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Who said revenge is a dish best served
cold? Revenge is a dish best served piping hot, with a helping of
angst on the side.


Chapter One

 


It
was a warm night in London. Barely a breeze stirred the dusty
streets as the last of the days’ visitors drifted in and out of
shadowy walkways. And above
the rooftops a thin, crescent shaped-moon created an illusion of
perpetual tranquility. All was calm, almost unnaturally so. Even
the sounds of distant sirens seemed less conspicuous than usual.
Perhaps crime preferred to be elusive on a night such as this. Or
perhaps it had simply relocated to less populated areas.

In an unused
warehouse less than a mile from central suburbia, Matthew McKenzie
kicked frantically at the air beneath his feet. Blood was
splattered around his ankles from their recent binding with tight
electrical cord and his shoulders throbbed like hell from the
tortuous weight of his soft, over-indulged body. But those things
were the least of his concerns. If he was going to get out of here
alive, he had to do something and fast. At any moment his captors
might return and then it might quite simply be game
over.

He closed
his eyes, taking deep, heavy breaths as if he were meditating. He
wished he hadn’t gained so many extra pounds in recent years. His
love handles resembled over-sized dough balls that tugged at his
shirt tails as if to weigh him down. And his new Hermes belt was
seriously straining at the girth of his fat, flabby belly. He’d
never been disciplined enough to quench his unrelenting lust for
food…a fact that would do nothing to help him now.

He
pushed the thought from his mind, biting anxiously on his coarse, dry lips. He
had to focus. If he could summon enough strength to raise
himself up a little, he might be able to force his hands together
and release the thick white rope that held him there. Suspended in
mid-air, like one of those cattle carcasses he’d seen so often at
the knackers’ yard.

He
opened his eyes again, heaving up his aching body as though he were
doing chin-ups. But no sooner
had he reached his desired position then he’d collapsed back down
again like a sack of potatoes. He’d never been the athletic type,
even before the weight gain. If he was going to make it out of here
alive, he was going to have to rely on more than physical prowess.
He wracked his brains for a solution, but for once his mind was
empty. He clenched his teeth in desperation and a long string of
saliva hit the stony floor below.

He lifted his head,
his eyes darting frantically around the dark, squalid little room.
A few feet away, a vast plasterboard wall was home to all manner of
barbaric atrocities. Hacksaws, knives, pincers…even a set of
modified razors and an over-sized blow torch. God only knew what
they were used for. And beside them on the smooth concrete floor
stood some kind of metal operating table, complete with restraints.
It was as if he’d died and gone to hell. Even the heat was becoming
tortuous.

He
adjusted his gaze until his eyes settled upon a large, medieval
looking contraption, which he could only assume was some kind of
sixteenth century stretching rack. Its crude combination of levers
and pulleys looked strangely obscene, even amidst such surreal
surroundings. Bile rose in his throat as he fought to shake off the
horrific thoughts that taunted him. He had to stay calm,
for if he didn’t find a way out of here soon, he might never find a
way out.

The thought
sent a sharp stab of panic surging through his veins and he
struggled some more. His mind was working overtime now. He could
only imagine what his assailants had in store for him. For they
were notorious for their love of torture. Some said they were
obsessed by it. Not that many men had lived to tell the tale. He
closed his eyes again, as if by blocking the objects from view he
could somehow make them cease to exist.

The sound of
voices and a loud rattling of keys shook him back to reality.
Suddenly a door was dragged open and the darkened room was flooded
with light. McKenzie recoiled, frozen by fear, yet at the same time
struggling to remain alert. If he could keep his cool, perhaps he
could use his mental abilities to secure his release. Offer his
captors something they couldn’t refuse. There was always room for
negotiation. The door was pulled closed again and the light
faded.

The familiar
face of Toby Doyle emerged from the shadows, a wide grin adorning
his taut, angular face. He looked like the cat that had not only
gotten the cream, but secured the franchise and bought the
manufacturing rights.

“Well, well, if it isn’t my old friend Mac. Got any good
stories to tell us?”

McKenzie
didn’t reply. He was still trying to find his bargaining tool. The
one piece of information that, if sufficiently tantalizing, might
provide him with a ticket out of here. Doyle stepped
closer.

“What’s the matter? Has the
great McKenzie, journalist extraordinaire, lost his
tongue?”

