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It’s nineteen eighty something and Jack Prentice has grown up a bit. The fortune he returned with from his caper with the Mossad, has been put to good use. He’s purchased a tumbledown Elizabethan Manor House, set about rebuilding it, acquired a new girl friend and started to do all the things he’d always promised himself.

He’s pushing thirty; minded to settle down and there’s a new woman involved. Caroline Maxwell is the daughter of Lord Stigwell otherwise known as Alexander Barrinton Cordley-Maxwell, Chairman and CEO of Standish Plc., a centuries old Victorian merchant trader.  It laid down its credentials in the era of five-mast schooners, plying their trade on the Seven Seas. Prentice is a man of deep instinct; a derring-doer with an eye for the main chance and never afraid of a challenge. He’s ready to have a go, at whatever comes his way.

But disaster strikes; an accident at the Devil’s Elbow on a nearby country lane and Caroline Maxwell lies dead. Prentice can’t believe it’s an accident; as he puts himself about, to discover what’s behind it. This tale follows his pursuit of the facts and a vendetta to expose the people; behind the glaring inconsistencies of this cataclysmic event.

It leads him on a Mafiosa inspired, ‘Dance of Death’, from London to Rome, Milan and Sicily, across the length and breadth of the Apennine Peninsular, from the Adriatic to the Brenner Pass and beyond to the Austrian border town of Steinach. It’s a merry-go-round, which embraces the resources of Standish Plc, Interpol, the European Commission and the richest and most powerful Mafia godfathers in Italy.

The Players.

Brits:

Jack Prentice - Recently returned from a caper in Israel, his pockets bulging with cash, presented by a grateful government. Jasper Collins;- a long time pal of Prentice, owner and operator of Surefreight International Cargo, an independent airfreight operation.  Dick Addison and Jack Green too; former comrades of Collins, from his days in Military Intelligence.

Standish Holdings Plc:

Lord Stigwell, is owner, chairman and chief executive of this centuries old business that spans the former British Empire and most of Continental Europe.

The Mafia:

Carlo Rossini Snr. - El Capo, the godfather, Carlo Rossini Junior, his grandson and chosen heir, the Marretis, the Cabrettos and the Bertolinis all members of a fragile alliance, known as the ‘Bros’. Gerald Furniss a man befriended by Carlo Rossini: is a disaffected employee of Standish Plc., bent as a five bob note.

The Euro Players:

J.T. ‘Donk’ Pinder - formerly of the Yard now a European Commissioner charged with rooting out graft and corruption. Gerd Schindtler - his right hand man and Lieutenant Virginio Tomaselli a fit young female officer from Interpol, drafted in to assist Pinder the new commissioner and how. 

Read on:-



Preface

‘What words, my son; can quench the raging fire of vengeance which burns within your soul,’ enquired the pastor? What prayers can purge the dreadful burden of this all-consuming grief, which weighs upon your breast?’

‘None, Father,’ replied Prentice, turning to face the village priest. He was standing beside the Maxwell family crypt, in the churchyard at Bashwell Higham.

‘I see only the words of Exodus, chapter twenty one,’ he paused, as if waiting for the pastor to ask him what he meant, but there was no response. Prentice turned around and continued. ‘If a man shall come upon his neighbour presumptuously; to slay with guile bring him to my altar, that he may die - Verse fourteen.’

Before continuing in a ximilar vein. ‘He that smiteth another; that they may die shall be surely be put to death - Verse twelve. ‘An eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, a foot for foot - Verse twenty four.’

He paused, but no response was forthcoming.

These are the words of Almighty Father; he added, do you wish to hear more?
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Prologue - - Who’s sorry Now?
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With fiery brilliance, the early morning sun carved a glorious swath across the heather strewn bank, cradling Gritstone Manor, a rambling sixteenth century, Manor House, in a fold of the rolling downs. A solitary figure at the window pulled aside the velvet drapes and peered anxiously down the tree-lined gravel drive. This regular early morning vigil had taken on the trappings of a ritual; as he listened doggedly, for the anguished crunch of tyres on crushed gravel.

On another day the soft-top of the yellow Rolls-Royce, would have swung round the bend between the trees and pulled up at the front door. The screech of tortured rubber, telling him she’d arrived; a quick glance from this self-same window would have set his pulse racing as he watched her alight. It had as always; been if nothing else a master class in grace and style, few might aspire to.

