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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction and any resemblance to real people and real events is coincidental and not intended. The characters and the story are all fictitious.





Chapter 1


Brief Encounter

He is walking slowly around the art gallery, ignoring the crowd, and stopping frequently to look long and thoughtfully at the paintings, which are hung on the walls, each one alone and deliberately coordinated with the lighting.

Kathy thinks that the man appears to be an unlikely hero. He is tall and fit looking, of course, as heroes should be, and he is casually dressed in an expensive way. A blue roll neck pullover, dark grey cashmere jacket, cream cotton trousers and comfortable luxurious looking shoes. It is as if he is smartly dressed for outdoor activity. He looks as if he could run well or walk briskly for hours. He has broad shoulders and seems to Kathy to be about 35 years old. He moved with fluid controlled physical confidence, like an acrobat, rather like, who is it? Thinks Kathy, a Hollywood movie star of 40 years ago that her mother used to like, Burt Lancaster? Was that the one? The man who had been a circus acrobat or a strong man in real life before he became an actor.

The man who Kathy watches in the art gallery has that sort of look. That sort of control. He has a much kinder face than Burt Lancaster. Kathy is looking at him from 20 feet away and she thinks that he has soft eyes, not hard ones. He has a sensuous mouth and whilst looking at the pictures, he has a little smile on his lips. Kathy is daydreaming. He is more likely a children’s piano teacher than a hero, thinks Kathy. Not likely to be the type to sweep her off her feet she considers ruefully.

Kathy is sitting on a long bench in the centre of the gallery. She and the man are in the middle exhibition room. Kathy has been watching him surreptitiously undercover of pretending to look at the paintings through the crowds.

The Van Gogh paintings have been lent to the London Gallery for a short season. Kathy has walked round twice already. She finds the paintings disturbing. How could somebody put emotion on canvas like that with just oil paint? The paintings seemed to Kathy to resonate with a mental urgency. A frightening intensity of feeling which conveys a lack of restraint. The painting of Crows in a Wheat Field makes Kathy tremble and feel unduly influenced. She had looked at the swirling wheat and the menacing crows. The textures of the pictures are almost three-dimensional and create such a vivid image that it was to Kathy as if the oil had been applied to the canvas only moments before. She believed that she could feel the emotional presence of the artist. Later, self-portraits are either unbearable to look at or unbearable to look away from. Insanity. But how could Van Gough have been insane if he could paint his own insanity in a self-portrait? How could a person do that? Kathy had not expected to be so influenced by the paintings. She had been to lots of other exhibitions, which had delighted her or entertained her, or impressed her with their skill and accomplishment, but nothing had been as powerful as this. It was beyond what pictures should be. It revealed too much. There is a loss of balance. A loss of calm and assurance. It is difficult to tolerate.

It was this which made Kathy seek out the central bench to sit down. She had felt overwhelmed. She now feels a little bit wobbly and thinks herself ridiculous because of it.

It is in this mood that she continues to daydream as she watches the man. The non-heroic one, as she has labelled him. He has elegant hands with long fingers. This contributes to his capable appearance. Kathy is thinking about this whilst resting from being swamped by the mental anguish of the paintings. She needs a bit of comfort. A big masculine hug would do it, she imagines. Followed by a mug of hot chocolate. Ordinary reassurances like the times she enjoys with her father when she sees him once a year. The man in the gallery is good-looking, reflects Kathy, just not cool. Not thrilling. Not exciting. Kathy is musing about this when the man walks towards her.

“Are you alone? May I join you?” he asks.

Kathy shrugs her shoulders.

“Thank you,” says the man and sits down beside her. “An exhausting exhibition.”

Kathy glances at him. He is perhaps only being polite. Finding something to say. “You mean the crowds?” Kathy answers. “The long queues outside?”

“No, not that,” the man replies. “I mean the paintings. The strength of them.”

“Oh,” Kathy finds herself speechless, “oh yes.”

“Nearly too much for me,” the man continues, “I’m glad that there are no more of them.”

They both sit in silence. Kathy doesn’t resent the man’s company. She now feels more at ease. She feels no obligation to speak. A few minutes passed by. The spectators shuffle past. A number of them are making notes in little books, or in their catalogues.

What are they writing? Wonders Kathy, are they noting that the colours or the sizes of the pictures? Or are they trying to write down how they feel? How are they doing that? Perhaps, after all, some of them are just making shopping lists for later. She smiles at the thought.

After about ten minutes and with no awkwardness in his manner, following their long silence, the man asks, “Fancy some fresh air? A stroll in the park? A cup of tea?”

Kathy looks at him for a sustained moment. Why not, she thinks.

“My name is Quinton Stoneborough,” says the man, and gives Kathy a very refreshing and cheerful smile. “My friends call me Quinn.”

Kathy is startled by his name and gives a little laugh. “I would welcome some fresh air,” she says. “And a hot drink. My name is Kathleen O’Donnell. Everybody calls me Kathy.”

“Alright,” says Quinn. “Did you leave a coat or anything?”

“No,” says Kathy. “I have everything with me.”

“Let us find the quickest way out then,” says Quinn.

Much to Kathy’s own astonishment, she takes his arm. It seems a natural thing to do and Quinn accepts her movement without any reaction. Eventually, they find themselves outside in the sunshine. The park is just across the road. Seeing the trees and the grass, and the formal base of flowers, Kathy feels the impressiveness of the exhibition falling away from her. She moves her arm from his very gently. He gives no indication of having noticed.

“Quite a lot to take in, in one go,” says Quinn as they walk across the grass to the distant central café, which is located near the lake. “You almost want to see just one picture at a time,” he continues.

Kathy speaks without thinking, “Too much feeling,” she says. “I am glad to be out.”

Quinn opens the door of the café for her. He finds them a table by a window and he buys Kathy a mug of hot chocolate. He sits down opposite her, and begins to chat lightly and without any personal references as he pours out the tea he has bought for himself. He draws her attention to the intricate woodwork of the café and to their craftsmanship involved in its construction. “It is often taken for granted,” he says. “It is a wonderful example of the Victorian age. It was designed with the park. It has been here during all of the present-day customers lives and for all of the living memories of their parents, and most of them wouldn’t be able to describe it or draw it.” He smiles kindly. “They wouldn’t miss it unless the council pulled it down for a modern one. And then they couldn’t tell you why they had liked it. Just that they had liked it.”

“What a funny thing to say,” answers Kathy.

“It’s some of the details which strikes me sometimes,” says Quinn. “Things that make up the small, almost unnoticed pleasures of life. As well as the noticed ones.” He smiles directly at Kathy who is again surprised and cannot be sure whether or not she has just received a compliment.

“Let us buy a sandwich or a bun,” says Quinn. “Then we can feed the ducks on the lake.”

Kathy is enjoying herself and simply going along with the events rather than making any decisions. I’m not sure that he’s my type, she thinks, but he is a welcome break from the emotion of the exhibition.

He wears glasses the kind, which have no real frames. Glass all around so that they don’t show up strongly. He is like Clark Kent, thinks Kathy and she laughs to herself. I have just met Superman and we are feeding the ducks together in a park. I feel as if I had known him before but he is certainly not my type. Just a nice man that’s all.

Quinn gives the ducks names as they feed them. And once named, the birds seem to Kathy to emerge as individuals. Percy, Clive, Albert, Walter, Doris, Enid and Dora. Quinn has to buy extra bread from the café as the flock grows and the quacking increases.

After a moment of laughing at the ducks, Kathy takes Quinn’s arm again. This is a lovely afternoon, she thinks. Quinn smiles gently at her.

They spend an hour together like old friends and then part company. Quinn does not ask Kathy any personal questions. Nor does he request a telephone number or suggest another meeting. He says goodbye warmly and walks briskly away, leaving Kathy at the lake. When he reaches the park gates, he turns and waves quickly before moving out of sight.







Chapter 2


Bianca Shipping Limited

“We don’t know anything about cement. Why should we invest in cement?”

“We’re not investing in cement. We are financing the shipping of cement from one country to another.”

“What about the cement?”

“We don’t care about the cement. It is loaded on at one port and unloaded at the other. The idea is that we finance the shipping. I should say, rather, that we pay for the monthly shipping in return for monthly payments. We provide a sort of credit base for the purchasers of the cement. We pay the Mexican manufacturers of the cement when the loaded ship leaves port and when it arrives in Taiwan, they pay us for it after they have unloaded it.”

“So between the suppliers in Mexico and the buyers in Taiwan, we make a financial profit?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“How much?”

“Around £400,000 a month profit.”

“On what amount of finance? How much money do we need?”

“Each load will cost around £2 million per month.”

“So we make 20% for a month’s finance?”

“Yes, but we have to find the first two million pounds.”

“Yes, and there are four of us so that is, um, what, about £500,000 each?”

“Yes, it is exactly, of course, £500,000 each. In return for putting the money back in every month, reinvesting it, we get £400,000 profit, or thereabouts, every month.”

“That is split between the four of us. That’s £100,000 each every month. As a return on £500,000, that is very satisfactory.”

There are three men and a woman in the room. All talking quickly and gesticulating as they speak. They are dazzled by the proposition under discussion.

The three men are:

Andrew Kyelean, a theatrical director and amateur singer. He is about 36 years old, very tall and thin, with prematurely grey hair cut short, and sticking up untidily above his enthusiastic face and his idealistic expressions of eagerness and excitement. He dresses as he thinks a theatrical director should, in corduroys and a cardigan over an open necked checked shirt with a button down collar. He is wearing a comfortable pair of suede moccasins. He has unusually big teeth so that, as he smiles, he looks like a young son of Dick Emery’s 1970s TV characterisation of a vicar. Andrew is fit. He is a keen and friendly tennis player. Andrew believes in the fundamental goodness of mankind. He sees the positive side of things. His work in the theatre and the choral society is rewarding.

He lives in a large, warm, light and expensive second-floor flat off Wimbledon Parkside. He inherited the flat from an aunt. He has an Airedale dog and runs with it each morning on Wimbledon Common.

