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Chapter One.
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February 1944 – Cherbourg, France.

It was a clear and bitter winter’s night when the small fishing boat Faulcon de Mer slipped through the eerie darkness of Cherbourg harbour. Its rounded wooden bow created a jet-black undulating swell with white luminescence on the tips of the waves, reflecting the few shimmering lights glowing from the French port’s harbour.

Aboard the vessel was Captain Erich Schmid of the German Army intelligence unit, Abwehr. Schmid stood tall on Faulcon’s port side as they glided in alongside the old concrete dock, the skipper cutting the diesel engine and throwing two ropes over the quay bollards as they did so. Being part of Army Intelligence gave Schmid privileges, the most notable of which was the ability to slip in and out of restricted areas without too many questions being asked by over-curious officials. These privileges also helped Schmid ease the nerves of soldiers, along with their very jittery trigger fingers, usually with liberal donations of cigarettes and wine when needed.

The war in Europe was progressing quickly giving rise to the inevitable rumours of invading Allied forces planning to storm across the Channel at any time. Even with the heightened tensions of the ever-advancing war, today should have been no different from the previous crossings Schmid had made over the last two years. A select few had meticulously planned every aspect of the operation. Attention to detail was always Schmid’s forte. But today was about to become anything but the day that had been planned. Today, something had changed.

Caught in one of the headlamps of a Mercedes staff car parked at the top of the agreed landing point at steps No. 7, Schmid could just make out the uniform of an SS Storm Command Leader. This was not expected. It should have been Schmid’s trusted corporal standing where the Command Leader now stood. A corporal who was handpicked by Schmid himself, not just because he trusted him, but because he was also trusted by the other superiors he worked with. This was crucial to Schmid. Deception was an art, and his corporal was certainly a first-class artist. He had to be able to outwit any potential threats posed throughout this complex and dangerous operation.

Instead, it was the Command Leader who gave a brief nod in the direction of the boat’s skipper standing in the wooden wheelhouse. The skipper acknowledged with a gentle nod of his head in return and then left the wheelhouse. With a single leap, the skipper landed ashore, allowing for no recognition of Schmid’s current situation.

The Command Leader stepped aside to let two of his soldiers descend the steps to where the boat had been docked.

Schmid took a deep breath of the chilled air and stood tall as the boat gently rocked following the skipper’s departure. It was clear to Schmid that he had not been meticulous enough. From this point on, he knew it was all over. He knew that he had somehow been betrayed, and, for that, he also knew he was about to die.

As the soldiers approached the bottom of the steps, Schmid turned quickly and jumped out of sight behind the wheelhouse. Without any hesitation, he took two running steps, dived headfirst over the side of the vessel, and disappeared into the jet-black waters of Cherbourg harbour. By the time the soldiers had discharged their weapons into the wake he left behind, he had vanished.
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March. Two Thousand & Three – Cornwall, England.

Dorothea LaSalle entered the Cape Bay café, relieved to find a single empty table with one chair in the furthest corner of the room. She liked to be in a position where she could keep an eye on what was happening around her, a habit from a previous life.

Spring had not yet sprung properly in Cornwall, even though it was late March, and the rain was proving to be completely unpredictable. Trying to understand the changes in weather in this part of the country was proving impossible.

Dorothea, known to those who knew her as Dot, was dripping wet. Her recently cut, blondish, greyish hair thankfully wasn’t looking too bad. It would have been a different story if it were still long and uncontrollable, though. Dot always played down her beauty. Most of her life was spent without using makeup. In her opinion, face paint was only reserved for dates, christenings, weddings, and funerals. Mind you, given her fast-approaching retirement and previous job roles, she was of that age where there were certainly more funerals than anything else these days. Dot’s face carried a radiant light tan from her recent days of unexpected Cornish winter sun, which gave her a glow that belied the current spate of crappy weather. She had a face that both men and women took a second look at, and she knew it. She also hated it.

Having not obeyed her own mantra, of there’s no such thing as bad weather, just the wrong clothes, Dot was now paying the price, standing in a self-created ever-increasing puddle of rainwater. Having guessed the outside temperature from the inside of her house, she had got it wrong. Not that there was much difference between the two, as her house currently had no heating other than ancient woodburning stoves. It was certainly not the first time she had guessed wrong in this beautiful granite stone harbour village, which she was now trying to call home.

Dot, recognising most of the other customers as village locals who had got the weather right, now became the focus of the café clientele. They all stared at her with a mixture of curiosity and a sense of the absurd. Dot took off her sodden, inappropriately thin, and summery coat, hung it on the back of the small chair, and sat down with a squelch. The deliberate silence she had been met with as she walked into the café had been overtaken by a chit-chatty hubbub. This was something that she was becoming used to. She was, after all, deemed to be a stranger in these parts.

Jean, the owner of the Cape Bay Cafe, approached with an indignant look on her face, the whole time shaking her head in clear bewilderment. Dot guessed that Jean’s age was somewhere in her late fifties to early sixties and observed that she was dressed in the same style of blue jumpsuit that Dot had seen her wear every time she had been in the café. With her tousled bleached blonde hair and weathered perma-tan skin, Jean looked every part the old school surfer type. Dot had no idea whether Jean had ever surfed in her life; she knew very little about her, other than she was supposedly Cornish and made damned sure that every customer knew this. Mind you, there was a not-so-Cornish twang in her accent, which made Dot certainly have doubts about Jean’s provenance.

Dot had also found out that Jean’s brother, Charles, had died quite a few years previously, apparently trying to rescue a sheep that had fallen down a disused mineshaft. They littered this part of the land, a legacy of Cornwall, for centuries, being the biggest producer of tin in the world. You would therefore think that it was not the brightest idea to keep sheep in the area, but again, who was Dot to question this? She had been given an abridged version of the tragedy by Jean after she had spoken about the house where she was now living. It would seem that the accident had taken place in an area that just happened to be in its grounds. She had to admit that this gave her the shivers.

“Morning,” said Jean, without any type of smiley accompaniment, “I assume it’s the usual for you today again, then?”