So many times in the recent days; whenever the jangling door bell sent the butler scurrying down the passage, he’d tried to relive those magic moments. He turned away from the window; tears coursing down his cheeks, to drip from the stubble of his unshaven chin. Clenched fists pounded the window cill; in a futile attempt to quell the towering rage, which burned within.

It was in vain and he’d known as much since yesterday; from the moment the mortuary attendant eased open the steel draw and pulled back the sheet, which covered her body. In that fleeting moment; a certain style which had been so much a part of him these few years past - was gone forever.

Maybe he could have done more to stop her probing things, best left to others. He’d begged her not to go further, to call in the authorities. But for some reason he’d yet to fathom, she’d chosen to disregard him. It was all so very clear now, when it was too damned late. The insistence; the pleading and cajoling, they’d all been in vain. What really got up his nose, was the way criticism came thick and fast. Those who claimed to know her; even though there was no way they really could, were worst of all. Then there were the ‘smart-alecs’ and the ‘armchair critics’; anyone in fact who felt the urge, to pass judgement. In situations like this, there were many, ready to reassure anyone who listened to them. How they’d anticipated such a moment, for many a year. Even the local police claimed the crash could probably be nothing more than a twist of fate, a statistic waiting to happen.

Caroline Maxwell drove like the wind and it was on the cards; one day she’d cop it in style. Received wisdom it might be locally and on the face of things; it was easy to assume there was a certain amount of truth in it. The busybodies would have their day, they always did at times like this and there was little to deflect them. Inevitably the usual niceties would play out; the village church would be full for the service, and the oracles would have their day. Condolences would be extended as protocol was observed; but they’d walk away shrugging their shoulders and nodding dismissively, in false witness.
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Prentice for his part; now knew beyond any shadow of doubt, it had been no accident. He’d gone from the mortuary direct to the garage, where they’d taken the car. It was stashed in a corner of the workshop covered with a dust sheet and the police had left instructions. No one was to touch it without permission.

‘We’ll see,’ Prentice had shrugged dismissively as he left the garage and when darkness fell that evening, he was back. A toilet window at the rear of the building, slid easily aside to the business end of a tyre lever. Inch by inch he went over the car with a toothcomb, inside and out. At first he was mystified, everything appeared to be in perfect working order. Apart that is, from the damage at the front where it ploughed into the bank beyond the drystone wall.

The brakes and steering appeared to be okay, the brake fluid was bang on the mark and all the steering joints and track rods were intact. But, she hadn’t made the bend, Why he asked himself; for he knew damned well, there had to be a reason. He’d spent half a lifetime trouble-shooting and if it took all night, he’d get to the bottom of it. What niggled was the fact that she knew that bit of the road so well. The ‘Devil’s Elbow’ locals had dubbed it, treacherous for the unwary. But she used it everyday; a dipping curving left-hand bend that came at you like crazy. Carved through a limestone bank and edged with drystone walls, which bore the scars of many a close scrape.

He sat for a moment in the driving seat, the steering wheel dangled loosely at an angle, torn from its column by the force of the impact as it slammed into her chest. Sudden images crowded into his mind to disrupt his train of thought, as he paused briefly. He was fighting to make it all add-up. as visions of Gritstone Manor and the huge four poster bed crowded into his head. She was riding him again, with pulsing nipples brushing to and fro across his lips.
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‘Damn,’ he growled, punching the dashboard in frustration, as he slid across the seat to get out. Inadvertently his foot had caught the accelerator pedal; as he slipped out from behind the twisted, steering wheel. It appeared to be stiff and he flicked it with his toe to make it spring back; but instinctively in that instant, he knew something was amiss.

Shifting his weight to slip out of the car proved awkward, it was hard against the garage wall. Then he slid on a patch of oil and his hand caught the accelerator pedal, as he slid to the deck. This time the pedal went hard against the stop and stayed there. He sat up quickly, pushed at it then pulled, but it couldn’t be moved. Struggling to his feet he eased his way round to the front of the car, to release the bonnet catches and inspect the linkage, from the business end.

Shining his torch at the carburettor; he soon realised frayed ends of twisted wire were sticking out, like steel talons. He flicked it; but stubbornly it refused to move, as twisted slivers of tempered steel clutched at the lip of the outer cable, like a coiled spring. Releasing the clevis pin he pulled it out to examine things more closely.