His young girlfriend, Nancy, is a nursery school teacher. Together, they believe in things and are happy. Andrew wants to make extra money quickly now, so that he can marry Nancy and have children with her. He wants to do this before he gets much older. The prospect of the shipping deal is, he thinks, a good omen for his new life. A lucky card, dealt to him at the right time.

Jeremy Bradshaw-Simmons is tall, and muscular with a pleasant open round face and brown hair parted on one side, and well brushed. He dresses formally in the dark grey suits, white shirts and silk ties. Well-polished black brogue shoes. He is a chartered surveyor and spends his working days carrying out thorough structural surveys of properties within about 20 miles of his office at Kingston upon Thames. His father bought him a partnership in the large firm, and Jeremy feels secure and conscious of his social status. He is 32 and used to be a regular rugby player until a knee injury forced him to stop. Now, he swims every day at noon and has taken up fencing, which he is becoming good at.

He has many acquaintances whom he thinks of as friends and a circle of business contacts within the area of his work. He socialises with two or three girls who are either sisters or friends of his acquaintances, but he is single and does not have a steady girlfriend.

Jeremy lives in a spacious Edwardian, redbrick, detached house in Teddington which has increased in value enormously since he first bought it seven years ago, using most of an early inheritance, which was held for him until his 25th birthday.

Jeremy has observed many of his clients making startling profits from repeatedly buying and selling property in the area during the last two years. Jeremy has, for some months, begun to think that he ought to be making some serious money for himself.

The shipping deal has the advantage of offering monthly profits, and is also international with all of the associated implications of glamour and sophistication. Such a business deal would set him apart from his usual acquaintances. Jeremy wonders if he will be able to visit Mexico and Taiwan, and then claim the costs as tax-deductible. He likes the idea of sharing the deal with the other three. It makes the money side of it seem to be less of a speculation and more of an investment in a partnership with other safe and sound people. Jeremy is smiling.

Simon Adair is 35, pale skinned with blonde hair and forget-me-not blue eyes. He is of average height and build, and keeps himself fit by visiting the gym three times a week. He dresses in blue blazers and grey trousers worn with blue cotton open necked shirts and suede shoes.

He is the owner of four thriving travel agency offices, which specialise in adventure holidays. The branch offices also run a lucrative side line in currency conversion.

Simon lives in a small modern house in Richmond, which he owns outright. He is enjoying a passionate and very physical affair with a beautiful, young, female fitness instructor who he met at his gym. She is named Belinda and is called Blindi for short. She is highly-strung and volatile. Simon finds her to be exciting.

Simon is a cheerful man and lucky. He considers the extraordinary proposed profits of the shipping enterprise to be no more than he is due and merely another facet of his lucky life. He is confirmed in his commitment by the confidence of the others.

Kathleen O’Donnell has a chemistry degree. She works in a research laboratory in Twickenham. She is 28 years old. She is long limbed, tall and restless with thick wavy auburn hair, high cheekbones, and an occasional sudden dazzling smile.

Kathy is wearing a long dark grey thick cotton dress with buttons down the front. She is wearing soft brown leather Spanish boots and a vividly patterned Patagonian cardigan in bright yellow, black and red. She has silver bracelet and a large silver watch.

Kathy, as everybody except her father calls her, is energetic and after the painstaking concentration of her work is often ‘fizzing’ as she describes it, in the evenings. She goes clubbing a lot, and as a release for her adrenaline, she is a frenzied and athletic dancer for three or four nights a week until 2am.

She lives in Richmond in a 1960s flat, which she owns and which is located part way up Richmond Hill. She earns a lot of money, lives frugally and saves a lot of money.

She is in-between boyfriends, partially because men mistake her as independent, fiery and feminist, whereas she is, in fact, secretly romantic and softly feminine, and longs to be swept off her feet by, what she thinks of as, a real man, a hero. So far, her hopes have been unfulfilled and the circles she moves in, do not introduce her to any real men. More often than not, the men she meets hope that she will sweep them off their feet and so the encounters are unsuccessful. She remembers the man at the Van Gogh exhibition a few weeks ago but then dismisses him from her mind. He was soft; he had no ego or self-seeking agenda. He had just been friendly, neutral and nice. She shrugged her shoulders at the thought of the word ‘nice’.

She has hopes that Simon’s adventure travel holidays might throw her alongside a heroic character, and she has been quizzing him about venues and countries.

The shipping deals smacks to her of adventure. She likes the sound of Mexico and wonders about the men there. She is alternately smiling and twitching her lips into a pout. She is tapping her feet.

The extraordinary financial deal has been introduced to them by a man whom Simon met during a trip to make arrangements for one of his holiday packages in Florida.

The man Simon met was called Gareth Hardcastle. Tall and thin, Hardcastle has a hawk like face, and very straight blond hair parted high up on one side and hanging down on both sides of his face. He has a haughty, slightly aristocratic manner. When Simon met him, he was wearing a denim shirt, blue jeans and lace up Timberland boots. He shook Simon’s hand and Simon was surprised by his strength. Hardcastle had described himself as a marine engineer and a deep-sea diving instructor. He knew a lot of people, he said. People confided in him, he explained. When relaxing on a fishing trip or during the exhausting aftermath of an exhilarating dives in deep waters, people told him things. He travelled the world to take novice teams on diving trips. He had visited Mexico. He had met people who represented construction groups in Taiwan. Concrete was produced in Mexico cheaply and could be sold in Taiwan more cheaply than it could be produced there, even after including the cost of shipping and the cost of finance. The problem was one of compatibility. The Mexican manufacturers did not have established routes of communication with the users of concrete in Taiwan and because of the mismatch, explained Hardcastle, there existed an opportunity to broker a deal. To make a profit by easing the wheels of communication and providing both parties with the comfort of dealing with a London-based shipping company. Hardcastle went on to say that with solid financial support for the enterprise, the manufacturers in Mexico could be paid for their concrete when it was loaded and the Taiwanese company would pay for it when it was unloaded. The cultural differences between the two countries need not, therefore, become a problem. No trust between them would be necessary. The London-based shipping finance would provide the trust.

It was simple, Hardcastle explained, and he wouldn’t be telling Simon about it at all if it were not for the fact that he couldn’t finance the deal himself at present and he didn’t know the type of people in Florida who could. Perhaps, Simon knew some good solid British citizens who might be able to give financial support to an international deal?

Simon had told Hardcastle that he believed that he did know such people and that he would talk to them. What did Hardcastle want? Simon had asked.

“Oh, just a profit share arrangement,” said Hardcastle. “Something from the profits.” He had looked up into the air in a superior manner and his face had expressed distaste by a grimace of his downturned lips. “I am not particular about money,” he said. “I just enjoy the boats and diving. You pay me some amount of profit share, which you think is fair. I will leave it to you. I will help you to get things started, providing that you cover any out of pocket expenses that I might incur. And I’ll help you from time to time if you need it. Otherwise, if you have acquaintances, colleagues, who have the money to invest, well then, it will be the usual capitalist story. Eh? Money goes to money, isn’t that right? And you one of those lucky fellows. Accumulating a secure place for yourself. Good, good.” Hardcastle nodded his head twice. “Now, here are my numbers. That is the boatyard and that is the, err, cell phone.”

Simon had been excited by the encounter and when he had returned to England, he had contacted Andrew, Jeremy and Kathy without delay. This was their second meeting. They had have time to think about the prospect and all wanted to proceed.

“We will have to form a limited company, I believe,” says Jeremy to the other three. “Do things properly. Agree company policy and all that. Appoint accountants as auditors. Distribute shareholdings, 25% to each of us. Open a limited company bank account. Get ourselves advice from a top-notch London shipping agent. We will need an office address and printed company stationery.”

“What shall we call the company?” Asks Simon.

“Something ‘Shipping’ I thought,” says Andrew. “Richmond Shipping?”

“Richmond is not a port,” says Simon.

“All the names like ‘London Shipping’ have already been used,” says Andrew.

They debate the matter of a company name hotly for some time, instilling it in more apparent importance than the business itself. They become frustrated and unreasonably cross.

Kathy, eventually, suggests that they all write down names, as original as possible, she insists, the names are put into a bag and one is drawn out at random by Andrew with his eyes closed.

“Bianca Shipping Ltd is to be the name of the new company.”







Chapter 3


Turks and Caicos Islands

The divers are making last-minute adjustments to their equipment. Checking their compressed air gauges which will tell them how much time they have left underwater. Tightening their rubber belts, which are weighted with heavy lead rectangles. Held like cartridges in the belt pockets around their waists, the weights will help them to stay underwater. Some of the divers are flapping their fins a little in readiness for swimming swiftly and with the economy of movement through the deep-water. All of them have got their rubber and Perspex facemasks on. Snug and fitting around their eyes and noses. Their mouthpieces are dangling beneath their chins, ready to be put into their mouths to deliver a flow of air into their lungs whilst they are underwater.

All of the divers are novices. This is to be their first dive into the sea. Up until today, they have practiced in the hotel swimming pool, and worked hard at tests and manoeuvres on dry land. Today is a big day. Their first real dive in the ocean.

The instructor, Gareth Hardcastle, is watching them all carefully. He notices that some of them have bought brand-new equipment. New wetsuits, masks, cylinders, weight belts, fins, everything. These few are also displaying big expensive diving watches. A lot of expense to try out a hobby, which you might not like. Might not want to continue. The other novice divers are using rented kit, provided to them for a daily hire charge by the dive company. A lot of rented kit was bought cheaply by the dive company from novice divers who had bought expensive equipment previously and then decided, early on, that the diving frightens them or was claustrophobic, or that the fish made them uncomfortable, or that they didn’t like not being able to talk to each other under the water. For various reasons, lots of novice divers give up after two or three dives and never come back. They take up skiing, or tennis, or gliding or something else. Gareth Hardcastle didn’t care. They all paid for the entire course upfront. It didn’t matter to him if the class diminished in size as the two weeks passed. He used the classes as a means of indulging his hobby.

Today, Gareth Hardcastle is looking at them all with particular concentration. He raps a 2-foot long stainless steel hook against the metal side of the boat to gain attention.