Dot was daydreaming and wondered which generation you had to have come from to finally call yourself Cornish. “Nice to see I’m slowly being accepted into the community, then, Jean. The others in the café were only quiet for about twenty seconds when I walked in this time. That’s got to be at least thirty seconds shorter than when I first came in here. In my book, that’s progress. And yes, please, the usual again if you don’t mind.”

“One pot of tea, an extra pot of hot water, one extra tea bag, and four hours of my internet for free, it is, then. Oh, and just to let you know, if you ask me for a towel, that will cost you extra. As soon as I start giving away things like towels and internet, people take liberties, and then everyone will expect the same from me. And that is not going to happen. And by the way, just so you know, progress in these parts is measured in years. Hundreds of them. So, you have a long way to go yet.” Jean let out a gruff humph, spun around, and walked back behind the serving counter, shaking her head and grumbling in Cornish under her breath as she did so. No doubt this was to ensure that Dot had no idea whatsoever of the nature of the curse that was being bestowed upon her.

Deciding to move to Cornwall had been an easy decision for Dot. Who doesn’t want to live in Cornwall? Circumstances, though, meant she had little choice in the matter, but that certainly didn’t mean it hadn’t been an emotional and exhausting journey to get here. In reality, a darned sight harder than she ever thought possible. A journey that had taken its toll on her, and one that she was now trying her hardest not to regret.

The locals in the village were making it very clear to Dot that just because she lived here for a few nanoseconds of a generation, it didn’t give her the right to call it home. Apparently, it also gave the locals no right to accept Dot. Why would they? They had seen their world under attack for many years by wealthy out-of-towners gobbling up every available scenic property, then either renting them out to vexatious tourists or just leaving them empty for most of the year as second homes.

Perched on just about every beautifully scenic hill and cliff overlooking the sandy bays and beaches sat ostentatious architectural monstrosities that wealthy out-of-towners called home for two weeks of the year.

As always, though, there were two sides to every story. Very little had ever been spoken of the fact that, in most cases, it was the locals and their families selling their properties and land at vastly overinflated prices to the very out-of-towners that kept the locals’ pursuit of righteousness very much alive. These locals were now enjoying the financial spoils of their clearly brilliant property transactions, which, in a lot of circumstances, showed them buying up properties to rent out to the same holidaymakers that the wealthy townies were making their money from in the first place. Pretty shrewd to be fair, yet here was Dot, being rebuked by the same locals for having the audacity to move into their village. In Dot’s view, her money being spent here was just as good as anyone else’s money, and for that reason alone, despite the challenges, this was now where she lived, like it or not, and quite frankly, screw anyone who happens to think differently.

Jean returned carrying a large tray. She placed the teapot, spare teapot, milk, and spare teabag onto the table. “So, what is it you do on that computer of yours all day? I hope you aren’t watching movies. My internet isn’t unlimited, you know. Cost comes out of my profits, so it does,” she grizzled.

Not wanting to fully enlighten Jean of her own current employment status, Dot replied, “Jean, I’m still waiting for the electrical engineers to finish putting all of the cabling in for the power at the house. And don’t worry, when that happens, I’m sure I’ll get my internet sorted out, so I can watch my own movies to my heart’s content. As to what I do, well, in a nutshell, I help elderly people who have been financially abused to get their money back. Simple as that, really.”

Jean had no idea what that meant.

“Must be good money in it,” she said, not wanting to show her ignorance. “Especially if you can afford to do up that bleddy great big mansion you have bought.” Jean used the Cornish equivalent of bloody to emphasise that this was her rightful place to live.

“Well, here’s the thing, Jean. I didn’t buy the house; I inherited it.” ‘’Chew on that one for a while,’ thought Dot, inwardly chuckling to herself.

Jean stared intently at Dot before speaking. “Well, you kept that one quiet, didn’t you. Inherited, you say? That mean you actually are Cornish, then?”

“Wow, you’ve never asked me that before; that must have hurt.” Dot was desperately trying to remain poker-faced. Her stomach, though, was having other ideas. The chuckling wasn’t abating, even more so, given the expressions of some of the other customers who had been earwigging. They were priceless. Now, this was real village gossip. “In all honesty, Jean, I’m really not sure if I have any Cornish heritage in me or not. I’m still trying to figure that bit out, but no doubt, given the old mansion has been there in some form for quite a few generations, who knows? You and I might even be related. Wouldn’t that be peachy?”

Jean looked perturbed. Her face had the appearance of someone who had just poured ice-cold water onto a tooth that required root canal treatment. “Well, anyway,” she said, “helping old un’s get their money back seems like a good thing to do. No doubt you charge an extortionate fee for what you do, but fair play to you anyway. Now I best be getting on, some of us have real work to be doing.” 

But Jean didn’t get on. She was staring into space. She obviously had more that she wanted to say on this matter. “Inherited, you say. But why? God only knows why anyone in their right mind would want to live in Bay View House. It’s nothing but a rambling pile of old rocks. It should have been pulled down years ago, if you ask me. That place is cursed. You know that don’t you? My Charlie found that out when he fell down that god-forsaken shaft chasing bloody sheep. That mine should have been sealed off properly. Just letting the place go to rack and ruin like that after the fire destroyed the main house. Criminal. People say stuff happened up there that they didn’t want anyone finding out about. Using the house as a hospital for soldiers in the war, all the way down here in Cornwall, as well. More like trying to hide people away from everyone else, if you ask me. There’s still folk roundabouts that worked up there. They say that soldiers lost their minds. Left their souls behind in the war. I reckon it was one of them who decided to burn it down. Full of ghosts. Makes my skin crawl.”

Jean paused and took a deep breath in. “No one from the village has ever seen hide nor hair of anyone up there for years until you turned up with your posh bloody accent with men in fancy cars and suits. Plenty of out-of-towners sniffed around it over the years, but not a single one of them ever wanted to buy the house. Why was that? Says something that does. Even the property developer types didn’t want anything to do with the place.”

“Well,” Dot said, feeling suitably chastised for having the audacity to move into a house that was rightfully hers, “the good news for you, Jean, is that I’m not asking you for your opinion about my house, although the history lesson is very much appreciated. And it’s also good news that I’m not afraid of ghosts. Let’s face it, if I had listened to all of your like-minded nay-sayers, I would never have had the opportunity to allow such wonderfully cheery people like you into my murky and mistrustful life. And where would have been the fun in that, hey?” 