Ice cold rivulets of sweat; trickled down his back, he’d seen marks like that before. Minute grooves; very faint but unmistakeable, a Swiss file had been used to sever strands of the inner cable, so whenever the throttle was open beyond a certain point, it would stay there and stop the engine from decelerating. The severed strands were digging into the outer cable; to grip it with vice-like precision, against the return spring. Twisting the severed strands around the cable, he refitted the clevis pin and positioned the lever against its stop, then closing up the bonnet he snapped the catches back in place.

Making sure was leaving it exactly as he had found it; he stood quietly for a moment, fixing an image of the shattered wreckage in his mind. This was the kind of score that only he could settle and he vowed there and then; whatever it took to bring the twisted, misbegotten, sonofabitch who’d destroyed her life to book, he’d do it personally. Throwing the dust cover back over the car, he clambered out of the toilet window and closing it behind him, he slipped away into the night.
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Chapter 1 - If I could see her Now
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The morning sun was streaming down as Prentice urged the silver Bentley, down the twisting country lane from Bashwell Higham. The biting chill of late autumn had turned the hedgerows to gold, and a glistening carpet of fallen leaves set his adrenaline flowing. He waltzed the big saloon, between neatly trimmed banks and drystone walls, heading for the A303. In minutes he’d be hurtling east like an express train, bound for the ‘City’ offices of Spooner, Sedgewick & Pell, Stockbrokers and Insurers to the ‘Nobility’.

He’d arranged with Stigwell’s secretary, to clear out her personal belongings. The thought of some spotty-faced office junior; stuffing her precious knick-knacks in a bin liner to be slung in someone’s car boot, annoyed him intensely. In fact his real intent was the prospect of nosing around her office undisturbed, to see what he could dredge up. He’d called Higgins, the office manager, the day after the accident and asked for her office to be sealed off. Nothing was to be touched, until he got there.

The lights at Bank turned to green; as he swung the gleaming nose of the  Bristol left, into Threadneedle Street. Soon he was passing the Bank of England and a curious tingling sensation; rippled through him whenever he passed this way. It happened without fail; like some remote, inexplicable feeling he couldn’t quite fathom. It swelled to embrace every fibre of his being and he felt like he must have been a part of it, in some previous life. It could have been as a soldier of fortune, a merchant trader, a power broker, even a sea captain sailing the seven seas in a five-masted schooner. There was about this ‘City’ of London; an aura of power and majesty, that filled him with a sense of destiny.

He was well versed in the history of it too; having studied all about it, in every waking moment as he’d grown to manhood. It had sustained the need for finance as the Edwardians & Victorians built a mighty empire. In a vague uncanny way; he felt his soul was coming home and driving down Threadneedle Street, was a kind of homecoming.  It was as though he was the ‘Prodigal Son’ coming home one more time. He wasn’t exactly harbouring expectations; that a fatted calf might be rolled out, but nevertheless a feeling of destiny coursed in his veins.

He drove past the Stock Exchange and swung right, onto the gently sloping ramp at Spooner, Sedgwick & Pell’s underground car park. The typical uniformed security guard stepped forward hand aloft, in the customary all conquering salute. Vaguely reminiscent he reckoned, of recent experiences in the ‘fatherland’. He pulled up, just inches away from the polished steel toe caps. To catch a sudden twinkle of light from the descending elevator that appeared by magic, as if some ‘mystic carillon’ had been forewarned of his coming. Slowly the twinkling toecaps circled around to the driver’s door; to enquire as to the nature of this unwelcome intrusion. 

The folded peak jutted menacingly at Prentice’s nose, as the self-styled ‘Füehrer’ indulged himself with the familiar ritualised orgy of obstruction. A gleam of triumph appeared in his beady eye, as a cursory inspection revealed the absence, of a formal parking permit. Prentice indulged this chorus of cant, while studying the narrowed forehead. He was trying to decide if the eyebrows met somewhere in the middle, or whether it might just be a continuous growth. Eventually they parted slightly, as the mini ‘füehrer’ reluctantly conceded the victim’s credentials. With a swift about turn, he directed him to a parking slot, reserved for visitors.

A quick splash of brilliance enlivened the underground gloom as the elevator doors whispered open. He stepped quickly into the mirrored cabin, to be whisked in style to a semi-tropical paradise that passed for an atrium. The ankle-deep pile of hand spun Wilton and the undivided attention of Miss Prim and Proper, greeted his arrival. ‘Mr Higgins the ‘hoffice’ manager will be down shortly, sir,’ she whispered, flicking at the buzzing switchboard with practised indifference. Higgins appeared a few moments later, from a corridor immediately opposite.