“Remember, always to move slowly and steadily in the water,” Gareth speaks clearly. “Breathe in and out regularly at all times. Stay calm and in control of your body. Stay close to your buddy. Don’t lose sight of each other. Stay within easy distance of the boat. Never move out of sight of the diving boat. If you want to surface, let your buddy know. Make sure that he or she surfaces with you. Breathe in and out regularly, and often as you surface. Don’t surface rapidly. Not under any circumstances. Now, here are a few other things. Some of the bright red and orange coral, which you will see, is called fire coral. It will burn your skin if you touch it. Don’t touch any of the Coral. Don’t try to break it off. It is alive. Leave it that way. Enjoy the fish. They will be curious about you. They are well fed. These are rich waters for fish. None of them are going to take a bite out of you. If you see a shark, keep moving steadily and without panic. Fear communicates itself in the water and attracts predators. Let the shark know that you have seen him. Sharks almost always use surprise as a weapon in any attack. If he knows you have seen him, that possibility is eliminated. Sharks like to attack from underneath with their prey outlined against the light surface of the water. You keep swimming steadily alongside him and the shark will go away. I give this explanation because the shark is something which the new divers always want to know about. I am not saying it because there is any danger. In fact, you would be lucky to see a shark. It would be unusual. A treat for you. Now you’re going to enjoy yourselves. You’re going to have a great time on your first dive. Stay in touch with your body. Keep an easy rhythm. Now, one last thing, 200 or 300 yards away from us, there is black water. That is a cliff edge. The drop. Stay well away from it. Don’t be tempted to have a peak. No experimental swim-offs. Stay well away. Enjoy yourselves. You’ll never have a first dive ever again. So get ready now. Put your mouthpieces in. Breathe steadily. Ready! One. Two. Three.”

The drivers all toppled backwards over other side of the boat. This is to avoid hitting the water face first or head first and getting their masks wrenched off or damaged by the impact of the water. It also means that they are in quickly and without delay. Gareth Hardcastle sits on the edge of the boat, inserts his mouthpiece between his teeth and then rolls backwards into the sea to follow his school of novice divers. It is important to Hardcastle that the divers enjoy themselves. It is also important that they should be safe and suffer no accidents. Hardcastle wants the divers to encourage their friends to take a diving course with him. He does not have any paternal interest in their safety. He does not have any emotional interest in whether they enjoy themselves. Hardcastle is interested in himself and his interests outside of himself do not extend very far. The captain of the boat, Ben Bailey, watches the bubbles rise to the surface and, then swings into the cabin to make a cup of tea and a rollup cigarette to accompany him in his wait for the divers to return.

The Turks and Caicos Islands is not in the area which people naturally think of as the Caribbean. The popular area of Barbados with the Grenadines to the south, and the popular area of Antigua with the English, French and Dutch Caribbean Islands to the north, the affluent British and US Virgin Islands which are to the west of Antigua are all in quite separate areas from the Turks and Caicos Islands. The Turks and Caicos Islands are many hundreds of miles away. Past the Dominican Republic and north of Haiti, almost their closest neighbour. The Turks and Caicos Islands are far to the south of the Bahaman chain of islands. They seem to be all on their own, although, they are within a comparatively easy reach of Cuba.

There are nine main Turks and Caicos Islands, and a population of less than 5000 inhabitants all over. This population is boosted by holiday visitors. Some of the islands are uninhabited except for wild horses and mosquitoes. Even Grand Turk Island, where the old British government buildings are, has wild horses. They live and breed peacefully, and belong to nobody. They occasionally wander down the main street. One distinct island only has one main road and only one car. The school children do not look both ways before crossing the road; they just shout out the question, “Where is the car?” And then look that way before running across single main road.

Providenciales Island is the main holiday destination. Grand Turk Island is the capital. The Middle Islands are quiet. Salt Key is remote and exotic. Parrot Key is a small island occupied substantially by a luxury hotel favoured by celebrities seeking privacy and abundance with good service in the sunshine.

Gareth Hardcastle is staying on Providenciales Island in a small rented house. He has been there for six weeks. He lives in Florida where his business is located but there is less good diving there now, so he travels, and instructs new divers to give himself pocket money and for his own pleasure, and to put distance between himself and his wife. There are direct flights from Miami to the Turks and Caicos Islands, and it is an easy journey.

When you fly over the Bahamas or any of the Eastern Caribbean Islands, they lay like fried eggs in the shallow water. The yolks are brown and green, and the egg whites are the pale sands of the shallow ocean bed between the islands and reefs. Outside of the reefs, the water is suddenly deeper and dark blue. Inside the reefs, the sea frequently appears as a turquoise pale green, the colour that is captured in luxury magazine advertisements, and on postcards and holidaymakers snapshots.

The Turks and Caicos Islands are different. They look like a chain of fried eggs, just the same, but outside the reef, there is a shallow shelf for a short distance around the islands and then an unexpected 6000-foot drop in the water depth. Right down to the ocean bottom. The cliff. The tremendous fall in the ocean bed. Dark, impenetrable, almost sinister. People say that at these huge depths, there are sea monsters. Magnificent, extraordinary looking creatures, designed to survive underneath the enormous weight of water pressing onto them. Designed to withstand the pressure with such strength and resistance that if these creatures were to be brought to the surface, the weakness of the water pressure, as they neared the light, would cause the creatures to explode. They would explode before ever they could be brought out and examined. The eventuality is hypothetical and could not occur because mankind cannot penetrate the depths of the oceans. Cannot travel there. Far more examination of the closer parts of outer space has taken place than any exploration of the depths of the world’s oceans. They are unvisited. Unseen. Unknown. Out of reach.

Some say that there are giant squids on the ocean bed. Huge thick shelled mutant blind lobsters and crabs. Grotesque fish and huge blubbery creatures with long tentacles and no eyes, because they do not need sight as there is no light at the depths where they live.

There is a food chain, of course, fish eating other fish. Creatures of all sizes eating other creatures. And organisms and plant life. Everything is feeding on everything else. Some underwater life forms entice and then trap their prey subtly, others ambush and others attack. All are alongside each other, vigilant and alive.

These and other thoughts go through Gareth Hardcastle’s mind as he watches the new divers experimentally swimming steadily alongside their buddies in the gentle sea currents. Gareth enjoys the quiet of the underwater diving. He enjoys the tranquillity. The movements of the water and a graceful passage of the fish, comfortable in their environment, efficient and to Gareth’s eyes, almost happy. If the fish can be happy, perhaps happiness is a natural state, thinks Gareth; perhaps living in perfection with nature brings happiness. Gareth contemplates the possibility that nature is so designed, that to live in perfection with nature is to experience bliss. To be alive in bliss. Fish don’t live with imperfections. Gareth watches the seas for as far into the distance as he can.

He always gives his little speech about sharks, although, it is, in fact, over the black cliff drop that sharks can be found. Menacing in appearance. Reflections of nature that do not look happy like fish. They look angry. Confident is the description that comes into Gareth’s mind.

Gareth warns the novice divers to avoid vast deep waters because, apart from other reasons, inexperienced divers swimming mistakenly over the edge of the deep drop, occasionally experience feelings of vertigo and accompanying panic. They have to be rescued. And rescued competently and reassuringly, and then bought slowly to the surface. All of which is stressful and tiring for the rescuer, who had to transmit feelings of confidence to the troubled diver until he or she can be pulled safely on-board the dive boat and calmed down. Rescuing other divers bores and irritates Hardcastle who cannot help but see their predicament as some indication of their own stupidity.

Between two of the larger unoccupied islands of the Turks and Caicos Islands and within the shallow waters of the reefs, is a rare phenomenon. It is a sinkhole, hundreds of yards across, it is a hole in the sandy shallow waterbed. A hole which runs like a drainpipe, all the way down below the shallow water and then out at right angles beyond the reef to the base of the very deep ocean bed in the black water. The sinkhole funnels right down to the very bottom.

Gareth has flown over the sinkhole in a small plane with a pilot and they have both seen the dark macabre hole in the sandy bed. Shallow water all around it. Peaceful seas, bright sunshine and then a black hole. Like a bomb crater with no base to it. Unfathomable and frightening because of it. No islanders would consider rowing a boat across the sinkhole. Local fisherman won’t cross it in powerful motorboats; in fact, the islands in that direction are seldom visited at all by fishermen and their boats. Or by anybody much, ever. But Gareth Hardcastle has seen the sinkhole. He has photographed it. It was in some geological books. It had never been mentioned in the islands holiday guide.

Some visiting Americans had taken a big rented Marlin fishing boat over the sinkhole, ‘just for kicks’, the trouble was that from a boat you could not easily see when you were approaching the hole. You could not be sure how near you were to it until the boat suddenly felt a terrible pull of the sinkhole. The powerful suction of it. The whirlpool effect of the downward current of the waters. Pulled, as they were, by the draught of the great depths they were connecting to, the Americans had opened the throttles of the powerful engines of the Marlin boat in an attempt to resist the whirlpool currents. The craft had lurched and bucked and swayed as it fought across the treacherous waters. Sometimes, the propellers threaten to leave the water. This would have smashed the driveshaft and damaged the engines, and stranded the Americans above the suction of the dark hole. Sometimes, the bow of the boat plunged beneath the waters and sometimes, the boat, which had begun to seem puny by then, had rocked violently from side to side as if it were trying to throw its passengers overboard. Unexpectedly, they abruptly reached shallow waters. All of them felt sick and were trembling.

“How in the hell are we going to get home?” one of them had shouted, “Without trying to cross that dammed hole again?”

They went directly out to sea and motored in a wide arc around the islands and back to the marina in Providenciales where they had hired the boat. They had a three-day charter but none of them wanted a boat any more.

“I’m not even going swimming for a while,” one of them had said, once they were on dry land. “Not even in the hotel swimming pool.”

The others had laughed, but it was the laughter of relief. They were glad to be on dry land. They had not enjoyed their kicks at all.

Gareth turns these things over in his mind as he guides his school of divers back and forth in the light warm waters. The strong sunshine in the Turks and Caicos latitudes lights the seawater to a depth of 30 or 40 feet at times. It is a lovely day. Gareth observes that the novice divers are enjoying themselves and he derives selfish satisfaction from that fact.