He clenched his fists, licking his
lips as though he were about to devour a succulent steak or a big
juicy lobster. But tonight it wasn’t food that had stimulated his
appetite.

McKenzie fought hard to keep his calm. Every vein in his
body seemed to be pulsing and his shoulders were struggling to
support the weight of his body. The pain was so excruciating it
prevented him from thinking straight. But he had to come up with
something. Anything. It was the
only way to stop this. He opened his mouth to speak but nothing
came out. Then Doyle was drawing closer; so close McKenzie could
almost feel the man’s warm breath upon his aching body.

Something glinted amidst the dim
light. A blade perhaps? And still Doyle moved closer, the other
man’s vulnerability attracting him like a magnet. McKenzie, not
generally one to be lost for words, struggled for something to say.
Finally his silence gave way to the first few words of desperate
pleading.

“You’re making a mistake. I can help you. I have
contacts.”

It was a
ruse and Doyle knew it. He turned his head to face his accomplices.
“Do you hear that guys? He’s got contacts.”

The other men laughed, filling the
room with hollow reverie. McKenzie tried harder.

“I mean it. I’ve got
friends. Powerful friends. In the media, in the police…. I can sort
things for you. Work a few deals. Help you expand the
business.”

Doyle raised
the knife at his side, stroking the blade as though it were a
pet.

“So you think you can help
expand my business, huh?”

McKenzie perked up.

“Sure. We can work together. I can make things easier for
you. Pave the way, so to speak.”

Doyle took
one more step. With his opponent dangling a good foot off the
floor, his face was staring directly into the other man’s chest. He
lifted his arm. One swift flick of the knife and the first cut was
complete. At first McKenzie had no idea what had happened. Then the
pain flooded in. Sharp, biting pain, gnawing at his lower chest.
Instinctively he fought to free himself, to release his hands to
soothe the wound and stem the bleeding. But the bindings were too
secure. He wriggled frantically as a warm trickling of moist blood
seeped freely through his shirt and onto his belly.

“Please, don’t do this…. They’ll come looking for you. The
magazine…the police. They know things. Things that’ll make them
come looking for you if I disappear.”

Doyle leaned
his head to one side in a deliberately mocking fashion.

“What’s that you say? They
know things? And here I was thinking you wanted to help
me.”

“I
do want to help you. These things they know…I can put it right. All
it’ll take is a few words in the right ear…. Please, I’m telling
you the truth. I can help you.”

Doyle took a
step back and, for a brief moment, McKenzie thought his bargaining
had worked. He took a deep breath, temporarily forgetting his
gaping wound. The deep red stain had now spread to below the waist
of his trousers and was growing by the second. But that was far
from his only concern.

Two men
stepped out from the shadows, one of whom looked vaguely familiar.
The first stretched upward, hacking at the rope with the blade of
his pocket knife. The binding was released. But instead of falling
to his feet, Mackenzie remained in mid-air. It took a moment for
reality to register. And when it did, he realized that a firm set
of hands had become attached to his waist and was carrying him
steadily across the room. He struggled to break free, but the
injury had weakened him. He felt fuzzy and weak and frighteningly
vulnerable.

A few
seconds later he was being placed down on something hard. Was it
the stretching rack? Surely they were just trying to scare him now.
There was no way something so old and dilapidated could still be
functional. Was there? But soon he found himself lying on his back,
his arms and legs caught in a vice-like grip that held him
spread-eagle upon the ancient contraption. His heart in his mouth,
he stared into the eyes of Toby Doyle, who was hovering menacingly
beside him.

“Any last requests? I’m sure
your readers would love to know your final thoughts.”

Mackenzie
let out a loud, almost deafening roar. It bounced off every wall of
the hollow space like wind through a cave. But, besides Doyle and
his cronies, there was no one to hear it. Police officers rarely
patrolled this area at night. It was a deserted wasteland. There
were no street lights to illuminate its dark corners, no cameras to
record the comings and goings of its visitors. To inner city
suburbia it had ceased to exist a long time ago…just as the men who
came there ceased to exist.

