, I told her what Ralph Bird had told me, that was mostly true anyway.
 

‘I, I don’t know anything about that’ she said, gathering herself slightly ‘I think you had better leave now, I really don’t think I can help you, perhaps another time? ‘The smile flickered into life again and I felt I had been approved for something. Ever hopeful, Fielding.
 

Diana Carroll had decided to hold something back, I was sure of it.
 

As if by magic the policewoman reappeared complete with wintry expression and efficient trousers.
 

I took my leave thinking something smelt a bit odd about the encounter with Mrs Diana Carroll and I was sure I was going to step in it sooner or later.
 

I went back to my car and headed east.
 




 


 


Chapter Six
 

I decided I would need to find Mr Stevens as soon as possible and sniff around As I expected, the address in Hackney turned out to be a corner shop that sold everything from cheap food whose labels were unfamiliar (to me at least) to some sordid looking magazines on the top shelf. The air of the place was stale, the windows covered with wire mesh and the floor dirty and scuffed from a million newspaper and fag buying customers on their way to work. Once inside there was no sight of the outside world
 

A wary looking Asian man in his mid fifties eyed me with suspicion from the safety of the counter – I checked for the way out to the back – it was through some dangly 1970’s plastic strips on the left of the counter, I knew there was no rear entrance, having looked very carefully before coming in the front – I made my plan, bought some cigarettes in an effort to make the counter dweller think I was a casual customer and left.
 

Sitting in the drivers seat of my car I had a clear view of the shop – that year I was driving a dark blue four litre Jeep – it drank petrol faster than I drank beer, went like the clappers and to top it all was wholly inappropriate in Central London but it fitted me as well as my favourite shoes – not that I have any favourite shoes for much longer than a week that is.
 

Dead time for shops like that is around 10:45, after the morning business but before lunch hours for offices and local businesses started. When the time came I locked the Jeep and walked to the door after watching the last customer I’d seen enter leave hurriedly while looking a bit surreptitious and tucking something under his coat. I had a fair idea which shelf he had shopped from.
 

Entering the gloomy shop – I closed the door behind me and drew the bolt to discourage other customers, flipping the ‘Open’ sign to reinforce the illusion – the Asian guy started shouting but by then I was between him and whatever lurked behind the plastic of the back way. Nothing came leaping out so I guessed nothing was in there but more skin magazines, cheap food and fags – there would be no button controlled alarm behind the counter connected to the police station either – it’s very expensive and they usually arrive too late, unless you live in the right area and know the Chief Constable.
 

The shopkeeper had stopped shouting by now and was looking at me in a guarded but puzzled way, eyes darting from me to the door – he didn’t expect to be robbed this way - he expected three kids in hoodies, not the well dressed exec type I had made every effort to appear to be, he was beginning to think I was a mobster rather than a robber. 

 

I smiled warmly at him, glad he hadn’t completely overreacted or turned out to be storing anything nasty behind the counter – like an old handgun not handed in during the amnesty or a shotgun for instance, it would have been messy to take it away from him and I didn’t want to ruin my suit. 

 

Taking £500 in used twenties out of my inside pocket with the mailing address printed in Mr Watts untidy hand on a piece of paper under the rubber band holding the lot together I put it in front of the man.
 

The greed in his eyes was just the right side of ugly – I said ‘All I need is who rented this address and when’
 

‘I cannot tell you’ he said in heavily accented English, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the money ‘of course you can’ I said and fished another £500 out of my pocket.
 

He nearly drooled – I was glad he didn’t.
 

‘If you tell me I won’t say you did, this is only a small part of something I’m after but I need to know anyway’ I said in my reassuring voice which Petra had said was slimy, huh what did she know? She didn’t even answer her phone.
 

The poor guy was in a dilemma, £1,000 for an address is a lot of money and £1,000 in twenties also looks like a whole lot more than it is. 

 

Cash is a great persuader and like most people this guy was persuaded but only thinking of the problems of being found out – stupid but understandable in these situations – I had counted on it.
 

‘OK’ he said slowly ‘I tell you’ – oh good I thought, I was fresh out of money and starting to worry about my suit.
 

He rummaged around in a scruffy concertina folder he found under the counter and produced a sheet of A4 with a name and what was clearly a made up address – although mailing addresses gain some anonymity, operators are required to keep records of customers and they are checked now and then – most ‘pick up’ customers leave the right name as they show a credit card or some such with that name on for ID but they almost always make the address up, it’s all a bit predictable really.
 

I smiled brilliantly at Greedy as I took the paper – it was a simple form – nothing had been collected, or delivered for that matter according to the lack of entries but Watts had only picked me up two days ago so I guess that was to be expected. I imagined Watts was working hard at how to leave most of the facts out of his report anyway.
 

The next few minutes were a bit tedious, mainly because Greedy didn’t want to give the money back, as I had expected he had not even considered that possibility, being too obsessed with weighing up the pros and cons or pros and pros of actually getting the cash he hadn’t considered the option of me reneging on the deal for a second but the sight of the gun fortunately changed his mind quickly to one of resignation and cooperation. 

 

He was even more disappointed when I politely asked for the contents of the ancient VCR in the back room patiently recording the scene from a camera above and behind the counter.
 

The implied threat of getting shot kept him helpful though and because I am thorough I checked the camera wiring carefully to make sure it was connected to the old VCR and therefore I had the right tape. Just to be sure I took the camera too – some of them have a few seconds of internal memory which could prove to be inconvenient.
 

I suppose it must be all the American television that people watch which makes them think gunshots are a bang and puff of smoke and happen all the time but in London they still do not and a 9mm handgun makes a hell of a noise. In fact the loudest noise one is likely to hear – I knew this for a fact as I had heard one go off while a Harrier Jump Jet hovered 200 yards away from me once. They also do not sound like a car backfiring in the distance and cars don’t backfire anymore for that matter. One simply cannot fire a round through the ceiling for effect– it would have deafened both of us for several minutes and killed anyone it encountered in that direction until it exited the roof. Firing the Browning was technically out of the question in reality.
 

The man in the shop was so fixated by the gun that he wouldn’t consider the consequences of me firing it, if I did somebody would call 999 and these days the SWAT people react awfully quickly to the reported sound of gunfire, somewhat faster than their blue suited brethren to alarm calls– good job I hadn’t bothered to load the thing I suppose, I may have got carried away. Possibly in a bag, at that.
 

Having done what I came to do, I pocketed the gun, unbolted the door and ran quickly back to the Jeep, parked 100 yards away, I clicked the remote as I ran, jumped in and drove to the nearest multi-storey car park where I took off the taped-on number plates I had used for the occasion and carefully slid them behind the pay machine. They wouldn’t be found for months, maybe years and they weren’t mine anyway. I smashed the camera against the floor and distributed its component parts fairly equally among the rubbish bins provided.
 

The shop man might still call the police and claim I’d robbed him with a handgun after all and I am not into taking chances.
 

Back at the flat, I wiped the Browning, put it back where I had left it after taking it from Watts and wondered why Mr Martin Stevens – the name on the paper I had obtained in Hackney thought Carroll needed following since he was apparently a friend of both Carroll and his wife. I also wondered whether Carroll knew something he hadn’t told me and whether it had anything to do with missing weaponry in Salisbury.
 

I called Petra who was in a lunch meeting with a client so I left a message and went and had lunch in a Starbucks again – Coffee, Ham and Cheese Panini and muffins wasn’t so bad really, maybe not every day though.
 

After lunch I went back to the office and got Susie to find out anything she could about Stevens although I knew there could be several Martin Stevens in London, I wasn’t sure he would be on the main board or any board, just because Carroll’s wife had said Director.
 

The Carroll company connection was needed after Susie came up with over a hundred M Stevens listed in the phonebook alone.
 

That cracked it; Carroll Industries had a Director called Martin James Stevens as Mrs Carroll had said.
 

Susie was delighted with that and immersed herself in digging up Companies House and the rest of the internet for everything she could find.
 

Petra had left a message to say could we meet at 7 tomorrow at Sam’s? – I called and told her answer phone that I could. I tried not to think why she hadn’t tried my mobile, again.
 

I sat in my office and tried to think about the case logically, Stevens was the key but I couldn’t find the lock.
 

Susie came through with a pile of printouts including addresses for Stevens – unfortunately he had three – and Google Earth images of all his front doors and aerial maps of the area immediately around each of his residences. Two of them had this years’ model of large executive Mercedes outside – the number was blurred out but I could see it ended in ‘TC’ in both. Sloppy of Google I thought but very useful to me although I was sure he’d have more than one car at his disposal.
 

Stevens paid Council Tax for all three properties but was on the electoral roll along with a wife at the largest, in Twickenham, which I took to be his primary residence. The other address with his car pictured was an apartment in Wimbledon. The third address belonged to a small flat near Kings Cross. I wondered what he used that for.
 

She had also found his profile on the Carroll Industries website and had the names of wife, children and some other background stuff which was not really very helpful but I pretended it was all fantastic. Susie glowed since she believes I am a complete moron when it comes to computers and it suits me to let her continue thinking this. 

 

It turned out Stevens was a former lawyer which figured, so he was described simply as a director. His portrait for the company website showed an energetic looking businessman with sharp eyes and narrow lips, he was wearing a designer suit for the picture and was looking directly through the camera so his eyes appeared to be staring straight at you. I made a mental note to get one done of myself like that, it looked good.
 

Giving Susie the afternoon off I wandered up Piccadilly to the Royal Academy and looked at a whole lot of stuff I liked but didn’t understand and some gloomy pictures I did understand but didn’t like.
 

Back at the office after my dose of culture, I ended up going round in ever decreasing circles, Carroll sells a controlling part of his business, Stevens is, for some reason unhappy, Stevens gives Watts a stolen gun, brand new, never fired and asks him to follow Carroll about, Carroll notices and finds me and then Watts follows me. I catch Watts with trousers down and Stevens’ name pops up, then Carroll is shot to death within hours of meeting his ‘old friend’ Stevens, the hit is clean and professional, not many people know how to do that despite what the TV tells us. Finding someone who knows how to do it is another ballgame in a completely different kind of court. 

 

Carroll’s wife had no idea her husband had sold his stake even though he told her about me. 

 

It was no good, I was missing several large bits of the picture and didn’t know which. It felt like doing a jigsaw puzzle upside down – I went shopping and loaded up on groceries and wine, then went home and ate and drank some of my booty.
 

Just after eleven I was in tucked up in bed reading the exploits of the often nameless nineteen sixties antihero I admired so much. Before I drifted off to sleep I wondered idly whether I sounded like Harry Palmer or Michael Caine playing Harry Palmer – since Harry Palmer wasn’t real I guessed I was more like Mr Caine with a more refined accent. 

 

Did it matter? 

 

No.
 


I was in the office before seven the next day, dressed in shirt and khaki trousers and some Frye boots I had bought from an American shop on the internet. 

 

My unintentionally but fashionably battered brown leather jacket hung incongruously on a wooden hanger on the elegant hat stand.
 

My eyes and mind were clear and I had a plan – I was going to go through every detail again. Not much of a plan but a plan nonetheless.
 

It was nearly November but still relatively warm and I was looking out of the window at the leaves on the trees in the Park again while I fine-tuned my precarious plan.
 

I sifted through Raincoat Watts’ wallet contents which I had brought back with me in the jiffy bag I had posted to myself. I still saw nothing of any interest, one photocard driving licence, one American Express Card, one Mastercard, thirty pounds in tenners and several business cards.
 

It wasn’t until I threw the lot (except the cash) into the waste paper bin in disgust that I saw the number written on the back of one of the cards, it was familiar, and so it should be, it was the serial number of the gun I had taken from Watts.
 

My insides gave a little leap, this was really bizarre – Watts had been lying all the time and lying well at that, it is difficult to maintain a lie when being coerced and in even moderate pain. 

 

He seemingly knew nothing about guns so how could he know the serial number of a gun passed to him with said number ground off? This was a definite clue I decided.
 

The same way I did was a possible answer to that but Watts had not appeared smart enough, but then it seemed I may have been wrong about Watts. I suspected strongly I had been wrong about a lot of things. Watts was much more involved in something I knew nothing about than I had previously thought. I remembered his steel door again and when he had come to my office looking for his wallet, what had he said?
 

 ‘Don’t fuck with me’ and ‘you don’t know what you’re into sonny’, ‘You don’t know what you’re into’ didn’t chime with Watts later disposition. When he had come to my office he was aggressive but overmatched and knew it and still knew it when I went to see him. 

 

He had tried to even up the odds with the gun but failed and true to my expectation he had collapsed like a rag doll without it. Now it seemed I had been fooled, he had fed me a line.
 

One thing was certain, I needed to see Watts.
 

I retrieved the Jeep and drove all the way to Wandsworth but this time my attempt at surprise by not announcing my arrival failed – he wasn’t in, I picked his lock having practiced on the identical one his unwanted entry to my office had made me buy, he was distinctly out and his office contained nothing of any note that I could see – I waited a couple of hundred yards away for a couple of hours but he didn’t show.
 

At 6:30 I remembered I was meeting Petra, and cursing loudly, startling a passing old woman through my open window before starting the crawl back to the city. 

 

Failing is not something I suffer well, the death of Carroll and being given the runaround by Watts gave me the determination of any zealot. I was determined to unravel this business even though it appeared to have nothing to do with me and I was not even getting paid.
 

There were no other avenues open to me apart from Stevens who needed a lot more scrutiny before making a move and Watts definitely knew more than I did and in that had taken me for a ride. I was reluctant to leave Wandsworth but Petra really was a compelling, if unprofessional reason to do so.
 

The Jeep was parked illegally by 7:30ish and I walked back to Sam’s and ordered a beer, Petra would arrive around eight of course.
 

By 8:30 I was getting restless, I was used to Petra being up to an hour late but this was getting silly – I called her mobile and she answered it for a change.
 

‘Where are you?’ I asked somewhat shirtily
 

 ‘Oh God, I’m sorry, I forgot, you’ve been waiting for me you poor thing’ she didn’t sound very sorry I thought rattily. 

 

‘Yes I bloody have ! I’m still at Sam’s,’ I sounded indignant, ‘it’s not late, come and join me’ I said in a more friendly tone without pleading too much.
 

‘I, I can’t, I’m going over to Susan’s in a minute, I really am sorry, you completely slipped my mind, I’ve a lot on at work’ this time she did sound a little more sorry so I let it go. Susan was a mousy friend of hers who always seemed a little needy to me.
 

‘OK’ I said ‘Call me’
 

‘Soon’ she breathed and hung up.
 

Women, I thought, why do we get so hung up on them ?
 

The answer to that did not immediately present itself so I had two more pints instead and got a taxi home wondering if I’d missed Watts earlier in my rush to meet Petra and felt doubly cheated.
 




 


 


Chapter Seven
 

I have an outer door on which I have made a habit of leaving a hair stuck to the jamb with saliva – a simple but effective way of detecting intruders which had once saved my life. Pre-occupied, I nearly forgot to check but the hair was gone, and the door was still shut or rather, had been shut all right, but not by me. 

 

Suddenly I was as sober as people think they are when they are actually frightened and the adrenaline kicks in, moving to the side of the door while my ears strained to hear something, anything from the flat interior – I tried to banish the drumming noise in my head that a couple of drinks in a noisy bar gives you while I extracted my key from my trouser pocket without rattling it against the rest of the bunch. I looked at the lock from the side and saw the tell tale marks that even the best can’t help but make when not using the correct key.
 

I weighed up the situation – if I had company, it could only be something to do with Carroll – if I opened the door they would have me, cold, framed against the hallway’s unrelenting fluorescent glare which i knew I couldn’t turn off. Whoever shot Carroll was good and I was going to be an easy target.
 

On the other hand they would have every reason to think I was armed with one of their guns. 

 

On the third hand they would believe themselves to have the element of surprise.
 

Enough hands, time for action I decided.
 

I quietly inserted and turned my key and pushed while dropping to one knee as I did so, pointing my mobile phone around the hallway in as menacing a way as I found possible .
 

I didn’t need to use the phone fortunately as it was not, to my knowledge, loaded with anything more lethal than some electronics, which were probably not at all effective in such a situation.
 

Every light was on and every single item in my flat was either on the floor or turned upside down.
 

This is getting a bit regular I thought as I picked my way through the debris after checking every room for bogeymen (I did look under the beds too).
 

Nothing was missing that I could tell and the only broken item of any note was a hideous Art Deco bird I had inherited years ago from an unknown Aunt, neither of which I considered a great loss.
 

The searcher which I decided had to be Watts, had been thorough first – almost to a fault and had then made a mess to cover up their own professionalism – one major thing gave them away, I was in no doubt that it had all taken place in near silence, the mess was too neat and no proper burglar worth his salt empties your glass cupboard by laying the glasses casually on the kitchen floor then doesn’t filch anything. It had to be Watts, after his gun.
 

I made a note to speed up the long planned steel door and frame that looked just like the original but would turn my flat into a veritable fortress.
 

I was curious to know why Watts was so keen to get his nicked Browning back though – he had certainly taken a lot of trouble to find it in my flat.
 

Watts, rightly, must have been worried about me spotting the serial number written on his card and realised that while I had the gun I could get the number and match it to his written one. He couldn’t know I’d found out where the weapon came from but I was fairly sure he must be desperate to get the gun back otherwise he would not have risked burgling my flat – his cover as a seedy, down at heel private eye had been good but he’d effectively completely blown that ruse. The newly revealed Mr Watts was much more of a contender and may have access to more of the missing handguns. The steel door nagged away at me again – it made his office a permanent fixture, not a quick rent for a single purpose. That office was definitely his main place of business.
 

Although I knew he wouldn’t have found it, I checked my hidey hole and took out a Beretta which I had pinched from an Officer’s club before leaving the Army and before handguns had been completely banned from private ownership. It felt good to know my safe place had remained safe and then I suddenly thought about my office.
 

He was bound to try looking there I realised, if he thought he had been diligent enough searching here, the only other place Watts knew of for me to keep his stolen handgun was my office. Bloody hell, he’d broken in once already.
 

I swiftly changed into very dark bike gear, stuffing the Beretta into a pocket and taking the stairs to the basement garage two at a time I unlocked my Triumph and took off over the river heading west.
 

The office itself looked empty and quiet as I approached silently after parking the bike illegally a quarter of a mile away in Half Moon Street, I had jogged at a fairly swift pace most of the way from there which was not what heavy bike boots are for.
 

The window blinds inside were open as I had left them which also meant my laptop must still be on my desk as I had left it – In my keenness to see Petra, I hadn’t bothered to stop by at the office, close the blinds and tuck the black rectangle of the machine behind them as I usually did.
 

It wasn’t very late or even late at all by London standards so the foot traffic on Piccadilly was still busy but Down street on which the entrance to my building was located was deserted hence my furtive approach from the other end.
 

Seeing nothing different or odd from a safe distance I assumed I had beaten Watts to it so I quickly let myself in with my key, turned off the alarm and reset it, walked upstairs and, walking straight through Susie’s space I settled in to wait in mine with the door closed. The alarm is only triggered when an external door or window is opened, it doesn’t have any movement sensors or anything tricky like that.
 

Doubts gradually crept in after an hour and then intensified after another hour – what if he was not coming? I was in for a long night of waiting if I was wrong but I knew deep inside I wasn’t. 

 

In attempt to alleviate the boredom I added up how many women I’d slept with and which car I’d liked the best and even tried to decide on a favourite pair of shoes. 

 

I was good at waiting – War has been famously described as being long periods of boredom punctuated by moments of sheer terror, in my experience of war and soldiering in general, the hours of waiting are all the more memorable for the ways one’s mind avoided the boredom. Military action for a single soldier is over so quickly and the adrenaline rush so great that most of the short bursts melded into one another in my memory but I could remember what I’d thought about during nearly every long wait I’ve had. Sometimes it’s good to plan for boredom because boredom could be the thing that kills you.
 

Another hour went by and I mentally whittled down a top ten of favourite restaurants.
 

Ultimately I thought of Petra, she was great but I was not the settling down sort – I wouldn’t call her I knew, it was a kind of inbuilt thing with me but I sure as hell wanted to. 

 

I wondered whether I should stop keeping myself apart. I was self contained and self sufficient, in part my training as a soldier was responsible for that but I also liked my independence, relished it and nobody had ever convinced me it was worth relinquishing any part of it. 

 

Right now I wasn’t sure of that but had no idea what I should do, I suddenly felt very confused about Petra but before I could explore this new feeling I heard the click of the outer door of the office being opened very carefully and deliberately. 

 

Whoever it was had sorted the alarm this time and had picked the lock rather than forcing it but that fitted well with my new perception of Watts. How could have I been so mistaken? I cleared my head of all this as I had a job to do here which needed no distraction. I certainly hoped it was Watts because I desperately wanted to find out if and more to the point why I’d been fooled by him so skilfully.
 

I silently slipped behind my own office door and waited – the outer door softly clicked closed again but the lights stayed off – somebody too had checked the blinds, I heard the scuff of shoes and the unmistakeable swoosh of the blinds closing, one, two, three then the fourth closed and then there was a pause followed by a bright rectangle of light suddenly coming to life around my door. After spending a couple of hours in the dark it seemed like a floodlight had been switched on illuminating my whole office to my unaccustomed eyes. Purposefully, the footsteps approached the other side of the door I stood behind.
 

The handle turned slowly and the door opened as a dark figure stepped through into my office. I waited until he was just past the door before saying ‘Boo’.
 

The effect was electrifying, the shadow whirled and hit out hard at where I had been standing with what looked like a short stick but I knew to be a leather sap, I had moved as I spoke to take advantage of the outer edge of my door against which I slammed my weight against the sap holding arm. The sap fell to the floor but it’s owner was already angling into me to free his arm. 

 

I had both arms free so catching his hair in my left I punched him very hard on the side of the head with a carbon fibre knuckled bike glove and he went down like one of those toy giraffes that collapse when you press the base, all buckling legs and loose string. 

 

Kicking the sap out of the way I pulled off my motorcycle glove, removed the Beretta from my jacket pocket and stepped around the inert heap of clothing, closing the door, I then took the opportunity to draw the blinds in my office as the intruder had in Susie’s so I could switch the lights on – I wanted my eyes to adjust properly before the intruder opened his. 

 

If you hit someone on the head in the movies they usually hit you back but a good thump on the head stops even professional fighters – just watch a bit of boxing, a properly landed punch takes them down every time – the trick is to land the right punch. 

 

I have been fighting people on and off, paid and unpaid, all my life and have learnt the hard way that Muhammad Ali was right – ‘float like a butterfly and sting like a bee’ or in less purple prose, don’t hit someone unless it’s going to count and avoid contact until you do.
 

Army hand to hand combat training leans heavily on this dull but completely accurate advice – it’s quite difficult to do in practice when someone is swinging at you, but like most things, if you do it enough you can master the emotional impulse and look at the physics of the thing from a slightly detached perspective. A bit like learning to drive, after a while you look at anything but your hands. 

 

Hitting people also hurts your hands so again it’s best to do the minimum despite the cinematic slugging matches we’ve all seen. Gloves definitely help.
 

The lump on the floor began to stir slightly so I gave it a prod with a steel toecapped boot to speed things up.
 

Mr C. Watts, for it was he, opened his eyes but the bright light stopped him seeing immediately and gave me the opportunity to study him a little – he did in fact appear little changed from our previous encounter and he proceeded to reinforce this evaluation with a series of fucks and bastards and some other epithets I don’t use in front of ladies. 

 

‘Shut up’ I said calmly
 

‘Fuck off’
 

‘Quick or noisy?’ I thought I’d stick with stuff he’d heard before even though my office was not the place for loudness.
 

‘Fuck off, you fucking bastard’ he spat, getting stronger all the time.
 

‘Same as last time then’ I smiled, narrowing my eyes.
 

The kick he took in the face was a deliberately glancing blow that broke his nose and opened a cut on his left eyebrow. A well made bike boot with a steel toecap will do it every time.
 

‘Fuck !’ He screamed as his nose spurted bright red foamy blood onto my charcoal carpet tiles. Broken noses are about the only facial things that bleed worse than shaving cuts. In my experience anyway.
 

I watched him clutch at his face and tossed him a box of Kleenex, tucking the Beretta away in my outer jacket pocket as I was sure I wasn’t going to need it – he hadn’t reached for a weapon once.
 

Muffled invective streamed at me.
 

‘Shut up and sort your nose or I’ll do it again’ I said very quietly so he had to stop hurling abuse for a moment to hear me.
 

Gradually Watts recovered although he looked like a train crash, I stepped away from my now closed door and waited for him, he gradually rose, swaying slightly, to his knees and I pushed him back down with my boot.
 

That was when I lost my advantage, I had stepped away from the door to kick Watts and was now standing with my back to it. 

 

My otherwise ordinary, lockable, office door features two of those peepholes that give you a fisheye look at a room – each one goes a different way – that way Susie can look in unnoticed if things sound a bit lairy or even to check the coffee situation – I can close my side if I need the privacy. 

 

It was not closed tonight, I had not even thought about it and as I was looking at Watts on the floor the door exploded away from the wall behind me hitting me squarely in the back, snapping my head backwards as I stumbled over Watts trying not to lose my footing and thinking how bloody stupid I’d been. 

 

I had half turned when what appeared to be a blurred bear barrelled through the open doorway in a charge that hit me in the side, knocking the wind out of me and throwing me clear over my desk where I crashed down on the floor on my luckily well padded shoulder, Instinctively I rolled quickly into the kneehole of the desk and groped for the Beretta as the bear who had turned out to be a pasty yet muscular man with a beard and dark clothing leapt over the desk after me and grabbed at my jacket, I couldn’t get the gun and the pasty guy tipped the desk over, exposing me completely and raising his arm – then everything went black.
 

I woke up to the same scene minus two people, Watts and the Bearman, in addition I had an awful headache caused probably by a large swelling behind my ear, I quite definitely had not had when I arrived.
 

I checked myself for other injuries but apart from a fearsome headache I was intact save a tender spot here and there. 

 

I slowly stood and felt the Beretta settle in my bike jacket – that jogged the memory – so much for bike jackets, they are tough and protect you well but it’s a bastard to get things out of the pockets when you need them. 

 

Bearman and Watts must have had matching saps, I wondered who he was and why he had taken so long to jump me before realising he must have been on lookout downstairs and when Watts didn’t show he came up and looked through the door and chose his moment carefully to kick the door in. The noise Watts had been making probably masked the sound of the outer door opening, Watts must have left it on the latch.
 

Suddenly a fragment of conversation clicked into place, When I had spoken with Carroll the afternoon that seemed so long ago now he had definitely mentioned ‘A different man’ as in ‘two men’ had followed him on two consecutive days – Watts’ bear like friend ?
 

Ruefully, I rubbed my head, letting loose another jolt of pain across my temples to add to the dull throb.
 

I still had no idea who the other man was and I had lost Watts, who did. Even if the loss of Watts turned out to be temporary there was no denying it was a setback. I still had his gun though which might draw him out I thought, being a hopeless optimist.
 

Returning my desk to its usual position I began to gingerly replace the objects that had been placed on it before all the excitement. My laptop had survived but my desk tidy was definitely beyond repair, I tossed it in the waste paper basket.
 

The blood on my boot washed off easily enough in our tiny bathroom sink and I was careful not to leave any trace of having been there washing footwear in the middle of the night, I inspected myself in the small mirror – I looked remarkably well for what had transpired.
 

Ten minutes had passed while I was out of it as according to my watch, it was one forty in the morning, in that time the blood on the carpet had dried, I replaced the soiled tiles with some spare self adhesive ones from the cupboard so as not to scare Susie when she got in almost certainly before me and then I gave the whole office an appraising look before finally leaving the place, locking up and resetting the alarm. I made a mental note to try to find out how they’d circumvented it, more than anything, it was a skill I did not possess but was keen to acquire.
 