‘Ah! Mr Prentice,’ he breezed, oozing pin-striped elegance from head to toe, as he emerged unscathed, from the verdant tangle of undergrowth. The whole of the reception area was an invasion of semi-tropical plantings that threatened to overwhelm it, like a scene from that blockbuster movie, ‘Night of the Trifids’. Undeterred, he strode purposefully across to Prentice extending a perfectly manicured hand and sat down. Prentice suppressed a barely disguised snigger and a sudden impulse to mutter the immortal phrase, ‘Dr Livingstone - I presume’.

Higgins launched himself into a well-rehearsed spiel on the loss of a most valued Chief-of-Staff. But the manner of his ‘humbug’ rankled with Prentice, who stood up dismissively indicating that he wished to be getting-on, with what he’d come to do. It was quite possible that Higgins never knew Caroline Maxwell was his boss’s daughter and Prentice was not about to enlighten him. He cut him short, picked up the bag he’d brought to take away Caroline’s belongings and waited for Higgins to conduct him to her office.

‘We’ve kept it locked since the accident, as requested,’ he fussed. Then producing a bunch of keys from his pocket, he unlocked the door. ‘I’ll be in my office down the passage when you’re through,’ he added self consciously.

Somehow the fussiness annoyed Prentice; it seemed unnecessary and palpably so, for reasons he couldn’t quite figure. Higgins got right up his nose and he was relieved when he left. Going over to the desk he sat down and a definitive aura invaded his senses. Curiously, he noticed vague traces of her fragrance lingered and it was two weeks or more, since she’d been here. A vague film of dust was apparent on the desk, when he swept his hand across it. If nothing else; it confirmed Higgins’ assertion that the office had been sealed off, as requested.

He sat for a while soaking up the vibes; it was like he could almost feel her presence and a strange unction, lingered in the ether. Bucking up his ideas, he set about emptying the drawers and soon had quite a pile on the desk. It was mostly personal stuff and most of it he already knew. The bottom drawer on the right hand side felt a trifle stiff. He knelt beside the desk to tug at the handle and it shot open suddenly as he teetered backwards losing his balance. Rolling onto his side, he scattered the contents of the drawer across the floor. Then hastily picking himself up and feeling pretty foolish;’ he proceeded to gather up the scattered contents. Picking up the drawer, he went to replace it in the desk and as he picked it up, the back came away in his hand. The drawer had a secret compartment and a small diary fell out. 

It landed half open in the bottom of the drawer showing a date October 27th. Nothing of significance registered as he flicked through the pages; apart from the entry on the page where it fell open. ‘Big-bang’, was all it said accompanied by several adjacent pages covered with lists of numbers that conveyed little of consequence. In fact; he had great difficulty understanding why the diary, needed to be concealed.

He toyed briefly with the idea that she might be leading a double life and this was a secret diary of recent peccadilloes, something like painting by numbers. You could use numbers to disguise anything, if needs be. But quickly dismissing such childish thoughts, he stuffed it in his pocket; there’d be plenty of time to study it later. Carefully stowing all the paraphernalia in the bag, he closed the drawers and made ready to leave.

Rapping briefly on Higgins’ office door, he went straight in to let him know he was on his way. Higgins looked up furtively; he’d not been expecting the sudden intrusion, as hastily closing a book, he stuffed it into a half open drawer. Slamming it shut he almost trapped his fingers. Prentice it appeared; for some unapparent reason had surprised him and he looked up with a guilty frown, as if caught with a hand in the till. Quickly regaining his composure, he rose to escort his visitor to the elevator.

‘If there’s any way in which I can be of assistance; please let me know,’ he gushed. But swiftly the doors had closed to blot him out. Prentice was relieved to see the back of him. Something about the bloke left him with a vague feeling of unease. It continued somewhat; as the elevator whisked him below, to another brief encounter with ‘Beetlebrow’ the security detail.

Beetlebrow carefully scrutinised the chitty, Higgins had given him. So much so; that Prentice felt like he did, the day he escaped through East Germany from a dodgy contract in Berlin. He’d been obliged; by a couple of gun-toting border guards, who appeared out of the woodwork. To purchase an exit visa on the east/west express, as it crossed to the border.