The divers are enjoying the physical sensation of the swimming. The absolute difference from being on the land. They are enjoying the weightlessness of their bodies. The emotional comfort of being surrounded by water instead of air. The feeling of being cosseted by the sea. Supported by it like a gigantic, all enveloping embrace. Some of the divers forget, for long minutes at a time, that they are land creatures in an alien place. They are forgetting that they are divers. That they are artificially aided. That they are in an environment where they cannot survive without their compressed air cylinders. Gareth Hardcastle has introduced the divers to the sea whilst it is calm. The currents are gentle. Docile. The sea is sleeping and welcoming, and exhibits no threat. The sun is shining brightly through the water and all is peaceful. It is difficult to imagine on such a morning that the sea can awaken bad-tempered. That it can be horribly unwelcoming. Furious. Tempestuous. Immensely powerful, destructive and carelessly cruel.

Swimming as they are, comfortably as they are, it is not obvious to the novice divers that the environment of the sea is unsupportive to mammals. Is hostile to them. A fatal place for them to be.

Gareth Hardcastle is looking always at the movements of the fish. Their unhurried travels. The patterns of their directions. He is looking for signs of any kind of approaching danger. He is watching to be able to share in the fish’s extrasensory connection with the water. Any sudden dispersal of shoals of fish. Any abrupt darting away will indicate the possible approach of any predator. Fish and underwater creatures seldom indulge in equal combat. Face to face encounters and trials of strength. The undersea world does not waste effort. It rarely behaves recklessly. Any enticements, traps, ambushes or attacks are intended to be unequal, unfair, biased in favour of the aggressor. Senses are involved rather than egos, with no chance for revenge or retaliation. Concepts of fairness or democracy do not thrive in the undersea world.

Gareth looks at his watch. He indicates to the divers that time is up. They all have at least 15 minutes of air left in their tanks. Some breathe more greedily than others. Gareth likes to have a good safety margin of air supply left when they all surface. Anything can happen and he likes to allow for it. He believes that he must accept that anything can happen and he must prepare accordingly.







Chapter 4


Hardcastle’s New Business

Gareth Hardcastle has arranged to borrow from a friend of his, office rooms in Key Largo to give a good impression to his English visitors. He is in the offices now. He is sitting on a swivel chair and turning the chair from side to side. The movements add to his present feelings of insecurity.

What had started as an inconsequential talk with Simon Adair has now taken on real importance to Hardcastle. He can see the new business as a move towards regaining his independence, away from his father-in-law and for that matter, away from his wife.

I’m being forced into it, thinks Hardcastle. Forced into this business thing. Having to fight for my right to breathe. How did I get you into this position? I am a victim of the grabbing, aggressive Caulder family. It all looked great at the start. Rolls Royce cars, swimming pools, big sumptuous houses with the perfect lawns and quietly swishing water sprinklers. A clinging pretty girl who looked up to me and saw my outstanding qualities. My unique superior self. She suited me then. But the years have rushed past, and what with the babies and the satisfaction of my owning them, and having them recognise me as strong and knowledgeable and fearless and special, somehow along the way I didn’t see it all happening. I didn’t see things changing hands. I wasn’t looking for it. I was just living, happy. I was not gathering things up like Caulder does.

Hardcastle’s thoughts are becoming desperate now. Miranda’s attitude of what is yours is mine and what is mine is my own, didn’t strike me in the first years. I thought I was gaining everything. I didn’t see that I was just standing in rooms that I didn’t own. I’m working as I had always worked, whilst everything was being moved away from me. And the names being changed.

Hardcastle had not realised the value of names and the ownership that goes with them. He had complacently married into money to make his life easier for himself, but had not afterwards actually gained any money. Hardcastle’s emotions are now fierce. I exchanged jeans, T-shirts and Timberlands for an expensive uniform. Except that, I don’t own the uniform, or my boat, or my diving gear, or the air compressors, or my car or anything. Hardcastle’s head is aching. They are my little girls, he thinks. They belong to me. They look a little like me. They have my hair and eyes. They are mine, aren’t they? But for how long are they mine? What is mine? Hardcastle puzzles. What do I have now? What will I have when I am middle-aged? Charity from my in-laws? He imagines David Caulder and Caulder’s glamorous hard eyed wife. He cannot connect his knowledge of them with any sort of charity at all. Thoughts are swirling through his head now, and he is spinning the office chair round and round. He imagines a new large Caulder’s Marina with security gates and access codes to get in. He conjures up images of a big hotel at Manatee Key with balconies looking out over the sea. And security guards at the entrance, and tokens to enter the car park and barriers at the start of a private road. Barriers with entry phone systems and codes to get in. Will it be known as Manatee Key in years to come? Or will it be called Caulder’s by the locals? Will it be referred to as Caulder’s Key? Hardcastle’s chair is whizzing round and round as he pushes at a desk with his hands each time he passes it.

Will everything become known as Caulder’s? Caulder’s ownerships, Caulder’s land, Caulder’s cars, boats, houses, lawns, Caulder’s sprinklers, Caulder’s capped teeth, Caulder’s lizard eyes. Caulder’s hard smile. Caulder’s firm handshake. Caulder shamelessly looking people in the eye as he conspires to exploit them. Caulder’s family. Caulder’s families. All of Caulder’s children’s children. Are all these Caulder’s families? Caulder’s children. What’s what?

Hardcastle is panting now. What does Caulder call his staff? He calls them Caulder’s people. Some of my people will arrange it. My people will call you. My people are dealing with it. There are no pensioners in the Caulder Empire. Nobody who is unfit. Nobody who is over the age of forty. Caulder’s people.

“I’m not a people,” Hardcastle gasps loudly at the empty room.

There is a light knock at the door and his friend, Steve, comes in. Steve is a building engineer. The offices are his. He is happy to let Hardcastle have a couple of private rooms at the back. Steve’s operations involve a lot of drawing boards. And technicians. And draftsmen. They all work together in the large open plan offices at the front of the modern low storey building.

Steve has heard a persistent squeaking noise, and it has been getting louder and louder. The men in the front office had started laughing. “Mice in the building, Steve,” they have said. “Giant noisy mice.”

Steve had heard Hardcastle’s gasp about people just before he entered the room.

“Gareth, are you alright?”

The chair stopped spinning. Hardcastle’s hair is in disarray and he is perspiring. His eyes have a haunted look.

“Gareth, calm down. Steady now.”

Steve walks across the room to a water cooler and draws a plastic cup of water from it. He hands it to Hardcastle. Hardcastle puts it on the desk.

“Breathe slowly and deeply now, Gareth. You had a fright or something, have you?”

Steve is dismayed by his friend’s wild appearance. Always a bit distant and snooty, Gareth had, nevertheless, been fun as a companion from time to time over the years. Sailing, fishing, water-skiing. Gareth’s appetite for enjoyment in these activities had helped Steve to unwind after busy days on construction sites or meticulous work at the office.

Steve sits down opposite to Hardcastle and starts to talk to him quietly and slowly. “There’s a bit of a storm blowing up today, Gareth,” he says. “The sea is choppy and there are the beginnings of a swell. The trees are all rustling like mad.”

“Mad?” says Hardcastle.

“The trees rustling,” answers Steve. “It is going to be pretty blowy this afternoon. You’ll need to be careful on the road. I think a storm is coming.”

“A storm coming,” says Hardcastle, focusing on Steve with a conscious effort of will. “A storm. Yes, that’s right, Steve. A storm is on its way. It has been coming for a long time. It has been coming closer and closer.”

Hardcastle looks at the plastic cup of water on the desk. His thoughts are incoherent. A storm, he thinks. He continues looking at the cup. A storm in a cup. A storm in a teacup. Yes, Stevie is right. There is a storm coming. I’ll drink that water. Hardcastle reaches out with a shaky hand. He takes the plastic cup and drinks the water down. His Adams apple throbs as he swallows in a series of gulps. No water now, his mind tells him. No water for a storm in a cup. Not just now.

Hardcastle breathes carefully, thinking about the action as he does it. He is slowing down now. His pulse has stopped racing. His heartbeat is steady. He looks up at Steve. Steve’s expression is one of great concern.

“Is there anything I can help you with, Gareth?” Steve asks gently. “Do you want a hand with anything? Do you want to lie down for a bit? There is a sofa in my office next door.”

“Your office?” says Hardcastle.

“Yes, next door,” says Steve. “There is a sofa in my office.”

“Yours,” says Hardcastle. “Yes, yes, of course, err, thank you, Steve.”

Hardcastle feels as if he has been underwater and is now coming up to the surface. Hardcastle recognises Steve’s look of concern. He realises that he must say something.

“It’s the family,” Hardcastle says. “Some anxiety about the family. A trouble with the girls. It will be alright,” he pauses, “thank you, Steve. Didn’t intend to disturb you. It’s just a family thing, you know.”

Steve looks at him for a minute. “As long as you’re alright then,” he says. “Let me know if you need anything.” Steve walks slowly out of the office and closes the door quietly behind him.

Hardcastle sits quietly, thinking. He lets out a big sigh. Bianca Shipping, he thinks. Yes, that’s the answer. Bianca Shipping.

Hardcastle decides to make arrangements for a polished brass plate to be fixed to the front of Steve’s building. Steve will not mind, thinks Hardcastle. I will get a brass plate fixed up there before these English investors arrive. The plate will say ‘Bianca’s Shipping Offices’. No, that will confuse Steve’s clients. So I’ll get the words, ‘Bianca’s Shipping Corporation’. That will do the trick. That will look like the right thing. A serious enterprise. A success. Bianca Shipping Corporation here in this Florida Keys office. Bianca Shipping. He sighs again. It’s all going to be fine, he realises. It will all be just great. It is the answer to his problems.







Chapter 5


Four Make Plans for Mexico

Meanwhile, back in England, Andrew, Jeremy, Simon and Kathy are placing their trust in Gareth Hardcastle. They are acting on his recommendations and they are moving forward very quickly. None of them want to contemplate the chance of another financial body stealing the Bianca Shipping opportunity away from them. They are guarding it closely. They are working hard on all the details. They are committed to the project.