The blood stained tiles came with with me and I threw them in a restaurant bin at the end of Down Street before walking up to Half Moon Street to rather painfully don my crash helmet over my sore head and slink away to my smashed up home.
 

It was Friday night and I wished Susie didn’t insist on coming to the office seven days a week so I could sift through what was happening alone the next day but short of staying away myself there was nothing I could do about that except wonder about Susie’s private life.
 

My flat was an awful mess but I found a packet of paracetamol and washed two down, followed by two more before stepping into the shower with every bone aching for the comforting pummelling of a deluge of high pressure hot water.
 

Half an hour later feeling better but terribly tired I lay down on the welcoming bed and called the office to leave a message on the machine for Susie saying I’d be late and after that I gratefully succumbed to sleep.
 




 


 


Chapter Eight
 

At ten the next morning the sun was streaming in over the chaos of my flat and I had an absolutely and monumentally awful headache, otherwise I was just fine, unless I moved. I forced down more painkillers and pushed myself into the shower again for another beating and stood under it for as long as I could stand which was twenty minutes, the water and steam loosened my knotted muscles a lot. 

 

Feeling better after that I even managed to get dressed and eat some toast, it took a while to find both the bread and toaster but the Marmite seemed lost for the time being so I ate it with just the olive oil spread we believe is healthier and used to call margarine when I was a boy.
 

It took longer than I thought to put the flat back together, I’m not big on possessions but I suddenly seemed to have an awful lot of them and nothing was in the right place.
 

I was pretty much done by twelve but had still failed to find the Marmite and no longer cared. After yet another lengthy shower followed by shaving a fairly sore face, the headache diminished and I carefully pulled on clean Levis, a pair of snakeskin cowboy boots and white collarless shirt under my battered leather jacket – a quick look in the mirror confirmed I was looking damn good despite how I felt so I jumped in the Jeep and headed back to the office to start again.
 

Susie was looking distinctly worried when I arrived. I wondered whether she had spotted any evidence of the night’s activity.
 

‘I got your message and a Mr Stevens has called twice’ she called as I walked past her 

 

‘I thought he might’ I said as I opened my office door ‘Make some coffee’
 

Susie looked at me carefully, half opened her mouth and then closed it again, I winked and she smiled ‘you wouldn’t tell me if I asked would you?’ she said 

 

‘Tell you what?’ I said smiling back and trying not to look like I’d been kicked by a horse. 

 

‘Nothing’ Susie said and reached for the coffee filters. She knew something but I didn’t know what. Susie sometimes knows me better than I like to think – I should remember that.
 

Stevens had left his number but before I lifted the receiver, the phone rang, ‘Detective Inspector Wentworth’ Susie said accusingly’ Thanks Susie’ I said cheerily and offered the Inspector a polite good afternoon.
 

‘Never mind the time of day, where the fuck were you last night’
 

‘You haven’t got another body have you?’ I asked, slightly fearfully
 

‘No but I called your home number all evening and your mobile and you didn’t answer either’
 

‘I was busy’ I replied lightly – ‘Am I required by law to answer my phone?’ I knew he’d be wondering why I hadn’t called him when I’d seen the missed calls on my mobile even if I hadn’t been home.
 

‘Very funny old son, I just thought you’d like to know your former client was killed by a nine millimetre automatic – probably a Browning but we can’t be certain of that yet and he only had one appointment that day and it was with an old friend who said he seemed perfectly at ease when he saw him three hours earlier’
 

‘Why are you telling me? he’s dead and I’m not getting paid so I don’t care’ I lied glibly.
 

‘Let’s just say I don’t think you’ll just leave it there, just make sure you’re as helpful in keeping me up to speed with what you find out’ he said with some distinct malice in his voice. 

 

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ I said warily
 

He chuckled and said with the same malice ‘You are just a nosy bastard which one day is going to get you into big trouble isn’t it’
 

‘You’re wrong, Wentworth, I don’t need it’ I said firmly. ‘If you want my help, send me a cheque’
 

‘Oh we can’t afford posh gits like you on our budget Fielding, we can barely afford paperclips’ Wentworth laughed loudly, telling me who Carroll had met before his death, I knew it was Stevens already but obviously Wentworth didn’t know that and hung up after imparting his news. 

 

Running the brief conversation again in my head I realised Diana Carroll could not have relayed our conversation to him in any detail at least and she would have done so by now if she was going to. That pleased me.
 

It did make me wonder why she hadn’t passed our conversation on though because both of us knew that the policewoman assigned to her would have reported my visit to Wentworth. 

 

He knew me better than to think I’d gone to offer condolences or ask for money, a lot better, and because of that would have asked her what I wanted quite insistently. Wentworth was obviously no match for Diana Carroll though. That made me smile. Wentworth had a bigger chip on his shoulder than me when it came to dealing with the nouveau riche.
 

The information about possibly another Browning automatic was interesting, although as yet one was unknown to the police and therefore unconnected as yet otherwise Wentworth would not have told me.
 

For the life of me I couldn’t see what was going on and, having lost Watts and therefore his buddy too – I was sure they would both drop out of sight for a while - I was left with only one thing to do.
 

I called Stevens.
 

His secretary answered and clearly aware that I was returning a call explained that he was in a meeting until midday and that I could try again later. I suggested he call me again but she sweetly explained it would be better if I called as Mr Stevens was very busy that afternoon. Not too busy to ring me twice earlier I thought. 

 

I said I would call shortly after midday knowing full well that I wouldn’t and rang off.
 

Ringing somebody back later because they are too busy gives them an advantage over you which I don’t like – I prefer the whole situation the other way round. Sometimes I know this is just being awkward actually but either way, it works for me.
 

It took Stevens until 3:00 to call me, I had brought my book into the office to read in between calling Watts’ number on a separate line so I wasn’t bored during the wait. There was no answer at Watts’ number but the book was coming along nicely. 

 

Susie made me plenty of coffee too.
 

I was irritated when the phone finally rang as my hero was being at his cool and laconic best, but I hid my annoyance as Susie passed the call through.
 

‘Fielding’ I said formally.
 

‘Good afternoon Mr Fielding’ came a measured voice, ‘I believe we have a mutual acquaintance we need to discuss’
 

‘Do we?’ I said innocently, what with Carroll and his wife, Watts and his mate, and the Asian shopkeeper and probably Wentworth too I thought we’d suddenly made a lot of mutual acquaintances but all I wanted to know was whether he meant Carroll or Watts.
 

Sadly for me, he wasn’t going to elucidate as he replied in the same, carefully modulated tone ‘Of course we do, where can we meet?’ Straight to the point.
 

Somewhere quiet and dark I thought but suggested a bar in Soho imaginatively called ‘The Wine Bar’, a more complete opposite of quiet and dark would be hard to find.
 

‘Very well, shall we say six this evening ?’
 

‘I’ll be there’ I replied and hung up.
 

I was there at four but I didn’t go in, I had chosen The Wine Bar for its location as well as its reputation, there’s a coffee house not quite opposite where a man with a newspaper can watch who goes in and out without anyone noticing.
 

At ten past five Watt’s bearded friend showed up, freshly shaven, minus the beard he really did look different enough for me to not recognise him but wearing the same shoes was a mistake, I never forget a shoe.
 

Although I considered it he didn’t fit the frame for Carroll’s killer for a number of reasons; 

 

One he was too big, most professional killers are small, wiry guys who seem invisible or at least do not stand out. (this guy could not have got in and out of a car in a garage inside three minutes especially if he had had to do some shooting and clean up as well.
 

Two, his clothes and shoes were cheap. Killing people for money is a lucrative business if you are consistently successful.
 

Three, he would have spotted me – I knew he hadn’t as he walked straight down Brewer Street in front of me and turned into the bar without a sideways glance.
 

I decided to stand Stevens up, I could find him anytime but the Bearman was a little seen species whose habits I wished to study.
 

I called the bar and spoke to the barman, Spike, for a moment.
 

Stevens arrived at exactly two minutes to six, by two minutes after six he was out with the bear-man again so I guessed he’d got my message about not being able to make it, apologies etc, I would call him later if he could leave a number.
 

After a very brief conversation Stevens went back the way he’d come and Bearman set off again, I fell in behind him, last time he’d seen me I’d been dressed head to toe in black bike gear, so I didn’t think he’d make me in my jeans and cowboy boots.
 

As I thought, he never even looked, he just walked back towards the Embankment eventually boarding a bus headed for Finsbury Park which I managed to catch easily as I was only two steps behind him. He sat down and I passed him, walking forward to the point where you can see the contents of the bus in the mirror the driver uses for crowd control.
 

I sat and ‘read’ the paper, watching the mirror while Bearman who in fact resembled a large gorilla rather than the bear I had originally pegged him for looked out of the bus window.
 

He got off at Clerkenwell and made straight for a little shopfront where he unlocked the door and let himself in, disappearing from view. The faded sign above the wire meshed window read ‘Watts Brothers – Metal Fabricators’.
 

Ho hum I thought as I hailed a cab back to the office, thinking about metalwork at school and serial numbers on stolen guns, a metal fabricator would probably have a milling machine I decided. A metal fabricator could easily come up with an office door as well I thought idly while I lounged in the comfortable seats of the taxi
 

As soon as I hit the office I called Stevens on the mobile number I’d retrieved from Spike at the Wine Bar and apologised so profusely about broken down cars and the RAC that I was sure he believed me, he actually had no reason to think why I might avoid him, we settled for the same place, same time the very next day. I hoped it would not occur to him how I knew the number of the Wine Bar, I called directory enquiries to make sure it was listed just to make sure if he asked. 

 

I swivelled around in my chair to look at the dark window without bothering to try out my mirthless smile. I felt I may finally be getting somewhere.
 

I started to think about how to outmanoeuvre Stevens the next day, I’d have to divert the guy I’d taken to thinking of as Bearman at the last moment, it took me a good fifteen minutes to think it through. Violence is so simple in it’s pure form.
 

Susie having long gone, the phone suddenly rang directly through to my office, making me jump. 

 

Picked up the phone and pressing the ‘answer’ with some surprise as I don’t often get late callers at the office I said ‘Fielding, how can I help you’ in my most conversational tone.
 

There was a brief pause at the other end and then Diana Carroll spoke ‘Could you come to the house straight away?’ she said urgently in her perfect finishing school diction. There was no need to introduce herself with a voice like hers and I think she knew it.
 

‘Yeah, er why? I stumbled, my mind whirring through several absurd possibilities.
 

‘I think somebody is watching the house’ she replied in that ice crystal voice.
 

‘Don’t you have a police officer there?’ I said stupidly, realising as I said it she wouldn’t be calling me if her personal lady law enforcer was present.
 

‘Sorry’, I continued, ‘Of course you haven’t, lock the doors and stay well away from the windows’ I was conscious of the neat way her husband had been shot and something made me feel whoever did it could almost certainly also do the same at a distance. ‘I’ll be there as soon as I can’.
 

Grabbing the Jeep keys and the Beretta from the drawer I leapt down the stairs and made a few speed cameras flash on the twenty minute drive to Holland Park.
 

I slowed as I approached the Carroll’s road and turned in like a normal citizen I hoped, I looked this way and that, pretending to look for house numbers, I spotted Watts’ buddy sitting in an unremarkable Ford car across from the house about two hundred yards away on the other side of the street.
 

I drove straight past and called Diana on my mobile, she answered immediately ‘Yes’
 

‘Do you have a back entrance?’
 

‘Why’
 

‘No time for that now, do you have one?’
 

Her tone changed, she wasn’t used to being spoken to like that.
 

‘Yes in St Michael’s mews, there’s a wrought iron gate with the number 87 on it – it’s open’ a haughty tone had entered her voice.
 

I cursed under my breath, I’d told her to lock the doors, then again I was glad she hadn’t ventured out to lock the outer gate.
 

‘I’ll be there in two’, I said – wait by the back door, don’t unlock it until I get there’
 

‘All right, she said, a note of fear replacing the offended tone’
 

I turned the corner and then again into the narrow mews behind the house, most of the mews houses were conversions of the stable/coach houses that the Carrolls used as a garage and there was no space to park in the narrow street so I drove carefully past the back of the house looking for another watcher – Watts maybe ? – but I saw no one.
 

I parked in the next street and ran back the six hundred yards without any change in my breathing and quietly blessed myself for keeping up with the exercise. I reached the gate which was indeed wrought iron but the number 87 had been artfully incorporated into the design rather than being indicated by a sign as Diana Carroll had implied. I slipped through, clicking an open padlock shut as I did and noted the barbed wire at the top and along the wall above the archway the gate was set in. Brilliant I thought, barbed wire but leave the gate unlocked – these people might as well stick a sign up saying burgle me please.
 

I passed along the side of the garage and climbed the steps to the back door, a miniature version of the front, which actually just made it normal sized.
 

I tapped gently while hissing ‘Michael Fielding!’ at the tiny gap in the architrave.
 

Diana Carroll opened the door immediately and I stepped in, quickly closing the door behind me and drawing the bolts at the top and bottom.
 

‘Have you called the police?’ I asked, bypassing any niceties.
 

‘Yes’ she replied, ‘They said they’d send a car as soon as they could but that was nearly an hour ago, that was why I called you’ she said in a rush, she didn’t seem unduly frightened and I decided not to tell her about her watcher’s identity for the moment.
 

‘OK’ I said, ‘I’ll stay until they turn up. When did the Police leave you?’
 

‘Yesterday’ she answered ‘I sent them away, there was, well, I though there was no need for them to stay’
 

Diana Carroll was dressed completely differently this evening, an almost see through muslin shirt topped a pair of tight jeans, making her seem almost girlish – the diamond on a narrow chain around her slender neck gave the game away, not many girls have rocks that size.
 

‘Who do you think is watching?’ I asked casually, ‘And why, while you’re at it’
 

She gave me a sharp look ‘Why do you think I called you?’ she said in an exasperated tone.
 

‘I noted the similarity between her turn of phrase and her dead husband’s but thought it best not to mention it, ‘OK, I’m sorry’, I said, ‘Show me who you think is watching so I can get a handle on this’
 

She obviously realised she’d been curt and nodding to herself strode away down a narrow corridor obviously intended for servants – I admired her rear end as she climbed a few steps to what was now a huge modern if spartan kitchen and passed through another short corridor to the front of the house where I had to grab her arm before she walked into the room overlooking Watts’ buddy.
 

‘What?’ she protested, pulling away. 

 

‘The streetlights will light you up if you walk straight in’ I hissed ‘Just tell me what to look for’
 

Standing back from the front room she described the Ford I’d seen so I slid into the room along the wall to the window and took a peek to see if it was still there, a)To keep up the pretence that I hadn’t seen it already and b) To see if it was, actually still there, it was, which made me a little smug about having not been seen arriving.
 

I motioned Diana Carroll back to the well lighted kitchen after double checking the front door bolts.
 

‘You have no idea who that could be’
 

‘None she said’ then, slightly hesitantly, ‘Thank you for coming – I didn’t know who else to call’
 

‘All part of the service’, I said before thinking about the ‘service’ I had provided to her dead husband.
 

‘Would you like a drink?’ she asked, visibly thawing and pulling a bottle of Australian Sauvignon Blanc from the refrigerator door.
 

‘That would be nice’ I said while wondering if it was the best idea.
 

She set two glasses on the sort of granite surface that smashes glass if you are clumsy and put them down too fast pouring the wine expertly with a deft twist at the end to catch any drips.
 

‘I think you should call the police again’ I said
 

‘I called them already, and they said they would come’ Her certainty was reassuring in it’s naivety.
 

‘They might and they might not’, I said ‘Perhaps I should go and ask our peeping Tom what he wants’ 

 

Although I desperately wanted to know why Diana Carroll was being watched I didn’t want to have to roust Watt’s mate and blow my cover with him before I met Stevens, as far as he knew, I wouldn’t recognise him and he’d gone to the trouble of shaving off a beard to achieve that.
 

‘No!’ she said a little too vehemently, ‘The police will arrive and he’ll just go away’
 

‘And then he’ll come back another time and you may not spot him – why are you stalling Diana?’ I said rather forcefully although I was secretly glad to hear she didn’t want me to go and jump on the man outside.
 

She burst into tears, a racking sob that cut the air in the kitchen like one of the Sabatier knives in the huge wooden block would cut butter.
 

She fell against me, her wineglass shattering on the granite work surface (as I had suspected) and held me tight while her whole body heaved with tears, I wondered if she had cried since her husband’s death and thought not. Another part of me felt it was a bit melodramatic but I pushed that away as being insensitive.
 

I let her cry herself out, this eventually took about five minutes before she began regaining a little composure, her eyes were red and mascara blackened her cheeks as I offered my fortunately clean handkerchief, she dabbed at herself and blubbed a little before saying ‘You must think me a terrible fool’ 

 

‘Not at all’ I said gently ‘You’ve been under a lot of strain – it’s natural’
 

‘Not for me’ she gasped ‘I don’t well, didn’t that is, confide much in anyone but Terry and this business has really rattled me – Terry’s dead and I don’t know what to think any more, I just couldn’t believe it when you said he was selling his shares – the company was his life’
 

‘I understand,’ I said, ‘Why don’t you just tell me a bit about the last few months just for a start’ I didn’t understand but there was something screwy here – there was a thug in a car outside, probably armed, her husband had recently been shot to death in her garage and she wouldn’t call the cops again plus I had a nagging doubt that she had called them in the first place. 

 

She talked for a while and I listened but she didn’t tell me anything interesting that I didn’t already know, she also managed to artfully edge close to me on the sofa in the small upstairs second sitting room we had repaired to after I cleared up the broken glass in the stark kitchen. This room overlooked the street but was above street light level so I could look out easily without being seen.
 

Diana, edging ever nearer asked me indirect questions about my work and it seemed to me that she was trying to get something from me rather than the other way around. She asked about Carroll’s visit to my office so many times I lost count. The Police never showed and neither of us mentioned it. Diana was a very attractive woman and the situation we were in drew us closer.
 

Her watcher disappeared about eleven o clock and when Diana invited me to her bed it seemed churlish to refuse, We might as well have been there anyway – Diana had crept ever closer until she was lying in my arms kissing me, the press of her lithe body was very distracting - I was sober but had probably had more than the police considered safe for driving since Diana barely touched her wine and the bottle was empty.
 

We made love hastily at first, then slowed down before sinking into each other which was more befitting somehow, afterwards she murmured ‘that was lovely’. She was right about that I thought. I realised she had not been shocked or even mentioned the heavy scarring on my chest, I appreciated that but it made her the first person who hadn’t and that bothered me.
 

An image of Petra appeared without warning in my mind’s eye and was just as suddenly gone. I felt a strange sensation of guilt that I had not experienced before. I have never claimed to be monogamous, well, only to whoever I am seeing at the time but the nagging feeling remained until the wine finally took hold.
 

The next time I opened my eyes, the sun was streaming through the window and I was alone in a four poster bed. My watch said 6:30. I remembered the night before and that nagging sensation returned.
 

I rubbed my hair into shape and pulled my clothes on, collecting them from their scattered positions across the floor – there was no trace of Diana.
 

I went downstairs and found her in the laboratory style kitchen drinking coffee and looking wonderful, she glanced up as I entered and then averted her gaze.
 

‘That won’t happen again’ she said, her voice sounding strained. I felt a bit numb
 

‘OK’ I said, she looked disappointed by this but continued ‘I had too much to drink and we shouldn’t have done it’
 

‘OK’ The first OK had been successful so I stuck with it, I was hardly looking for a long term relationship and if anybody thought they’d been had it was me anyway, the new sensation of guilt started to ease.
 

‘Look’ she faltered ‘It’s not you, but I can’t do this right now’
 

‘I understand that easily enough’ I said, ‘But aren’t you a little more concerned about being watched only two days after your husband was murdered and that the police who you apparently called didn’t turn up ?’ I didn’t say anything about her only drinking half a glass of wine. I also didn’t mention the back door bolts on the door being open. 

 

I could suddenly smell rats everywhere and was just trying to feel around in the dark to locate them. I was sure I’d been set up in order to find out what I knew.
 

‘Are you saying I didn’t phone them?’ She said tartly.
 

‘I’m saying they didn’t turn up’ I countered
 

‘You said I ‘apparently’ called them!’ Shrill now.
 

‘Whatever – they didn’t show and you don’t seem at all concerned’ Truth hurts.
 

‘Oh for Christ’s sake, I probably imagined the whole thing, anyway, if someone was there, they left so I’d have looked pretty dim to the police wouldn’t I?’ Reasoning and slightly wheedling.
 

‘Maybe – maybe not, your husband was killed for seemingly no reason, I think they might have taken an interest’ I said sounding tired and dismissive
 

‘Well they didn’t did they?, please leave now and send me your bill, I’m getting a headache’ Slightly pitiful but firm.
 

‘No charge’ I shot back as if wounded but inside I was wondering what the hell was going on.
 

Diana just glared at me so I turned and left, leaving the front door open which was a bit childish I admit.
 

I collected the Jeep and dragged myself home to shower and start again. 

 




 


 


Chapter Nine
 

I reached my office later than usual but hell, it was the weekend and I had made up my mind that it was time to take decisive action. Susie was there as usual and I wondered again what was missing at home that brought her here. 

 

The whole day stretched ahead before my meeting with Stevens and I had already planned for that allowing for the previous night’s encounter with Stevens’ personal thug.
 

So far it seemed I had learnt a lot of things to connect several people and my original client was dead. 

 

I had no idea why he had been murdered but his wife was so worried that I might have known something about it that she was prepared to sleep with me in her efforts to find out, unfortunately for her I hadn’t a clue. Fortunately for me I had enjoyed it, although I was in no doubt now that the situation last night had been carefully set up but I wasn’t sure at all why or by whom.
 

When I first met Diana Carroll she had said her husband had told her about me and I had thought that they obviously had a close enough relationship to share such information.
 

Since then I had screwed his wife, pretty much at her insistence, although I admit I had not fought her off – hardly the actions of someone recently bereaved and she was definitely not drunk either, I had definitely drunk most of the wine – I invariably do.
 

Therefore Diana had probably been told about me by someone else and that had to be a connection to Stevens, Watts was following Carroll for him and had then followed me. It was not an enormous jump for anyone to assume that Carroll had hired me. In fact I was the one who had told her that someone was following Carroll.
 

Fuck, I thought, I had walked straight into that one. After I had messed with Watts and taken a very hot gun from him he had called in the troops or troop to make sure it didn’t happen to him again.
 

I called Susie in and gave her the address in Clerkenwell for Watt’s accomplice and told her to get any relevant information about it especially the electoral roll.
 

While I waited I thought some more – why did Stevens want to see me ? If he was behind Carroll’s murder why wasn’t he pursuing the same course with me ? I might be more difficult to kill but in reality anyone can kill anyone, it’s just a matter of time, place and advantage.
 

Also, whoever had killed Carroll was a professional, why didn’t Stevens just have me wiped out, it didn’t make sense at all.
 

Susie came back with the information on Clerkenwell and I immediately gave her a much more difficult job.
 

I wanted to know all I could about Carroll. I wished I had thought about that while I was with Diana but I doubt I would have got the chance anyway.
 

Susie had turned up two voters at the address in Clerkenwell, A Mr Charles Watts and an Edward Watts – if they were brothers there wasn’t much similarity.
 

I called my favourite copper and asked him for two, actually three things.
 

Then I left the office, went directly to a very exclusive shop just up Piccadilly and then jumping in my Jeep drove straight over to Holland Park to do a bit of my own surveillance on Mrs Diana Carroll, from a distance this time if she was indeed in.
 

While I was at the Holland Park house I had both times noticed the distinctive keys for a Mini Cooper S left on the hall table – the bright red car with its trademark white stripes had been parked outside, blocking the crime scene-taped driveway. It looked just like the kind of car Diana Carroll would drive.
 

When I got to No 87 I cruised past and parked a way down the street, most people were at work so there were fewer cars anyway but there was visibly no red Mini outside the house and the crime scene tape was still in place so it couldn’t be in the garage.
 

Changing my mind about surveillance I picked up my earlier purchase and reached into the back of the Jeep for a bundle of highly illegal items I kept there and headed for the mews with a spring in my step.
 

The padlock I had myself closed the night before was a piece of cake, a popular heavy duty looking job with a Mickey Mouse action – the first item I chose from my pack opened it with a steely click. I left it hanging as if it was closed to deter anyone else but unlocked so I could get back through quickly.
 

The back door was fitted with a mortise lock and I knew the sturdy piece of oak could be also bolted from inside. I had bolted it myself the previous night but from the kitchen this morning had noticed the bolts drawn back when I looked.
 

The mortise lock had an old fashioned keyhole and shiny brass escutcheon with a modern multi tumbler lock fitted on the inside. I looked around quickly and saw I was out of sight of anyone unless they came and peered through the wrought iron gate. I first peeped through the keyhole and confirmed the key was in the lock on the other side. 

 

Although breaking and entering is not my strongest skill, I have become rather better than average at it, with the emphasis on the entering rather than the breaking.
 

Most of us always turn the key in the back door to lock it but leave it in place, also the key is usually the original, front doors usually have Yale latch style locks and maybe a mortise lock also but the key for the mortise in a front door is almost in every case a copy cut from the original. 

 

Back doors usually sport the original key because we hardly ever remove it from the lock.
 

Original keys are made of steel whereas copy keys are invariably brass or a bronze material as it is easier to cut than steel – this is excellent news for the lock picker because as well as being tough, steel is also magnetic. 

 

Inserting a telescopic device not unlike a car aerial into the keyhole, I gently pushed until I felt the end stick gently to the end of the key, I then switched on the battery connected to the powerful electromagnet which was now so firmly locked on to the key as to be an extended handle. The lock internals, being brass were completely unaffected by the magnet.
 

It was then simplicity itself to twist the new improvised key handle and the well made lock turned easily, the mortise sliding out of its metal home in the door frame with an efficient snick. 

 

Quickly switching off the magnet I withdrew it from the keyhole and replaced it in my toolkit. 

 

Turning the main door handle I pushed the door hard, hoping the bolts were still drawn back, as I had thought, they were, so I stepped in, closed the door gently behind me and listened carefully standing in the corridor I had so recently occupied with Diana.
 

I could hear nothing – the dead sound of an empty house, although I was certain there would be an alarm even though I couldn’t see it, I had not seen a panel or even any sensors but it was highly unlikely the Carroll’s didn’t have one. I suspected that instead of the sensitive movement monitors which precluded keeping even a cat, the system relied on air pressure change or well hidden sensors on doors and windows. I didn’t bother looking as hoped I could do what I needed before any attention arrived.
 

I imagined the alarm bell ringing in a nearby police station. In actual fact I already knew where the police station was and had given myself ten minutes at the maximum from now to locking the padlock on the gate on my way out which in turn gave me about seven minutes in the house.
 

I ran softly up the short flight of stairs to the sterile kitchen and passing straight through it, I turned left towards an internal softwood door to what I had imagined was a study or dining room, if it was the dining room I would have simply had to try the matching door opposite. As it turned out my instinct was right first time.
 

It was a bookish, clubby study, good quality prints of famous Munnings and Stubbs hoofed subjects stared down from otherwise plain white walls upon leather upholstered chairs and a large and imposing mahogany desk, the wood seemingly glowing ruby red in the half light afforded by the nearly closed curtains. There was no sign of a computer to my relief, I did not have time to boot it up let alone guess at passwords and had no intention of stealing something that would be so easily and quickly missed. Not with Wentworth already on my scent.
 