Stowing the bag in his car boot Prentice backed out; nodding briefly to ‘Beetlebrow’, as he raised the barrier to wave him through. Gunning the purring beast up the ramp; he turned out onto the street and headed directly,  to Bashwell Higham. It was time to speak to his Lordship; about  things, things he needed to get off his chest.
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Prentice had met Stigwell only briefly; on the day Caroline moved in with him, at Gritstone Manor. He wasn’t at all sure what to expect. Caroline had insisted certain protocols be observed; before they became acquainted and had carefully nurtured an appropriate degree of respectability. If she was to present his Lordship with a new amour, it had to be in a manner befitting her status. She was after all the heiress; who one day would control the destiny, of this mighty Standish Empire.

It was a massive legacy; bequeathed down the ages, by generations of merchant venturers. It was ironic mused Prentice that after this recent event, everything was now in limbo. Ironic that something as trivial; as a car failing to make it, through the infamous ‘Devil’s Elbow’, had plunged centuries of towering achievement, into such uncertainty.

Hurriedly dismissing all this from his mind, since it was now of little concern, to him. He merely needed to tell Stigwell what he’d discovered. There was no reason to explain what he intended to do about it. Any further steps were for tomorrow and he could leave it at that. If it contravened protocols, so be it, who would know?

Mulling over the facts on the trip back to Hampshire from the ‘City’ he saw no reason to come clean. He’d tell Stigwell about the car and leave it at that. There was no reason to tell him that he intended to pursue it. The car had been tampered with and he didn’t need Stigwell’s sanction, to pursue the matter. If Stigwell’s response proved to be negative; it would have little bearing on Prentice’s resolve, to go after her assailant.

He was taking a chance; by turning up out of the blue at Bashwell Higham Hall, without notice. He wasn’t even sure if Stigwell was in residence or even knew of him. One way or another though, he would contrive to see him. He’d barge straight in; if it proved to be the only way. The holdall he’d collected from her office; would provided him with a reasonable excuse, for the intrusion.

Stigwell proved to be in residence, in fact he’d not moved from his study for the past week, except to attend the funeral. He was devastated by the loss of his daughter and had locked himself away to grieve in solitude, refusing to see or speak to anyone.

Enquiries at the door by members of the staff met with abrupt and limited invective, which immediately deterred any further enquiry. Most of the staff had been given temporary leave, until some degree of normality returned.

‘Prentice, Sir,’ he announced, rapping briefly on the study door, ‘I have some matters I need to speak to you about.’ The butler hovered hesitantly at his shoulder, frightful for his future prospects. He’d yielded access to the forceful stranger, as Prentice brushed past him. Hammering again on the oak panelled door, it swung open.

‘I’ve collected Lady Caroline’s belongings from her office and there are things I need to discuss.’

‘Come in,’ grunted his Lordship. In the gruff disdainful manner that was his hallmark, as Prentice entered.

‘Sit down,’ indicated Stigwell pointing to a seat beside his desk, across from the Adam fireplace. It occupied an entire wall of the oak-panelled study, but Prentice was drawn to the window. He was unconsciously preoccupied; by the view down the rolling expanse of finely manicured lawn, which swept majestically through a funnel of enormous Beech trees, to the edge of the lake. It was surely the most magnificent setting he’d ever seen and was taken as much, by the surprise of it, as anything. There was no hint; from the front of the Bashwell Higham Hall, that such magnificence was close at hand.  He placed the holdall on the seat beside Stigwell’s desk and stood with his back to the blazing log fire. 

‘Well,’ grunted Stigwell; with a certain gruffness asserting itself, for he wasn’t about to stand on ceremony. Particularly with someone he’d yet, to be formally introduced to and knew little about.

‘Spit it out,’ he continued, waiting for Prentice to explain himself.

Prentice shrugged, he was slightly in awe of his Lordship, he’d been regaled with a multitude of tales and inevitably he continued with a degree of trepidation.

‘It’s about Lady Caroline’s car sir; it was tampered with.’ He paused to let his words sink in. ‘I asked to inspect it in the garage, but they wouldn’t let me near it, said the police had left instructions. So I gained access to the workshop, after closing time. The throttle cable had been rigged, if the pedal was operated beyond a certain point it stayed there and the car failed to decelerate, the engine could not run down.’

‘God man!’ snapped Stigwell. ‘What are you saying?’ 

Silence prevailed for as long as it took him to regain his composure and he looked directly at Prentice, who now had his undivided attention.