Simon has found office space for them in a pleasant first floor suite above an architects practice in Richmond.

“The architects are called Cello, Dixon and Stone borough,” says Simon. “Richmond feels so much like London,” Simon goes on, “and it’s on the tube line. It’s a handy location for all of us.”

There is a parking space with the offices, which is a useful bonus, particularly in Richmond. Telephone and fax lines are being installed, and office furniture. Company letter headings have been printed and business cards for all four of them. They each give themselves the title of Director and this is printed boldly on the business cards after their names.

Jeremy and Simon are making arrangements to visit Gareth in Florida, and then onwards from there, to visit Mexico. The proposal is that Gareth should accompany them to Mexico. Bianca Shipping will pay for his flights and hotel. Simon has spoken to Gareth several times on the telephone. There is a lot to do and not much time in which to do it. The shipping is scheduled to begin in less than two months’ time. The four directors of Bianca Shipping are electric with excitement.

Events are moving rather quickly. The four of them are making hasty arrangements to draw the necessary money from their savings accounts, and are selling shares and realising cash from other investments to raise the balance. They have opened a bank account for Bianca Shipping Ltd at Barclays Bank in Park Lane, London. The bank mandate allows any two directors to sign cheques.

They have visited a solicitor who Jeremy knew and he had given them an introductory talk about the shipping business. He has drawn diagrams for them on a display board and explained in outline that the risks lay not so much in floating the cargoes across the sea in ships, because the cargo and the ships could be insured, but in the loading and unloading at each end. Then in the procedures for the transfer of money.

“The human wickedness takes place in the ports,” the solicitor had said. “Once the cargo was on the high seas, there was only nature to contend with.” The solicitor had recommended that they employ the services of all reputable and experienced shipping agents, to supervise and verify the loading and unloading of cargoes at each end of the operation.

The four enthusiastic directors of Bianca shipping leave the sumptuous solicitors offices and gather in a coffee house around the corner to discuss what they have been told.

Andrew asks Jeremy about the background to the contract. “I mean, why does Taiwan want to buy concrete?”

“It is an island with admirable financial successes,” answers Simon, “and it is trying very hard to begin to establish it itself as distinctly separate from Mainland China. There is a belief that China is starting to accept Taiwan’s aim not to be unified with the mainland but to create an economy for itself rather like Hong Kong. The economy in Taiwan is certainly growing,” Simon goes on. “Taiwan has an enormous trade surplus with Mainland China and it has the third biggest world holding of foreign currency. Around $240 billion at the end of 2004. China is, at present, Taiwan’s biggest export market and Taiwan is responsible for a lot of work there. Their companies employ nearly 10,000,000 people on Mainland China. A lot of the Taiwanese investment is in high-tech industries. The Taiwanese have shifted away from labour intensive industries. You know, long hours of manual labour. Heavy plant and machinery. This sort of stuff you’ve got in parts of Mexico. Taiwan is now expanding quickly but they do not make everything they need on their island, and they want concrete for high-rise office buildings, warehouses, lots of other associated commercial construction and infrastructure. Mexico is not so far from Taiwan as you might think. It is only across the Pacific. Mexico has a long established big cement works which can supply Taiwan with construction materials for the island.”

“It is a part of the world which I am not familiar with,” says Jeremy. “It’s too far away. Didn’t I read somewhere of the threat of war between China and Taiwan?”

“Old news,” says Simon. “And exaggerated. China is experimenting with its new relationships in Hong Kong and is accepting that Taiwan may want to stretch itself a bit economically. Taiwan represents little threat to China and in any case, the Americans would become involved in any conflict in the Taiwan Strait, and then you’d have two nuclear powers facing each other. China and the USA. It just isn’t going to happen. No, the signs are that the Taiwan economy will keep growing and that they are rich people to do business with. Their limitations are that they do not yet have a sophisticated International banking system to underwrite transfers in overseas trade with a country like Mexico. They would have to arrange things through either Hong Kong or more probably Japan, to create a suitable financial route.”

“You seem to have looked into this quite a bit,” says Kathy.

“Well, I wanted us to know what it was all about,” says Simon. “And I’m beginning to get the hang of it. So it seems to me that Mexico would be unlikely to seek liaisons in Taiwan without introductions and without some more international trading country providing the link up. And what better international trading country is there than Great Britain?”

“So where does this Hardcastle chap come into it?” Asks Andrew. “What is his value to us?”

“The conversations I had with him seemed bone fide enough,” say Simon. “And I really noticed first-hand how people opened up on a diving holiday. How they told each other things after a day’s diving and over drinks. Things, which they wouldn’t have mentioned in a formal environment. Hardcastle has made quite a lot of acquaintances within the executive diving crowd, as you might call them and he has started to keep notes on all of the things he has heard. He knows significant Mexican managers in the cement industries and he has friendly relationships with some Hong Kong guys who discussed the Taiwanese requirements with him. He has all of their names, addresses and telephone numbers, and everything. He has advanced proposals almost casually because he didn’t want to bring matters to a starting point before he had the financial resources to take a deal forward. And now that we are involved, we can move ahead. We can take over as it were. The financial guarantees can be put in place.”

“I think we should, that is, one of us, should visit Taiwan as well,” says Kathy. “To check out everything at that end as well. Not just visit the Mexico people.”

“I agree,” says Andrew. “But who is going to do it and when? We don’t have much time left now because of the way that Hardcastle has made promises to either side.”

“You say that Taiwan is closer to here than Mexico,” says Kathy. “Why don’t you go on to the capital, Taipei, after you have met the Mexico people? Where is it that you are going there? Guadalajara, did you say?”

“Yes, that’s the place,” says Jeremy. “That’s the place where the Mexican cement people want to meet us.”

“Cement people,” says Andrew. “Concrete people! They sound like garden gnomes. Ha–ha! Garden Mexican gnomes – cement people.”

Simon looks at him sharply. “Jeremy and I have a lot of travelling to do, and a lot of hard work in hot countries amongst people we haven’t met before. It’s not funny!”

“You’ve got the Hardcastle bloke to help you through it,” answers Andrew who feels nettled by Simon’s manner. “This Hardcastle is well travelled and capable, I suppose. And since we are paying him a profit share and not money day by day, then we can rely upon his aims and motivation to be the same as ours. So he can do a lot of work to relieve you and Jeremy, I suppose.”

Andrew looks at Kathy for support.

“Have we drawn up an offer letter for Mr Hardcastle?” she asks looking at the three men. “We ought to put our profit share in writing, don’t you think, before matters go much further?”

“Yes, yes, you’re right, Kathy,” says Jeremy. “Shall I draft something along the lines that we have decided?”

“Have you discussed the amount with him?” Kathy asks Simon. “Did you agree a percentage profit share with him?”

“Oh, it’s fine,” says Simon. “I’ve agreed it all in principle with him. It’s all okay with him. He is not much of a moneyman really. Not much into it. He seems to do things for fun. And we are paying his expenses for travelling about with us all over the world. He must be pleased about that anyway.”

“Nevertheless, let’s clear it up with him,” says Kathy. “Put it in writing. Get a signed agreement.”

“We will do it face to face when we both meet him in Florida,” says Jeremy. “That’s the way to do it. Face to face.”

“When are you off? Tuesday, is it?” asks Andrew.

“Yes, we are flying to Miami by Virgin Atlantic and then picking up a car. Hardcastle’s set up is south, down towards the Florida Keys. A place called Manatee Key. He has an office there.”







Chapter 6


Gareth Hardcastle

Gareth Hardcastle is 34 years old. After a string of affairs, usually started in the holiday season and lasting only a few months, Hardcastle married six years ago. He was glad to. He had no money at the time and a tax bill to pay. The bubbly, curvaceous little blonde haired girl had been infatuated with him. Her hair was curly and she had had dimples, and a very happy attitude to life at that time. More important to Gareth had been that her father was a multi-millionaire.

Miranda, for that was his wife’s name, had taken one of Gareth’s diving courses whilst she was on holiday with her family and her best friend. Her father had paid, of course. She has been in awe of Gareth’s skill and knowledge, and physical prowess. Above all, she had been impressed by his superior manner. His detached air and the way he had then, of looking down his nose at people and hesitating for a time before answering a trainee diver’s question. Miranda realised that sometimes, he waited long enough for them to know that their question had been unnecessary.

Miranda was short and had been a bit chubby when she first met Gareth. She had been self-consciously aware of how tall Gareth was. How lean. How confident and competent he was. His scorn. His manner of turning abruptly away from somebody who was in midsentence, as a way of dismissing them and what they were saying. Miranda, six years ago, had been completely captivated by Gareth.

Miranda had grown up in Palm Springs. Miranda’s father had been rich for as long as she could remember. He had probably been rich before she was born. He was a very capable man. David Caulder was his name. He was sole shareholder of the Caulder Enterprises Limited which he had founded and which he expanded year by year. Miranda remembered that her father had always been busy. Always had two telephone numbers at home. People were always coming and going. Her father had always seemed to be buying things. Lots of things. In great quantities. Miranda never saw him sell any of these things, but he did. He sold thousands of hammers to a chain of do-it-yourself stores. He sold old route master double-decker buses to India. He sold thousands of tents built in little trailers to be pulled behind a car. He sold all sorts of things. All of the time. And in great quantities.

All of her life, Miranda’s father, David Caulder, had driven a Rolls Royce. He had driven it every day the way that another man would drive a car like a Vauxhall Cavalier or a Ford Orion. Miranda’s father had driven a Rolls Royce. Still did drive a Rolls Royce, in fact. Parked it anywhere he chose. Drove it into all sorts of rough areas and industrial estates, and manufacturing towns and farms, and docks. Just drove it about as if it were a white van.

David Caulder was a very focused man and although he loved his children, he was distant with them. Standoffish. Almost vague when he spoke to them. Kind and polite but not quite there as he spoke to them. Miranda had grown up to learn that her father always had something on his mind which was more important than Miranda or her sisters.