Jean was now staring out of the café window, which was covered by a continual stream of condensation. Two seagulls sat on top of a bench across the cobbled road, staring back, seemingly oblivious of the rain, most probably plotting their next sortie on any unsuspecting individual exiting the café with a pasty.

Jean’s eyes had welled up. A small tear was rolling down her tanned cheeks, mimicking the condensation in the window. Dot assumed that the thought of Charlie dying in an abandoned mineshaft on her cursed estate was the reason for the tears. Couldn’t really blame her for that; it must have been a horrible way to go.

Jean’s silence allowed Dot the opportunity to change the direction of the conversation. It was all pretty grim, and it seemed to be Dot’s fault. The entire café had been listening to what they had been talking about, and the watching eyes now falling upon Dot were palpable.

“Jean,” said Dot, looking over at the cake counter, “Is that almond croissant up there one that’s been left over from yesterday, or is it fresh today?” Dot knew full well it was at least 24 hours old.

“It's fresh today, thank you very much indeed,” Jean snorted, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand “I assume, as you have enquired about the almond croissant that you’re going to buy it?”

“No,” Dot replied. “I just like winding you up. Of course, I would like to buy it. I’m starving, and let’s face it, I need to make sure that I keep your profit margins as high as I can for you. Can’t have people complaining that I’m not contributing to the local economy, can we now?”

Dot was a bit flushed and annoyed by the verbal encounter. She shouldn’t have been. It seemed to be a constant in this place. At least here, though, people did talk to each other, unlike in London, where Dot used to live. In London, ignorance always appeared to be bliss, and real conversation between strangers was non-existent. If dialogue was indeed entered into, then it was deemed as downright suspicious.

London seemed forever ago to Dot. In reality, it was just a few months ago that she was living a life that was light years away from the one she now found herself living in Cornwall. She felt as if she had aged twenty years over the last couple of years. Carving out a new life for herself in Cornwall with the sea air and quiet surroundings was certainly helping with her own mental health. Not that mental health was something she had ever given a second thought to previously. She didn’t have time to. Until that was, she met her now-exish, husband.

Jean came over and put the plated croissant on the table in front of her.

“Thanks, Jean,” Dot said, now staring at the screen of her laptop. “London,” she thought aloud. “Bloody London.”
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London – One year ago.

“Mum, look, I’m sorry, but I told you I’ve got to go into a meeting, and I’m running late. I’ll call you back as soon as I’m done, I promise. Yes, yes, I promise, I won’t be long.” Dot was on the phone with her mother, Anna LaSalle, for the third time that day, and it was not even lunchtime yet. “Mum, seriously, no one is trying to murder you. They all love you there and want to make sure you’re happy, that’s all. Now, I do have to go. Mum, no, this isn’t the police, it’s your daughter, Dot. Yes, I’ll call you later. Love you, Mum, bye.”

She ended the call, as always, with a wave of guilt sweeping over her, knowing it was she who had chosen to put her mother into the care of others. Half the time her mother called, she didn’t even know she was talking to her own daughter. There was just a single number programmed into her mother’s mobile phone, and that number belonged to Dot. Originally to be used for emergencies only, it had now become the bane of her life. Trying to wean her mother off the obsession of continually calling her number was proving increasingly difficult. So much so that Dot had even contemplated changing her own phone number, but had never actually dared to do it. The staff at the care home had tried to curb the time that Anna spent on the phone, but this just made her mad beyond anything that Dot had ever witnessed.

Anna had succumbed to the progression of what was to be eventually diagnosed as Alzheimer’s disease. She had probably had the disease for six or seven years; it was always difficult to tell at first. Everyone loses keys, everyone loses phones, everyone forgets birthdays, and everyone gets a bit cranky with life as they get older. Then again, people also make excuses about things that they see but don’t necessarily want to believe. Dot always knew there was something wrong with her mother, but struggled to believe it or to try to come to terms with it. In hindsight, it had been a pretty gradual decline at first, but now, well, it was full on, and, boy, was Anna creating merry hell.

The care home had called Dot last night about increasing Anna’s medication following her latest incident. Anna had been insisting that a woman in a room near to hers in the Chelsea Garden Care Home was a German spy. It would appear that the sole purpose of the German spy was to interrogate Anna and extract information from her by any means necessary. Said German spy had allegedly accused Anna of sleeping with German soldiers during the Second World War, and for that, she was going to pay a deadly price. A price that included, amongst other tortuous experiences, the poisoning of Anna’s food. But of course, no one was listening to a word that Anna was saying or, for that matter, understanding the threat to life that Anna was now apparently being subjected to by this foreign infiltrator. However, what it did mean was that Anna was now refusing to eat any food put in front of her without first summoning the chef to taste and check for arsenic, cyanide, or any other such undesirable toxic contagions. So, Anna, in retaliation and as was mostly the case with her, had decided that she was going to take things into her own hands at some point and sort out the nefarious bitch, once and for all. The care home staff were fantastic at trying to help her deviate from these types of conversations, but Anna seemed relentless in her accusations and threats.

It was for this kind of reason that Dot had finally made the decision to put her mother into a care home. It had become impossible, in so many ways, to look after her. First at her mother’s own house, but even leaving her alone for short periods of time was proving too dangerous. Dot had no choice but to move her mother into the house that she shared with her husband, Jack Andries, in Chiswick. Every day and night that her mother spent at the house felt like an absolute eternity to Dot.

Jack, very conveniently, had decided to increase the amount of time he spent in his office and had also managed to find a whole abundance of new overnight conferences to attend. Dot, meanwhile, had to juggle work life and home life, whilst trying to be a full-time carer for her mother.

No one could predict what kind of episode would happen next with Anna. Temper tantrums, tears, screaming fits, hallucinations, and violence were almost an everyday occurrence. This, alongside her occasionally being the mother that Dot remembered, was simply agonising to watch. Dot had to install alarms alongside additional deadbolts with padlocks on all the doors and windows to make sure that Anna didn’t wander off. This was probably the final roll of the dice for Dot. It just made the entire house feel like a prison. And not just for her mother.