Prentice shrugged, ‘I don’t really know any other way to put it,’ he continued. ‘Lady Caroline was murdered!’

Stigwell was aghast. ‘But who and why’ he repeated over and over, as though hypnotised by the news?

Prentice shrugged. ‘With your consent sir, I intend to pursue the matter. But all I know for certain is that the throttle control had been rigged, in such a way as to make it impossible to decelerate, when she came to the bend. Consequently the Rolls hit the banking head-on and speed did the rest.’

Stigwell looked across at him, he was trembling with rage. ‘You’re absolutely certain beyond any shadow of doubt.’ Prentice nodded.

‘I spent most of my life, on things mechanical, working on aeroplanes, cars & motorbikes. I’m a trouble-shooter and I don’t have the slightest doubt. There are marks on the cable where it was filed and several of the strands were parted in a particular way.’ He paused, before continuing, ‘I thought you should be the first to know.’

Stigwell was still desperately trying to stay calm and it was several minutes before he answered, though to Prentice it seemed like an eternity. His lordship had been aware for quite some time, of his daughter’s association with Prentice, of whom he knew so little. To the locals he was an outsider, having seemingly appeared out of the blue to purchase Gritstone Manor. It was a rambling junk heap of a place; that had stood semi-derelict, for as long as anyone could remember. But together with Lady Caroline Maxwell, he set about renovating.

Locally they’d kept to themselves, visiting the local pub only on rare occasions. Stigwell had asked his people to check Prentice out, but they’d failed to come up with anything of substance. The details they managed to dredge-up were scanty and unremarkable. Especially prior to his meeting with Lady Caroline through an enquiry at Blenkinsopp’s Private Bank with a cheque for one million pounds sterling on the Bank of Haifa. He appeared to have spent most of his working life outside the UK. Something only the man himself would have needed to know about.
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‘I take it you have alerted no one else to your suspicions;’ Stigwell eventually asked, as finally he broke the silence. His composure was now firmly under control as he continued.

‘Exactly how do you intend to go about tracking down whoever was responsible,’ he asked? It was more by way of a statement; than a question as his eyes bored in Prentice, like he was examining his brain cells one by one.

‘I’m not without a certain degree of experience in such matters,’ shrugged Prentice dismissively. Then diverging somewhat; he briefly explained the circumstances of his newfound wealth. How in concert with associates he’d pursued a gang of ‘former-nazis’ in cahoots with the Israeli Mossad and Collins’ ‘Wild-Bunch’. Prentice was inclined state his case on a take it or leave it basis at times like this, which didn’t sit all that well with Stigwell.

Irrespective of what his Lordship decided; there was no way Prentice would let go of things, until ti was sorted to his satisfaction, as Stigwell soon realised. Stigwell soon realised there was little point in poking his nose in and decided it was probably best to leave Prentice to his own devices, insofar as he was  already concerned.

‘Caroline was special to me,’ Prentice continued. Consequently, whatever it takes to track down those responsible; I will find them and they will be dealt with swiftly and decisively, of that you have my assurance.’

Stigwell looked across at him, appearing for a brief moment to be undecided. ‘Come to my office at Sutler Towers lunchtime tomorrow, there are several loose ends that need my attention.’ Then standing up from behind the desk, he ushered Prentice to the door. Despite advancing years he was still a daunting figure of a man. He was around 6ft tall and had a military air about him, as he held open the door in much the same dismissive manner Prentice had adopted earlier.

‘Don’t be late,’ was Stigwell’s parting shot, as Prentice strode purposefully down the long dark passage to the front door.
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Chapter 2 - Dreamin’ of the Days
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Several hours had passed, since Prentice returned from his visit to the ‘City’ and Bashwell Higham Hall. He was in the library at Gritstone Manor, dying embers of charred logs, in the big open dog-grate cast a soft glow, around the panelled walls. Lengthening shadows of a late autumn evening closed in. The Doberman hound, skilfully and silently, as though trying not to disturb his master; shuffled round to toast the other side, of its sleek black muscled body.

The recumbent figure, relaxed at ease in the wing-backed chair, tilted his head back once more to sip from the crystal goblet. A solitary defiant lick of limping flame; flickered its reflective death throes, in the dark green glass of the half full bottle, beside his chair. Jack Prentice; engulfed in the warm embrace of the fire’s glow and the soothing balm of the amber nectar, sank ever deeper into the semi-conscious torpor that swelled to engulf him. Like some phantom of the night, she flitted once more across the fringes of his consciousness and he drifted back in time.