So when Miranda had met Gareth Hardcastle, she had recognised his standoffish manner. She had recognised his vague attitude towards her. She had recognised that he always had something else on his mind, something which was more important than only Miranda.

Miranda believed that she had recognised a man who was like her father. A man she could love. A man who will love her.

“I’m going to marry that diving instructor,” she had told her best friend. “He is the man I’m going to marry and he is going to be all mine. I’m going to have his babies, and he is going to love and look after me.”

“Are you sure, Miranda?” Cheryl had asked.

“I know it, Cheryl. I know it. It is destiny. He is my destiny. Tall, strong, lean, straight hair. I’m shorter and more rounded, and I have curly hair so our children will work out beautifully. A perfect recipe. And he is in charge of himself. Look at him now. He is so cool, Cheryl. He’s so, I don’t know, he is so strong somehow. He would take care of me.”

“I can’t see all that,” said Cheryl. “He thinks too much of himself as far as I can see.”

But Miranda had married him. It hadn’t been easy. She had had to pay his tax bill, for one thing. And she had had to get pregnant for another. Both things, more or less, simultaneously. But still he had married her when the baby had actually been born. It was the baby who had done the trick. The beautiful blonde, baby girl had totally surprised Gareth. He had seen himself in her. He had not wanted to be parted from her. So he had married Miranda.

One more baby girl had been born since and Miranda, using her father’s money, had helped to establish Gareth’s business during the past six years onto a firm financial basis. She had bought him two dive boats. She had added a boatyard and boathouses, and boat buildings and repair sheds all in Manatee Key in Florida. Her father had provided the money. Miranda had bought, in Dolphin Key Florida, an elegant timber framed colonial style house with wide verandas all around it and two acres of garden. Miranda’s father had handled all of the transactions for her. All of the freeholds were vested in a trust fund in Miranda’s children’s names. The boats and the marine businesses were owned by a company, whose shares were owned by three more companies. The directors of the companies appointed by David Caulder, did not include Gareth Hardcastle, who was given the title of general manager. Miranda’s own income came from an unbreakable trust fund, which her father had set up for her when she was a child. So she was financially safe but she actually had no money.

Things had become more and more awkward between Miranda and Gareth. He had begun to slip away from her. She no longer felt that he was hers. Hers to keep. She no longer felt warm and snuggly with him all the time.

Early one Monday morning was a case in point. In their massive colonial house, Miranda is having difficulties with her husband.

“So, why do I need a green blazer and white trousers?” Gareth asked Miranda. He is exasperated by the kaleidoscope of changes, which have been continually taking place around him during the last six years. His uncertainties have become constant during the past twelve months, and Gareth has lost his air of superiority and his confident manner. The loss of his particular detached masculinity has caused Miranda to admire him less and less.

“The jackets are linen and cotton mix, and the trousers are fine cotton,” answers Miranda. “You will be cool and comfortable, Gary. Daddy’s found some dark green deck shoes that exactly match the jacket.”

“Don’t call me Gary,” says Gareth. “What is this all for anyway?” Gareth looks at the jacket again. It has a badge on the breast pocket embroidered with a ships wheel and the words ‘Caulders Marine’. “Look here,” says Gareth. “This is all happening too quickly. I never agreed to all this. When was it suggested that we should call the place, Caulders? And what does marine mean? Doesn’t mean anything.”

“It’s not suggested, Gareth darling. It’s not a suggestion or anything like that, or, of course, daddy would have talked to you about it. No, it’s a business thing, that’s all. Caulders Marine, for the boat building and repair business, and then, Gareth angel, daddy’s calling the other thing, Caulders Diving Corporation.”

“Caulders Diving Corporation,” expostulates Gareth. “But he can’t even dive. Hardly ever has a swim. Even in his own pool. And it’s my diving school. Always has been. Manatee Key Diving School. I own it,” Gareth hesitates, “don’t I? Things change around here all the time. I owned it six years ago. My diving school.”

“It doesn’t matter who owns it, Gareth darling. It’s what you do that matters. What makes you happy? And daddy likes to own things. And you like to do things. Your sort of things.”

“Who owns the diving school?” ask Gareth abruptly.

“Well, daddy bought it from you when your tax bill was paid,” answers Miranda. “You know, it was security for the tax payment which daddy arranged for us, for you, darling, when we married.”

“Security,” demands Gareth. “Well, it’s mine then, surely?”

“It was security for ninety days, darling. Six years ago.” Miranda flaps her hands in front of her. “You’re doing what you’re good at and daddy is doing what he is good at, and we’re all together and it’s a happy thing. You know that you weren’t really excited about arithmetic, about accounts and bookkeeping, and all that. You let a lot of your students pay later and you let a lot of accounts for the divers go unpaid for months. At the same time, the suppliers didn’t wait for payments and the rent always had to be paid on time so your cash flow wasn’t really much, darling. Oh, Gareth darling, you just had too much work to do. It’s much better now. Daddy said that after his accountants had gone through your books, and invoices and credits, they manage to clear the tax bill 28 days after your 90-day security period had expired. So that was good wasn’t it, darling? Daddy cleared it all up and he said that your old lease on the wharf had an option to purchase clause, so daddy purchased.”

“Wasn’t it my option to purchase?” asks Gareth.

“We’re all doing what we want to do, darling. It’s wonderful. You like to do things and daddy likes to grow things. The diving business and the boat business, and the land all-around.”

“Grow things! You make him sound like some benevolent gardener. He doesn’t grow anything!”

“Oh but, darling, he always does and now he’s growing these businesses for us. Caulders Marine will easily become Caulders Marina because daddy’s bought all the land on either side now. And when the boating site is going well, there will be lots of serviced moorings, and later, a chandlery and then, a fuel depot. Then daddy’s thinking about a hotel, right on the marina. Won’t that be wonderful for us? He has bought all of the entrance road land down from the main highway so that he can make it a private road.”

“And I’ve got to walk around in a uniform with his name on my chest?” Asks Gareth.

“You’ll look lovely, Gareth darling,” reassures Miranda. “So smart and important, and tall and everything.”

“Well, you, or rather he, can forget it because I’m not going to do it. I’m not wearing a damned uniform for anybody. Why can’t he leave things as they are? Why can’t he leave room for little businesses alongside ours? So ordinary Joes and their families can build themselves little wooden houses here. Have fishing boats. Have their own space.”

“It’s going to be a private road,” says Miranda looking puzzled. “They could enjoy the marina, Gareth darling. They could come down and enjoy it from day to day. Don’t be obstructive, darling. You know how daddy hates that and you know how that upsets me.” She wrinkles her nose.

“Nobody will be able to own anything on a marina,” Gareth says trying to explain something, which seems obvious to him. “People will either have to rent space or they will be trespassing. It just sucks all of the natural life out of place. I like Manatee Key as a sleepy little place with a few trailer homes and a bait shop, and a fish smoker and Jessie’s Diner. She does great food. I like the place. It lives and breathes. Your father will just suck the oxygen out of everything. Why does he need to own everything? It’s not natural. Predatory fish don’t wantonly kill several shoals of fish at once. When they’ve killed and eaten sufficient, they stop. They don’t kill great quantities of the food chain and put them in a deep freeze to sell them back to other fish, who can’t find anything to eat later in the week. What your father does, is not natural. It’s destructive. He doesn’t grow things. He kills them.”

Gareth knows that he is not explaining himself well. Or at least, he knows that his words are not being addressed to a sympathetic audience. He stands up straight and stops talking.

Miranda smiles in a motherly way looking up at Gareth sweetly. “Daddy is not a fish, darling. Daddy’s not an octopus,” Miranda giggles. “Daddy is looking after all of us, that’s what he’s doing. Daddy is looking after me and the babies, and you. He is looking after our futures and your future. Most families do it like this.”

“I don’t have a future,” says Gareth bitterly. “He’s taken my future. Even the taxman would have given me more time. A better deal.”

Miranda stamps her foot. “Try on your jacket and white trousers, Gareth darling. Let me see you in them. Try them on for me. With the green yachting shoes. Daddy’s got some people coming round today. All of the men have got new jackets, Gareth darling,” she simpers.

Gareth looks at her in bewilderment and he walks out of the room. He walks out of the house. He walks to the Wrangler Jeep, which David Caulder has supplied him with as part of his remuneration as general manager. He no longer has his old pickup truck. During the night, somebody has painted a green badge onto the side of the Jeep doors. It says Caulder Marine.

Gareth drives slowly towards the main highway and then onwards towards the town. I don’t even own myself anymore, he thinks. These people are so acquisitive. They don’t realise that it takes the form of aggression. It forces you to fight back. Even when you don’t want to fight. You just want to live. They interfere with peoples living. They intrude and take over, and fence people out of their natural places. They take everything, these David Caulder types. They make people react to them. They cannot be ignored.

Gareth has not told David Caulder about the opportunity which he has discovered to finance the shipping of a trading enterprise between Mexico and Taiwan. He knows that Caulder would take it over and make it his own. Gareth now likes even more the idea of a little business venture outside of Caulder Enterprises. It might even be very profitable. Gareth decides that he will talk to Simon again about his profit share agreement, in order to make sure of his own position. He smiles to himself as he thinks about it. It is his first smile for a week.

Gareth is married to the daughter of a wealthy family but he actually has no money. He does not feel safe or sure of anything. He does not feel in charge of anything. He does not feel like a manager. He does not feel free. He has lost his previous confident manner. He now walks differently. There is no spring in his step anymore. He does not know what is going to happen to his life from week to week. Miranda treats him like a possession, which she is fond of. Gareth feels trapped and controlled, and condescended to and petted, and trained and pampered and starved.

Starved of his life. Starved of the consequences of his day-to-day actions. Starved of self-respect. Starved of his manhood and of his virility. And so, Gareth, husband and father of two lovely girls, the children are lovely, Miranda had been right about the recipe for that, has begun to dislike Miranda. He has affection for her as a sort of habit. It is the same affection that he has for the luxurious lifestyle which she has surrounded him with, but he is surprised to realise that he does not actually like her very much. He never really had liked her. It had all started as an adventure for him and easy change of lifestyle for him. But now, he resented it all. His dislike of Miranda has been building up for some time now and it is fuelling itself, and Gareth is feeling the pressure of it. He is beginning to lose his balance. He does not feel as calm and assured as he used to. He blames David Caulder and he blames Miranda. They have taken advantage of him, he thinks.