Dot emerged from her meeting a couple of hours later and turned on her mobile phone. With her usual trepidation, she waited for the phone beeps to tell her there were messages. The phone beeped five times. Five new voicemails on her phone. Three were from her mother, thinking she was calling 999 and demanding armed officers turn up immediately, one message was from Jack, saying that he might be late home from work, again, and one message was from Vanessa, the regional director at her mother’s care home, asking Dot to call her back as soon as she could.

Ignoring her mother’s messages for now and not bothering to ring Jack back as he never picked up anyway, Dot hit Vanessa’s direct dial number at the care home.

The phone was answered almost immediately. “Thanks for calling back, Dot.” Vanessa used her usual ‘I’m busy, what do you want’ kind of voice.

“No problem, how’s things? Not good, I take it?”

Vanessa let out an audible sigh. “I think we need to sit down and work out the next steps for your mother’s care. The staff effort needed throughout your mother’s current decline needs to be evaluated again, and I think you need to decide if we keep her in her current room or think about moving her to the memory care wing. She really needs somewhere with more security. Somewhere we can keep a closer eye on her”.

“I see,” Dot said. “You make memory care sound more like a prison than a care home. Though prison would be a darned sight cheaper. Look, as far as I’m concerned, I just want to do whatever we can to give Mum the best treatment and care, that’s all. I know we have to keep her safe. I have to rely on your expertise and what you think is best, as always.”

Vanessa had been in charge at the care home ever since her mother had moved there, and she possessed an expert ability to make Dot feel inferior. It felt like Vanessa was castigating Dot for not understanding the situation that her mother was in. Dot had never really forgiven herself for allowing Jack to make the decision about the choice of care home for her mother. She had been away at a conference, and Jack had made the decision without her. His justification was that he could no longer cope with her at the house and had gone to see the care home. Apparently, it was the best in the area. When Dot first visited, she had to agree with Jack. Ever since, though, Vanessa’s attitude was really grinding Dot’s gears, and every encounter was a battle of wills between the two of them. Maybe Dot was jealous of Vanessa, maybe she just didn’t like her. Whatever it was, she felt belittled by every conversation she had with her.

“So,” Dot said. “I assume you think that moving Mum into memory care is the best thing for her, then. I guess that this is the only option left for her now. Do I need to speak to Mum’s doctor again, or will you do that? Just want to make sure they know she is moving rooms, that’s all.”

“Well, you’re of course right, Dot. This is the only option we have left for her. In my experience, moving your mother into memory care is the best way forward. There will inevitably be an increase in the cost for your mother, but, quite frankly, any choice that you make now isn’t going to be cheap. I need to be absolutely sure that you’re comfortable with this. Do you and Jack want to come over later so we can go through the plan in more detail? I can then work out the exact cost, and we can look at what this means for your mother. I’m also happy to consult with Dr Lloyd on your behalf.”

Dot exhaled loudly. “Okay, I don’t have any more meetings today, so I’ll swing by in a couple of hours, and we can work through the plan if that’s ok with you. Not sure if Jack is going to be there, though. He said he was working late. Not that that matters anyway. I’ll see you shortly, Vanessa.” 

Vanessa cut the call without a reply.

Rude bitch thought Dot.

The cost of Anna’s care at Chelsea Garden was around £11,000 a month. Ever since her mother had been receiving care, Dot had spent somewhere around £650,000. Not that it bothered her much. As far as she was concerned, it was her mother’s money, and it was there to be spent on her.

Acting as her power of attorney, Dot had sold her mother’s house in London for just over £2 million, leaving £1.5 million in the bank after debts and costs were paid. Along with her mother’s decent pension from her old job in London, there was still plenty of money in the pot to pay for quite a few more years at the care home. Dot didn’t need to be a mathematician; Anna didn’t have a few more years left. Anna had done well when it came to money. Certainly, no thanks to her husband, who died just after she was born, or so Anna had told Dot. That or he buggered off at the thought of bringing up a child. Maybe her mother didn’t know of the circumstances surrounding his death, or more than likely, she just didn’t want to tell her. Either way, although her mother had spoken about her father, she never provided any real substance as to their brief time together. There were half a dozen old black and white photos taken at their wedding, which Dot now had in her possession, one of which she had copied and was in a photo frame in her mother’s room.

Not that Dot had ever really felt the urge to do much digging into her past, that job was probably one for her days in retirement. Other than her mother, the closest that Dot had had to family was her grandmother. Dot had been sent packing to stay with her on many occasions during holidays when her mother couldn’t get time off work. Or at least, that’s what she told Dot. Her maternal grandmother used to live close to the centre of Paris. She had never met her grandfather; by all accounts, he was one of the oldest members of the French resistance during the Second World War. Ironically, given the unquestionable bravery of her grandfather’s actions whilst fighting the Germans in France through two world wars, Dot had been told by her grandmother that he had actually died from blood poisoning sustained from a rusty nail that he stepped on in a piggery.

Dot’s grandmother was always a pillar of enormous strength and resilience. She had also fought within the resistance, losing nearly all of her siblings in the war, but never giving up the cause for freedom. Dot remembered many fantastic times staying with her grandmother. She used to accompany her to the art gallery she owned and ran in Montmartre in Paris. Looking back on those times, Dot had no doubts that her grandmother was also one hell of a party animal. But more than anything, Dot had felt loved. She felt part of a family, something that she had never felt at home.

One of the best things about going to the gallery was the chocolates and champagne. There were always chocolates and champagne. There were never problems in her grandmother’s world, just opportunities. No doubt she had passed this dogged determination on to Dot’s mother. Dot wasn’t sure that it had ever reached her own set of genes just yet, though.

Away from the wonderful days spent living with her grandmother in France, it had been up to Dot’s mother to raise her and build a life for them both, as best as she could. Dot often thought it would have been much more fun growing up in Paris, but her mother lived in London, where Dot was born, and this was home. To be fair to her mother, she did a decent job at it. And now it was time for Dot to repay the love, devotion and commitment that her mother had given to her.

One of the regular bumps in the journey for Dot’s mother was Jack. While she tolerated him for the sake of Dot, it was clear there was no love lost between them. Whenever it came to talking to her husband about spending £11,000 a month on her mother's care, it was never a collectively harmonious conversation. Even though Jack had effectively chosen the care home, as far as he was concerned, he was watching what he presumed to be his and Dot’s inheritance being flushed down the proverbial toilet.