◊
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◙The autumn sky was clear and dry, stars twinkled like they had nowt else to do.  It had rained earlier; but now it was mild and drying, as the clapped out Dakota rattlebox taxied across the apron, to park itself in front of the hangar. It was a though it had some inalienable rights of squat, to the few square feet of this particular tarmac apron.

‘If I was you,’ quipped Prentice, as he nipped down the steps of the sole remaining aircraft, side by side with his pal Collins, proud owner of Shoestring International Cargo. ‘Before he shuts it down, get him to taxi round behind the hangar and forget where it’s been parked.’◙

◊
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With a cheque drawn on the National Bank of Haifa; for a few million Israeli Shekels safely tucked in his hip pocket, he’d been mulling things over. For most of the time; it took them to fly back from Tel Aviv, he’d been wondering what he should do next. Even now; with his feet on terra firma once again, it was difficult to appreciate the ramifications of this unexpected windfall. From today; it meant he got to mix with whoever he chose, on his own terms. It would take a bit of getting used to, but he reckoned he could hack-it. 

No more bowing and scraping to accumulate the means. Whatever he needed to dish it out; in whatever particular way took his fancy, was to hand. He could treat with the world on his own terms. Choose to do whatever took his fancy and go wherever the mood of the day took him. It was certainly a most beautiful feeling.

◊
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Collins had dropped him off in Park Lane; Inn on the Park to be precise. He’d decided not to bother going back to the grotty bedsit on Ladbroke Grove, off the Bayswater Road. He’d call on Baz Price his former landlord; patron of the Red Lion boozer in Provident Square, at his convenience to tell him where to stuff-it. He’d probably been sub-letting the gaff; in his prolonged absence, anyway. The knowledge Prentice would not be back until Christmas; was something ‘Baz the landlord’ would have used, to his advantage. The contents; he’d donate to the ‘Baz Price Benevolent Fund’, in lieu of notice. It would save him having to go down there and clear it out himself and if he was any judge of character. The tight-fisted sod would let it furnished, screwing a few quid from next unfortunate punter, to cross his path.

It was ten a.m., before Prentice awoke and it took a while to realise exactly where he was. He reached out for the bedside phone;  to order the eponymous ‘stuntman’s breakfast’. The first proper snap he’d had, since he couldn’t remember when. Then slipping out of bed, he nipped into the shower, while he waited. To be followed by a quick trip down Oxford Street; to pick a set of ‘togs’ more befitting of his newfound affluence.

All he had, with him; were the togs he’d worn as he stepped off the plane. He’d booked an appointment for twelve noon at Blenkinsop’s Private Bank on Lombard Street. It was time to deposit the cheque, still  burning a hole in his pocket. He’d picked out the bank from the pages of the Financial Globe, for it sounded just like the kind of Private Bank a greenhorn millionaire would be heading for. He’d leave it to them and whichever one of their hi’fallutin’ financial advisors was available; as he’d little experience, of fancy City institutions.

Spooner, Sedgewick and Pell was the outfit they picked for him. ‘Fine old City firm,’ Hugh Wilbey the man at Blenkinsop’s assured him, as he watched his cheque disappear into the time honoured Clearing System. While the manager jotted down details of the appointment. ‘They’ll look after you;’ he assured him dismissively; in a manner that suggested he processed million dollar cheques, by the hour.

He’d turned up at the appointed venue; well before the appointed time, intent on soaking up the vibes. He wanted to be tuned in; for any strokes, they might try to pull. Prentice had been an avid reader of financial columns; for more years than he cared to remember and was well acquainted with tales of woe, for the unwary.

There was no doubt in his mind that certain kinds of leger-de-main; often occurred within the hallowed walls, of these Houses of Financial Rectitude. They knew exactly how far to go with the churning, the short-selling and trading on the margins, for their commissions. All such things, he reckoned would be second nature to them and they’d probably developed one or two strokes, that he’d yet to come across.

Suitably spruced up in his ‘brand spanking-togs’ from Austin Reed. He paused at the desk to acquaint Miss Prim and Proper with his arrival. He gave his name and was asked to take a seat; as a flunky disappeared into the sub-tropical jungle that passed for an atrium. Leafing contentedly through the day’s financial pages, he continued day-dreaming until he was accosted by top hat and tails again; who appeared at his side, as if by magic.