Chapter 7


One of Life’s Little Knocks

Kathy is sashaying along past the little shops in Hill Rise, Richmond. It is Saturday morning. She has no work today. The sun is shining warmly as she swings along. She stops to look at the cinema to see what is showing this week and then she makes her way up the hill towards the new offices of Bianca Shipping Limited.

Kathy is wearing a short skirt today, which is unusual for her. Her long slim brown legs are very noticeable, and she has on a tightfitting little silk top and expensive high-heeled shoes. She feels attractive, young, energetic and in excellent spirits. She is swinging her hips as she walks and she is aware of the way that her skirt is flapping rhythmically from side to side. She feels happily conscious of her body. She feels fit and healthy. Her breasts are juddering slightly as her feet hit the ground. Her thick auburn hair cascades down her back, and it is shiny and carefully brushed. She has passed the lovely antique shop, which she always peers into and now she is striding past a café. There are three tables on the pavement. Two men are sitting opposite to each other with cups of coffee in front of them. As she approaches, one of the men mistakenly spoons sugar onto the table missing his cup as he is distracted by her youthful beauty. Kathy laughs to herself and is pleased by the men’s attention, but she keeps her eyes fixed straight ahead. Once she has skirted around the tables and is three yards further up Hill Rise, she swings her hips even more provocatively and raises her head, stretching her neck, whilst she shakes the hair falling down her back. It is her way of acknowledging and appreciating the men’s attention, and is, in Kathy’s mind, a hello and a goodbye to them, both at the same time.

She can feel her hard stomach muscles tensing under her silk top as she walks up the hill, and she is aware of the luxurious embrace of her soft satin brassiere and the cool separation of the comfortable cotton thong, which she has on under her skirt.

Today is a wonderful day, thinks Kathy. Well, this morning is a wonderful morning anyway. Sunshine. Blue skies. No work. This is a morning for joy. A morning when it is good to be alive. Good to be in my twenties. Good to be single.

She had been dancing the night before. Friday night at the Hammersmith Palais. She had gone there with two girlfriends, and they had shared a taxi there and a taxi back. That was one of their rules. None of them would leave a club alone and none of them would leave any of the others alone in a club. So, when one really wanted to go home, the others came too. They shared a taxi to each of their front doors. If any of the girls (Kathy was the oldest of them), met a man who she liked at a club, then, they all agreed, that the girl should not leave with the man but rather arrange to meet him at another time and perhaps, even ask him to bring two friends so that they can make up a six-some. The girls protected themselves carefully, although, they all certainly dressed to kill on their nights out and it was probably because of this that they protected themselves.

Kathy had been flinging herself around the dance floor last night, keeping in a perfect time with the music, and the matching movements and steps of a laughing faced Puerto Rican boy, who dressed in vivid colours and had brilliant white teeth which flashed in the nightclub strobe lighting as he grinned frequently with his exertions.

The Puerto Rican boys name was Pablo Arcan, and he and Kathy frequently joined each other during dances, goading each other to further and further athleticism and dexterity in their flowing dance steps. When a dance, or maybe two, was finished, Pablo would return to a crowded table where his male friends, and some very happy faces and very young girls awaited him. Minutes later, he would emerge onto the dance floor again, this time with one of the young girls and other couples from their table, and it was as if they looked upon Kathy as an example to follow or a challenge to exceed. Brilliant and mesmerising dancing would be exhibited as the girls strained every sinew, and shook their little bodies and their hair and their hips as their legs kept in step with each other, and their timing synchronised with that of their boyfriends. The dancing was thrilling and Kathy loved it.

She had fallen into bed early this morning with her body aching, and her mind contented and happy. After waking, and having a hot and then a cold shower, Kathy had done a few stretching exercises and had drunk a litre of mineral water. Then she had breakfasted on fresh pineapple and fresh sliced mango, and yoghurt, followed by hot black coffee made from newly ground high roast Brazilian beans. She dressed carefully, and brushed her hair with precision and effort before venturing into town.

She is now on her way home with a few items of shopping in her shoulder bag. She intends to stop at the new offices on her way. There they are! A stainless steel plate is fixed to a Georgian building. It is engraved with the names, Cello, Dixon & Stoneborough Architects. Underneath is a new brass plate engraved with the words, Bianca Shipping Ltd.

Kathy strides up the pathway to the front door. The office door opens and she is met by the energetic force of a man who is walking quickly backwards. He bumped into her violently and heavily.

“Damn,” shouts Kathy as she staggers and struggles to stop herself from falling. “Do you always walk backwards? Damned fool.” Kathy’s high heeled shoes have unbalanced her on the old paving stones and she knows as she stumbles that she is about to have a hard fall. The man swivels round sure footedly and she feels strong hands at her sides as he lifts her three feet off the ground, apparently effortlessly, and puts her neatly back onto her feet. They are both facing each other. Kathy’s silk top has slipped upwards and she can feel the man’s hands firmly against her skin. He is holding her above her hips and just below her rib cage.

She feels as if she has just flown a little way like a bird. Her heart is fluttering. The man is smiling happily and does not move his hands.

“If you don’t mind,” says Kathy tartly, as she puts her own hands onto his forearms and pushes him away from her. She shakes her head imperiously and her eyes spark as she speaks angrily to him. “First, you assault me and then you put your arms around me. Keep your distance, you damned backward man.”

She takes a step away from him and for a second, it is as if she is going to strike him. She doesn’t strike him. She does not want to start any further physical contact with him. She wants to re-establish her independence. That stupid clumsy man has spoilt her happy mood. She wants to be back where she was five minutes earlier. She wants him to disappear completely.

She looks at him dismissively. He is wearing glasses. And framed non-reflective lenses, she notices. She knows him. It is superman. He had made her feel comfortable the last time she had seen him. He is a nice man. Damn! She had held onto him when she was frightened. He is the man from the art exhibition. The man who gave names to ducks. Kathy feels an involuntary rush of warmth towards him, although her feelings are still mixed with annoyance at having been knocked off her feet by him. Stupid, she thinks, coming out of a place backwards.

“I am so pleased to have bumped into you,” says the man. His sparkling eyes holding hers. “Unless, of course, you are hurt, in which case, I am extremely sorry and contrite. If you are not hurt, well then, I am delighted to see you.”

“Ha!” says Kathy. “You should be more careful. Look where you’re going. I could be anybody. A little old lady. A child. Ha!”

“You look wonderful,” says the man. “I am pleased to see you. Whatever are you doing here? It is the last place I would have expected you.”

“Bah!” says Kathy. “It is no good at being nice to me, I am cross with you.”

“Cross?” Superman smiles, reaches out and takes Kathy’s hand. “Good morning, Kathleen O’Donnell,” he says. “How have you been these past few weeks? I am pleased to see you again.”

Kathleen takes her hand from his. She laughs. “Quinn,” she says, “hello.”

“I was talking to somebody inside as I walked out,” explains Quinn. “I didn’t expect anybody to be behind me.”

“Well, you should be more careful,” says Kathy.

“I will be from now on,” says Quinn.

They look at each other for a moment. Kathy was all wrapped up in long baggy clothing when he had last seen her. He resists the temptation to look admiringly at her lovely figure now revealed in summer clothes. He looks deliberately into her eyes. He does not want to be obvious. She is looking lovely, he thinks. She is a different woman from the nervous person who had allowed a stranger to lead her out of an exhibition and who had absentmindedly taken his arm for comfort. Quinn realises that he is still smiling and so he stops.

“Can I help you in anyway?” he asks.

“No,” says Kathy. “I am here on business.”

“Well, I hope that business is with us,” says Quinn.

“With you?” responds Kathy. “Why you or us?”

“That’s me,” says Quinn pointing to the stainless steel architects plate. “I am Stoneborough. A partner.” He smiles, “and very talented, indeed, I can assure you. I do hope that we can help you.”

“Well, you can’t,” says Kathy. “Because I am not here to visit your firm. I am here to see the other occupants.” She points to the brass plate of Bianca Shipping Limited.

“Ah, they are our tenants,” says Quinn. “Newly moved in. Just established themselves, I believe. Let me show you to their door.”

He reopens the wide front door and walks ahead of her up a grand staircase, to a door on the right hand side of the first floor. “Here you are,” he says. A sign on the door matches a brass plate downstairs. Bianca Shipping Ltd.

“I’ll leave you here,” says Quinn cheerfully. “Goodbye.”

He turns and walks away without a backward glance. Kathy watches him go. He made no attempt to arrange to see me again, thinks Kathy. Not that he’s my type. But I do think he could have tried. He is nice and he doesn’t seem to notice me as a woman. He is warm and cheerful, and asexual. Perhaps, he is married? I don’t think that he is gay. I don’t get any impression of that. I would have expected the offer of a cup of coffee or some enquiries on his part. But nothing. Just goodbye. Well, anyway, he is not my type. Just good looking. Athletics looking. But no spark. No danger. No attraction for me. So that’s that.

Wow! She looks attractive, thinks Quinn as he walks down the stairs. A real knockout. Beautiful. Not pretty like a few girls all in good shape and well-groomed like a lot of Richmond girls. No. She is beautiful. A real 1930s Hollywood star. I feel as if I have been zapped by one of those police electronic stun guns. I can’t even remember why I was going out. Quinn hesitates, oh yes I remember. He opens the front door and walks out onto the pathway. I couldn’t ask her anything, he thinks. I couldn’t ask to see her again. Not the first time I saw her or this time. The meetings are always at a disadvantage. The first time she looked frightened and I felt protective of her. This time, I’ve knocked out over! Third time lucky maybe!

Quinn smiles, and walks out of the front garden and down the road.







Chapter 8


Florida

Jeremy and Simon are preparing to travel. First, they will visit Florida and meet Gareth. Next, they will fly to Mexico and meet the cement producers.