I went straight to the tidy desk, bristling with drawers and cubbyholes and perching on the luxurious swivel chair, which made the memory of my own feel like one of MFI’s nastier products and started looking for a locked drawer and sure enough I found one, the big one above the knee hole. All the others were small and contained stationery and other odds and sods. I picked the decorative lock in about twenty seconds - desk locks are just to keep nosy friends and relatives out so are much simpler than proper locks. The horses watched disapprovingly but they would have done that whatever the circumstances from what I knew of the two esteemed artists’ works. 

 

The drawer contained, among other humdrum office items, a slim leather briefcase, the one Carroll had been carrying when he came to my office, and a matching leather desk diary underneath it. 

 

The briefcase had combination locks requiring me to dial in the correct three digit sequence into each side and then push the sliding releases. 

 

Unfortunately I didn’t know the combination and it was locked.
 

Fortunately I had one just like it but newer – my purchase earlier, I had set the combination and tried to rough it up a bit but it still needed a good kick around the playground to make it match.
 

Since no one else was going to see them together I didn’t think it would matter and I doubted Diana knew the combination to the case either, I glanced at my watch, four minutes had passed leaving me only three, I quickly swapped the briefcases and, tucking Carroll’s under my arm with the diary relocked the drawer and ran to the back door.
 

Pausing only to whip out my improvised key extension and lock the door, I walked slowly down to the gate and went through clicking the padlock shut behind me, strolling to the Jeep, I tossed my booty on the passenger seat and climbed in just in time to see a dark blue BMW pull up at the kerb in front of the Carroll residence and it’s identical twin nose it’s way round into the Mews.
 

I started the Jeep and pulled away, the euphoric rush of adrenaline after the tension making me laugh out loud and bang the steering wheel, reminding me of my time in action with the army. 

 

I drove carefully back to the office and on my way in handed Susie a twenty and asked her to get us both some lunch from the nearby deli. She said glumly that she hadn’t discovered much on Carroll except what was probably public knowledge. 

 

‘No dirt at all !’ she said indignantly. I told her not to worry and go fetch lunch, I was keen to get started on Carroll’s briefcase.
 

It took fifteen minutes and both halves of my beef and horseradish sandwich before I could open Carroll’s briefcase. I saved the cherry cheesecake for later.
 

A briefcase with two three digit locks is an easy thing to open but it takes a little time and/or patience to do it undetected, The more classy examples are just as easy to open as the cheapest cardboard version.
 

In total there are three ways of getting in, none of them involve listening to clicks with a stethoscope which is fine by me as I don’t own a stethoscope.
 

Most people use a birthday for the six digit combination, dates in the dd/mm/yy format are the easiest group of six digits to remember – this fact makes it easier if that is what is used and you know the owner and their loved ones’ birthdays. 

 

Guessing which one they use is the quickest but also the most capricious, what do you do if you don’t get it?. Many briefcases are left at the default 000 code anyway which is convenient and also becomes immediately apparent you employ the second method.
 

The second is to start on the left hand side from 000 and try every combination from there to 999.
 

The third way is to break the flimsy locks.
 

Since I did not want to do any damage to the locks I was trying option two, I always do it this way, a thousand combinations sounds immense but in fact it takes about ten minutes per side to turn the dials and try each one by dialling in 000, press the lever, 001, press the lever etc for ten minutes at worst, since most people use dates the number on the left is at worst 311, 31 being the highest date for a month and 1 being the highest starting digit for a month. If it is a date you know the other side is given away if the first half matches your known list. 

 

It really is horribly simple. Most see their briefcase as impregnable but all security is an illusion.
 

I knew all of Carroll’s loved ones birthdays except his Mother’s and it turned out that was what it must have been – 011 238 or the 1st of December 1938. It was the 238 that took the time. I am notoriously poor at dull and repetitive tasks. I must show Susie how to do it I thought as I clicked impatiently through the combinations – she’d love the task.
 

As the right hand lock popped open I gingerly opened the briefcase and inspected the contents. It had the usual junk that accumulated in briefcases, just as women have handbags full of crap, men have briefcases. We just don’t carry them all the time, I own one, well I suppose I own two now but hardly ever carry one with me. 

 

Carroll’s chequebook was noticeably absent but I had seen him close it in its own leather case and put it in his pocket. It also meant I was probably the first person to view the contents of the case since Carroll had last opened it which was good – the police had probably not got to it yet but it made it all the more important to get it back to its home before they came looking for it and anything else belonging to him which they undoubtedly would once they had exhausted the crime scene.
 

There seemed to be nothing of any real note apart from some interesting documents relating to Carroll’s share sale agreement which after noting the blank spaces left for the purchaser I set aside for consideration later when I was in the mood for ‘Heretofore’, ‘Thenceforward’ and other terms used by legal profession that are generally used to make the layman call his lawyer to explain. Nothing like a closed shop, Doctors, Accountants and Lawyers are all stewards to the Trade Union of their profession.
 

In the ‘secret’ part so willingly demonstrated to me that morning by an enthusiastic salesman I turned up a sheaf of bills, printed on A4 vellum with the Harley Street address of a Mr Julian Temple, styling himself Consulting physician which, judging by the number of letters after his name he was entitled to do.
 

The bills went back six months and carried no detail other than date, the plain word ‘Examination’ in the Description column with a fee displayed in the right hand column which seemed extortionate but, I thought, probably in keeping with a man having over eight letters after his name.
 

The afternoon beckoned emptily before my appointment with Stevens so I decided to try my luck with Julian Temple ABCD. HIJK etc ad infinitum.
 




 


 


Chapter Ten
 

Harley Street is less than two miles from my office and the watery sun had decided to put in an appearance so I decided to earn my cheesecake and putting my jacket on set off on foot for the august consulting rooms to the rich and sick.
 

The crowds of tourists of all nationalities were relentlessly taking pictures of everything that moved or not and the solemn Japanese with their tiny camcorders almost integral to their palms dutifully took moving digital footage of buildings that were not ever going to move even for the folks back in Kyoto or wherever.
 

I had been to Japan once and had been impressed by their unfailing politeness yet seemingly complete detachment from themselves. The overcrowding in the cities made Piccadilly look as empty as Dartmoor on a wet Sunday in term time.
 

As I walked past Oxford Circus and the BBC into Portland Place the pavements cleared and then there were even parking spaces on Devonshire Street.
 

I found Mr Julian Temple easily but had no luck in trying to see him. His inescapably attractive receptionist was prettily polite but adamant – no appointment no chance, none of my persuasive skills had any effect on her apart from a hundred watt smile. I liked that well enough even if it was frustrating that I could not see the man himself.
 

There was no one waiting and I suspected the great man was not engaged in consultation so I was strongly tempted to wander about until I found him and thus beard him in his lair but I decided this would get things off on the wrong foot so I made an appointment and left after being assured Mr Temple’s first consultation would be free of charge. I also didn’t want to pre warn the man by telling her I was a Private Investigator hot on the trail of the death of one of her employers’ patients – I doubt he knew about Carroll’s shooting as Carroll had clearly taken steps to conceal the bills.
 

On the walk back I wondered idly how he had paid the good doctor since D.I. Wentworth had seen his chequebook, there were a hundred, well, several explanations, not filling in the counterfoil was one. Maybe Wentworth had beaten me to it, unlikely I thought, he would have mentioned it in his last phone call or would have had a good look for the bills which I now possessed and had no intention of returning just yet.
 

Back at the office I drank some coffee and repacked Carroll’s briefcase minus the bills and the sale agreement and reset the locks to the number displayed when I first saw it, wiping everything carefully I slipped it into a plastic bag and then I myself slipped back to Holland Park, this time I left the Jeep in an adjacent street and took only what I needed so that I could observe the procedure again. 

 

There was still no sign of the Mini outside, the alarm going off had probably been attributed to a false call especially since all doors were locked and all windows unbroken. Must be nice not to have to turn out when your alarm goes off I thought, remembering my call out in the middle of the night. I wondered how much it cost for the police to reset your alarm remotely. 

 

I decided to ask Wentworth when all the current bother had died down, it would piss him off no end as I knew he’d make the connection.
 

Walking into the Mews as if I had every right to be there I reached the handsome gate to number 87 and did my all my tricks again, albeit slightly quicker this time, retrieving my own new briefcase from the drawer which had not been disturbed since I had last closed it. I knew this as I had done my sticky hair routine on the front and back doors and the desk drawer. I put Carroll’s back – I didn’t think anyone would miss the desk diary which I hadn’t had time to look at yet.
 

The dark BMWs appeared two minutes sooner than earlier as I had expected, hence my haste but I watched them circle for a while like a couple of sharks scenting for blood before driving away with a squeal of their wide tyres.
 

Satisfied they were gone after a further five minutes I went back to the Jeep and, thinking about the whereabouts of Mrs Diana Carroll, drove to Stevens' Wimbledon address on an impulse – it took a little while just to satisfy my hunch and as I did it I kept thinking I should be at the office looking at Carroll’s diary but as I turned into his street in Mayfair I spotted the red Mini right outside the building housing Stevens’ apartment. The little car was neatly parked against the kerb in line with a large sleek silver Mercedes bearing a registration ending with the letters KTC.
 

This was not a revelation in the strictest sense as I had already come to the conclusion Diana had been trying to get anything I knew from me the night before and she could only have one reason for that – she was involved in some way with Stevens. 

 

True romance being in the air seemed doubtful as even my jaded view precluded Stevens agreeing to the whole nine yards that Diana had gone. Maybe that was just my own perspective though. That only left money, but Carroll and his wife appeared to be wealthy and stood to be wealthier still when Carroll’s share sale had concluded although Diana was either an excellent actress or had no idea about that until I told her.
 

Realising the time I mulled it all over as best I could on the hasty drive back to the office, Stevens, the Watts brothers and Diana were all on one side of the fence and Terence Carroll and myself were clearly on the other, Carroll was dead and I still could not work out what the fence was constructed of. It was certainly an opaque material right at that moment.
 

Back at the office a couple of things had clicked into place, my favourite copper had come up trumps with the Watts brothers Curriculum Vitae which was lying in a neat faxed pile on my desk and Susie had dug up some dirt on Stevens, which she was extremely excited about. An excited Susie is like buying a puppy – all action but fortunately less mess
 

It was 4:30 so I had to beg Susie to wait until the next day which blew one or two of her candles out but I promised her I had to do something vital and do it now.
 

A cab back to my flat was the only option since they get to use the bus lanes and on arrival I paid the cabbie and ran upstairs where I quickly grabbed helmet, gloves and outer jacket complete with Beretta. I leapt down the stairs to the underground garage, unlocking the metal cage where I kept my motorbike and in one movement straddled the Triumph pointing the yellow missile in the direction of Clerkenwell. The speed cameras almost fell over themselves flashing my mirrors all the way there.
 

I’d have to change plates again I thought as I parked up five minutes later in a deserted side street and pulled off my outer jacket, placing it and my helmet and gloves in a tough Kevlar bag made specifically for the purpose which I chained to the side of the machine. 

 

Pulling on a pair of disposable flesh coloured rubber gloves I stuck the Beretta into my belt under my hooded running top and headed directly for Watts Metal Fabrication holding the ski mask in my pocket and hoping like hell he was still there. The few pedestrians on the pavement didn’t spare me a second glance, my clothes marking me out as undesirable and therefore not to make eye contact with.
 

The place looked deserted but the door pushed open with the jangle of a rusty bell to herald a customer only to reveal a deserted metal counter with a part folded back for access to the grimy interior. Perfect I thought as I pulled on the ski mask and went through the gap and a small door to the back of the shop.
 

Watts E. as I now knew him was standing there in greasy blue overalls having turned from a table where he had been studying a manual of some sort. He was completely taken by surprise at my sudden entrance which was exactly my intention. 

 

Without wasting any time I launched myself at him yelling ‘Where’s the fucking money?’ waving the Beretta crazily as if hyped up, he backed away lifting his hands at what he thought was some crackhead about to plug him. I almost felt like I was, maybe at heart I really am a method actor.
 

I jumped in even closer shouting ‘Money, you fuck, where do you keep the fucking money?’ at the top of my voice into his terrified face, I hit him hard in the face with the gun before he could open his own mouth and he staggered back as I continued screaming and hit his big head again across the forehead with the butt of the gun. The big man went down hard against the solid table and slumped sideways to the floor.
 

He was lying completely still on the dirty lino with his eyes closed and I looked around the dingy room quickly while I felt for a pulse, I didn’t want to kill him, just incapacitate him for a couple of hours. He was out cold although a vein in his neck pulsed strongly but the cheek I had hit was a mess. I had probably broken a bone. His skull was only bloody, not broken. I reckoned he’d wake up in a few minutes feeling like shit. 

 

I whipped out a cable tie and zipped his hands together behind his back, took his wallet for appearances sake then ransacked the place as if I had been looking for more cash. I found a small petty cash tin with a couple of hundred quid in it and took the contents, stuffing the notes and coins into my pockets. It would all help the illusion of robbery I hoped. 

 

A door opened into a workshop beyond lined with benches, littered with various bits of metal and parts with some heavy machinery including one I recognised as a milling machine from my schooldays, I noted the name ‘Bridgeport’ stamped into it and focused on the stairs leading to the living area above the shop. 

 

I waited a minute for my own pulse to slow while I listened carefully for any sounds of Watts C. upstairs but heard nothing so ran up the dirty treads and made sure he wasn’t lurking anywhere waiting for me to leave the premises. At the top of the stairs was a landing with four doors leading away from it.
 


I entered each room in the classic sequence of moves drilled into us during the army close quarters training course but I didn’t have a buddy behind me this time. Thank God I didn’t need a buddy this time.
 

All I found was two grubby bedrooms with the stale smell of sweat in one, the other was neater but still grimy, The narrow kitchen was indescribably filthy leading off a living area with some mismatched armchairs and a TV set and lastly there was a bathroom with a totally incongruous pink shell styled bath, basin and lavatory, the squalor was appalling and made me feel queasy.
 

I ran down the ramshackle stairs back to the shop floor and fixed the still unconscious Watts feet together with another plastic cable tie before securing him with his back to the heavy metal table. I put him in something close to the recovery position, making it look accidentally so but since he was within shouting distance of the wire meshed front I took the precaution of fixing a strip of wide fabric duct tape I found on the table over his mouth, momentarily glad I hadn’t hit his nose. His breathing was deep and regular, he’d feel rough but live. 

 

Pulling the duct tape off would hurt, he hadn’t shaved since I’d seen him the day and he had a heavy growth already showing against the pallor of his skin. There was a distinct resemblance to his brother, younger but much more heavily built, the result of a few years labour in the workshop I guessed.
 

I carefully wiped his blood off the gun with the ski mask and, releasing the latch on the door I left, hearing the latch click shut behind me. I pulled my hood over my face and head down I shambled away as invisible as before.
 

Turning the corner I straightened up and started walking more briskly back to the side street I had left the bike in and unchained the bag, retrieving my gear and putting it on. I threw the bloodied ski mask wrapped in the fleshy rubber gloves into a heap of rubbish piled up nearby.
 

Checking my watch I rode back more sedately and locking the bike away in its cage I ran upstairs to change for my meeting with Stevens which unbeknownst to him was now going to be just the two of us.
 

I was inside the bar in Covent Garden at ten to six without a hair out of place, dressed in chinos, a casual shirt and a pair of heavy Oxford shoes. Nobody could have guessed my movements in the previous hour and a half.
 

Spike fixed me a Gin and Tonic without asking any questions about the stunt I’d pulled the previous day. 

 

I had known Spike since he was transferred to the company I commanded when I had been a Captain in the army, he was now a good friend but had been a pain in the arse as a soldier. We shared many of the same qualities but he completed the six years he signed on for by the skin of his teeth and unlike me, left the forces before they threw him out. 

 

He was a softly spoken man who said very little but it paid to listen when he did.
 

I had cause to stick a gun in his neck when he questioned orders once. It was a good job he never knew how frightened that young Officer had been at the time. I hadn’t reported it and he never played up with me again. 

 

Spike was the man I’d carried away from the AA gun in Iraq, he’d taken a lot of lead for me and I’d carried him away from certain death so we both knew we would be tied together by that experience for life. We had never spoken about it and probably never would but Spike was someone I could always trust with my life and I knew he felt the same way about me.
 

His body was constructed like the proverbial brick outhouse, although he worked out to maintain muscle tone, he was born with heavy genes, his shoulders were massive and the huge pads of muscle were what had saved him from the rounds that had pierced his Kevlar body armour. His hands were at least 12 inches in full span and a few had made the painful mistake that his size meant he was stupid. Spike could move very fast and think even quicker.
 

I lost track of him until a few years later when I stopped at the Wine Bar for a drink. He didn’t tell me it belonged to him and probably never would voluntarily, where he got the money to buy a bar in Covent Garden I may never know but I doubt it was legal.
 

All in all Spike was a friend of the strong and silent type.
 

‘I might need your help Spike’ I said
 

‘Yes’ came the reply, the big man never wasted a word.
 

‘Good’ I said just to show him he wasn’t the only one who could operate on one word at a time and went over to a table facing the glass door and sat down on a straight chair.
 

The inside of The Wine Bar was all wooden tables, varying floor heights with steps and 1930’s film posters. Both sides, the premises being on a corner, were glassed in and a narrow shelf ran around the edge with a scattering of hard topped bar stools for those not staying long. 

 

A long flight of wooden stairs led down to unusually clean toilets and the bar itself ran along the back of the room, edged with brass to match the foot rail running along at shin height, Spike stood near one of the two cash registers emptying a glass washer of its contents and lining up the freshly washed stems in neat rows on racks above the bar. A clean glass cloth in his hand removed anything the glass washer had not. 

 

As bars go it’s a bit too bright for me and the location means it quickly fills up in the early evening with the ‘swift one before home’ types who shout into mobile phones and drink several ‘swift ones’ as quickly as possible while bragging about their own self importance to their clones. Today was no exception.
 

I prefer Sam’s for the softer murmur of voices and darkness but I guess Spike does OK, He’s always busy whenever I go.
 

There was a smattering of customers, some secretarial types sipped Chardonnay or fizzy water together and a couple of what looked like journalists who had not made it back to the office after lunch were arguing drunkenly over pints of Guinness about something or other, I noticed Spike was watching them as potential trouble and smiled to myself. Journalists could always be relied on for drunken trouble.
 

Stevens made an appearance on the dot of six. 

 

As I had expected he looked first at the bar but failing to spot Edward Watts his eyes flicked across the room lighting on me in recognition for a moment but continuing in their vain search for his foot soldier. I wondered how he’d recognised me, I’m not a stand out sort of person so someone had photographed me and shown him the result, I hoped it was my good side. 

 

Stevens did not seem to have a briefcase with him and his frame was too slight for a gun not to show under his closely fitted jacket, Stevens was not a gun man anyway, that much was obvious. He exuded a power but it was executive rather than the hands on variety, he left that to the likes of the Watts brothers.
 

I pretended not to see him, as far as he knew I didn’t know what he looked like. He turned his back and took a mobile phone from his jacket pocket, obviously calling his pal Watts, he seemed to get no answer and shaking his head in obvious puzzlement I watched him ask Spike something who in lieu of an answer put a glass of what looked like tap water in front of him. Some money changed hands and Stevens made a beeline for my table, glass in hand. 

 

He didn’t bring one for me but that was okay because my mother had always told me not to take things from strange men and Stevens was strange enough for me. I don’t like water much anyway.
 

I looked up as he reached my table, the photograph on the Company website had been kind and had also been taken a good five years ago, Stevens was still energetic looking but the grey in the immaculately brushed hair above his ears was more pronounced and the lines in his face a little deeper. 

 

His wool suit and shirt whispered understated quality but he could have disappeared in a crowd were it not for the icy blue of his eyes that made him instantly memorable, he appeared to have no pupils. Maybe I wouldn’t bother with the photograph I’d considered having taken after seeing his dead eyes for real, my own eyes were no match for the two expressionless, flat, blue holes he possessed.
 

‘Fielding’ It was a statement not a question, his voice, as it had been on the phone was cultured and pleasant.
 

‘Stevens’ I replied looking him in the eye which I have to say was not easy even for me.
 

He sat down in the chair exactly opposite me and placed his glass carefully in front of him on a paper coaster. I assumed he did everything in this precise, measured way and wondered if the coaster would stick to his glass when he picked it up like it always did for me. I said nothing, but held his gaze with some effort. I was wondering what he knew and what his intentions were. Having nearly finished studying the habits of Watts, E. I was now ready to take a look at Stevens who all roads seemed to lead to eventually.
 

‘You are becoming a nuisance’ he said conversationally
 

‘I do that sometimes’ I said without a shred of contrition in my voice.
 

‘What do I have to do to help you stop?’ he said giving me the full wattage of both blue barrels simultaneously. The effect was good but he overdid it, he wasn’t nearly evil enough to frighten me.
 

‘Stop what?’ I said carelessly as if he was offering to help me with chewing my fingernails. 

 

‘Now, let’s not waste time’ he said ‘you are getting in my way, you are doing it quite deliberately and I don’t like it, you also have something of mine which I want back, so you will stop everything you are doing and return my property, the only point in question is whether you stop voluntarily or I have to arrange it myself and suffer the loss of property’ 

 

Quite a speech I thought, but I hadn’t learnt anything. I decided to play it simple.
 

‘My client was killed and that makes me look bad’ I said with a studied calm. 

 

‘A kind of thing like that gets about and I could go out of business, hell, even the Police are laughing at me, so tell me why I shouldn’t try to find out who killed him and why?’
 

‘Poor Terry,‘ said Stevens without a hint of remorse for the friend he had almost certainly had murdered. He twisted his glass and watched the piece of lemon bob about in the carbonated water. I was sure the coaster would stick – it was twisting with the glass on the varnished table surface.
 

‘Yes, poor Terry’ I said sarcastically, ‘Killed with a gun just like the one you seem to have lost’
 

I watched his face carefully as I said that.
 

His eyes narrowed ‘You don’t know that’ he said smoothly
 

‘I do now’ I smiled back at him but he was looking at his drink. I wished he’d lift the glass and prove me right about the coaster.
 

‘You could join me if you like’ he said to his water ‘You are a military man, I have considerable resources, we could be mutually beneficial to each other and solve this whole problem into the bargain.’ He sounded sincere but I don’t think the water was listening.
 

‘How?’ I said trying to sound vaguely interested, was he serious? Perhaps he had heard about my reputation for being unorthodox and took that to mean I was prepared to go further.
 

‘Oh consultancy work, that kind of thing, Carroll Industries has many military interests’ he said vaguely.
 

I decided he was stalling and wasn’t going to tell me anything. By removing the strong arm protection of Watts from the scene I had maybe thrown him off his stride or, more likely, this was a fishing trip only.
 

‘Tell me about Carroll and I might just be able to help you’ I said good naturedly although I felt like grabbing him and twisting his neck.
 

‘No I will not’ he said abruptly, his eyes meeting mine as his hand slapped the table gently.
 

‘Fuck off Stevens’ I said, I was sick of him and just wanted to kick some or any information out of him now.
 

‘No, you fuck off Fielding’ said Stevens sharply and looked me in the eye again with some considerable hatred. 

 

‘I’ve said what I came to say, return my property and leave me alone and I’ll let it go, if not I won’t be responsible’ he hissed. I was aware of Spike’s watchful gaze as he watched the heated interchange at our little table.
 

‘Surely you mean, if I don’t let it go you will be responsible’ I said, my eyes locked on to his.
 

‘Whatever – you know less than you think, persevere and I will stop you’ he said, his tone moderating again.
 

‘I’m going to crush you like an insect Stevens’ I said matter of factly. ‘You have no idea what you’re up against’ And I have no idea what you’re doing I thought privately.
 

He half smiled and stood, his water untouched, ‘You may think that, but you are quite wrong Fielding, you’ll see’ he said without moving his lips and quickly walking to the door he vanished through it. So much for scaring him off I concluded.
 

I had learned one thing though, to keep the coaster from coming up with the glass, don’t lift the glass. It had worked for Stevens.
 




 


 


Chapter Eleven
 

The conversation repeated itself in my mind, Stevens had been wrong footed by not having back up but what he intended to achieve by having Edward Watts standing at the bar I had no clue.
 

Maybe he was going to point and say ‘Kill.’ That did not seem at all likely to me. 

 

People of Stevens’ ilk like someone to watch their back when they face men accustomed to violence, my connection to Spike had not occurred to him. Spike would have thrown Edward Watts out with one hand while polishing glasses with the other anyway so that point was moot. 

 

The trip to Clerkenwell although I hadn’t known it at the time had probably been unnecessary. 

 

What little Stevens had given away was that he was prepared to kill me as well as Carroll to protect whatever it was that he was up to, which was clearly still there to be discovered. 

 

Maybe that wasn’t so little, I am not that easy to kill but Stevens believed he could do it. I wondered what resources he had beyond the Watts brothers, in particular the shooter who got Carroll. I had so far not had the privilege of even a glimpse at that particular shadow.
 

He was into something big, illegal and probably highly profitable which was still ongoing, the death of Carroll had been significant but not enough to halt proceedings and all Carroll had done was start the process of selling his shares. That was all Carroll appeared to have done, no more and no less.
 

The certainty that this was the reason for his death grew in my mind, his intention to sell was obviously something that would expose Stevens to something he was not able to prevent, or was Carroll involved as well? 

 

I made that the thing I needed to know more about – why was Carroll’s decision a problem for Stevens? Was Carroll’s decision made because of Stevens? Ralph was going to have to talk to me now Carroll was dead, the sale could not happen now. 

 

Suddenly I felt both very stupid but invigorated at the same time, why had that not occurred to me before? Ralph was certainly not bound by any confidentiality clause in an agreement that could now never exist. One of the parties was dead.
 

Did the possibly duplicitous Diana stand to inherit the shares?
 

I needed to talk to Ralph Bird as soon as possible and in person. This time I needed to know what he had held back last time we spoke.
 

I made a mental note to get Susie to pull all the Carroll Industries documents up from Companies House if she hadn’t already done so in her previous diggings around Stevens. I needed to look at them carefully.
 

The Watts brothers needed further attention too and that was going to be more action based, I only hoped my scene earlier was believable and they would think they had been hit by a lone, drug crazed, whack job. 

 

That way they would not know I was aware of the Clerkenwell premises which I would prefer, I was sure the place held a clue to the missing weaponry even if it was only used to mill away serial numbers.
 

It was seven o clock and the place was full now, I had had several accusatory glances at my table and empty glass, I went to the bar to tell Spike I’d be in touch and left for the office to do some homework. The Jeep was still there I remembered so I might as well collect it and kill two birds with one stone or so I thought.
 

I made a sketchy plan on the cab ride there and was still lost in thought as I approached the dark office door. 

 

I pulled my keys from my pocket and fumbling awkwardly with them, they dropped to the pavement and I immediately ducked down to retrieve them, in that hundredth of a second the bullet intended for my head punched a small hole in the laminated glass of the door which immediately crazed like windscreen glass.
 

Instinctively snagging my keys I rolled forward, twisting so I ended up in a crouch facing back away from the building. Springing up I ran straight back at where I thought the shot had come from, I had heard only a muffled crack which meant the shooter was using a suppressor, that in turn meant he was close and my intention was to confuse him by running at him. I kind of hoped the next bit would come to me but it didn’t need to
 

A car engine started across Down street and the car it belonged to pulled out, a Ford Focus, too far away to see the plates and too fast to run after. 

 

I stopped and let out a breath, Stevens had not wasted a minute, he must have called his pet shooter as soon as he left the bar, he didn’t know I’d go to the office but it was a good bet, maybe the assassin would have waited all night and had a pop in the morning.
 