Dot and Jack had argued countless times over the rising cost of care for Anna and where the money should be invested, but Dot held firm on what she wanted every time. Jack was always insistent on trying to capitalise on some new scheme or other, saying that Anna’s funds were losing money where they were currently. Dot, though, was having none of it. The money was there to pay for her mother’s care. That’s what Dot had promised her mother. And, as she kept on reminding Jack, her mother had worked bloody hard for that money, so it was right that it was all spent on her. And as far as Dot was concerned, that was the end of it. Given the news Vanessa had just bestowed upon Dot about the increase in the cost of care for her mother meant only one thing. Yet another argument to look forward to with Jack.

Dot pulled into Chelsea Garden Care Home in West London, just before 5 pm. The car park at the front was busy as usual, so she drove her mini around to the back of the main building and parked it in one of the empty staff spaces. As she got out of her car, Dot spotted Jack’s silver Mercedes convertible parked at the far side of the car park. It appeared that Vanessa had managed to get in contact with Jack as well as phoning Dot. Of course she had spoken to Jack. And that infuriated the hell out of her. It was fine for Jack to be at Vanessa’s beck and call. But try getting home on time for dinner, or anything else for that matter. Well, that was always seemingly impossible. 

“Funny how when I need to think about spending more of my mother’s money, your incredibly hectic schedule miraculously becomes clear,” announced Dot as she walked into the care home reception, where Jack and Vanessa stood talking.

“Well,” said Jack, “as your husband and, importantly, your mother’s solicitor, I just want to make sure that you’re making sensible decisions on her behalf. It’s not easy watching someone decline as quickly as your mother, so I figured it’s good to have a rational voice around, that’s all. It was good of Vanessa to call me, to be honest.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Jack,” snapped Dot. “You think for one minute I’m going to make inappropriate financial decisions for my mother? I’ve been the one making the decisions ever since Mum was diagnosed with dementia, and, quite frankly, I think I’m doing a bloody good job of it. Why can’t you just stop thinking about the shrinking inheritance for one minute and bloody well support me by making sure my mother lives as comfortably as she can for the time she has left? Christ knows, if you had your way, you would have her shipped off to Switzerland to be put down like a sick animal.”

“Well, maybe that’s not such a bad idea, in fact, it’s one of your better suggestions,” Jack snapped back at her.

“Vanessa,” hissed Dot, ignoring Jack completely. “Next time, just call me, please, and I’ll decide if it’s appropriate for my husband to be here. I alone act as my mother’s power of attorney, not him.”

“Well, I thought it best if you were both here, given the importance of events regarding your mother,” Vanessa replied, very matter-of-factly. “So, my apologies. Now, shall we move on and preferably continue the conversation in my office? We don’t need to disturb the residents any more than they already have been. I’ll get some water for us; caffeine might be a tad too much for you both right now.”

Dot was fuming. Yet again, she felt like she was being reprimanded by some stuck-up boarding school headmistress who knew best.

They sat down in Vanessa’s rather nice and very modern office. The wallpaper looked like it had been purchased from a London gallery, and certainly not from a DIY store. Dot, not for the first time, wondered if any of the dead residents’ legacies had found their way into paying for the expensive furnishings she now found herself surrounded by.

“So”, Vanessa began. “It is obviously important for us to make the right decisions for Anna so that we can continue to keep her as comfortable as we can here at Chelsea Gardens. I believe she is now at a stage where we need to move her into a more supported memory care environment. This means she will have around-the-clock care, where she will also have the support of the medical care team. This would mean more one-to-one counselling along with therapy, and I also think that now is the time that we need to take the phone away from her. It's proving far too much of a distraction for her and quite possibly for you as well, Dot.”

Vanessa was very clinical in her delivery of the situation and the potential outcome.

Dot was staring straight ahead. She said, “When we spoke to the doctor a couple of months ago, he said that my mother had around maybe one year left, possibly eighteen months at best. I need to be sure that what you are suggesting is the best thing that I can do for her, Vanessa.”

Vanessa cupped her hands together in front of her and took a deep breath in. “I can’t see any other way to make sure that your mother remains as comfortable as we can possibly make her. We need to ensure she is not in harm’s way, either to herself or other residents and the staff here. In my opinion, I believe this will be the best way forward for your mother. Now, in terms of what this is going to cost, I anticipate around an additional £6,000 per month.”

Dot was still staring straight ahead. She sighed. Her phone started to vibrate. The incoming call showed number withheld. She left it. If it was anything important, whoever it was would leave her a message.

Jack put his hand on Dot’s arm and said, “Dot, it’s a lot of money, but it’s the best thing for your mother. As you keep telling me, the money is there for her. It’s the safest option for her as well. It makes perfect sense to do this.” 

“Thanks for your concern, Jack, it’s noted,” Dot replied with the biggest air of sarcasm she could muster. Her phone vibrated yet again. Again, number withheld. Again, she left it. Both Jack and Vanessa were glaring at her. “I am perfectly capable of how I spend my own mother’s money, thank you very much. Vanessa, if this is the best thing, then let’s just get it done. It seems to be the only option given that my mother is getting a lot worse now, particularly with her hallucinations. They scare the life out of me, let alone what Mum thinks. God only knows what ludicrous story she’ll come out with next. Good luck with trying to get the phone off her, though; she is going to go ballistic, you know that. I, for one, wouldn’t want to be in the same room as her when that happens. Can you work out some kind of way that she can contact me, even if it’s just once a day, please?”

Vanessa merely nodded in agreement.

So that was it. Just like that. Another £6,000 a month was on its way to Chelsea Garden care home, and no doubt a nice little knick-knack would appear in Vanessa’s office in the not-too-distant future as a result.

Dot stood up, opened the door, and left the office without saying another word. She could feel Jack’s eyes boring into the back of her head as he followed. Walking back to her car, she felt bruised and ganged up on by Vanessa and Jack. Right at that moment, Dot felt alone and vulnerable. Not that Jack gave a crap. As he headed straight back to his car, he reiterated that he would be late home, possibly not at all. Even more so now he had taken time out of his incredibly busy schedule to visit Dot and Vanessa at the care home. It was always Dot’s fault.