Doyle
signaled to an accomplice and the machine began to creak. McKenzie
cried out again, but this time he couldn’t be certain if the cries
left his body or if they were simply locked inside his head. He’d
lost so much blood he was becoming delirious. His body grew taut.
He tried to fight it, but the pull of the machine was simply too
powerful. His limbs were straining at their sockets. At any moment
he felt he would explode into a million different pieces. And the
pain was excruciating. It had already exceeded the threshold of his
resilience.

He turned to face Doyle one last time,
the very action straining his neck to near breaking point. His
adversary merely smiled.

“Goodbye, Mr. McKenzie.”

With that,
Doyle took a few steps back. As much as he loved the thrill of the
kill, he was reluctant to be splattered with incriminating
evidence, especially when he was wearing his favorite Armani
suit.

McKenzie
closed his eyes, trying desperately to absorb the pain. But it was
all consuming, like the fiery furnace of hell. On the inside he was
writhing in anguish, but on the outside he was powerless. His body
was so taut, there was no room to maneuver. And still he was being
tugged and tugged, beyond the scope of what he had ever deemed
possible. Something had to give. And that something was going to be
him.

A loud crack
resounded throughout the room, followed by the gruesome creak of
tearing sinew. McKenzie screamed, the deep, throaty scream of a
soul in torment. Then all was silent. All apart from the eerie
cranking of the machine.

All color drained from
McKenzie’s face. Then slowly it returned, this time settling at a
mottled, purplish blue. Frothy red blood trickled from his lips and
a pale pink tongue protruded from his mouth. Mortality was finally
leaving him. A vague sense of release coursed through his veins…an
assurance that all would soon be over. Then one last gasp and all
life was expelled.


Chapter Two

 


Emma stared out into the cool blue water of the Thames. It
looked calm tonight…serene
even. Dark shapes swirled gently beneath its murky depths and
pretty overhead lights glistened like tiny beads upon its
shimmering surface. It looked oddly surreal. Like one of the
picture postcards she’d had shoved in her face all day.

She lifted her arm until the small crystal tumbler she was
holding touched cautiously upon her lips. The smooth amber liquid
it held burned like fire along her dry throat. She placed it back
on the windowsill, then drifted slowly across to the dresser. The
crumpled piece of paper was still lying there and she picked it up,
staring once again at the seven words printed boldly across its
center. They’re not who you
think they are.

She placed it back
down and returned to the window. She was still struggling to figure
out what it meant. Was it a warning? And if it was a
warning, to whom did it refer? She picked up the glass and took
another sip of the calming brandy. She wished there’d been vodka in
the tiny under-stocked drink cabinet. But beggars couldn’t be
choosers. And she’d been so desperate for a drink after her long
day, she would’ve settled for pretty much anything so long as it
took the edge off.

She leaned
forward until her arms rested against the narrow sill. Was it a
coincidence that she was back in the one city that had very nearly
claimed her life and she was already receiving anonymous messages?
It seemed unlikely. Still, the message was hardly a threatening
one. If anything, it sounded like someone was trying to protect
her. But protect her from whom?

The thought
troubled her even more and she shuffled her feet against the thin,
honey-colored carpet. Perhaps she was just being too sensitive.
Perhaps the message wasn’t even for her. After all, she’d only
checked in a few hours ago. Who besides her colleagues back in New
York knew she’d be here? Especially at this particular hotel. The
thought sent a shiver along her spine and the glass trembled in her
hand.

She placed
it down again, staring out toward the glistening Thames. But this
time her mind was somewhere else. Somewhere far removed from the
physical confines of her earthly restraints. She was standing atop
a tall derelict building; and she was so close to the edge, she
could almost feel a cool breeze whipping at her legs. She shivered
involuntarily. It was a place she visited often, one that clung to
her memory like the unwanted parasites to a rotting corpse. And no
matter how hard she tried, she never felt far away from it. The
tangy twang of vomit entered her throat, forcing her back to
reality.

She slowly stepped
forward, unfastening the top of the large Georgian window. A blast
of warm air filtered through, capturing her in its soft embrace. It
was almost five years to the day since she’d helped unmask one of
the most powerful gang leaders in London; and very nearly
lost her life in the process. And, although it had earned her
something of a reputation back in her home city of New York, not to
mention creating quite a stir in the tabloids of the time, it was
an achievement she’d tried hard to forget. Nevertheless, she knew
there’d be others who’d make it their business to remember. Others
who might still cling to some twisted notion of exacting
revenge.