I’d seen Eddie Watts in that car or one like it pretending to watch Diana Carroll and the coincidence was too great to be dismissed. Edward Watts was probably still either trussed up on his own floor or nursing his head so who did the shooting? 

 

His brother, the slippery C. Watts? 

 

It seemed improbable but everything seemed to be rotating around the same cast of characters and C Watts had not turned out to be what I had originally thought.
 

Reality nudged me and I suddenly noticed people passing by were starting to point at my door and then me, The alarm was blaring and I was still standing in the middle of the road, keys in hand. 

 

Walking swiftly over to the door I roughly elbowed the glass around the bullet hole out, anything to make it look less like a bullet hole. I unlocked the door and saw the slug hole in the wooden newel post immediately and pulling out my penknife I dug it out as fast as I could, conscious the police might arrive at any moment. The last thing I needed was to have to explain a bullet hole – Wentworth would have a fit. Fortunately the round had not gone far into the wood, the suppressor on the rifle and the glass it had punched through robbing it of most of its power. 

 

Once retrieved, I dropped it in my pocket and cracking the post with the folded knife, switched off the alarm and waited for the boys in blue who turned out to be No 0307 looking appropriately suspicious.
 

‘Some kids must have thrown a rock at the glass’ I said mournfully to him.
 

‘I don’t see a rock’ said No 0307 ‘Not many about in Central London, rocks, that is’ he added looking at me a little bit too intensively.
 

‘Somebody said they heard a shot’ he said in a nasty tone when I didn’t immediately answer.
 

I laughed, ‘I thought the same’, I said, ‘I was just around the corner when I heard the bang but look at the hole in the glass’ somebody obviously chucked something.’
 

‘Somebody chucked something’’ he repeated sniffing as he did so. It was his way of conveying contempt I suppose but he could hardly charge me for breaking my own door so all he had was a bad smell to the situation and an alleged gunshot, I imagined his colleagues laughing at his rather thin sounding story and I think he did too.
 

‘Look, I need to get this fixed’ I said ‘so either come in or write it down in your little book out here’ and I turned and started up the stairs. 

 

‘You haven’t properly reported the break in the other night’ he called after me.
 

I didn’t answer in my haste to get up the stairs at least a minute before him. 

 

I got to my office and quickly stuffed Susie’s little pile of information and the fax on the Watts brothers into a drawer before he finally hove into view, a little red in the face from the climb.
 

‘I’ll come to the station tomorrow’ I promised reaching for the yellow pages and thumbing through it for glaziers.
 

‘Well, it won’t take long but we can’t do anything without your cooperation Mr er...’
 

‘Fielding’ I said, picking up the phone
 

‘Yes, sorry sir, Mr Fielding, you’ll have to come in and report it properly and you might as well report the bloody door as well while you’re at it’
 

‘What happened to your stair rail anyway?’ he added curiously. Coppers are naturally suspicious and I didn’t think he’d miss the cracked post, which was why I had cracked it in the first place - to disguise my digging marks that would not have escaped his attention either.
 

‘It’s a newel post’ I corrected him ‘I cracked it with a chair I was carrying up yesterday’
 

‘Newel post?’ He sniffed loudly, he’d lost interest already. 

 

‘Make sure you come down the nick tomorrow then’ he said and thankfully left with another mighty sniff. I hoped I wouldn’t catch his cold, I hate colds.
 

I called a twenty four hour glazier to board up the door temporarily and went and fired up the coffee machine, I had almost forgotten about the reports on the Watts brothers which seemed even more important now. I measured out coffee and water and fished vainly around in the tiny fridge for milk without success, not even the foul tasting coffee whitener could be found, black would have to do.
 

The bell rang from down stairs and I bounded down them three at a time to find an unshaven sweaty looking check shirted man holding a piece of marine plywood obviously intended for my door. I suddenly realised it might not have been the glazier and shuddered inwardly at my stupidity, if I wasn’t more careful I’d be making it easy for them.
 

‘Fielding?’
 

‘That’s me’ 

 

‘Half an hour’ he said, not given to conversation for which I was grateful, I nodded and left him to it asking him to ring again when he was done, retreating up the stairs once more.
 

I considered calling Stevens to tell him the gloves were off and he’d lost round one but thought anything I said to him now was probably not in my best interest, you never get into trouble keeping your mouth shut, at least I never had yet.
 

I pulled out the sheaf of paper from my desk and roughly re-sorted it into Susie’s research and the Watts’ bros. resume’.
 

I read Susie’s stuff first, saving the Watts fax for last. 

 

The ‘dirt’ she had found was dirt indeed, Stevens had certainly once been a lawyer but had been struck off some years ago on some serious charges, Susie had found the details somehow, The Bar Association had accused Stevens of several misdemeanours from falsifying documents to wrongfully claiming legal aid payments. 

 

Although he had never been charged by the Crown Prosecution Service with any offence he had been asked to repay a large sum of money and summarily disbarred for life – The ugly little tale fitted Stevens character like a glove and I have to confess to feeling a little bit smug. In a way we were alike, he had been disowned by his regiment as had I, but I hadn’t cheated anybody, the Colonel I slapped had surely asked for it.
 

The bell rang again and I went downstairs a little more cautiously this time but it was still the glazier who had stuck the piece of timber to the metal door glass surround in a none too attractive way, but it would do until fresh glass was available.
 

Extracting a promise of new glass in the morning and handing over a lot of cash I locked the now dark door. I thought about the prospect of opening it later without first being able to check the outside, I’d just have to do my best from Susie’s window then run down the stairs and risk it.
 

Trotting upstairs again I opened the door and opened the desk drawer, removing the bundle of information the police held on the Watts brothers. 

 

Having a contact with access to the Police National Computer was a serious bonus, my ’favourite Copper’ was not really a policeman at all but a civilian IT worker who maintained some part of the system. This meant he had total access without leaving a trace unlike your normal Police User who leaves a tidy little audit trail even when they check your car registration. 

 

Norman was his name, he was probably called a nerd from an early age and certainly still was. I had helped him once when he had had some very big trouble, well it was very big to his way of thinking. 

 

It had been an easy issue for me to fix for him but he felt he owed me ever since and I was not about to tell him the debt was paid so his gratitude continued. I think a part of him likes the secret rebellion of it all. I know I would.
 

Sorting the bundle into the correct order I noticed the file on Watts C. was about half the length of that of his sibling which seemed curious
 

I started on the thicker wad which in official jargon, (social workers and Police) related the sorry and unremarkable tale of Watts E. who had been in trouble most of his forty years and in prison for a good number of them. 

 

The print quality was poor and had been made worse by the fax transmission so it was slow going and my eyes began to hurt after a few pages. 

 

A son of older than average parents, Edward’s misdemeanours ran a familiar course from shoplifting to twocking cars (Taking With Out Consent) ending with a bungled armed robbery that landed him in Wandsworth for ten years. 

 

Released on licence after five years since he had been a model prisoner the reformed Watts had returned to life on the streets of London working with metals from the Clerkenwell address which he and his brother Charles had inherited from what appeared to be a respectable Mum and Dad who had run it as a small family business until their deaths from sheer hard work.
 

He had reported to his parole officer properly and had done nothing that the law knew about that may have put him back in Wandsworth.
 

The file didn’t reveal much except the fact that the only thing he had done to his credit appeared to be attending language classes to while away his prison hours. He had a GCSE in Russian to prove it apparently. Something nagged at me at that point but it didn’t make itself clear so ignoring it I picked up the thinner wad of fax paper.
 

Charles Watts was an entirely different kettle of fish, he was six years older than his brother – I guessed he hadn’t aged well, I’d put him in his fifties. 

 

At first glance it seemed Charles Watts only had a file because of his brother, he had obtained good grades from a poor school and had followed that up with a respectable HND in Engineering from a Technical College which was probably now a University. He had never been in any trouble of any kind according to what I had in front of me.
 

The next paragraph brought to light the other reason he had a file.
 

Watts had left University and without a pause or any attempt to use his qualifications vocationally he had immediately joined the Metropolitan Police Force. 

 

His file ended at that point, of course it ended there, Police Officers past and present enjoy an electronic status not afforded the rest of the population and it seemed that Norman was either not privy to this elevated security level or had got cold feet when the flags went red. 

 

I was stunned by the revelation, Watts was the most unlikely police officer I had ever met and I’d met some of the really weird ones who say they work for the Drugs Squad but it did explain the way he’d completely fooled me. Was he undercover?, I dismissed that thought as crazy since even undercover cops don’t break into offices and try to bludgeon the occupants and he would surely not have been set up as a lure for his own brother? Edward Watts was a foot soldier at best anyway.
 

Thinking more about cold feet I called Norman even though it was now ten o clock.
 

He answered sleepily after the eighth ring.
 

‘Yes?’ His voice was cautious, I don’t think he’d ever get over the hassle I’d got him out of.
 

‘Norman, this is Michael Fielding, I’ve just read this crap you sent me on Watts and it’s useless’
 

‘I can’t help that,’ he whined ‘You never said he was a copper did you?’
 

‘That’s because I didn’t know’ I said patiently ‘Now I do know I must have his complete file’
 

‘I can’t get it’ he said, an uncertain tone to his voice.
 

‘Of course you can Norman, you just haven’t thought about how to yet’ I said persuasively
 

‘No I can’t’ he said, the stress in his voice raising it a tone ‘Civilians aren’t allowed that level of access under any circumstances, you have to have another officer present when you go in there’
 

I picked up on the words ‘allowed’ and ‘have to’, two expressions I am not used to paying much attention to and decided to press from that direction. Norman’s feet were definitely on the chilly side I decided.
 

‘Norman, what do you mean by allowed’ I said carefully ‘Do you mean you can do it but it’s against the rules or there’s some password?’
 

‘It’s completely and utterly against the rules, I might get the sack if someone sees me!’
 

‘And all the other stuff you’ve done for me wouldn’t?” I said a little nastily.
 

‘Are you threatening me?’ he whined ‘They do watch us you know, it’s not an open book’
 

‘Of course not’ I said reassuringly ‘but I need that file Norman, tomorrow.’
 

He was still protesting as I hung up on him, I felt a bit bad about making him sweat but not enough to let Norman off my hook.
 

The news of Watts career was shattering – I was sure a lot depended on reading his file carefully.
 

Without anything more to read I paced the carpet for a while, my thoughts racing, I seemed to be continually just out of sight of something. Like climbing a mountain, just as you see the summit you realise there’s a higher bit beyond it.
 

I wouldn’t get anything from Norman until the following afternoon at the earliest so I resolved to spend the next morning trying to get Ralph Bird to talk. Plucking up the courage to go home I peeked out of Susie’s window at the quiet street. Nothing was moving on Down Street and all the parked cars looked familiar, I didn’t know them but I knew they were not newcomers.
 

Deciding it was as safe as it was ever going to be I left the lights on lest I warn anyone that I was leaving, locked the office door and walking downstairs to conserve energy I cautiously opened the newly covered door downstairs. The cool air felt damp and I listened for a full minute before opening the door fully, I still stayed inside though.
 

Thinking this was all a bit silly I walked boldly out and no one shot me so I set the alarm, locked the outer door and walked to the Jeep.
 

I used the small torch on my keyring to check the underside, grateful it was so high up but, finding nothing that looked out of place, I started up and drove home with an eye on the mirrors.
 

I was equally cautious when I got to my building but the hair I had left before going to meet Stevens was still in place so I went inside and relaxed a bit then felt annoyed with myself, I had trained hard for this very kind of thing and had served in war zones where sniper fire was the single most dangerous element I faced.
 

My courage renewed I decided to go for a run even though it was late, I could leave the building by the waterfront entrance and take a different route, I changed quickly and left stealthily.
 

The night air was cool and moist and after half an hour running I was warm and comfortable, setting a fast, loose limbed pace, I felt good considering a person or persons unknown was trying to kill me.
 

Back at the flat I showered and went straight to bed. Petra hadn’t called and the memory of Diana kept pricking a conscience I never knew I had.
 

Neither kept me awake for long.
 




 


 


Chapter Twelve
 

Having slept like a hibernating hamster I awoke the next morning when the alarm went off at 6:30 sharp, starving hungry and in dire need of the best coffee available. After years of experience of waking up feeling like this and by dint of careful planning, I had the best coffee in London buttoned down so it was only a matter of bean grinding, water and assembling the machine. I’d have to go get the croissants as I haven’t solved this knotty problem yet and no breakfast is complete without croissants. With almonds preferably.
 

I put the hastily assembled pot on the hottest plate on the hob and slipping jeans, trainers and a T shirt on I sprinted downstairs towards the smell of almond croissants, I was back just before the little aluminium device exploded and just before I properly remembered the events of the night before.
 

Although I had no reason to believe that anyone would try a bomb out on me I was glad it was only the coffee pot with the broken pressure relief valve that had not exploded and I bolted the door once I had rescued the fiercely hot coffee.
 

The croissants were devoured in no time, standing up in the kitchen while burning myself with the espresso I had made. I had forgotten completely about food the night before which is a sure sign of an active and busy mind. I left the mess I’d made for a change and headed straight for the bathroom.
 

A shower, clean teeth, shirt and jeans took a further twenty minutes of the morning and I pulled on my best cowboy boots at the door, throwing shoe trees behind me untidily. I had already checked the magazine of the Beretta and slept with it under my pillow which was usually uncomfortable except in films. With the gun in the inside pocket of my leather jacket I closed the door and plucking a hair set my little alarm again before going down to the Jeep.
 

Having left at 7:30 I made good time despite some ugly traffic on Pall Mall and I walked into the office only twenty minutes later without a shot being fired, at me anyway.
 

Susie was not due in until nine so I called Ralph and after listening to his polite voicemail message I left an equally polite message for him to call me back urgently and then fired up the coffee machine, putting the milk I’d bought on the way in the little fridge.
 

Settling into my office chair I tried in vain not to speculate on how the pieces or rather fragments fitted together even though I hoped by the end of the day I would have two major pieces of information, one being the low down on Watts and two being the details of the Share sale agreement that Carroll intended, I was pretty sure that even if Diana stood to inherit, she would not be able to continue with any sale until all the legal issues were resolved which surely would take months.
 

Thankfully I was saved from further useless conjecture when Susie breezed in early commenting on the outside door which I started to explain but this was cut short as she had really come in early so that she could take me through the disbarment of Stevens.
 

I didn’t let her know I’d already read it and she glowed as she explained in detail how she had conjured up the information. I had the time until Ralph called me back so I let her talk herself out while her little face was alive with excitement which I did nothing to dampen as she read the material to me breathlessly.
 

‘This is fantastic Susie, you’re a star’ I said admiringly
 

‘Thanks’ she said a little shyly but I could see she was more than pleased as she skipped off to fetch the coffee.
 

Pacing and sitting alternately, waiting for the phone to ring, I rearranged my desk four times, I really was getting restless. Even the arrival of the glass people I waved away for Susie to organise. 

 

Nine o clock passed then ten o clock with no call from Ralph and it was half past ten before I finally saw daylight. I had called his direct line so any message would not get picked up by his secretary or paralegal person if he was not in for whatever reason.
 

I called his main office number to be told he was in court all day and would not be available until the next day.
 

Frustrated I tried calling Watts’ Wandsworth office number, it had been disconnected, now I felt cheated, I was in just the right mood to go and twist his arm, although it would have been foolish before reading anything Norman may or may not send me. For a moment I contemplated calling Norman but dismissed the idea, I’d pressured him enough already.
 

If Watts phone was disconnected what had happened? Had he moved out? I thought, thinking of Clerkenwell and a certain Metal Fabrication establishment and the one tidy bedroom. 

 

Deciding I needed to know for certain and having nothing better to do I collected the Jeep and drove to Wandsworth in all its dreariness..
 

As I thought, the bleak and hideous office block now bore a sign advertising prestigious office space available by the square metre and the number of Watts room. Prestigious indeed I thought.
 

With that loose end tied up I called Susie to tell her I was on my way back. I immediately noticed the shakiness in her reply. 

 

‘Are you all right ?’ I asked
 

’Yes but, well no, not really’ she blurted out.
 

‘What’s the matter?’ I said urgently, all senses on high alert and the hair on my neck standing up.
 

‘That man who came to see you the other day, Mr Watts has just been here and he wanted to know where you were, I had to tell him Mr Fielding, he had a gun’ her voice was level now.
 

‘I’ll be right there, you did the right thing’ I shouted, pushing the Jeep up to sixty on Wandsworth Bridge Road as I approached the Kings Road.
 

‘Shall I call the Police?’ she asked matter of factly. 

 

‘No – whatever you do don’t call the police’ I yelled, forced to stop abruptly at a red light.
 

Calming myself, I said ‘lock the door and just wait until I get there – do not let anyone in do you understand?’
 

‘Yes, I understand’ came the reply in a voice that sounded almost sarcastic. I missed that too.
 

‘Good’ I said ‘you’re not in any danger’ I was hoping the reassuring tone would work but it had the opposite effect.
 

‘Even I know that Michael’ she said reprovingly ‘I wish you’d just tell me what’s going on for once so I can help’ with that she slammed the phone down so hard it made the Jeep’s speakers pop and crackle.
 

For God’s sake, I thought, you can’t get anything right, I didn’t know enough to tell Susie anyway and her job was strictly secretarial, Watts turning up with a weapon was the final straw in my mind, I didn’t mind him shooting at me but Susie was a different matter entirely. 

 

It dawned on me as I drove that the gloves being metaphorically off I would take the fight to them now, I wished I knew what it was about but nevertheless I started making a plan while simultaneously trying to work out what on earth was wrong with Susie.
 

The office looked completely normal from the outside but I nonetheless approached it with a certain amount of caution since whoever had shot at me so accurately the previous day had not seemed to give a damn about it being broad daylight.
 

When I reached our suite of rooms on the third floor I could see Susie was about to explode or boil over and while I was joining the dots of her tone when I spoke to her a few minutes earlier and wondering what the best course of action to take in these unfamiliar circumstances she did just that. She lost it completely with me. At some considerable volume for someone so small I might add. I stood there, in shock, not without some admiration for the girl.
 

I care a great deal about Susie and I was shaken by her outpouring, I apparently shut her out, treated her like a moron and just used her for menial work any monkey could do and she might as well leave, well that’s the short version anyway. The long version was much louder too.
 

Her presence at work seven days a week became a little clearer now.
 

On the spur of the moment I made a decision. I really didn’t want Susie to leave and the only thing to do was to involve her, she was sure she could look after herself and things were not usually this rough anyway. She could actually be really useful in some circumstances I realised belatedly.
 

After Susie’s firework had burnt out and she looked like she might cry, I said gently, ‘Go into my office, I’ll make the coffee and tell you everything I know’
 

‘OK but I’m not a stupid little girl so don’t treat me like one’ she said defiantly turning on her size 3 shoe and stalking into my office to sit on a client chair. At four feet eleven stalking is a hard thing to pull off but she had a pretty creditable stab at it all the same.
 

She swung her feet as she sat angrily on the chair and I noticed for the first time that she couldn’t touch the floor. 

 

The chairs were deliberately low so I had the psychological advantage of being higher than my clients. Her calves had to be less than twelve inches long. I smiled to myself despite the trouble I could sense in the room.
 

She swung her delicate ankles and I turned to the coffee machine bemused, women constantly amaze me, but I never expected Susie to amaze me, she was just a kid who did the administrative work, not this bossy little demon who I was making hot drinks for and about to share my business with.
 

Christ almighty, I thought, what was I getting myself into?
 

I took the cups and a deep breath and sat down opposite her, placing hers in front of her still enraged little face. Hands folded in her lap. If it wasn’t so serious I would have had to laugh.
 

‘I’m sorry’ I said penitently, ‘I never thought you wanted to get involved in what I actually do’
 

‘I don’t even know anything about you’ she retorted before adding ‘You come and go as you like and it’s your business so fine but all of a sudden there’s this bloke waving a gun and the other night God only knows what happened in here and you certainly weren’t going to tell me even though there’s blood all over the sink and you come in late looking like shit with a bruise the size of Australia on the side of your head, the cops are always phoning and there’s me just waiting to hear you’re hurt or dead although I don’t know why I should care and don’t lie about the door yesterday either’ 

 

The tirade seemingly over, I thought back, I was sure I’d left the sink flawless, obviously not, I had taken a big whack on the head. I thought I had better come clean as planned and see what happened since Susie was not going to be fobbed off, that much was quite clear.
 

I told her everything I knew including the Diana Carroll part which made both of us blush. Susie blushed because she thought people as old as me didn’t have sex and if we did it was disgusting and I blushed because it was like telling a daughter. 

 

I let her read the Watts stuff Norman had sent me so far and in doing so nearly set her off again when I clumsily let on that I’d read her information on Stevens the night before, oops.
 

Don’t you keep records and lists to refer to she asked, I pointed at my head and said ‘it’s all up here’
 

‘You can’t even remember my birthday, you need a system to do this properly’
 

I could see my life changing before me, before she could tie me into any more administration I told her some of my theories especially about the murder of Carroll.
 

‘Well Charlie Watts is your shooter then’ she asserted when I was finished
 

‘What makes you think that?’ I said curiously.
 

She held up a hand and counted off on her fingers, One, he had a gun, Two, he’s now got another one and Three, you saw him in his brothers car last night straight after somebody shot at you, stands to reason’ she said firmly.
 

Susie had indeed taken a very simple but also sensible view, maybe I was just complicating things. Sure, I suspected Charles Watts but for all I knew he was a serving Police Officer. Susie was right though, whenever a gun came into play, Charlie, as she called him was not far away.
 

‘Maybe you’re right’ I said thoughtfully, passing her a piece of paper torn from my pad, ‘Look, if you want to help, call this number, it’s a bloke called Norman, works for the police I.T. department, he’s the one who’s getting me the low down on Charlie Watts. Tell him you work for me and ask him if he’s got the information yet’ I was getting used to separating the Rolling Stones’ septuagenarian drummer of the same name from our murder suspect. Susie was bringing something to the table for sure.
 

‘OK I’ll do that but you still haven’t told me where you’re from and how you know all this stuff and I think it’s only fair to tell me’ My new partner quite clearly wanted the complete low down with no omissions.
 

I sighed and after a pause told her about the army, the war that had happened when she was in school and my part in it, how I came to leave the forces and some personal stuff that I thought would satisfy her, it seemed to, at least for the moment. She seemed fascinated by my Desert Storm experience.
 

‘So you were wounded then?’
 

‘Yes’ I said in what I hoped was a final kind of way, it didn’t work.
 

‘How?’
 

‘It doesn’t really matter does it?’
 

‘Yes’ She wasn’t going to give up so I sat back and told her the whole sorry tale from start to finish.
 

‘We were trying to push an Iraqi base back near a dump of a place in the desert called Al Basrah about forty miles north of the Kuwait Border. The Iraq army had a long artillery piece that was just picking off our tanks from a mile and a half away, airstrikes were useless, they missed all the time so my unit and a couple of others went forward one night and took up position in front of the natural cave where they were wheeling this damn great cannon in and out on an ancient railway carriage. We could see they had a mobile Scud missile launcher hidden there too.
 

The idea was that we would overrun the garrison and stop the gun long enough to get the American infantry and our own Challenger tanks close enough to destroy it.
 

As dawn broke we discovered we were actually about fifty feet from a heavily manned anti aircraft machine gun emplacement that we didn’t know about. It was my command so nine of us crawled forward ready to chuck grenades into the emplacement but a spotter plane must have seen us because all of a sudden the machine gun was pointing down not up and all hell broke loose, I stood up and threw a grenade which stopped the AA gun but before it did I took three rounds across the chest, the first one hit the edge of my Kevlar vest and spun me round and the other two hit me sideways on, one went through and the other went in on my side of the Kevlar and out next to my armpit.’
 

Susie looked horrified ‘why aren’t you dead?’ she said her big brown eyes wide
 

‘None of the rounds hit anything more vital than muscle and skin,’I smiled ‘And I just didn’t feel it, didn’t feel a thing, apart from a couple of thumps, apparently I carried one of my guys a hundred yards to a safe area and then dropped, No one realised I was hit until then, next thing I knew I was in an army hospital in Kuwait city for six weeks drowning in morphine.’ I finished talking and crossed my arms.
 

‘That’s it really, and I’m not showing you the scars.’ I said with an air of finality
 

Susie blushed for the second time that day ‘What happened to the man you saved?’ 

 

‘He lived’ I said simply. Spike was indeed alive and well despite taking over twenty rounds of Russian ammunition from one of the Iraqis across his huge shoulders as I carried him in a fireman’s lift, it was odd really, if I hadn’t picked him up I would have been hit with those bullets and died but had I not picked him up he would be dead. In effect we had unwittingly saved each other.
 

‘Did you get a medal’
 

‘Yes’ I said tight lipped, I had said enough.
 

‘Thank you’ she said realising I was not going to continue.
 

She stood up, jumping down from the chair, and seemingly back to her normal self said ‘I’ll get straight on this then’
 

‘You do that but don’t think I’m paying you any more until you prove you’re worth it’ I shouted after her, in an attempt to lighten up our new relationship.
 

‘Whatever’ she hurled back, the old Susie having definitely resurfaced.
 

Or maybe a new ‘old’ Susie – ten minutes later the file on Watts was emerging slowly from the fax machine, page by page and it was all I could do not to read it as it appeared – it would have been pointless anyway because the last page had come out first and there were forty one of them according to the number printed at the top and bottom of the sheet.
 

‘How did you get Norman to shift so quickly’, I asked
 

Susie just rolled her eyes, flirting was another one of her many skills I had not bothered to take advantage of apparently. 

 

After ten minutes we had received the whole document and after a bit of a reshuffle we had the fax back in the right order.
 

Susie peered over my shoulder as I scanned the document at a speed which made my own eyes water. I had become adept at reading papers upside down on people’s desks of late but I couldn’t do it nearly as quickly as when they were turned up the right way.
 

Police Constable Charles Watts had been a bright and ambitious copper, after induction and training in Hendon he had been sent to Leicester where he had done his mandatory two years on the beat clocking up a good number of arrests and subsequent convictions (or bad number depending whose side you’re on). He made sure he earned his bonus.
 

He had then been moved to the heart of the country in Hereford, home to the SAS and only six months later made Sergeant. I noted he had passed his Sergeants exam as soon as he was eligible to take it.
 

The next page had him undertaking firearms training just over a year later, achieving very high marks in his class, his highly commended new skill had him promptly returned to London and the Metropolitan force where he had become an official Police Marksman involved in a number of incidents.
 

Well, well there we are, I thought. The information squarely placed Charles Watts in the frame as a man who was not only familiar with firearms but possessed above average skills involving their use. I have used a variety of ordnance from pistols of all shapes and sizes to howitzers but the level of accuracy Watts had achieved was beyond anything I had ever accomplished. 

 

‘Told you so’ Susie had caught up and sounded as excited as I was.
 

I ignored her for the moment as I was reading about his suspension from duty following a shooting incident where he had fatally shot a disabled man who had been reported by a member of the public as being asleep on a bench with a black gun like object by his side which turned out to be a walking stick. When the old man woke up and pointed it at the armed Officers surrounding him, Watts fired immediately and without warning. He had been heard earlier boasting that anyone that threatened him would get shot whoever he or she was.
 

That tragic incident was not enough to get Watts discharged from firearms duty, he was reprimanded after his suspension, lost a month’s pay and reinstated. 

 

He shot and killed a black kid with a toy gun a few months later. The detailed report contained in the fax showed that Watts harboured racist leanings which he had carefully concealed before his selection for training in the use of firearms. The internal investigation into the shooting had concluded that Watts had not had any reason beyond what they called ‘mental exhaustion’ to shoot at the twelve year old. 