“Don’t wait up.” Jack’s parting words sounded like something out of a bad movie where Dot was the star as well as the only person watching. But, hey, she should be used to it by now.

She checked her phone for any messages. There were none.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4.
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Jack.

Dot sat in her car and began thinking about how, when and where the spiralling demise of her marriage to Jack had begun. She had thought about it a lot. Probably too much, to be fair, particularly as both she and Jack didn’t seem to have the balls to sit down together and figure out what should happen next. Despite the increase in arguments between them, there was still an air of convenience in their lives right now. They were both headed in their own directions, and both had busy careers, but Dot knew they would have to sort this out at some point. And sooner rather than later. That’s what should happen, and they both knew it. Life with Jack was suffocating her body and mind. And it had to stop.

It hadn’t always been this way. Dot’s journey with Jack had been the archetypal whirlwind romance in every way possible. When they first met, everything was exciting and new. There were lots of weekends away. There was ridiculously good sex along with the impromptu date nights in wonderful restaurants and hotels. Life was racing at 100 miles an hour, and, at the time, Dot loved it. In Jack, Dot had someone who didn’t worry about how many hours she spent at work. He never went over the top if she was working on a case or chasing some whacko suspect across the country. He always seemed to trust that she would do her job as safely as she could.

He used to text her out of the blue, umpteen times a day, with sometimes nothing more than a couple of X’s. It was exactly what she needed at that time in her life. Jack was a qualified solicitor who owned an expanding law firm specialising in estate planning and family inheritance disputes. Jack started out as one of those no-win no-fee businesses that you saw advertised all over daytime TV. Very tacky but very lucrative, and it seemed that Jack was good at what he did.

His five-bed detached house in Chiswick with all the trimmings was a testament to that. And as if to prove the point, Jack was flash. Flash car, flash clothes, flash holidays, and, to be fair, flash presents for Dot. It was attention that Dot had never experienced before. And it was intoxicating.

They had first met when they attended the same conference six years earlier in London. The conference was about the financial abuse of elderly people and how this so-called market appeared to be growing at a considerable rate of knots. Jack was there primarily for the credibility factor. He wanted to ensure his clients understood that his business cared deeply about them and held the highest possible ethical standards and values. It also meant that he could add some more letters alongside the other credentials that were plastered all over his advertisements. In Jack’s world, influence meant affluence. The more influence Jack had with his clients, the more affluent he became. Gaining more credentials gave Jack more credibility.

Dot was at the conference in her role as a serving police officer within the fraud and financial crimes unit. She hadn’t been at the department for long. She transferred out of her previous job in CID, where she spent 15 or so years. Her various roles within CID had, on more than one occasion, led her into the world of financial fraud, and it was a world that she thought she enjoyed. Well, maybe enjoyed was not quite the right word. She tolerated it. So far, no one had tried to blow her head off with a shotgun, which seemed to happen with ever-increasing frequency in her old job. Importantly, it was a world she seemed to understand, and given the growing number of newly defrauded Londoners, it looked like she was going to be kept busy.

Dot’s life and career, like many police officers’ lives and careers, had been darkened by horrific cases, death, and situations that questioned the very purpose of humanity. Cases like these stuck to you like stinking tarmac. No matter how hard you washed and scrubbed, it was impossible to get rid of the smell. Dot needed a change, and the Fraud Squad provided that change for her. She closed her eyes and recollected the day she had met Jack.

She was eating her lunch.

“Hi, mind if I join you? I’m Jack. You might have seen me on TV.”

Dot looked up from her standard conference buffet of a salad and a curly edged sandwich. Standing in front of her, she saw a man with a ridiculously good-looking smile staring down at her. His cerulean, blue eyes were beginning to melt into hers, and the way he held his head on a slight slant made her shuffle uncomfortably on her chair. Something was very definitely happening down there. Dot felt a flood of hot flush rise from her stomach and into her face. She was blushing. Very brightly. There was only one thought in her mind. “Calm down, girl.”

The last time Dot had blushed like this was during one of those fact is stranger than fiction moments in her early career as a police officer. She had been called to a domestic argument late at night between a husband and his wife. It happened to be the husband's birthday, and he had made a self-assessed judgement that, given the day, he would be entitled to his mandatory annual shag. His wife had other plans, and the mandatory annual shag was not part of them. The row was caused by the fact that the husband had seen his doctor and received a double dose penile injection with the expectation that birthday sex was imminent. As a result of the wife’s refusal to participate, the husband had attempted to lock her in their bedroom. The wife immediately called the police, and Dot, along with a police constable, duly arrived to be met by the naked husband opening the front door sporting a huge erection. Dot was blushing red as she arrested the husband, who was insisting on staying naked so that his wife could see what she was missing, apparently. The police constable tried, without fail, to use his helmet to cover the husband’s modesty. The helmet wasn’t big enough. The man and his erection were taken back to the police station and charged with causing a breach of the peace. Rumour had it that the erection lasted for two days, and he was in agony. His wife dropped the charges on the absolute assurance that her husband would never see his doctor for an erection injection again.

“Er, yes, of course, please, feel free to sit where you like, er, nice to meet you, Jack, I’m Dot, er, short for Dorothea. And no, I don’t recognise you from the TV. To be fair, I would have to watch TV in the first place.” Dot was staring at Jack with the image of a huge phallus in her head. This could not have looked good! 

“Wow,” said Jack as he pulled the chair back and sat next to Dot. The table was circular, which made Dot feel like she was now sitting very close to him. “The last time I made someone blush like that was at school. I gave a girl a Love Heart sweet, and she turned bright red. From memory, I think it said, I Love You, on it.”

Dot was desperate to make light of the situation. “Do you always carry sweets in your pocket ready for when you meet someone, then?”

Jack was smiling his ridiculously good-looking smile at Dot again. Her stomach was buzzing. And it wasn’t the substandard excuse for a salad that she had now left on her plate that was causing it. “A little too old for that, I fear. Shame though, would have been a much better opening line for you.” Jack’s eyes were still holding Dot to ransom.

“So, did you?” continued Dot.

“Sorry, did I what?” replied Jack. 

“Love her, you know, the girl you gave the sweet to,” quizzed Dot.