She reached
for the brandy again, this time taking too large a gulp. It burned
so intensely, she felt like her throat was on fire. She tried to
cough but her vocal chords refused to co-operate. Damn Jill Nickels
and damn the magazine! If she didn’t have an editor who was so
utterly ruthless and so totally incapable of any form of human
emotion, she’d be safely tucked up in her New York apartment right
now, instead of standing in a cheap London hotel room, trying to
decipher an anonymous note that might or might not be for her. And
revisiting unwanted memories.

She moved
closer to the window, silently mulling over the sequence of events
that had led her here. It had all started with the unravelling of
New York’s latest crime initiative, a rhetoric fueled strategy
targeting gangs and those who incited them. To those with any
sense, it was little more than a clever ruse to justify rising
crime rates…a carefully structured campaign designed to make the
mayor look good. But it had led the magazine, and in particular
Jill Nickels, to come up with a novel idea to boost magazine
sales.

The thought
made Emma cringe and she shuddered despite the warmth of the room.
Since the events of five years ago, the Debden Estate, a notorious
London backwater, had been supposedly “cleansed” after she had
assisted in the apprehension of its “boss,” the now infamous Damon
McCarthy. Radical community safety strategies, featuring new
methods of urban renewal, had apparently transformed it from a den
of iniquity to a place where crime figures were virtually
non-existent. At least officially. And it was being hailed as a
huge success story…the proverbial phoenix rising from the ashes. As
Emma was unfortunate enough to be familiar with its background,
she’d been tasked with the job of finding out why; an assignment
she was far from comfortable with. Particularly since she most
likely still had enemies there.

She leaned
further forward, scanning the wide concrete footpath below. It was
eerily quiet, like the seaside in winter. Suddenly it occurred to
her that someone might be watching her. That whoever had delivered
the message might be lurking down there somewhere, waiting for her
to make a move. But what did they expect her to do? She fiddled
with a stray strand of hair that had drifted down onto her face.
Now she was just being ridiculous. An anonymous note was one thing.
But stalking? Still, she stepped away from the window.

The small double bed was creaky and hard as she pulled
herself up onto it. She closed her eyes, her mind drifting back to
the message. They’re not who
you think they are. Since the
main focus of her inquiries would be local government officials,
she failed to see its relevance. She’d researched her subjects
thoroughly. She knew exactly who they were,
at least as far as their public personas were concerned. Their
private lives, of course, were a different story. Though if their
pasts had been tainted with the slightest hint of impropriety, it
would’ve been very difficult to mask, particularly as they’d been
subject to such a high degree of scrutiny the past few
months.

Of
course, the message could refer to the
families on the estate whom Ms. Nickels had selected for interview.
But that made no sense either. After all, they would never have
been selected unless, since the new measures, they’d undergone some
radical form of rehabilitation and become model citizens. Overcome
adversity, so to speak. And even if it was all a lie,
what could they possibly achieve by having her interview them?
Particularly when the magazine knew she’d be there.

She propped
a limp, rather sorry looking pillow up behind her. All this
thinking was getting her nowhere. It certainly wasn’t going to help
her do her job. She was a professional, and a professional
journalist couldn’t allow themselves to get carried away with
subjective assumptions and theories. She leaned forward on the bed,
eyeing the note as though she could read it from where she sat. It
had spooked her, that was all. She needed to get over it. Forget it
had ever existed. And get on with her assignment as soon as it was
physically possible.

She pulled
herself up from the bed and drifted back over to the window, taking
one last look into the quiet, empty street. A nearby streetlight
was starting to flicker, its final spurts pummeling the pavement
with a scattering of sparkles. Soon that part of the walkway would
be in total darkness. She shuddered, leaning forward to close the
window. She’d had enough for one night. She reached for the thick
velvet curtains and, pulling them closed in front of her, headed
back over to the bed. Tomorrow was another day. One in which no
amount of taunting was going to detract her from completing this
assignment.


Chapter Three

 


That Thursday morning began with the relentless downpour of
warm summer rain. It struck the pavements like the rays of a laser,
coating them in a smooth, glossy sheen; and left puddles the size of small rivers. The many
pedestrians who had no choice but to venture out, scurried about
like tiny ants on a food foraging expedition. No one stopped to
engage in conversation or make polite gestures. The city was a
different place from the tranquil utopia of last night. The
landscape had changed. The rain had changed it.