 

The toy ‘gun’ had famously turned out to be a bright pink water pistol, I remembered the case, it had been hot news at the time as a picture of the toy and it’s owner had leaked out to the press and the boy’s parents had understandably, with the willing help of the national newspapers put the Metropolitan Police Force under considerable pressure and total exposure, sparking an official inquiry into all aspects of the running of the force.
 

I vaguely recalled a settlement had been made out of court. Private Eye magazine had run a spoof advert showing the Met advertising for black youths for use in target practice – the alleged settlement figure had been the ‘salary’ in the fake job Ad.
 

Shortly afterwards I remembered the Met had been described by the inquiry report as being ‘Institutionally Racist’, the most damaging accusation since the report into the death of a teacher called Blair Peach at an Anti Nazi League rally in 1979 which had culminated in the disbanding of the Special Patrol Group in 1987.
 

Watts had never faced criminal charges but had been kicked out of the force fairly promptly, whether he lost his pension was not in the report but I assumed he had.
 

He never took the exams that would have made him an inspector which was strange but something in my memory told me Inspectors didn’t get to do any shooting which would explain why Watts had been happy on a Sergeant’s pay.
 

Yet another misfit chucked out of his club I thought. Me, Stevens, Watts, our offences gained momentum from insolence through fraud all the way downward to that of a killer in Watts. 

 

Susie watched me, saying nothing for which I was grateful, sometimes I have to think on my own without outside interruption.
 

Watts could shoot and shoot very accurately I now knew and in my mind had almost certainly killed Carroll in his car – he knew enough about forensics not to leave anything behind and he would have had to be more careful than most. As a former Police Officer his DNA would be in the national database so if they as much as found a hair it would have his name on it.
 

I really had underestimated him all along, but he was a great actor. I thought back to when he had first followed me, I thought I’d been clever but a trained policeman wouldn’t have been so amateurish – he’d done it all to bring me out, on the offensive, just to see if I was offensive. Now he knew. The only mistake he’d made was letting me keep the Browning, but just because he could hit a fifty pence piece from five hundred yards with a rifle didn’t mean he could have stopped me taking it. I was glad I’d acted on impulse that day.
 

The man had taken a chance and nearly succeeded too, the night before, but that was just sheer bad luck on his part, he’d taken a difficult, angled shot from three hundred yards away using a rifle short enough to use from a car without half of it sticking out, he’d also used a silencer or suppressor which reduces muzzle velocity and by definition, accuracy. Nevertheless, I was lucky to be alive.
 

The sketchy plan I had thrown together in the Jeep on the way back from Wandsworth started to take shape again and I explained first my thoughts to a now very serious Susie and then what we were going to do next.
 

For a start we were going to have to abandon the office for a while, at least until Watts was sorted, it was known to him and I was not ready to call Wentworth, I still didn’t know why Watts and Stevens were going to all this trouble. There had to be a lot at stake I thought.
 

I had to talk to Ralph about Carroll as the Share deal was the key to the whole thing, whatever made Stevens vulnerable was there somewhere.
 

The relationship between Watts and Stevens troubled me, I had been sure Stevens was the organising force behind the whole thing and the Watts brothers merely hired help but this could now only apply to Charlie’s younger brother, half bear, half gorilla.
 

Mr Charles Watts was an enigma. He obviously did dirty work whereas Stevens did not but he was more than that, whatever was happening Watts senior was definitely nearer the top of the food chain than I had previously thought.
 

Diana’s reaction when I told her Carroll was selling out had been real, I was sure of that but that made it all the more difficult to see how she and Stevens fitted together, I simply could not believe they were lovers. Susie agreed with me on this but reckoned we couldn’t rule anything out until we knew what was behind it all. I acceded to this view but it troubled me nearly as much as what I didn’t know about the Stevens/Watts deal.
 

Diana simply did not come across as an accessory to murder. I am frequently wrong but I was going to be stubborn on that
 

My appointment later with Mr Julian Temple, may, or more likely, may not, reveal something that would help me decide if I was right or wrong.
 

On the subject of whatever Stevens was trying to protect, either in conjunction with Watts or simply using Watts for his love of shooting. I couldn’t see how one stolen army handgun with no serial number amounted to much even if it was linked to more and some other hardware. No one would go to these lengths for such a small amount of kit.
 

There were 400 Browning 9mm sidearms missing and seventy two rifles, which hardly made a major arms deal. If there were more missing then surely Peters, my Quartermaster friend would have known and told me.
 

On a side note I mused that I’d love to try the SA80 with the modifications Heckler & Koch had made to stop it jamming and stop the magazines falling out if you looked at them in the wrong way. I never realised that I would soon get a chance. I’d seen a lot of the unmodified SA80 standard issue rifles in the Gulf jammed with nothing but a few grains of sand blown at them.
 

There was an awful lot more to this that I had yet to learn and completely unexpectedly I recalled the manual-like booklet Edward Watts had been looking at when I had done my “cokehead” act a couple of days ago.
 

At the time I hadn’t really taken much notice but Eddie boy had been concentrating hard because the typeface I remembered was peculiar, to be more precise it was Cyrillic script. His studies in prison also came back to me and a connection snapped home, I doubted a GCSE in Russian was enough to allow you to read freely but there was a coincidence there and I am one of many who don’t believe in coincidence.
 

Susie got onto the Hilton and booked us adjacent rooms for the next three consecutive nights, I asked if she needed to phone home but she blushed and said she didn’t need to thanks and changing the subject quickly asked if we should also rent a car?
 

‘Yes – something inconspicuous’ I said, the Jeep did stick out a bit.
 

Susie must be between boyfriends I supposed, I wondered if I was between girlfriends because I had still not heard from Petra.
 

I worried for a moment about Susie telling Petra about Diana but looking at Susie calmly booking a rental car with my license and credit card I knew somehow she would know not to. 

 

All sorts of weird feelings seemed to be floating about these days I thought, coming to the conclusion I didn’t like them much. I liked things how they’d been right up to Carroll walking into my office. 

 

I’d really have to pull myself together soon I told myself irritably, shaking my head as if I could physically banish my new demons.
 

Susie, to my delight, was now in the process of buying some lunch which signalled the end to the list of calls she was making and when she had ordered a couple of sandwiches for immediate delivery I didn’t like to tell her a bit of cheesecake for afters would have been nice so we went through my new plan for the rest of the day. I wondered how all this was going to work, I’d liked having a dogsbody but could see how Susie must have felt and was all too conscious I had wasted a valuable asset.
 

First off, I had my appointment in Harley Street at 4:00 which was only an hour and a half away, then we both needed to go home and pack a few things – I would drive out to Heathrow where I could drop the Jeep and pick up a Vauxhall Insignia (whatever that was I thought).
 

We would then meet at the Hilton and start the evening job.
 

I offered to pick Susie up from her flat but she was having none of it and insisted on returning by bus. She also insisted on documenting everything that had happened so far, I agreed to this simply to avoid arguing about it but how does anyone document a speculation? Susie looked pleased with my easy acquiescence.
 

The bell rang loudly in the quiet office making us both jump, I had decided, as a precaution to keep the downstairs door locked as we really did not need an unannounced reappearance of Watts complete with weapon.
 

Susie pressed the intercom, fortunately it was only the sandwiches which I felt were probably the non lethal variety. She buzzed them in and after paying the delivery boy we both ate as if we hadn’t in weeks.
 

Susie looked up and her eyes looked troubled ‘I’m sorry I was so pushy earlier’ she said
 

‘No you are not’ I said laughing ‘Even if you are you must be glad you had a go at me’ I said more seriously watching for her reaction.
 

She blushed for the third time that day and a small tear rolled down a cheek ‘I meant about you’ she said sounding embarrassed at having asked about my army experience. She obviously thought she’d gone too far, I realised I’d told her more than I’d told most people though.
 

‘Don’t worry about it,’ I said ‘I would appreciate it if you kept it to yourself if you don’t mind’ I added as an afterthought.
 

‘OK then’ she said ‘I just don’t want to spoil anything’
 

I wasn’t sure quite what she meant by ‘Spoiling anything’ but didn’t have time to ask as, looking at the clock on the wall could see I had better get a move on if I was going to be in time for my appointment with Temple.
 

‘I better go’ I said, Grab all the papers we need and I’ll meet you at the bar at the Hilton at eight.
 

She agreed and I set off first to my flat to jam few things in a suitcase and then to search for a meter on the perennially impossible Harley Street.
 




 


 


Chapter Thirteen
 

I took a great deal of care leaving the office and also when I arrived back at the flat but I saw no sign of Watts and a rifle or even just Watts for that matter. I took out my brand new unused suitcase and opening it on the bed threw what seemed appropriate at it. Last in was the Browning along with its ammunition. I put the webbing holstered Beretta in my belt at my back added a couple of spare full ammunition clips to my pockets, all of which made me feel heavy so I transferred the spare clips to a small document case where I keep my lock picking kit.
 

I took a long look at the flat, I didn’t feel I was being driven out but instead saw myself disappearing from view which would hopefully confuse the hell out of Stevens and Watts, they might even think they’d scared me. If they did they would be making a mistake. I was ready for a fight.
 

Picking up my long Maglite torch on the way out I loaded my case into the back of the Jeep and hit the road for Harley Street.
 

The journey was uneventful but sitting in the drivers seat, the height of the Jeep made me feel vulnerable, until now I had enjoyed seeing more than my fellow motorists. I was thinking about where best to park when a sleek Jaguar nosed out of its slot just as I turned in to the famous street and I felt my luck was changing as I drove straight in, giving another driver the finger to let him know I was serious. 

 

There was just enough change in the Jeep’s ashtray for an hour on the meter and I walked along to the grandiose portico of Mr Julian Temple’s place of business arriving with two whole minutes to spare.
 

The indelibly pretty but also memorably firm receptionist looked as adamant as yesterday but was much more friendly now I had a proper appointment, she even asked me if I would like tea or coffee, I declined both hoping I wouldn’t have to wait long. 

 

She must have only been being polite because her desk phone buzzed at exactly four and, picking up the receiver, she listened for a moment before saying softly ‘I’ll send him through Mr Temple’
 

She asked me to go through some double doors to the left of the reception area and walk to the end so I did just that.
 

Beyond the doors was a wide, well lit corridor decorated about as exquisitely as you can decorate a corridor, the doors set into its walls were all painted a glossy white, each with a brass plate bearing a description of the contents or the room’s use (After Care to X Ray) between each door was a small table bearing a vase or marble bust, between the walls, the floor was covered with an immaculate soft tan coloured wool carpet. The ceiling was studded with carefully selected lights that had the effect of conveying elegance and efficiency equally.
 

At the end, standing just outside the third door on the left was a smallish man in his sixties, wearing blue pinstriped suit trousers and a Gieves & Hawkes shirt complete with a red bow tie. I could see my reflection in his polished oxfords from two doors away.
 

Smiling, Mr Julian Temple shook my hand with a firm palm and ushered me first into his room followed by a comfortable leather chair. He sat down himself in a large matched leather swivel chair behind a beautiful rosewood table he obviously used for a desk. The chair made him look like a gnome but I didn’t tell him that. I was sure there would be time later.
 

The room nearly matched the corridor for attention to decor but the functionality of an examination table and other items the medical profession seem to have need of nudged it into second place.
 

Temple leant on his elbows and steepled his fingers, he was becoming a caricature I thought as he spoke in that ‘Trust me, I’m a Doctor’ voice I guess they teach you at Medical School.
 

‘Mr Fielding, how can I help you?’ he asked, tilting his head slightly to the left, the man was almost a text book portrayal of a man at the height of the medical profession.
 

‘I am looking into the death of one of your patients’ I started to say, 

 

‘Oh so you are a policeman then?’ Temple interjected smoothly.
 

‘No, I am a Private Detective actually but I am assisting the police in this case’ I said, stretching out the truth a little - Wentworth had asked me to keep him informed so it was nearly true, just because I had done no such thing did not make it a lie.
 

‘Helping with inquiries Mr Fielding?’ The older man twinkled.
 

I forced myself to chuckle at his little joke, ‘In a way I suppose’ I said ‘What I need to know about was Mr Carroll’s involvement with your good self’
 

‘Ah, now that may be difficult, Temple said, the humour leaving his eyes in an instant. His voice became businesslike ’I assume you have heard of doctor/patient confidentiality?’
 

‘Of course but why is it relevant?’, I said ‘the man is dead after all, you may be holding a vital piece of information regarding the circumstances surrounding his death’
 

‘I realise that but death does not remove the confidentiality between doctor and patient’ he explained patiently as if he was talking to a four year old. 

 

Bristling slightly although I had expected this, I kept my cool.
 

‘A warrant would remove that confidentiality would it not?’ I said slowly, looking him in the eye.
 

‘Of course, but only the police would have a warrant, don’t you agree?’ he said equably.
 

I was ready for him to say just those words and I opened verbal fire immediately.
 

‘So you are not at all surprised that the police have not visited you yet then?’ I said in a measured way, continuing with an accusing look ‘Mr Carroll and yourself made quite sure we wouldn’t find out about your meetings didn’t you?’ The ‘we’ was good I thought, it could mean me and anyone on the planet.
 

‘What do you mean by that’ he said in an affronted tone. Good, I wanted to upset the annoying old coot now.
 

‘What I mean by that, old fruit, is that you hear about your patients death, the circumstances of which have not been released to the media but you do not come forward. Not only because you already know he’s dead but that he was murdered which means he did not die from what he was seeing you about!’ I said my voice gradually rising in tone from a reasonable conversational level to a half - shout.
 

That shook him but shook me too, In speaking I had just seen something that should have been obvious as soon as we started talking, I wondered how he knew Carroll was murdered, had it had passed me by in everything that had happened since yesterday? I frantically tried to recreate the conversation with his receptionist the previous day, had I let it slip? I was certain I hadn’t. But the fact was that Temple knew more than he should. I kept my voice level and asked him how he knew about the murder.
 

‘Diana rang me’ he said reluctantly, his eyes trained on a spot somewhere behind me. So Diana knew Carroll was seeing Temple, the gears turned a little.
 

‘But you didn’t think you should come forward?’ I said sarcastically.
 

‘His death was nothing to do with me, his visits here or his condition’ Temple said pompously.
 

There was no way he’d tell me what was wrong with Carroll that warranted all the invoices I’d discovered but since Diana knew I had another potential source, and I didn’t want to ask him again as it would make it obvious I couldn’t get a warrant which was, of course, true.
 

‘In that case,’ I said ‘You are wasting my time Mr Temple, you are a doctor not a detective and I think you may find that we get the final decision on that, with no second opinions either’ 

 

Oh dear, I had used the Royal ‘we’ again, I didn’t think it constituted impersonating a Police Officer though so I felt I was on pretty safe ground.
 

Leaning over his desk towards him, I said quietly ‘I do hope we don’t find that your standing back in the shadows has impeded us in any way, obstructing the course of an enquiry is a serious offence’
 

He didn’t show me out, but I knew the way now. I smiled at the receptionist and she smiled dutifully back as I left, I paused, having had a sudden flash of inspiration and went back to her, lowering my voice I asked how many other Oncology staff Mr Temple had. It worked.
 

‘Oh, I have the whole team here’ she said brightly and reached into a drawer, pulling out a glossy brochure about terminal cancer and the various options one could take while awaiting the inevitable, at the back was a list of staff at Temple’s clinic with pictures and everything.
 

Departing the elegant building quickly, I headed straight for the Jeep which loomed even more conspicuously at me.
 

Now I had learnt something new, Diana had also known about Temple, meaning she knew Carroll was going to die anyway so how could she be involved in the murder in any way? Had he found out about her and Stevens and told her he’d leave her penniless, I doubted it, I was more than fairly sure she’d have money of her own and I still for the life of me could not see her as a paramour of Stevens.
 

She had not told me about her husbands diagnosis but she may have been about to before I hit her with the news (to her) that Carroll was selling his business interest in Carroll Industries. The conversation drifted back to me and I heard again the hesitation in her voice before she stopped talking to me. 

 

Diana had to know her husband’s approximate prognosis as well, I needed to know myself and soon, I started to get concerned about Diana. Her performance the other night now smacked of both of us being set up, just in different ways and for different purposes.
 

There was all of a sudden a lot to think about, had Diana, when I dropped the bomb about Carroll selling, clammed up and decided to talk to Stevens – she had said ‘We’ve known him for years’ the emphasis was on the ‘we’. She must have wondered how he had reacted to the sale. announcement. Perhaps she suspected Stevens was involved and had confronted him. If she had done that then why was Edward Watts dispatched to allegedly watch her house? Stevens must have told her a tale that involved me as a threat to the Company or something along those lines and coaxed her into trying to find out my involvement, I was guessing but I thought I was on roughly the right track. 

 

Her visit the next day must have been to tell Stevens I was just a gumshoe with a conscience and therefore an itch to scratch. A fear for her safety rose inside me and I changed my evening plans accordingly. I had to test my theory and make sure whose side she was on regardless of what was at stake here.
 

There was something about Carroll’s death, his cancer diagnosis and his decision to sell that came back to Stevens every time. Everything seemed to hang on Stevens and the consequences to him of the change of ownership of the shares. It was just out of my grasp, if Carroll selling was a threat, how did killing him change anything, surely the beneficiary of his will would sell the shares anyway? I was lost in this seemingly never ending circle.
 

Talking to Ralph Bird was now seriously overdue. In the Jeep I called his number and left a message with his secretary to say I’d be there at nine the next morning to see him and if necessary I’d drag Ralph from the Old Bailey.
 

She was protesting loudly as I hung up.
 

I decided to stick with the plan for now and get out to Heathrow as fast as I could to change cars so I could get back, find Susie and update her, then we could talk about whether we needed to find Diana before I spoke to Ralph Bird.
 

Goldhawk Road in Hammersmith came up before my mind stopped twisting permutations of the facts I knew around and turned instead to Petra, I hadn’t heard from her for nearly three days and I was too busy to call her. Really I knew it wasn’t because I was busy or preoccupied, I was just being stubborn. By my reasoning, she owed me by virtue of standing me up at Sam’s that night.
 

Did it matter? I thought, I really wasn’t sure any more. I resolved to call her as soon as I got back to London.
 

The traffic speeded up as I got further toward the airport and I found myself unable to think properly while jockeying for position on one of the many treacherous sections of the M4 with its annoying buses only lane. I was driving the powerful Jeep much too fast and was changing lanes constantly, trying to maintain momentum. 

 

Leaving the Jeep in Terminal 2 Long Stay car park I waited impatiently for and got on the shuttle bus, crowded with excited would be skiers and winter sun seekers. Terminal 2 was warm, busy and the bustle was strangely comforting, I wanted busyness around me to match my own urgency.
 

I eventually found the Hertz counter and an efficient woman made me sign three different forms and issued me with a map of where I could find my car in less than five minutes.
 

Frustration rose inside as I realised it was only three cars away from the Jeep, cursing the heavy suitcase I had lugged all the way to the terminal building I threw it into the boot with a curse. 

 

The Vauxhall Susie had booked for me turned out to be a serious improvement on the forgettable model it had replaced, being almost like the alternative Teutonic marques with its solid but graceful lines. Susie had got the big petrol engined version (How well did she know me?) and I gunned the brand new saloon hard back along the roads to the City. I kept calling Susie but her phone went straight to her answer service every time.
 

I called Petra too and was nearly relieved that I had to leave a message, then wished I hadn’t weakened. It was all too confusing.
 

Shaking the thought away as I arrived at the hotel I threw the keys to the valet and ran inside, there would be time later to retrieve my briefcase. I discreetly adjusted the gun in my belt which had moved while I drove the slightly more laid back position of the Vauxhall Insignia and approached the desk.
 

Three receptionists looked up and I asked the nearest one whether Susie had checked in yet, I gave my name and explained the joint booking of the two rooms, both on my credit card and she bent to her computer, I checked my watch, she should be here by now, it was nearly seven thirty.
 

‘She checked in half an hour ago Sir, would you like to check in too? Something in her voice registered with me but I was too preoccupied to notice properly.
 

‘No, not yet’ I said ‘I’ll do that later, please would you call my friend and ask her to meet me in the bar?’
 

The girl smiled in a knowing way and said ‘Of course’ rather tartly.
 

In a rush the tone of voice and knowing smile became transparent and I realised that the receptionist thought I was some businessman who had brought his bit on the side to a posh hotel, she must have checked Susie in to the plush hotel herself and noticed the difference in our ages. Susie had probably never stayed in a hotel like the Hilton before and the receptionist would have spotted that.
 

Groaning inwardly I headed for the residents only bar where I ordered a coke, I’d need my wits about me now and although I could have murdered a real drink decided it was unwise.
 

The barman took my order and presented me with a small vase of Coca Cola and asked for my Room number which of course I did not have. My saviour, Susie appeared at that moment and said brightly ‘442 and I’ll have one of the same’ as if she did it all the time.
 

Slightly stunned by the encounter but determined not to show it to Susie I lifted my drink and motioned her over to a quiet table away from some of the other hotel guests dotted around the room.
 

Talking quickly I filled her in on events since I’d last seen her and the conclusions I had made since. She was silent while I did this but her eyebrows began to rise as I told her my concerns about Diana.
 

‘Are you sure?’ she said hesitantly, ‘you didn’t mention this before, about her hiding something I mean’ she added
 

‘It didn’t seem relevant’ I said ‘I hadn’t really thought about it much myself’ I was making excuses and she knew it.
 

‘If you wrote it down this would be a lot easier ‘she said in a smug voice.
 

A discussion about paperwork and my shortcomings with it was the last thing I needed right then so I just let that go by me.
 

‘I need to speak to Diana tonight’ I said, ‘I’m going to her house first and if she’s not there I’m going to Stevens place to see if her car’s there.
 

‘I’ll come too’ she said instantly
 

‘No’ I said ‘It might be dangerous’
 

She gave me a pained expression so I relented, holding up my hands in submission.
 

‘OK, but you stay in the car, no arguments.’ I said as firmly as I could.
 

‘Well if she is in, give me a call if you’re staying the night’ she winked at me making me colour a little in surprise.
 

‘The receptionist who booked you in thinks you’re my bit of stuff’ I said grinning at her, two could play at that game I thought.
 

A deep blush, the fourth of the day, spread across her cheeks as she put it together, the booking, the credit card, the adjacent rooms.
 

‘Oh God’ she said covering her mouth with her hand and looking around as if some member of the ‘Having it off with an Older Man’ Police was about to appear.
 

Laughing aloud I said ‘Come on’ we’ve got work to do.
 

The same girl at Reception agreed with a smirk to get my car brought round while Susie went to the ladies, I think she was too embarrassed to be seen near me in the foyer. Christ, I was only thirty six, she was making me feel old. I decided to complain about the receptionist, my business wasn’t hers and it was bloody rude into the bargain.
 




 


 


Chapter Fourteen
 

I tipped the valet who brought the car and we headed for Holland Park, the evening traffic was light and I found myself approaching the same way I had the last three times I’d been here sooner than I thought. I saw no lights on anywhere in the house which had that curious empty look to it created by all the rooms being in darkness but no curtains drawn. There was no sign of Diana’s Mini parked outside the front or back, the crime scene tape was still in evidence which meant I could ignore the garage. 

 

When I was satisfied there was no sign outside of either of the Watts brothers, I stopped opposite the huge front door and went to ring the bell anyway. While I stood on the step I took a peek through the letter box flap, a pile of mail, a couple of days worth at least, was waiting on the mat. Diana had not been there since I had seen her car outside Stevens Wimbledon residence.
 

I walked back to Susie sitting in the car, it seemed odd to have somebody with me, I’d grown so accustomed to working on my own that I had completely overlooked the benefits of company, both from the point of view I now had someone to brainstorm with and two people driving around an empty house looks a lot less suspicious than one.
 

Getting in I told Susie what I’d seen and the fact that I found it extraordinary that Diana had not come home from wherever she was especially since she’d had two alarm calls I knew about. Either the Police had failed to contact her which was extremely unlikely as everyone has a mobile with a message service now or she was unable to get home. I began to think the second option was the most likely.
 

We drove all the way across London, down the Kings road and across Wandsworth Bridge, I seemed to be spending a lot of time in Wandsworth lately.
 

Arriving in Wimbledon I quickly found Stevens’ apartment building again but the Mini was nowhere in sight. Although Susie miraculously remembered Stevens’ apartment number and between us we worked out which one it must be, the lights were all off there too. I got out of the car again and went to the main door to the apartments pressing all buttons of as many flats as I could, the little box squawked furiously at me as several residents tried to establish who it was but as ever there’s always one who just presses the open button to release the door and stop their bell ringing. Works every time, I grinned to myself as I turned right towards the stairs, avoiding the lifts in case the doors slid open to reveal Stevens. That would have been a difficult but not impossible situation but on balance a situation I could easily do without.
 

I went up four flights of well groomed stairs but there was no light at the door bearing Stevens’ number (Susie and I had guessed the location correctly from outside) and knocking and running away brought no one out either.
 

Disconsolately I trudged wearily back to the car, resting my hands on the steering wheel I looked at Susie and asked her what she thought, I was fresh out of ideas.
 

‘Perhaps she’s staying with family’ she suggested tentatively.
 

‘Maybe’ I said ‘Let’s go and find out where they live’ then I remembered we’d left the office and both sets of keys were safely in my flat where no one would find them ever. 

 

In any case we’d left the office and my flat, for a good reason so it made no sense to go back and walk straight into Charles Watts sights, literally.
 

I relayed these thoughts to Susie who had been thinking on different tracks, the Hilton had better Internet access in every room than we had in the office and my laptop was in my case in the boot. Susie was proving extremely resourceful, I started to look at her with respect, not that I hadn’t before, I just liked her before and she made me laugh although usually at her rather than with her I must admit.
 

We set off again, we didn’t talk much on the way back, I think we both knew Diana wasn’t with parents or a sister. I was pretty sure now that her difficult attitude on the morning I’d last seen her was mainly because she had realised Stevens had strung her along. After learning that I had simply been hired by Carroll because he thought he was being followed she must have decided Stevens had lied. I thought she would have wanted to have confronted him which explained the Mini parked in Wimbledon but I had no idea where she was now, or even, I thought grimly if she was still alive. She was just the sort to have threatened Stevens with the Police, Stevens had one answer for that, his own personal policeman, former PS Charles Watts
 

We checked the family angle out all the same. Some incredible magic Susie worked on the Internet showed us both parents were dead and her twin sister lived in New York. A bit more tweaking and Susie, who had gone up even higher in my estimation produced a New York address in Brooklyn and an unlisted telephone number. Maybe I was a computer dinosaur as she had once said I thought glumly while dialling the number of Diana’s twin sister, Sophie.
 

The phone picked up and a sleepy female voice said ‘Hello?’ 

 

Pretending to have forgotten the time difference I said 

 

‘Oh I’m sorry, I forgot, what time is it there ? I’m really sorry, I’ll call tomorrow,’ I gushed on an on.
 

‘Just who the hell is this?’ Sophie sounded a lot like Diana, a slight American accent gave it away.
 

‘My name’s Mike’ I said, improvising, it’s just I can’t get hold of Diana and I wondered if she’d popped over to New York to see you’, as if I popped over the the Big Apple all the time.
 

‘Where did you get this number?’
 

‘Diana gave it to me a while ago’ I guessed as quick as I could but she heard the hesitation.
 

‘I can’t think why and I never heard of you plus she’s not here so sod off and don’t call again’ said Sophie in her elegant mid Atlantic accent, very much her sister’s twin.
 

The hotel phone was dead so I put it back on it’s cradle.
 

‘What now?’, asked Susie lying flat on the bed, her shoes a good four feet from the end.
 

She was wearing a cropped top and figure hugging blue jeans which didn’t meet the top by about three tanned inches, at close quarters I couldn’t help noticing far too many parts of her anatomy, all in a size smaller than I was used to. I realised I was staring.
 