“Oh, good God no, I thought I was just being nice. I loved the taste of those sweets and happened to have a packet on me, that’s all.”

Ironically, Dot would later find out that the story was indeed true. The not-loving bit, well, that was not so true. The girl actually turned out to be Jack’s future wife.

By 6 o’clock that evening, Dot and Jack were having dinner together in Kensington. By midnight, they had already had sex three times in an expensive hotel in Park Lane.

If this was Jack’s modus operandi, then, for now, Dot liked it.

Dot and Jack married at the end of their whirlwind first year together. It was a pure fairytale wedding held in an old English castle with no expense spared. The entire castle had been hired out for the occasion, and every guest bedroom had been paid for by Jack. Ironically, given the extortionate cost of the honeymoon suite, the marriage was consummated in a broom cupboard behind the ballroom. Neither Dot nor Jack could wait until after the main festivities concluded, when they could get to their four-poster bed. In essence, and over time, the whole wedding would ultimately highlight the main difference between Dot and Jack. Dot wouldn’t have cared less if the wedding was held in their back garden. She just wanted to be happy. Jack, though, wanted everyone else to see how happy he and, equally importantly, his money, had made Dot. And everyone else, for that matter.

To start with, married life was good. The only thorn in Jack’s backside was that Dot had always insisted on continuing to use her maiden name. She said it was a police thing and made life a heck of a lot easier all round. It was standard practice within the job. Jack got annoyed as hell with this and initially did all he could to change her mind, but after a while, he gave up trying to reason with her. In her mind, maybe deep down, she was keeping a piece of her old life close to hand. Just in case. As usual, she was proven right.

A couple of years after the wedding, Dot and Jack began to grow apart from each other. The sex had slowed down. The weekends away stopped as Jack became busier and busier at work, and the little presents he used to buy her disappeared altogether. Ironically, Dot discovered that the castle they were married in was a prime weekend wooing spot for Jack and his previous prospective wives to be. Bet they didn’t screw in the broom cupboard though.

Dot, by now, had also become a lot busier at work. The seminar presenters at the conference where they first met had been correct. The world of financial fraud was indeed booming. Dot was also convinced that Jack was screwing one or even both of his secretaries at work, quite possibly at the same time, knowing Jack. In all honesty, Dot didn’t feel bad about it. He had an incredibly high sex drive and clearly needed to let off steam somewhere. Just not with her. Rightly or wrongly, Dot, being the most pragmatic person she knew, tended to find excuses for Jack’s behaviour. It seemed to be her way of moving on, but in reality, it was just easier that way. Trouble was, she was also the most insecure person that she knew. She probably deserved it, and anyway, trying to keep up with Jack was exhausting. Well, that was her reasoning, and she was sticking to it.

Jack was now being the Jack that Dot had eventually found him to be. She wasn’t close to him anymore, but she would have drawn the line if he had used their home for his alternative sexual exploits. The fact that she didn’t feel a lot of jealousy about what Jack was or wasn’t doing proved to Dot that life had to move on and move on quickly.

Dot worked in a job where she spent her time trying to figure out if people were lying to her or not. Although she was rather good at figuring out who was and who wasn’t lying, the last thing she now wanted was to bring it home with her. Maybe she was just scared of knowing the truth. She didn’t want to know, to be honest, although if her pragmatism was having a day off, burying her head in the sand seemed to work quite well. What she was sure of was that Jack was lying to her about most things. As a result, she felt the need to watch her back. Having been a police officer for so long, she had developed a sixth sense about people. And Jack was one of those people. You never knew with Jack what he would do next. Not in a physical, nasty or even criminal sense, just the unexpected emotional sense.

More recently, Jack had started to have problems at work. Apparently, there were far more competitors in his market now, meaning that, as Jack always put it, he had to diversify his portfolio. And it would appear that diversifying portfolios always came at a cost. Speculate to accumulate, that sort of thing, is what he always said. In Dot’s world, speculating generally got you into trouble. It was facts you needed. Not that Dot ever imagined for one moment that Jack’s business would get into any real trouble, but her own instinct meant that she was keeping the control of her mother’s money very close to her chest, and no other bugger was getting near. And by no other bugger, Dot meant Jack, which, as she knew, infuriated the life out of him.

Before Dot met Jack, she had never been married. She had had a couple of long-termish partners, but her love for policing always seemed to create barriers between her, the job, and any personal life that her partners thought there was an entitlement to. There were, of course, the one, two, and three-night stands, but as always, the inevitable casualty of full-time policing was any potential relationship. Throw in the fact that no one wanted to take on a seemingly scatty, emotionally buggered-up policewoman, and Dot spent far more time as a single woman than not.

Mind you, Dot also knew she tended not to attract the kind or sympathetic type, or perhaps, deep down, it was always her intention not to attract that kind or sympathetic type. She felt protected within her own lifestyle bubble. It might not have been an ideal world for the average woman of her age, but she made the rules. And that, she did like.

This didn’t, though, put a stop to the one thing that kept nagging at her. Her maternal clock was ticking. And it was ticking very loudly. Although she had never really felt that maternal in her head, her body was screaming something different to her. The problem was that working with some of life’s nastiest and most repulsive characters, individuals that most people in society wouldn’t believe existed unless they saw them on the Ten O'clock News, meant that Dot had a very different view of life than most. A hardened, cynical, sometimes angry view of life. A life where Dot felt it was her duty to help transfer the worst of society off the streets and into a life of incarceration.

Given her choice of men that she had encountered so far, none of them had felt right. Whatever right meant. Maybe that was the problem. Mr Right was still a mystery, but also a dilemma to her. She knew a lot of police officers who had married within the force. She also knew a lot of police officers who were divorced. To Dot, everything was about trust. This dilemma was what was holding her back in the marriage stakes. It probably pissed her off more than actually not having children. She was a difficult woman to be with. Looking at the evidence throughout her life, she had always known this to be the case. But when she met Jack, things were somehow different. It was unlike any of the other relationships that she had failed in. This was something exciting. Jack seemed to care about her and made sure they spent time together. Moving schedules at work, picking her up at 1 am after a long shift. Booking last-minute trips away. Not being annoyed if Dot had to cut them short and head back to work. All the little things that she had pushed herself away from previously. She had never made it easy for anyone; she knew that. Except with Jack. He was trying to make her life easier. But that didn’t mean that she trusted him. And that was the problem. As usual, Dot was right.