***

When Emma
finally awoke it was to sounds of movement from the room next door.
For a moment she thought she was still in her New York apartment,
where the clanking and chattering of nearby residents was a daily
occurrence. When she realized she wasn’t, she let out a loud sigh
and sank back into the pillow. This morning she was scheduled to
meet with Debden’s community safety representative. And although
the meeting wasn’t actually due to take place on the estate, it was
close enough to make her feel uncomfortable. Her only consolation
was that it wasn’t scheduled until eleven o’clock. At least she’d
have time for a decent breakfast first.

She rose
from the bed and drifted across to the window. The curtains felt
soft to the touch as she pulled them open and gazed out into the
glistening city. If nothing else, the rain had brightened things.
Walkways were no longer dusty and lackluster and the city looked
distinctly more animated. A sea of bobbing umbrellas floated in the
air like lilies on a pond, while shadowy figures performed strange,
primitive dances in their quest to avoid getting wet. She smiled to
herself as a short man in a nineties style track suit almost fell
head over heels trying to negotiate a particularly large puddle. It
was funny the lengths people would go to, just to stay
dry.

She stepped
away from the window, suddenly recalling last night’s note. Once
again, a sense of foreboding clutched at her chest. She headed to
the dresser and picked up the crumpled piece of paper, turning it
over so that the words were no longer visible. She contemplated
tossing it into the small rubbish bin beside her, but something
told her she’d be wise to hang onto it, if only to prove to herself
that she hadn’t just dreamt it up. So she left it there, an eerie
reminder of the fragility of her presence here.

Unwilling to
be drawn back into last night’s insecurities, she headed to the
bathroom to shower and change. The tiny hotel room was making her
claustrophobic and suddenly she craved the freedom of the open air.
For no particular reason, she closed the bathroom door behind her.
And less than thirty minutes later she was sitting across the road
in Molly’s café, sipping coffee from a Styrofoam cup and eagerly
devouring a warm toasted bagel.

As was usual
for a London café in summer, Molly’s was a hive of activity. Locals
and tourists alike queued for their daily rations of caffeine and
cholesterol; and hassled looking waitresses juggled full trays with
impatient customers. Luckily, Emma found an empty table in a far
corner beside the window. The sea of unknown faces unnerved her.
Not that she wasn’t used to crowded places back in New York. But
New York wasn’t the city in which she’d been followed, threatened,
and eventually abducted. Not to mention very nearly pushed from an
extremely tall building.

A
tall man in a soggy black suit shuffled past her on his way to the
men’s room and she jumped so severely she almost spilled her
coffee. She placed it down on the table in front of her. She
really did
need to get a grip. If she couldn’t
deal with a few strangers in a coffee shop, how was she going to
deal with the families on the estate? She reached inside her
handbag for a notepad and pen, two of the few essential items she
always carried with her. If she could make some notes for the
interview, it might help take her mind off things. Not to mention
get her in and out of Debden as quickly as possible.

By
the time she’d finished her
bagel and downed two cups of mediocre coffee, half an hour had been
and gone. Still, the rain was showing no sign of letting up. She
pulled her handbag onto her shoulder and reluctantly stepped out
into the busy street. Despite London’s notoriety for unpredictable
weather, an umbrella was one of the few items she hadn’t brought
with her. So, like dozens of likeminded strangers all around her,
she slipped off her thin beige raincoat and placed it tentatively
over her head. It endowed her with a sense of anonymity she found
strangely comforting, for she was finally able to blend almost
unnoticed into her surroundings. She wished it would rain every
day, or at least until she got back to New York.

Debden
Council Offices were situated in an old two story building no more
than half a mile from the outskirts of the Debden Estate. They
shared the facility with the community center and an after hours
doctor’s service, both of which, being on the first and most
organized floor, were more accessible. Emma headed for the one and
only elevator which, not surprisingly, was out of order. The
borough may have invested a small fortune in the regeneration of
its estate, but when it came to the small things, it had failed
miserably.