I stood up quickly, for Christ’s sake Fielding ! I thought.
 

‘Bed’ I said decisively, then realising the possible implication quickly turned away saying ‘I’ve got to see Ralph Bird at nine tomorrow.’ What the hell was happening to me?
 

‘Goodnight then’ Susie said ‘And thanks again’ somewhat apologetically.
 

I just waved and picking up my suitcase let myself out, having to go downstairs and register to get my own room key, fortunately by then the night staff had taken over and a grey haired friendly man did the paperwork without a single off note.
 

My mobile rang as I stepped into the lift, Petra at last, I tried to sound cool but I suspect I sounded like an excited puppy.
 

‘Hi’
 

‘Hello stranger, I wondered how long it would be. You wouldn’t ever have called would you?’
 

‘No’ I said, not really if I was certain about that.
 

She sighed ‘I’m sorry, I just plain forgot the other night’
 

‘It’s not that’ I cut her off then realised I didn’t know what to say allowing her to break the silence.
 

‘Do you want to talk?’
 

‘Yes but not now, I’ve had to move out of my office and flat, I’m staying at the Hilton, this Carroll business has turned a bit nasty’ I explained, hoping it didn’t sound either like a cop out or too dangerous.
 

‘OK, this time you call me though’
 

‘I will, I just need a couple of days to wrap this up’ I promised.
 

‘I think I love you Michael’ those words again, only this time the answer just fell out.
 

‘I love you too Petra’ I whispered, my voice suddenly hoarse with the unfamiliar words.
 

I heard a sharp intake of breath followed by what sounded like a sob, then a fractured ‘Call soon’ and she hung up.
 

Looking up I saw the lift door was opening and closing since no one had summoned it, I stepped out with my thoughts in whirling. I had not expected to ever utter those words but I had, or a part of me I hadn’t met had done it for me.
 

Reaching my room I stripped off my clothes and had a very hot shower to blast away the unfamiliar mix of emotions, towelling myself dry I heard a knock at the door, I pulled some boxers on and retrieved the Beretta, I hadn’t ordered room service or anything else for that matter, I raised my eye to the peephole once I had ascertained it didn’t have someone else waiting for it to darken it by using a small mirror. It’s happened before, knock on door, wait until victim places eye to peephole then fire through the hole.
 

There was no-one outside, I stood to one side of the door and thought quickly, how he’d found us was not bothering me, it was the speed. We’d only left the office a few hours ago, Watts had no reason to believe we’d gone yet. I was sure it was Watts, who else would knock on my door while standing out of sight?
 

The light dawned and I opened the door, Susie stood there in bare feet wearing what looked suspiciously like a miniature Judo outfit. I motioned her in and shut the door again looking at her with my eyebrows raised questioningly.
 

‘Sorry,’ she said breathlessly, ‘I just thought of something’ 

 

Her hand flew to her mouth as she saw the gun in my right hand and the long white streak across my chest where the skin will always be slightly puckered and the oval entry wound, long healed but even longer visible, especially when the rest of my skin is red from a shower. The way I was standing she fortunately couldn’t see the place where the small calibre shell had exited, that was infinitely worse, to my eyes at least.
 

I quickly pulled on a T shirt to cover the mess and sat down, putting the Beretta on the table.
 

Susie composed herself ‘I’m really sorry’ she said sorrowfully, a look of genuine concern on her face ‘I don’t know what came over me’
 

‘I don’t need pity, Suze’ I said tiredly
 

‘It’s not pity, It’s not my fault you joined the army, it just gave me a shock that’s all’
 

‘I suppose you won’t be the first or the last for that matter’ I said ruefully.
 

‘And what about that?’ she pointed at the Beretta
 

‘What do you think?’ I said getting impatient
 

‘Get to the point and tell me what you’ve come up with Susie’
 

‘Susie took a deep breath, Stevens has got three addresses right?’
 

‘Yes’ I said slowly.
 

‘Where would you put somebody to get them out of the way?’
 

There was me, writing Diana off as dead but Susie, the eternal optimist just thought Stevens had kidnapped her and stashed her in Kings Cross. I sighed inwardly.
 

‘Stop it Susie, she’s dead and we both know it’ I said gently.
 

‘No’ she almost shouted, ‘He can’t kill her, you bloody idiot, Who’s going to get the shares if he bumps her off?’ She was suddenly almost beside herself with excitement.
 

I sat bolt upright as if somebody had just switched the power on, Susie was right. Blindingly and obviously right, I felt like someone had just switched a light on.
 

‘Go and get dressed’ I said decisively ‘We’re going to Kings Cross now’
 

Without a word she turned and ran out of the door.
 

Fair play, Susie had great legs and even better ankles, now I’d seen them sans her usual shoes.
 

Pulling a lightweight fleece over my T shirt and a fresh pair of jeans over the boxers I slipped on my running shoes which were nearest. After a few seconds thought I tucked the Beretta into the front of my jeans and pulled the fleece down to hide it.
 

I was, of course ready before her and pacing up and down the hotel corridor I calculated the quickest route from Park Lane to Kings Cross and was facing the wrong way when she stepped out of her door dressed in the same tight jeans with a black leather jacket over her short top, turning, I saw her and wondered as ever why women took so long to put on the same clothes they were wearing a few minutes before.
 

Summoning up the newly acquired Vauxhall again from the bemused night porter we headed across the maze of side streets, dead ends and one way systems to the Euston Road, passing St Pancras and turning into seedy St Pancras Way, which runs between St Pancras and Kings Cross Stations where I parked at the end of an alleyway/passage. 

 

It was too dark to read the names of side streets although I knew Stevens address was a flat on one of them but I was unfamiliar with the area. Despite the hour, traffic was steady and it’s not good to kerb crawl in the vicinity of Kings Cross even in this day and age.
 

The streets head from the road from St Pancras across the widening vee shape between the two stations and contain mainly former railway workers tenement buildings split into numerous flats, in the distance the Victorian gasometers at the end of the stations were lit up cheerfully although the business being transacted beneath them was almost definitely more sordid than the lights made out.
 

Stevens address was on Clarence Passage, a pedestrian only, narrow thoroughfare connecting a cobbled street along the side of Kings Cross and St Pancras Road. I had parked at the end of it’s twin, Stanley passage, about a hundred yards away.
 

The first hundred yards were empty spaces where the rotten tenements had been torn down and never replaced but there were two buildings standing at the Kings Cross end on the left. Number 21was a yellow door fortified with a Yale lock and a more business like mortise below. 

 

The entrance was on the left of a narrow stairwell and no light seeped through heavy curtains which looked more like blankets at the only window. Without speaking I urged Susie around the back where there was still no trace of light.
 

Back at the yellow door I rang the bell, half expecting a disgruntled tenant to answer and the half worrying Charles Watts would open the door, no one did in the end. The bell itself was quite loud, loud enough to be heard on the poorly lighted street outside so I refrained from ringing more than twice for fear of waking up nosy neighbours.
 

I pulled my faithful pack of lock picks out and posting Susie at the top of the alleyway near the cobbled road to watch out I started on the mortise, it was quite old and gave no trouble, once released it also allowed enough door movement to allow me to slide a thin piece of plastic around the door frame and spring the Yale which was also old enough for the old trick. 

 

It’s the trick Bond always uses and I don’t know what James Bond had his credit cards made out of but mine were always too thick and not bendy enough so I used a bit of old ice cream carton, not as sexy but it worked.
 

I whispered to Susie to follow behind and to keep to the right and dead quiet, I pulled out the Beretta with my right hand and holding my little key ring torch away to my left we entered the narrow hallway strewn with junk mail, I closed the door with the latch up in case we needed to make a hasty retreat. There appeared to be no one in residence and the air smelt typically stale and dank.
 

The short hallway ended in a T junction with a small, bare hall table at the T, a phone socket was mounted to the wall underneath the cheap deal table. There was no sign of any telephone or fax machine. A motorcycle chain, double looped to about two feet long with one end wrapped in masking tape to make a grip lay on the otherwise empty table. 

 

A popular and cheap weapon used in many violent riots in Northern Ireland, I had seen similar before and the effects of getting hit by one were devastating so I passed it back to Susie who gripped it curiously. 

 

A door to my left facing the front of the flat appeared to be the one for the room with a window I had looked at from outside. An archway headed forwards into what looked like a kitchen. To the left of the T was another closed door to the room that would run parallel with the kitchen. I chose left because that’s what it said to do in the training manual.
 

No light leaked from anywhere, the utter darkness made the emptiness appear complete.
 

The scene in the film Silence of The Lambs where Jodie Foster is feeling around in the dark in the house of Buffalo Bill came to my mind. Fielding as fanciful as ever.
 

I gingerly turned the knob on the door to the front room, moving quickly forwards in a low crouch as the door opened. I guessed Susie would copy me and if so she would be hidden behind me. Her small size was a distinct advantage. The empty room had been used as a bedroom and as I had correctly guessed from outside the window was covered with a large dirty blanket tacked to the frame with roofing nails to exclude all light from outside and vice versa. I found a light switch which operated a naked forty watt bulb above our heads. A large bed looked occasionally occupied judging by the smell of the fresh cigarette butts in the pub ashtray on the side table and the hastily turned shabby bedding, the only other furniture gracing the ugly room was a battered armchair and a coffee table crowded with empty mugs and a small quantity of recreational drug paraphernalia. Susie had her nose wrinkled in disgust, I told her softly I was going to switch off the light and wait two minutes to get accustomed to the torchlight again, she nodded confidently. I was impressed at her cool and relaxed attitude, she was loose but alert, I had expected her to be tense and shaky. 

 

Situations like this are intensely pressurised and even trained personnel become nervous, jumpy and prone to crying out when anything unexpected happened such as a spider web brushing a face or something like that. Susie was doing very well.
 

We moved back out into the hallway and passed silently through the archway into what I had correctly assumed was a kitchen. Dishes stood drying or dried on the rack by the plain stainless steel sink, the cooking smell was recent and the fridge, dirty as it was contained fresh food, I closed it quickly, concerned about the light, I wondered why kitchen cabinets did not have lights in but only briefly.
 

A door to a second, smaller bedroom to the left was standing open but there was nothing to see, another blanket had been nailed across the rear facing window, I suspected this was to deter thieves as much as anything sinister. The room looked like it was in use currently as a living room cum eating area judging by the takeaway cartons.
 

An open door at the back revealed a shabby bathroom with a huge enamel bath, part of which was obscured by a shower curtain, I checked it out but there was nothing there. I noticed the lack of a W.C.
 

We had covered one side now and it seemed that no one was home – I was sure if anyone stayed there we would have found them in the front bedroom.
 

We regrouped at the hallway table and switching off my tiny torch I opened the door to the room on the other side of the kitchen, The room was in complete darkness but there was a warmth not present in the rest of the flat and I felt around in the dark for a light switch quickly when I caught a whiff of Diana’s perfume.
 

My fingers closed on the switch and I flicked on the light.
 

A bare room suddenly lit up, a toilet seat just visible through a doorway beyond explained the bathroom’s missing part and meant we had no further rooms to find.
 

There were no windows in this room, a small convector heater warmed the stale air and one other piece of furniture was in evidence and that was occupied by my former client’s wife.
 

Diana was lying stark naked and tied with nylon cord by the wrists and ankles to a narrow metal bed screwed to the floor, her head was on a dirty, stained pillow but the lower half of her face was obscured by a kitchen towel pressed into service as a gag. Her eyes were wild and red from crying but the look on her tear streaked face when she saw me was beyond relief.
 

I heard Susie gasp in horror, although she appeared to be unmarked, Diana was a shocking sight for anyone to lay eyes on. I whipped round and shushed in a sibilant hiss, Susie nodded her understanding, her eyes opening wide.
 

Pushing the gun into my pocket, I whipped out my penknife and started to cut the ropes binding her, I told Susie under my breath to find the cleanest blanket she could.
 

Finishing with the knife I stuffed it back in my pocket and facing Diana who sat on the edge of the bed rubbing her welted wrists I put one finger to my lips in the internationally understood sign to remain silent. She nodded and I untied the gag, she spat out what looked like a sock and Susie reappeared with what amazingly looked like a brand new, voluminous and soft Witney blanket, where she got it in that place was anyone’s guess but she’d been gone long enough to have gone all the way and bought it at Harrods. 

 

Diana tugged it around her, covering her nakedness and I whispered as softly as I could, afraid of bugs or any other transmitting equipment and the imminent arrival of a cavalry of one sort or another.
 

‘Just nod or shake your head, do you have anything here we need to take ?’ 

 

She tearfully shook her head while looking at the floor saying ‘I don’t think so’.
 

‘No sign of her clothes or a bag or anything’ Susie murmured, partly explaining her prolonged search for the blanket.
 

‘OK we’re leaving, Susie, here’s the key, go get the car and bring it back to the end of the passage, Diana, I’ll have to carry you when we get outside, we say nothing until we get in the car, understand ?’
 

They both nodded and Susie set off for the front door.
 

‘Let’s go’ I said to Diana, ‘Can you stand?’ Nodding she stood and I embraced her for a moment saying ‘You’re safe now’ into her ear.
 

At the door I picked her up, she felt like a bird, light and frail, leaving the door wide open I set off as at a fast trot towards the car where Susie had already parked at the end of the narrow passage.
 

Opening the back door I pushed Diana in and got in beside her –‘Drive’ I said to Susie, ‘ We’ve been rumbled’ I added factually and for effect as I looked up the passage we had just left and saw headlights come to a hurried stop at the other end. The flat must have had a listening device with someone nearby to receive any noise a gagged woman couldn’t be making.
 

Susie drove, I directed her to Soho which never sleeps and she got out and returned with a frumpy looking skirt and a pair of beach sandals.
 

‘Sorry’ she said, ‘Those were the best Tesco Metro could do, I hope they fit’ she added, handing them back over the seat together with her own jacket.
 

I turned away as Diana hastily scrambled into the makeshift wardrobe.
 

‘How are you?’ I asked at a loss for anything else to say.
 

‘What do you think?, a man I trusted has just had me tied to a filthy bed for two days’ she retorted. I decided she was a tough sort and wasn’t likely to go all limp, which was a relief.
 

‘We’ll talk at the hotel’ I said unwilling to tread this tricky path in a car in the small hours in Soho.
 

I started to give Susie directions but she cut me off.
 

‘We better change places’ she grinned
 

‘Why’ I said at a loss
 

‘I can’t drive’ Susie explained
 

‘You drove here!’ I said indignantly
 

‘No, I mean I haven’t passed my test’ she said as if I was stupid.
 

‘Oh’ I managed, thinking she could have fooled me but I hadn’t given it a thought.
 

We swapped seats and headed west.
 

The elderly night man took no notice of me arriving at that time with a scantily clad woman and Susie sporting only a cropped top and looking about sixteen. I silently thanked the God I didn’t talk to much for this small mercy.
 

When we got upstairs, I made introductions and Diana eyed Susie curiously, Susie looked uncomfortable as hell. 

 

To break the ice a little I proposed we order some room service and get some facts together as fast as possible and then try to get some sleep as the following day looked like it could be a long one.
 

Diana, although unbowed, was clearly exhausted after her ordeal and kept shivering despite the warmth of the room so I suggested we forget talking for now. Although I was desperate to hear Diana’s story I could see I would have to wait. I suggested we all try to get some sleep and get together first thing in the morning. 

 

I was horribly conscious that it was almost certainly important to hear what Diana had to say before I went to see Ralph Bird at nine the next day which gave me very little time.
 

Susie and Diana seemed to have bonded as women either do or don’t and so I left them in Susie’s room and went back to my own where I knew I wouldn’t sleep.
 




 


 


Chapter Fifteen
 

I lay on the bed wide awake piecing together what I knew. Most of it old news but the links were beginning to materialise.
 

Carroll Industries or, more likely Stevens operating alone under the corporate umbrella of the company was doing something illegal which involved stolen weapons which I had found out were not many in number. Maybe there was another source I thought. 

 

Stevens had told me to back off with the implicit threat that he could have me killed like Carroll.
 

Charlie Watts had both a stolen military weapon (at least until I took it) and had almost certainly killed Carroll, he had also had a pop at me almost as soon as I’d made it clear to Stevens I wasn’t playing ball with him. At least now I knew that hardball was the game in question.
 

Carroll was seriously ill which must have had something to do with his decision to sell his controlling interest in Carroll Industries.
 

Stevens obviously believed the sale would expose either him or whatever he was doing and had ordered the hit.
 

This was where I was lost, Diana surely stood to inherit the shares so why grab her ?
 

Perhaps Stevens had kidnapped Diana because the shares were now about to become her property and she suspected he was implicated in the death of her husband. It just didn’t work, he’d have had to keep her there for months until probate and whatever else was granted. I was hazy on this but Ralph would help on that question. 

 

Dawn broke and I shaved disconsolately while wondering if Diana would shed any light on the whole mess. I looked tired, I hadn’t slept at all and in general the previous few days had been kind of frantic.
 

I was still unsure about Diana but felt in no position to not trust her just yet despite believing that no one could have faked the situation Susie and I had just rescued her from.
 

At seven o clock I was sitting on my bed dressed in shirt and fresh jeans with the Beretta uncomfortably comforting me, tucked in a cowhide belt, my leather jacket lay over the arm of the chair and I was wondering how to proceed when the phone rang. It was Susie asking if they could come in. I went and opened the door and picked up the newspaper outside and then the phone to order three room service breakfasts.
 

Susie and Diana appeared almost immediately, Diana had obtained some clothes by some means unknown to me which were clearly not her usual style but were a huge improvement on the stretch miniskirt of the previous night. A white cotton shirt hung over a pair of dark blue jeans and a pair of Nikes, she had obviously also borrowed some make up from Susie. Altogether, it was like looking at a different woman from the night before.
 

Susie and she seemed to have hit it off, Diana was actually smiling and Susie was grinning like a cat. A small cat maybe but a cat nonetheless.
 

Diana sat down and uninterrupted except for the arrival of a vast array of continental breakfast told her story. It was pretty much as I had thought but Diana was a good narrator and I learnt a couple of things.
 

After I had told her about Carroll selling up she had been shocked but wanted to speak with Stevens because, as she had told me at the time, she had known him for years. After I left she had called him at the office and agreed to meet him at his Wimbledon apartment that afternoon.
 

When she got there he told her that her husband had indeed announced the sale and was not going to change his mind, Stevens had met him for lunch on the day of his death but could not persuade him to change his mind. 

 

Stevens had managed to convince her it had something to do with me but he was not sure in what capacity, taken in by her old friend she had agreed to his idea to entice me to her house the following night and try to find out my true purpose.
 

She flushed a little at the memory of what had subsequently occurred and Susie looked embarrassed too, I didn’t, though an image of Petra glared at me, I was even getting used to that now.
 

After that night she had realised that Stevens had suckered her and that not only was I on the level but she couldn’t stop wondering where a respectable businessman found a thug at such short notice to sit outside her door. 

 

After calling the office to speak to Stevens and finding out he was not in that day, she had got in her car and driven directly to Stevens Wimbledon address again where she knew he was presently staying from what she had seen on her last visit. The flat appeared lived in and the bathroom had personal items like razor and toothbrush in it. Quite the amateur detective Diana, I thought.
 

Unfortunately she found him in conference with Charles Watts who she had never met before but all too quickly she became well acquainted with his rather direct methods.
 

Since she still did not believe Stevens had any part in Carroll’s death she had barged straight into what rapidly turned into a shouting match and even more quickly ended with her tied and gagged while Stevens and Watts had conferred out of earshot.
 

Apart from that she knew nothing more than she had been given an injection by the ever resourceful Mr Watts and woke up in a dark room, naked and tied to a bed. 

 

Watts had visited three times and untied her so she could use the toilet and he gave her warmed up pizza and water. Each time he stood by the door and watched her every move when she was untied and warned her not to try to escape. Diana was convinced that if they planned to kill her they would have done so and had reached the same conclusion Susie had earlier, she was needed alive for some reason connected to her husband’s shares.
 

She had been given no opportunity to escape at all and had spent hours naked, bound and gagged when we found her. She said she had seen Watts stick something to the bed frame and I assumed this was the bit of electronic listening kit that had tipped him off when we arrived. 

 

I told her Charlie Watts had almost certainly killed her husband and asked why Terence had been seeing Mr Temple in Harley Street. I omitted the fact that I knew what Temple specialised in as I wanted to see what Diana would say unprompted. She didn’t ask how I knew so I didn’t tell her that either.
 

‘Terry had terminal cancer, he was riddled with it’ she said simply.
 

‘He was never ill and only went to his GP because he received a ‘Well Man Checkup’ leaflet in the post’ she added bitterly. ‘All of a sudden it was too late, too late for any treatment, the tumours were everywhere’ She said sadly becoming misty eyed.
 

I watched her carefully throughout this fairly short tale and came to the conclusion that she had to be on our side in this so I levelled with her completely, leaving nothing out as I had the previous day with Susie.
 

This unburdening was becoming a habit I thought, although unburdening was hardly the right word, I now had two bodies to look after plus my own which was in serious danger of getting shot at anytime soon.
 

Diana was attentive and asked a few questions but more than anything was astonished at what appeared to be going on. Last week she had been just another society wife, now her husband had been brutally murdered, she herself had been kidnapped by a family friend and despite being freed could now not go home for fear of it happening again.
 

I sympathised because her lack of understanding mirrored my own, I hoped Ralph could help me with that.
 

Glancing at my watch, I saw it was nearly eight fifteen already.
 

‘We need a plan for today’ I said and before they could speak I continued
 

‘Diana you should make a list of stuff you need which Susie can go and buy for you’
 

‘I’ll go myself’ she said, ready for a fight, I found it hard to believe this was the same woman we had found tied up in a dirty flat last night.
 

‘No, Watts will find out where we are by this afternoon so we won’t make it easy for him – you’re obviously important to him and Stevens so you are staying here until we move later this morning.’
 

‘He’ll never find us here’ this time Susie joined in with the indignant tone, I sighed and tried some crowd control.
 

‘Look, Watts and Stevens know we have Diana, they also probably know I’m not at home or at the office by now so will already be using anything they have to find us, since Watts used to be a cop that might be very easy, I give them four hours from now which is not long so we are going to have to move fast and we’ll also have to stick together, at least in mind.’
 

Susie still looked a little defiant but Diana shrugged and gave up, they both knew I was right but Susie clearly wanted some action.
 

I looked at them both and said ‘We now have a problem in that we, or I, have to dig a little bit more before we can join the dots and start throwing stones at them and that is going to involve buying twenty four hours away from Watts.’
 

‘I can look after myself’ Susie said defiantly.
 

‘Not against a bullet you can’t’ I retorted angrily, I was getting fed up with this, at least soldiers did what they were told, when they were told, Susie’s eyes dropped briefly to my chest and then met mine again full of apology.
 

‘OK what’s your plan?’ she said, defeated for the moment.
 

It didn’t take too long to tell them but then it wasn’t much of a plan either.
 

Leaving them with one of my credit cards I set off for Holborn and Ralph’s office at Gray’s Inn. I mused on the irony of the legal capital of London being so close to where we had found Diana and also within spitting distance of Clerkenwell. 

 

A cab was the best way to get there I decided as I reckoned the less the Vauxhall was seen the better and anyway it’s almost impossible to park where all those lawyers hang out. 

 

Another reason for taking a taxi was that I was uncomfortable without the company of my Beretta and the cops have the authority to search you for traffic violations or even breaking wind now that London is a target for terrorists. 

 

The black cab dropped me outside the forbidding brick facade which looked, as always like anything other than a place of Law and definitely too ugly for Order of any kind.
 

Ralph was in and ready to see me I was relieved to hear from a beautifully turned out power suited lady of about twenty five who phoned through to the great man’s office and I began the walk along the echoing hallway to the great man’s chambers with a spring in my step. I was sure the power suit had looked me up and down, maybe I’d leave a phone number on the way out, Petra glared at me again and I felt oppressed.
 

I reached the door to find a nervous looking young lawyer leaving and hurrying away, I wondered whether Ralph treated his staff well, I wasn’t sure how the legal profession and ‘Chambers’ worked really. I knew it was an antiquated system of articled clerks and such things that had remained unchanged since lawyering began but that was about all I did know.
 

I opened the door without knocking and Ralph looked up at me over his half-moon spectacles resting precariously on a beaky nose that was judicial in it’s own right. I suddenly remembered why the ‘Birdie’ moniker stuck, his surname was only part of the story.
 

For a highly respected and successful member of his profession Ralph did not really look the part, he wore a dreadful suit and looked like an emaciated history professor. I worried about leather patches on his elbows. 

 

He resembled a heron or crane and I saw him as a future judge which was his eventual ambition I later learnt. He had the right specs for the job..
 

His office was splendid in its wooden fittings, a library of leather bound volumes reached to the ceiling in most places and a small ladder with wheels stood ready for retrieval duties. 

 

Ralph’s huge desk was strewn with paper and books held open with impromptu paperweights such as sellotape dispensers and coffee cups complete with the obligatory saucer. Various chairs held more legal tomes.
 


A small space in the middle of this mess was clear and a chair with double the average burden stood next to a clearly recently emptied seat, I got the impression this concession was for me.
 

‘Hello Ralph’ I smiled.
 

‘Michael’ he said with a half smile, removing his silly glasses and ten years at the same time.
 

Ralph and I were more acquaintances than friends, his nephew had served in my unit and had been killed in a friendly fire incident, he was keen to sue the Americans for the family and I had helped him to do that, having witnessed the events through binoculars at the time. I had been annoyed with him for trying to get me to testify though because no matter how often I told him that friendly fire was a matter of daily life in combat he was adamant the American pilot was negligent. 

 

You have to be on the ground, covered in sand, watching British soldiers, who know very well not to, flicking the finger at the American helicopters to understand the predicament the pilots have in distinguishing friend from foe. The U.S. Government forked out a handsome sum (again undisclosed) which was unusual and suddenly I had a lot more respect for Birdie. The U.S. Government rarely pays for killing people by mistake, The U.S. Government rarely admits to such behaviour.
 

He had also employed me as an investigator for a couple of cases he was handling when I had first started in my new business which had bolstered the mutual respect.
 

He picked up his phone and summoned coffee from some distant bowel of the building.
 

‘You don’t have to make threats to see me you know’ he said disapprovingly ‘Most of my clients make appointments’
 

‘Most of your clients aren’t being shot at’ I said hoping to unsettle him.
 

‘Hmm, I thought you’d left the forces’ he smiled, the unsettling tactic was obviously not working.
 

A more direct approach was going to be needed.
 

‘Look’ I started ‘If I tell you a sequence of events, the beginning of which you already know, maybe you can consider telling me something useful’ I omitted ‘For a change’ although I thought it.
 

‘Go ahead dear boy’ he said, leaning back in his chair and lacing his fingers across his threadbare waistcoat complete with gold watch chain leading to a frayed pocket which presumably held a timepiece I’d dearly love to see but couldn’t bring myself to ask such a man for a glance.
 

I dumped the lot on him which took twenty minutes not counting the coffee arriving via the Power Suit, who to Ralph’s surprise delivered it. Making my own deduction, I smirked inwardly, pushing Petra’s black look away. I was getting the hang of it now.
 

‘Hmm’ Ralph murmured again, I could almost hear the gears spinning, engaging, disengaging and finally driving his decision forward as to what he would tell me.
 

I waited, a full thirty seconds passed as his gearbox crunched his options.
 

‘If I were to tell you what the sale contract contained, what might you do with the information?’ he said guardedly, I wanted to throw a chair at him but they were all covered in books – good strategy if you are going to be infuriating I thought.
 