‘Follow me sir,’ gushed frockcoat. Prentice cringed inside; as he was conducted like somekind of odious little squirt, down a twisting maze of corridors to arrive at a particular door.

Financial Management, Private Client Advisor was ‘writ’ big’ in gold leaf. Frockcoat rapped briefly on the solid oak door,, pushed it open and announced his arrival, as Prentice entered. He’d not expected it to be a female and was totally unprepared for the exquisite vision before him. She teased herself out from behind the desk; in a kind of vibrant flowing movement, that would’ve stopped many a red-blooded heterosexual young stud, dead in his tracks. Prentice just felt superficial; as she kind of glided towards him and for once in his life, had not the vaguest idea how to react. He was rooted to the spot; in gawping open-mouthed awe, like no one had ever explained the meaning of life or the difference between men and women. Mainly; since he’d not seen so many real women, when he was clobbered chasing a knee trembler in Varnstadt.

Struggling manfully to regain his composure, he couldn’t help but feel that he must have looked pretty stupid. She was obviously a career woman of sorts. The type you don’t even bother to make a pass at and the ‘catwalk-display’ was merely for effect.

‘Good afternoon,’ she cooed, extending her hand, ‘Caroline Maxwell.’ While all he could assume; appeared to be a glint of merriment dancing fleetingly, in the deep blue cobalt of her twinkling eyes. He could have been mistaken about the merriment, for she was immediately down to business, without giving him occasion to consider such emotions any further.

‘I understand from Hugh Wilbey at Blenkinsop’s that you need advice,’ as another amazing twinkle, flashed briefly. Maybe she was just laughing at him, for the millionaire stratosphere he now inhabited; was all so new to him and it could be, he was about to make a complete prat of himself. She obviously dealt with people of substance on a daily basis. So what; if she did have a career, it was never going to be the be all and end all, was it?

She’d no doubt be in possession; of all the other natural desires, available to this bewitching all-woman example of sheer delight. It could well be; she was as smitten with him, as he with her. If indeed his instincts were half right and what he’d spotted; was something more, than a ludicrous flight of fancy. Quickly deciding he might as well savour the moment, while it lasted, he sat down and waited.

Minutes passed before either of them made a move; to put aside this charade of navel contemplation, by deciding to lay out some of the things they had in mind. By four thirty p.m., they’d decided on nothing more positive than a follow-up meeting tomorrow. She had another appointment this afternoon and time was pressing. But maybe this passing flight of fancy; wasn’t quite as ludicrous, as it first appeared. She wanted to know more about the background to his newfound wealth and any plans he might have dreamed up, as to the direction he wanted to go. Hence the necessity for a further coming together or was it?

‘It helps me better to judge; how best to deploy your resources,’ she told him. It’s good to get as picture of the full story and it’s not so often;  someone appears out of the blue with a cheque drawn on the National Bank of Haifa.. Especially for several million Israeli shekels, signed by the Israeli Chancellor,’ she smiled dismissively.

Prentice was reluctant to spill the beans; for he really didn’t know her, at all. Secretly he was left to ponder if he ever would and decided the best way would be to drip-feed whatever it was she wished to pursue. Especially so if it helped to stimulate her interest and it didn’t help so much; since he’d now convinced himself she fancied him like mad and was quite happy to drag out the proceedings, for as long as it took. She probably wouldn’t believe most of his life story anyway, even if he decided to come clean. He had great difficulty with some of it; himself and this presumably, was the reason he refused to spend any time dwelling on it, at the time of the initial meeting.

The following day; it all came together and  they dined out, on three consecutive evenings. But each one finished with nothing more binding than a handshake. About all she’d let on to him was where to drop her off, at 501 Berkeley Square WIJ. She told him it was a grace and favour apartment; that came with the job and he couldn’t resist the temptation, to have the odd dig about council house largesse.

It brought no more than a smile; a dismissive shrug and the allusion that it might be something a little more than this, even though it went with the job. She’d told him she lived mainly in Hampshire with her father and was merely resident at 501 Berkeley Square, through the week. To any casual observer, they might have appeared like shadow-boxers; pitching at shadows, as they circled and danced away, wary of striking the first blow. Uncertain of what might ensue; as the weekend came and madam as usual, went home to the country. While Prentice for his part; was left to sample his newfound affluence, amidst
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