By
the time she’d made her way up
to Morton Stanford’s office, her legs were aching and she felt
flushed from the heat. Despite the fact it was raining,
temperatures were soaring and it felt like someone had turned the
air conditioning off. She tightened her pony tail and pushed a
stray strand of hair from her face. She would’ve liked to have
found a rest room and freshened up before the meeting, but it was
already near on eleven and she knew what sticklers for time council
officials could be. Besides, the sooner she got this over with, the
better.

As luck
would have it, a small water dispenser stood against the wall near
Stanford’s office. She stopped for a moment to take a drink. The
cool water felt heavenly as it trickled along her dry throat. It
was strange how even the simplest things in life had the ability to
humble when properly appreciated. She closed her eyes to savor the
moment. When she opened them again, she glanced briefly around
her.

The corridor
was surprisingly quiet and, like most official buildings she’d
seen, exceedingly sparse in its decoration. Apart from a few photos
that, from a distance, appeared to depict official gatherings,
virtually no adornments furnished the sterile blue space. It was
cold and impersonal. In many ways it reminded her of a hospital,
for it was clean and utilitarian but totally lacking in
character.

She finished
the water and placed the cup in the bin beside her, just as the
door to her right creaked open. A tall man with a warm, smiling
face hovered silently in the doorway, as if he’d somehow sensed her
presence. Emma stepped forward, suddenly embarrassed, like a
cashier caught with her fingers in the till.


Chapter Four

 


Morton
Stanford was a tall, athletic-looking man in his mid to late
fifties. He had short dark hair, which was greying around the
temples and sides, and a long, angular nose that seemed totally out
of sync with the rest of his face. Still, he was handsome for a man
of his age and was dressed remarkably smartly in a peacock blue
suit and black tie. He reminded Emma of an ageing movie star she’d
seen on TV recently, whose name evaded her.

He
held out his hand and she politely shook it. “Good morning. Miss Blake, I presume?”

His grip was
firm and resolute, like that of a person who played regular sports.
Emma was relieved to be free of it.

“Yes. Good
morning.”

Stanford
held the door open and stood aside while she entered. The office
was unlike that of any other she’d seen. Upon every available
surface stood an assortment of strange African statues, which
seemed to stare out at her like the ghostly apparitions of an
Egyptian tomb. And where statues were elusive, an array of other
artefacts, the likes of which she’d only ever seen in museums or
galleries, occupied virtually every spare inch of space. It was as
if she was walking into some sort of primitive exhibition. She
presumed the items were the souvenirs of exotic holidays. Mr.
Stanford was obviously well-travelled.

She took a
seat beside a large and very ornate mahogany desk that was almost
totally dominated by photographs. Most were of Stanford himself,
posing at various locations around the world. The backdrops were
incredible. Stanford clearly wasn’t the type to feel
self-conscious.

She turned away. The
photos made her cringe. Something about them seemed strangely
obscene. She stretched out her legs and pushed herself further into
the chair, whilst her host settled himself opposite. He had a
forced expression on his face, like that of a politician about to
give an empathic speech. It made her uncomfortable.

“Before we start, I’d like
to say how good of you it is to see me.”

She was echoing the words of Jill
Nickels now. Still, it was never a bad idea to stay on the right
side of people. She draped her raincoat over the seat behind her
and Stanford smiled, flashing a perfect set of straight, over-white
teeth.

“Not at all. If other people can learn from our methods,
we’re only too happy to share them. Now, what would you like to ask
me?”

She reached
into her bag for the small Dictaphone she always kept there.
Alongside her mobile, it was the one piece of technology she
couldn’t be without, for it captured a mood in a way mere written
words couldn’t.

“Do you mind if I switch
this on?”

Stanford
leaned forward, his taut muscular arms resting firmly upon the desk
in front of him. He had an arrogance about him Emma had noticed in
other men of his caliber…a patronizing demeanor that was perhaps
brought on by the existence of over-confidence. It wasn’t
flattering.

“Not at all. Whatever’s best
for you.”

She pulled out her
notebook and pen, resting them on her lap the way she always did
when she was working. Then she leaned forward and switched on the
Dictaphone. Suddenly she was eager to get this over with; if only
to escape the vulgarity of her surroundings.

“Mr. Stanford, obviously there were a great number of
factors involved in the regeneration of the Debden Estate. Factors
that would no doubt go beyond the scope of one short interview. But
what do you consider to be the most significant
factor in its dramatic transformation?”

Stanford leaned forward a little
more.