Struggling to keep my voice level I protested.
 

‘Carroll’s dead so surely there isn’t a confidentiality issue?’
 

‘For Terence, no, but for the other side I’m afraid, yes.’ Ralph was going to be difficult but he wouldn’t have asked what I would do if he told me unless he planned to do just that.
 

I took a few breaths before answering that carefully.
 

‘I won’t do anything with the information or disclose its source but it will just help me to make a decision or two’ I said. I was glad to be getting some non-disclosure action.
 

‘And these decisions would regard lawful action I take it’ he really did sound like a judge now, he must have practised the pedantic part long and hard.
 

‘Ralph, just tell me what spooked Stevens and I’m out of here and you won’t hear any more of it’ I said firmly hoping I wasn’t going to have to use force and lose a good and respected friend in the process. I doubted the efficacy of that strategy anyway and I liked Ralph to boot.
 

‘Hmm’ he said yet again, I wondered if saying ‘Hmm’ formed part of the Bar Association initiation ceremony or something.
 

Ralph relaxed and smiled. 

 

Replacing his funny glasses and the ten years of age in a long ago perfected movement, he said
 

‘I suppose there’s no harm in it then. At least for me’ his face was suddenly serious.
 

I realised I was on the edge of my seat and moved back to feel the Beretta rub my spine.
 

‘Carroll Industries has an unusual clause in it’s Articles of Association – I assume you know what they are?’ I shook my head, I had some idea but I wanted it spelled out.
 

‘Articles of Association are the rules that bind the members of a Company, they are of paramount importance in private companies because they cannot buy or sell shares without the authority of a board motion carried by majority, this is so control cannot simply be sold out from under the board’
 

He continued ‘Carroll Industries has a peculiar part to its Articles in that if a Shareholder dies then the other shareholders have a right to buy those shares at a board agreed fair value.’ He added ‘This was nothing compared to what Carroll could get on the open market.’
 

‘Heirs are not heirs of Carroll Industries then’?’
 

‘No – the clause is there precisely to stop that happening unless the board agreed a motion for them to pass on’
 

It took a while to think this through, I couldn’t see why Stevens hadn’t killed Diana, it must have been a mistake. Perhaps he was holding her for a while for some other reason, it wasn’t her inheritance in Carroll Industries for sure.
 

‘Carroll had a majority on his own, he could do what he wanted’ I said slowly
 

‘Yes, but this was the first time he had ever, to my knowledge, used his majority against the rest of the board’s wishes or more particularly, One board member.’
 

This was getting interesting but I was impatient. ‘Go on’ I urged.
 

‘Well, Carroll gave notice of his intention to sell his shares to a bank for four times their current value and he also had me draw up a contract to force Stevens to sell his shares and resign – Stevens did not know that part of course’ Ralph fixed me with a beady eye.
 

‘Are you sure Stevens was not aware?’ I said digesting this nugget and remembering Stevens previous occupation.
 

‘Of course, only the bank, myself and Carroll knew.’
 

‘Why did he do it, the Stevens part I mean?’ I said getting more curious now Ralph was talking.
 

‘The bank insisted, they could have done it after the transfer but they wanted Carroll to clean house before they took over’ As the words ‘clean house’ passed his lips Ralph realised he’d said too much and shut his mouth like a trap.
 

‘Clean house?’ I enquired raising my eyebrows.
 

‘I didn’t mean it that way, they just wanted Stevens off the board’ Ralph said irritated by his indiscretion.
 

‘Come on Ralph’ I said, ‘You know why, so give, you owe me a favour anyway’ I wasn’t sure he did but the in depth background I had given him for his case against the U.S. Air Force must count for something.
 

‘OK’ he sighed ‘The bank knew of Stevens from elsewhere and wanted him gone, that’s all I know’
 

I told him about Stevens formerly being a lawyer and asked if he could have had access to the information that he was about to be fired.
 

Ralph Bird was adamant that he could not possibly have found out unless Carroll told him but then most lawyers and especially Birdie, know nothing about computers and I just couldn’t believe that Mr Stevens didn’t know, Carroll leaving was a blow but killing him was way over the top.
 

Stevens had known all right, I now had the first motive for murdering Carroll and the missing guns would be the second I was sure.
 

I thanked Ralph and we agreed to meet for a drink at some point but I knew we wouldn’t, Ralph wasn’t the sort and he was annoyed with himself for telling me so much. He’d get over it.
 

Switching on my mobile I listened to a message from Petra saying she’d be away for a couple of days, I was glad of this as I was becoming increasingly uneasy that Watts, who knew her address might use her against me if he had any difficulty in finding me which was precisely what I had planned. I didn’t want Watts finding me just yet.
 

Next I called the hotel and spoke to Susie, She had just returned from buying some necessaries for Diana and I updated her with what I’d learned.
 

‘Sounds good’ she said eagerly.
 

‘We’ve a way to go yet’ I said, ‘knowing something and proving it are two different things’
 

‘We’ll move then’ she said, a trace of something in her voice.
 

‘Yes, but Susie, I need you to look after Diana and make sure she stays down, I know you want to come with me this afternoon but you really are more important there’ I said as persuasively as I could.
 

‘I know’ she said ‘ but you shouldn’t go alone’
 

‘It will be fine and I won’t be alone’ I said confidently ‘Honestly, just change hotels then call me back when you’re done’
 

‘Who’s going with you then’ Susie asked suspiciously.
 

‘An Army friend’ I said, ‘Look just trust me on this one okay?’
 

‘Okay’ came back down the line and I knew Susie didn’t believe me about the Army friend, she was right to as until then I hadn’t thought of enlisting Spike. At least moving hotels would keep Susie and Diana busy for the afternoon.
 




 


 


Chapter Sixteen
 

A need for food suddenly overtook me and I lunched on Latte and muffins at one of the countless coffee bars which are spattered over London while I decided how best to break in to the Watts’ Clerkenwell address discreetly. The corrugated plastic roof to the workshop seemed the most likely bet.
 

Deciding that to wait until after dark was best, I called Spike and gave him some instructions.
 

Going back to the flat was out of the question but I needed some equipment, I also needed my bike, I would need to move fast later and not have to stop even if required by the police. That problem could be solved though I thought as I reconciled myself with breaking yet another law.
 

I went to a climbing shop and purchased most of what I’d need, the bill was astronomical, I thought again about not getting paid, this case was taking on a budget the size of NASA’s. 

 

Perhaps Diana would reimburse me I contemplated optimistically as I took a bus headed for Croydon. Taking out my mobile phone I noticed the battery was low so I called Ross Carlson and keeping it short asked him if I could hire a motorcycle.
 

Ross had sold Triumph motorcycles from a shop in Croydon before they went bust then while they weren’t made officially he manufactured them himself from spare parts for five years and finally when the factory opened its doors again in the early nineties he had been one of the first stockists and I had been a good if not his first customer.
 

Ross wasn’t keen, hiring a bike isn’t like hiring a car but he reluctantly agreed to let me borrow his own – which happily was the same model as mine.
 

When I jumped off the new tram system and asked to borrow his gear as well he nearly lost it, biker’s just don’t lend their gear to any one, it’s not done and I knew I was pushing my luck.
 

Eventually he agreed to everything except the crash helmet so I bought a new one, it was probably time to change anyway, even if you don’t use them for their intended purpose, crash helmets have a fairly short life span.
 

I promised I’d bring his pride and joy home in one piece a couple of days later while Ross fussed over me.
 

‘If you bend it just don’t come near me’ he said, meaning it.
 

‘Sure Ross, relax it’s only a couple of days’ I said in an effort to calm him
 

‘Yeah yeah yeah’ he replied sarcastically with a murderous look.
 

I waited until I was a good distance away before opening her up on the London Road through Streatham, I simply love how liberating the adrenaline rush of a fast motorcycle accelerating hard is, and Ross’s was very fast indeed.
 

I aimed for Covent Garden and after a bit of difficulty located the back of The Wine bar and parked up, entering through a staff door and divesting myself of my new helmet, borrowed gear and the heavy rucksack I’d bought earlier, I emerged into the bar proper.
 

Spike was alone behind the bar as per usual and the place was nearly empty. The afternoon had disappeared in the trip out to Croydon and so had most of The Wine bar’s after work customers.
 

I sat on a stool and we were customarily silent as I sipped a Coke. At seven o clock a floppy haired youth wearing the inevitable student uniform of Che Guevara T shirt and fatigue jacket came in to relieve Spike, he was followed by a bedraggled girl who barely looked eighteen herself.
 

I looked at Spike quizzically but he just gave me the usual blank stare back so I shrugged at his choice of bar staff and we let ourselves out onto the street.
 

Outside I asked him if he was armed.
 

‘Not yet, I’ll fix that on the way’ he said economically.
 

‘Fine, eight sharp in the alley then’ I said pulling on leathers.
 

‘Eight’ Spike repeated, and with a wolfish grin walked away. 

 

Shaking my head at this man with who I would trust my life but who had spoken not many more than twenty words to me in about as many years, I pulled on my crash helmet, started up and glided away.
 

I was dressed from head to toe in black and watching the back of the Watts residence and place of business by seven twenty having stashed the bike in the alley I had used before. 

 

A large truck had just unloaded and left which was something to think about at twenty past seven in the evening. It seemed late for deliveries or scrap collection. I hadn’t seen the truck load or unload, just a driver who shouted ‘Thursday’, slammed his door and starting up the heavy diesel, lumbered away.
 

At seven thirty the downstairs light went out followed by the upstairs bathroom light going on and then a dull light in one bedroom which made me think there was someone in the kitchen/sitting room with the bedroom door open.
 

I took the opportunity to check out the door to the back which was steel and very well protected by a lock I hadn’t seen before and would have been daunting even if I had. 

 

A redundant piece of plastic roofing was propped up on the wall, probably an unused panel from some old repair judging from the lichen growing on it. I threw a fist sized piece of brick up onto the building which made the roof rattle but the lights never changed. I went round to look up at the front windows. All was in darkness except the light in the kitchen where I imagined Eddie Watts was doing whatever he did.
 

Back in the alleyway I waited to meet Spike who now seemed superfluous as it looked like Mr Charles Watts was not in. When Spike tapped my shoulder I jumped about three feet in the air, I hadn’t heard a sound as he approached me from behind. And I had been listening intently.
 

His rubber soled boots matched mine but I had to inwardly admire his skill in moving completely silently, I repeated my brief instructions in a low voice even though we were some distance away.
 

I was glad of the company even if the threat was somewhat diminished by the apparent absence of Charlie Watts. It’s always better to have somebody outside you can trust when you don’t know who might arrive and definitely when you do know who might.
 

‘You boost me onto the roof and wait, anyone goes in, go after them and do a bit of apprehending but no shooting unless you have to. If I’m not out in ten minutes come and find me.’
 

Spike just nodded and we walked over to the darkened back of the workshop. The roof was about three feet higher than me and sloped upward to meet the brick body of the house just below the lowest window which was frosted. 

 

From my visit a couple of days ago I remembered that it was the revolting coral pink bathroom.
 

Sliding the redundant piece of old plastic roofing up first I put my boot into Spike’s gloved hands and he lifted my weight upwards without any apparent effort as I straightened and slid easily onto the plastic roof, searching for the support beams that showed like shadows under the corrugations which had bleached opaque in the sun. I found two supports after a bit of pushing here and there and looking down at the ground saw Spike moving away to watch the front door.
 

Balancing on my knees on the metal roof supports I lit the small blowtorch Ross had lent me in addition to his prized motorcycle, he hadn’t even asked me why I wanted it so great was his concern for his two wheeled partner.
 

It took about three minutes to cut a two foot square out of the sheeting big enough to drop through and another smaller hole on the other side of the support so I could attach a rope around it to swing in and climb out with. I gently laid the cut panel on the roof beside me.
 

Lying flat on the roof I peered into the gloom, the smell of burning was strong and although I was sure most of it was outside I was worried about fire alarms. Smoke detectors are so cheap nowadays they seem to get everywhere. 

 

Nothing happened so I switched on my torch and swept it around the space below mindful of the light being seen from above.
 

I was just above the inside of the back door previously exited by the truck driver and I was looking at what he had delivered. About forty packing crates were stacked neatly underneath me and the markings on them were unmistakeable, every soldier has seen thousands of those wooden crates.
 

Not needing the rope now I had a readymade staircase, I stepped down onto the uppermost crate and carefully climbed down the pile to ground level. There was no alarm system, at least no movement triggered one, I was fairly sure of that otherwise I’d have done things differently. The half brick on the roof had convinced me, a bang like that would have made enough vibration to set off any motion sensor. 

 

I focused on the crates – these were general purpose crates, the army has dozens of different sorts of crates, each one has a specific purpose and therefore content, Metal ones for food, clothing, tents and parachutes etc. The wooden ones are more varied, flat wooden ones for rifles, eighteen inch cubes for handguns, long rectangular for ammunition, deeper ones for artillery and tank shells and tall tea chest size or general purpose for everything else. These crates were the ubiquitous tall tea chest variety so in theory could have contained anything.
 

Although I was fairly certain what was inside the crates I had to open one anyway, even so, when I undid the well oiled metal hasps I was surprised to see a waxed paper wrapped AK47 assault rifle next to a Chinese Type 56 rifle which is essentially an oriental rip off of the so popular Kalashnikov rifle of 1947 it was buddying up to. 

 

AK47 is an abbreviation of Avtomat Kalashnikova Model 1947. Apparently despite his name being the second biggest brand known after Coca Cola, Mikhail Kalashnikov never made a red cent from his invention. That’s capitalism and communism for you. No such thing as a red cent.
 

I had expected new stuff, these rifles were clean, oiled and well looked after but were decidedly second hand. Judging from the mix these were ex Iraqi army weapons. I was sure if I opened enough crates I’d find some American M16 rifles to complete the party. I knew where these guns had come from in the first place but could think of only one place where they should officially be now, when I last looked part of the Army lived there too.
 

Rapidly feeling stupid I realised I was wasting my time here, I needed to know for certain exactly where these guns came from and I’d stood by and virtually waved goodbye to the lorry. 

 

Shit. Shit. Shit.
 

Pushing the crate lid back on I clasped the lid with care to make it look just as I’d found it. Then I stepped back up the crates concealing my boot imprints as best I could in the dark and finally clambered back through the hole I’d made. I quickly moved the piece of roofing I’d pushed up earlier over my makeshift entrance, sticking it down with a light adhesive which I took from the rucksack, it was sticky enough to keep the sheet in place unless we had a storm. I hoped it would pass from inside and was reasonably confident, people rarely look up, especially when busy with crates full of stolen assault rifles.
 

Whistling loudly I ran back to the alley where the bike was parked, Spike had heard the whistle and soundlessly joined me, a piece of blued dark steel belonging to a small automatic sliding into a pocket as he did so.
 

His eyebrows asked the question.
 

‘Job done’ I said passing him a slip of paper with Susie’s mobile phone number on it, ‘I need to get to Salisbury now so call this number and tell whoever answers I am OK and will call later but nothing else – don’t say who you are or anything’ 

 

Spike nodded and looked at me as if my suggestion that he might say more than absolutely necessary was deeply insulting, which to him it probably was and without a word he walked away into the darkness.
 

As I pulled on gloves and roared off I was calculating relative speeds and distances nearly as fast as I was moving, I reckoned on it being about a hundred miles to Salisbury or approximately three hours easily by truck, two and a half if I was unlucky. I prayed my hunch that the truck had come from the Army barracks on Salisbury Plain was right and that it was returning there. 

 

The truck which I was guessing was headed there had nearly an hour head start on me so I could just about catch him in about an hour and a half of riding like a lunatic. I silently apologised to Ross for the treatment his beloved Triumph was about to receive and screamed through London towards the open roads. 

 

The speedometer stayed past the 12 o clock mark most of the time and was approaching the three in the afternoon position which equated to nearly double the speed limit when I finally saw the white Scania shortly after I joined the M3 motorway. I punched the air with relief and quickly grabbed the left handle bar again as I unintentionally changed lanes. At that speed roads become awfully narrow.
 

The now empty truck was cruising easily at a steady sixty and thinking it would look odd if I followed him on a powerful motorcycle at that speed I took off again, shooting past him and not slowing until I reached a brightly lighted all night service station near Andover where I grabbed a take out coffee and ran outside so I wouldn’t miss the lorry going past as I knew it would sometime in the next fifteen to twenty minutes or so. 

 

It’s amazingly difficult to build up a significant lead on a moving vehicle, for a vehicle moving at sixty miles per hour you need to average a hundred for a whole half an hour to gain twenty minutes on that vehicle. That’s not easy even on a motorcycle which is worth remembering if you are trying to lose a police car for instance. Only try that trick if you also have some traffic to get lost in. Coppers are persistent buggers and some of them have helicopters.
 

Pulling out my phone I called Susie who sounded frantic, Spike’s twelve syllables were clearly more frightening than hearing nothing at all which I realised too late. I explained where I was and what I had found at the Watts family workshop which had brought me to my present place with a wild theory that sounded a little crazy even to me. I sounded to myself as if I was babbling but the last three hours had been a little crazy.
 

Susie calmed down at the sound of my voice and was reassuring me that she and Diana were moved and safe just as my phone beeped to warn me the battery was dying.
 

‘I’ve got to go, my battery’s dying’ I said abruptly and hung up suddenly realising I might need the phone again. Poor Susie was probably getting very frustrated but I couldn’t help that. I couldn’t see a payphone with a road view so I concentrated on other matters.
 

Petrol was going to become a necessity very soon I noted with a glance at the fuel gauge nestling in the bike’s tidy dashboard and this may be my only chance to get some. 

 

There was no way of watching the road while I did that so I settled on waiting for the truck. I would then refuel with time to catch the truck up afterwards. I got the cash ready in an outside pocket so I could leave in a hurry although as it turned out I didn’t need to.
 

The truck must have slowed on the narrower road but it still took nearly thirty minutes to get to me by which time my nerves were in shreds. I was convinced he’d gone elsewhere but just as I was about to give up the Scania pulled into the fuel station and the driver jumped out yawning. I realised I must have been riding faster than I thought in addition to the truck slowing up which accounted for the time and I once again said a silent and rueful thanks to Ross for his magnificent aluminium horse which I had thrashed mercilessly.
 

Getting on the bike I turned in towards a nearby pump and filled the tank slowly watching the truck driver do the same next to the thirty ton rigid bodied lorry – he had up to five hundred litres to pump though and I only had room for twenty so I was forced to linger checking tyres and wasting time so that I could follow him into the payment and shopping block and get a good look at him. 

 

There was a large sign on the door warning motorcyclists to please remove crash helmets in order that they may be served better. It really meant they wanted your face on the CCTV in case you robbed them but I ignored it anyway, keeping the helmet on would serve me better as I didn’t want the man I was following to see my face, even though I’d never seen him before.
 

He was just like a thousand other truckers except for the way he walked and held himself, ex military for sure. The guy had the beginnings of a beer gut forming and he was a little pasty around the face but it takes a soldier to know one. 

 

He bought some chocolate and my stomach rumbled, the muffins I’d eaten with coffee in Holborn seemed a long time ago now. I’d have bought something to eat but I’d tried getting stuff in my mouth with a full face helmet on before – you can’t.
 

Paying with my pre prepared cash I wandered leisurely back to the bike and pulling back on to the road, fell in behind him, the route meandering along towards Amesbury where I remembered a sharp turn that would branch off right towards the Plain proper where I had been on innumerable exercises.
 

I followed the lorry along the dark unlighted road with my lights off and stayed close where he couldn’t see me in his mirrors which was not as hair raising as one might think, I knew the route fairly well although it had been a while since I last travelled it and also the truck was down to forty miles an hour on the narrower A road. 

 

Anyway, hair stays firmly stuck down under a bike helmet.
 

In convoy, unbeknownst to the truck driver, we passed Amesbury and then he surprised me by not turning north towards Salisbury Plain as I had thought but continued on the main road for a few more miles before turning into a driveway in a small village called Winterbourne Stoke. Thinking about this it made sense, it wasn’t a military truck, it was a plain white civilian and had I thought of the possibilities of that sooner I may have altered my idea about looking for it on the way here. I was glad I hadn’t been too clever this time.
 

Cruising past for about a hundred yards I ‘U’ turned to a stop as he turned off his lights next to a shabby bungalow where all the curtains were drawn. 

 

I killed the noisy bike engine before he opened the truck door and whipped off my sound and hair deadening helmet as I hugged close to the hedge just out of his sight. 

 

The driver emerged from the tail end of the truck and stretching after his long stint in the seat of the Scania, entered the dark one storey house via a side door near the front. Lights went on, making soft squares of the windows then the unmistakeable blue glow of a television lit up the largest one in the front and all movement in the house seemed to stop for the night.
 

Starting up the bike I rode as quietly as I could back past the house and on towards the turnoff I had been confident he would make which now lay ahead of me on the left. I may as well reacquaint myself with the area while I was here I thought while I tried desperately to come up with a way of watching the workshop in Clerkenwell for the movement of the crates while also tying up this loose end in Hampshire.
 

Before I had the chance to get even close to a solution an Army Land Rover came past me on the other side of the road heading back the way I’d come with a face from the past squinting through the flat glass windscreen against my headlights. Peters the Quartermaster Sergeant. I never liked Land Rovers much but you could see a driver’s face very clearly through that trademark flat screen. Would have missed him if he’d been in a Jeep I thought among a million other things. 

 

My head spun wildly with the new connotations as I turned and went after the army vehicle, careful to keep my speed down, if the Land Rover was going where I thought it was all I wanted was to see it parked up when I passed the bungalow again.
 

My timing was perfect, I passed the bungalow at precisely the right moment to see a more portly version of Peters, my Quartermaster friend walking into the house as if he owned it.
 

My question about watching both here and Clerkenwell was redundant, this end was all too easily understood.
 

The desire to get back to London kicked in abruptly and I swung the bike round again and after passing the bungalow for the fourth time, I turned the volume to maximum on the throttle and rocketed back through the night as fast as I dared.
 

The tangled web of roadways and junctions that surround the capital slowed me up to legal speeds which was probably a good thing as I would attract less attention and I had been riding at high speeds for hours without getting noticed so was pushing my luck considering I had a handgun in my rucksack. I passed Shepherds Bush heading for the Westway and Euston Road before turning into Portland Place. 

 

It was just after one o clock in the morning that I passed the BBC building on my left and turned into Langham Place.
 





Chapter Seventeen
 

The doorman at The Langham Hotel, lodging place for the rich and famous was not used to receiving motorcyclists but, eager to learn new skills and stay in touch with the glitterati, he swallowed his professional distaste manfully and directed me to the underground car park which was lined with Bentleys, Mercedes and other exotica punctuated with the occasional Ferrari.
 

I strolled noncholantly up to the reception desk where I was greeted warmly, the receptionist would have welcomed an orang-utan if it had the right credentials I suspected. I was given my room key along with a message from Susie to call as soon as I arrived, good old Susie I thought wearily.
 

Stepping out of the lift I followed the corridor to my room and opened the door feeling dog tired but with a warm glow of elation at knowing how all the pieces of the puzzle fitted, as long as my antics on the roof of the Watts’ residence in Clerkenwell went undetected I was certain I was now ahead of Stevens and his merry band.
 

I looked at the telephone and dialled the number for Susie’s room, she answered immediately as if she’d been sitting over it waiting to pounce which in truth she probably had.
 

‘Are you alright?’ She said breathlessly.
 

‘I’m fine – want to share?’ I teased her.
 

‘I’ll be there now’ she said and the receiver went dead about a nanosecond before she was knocking on the unlocked door.
 

‘Come in’ I called softly and in she came, her eager face taking in my discarded rucksack, bike gear and my dishevelled appearance.
 

‘You look terrible’ she said.
 

‘Thanks, where’s Diana’ I asked suddenly remembering her.
 

‘Asleep I think - she’s in her own room – she seems to have an account here’ Susie replied with a hint of incredulity in her voice.
 

Incredulity never entered my mind, I was just glad that maybe I wasn’t paying the tab for once on this case.
 

I told my tale slowly and filled in the gaps with my conclusions and speculations as I went, Susie listened carefully and didn’t interrupt once. When I was finished she was silent with her small face frowning in concentration.
 

‘What’s the matter?’ I asked, thinking I had missed something obvious that would turn it all back on its head but Susie was thinking along more subtle lines.
 

‘Why do you think they’re carrying on with this even though they know you’re on the loose and after them and on top of that they know that you have Diana, and why didn’t they just kill Diana – they don’t need her.’ She said quietly, almost to herself.
 

It was a good question, I was slightly discomfited by Susie’s calm assertion that Diana, a living breathing person should be dead according to my story but I blame the movies for that cold heartedness on the part of the nation’s youth. 

 

My best answer was that not killing Diana had been a mistake and the continuing deliveries of weapons to Clerkenwell was because a deadline had to be met or there was a time frame that could not be moved. 

 

It wasn’t my best answer, it was the only answer I could think of.
 

It clarified in my mind though that Charlie Watts must be going barmy trying to find me given the threat I posed to him, he had nearly got me once but had not laid eyes on me since. 

 

I had chosen to switch hotels to The Langham as the staff there were famous for their discretion regarding guests at the hotel. Any contacts Watts had would struggle to find us. Susie and Diana had arrived only hours earlier. Diana’s ‘account’ here began to worry me a little but surely they would not know about that? 

 

Looking on the bright side, of course, if he thought my improvised ‘robbery’ just some nut after some ready cash and in addition did not notice the hastily repaired roof of the workshop, I was actually a long way ahead of them. I liked the bright side a lot.
 

Although it was completely by chance that I had seen the truck leaving Clerkenwell, I was absolutely certain I hadn’t been spotted following the truck to Hampshire and they had no idea I’d seen the connection with Peters.
 

I prayed the roof would not give me away but even if it did, they would still know that simply moving the crates would give me nothing say to Wentworth. The guns would probably be gone by tomorrow. I had distinctly heard the driver call out ‘Thursday’ as he left. There was no way the serial numbers for the second hand kit were being removed – they were unrecorded anyway. Yes, Clerkenwell was just a staging post for the old weapons en route somewhere else in the world.
 

That surely meant that another delivery was due the day after tomorrow. Tomorrow? It was tomorrow already, my brain felt lightly scrambled, I needed to rest but there was too much to think about.
 

Susie agreed, albeit doubtfully, that Diana had been a mistake and had reached the same conclusion as I about a time schedule. She asked me what I planned to do next.
 

‘Get some sleep then go to the cops in the morning’ I lied and smiled my warmest reassuring smile at her
 

It worked ‘We’ll talk in the morning then’ she said rubbing her eyes, I felt bad for not telling her the truth about my next idea which was to get to Watts before I enlisted the help of Wentworth and his backup but I needed her to stick close to Diana, I was still afraid that Watts would try to correct his mistake and shoot her on sight.
 

I had a personal score to settle with Charlie Watts before I turned him over to Wentworth, I take great umbrage at people who try to kill me. 

 

As Susie left I pulled out my phone and plugged in the charger. As I clicked the power switch the phone rang immediately and my message service told me I had voicemail.
 

The voicemail was one I would never forget, the first part was just Charlie Watts snarling at me, the frustration plain in his voice, I almost smiled at his angry tone but the altogether different sound of Petra screaming suddenly filled my ear and numbed my face. I sat down sharply on one of the many hotel chairs. After Petra’s soul wrenching shriek Watts came back on and said almost pleasantly ‘I’m sure you’ll call me on this number when you get this message.’
 

I felt clammy with fear, I listened to the whole message again and heard Watts telling me that I thought I was so clever but a little bird had told him (At this point he obviously took his hand off Petra’s mouth) that I wasn’t, then the instruction to call the number when I got the message.
 