As time went by in their relationship, Dot found herself going back to her original habits again and again. As she began immersing herself in the long hours of work, the arguments between her and Jack increased. Dot’s sixth sense, trust, was kicking in, and her way of dealing with any conflict was always to get herself back into the world she knew – the world of policing. She blamed herself at the time for not being the person Jack had married, but if the truth be told, the reality was that Jack was simply getting bored with her. He always needed to move on to the next bright shiny thing, whatever the next bright shiny thing happened to be. Dot was obviously no longer shiny enough. As usual, she was scarily right about who she did or didn’t trust.

It had also become clear to Dot early on that children would never be on Jack’s agenda with her. She had played it right down. She was having fun, but her trust issues were always pecking away at her. Her mother wasn’t happy about the situation. She would have given anything for a grandchild, especially as Dot was an only child. Her mother was as supportive as she could have been, and to be fair, was always quipping with Dot that it was just taking time to find the right man to start a family with. The irony of this was that Dot really didn’t understand the direction their lives were going to take but trust always told her to keep an eye on the rearview mirror. Most times, she was right. Most times, trust had proven her right. But sometimes, she should concentrate on the road ahead. Preferably, a road that didn’t have potholes. And that was tough for Dot.

Unlike her, Jack had been married before. Apparently, to someone who had a penchant for love heart sweets. Who knew? He had always said that it was a comfortable wife, a comfortable life-type arrangement, although his ex-wife might not have agreed with his marital analogy.

Jack had known his ex-wife for many years previously and said that they just kind of fell into marriage. It seemed the right thing to do, apparently, almost out of habit, he had said. Despite the perceived tedium of the conjugal arrangement, one positive to come out of their doomed marriage was Jack’s son, now Dot’s stepson, Jamie.

In her mind, he was the real reason that Jack had always avoided those awkward child conversations with her. Dot always suspected that Jack was terrified of his ex-wife going into meltdown if there was ever any competition for Jamie. The Karma for Dot, surely, had to be that whatever guiding light Jamie followed, it sure as hell wasn’t his father’s. Jamie was a kind, caring, and intelligent young man. He was also currently at the tail end of his two-year probationary period as a rookie police officer in the Met. Dot would always take at least some of the credit for Jamie’s career path, although Jack saw it as an abject failure that his one and only son and heir wasn’t going to follow him into the family business.

Jamie had excelled at Police Training School, passing out as the top recruit. Despite Dot’s protestations, he had already been tipped to go into CID, and he seemed to relish every challenge that he was given. He had already been singled out by senior officers in the force as one to watch. And this pleased her. Very much indeed.
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Chapter 5.
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Chelsea Garden Care Home. The first incident.

Dot jumped as her phone vibrated. Without realising it, she had been sitting in her car for the best part of forty-five minutes. The number that flashed up on the screen showed as her mother’s. She answered. “Hi Mum,” trying hard to be as cheery as she could. “Are you ok?”

Anna, sounding very out of breath, replied, “Is that the police?” 

“No, Mum, it’s me, Dot, your daughter.”

“Who?” spluttered Anna. “Put me through to the police, my daughter is a police officer, you know, and I have to talk to her right now.”

Dot let out a long sigh. “How can I help, Anna? It’s the police here.”

“Oh, good, good,” Anna said, “and about blasted time too. If you argue with everyone who calls you on the telephone, how on earth can the police be expected to catch any criminals? Now, you listen to me and write down exactly what I tell you, it's jolly important and a matter of national security.” Anna’s tone had changed. Her enunciation of words had become almost aristocratic, not really befitting her relatively unentitled upbringing. The sad thing about this for Dot was that her mother did not sound like someone in the final throes of dementia. She sounded like, well, her mother again. “Are you listening to me, girl?” Anna’s voice had real grit.

“Yes, I am, Anna, and I have a pen and paper right here, so fire away.” Dot’s resigned tone was almost defeatist in her reply.

“Good. Now then, I have a German spy locked in my cupboard. It was a bit of a struggle, but I managed to restrain her using some plastic strap type of things. You know the ones. The same ones I use to tie my roses against the trellis. Anyway, I’ve managed to silence the scheming nazi infiltrator using one of my nappies. The brevity of this situation meant that I had to use a dirty one. I saved it, especially for the occasion. Pure genius on my part, I’m sure you will agree. Mind you, have you ever worn an infernal nappy? No, I guess you haven’t. Why would you? Dreadful things. Immoral.” Anna gave a small triumphant chuckle.

“Mum, those plastic straps are for gardening. Not for tying up people, for God’s sake. And who, who is this woman that you say you have in your cupboard? And where’s the nurse? Have you missed taking your medicine this morning?”

Given Dot’s years of police interview experience and hearing just about every excuse or duplicitous crap used by every lowlife she had ever arrested, she was genuinely thrown by the conversation she was having with her mother. Was this another hallucination that her mother was having? It couldn’t possibly be real, could it? In the background, Dot could hear muffled screams followed by a loud banging sound. This certainly sounded very real.

“Mum, stop whatever it is you’re doing and listen to me very carefully. You need to let whoever it is you have there go and then call for the nurse. What was that banging I could hear in the background? Mum! Mum!”

After a few seconds of quiet, the banging started up again, only this time it was louder.

Anna, speaking very calmly, said, “It’s the bloody Gestapo trying to break down my door. You need to get here quickly, Inspector LaSalle; I can only hold them off for so long.” With that, the phone went dead. Dot hit the redial button, and it went straight through to voicemail. She tried again with the same result. How the hell can this happen in a care home?

Dot jumped out of the car and did a kind of walk-run-walk as fast as she could towards the front of the building, where the main entrance was situated. She was fearful that if she sprinted through the doors, the residents would assume one of their own had died and cause geriatric pandemonium. Mind you, after her mother’s call just now, anything seemed possible.

As she arrived at the front of the building, the high-pitched sound of an alarm started going off inside. This was not the fire alarm. This was the security, batten down the hatches, someone is trying to escape, alarm. She hoped that the noise didn’t affect any of the hearing aids of the residents, because
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