“First of all, we don’t like to use the word ‘regeneration.’
We feel it focuses too heavily on the notion of state based
authority. What we like to feel we’ve achieved on the Debden Estate
is a sense of communitarianism. A belief that, by residents and
agencies working together, a safer environment can be created. For
example, through the development of parenting groups, neighborhood
watch schemes, counselling sessions, training programs, and
anti-bullying campaigns, residents have been empowered to feel more
in control of their own existences. Which, in turn, has endowed
them with a greater quality of life…the first step, by the way, in
defeating criminal activity.”

He leaned back in his large cushioned
chair, seemingly impressed by the sound of his own
voice.

“Add to that the presence of community safety officers,
specially trained civilians who are adept at diffusing volatile
situations and who work alongside the community to offer round the
clock protection, and you have the beginnings of a civilized
society.”

Emma lifted
her gaze from the notepad. Stanford had clearly rehearsed his
spiel. She wondered how many other people had sat exactly where she
was sitting, listening to the same mind-numbing script.

“So what you’re saying is, the success behind the
transformation of the Debden Estate largely comes down to the
residents becoming more responsible for themselves? Helping educate
themselves, train themselves…even taking part in their own
policing, so to speak.”

“Exactly. If individuals can be given the basic knowledge to
do all those things—train themselves, protect themselves, raise
their children in a way that is morally and socially
acceptable—crime will be significantly reduced.”

Emma continued with her note taking, dubious of the
simplicity of Stanford’s explanation. The concept of
communitarianism was nothing new. It had been around for a good
twenty years or so now. And although its results
had proved positive, they had never before achieved the kind of
radical transformation that the Debden Estate had supposedly
undergone. She decided to push a little harder.

“But in a community where
all social relations have been eroded, all faith in authority
diminished, where do you start?”

Stanford
leaned forward again. He was clearly warming to the conversation.
His lightly tanned face had a radiant glow about it and his
demeanor was becoming more animated.

“I
guess you start at the beginning. You get tough on crime. Impose
sanctions, behavior orders and fines on those who are threatening
and disruptive. And you gradually weed out the serious offenders,
whilst, at the same time, offering assistance and rewards to those
who want to improve themselves. Pretty soon the majority of the
population will want to comply. Especially if they see something in
it for them.”

“So what you’re talking
about is the creation of some kind of regulated institution? Within
an estate?”

“What I’m talking about is citizens and the state working
together. People being empowered to create better lives for
themselves.”

Without warning, Stanford launched into a lengthy speech
detailing the importance of good community relations. Emma was
forced to sit and listen when all she really wanted to do was to
get back out into the open air. Jill Nickels’ whole idea was
ridiculous. If the Debden Estate really had succumbed to
some sort of radical transformation—and despite the “official”
crime figures, she very much doubted it had—then there was a great
deal more to it than Morton Stanford was prepared to divulge. But
why was he being so cagey? The project’s success had certainly made
him look good. Her mind drifted back to last night’s note.
They’re not who you think they
are. Was it in some way
connected to Stanford?”

When he’d
finally finished talking, Emma asked a few more questions and
switched off the Dictaphone. It was obvious there was little more
she was going to achieve here. Perhaps the community safety officer
she was meeting with later would be more forthcoming. As she placed
the instrument back in her bag, Stanford rose from his seat,
carefully smoothing out the creases in his expensive blue
trousers.

“I suppose you’ll want to
visit the estate? Judge its transformation for
yourself?”

Emma
fastened her bag, retrieved her raincoat, and stood to face
him.

“Actually, I have a few
families to interview there tomorrow.”

The very
thought of stepping onto that cold concrete jungle was enough to
send her sky-rocketing into panic mode. But she wasn’t about to let
it show.

“Well, if you’d like some
company, I’m sure I could make myself available.”

The thought made her cringe. In truth, she’d like nothing more than to have someone
accompany her. The estate was the one place that gave her
nightmares, even in her waking hours. But she had a feeling that
Stanford would only show her what he wanted her to see and she
needed to be objective…if that was truly possible. Besides, the
thought of spending one more minute listening to his dull,
patronizing voice made her feel physically sick. She pulled her bag
up onto her shoulder and fixed him with her most appreciative
smile.

“That’s very kind of you, Mr. Stanford. But
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