I was horrified that Petra had been drawn into this and I had naively let her, I cursed myself for underestimating Watts again and knew Petra and I were finished even if he didn’t lay a finger on her, she would not and should not ever forgive me. I had to save her even if I died trying.
 

Shock morphed into full combat mode, I felt myself detach from the situation and analyse the facts I knew and make a strategy as my training smoothly kicked in. I desperately wanted to phone Watts immediately but that would be a mistake, it would just give him more time, he would be certain I’d call as soon as I got the message. The message was left earlier that evening – he must have grabbed Petra as she left home as she said she was going to in her message I had listened to at Birdie’s office and idiotically assumed she would be safe.
 

He must have been alone when he snatched Petra as I had personally seen that his brother was in Clerkenwell switching lights on and watching telly and I was now fairly sure there was no one else involved in this set up. Stevens was not a man to get his hands dirty – he had quickly made sure Watts took Diana away from Wimbledon.
 

I was also sure that they had no idea I knew about Clerkenwell so that would be where he’d take her, the flat at Kings Cross was out and his office too public plus he appeared to have abandoned that. I worried about Stevens Wimbledon address but they must have known that I was aware of that also since I had freed Diana and she would have told me. 

 

Of course Watts knew that I must have found all of Stevens addresses as I had found No 21 Clarence passage with no difficulty and if I didn’t know before, Diana would have told me about the Wimbledon apartment. His family home seemed extremely unlikely.
 

The only other possibility was Petra’s own place but Watts letting her scream discounted the place. The sound proofing was awful and the neighbours on each side and above and below would have heard. She’d had complaints from all four residents since I’d started going there.
 

I called Susie back on the hotel phone and got her back in my room, while she blinked blearily at me I called Spike, I needed the cavalry and I knew Spike would oblige.
 

I spoke swiftly and economically to Spike and agreed to meet him in one hour where we had met before.
 

Susie was now wide awake and alert.
 

‘What are you going to do?’ she kept saying.
 

I told her and her eyes popped.
 

‘Are you sure we shouldn’t call the Police?’
 

‘Certain, Watts is a killer and he’ll shoot Petra the first second he thinks he’s in danger, the cops are out of the question, not even an option’ my voice was cool and authoritative; the effect on Susie was not lost.
 

‘What do you want me to do’ she asked without further argument about the law.
 

‘Co-ordinate, I need you as back up, you come with me and stick close by, if it goes wrong you call the law and tell them everything’ I said shortly. ‘Get dressed, jeans, boots and jacket, we’re going by bike’
 

‘I don’t have a helmet’ she said her eyes searching mine which had turned to stone.
 

‘We’re not going to crash’ I said abruptly ‘Just get changed’
 

Susie left again and I checked the Beretta and its spare magazine before pulling on my jacket and boots and picking up my helmet again.
 

We had forty five minutes to get to Spike when Susie returned dressed in tight jeans, her leather jacket and some pixie boots. I wanted and needed to go to the flat first, I guessed it had to be safe with the Watts brothers busy in Clerkenwell. 

 

Wordlessly we ran down the stairs, I didn’t bother to offer any apology to Ross as I threw away the plastic seat cowl which made the bike capable of taking a passenger. I flicked the pillion footrests down and got on, pressing the starter in one fluid motion.
 

I wasn’t sure Susie had been on a bike before but she was right behind me gripping my waist as we leapt out of the garage, the front wheel of the forceful machine leaving the ground not for the first or last time that night.
 

We made Tower Bridge in less than ten minutes and I was screwing the silencer on to the Beretta in twelve. I had also retrieved the Browning that started most of this. 

 

Susie was more than wide eyed. My hiding place was ingenious but it wasn’t just that, I doubt she’d ever seen anyone so focused and heavily armed. Well, she wanted in, I thought bitterly, unfairly transferring some of my anger to her.
 

I reached into a cupboard for the helmet Petra usually wore if she deigned to ride on my bike and caught a whiff of her perfume as I handed it to Susie, my throat caught but I bit my lip and helped Susie to buckle the strap under her chin. 

 

We left with thirty five minutes to go to our rendezvous with Spike and I took it steady, motoring across town as if going home after a late night despite every nerve in my body shouting at me to rush, I’d meant it when I told Susie we wouldn’t crash. Any accident now could be the death of Petra. 

 

My breathing was steady and deep and my mind was taut as I went through the thousands of possible permutations of the situation I could be heading into. I had a reasonable working idea of a plan when we arrived at the usual spot in Clerkenwell.
 

Spike was in the alley leaning against a wall as I coasted silently to a standstill, lights and engine off.
 

I pulled off my helmet and helped Susie undo hers, catching Spike eying her extremely attractive backside, in any other situation I would have laughed but I was far from laughing right at that moment.
 

‘Two lights on Sir’ Spike said softly
 

‘Which rooms?’ I hissed.
 

‘Rear upper right and rear left Sir’ I wished he’d left out the ‘Sir’ as I could see Susie’s ears prick up but it hardly mattered to me now. 

 

‘What are you carrying?’ 

 

Spike showed me a wicked looking machine pistol fitted with a hefty silencer. I nodded.
 

I briefed him on the interior layout of the building and he nodded silently.
 

I quickly explained Susie’s role to Spike and then unnecessarily telling them both to be silent I called the number Watts had left on my phone.
 

He answered after three rings.
 

‘Lover boy’ he sneered, ‘Nice of you to call, her indoors is getting impatient and my brother fancies her like mad, do you know what the time is?’ He trailed off into a cackling laugh.
 

I had expected this and had mentally rehearsed this conversation several times on the way. I knew what he would expect me to say.
 

‘I just got the message, where is she Watts?’ I said with more than a trace of menace in my voice.
 

‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’ came the cocky answer, I cheered inwardly, he had no idea that I might know, otherwise he’d have told me where she wasn’t. There was no way they had seen the roof yet, it was three o clock in the morning. 

 

‘Steady tiger, she’s safe, I’ll let her go if you take her place. That’s the deal and no negotiation’ he said, his voice hard and level. ‘Any funny business and I’ll plug her like I should have plugged that bitch Carroll’ he said and he meant it. My blood felt ice cold.
 

‘Where do you want me to be?’ I asked through gritted teeth even though I knew that was what he’d ask, it seemed he hadn’t hurt Petra, he would have been too quick to boast about it if he had done anything like that.
 

‘No hurry, how about your office in two hours?’ Watts was listening carefully now, trying to detect anything he could in my voice.
 

Somebody would already be watching my office, he would want to be certain I didn’t involve the police in the two hours I had been given. Watts knew I would think that.
 

‘OK, my office, five am, bring Petra and I’ll be outside, I know you’re already watching it Watts’ I said with what I hoped sounded like a tinge of remorse in my voice.
 

‘No, you wait inside until we get there, once I know you’re inside, I’ll let her go and she can call you before I come in and kill you’ Watts laughed again, he hadn’t heard any off note in my voice.
 

He had this planned out, he would let me go to the office, then he would phone to tell me the plan was changed and name some other place, I’d leave my building and present an easy target at the door just like on Sunday only this time he wouldn’t miss and at five in the morning there’d be no witnesses. 

 

He was never going to let Petra go as she almost certainly had seen too much and Watts seemed to prefer elimination over being careful about who saw what. I was glad he was the one doing the underestimating now, he definitely had no idea where I was.
 

A shiver of doubt ran along my spine, if Petra was not in the building here I was screwed.
 

I shrugged the discomfiting thought away, every fact and instinct was telling the professional soldier inside me that she was here.
 

‘I’ll be there’ I said woodenly into the phone.
 

‘You better or your little bird gets it’ Watts snarled and the line went dead.
 

I switched the phone off and put it in my pocket. I didn’t expect him to call back and I didn’t want the phone ringing at the wrong moment anyway.
 

‘OK Spike, let’s go, Susie, do nothing and I repeat nothing for twenty minutes, whatever you see or hear you understand? After twenty call Wentworth on this number and nine nine nine if you like but we’ll be out in that time so you won’t have to’
 

Susie looked up at me nodding fearfully and suddenly I saw the frightened little girl she was.
 

‘It’ll be fine’ I said unconvincingly ‘Spike and I have done this loads of times before’ 

 

Not with so much at stake I thought, the only close combat either of us had seen was in training. The only things that ended up dead were paper targets.
 

Susie just nodded and whispered ‘Just go and get Petra’.
 

So we went.
 




 


 


Chapter Eighteen
 

Making our way round to the back of the workshop I saw a silver Mercedes parked, Spike hadn’t mentioned it but then he didn’t know anything about Stevens apart from what he looked like.
 

I told him about the car which meant we could have up to three armed people plus Petra inside. I wasn’t sure who was watching my office but I couldn’t be certain it was either of the Watts or Stevens, it could possibly be someone I didn’t know about after all.
 

We climbed silently on to the workshop roof, me first, to pull off the plastic sheet, then Spike followed, moving like a cat, not your domestic tabby, more like a panther, I was amazed that someone so big could progress so quickly and quietly. Without a word Spike continued along the support beam I marked with pointed finger.
 

Since there was only one set of stairs and I had been inside before I was going to use them, even though we weren’t expected it was a bad tactic to put both of us in the same bottleneck.
 

We had agreed that Spike, being taller than me by several inches would continue up the roof and in army terms ‘gain entrance’ at the remaining dark window which was the bathroom, the window was about five feet higher than the roof below but someone had fortunately left it open which we could see even in the dim glow of the street light. Spike was confident he could do it silently and I believed him.
 

The crates were as I’d last seen them a few hours earlier, I struggled to comprehend what I’d seen and done since then before putting it out of my mind. 

 

Dropping to the floor, I carefully turned the key in the outer door to afford a quick exit if necessary, then I crept forwards past the machinery and crates towards the door to the shop/house, Looking up I couldn’t see or hear Spike, the roof was an impenetrable black blank above me. I could faintly hear the sound of voices but couldn’t be sure it wasn’t a television.
 

The door handle turned easily and soundlessly and stepping through, I peered through the gloom in the next room towards the stairs, the sound was clearer now and I swiftly shut the door behind me to stop the owners of the voices above feeling any draught and getting lairy.
 

I stood still and watched the luminous hands on my watch creep round three agonising minutes, Spike should now be in the bathroom.
 

I identified the voices as Charlie, Stevens and one more, I hadn’t heard what Edward Watts sounded like though, they were laughing and joking albeit quietly and I wondered if I had been right about somebody watching my office. I decided no one was and Watts was bluffing. All the players in this performance were here.
 

Petra was there with them, silent or silenced but definitely in the room. I couldn’t quite hear what was being said but the tones used frequently rose as if mocking someone, I tried to work out positions but the sounds were too muffled for that kind of precision. 

 

I started up the stairs, carefully placing my feet at the outer edge of the treads to minimise sound and I breathed regularly as I’d been trained.
 

At the top I met Spike, who pointed at the rectangle of light around what I knew to be the living room, a bedroom was also lit as we’d seen from the outside but Spike signed to me that he had already cleared that while waiting for me. I was extremely annoyed by this as he could have started a firefight with me stuck downstairs but it was no time to argue that now. Spike knew what he was doing and it had not gone wrong.
 

I signed the ‘Let’s go, me first’ signal and kicked the door.
 

Everything froze and then went into slow motion but with the benefit of complete and sparkling clarity. The room appeared as a freeze frame for what seemed a few seconds but I knew it was an illusion.
 

The Watts brothers sat in front of me, Charlie holding in his right hand a long barrelled Smith and Wesson revolver made longer by the silencer it was fitted with. 

 

His brother, who was sitting to his left, was prodding Petra with a familiar looking rifle, she was tied to a chair, her back to me, he was sporting a large yellow bruise on his forehead and cheek thanks to my efforts I was glad to see. 

 

To my left sat Stevens, apparently unarmed. The TV was on with the sound muted.
 

As the slow motion scene ended the action began and lasted all of six seconds.
 

Charlie Watts’ reaction was quick, I’ll give him that. Raising the long gun he snapped a shot off which thankfully only grazed my shoulder as I had gone through the door dropping to one knee to give Spike a clear field of fire, I shot at his face a millisecond later at point blank range but he threw himself at me while shooting inexplicably to my left. I clubbed him with the butt of my gun as I saw his brother’s head explode as Spike fired a three tap burst from his own gun.
 

Watts went limp as Stevens erupted across my vision grabbing what I now recognised as an SA80 assault rifle from the dead hands of the headless man on the sofa and diving into the kitchen past the upright chair to which Petra was tied, her head now lolling. 

 

I grabbed Spikes arm to stop him shooting and we squared off as Stevens fumbled with the rifle’s safety. I guess they don’t cover the SA80 in law school. 

 

Spike jumped him then and just took the rifle away as if Stevens was a naughty boy who had taken one of his toys. He cowered in the kitchen as I called out hopelessly to Petra.
 

She couldn’t answer, the tape over her mouth was one thing but the hole in her beautiful neck was another. Pink frothy blood trickled from her mouth.
 

I realised what Watts had shot at and simultaneously a bright red rage I’d never felt before boiled up from inside me. Spike had taken Charlie Watts’ gun away and the murderous bastard had rolled himself onto his back, propping himself up on his elbows, sneering at me, his expression changed to horror as the SA80 appeared magically in my hands and with the natural ability granted only to those who had put in hours of practice I pushed in the safety while my left hand selected full auto before emptying the entire magazine into Watts. 

 

The cartridges must have been loaded with some soft compound because it looked like several kilos of raw meat had been thrown up in the hallway afterwards. 

 

Those boys at Heckler and Koch know their stuff, every one of the thirty rounds ripped into Watts without jamming the rifle. I dropped the hot, oily weapon and turned back to Petra but she was still as dead as before.
 

Spike had Stevens in an armlock and was expressionless as we left the carnage, I felt detached and numb again, we were both temporarily deaf from the three second burst but knew we had to get out and fast to save the situation. Taking Petra was out of the question and my training never asked me to consider it. I still hated leaving her though.
 

I ran down the stairs and watched as Spike incapacitated Stevens with a soundless punch to the temple before lifting his limp body over an enormous shoulder and followed me down. 

 

When he reached the bottom I pulled the Mercedes keys out of Stevens’ pocket and we ran for the back door, we didn’t hear any sirens but then we couldn’t hear anything much over the roaring in our ears.
 

I clicked the remote and opened the rear door for Spike who threw Stevens in like a sack of cement and followed in slamming the door, I jumped into the driver’s seat and plunged the key into the ignition and twisted, the motor started and, ramming the lever into ‘Drive’ I gently pressed my foot on the accelerator. We were away.
 

My hearing was beginning to return as I stopped in the alley way for a terrified looking Susie who had heard the short burst of gunfire obviously. I got out of the car and told her to drive to my flat. I had to get Ross’s bike away from there. 

 

Susie had heard no sirens so I told her without emotion to just drive and Spike would look after Stevens.
 

I pulled on my helmet and raced away into the dawn. The lightening sky was reddish in colour like the blood on Petra’s neck and I felt cold and dead inside.
 

Back at my flat Spike was firmly in control of the cleanup operation, his gun and all his clothes were in a large plastic sack and he was in the shower, we’d both worn gloves but powder residue can get everywhere. My brain snapped back into survival mode and I was glad Spike was in the same state. 

 

Stevens was tied to one of the heavy cast iron radiators and started shouting as soon as he saw me, I stuffed a wet tea towel in his mouth and he went quiet.
 

Susie was in shock, making coffee in the, to her, unfamiliar kitchen, Spike had not said a word to her but the absence of Petra was enough for her to guess we’d failed. She turned a tear stained face towards me as I walked in but said nothing. I smiled and said ‘later’ softly, touching her cheek gently. 

 

Spike emerged wearing my running sweats, a bit small but workable, he nodded at me and I stripped off all my clothes and put them in the plastic sack but I hadn’t hit anyone with the Beretta and wasn’t worried unduly about the solitary brass cartridge I’d left behind so I kept it. Spike raised his eyebrows at me for keeping the Browning as well but shrugged and left with the bag of clothes and still warm metal. 

 

I stayed in the shower for twenty five minutes, washing first with some Swarfega then several times with a strong detergent usually used on saucepans before conventional shower gel. I still couldn’t bring myself to think about Petra.
 

I cleaned the shower afterwards with some powerful disinfectant. 

 

Dressed in jeans and a white collarless shirt I pulled on some loafers before I went out into the living room. Tower Bridge loomed familiarly through the window to my left. 

 

Susie had called Diana who was sitting rigidly on my sofa staring at the miserable sight of Stevens tied wretchedly to the radiator. He was lucky I hadn’t turned the heating on.
 

Spike wasn’t back yet so I updated Susie and Diana on what had happened in the house in Clerkenwell, I felt miserable about Petra and even more so about leaving her precious body there.
 

Spike came back with news, no cops had been called and the Watts place was still clear, this altered things measurably. So much for my SWAT team theories as well. Perhaps the residents of Clerkenwell were used to gunfire in the dead of night.
 

‘Time to talk’ I said levelly looking at Stevens.
 

Leaning over I pulled the tea towel out of his mouth which made him retch but I was glad he wasn’t sick on the floor.
 

‘I’m not talking to animals’ he croaked
 

Diana gave him a look of such naked malevolence that I nearly shuddered. 

 

‘Can’t you see it’s over Stevens’ I said ‘The shipment tomorrow is going straight into the hands of the police, Peters is going to be in the bag before the guns get out of Hampshire and when they take a look at that place in Clerkenwell and what I tell them, you are toast even if I don’t turn the heating up’ I kept my voice calm and level.
 

Stevens stared nastily at me as I said this but didn’t respond.
 

‘You saw what happened to the Watts brothers’ I said coldly ‘And Petra, my girlfriend’ I added in an icy tone, I saw Susie and Diana stiffen.
 

‘Is that a threat?’ said Stevens pulling away from the ironwork nervously.
 

‘Spike and I are clean, the only piece of dirt to implicate us is you, so either the cops can clean you up or we will’ I said, my voice so devoid of emotion I felt like it was someone else speaking.
 

Stevens talked.
 

A bent army source Watts knew called Peters was holding a fire sale of huge numbers of old guns, and clearly had the capacity to deliver.
 

Carroll Industries in the guise of Stevens had the perfect infrastructure for disseminating such hardware in the third world at a huge personal profit to Stevens. 

 

Watts and his brother had handled the weapons, thousands of them, mostly used, many American and a lot of Chinese or Russian. Personal weapons and ammunition sold to Iraq before the war. All were cleared up and brought to blighty from Kuwait after the Gulf war proper ended.
 

All these weapons were still unrecorded according to Watts and were still in the Army packing crates as I had seen, having not seen the light of day since being carefully cleaned, oiled and packed away with the usual efficiency of Her Majesty’s British Sappers on the Iraq / Kuwait border. A lot of the weapons had been taken from Iraqi soldiers leaving Kuwait as they were forced to surrender.
 

Anything new and of British Army origin had its serial number machined off by Watts’ brother who had a small metal fabrication business which I of course knew. 

 

I knew that the UK had done the clear up but had no idea we had brought back so much hardware. 

 

I guessed The Americans were embarrassed by their arms sale to Iraq when they took Iraq’s side against Iran although their official line was that they had sold them to the Saudi Arabians who had supported Hussein against Iran because of their fears for their Shea population if Iran won.
 

The Russians or Chinese would not want their newly burgeoning industries hurt by the news that their guns had killed all our soldiers (and wounded me incidentally); I didn’t doubt that the implied threat of exposure had proved a valuable bargaining tool for our squeaky clean government.
 

He also explained why there was new stuff going missing when the old gear was so plentiful and obviously not kept inventoried like new stuff was. I remembered Peters had commented that the new stuff was missed immediately it disappeared, he had lied, the new stuff was needed to make up orders where they couldn’t find old kit.
 

According to Watts, Stevens told us, all the used and old weaponry was stored in crates in twenty aircraft hangars on Salisbury Plain - I had seen those hangars which were big enough to house American bombers so the scale of the theft would have to be huge to be noticed, assuming the hangars were full.
 

The Gulf war had over half a million troops committed to it on our side plus a hundred thousand Turkish troops along the Iraq/Turkey border, so the numbers were not in any way unbelievable and anyone who has been in the British army knows that carefully packing up used weapons and transporting them thousands of miles to keep them in a warehouse is actually one of the more sane things it might do.
 

Terence Carroll deciding to sell up had threatened an audit of the company. Because the buyer was a bank Stevens knew the comprehensive and detailed nature of such an audit would expose him. 

 

He subsequently found out through his old contacts that his own card was marked already. When Carroll told him what he intended over lunch, declaring the matter to be nothing personal he had signed his death warrant.
 

When Diana told him Carroll would probably not have survived to complete the sale Stevens looked sick. Whether it was true or Diana was just twisting the knife I didn’t know.
 

Stevens was unaware of the clause in the Articles of Association that meant he was safe with Carroll dead. This astounded me but neatly explained why he snatched Diana.
 

He had assumed he could persuade his old friend Diana to let him buy some of her inherited shares but instead she had confronted him and he had decided to keep her as long as it took to get his hands on the shares. That had been his biggest mistake and he knew it and it defeated him to know it. If he had simply denied it all to Diana I may have lost interest, at least, I let him think I would have.
 

When Stevens had finished I called Wentworth and told him a truckload of rifles and assorted stolen weaponry would arrive from army barracks in Salisbury at Clerkenwell on Thursday at some point and gave him the exact address. I also gave him Peters’ full name and rank. 

 

Stevens, I informed him, would present himself shortly at a London Police Station to confess his involvement in the murder of Carroll and persons unknown at the Clerkenwell address.
 

Wentworth was furious with me but I calmly hung up on him.
 

Spike took Stevens away in his Mercedes and dumped him outside a central copshop safely tied up in case he had second thoughts (Not that I’d given him much choice in his first thoughts.) 

 

Only Spike knows what happened to the car after that but I guess somebody loves it.
 

Diana seemed to shrink during Stevens’ confession and so I took her home in a cab and on returning I woke Susie and we talked for a while before she fell asleep again, exhausted, I picked her up and carried her to the bedroom. 

 




 


 


Chapter Nineteen
 

Wentworth arrived the next afternoon and woke us both up. I had nodded off in my chair watching the river. As I opened the door Susie appeared from the bedroom right on cue wearing one of my shirts which reached her knees.
 

Stevens it seemed had concocted a story blaming me and some other bloke he couldn’t identify for some mayhem in Clerkenwell, He hadn’t even recognised Spike. I had expected this but the Spike part was a bonus.
 

Wentworth being a shrewd fellow half believed him and had brought a search warrant and because he was also a suspicious sort had also brought a full forensic team.
 

He arrested me and let Susie go. I went to the Police Station with him and told him nothing he didn’t already know. I had to tell him about a hundred times all the same. I used my usual technique, deny, deny and deny again.
 

They tested me for powder residue, took hair samples and DNA and scraped my fingernails. 

 

At least they don’t pull them out in England any more.
 

Coppers like Wentworth always think they can catch you out on a detail – he was incandescent with rage that I wouldn’t give him any details to get caught out on but I knew he’d see the death of Charlie Watts as murder because that was exactly what it was. 

 

I had no problem with that but I knew he couldn’t ignore it, I thought I was doing us both a favour anyway. I tried to console him by saying he had stopped a major arms theft, even if he hadn’t been able to shoot anyone. I very much doubted the army were going to thank or reward me, it would be Wentworth’s collar.
 

Diana wisely kept her mouth shut too even though her husband was dead as a result of Stevens’ actions
 

Wentworth knew he was beaten when his search turned up nothing and he let me go on Friday morning. He was still furious with me although he was beginning to see I was best out of it.
 

The police had made a mess of my flat but as Wentworth had told me they had found nothing and the Beretta and my new Browning were where I had left them with Stevens’ briefcase. 

 

The aluminium case had bothered me even as we burst through the door that night. Stevens had looked at it before diving for the kitchen with his life in danger.
 

I had taken it since it obviously contained something terribly important, it was heavy too. My briefcase trick took half an hour because I didn’t know any of Steven’s favourite dates and he hadn’t used dates anyway, both locks were set in the nine hundreds. 

 

The tightly packed wads of used fifty pound notes explained the weight, I estimated there must be between five and six thousand of them which made more than a quarter of a million pounds even by my shaky arithmetic. I decided not to confuse the issues the cops were already facing and keep the cash. I had been working for nothing after all.
 

I mailed a thick stack to Spike with a note that simply said ‘Thanks, this may be hot’ he would know what I meant. I also resolved to double Susie’s salary now she was working with rather than for me, if she stayed that is.
 

I put the briefcase back where it had remained hidden and thought perhaps I should find a new hidey hole now that Susie knew about this one. I decided not to, I’d trust her with my secret unless she left me.
 

After a difficult call to Ross in Croydon which involved some promises I knew I could deliver and others I couldn’t keep, I went to the office, Susie was in, waving a large cheque from Diana with a card that said simply ‘Thank you’ and the coffee was ready. 

 

We sat in my office and talked, Susie had been my alibi for the night in question, in fact she had coolly told Wentworth we were lovers and had spent a couple of nights in posh hotels previously. Susie was full of surprises these days and I had to laugh at this ad lib of hers which cheered her up considerably, the extra money and revised terms cheered her even further when I got round to telling her and she gave me a hug. I hoped she would stop doing that, I needed her to be able to lie about us being lovers, another hug like that and she might be telling the truth.
 

I had worried she might want to bail out after all she’d been through, in fact she was more worried about me. 

 

I was okay but Petra had got to me in a way no one else had before and what I knew most was that I wasn’t going to get that close to anyone again for a long time. 

 

The presence of Petra’s body at the house in Clerkenwell was eating Wentworth alive but it would be a long time before I’d tell him how it happened. It was eating me more than him and he would one day work it out in all probability.
 

He didn’t go to the funeral but I did, Diana was also there which surprised me, she had never met Petra. She told me without any affection that I was the hardest man she’d ever met which seemed a little unfair at the time but I think I know what she really meant now. I couldn’t tell her how I felt and couldn’t cry either. 

 




 


 


Chapter Twenty
 

Stevens was sentenced to thirty years with no chance of parole. The case was heard without delay, There had been no news coverage and Stevens had the thinnest possible defence. Wentworth stuck all the deaths on him out of sheer spite. I think I made him feel like that.
 

Although Wentworth knew different, he needed to clear all the mess up. How he put Petra at the scene I didn’t know and couldn’t ask when he came to tell me about his ‘result’. He let me know that he thought he should have found some money at the scene and Stevens’ briefcase was missing.
 

‘Search me’ I said but Wentworth wasn’t amused by my sarcasm. It was good to know the cash was clean though. Wentworth was obviously fishing which meant he wasn’t certain about any money.
 

From what Wentworth said Stevens had stood accused alone of trying to rip off his partners and killing them in the process. The SA80 had only Edward Watts and Stevens’ prints on it and Spike had thoughtfully put his own empty gun in Stevens’ hand before abandoning him. Spike can be an imaginative chap when he wants to be. 

 

Several months later I had a visit from a representative of Her Majesty’s Armed Forces. The kindly Brigadier was dressed in civilian clothes this time and looked even older than when I had last met him. He must have personally requested the powers that be in the Army to make this visit which meant more to me than he could ever have known. 

 

He thanked me on the Army’s behalf and I thanked him for coming but he didn’t offer to reinstate me. I knew my army days were over for good, not because of that but because of how I’d changed since leaving. 

 

I’d crossed a line when I killed Watts and knew it, soldiers don’t kill men with their hands up, at least I had never let emotion control my trigger finger. What had happened in Clerkenwell would take some getting used to even if I was not sorry for Watts.
 

I guess Susie and I will have to stick with the day job for the time being.
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