Both of the two men take the responsibilities very seriously, and have promised the other two directors, Kathy and Andrew, that they will provide a complete report of their meetings and of their overall impressions.

“I suppose that Mexico will be just as hot as Florida?” asks Jeremy.

Simon answers him confidentially, “We will need to dress comfortably and smartly. Guadalajara in Mexico is quite a big city with a lot of important business and industries. We mustn’t go like a couple of tourists in Hawaiian shirts.”

“I have not got a Hawaiian shirt,” says Jeremy pompously. “No, I was thinking of lightweight suits and perhaps, a linen jacket.”

“Perfect,” says Simon. “I’ll pick you up at your house tomorrow around 10 o’clock in the morning. One of my managers will drive us and then pick us up again in a weeks’ time.”

“Alright,” says Jeremy who is very excited about the departure from his relatively predictable life as a surveyor. Florida, Mexico! Quite a change from Brittany where he usually takes his holidays.

The next day, they find themselves on the flight to Florida and after the usual lengthy interviews at immigration, they are permitted to enter the USA.

“Welcome to paradise,” says their smiling taxi driver who drives them to the Sonesta Beach Resort where they have arranged to meet Gareth Hardcastle. On their way to the resort, Jeremy marvels at how wide the roads are and notices that cars just pull into the curb to park, creating a sort of herringbone pattern alongside the roads. Some of the buildings look old fashioned and there is a lot of overhead electricity wiring that is not seen in Britain today. The skies are blue with high puffy clouds. The climate is hot.

Gareth did not meet them at the airport because he thought that it would make them appear too important. Gareth considers himself to be the leader of the enterprise, and that Jeremy and Simon are simply representatives of his investment consortium. As usual, Gareth has not paid attention to the details of the enterprise and has still not settled the matter of his profit share. In fact, he has forgotten to mention it again, thinking that Bianca Shipping is his baby and that it will provide him with a sufficient fortune to get away from Caulder Marine. Gareth is not a man who considers other people very much, and it has not occurred to him that Jeremy, Simon, Kathy and Andrew are investing their money in order to make a considerable fortune for themselves through the company which the four of them own equally – Bianca Shipping. Shares have been issued to the four of them and they think of Gareth as some sort of introducing agent. 1% or 2% is the sort of fee, which Jeremy has in mind but whether a percentage of the first monthly payment or of the first year, he has not settled in his mind. Simon says on the plane, that after they had met the Mexican cement company, and then after they had secured the Taiwanese company and arranged payment through the Japanese company U.B.E Industries, then, but only then, would they present Gareth with a contract for his introduction. Simon has in mind a one off payment of £20,000 – that would only be £5000 from each of the shareholders.

“We are not going to start discussing it at this early stage,” says Simon. “At present, we are the ones spending all the money. Don’t say a word until after Japan.”

“No, of course not,” says Jeremy who thinks vaguely that Simon with his travel agencies and currency exchange business, must somehow be more experienced in these matters.

With these thoughts in mind, they leave the taxi and enter the Sonesta Beach Resort Hotel carrying their own luggage. They are instantly greeted by a porter wheeling a trolley who takes their luggage from them and directs them to the reception desk.

After they have checked into their rooms, and washed and changed, they meet at the beachside café, which looks out over the wide sandy beach and the glittering sea.

Jeremy has emerged in a blue lightweight suit, shirt and tie, and Simon is also formally dressed in a cream linen jacket, shirt and tie, and dark trousers. Both of them experience the hot blast of the Florida sunshine as soon as they walk out of the air-conditioned hotel. Within minutes they, feel perspiration prickling across their backs. A lean suntanned man in chinos and a white shirt gets up from a beachside table. He recognises that Simon and Jeremy are British from their clothes. He walks towards them.

“Gentlemen,” says Gareth who has, in fact, forgotten their names. “Welcome to Florida.”

“Mr Hardcastle?” says Jeremy.

“Do you know anybody else here?” answers Gareth grinning wolfishly.

“Well, err, no,” says Jeremy.

“Good to meet you,” says Simon who shakes Hardcastle by the hand.

“How is the scuba diver?” asks Gareth somewhat mistakenly. He does not realise that Simon was his student.

“Well, I am fine thank you,” answers Simon leaving Jeremy feeling a little confused. “This is my colleague, Jeremy, who also represents our investment consortium.”

Hardcastle looks at him fiercely. “Glad to have your backing,” he says and takes Jeremy by the hand. “When do we leave for Mexico?” he asks.

Jeremy looks a little shy and then pulling himself together he answers, “Simon and I will take a couple of days rest here, and we will fly on to Mexico on Wednesday.”

“Okay, great,” says Hardcastle. “Let’s get this enterprise moving, eh?”

“Well, of course!” says Jeremy. “We do not want any delay either.”

“Just great,” says Hardcastle who despite having agreed with his friend, Steve, to put up a brass plate saying Bianca Shipping Corporation, has not actually incorporated any company in Florida or any of the other states of America. The corporation exists in Gareth’s own mind but does not exist in any legal entity in the USA. Nor does Gareth, therefore, have any shares in his imagined company.

Bianca Shipping Ltd has, however, been correctly incorporated and registered as a limited company in Great Britain, and the shares of the company are conscientiously legally recorded as having been issued to Simon. Jeremy, Kathy and Andrew.

Gareth Hardcastle has told the cement company in Mexico that the company who will be buying cement is called Bianca Shipping and that they are backed by British investors of great wealth. He has also told the company in Taiwan that the cement will be provided by Bianca Shipping backed by British investors. He has asked the Taiwanese company to arrange for his British investors to meet the Japanese finance company who will be paying the money for the cement. Gareth has told them that investors from Bianca Shipping will travel to Japan within the next two weeks. Gareth Hardcastle feels that he has covered everything but his father-in-law Mr Caulder would say that as usual, he has messed it up. Gareth does not know that he has messed it up and feels a glow of confidence. His investors have really come to see him. They are here and they want to get the deal moving.

“Okay, you guys get a little rest today, and I’ll pick you up here tomorrow and show you a couple of my other deals,” says Gareth who is thinking of passing off Caulder Marine and Caulder Marina, and those enterprises as his own. They should be mine anyway, he thinks.

“I’ll leave you here now and pick you up at 9 o’clock in the morning,” says Gareth as he walks away. “So long.” He moves out of their view.

“Well, it seems okay so far,” says Jeremy.

“We don’t know anything yet,” says Simon. “We have to meet the cement people, the Japanese financial providers and ensure that the proposal is water tight at both ends.”

“But, of course,” says Jeremy. “What I meant was that it seems to have started well.”

“We will know that in two weeks’ time,” says Simon. “Shall we have a couple of beers and some late lunch, or do you want to swim now and then have an early dinner?”

“I’d like to swim,” says Jeremy. “I am cramped up from sitting on that plane.”

“I think that we are off duty now,” says Simon. “So let’s change into our beach clothes and then test the water.”

The following day, Gareth Hardcastle arrives early to collect his two investors. Simon and Jeremy are ready, and waiting in the hotel reception area.

“Hey guys,” shouts Gareth and greets them physically by giving each of them an encouraging pat on the back and shoulder.

Gareth is driving his Caulder Company Jeep with the Caulder name blazoned on the doors. “Another enterprise of mine,” he says as he urges them into the vehicle. Gareth does not realise or just has not thought about the fact that Jeremy and Simon could, if they wanted to, check up on the Caulder business name on the side of the Jeep. If they did this, they would find no shareholder or director in the name of Gareth Hardcastle. It does not occur to Gareth that either of his two guests will question anything which he tells them.

They drive away and cross a big causeway on their journey to Key Largo. Simon has bagged the front seat and is sheltered behind the Jeeps windscreen. Jeremy is being buffeted by the wind in the back seat and has no protection from it. Formally dressed again, he is sitting as low as possible in the seat, and his tie is blowing over his shoulder and straight out behind him.

Simon is rather assertive and Jeremy wonders how he can get the front seat on the way back. The trick is not to get in first, he realises.

Gareth is shouting as they drive along, “Got a nice little diving business here. Also got a marine engineering business. Mending boat engines, and repairs and renovations. That kind of thing.”

Simon simply says, “Yes.” And Jeremy does not answer at all. Neither of them have any interest in a business which they do not own. They have simply come with Gareth today as a courtesy and to keep him ‘on side’ as it were before they have all of the information they need for Bianca Shipping. Simon and Jeremy talked through their strategy in detail last night, and spoke to Kathy and Andrew by telephone. It was Kathy who pressed them to settle terms with Gareth without delay.

“When we are sure that the deal is going ahead, then we will settle matters with Gareth. At present, it is too early to have that kind of conversation,” says Simon.

“Don’t mislead him,” says Kathy. “Tell him what you are doing.”

“Oh, we are. We are,” answers Simon. “He knows that we had to tie up loose ends. He is relaxed, and appears very happy and confident about it all. There will be no problem about anything. You’ll see.”

“I hope so,” says Kathy. “We have to rely on you two whilst we are back here. Do your best.”

“We are doing our best,” says Simon. “Don’t worry.”

Today, Gareth is just arriving at Manatee Key and is turning off the main road to drive into the business area. He has made sure that his father-in-law is not here today. Both, Mr Caulder and his daughter, Miranda, has driven up to Miami together, and will be gone for three days.

It is Gareth’s intention to ‘show off’ his other businesses to his two investors in a further effort to convince them that he is a good businessman.

The Jeep stops and as the three men climb out, Gareth straightens his back and assumes a proprietorial attitude. He stalks about the marina with Simon and Jeremy trailing behind him. Occasionally, Gareth barks out a command to a waiter or one of the marine workers. Each of them looks surprised.

Simon is not very interested in Gareth’s business interests elsewhere and Simon is looking at the boats.

“Coffee, gentleman?” shouts Gareth. “Let’s sit down.”

He orders coffee for three from the marina clubhouse waiter behaving in an imperious manner, which the waiter shrugs off.

Simon wants to move the conversation away from profit share negotiations, and starts to ask some questions about the marina running costs and boat mooring fees, and, therefore, profits. It soon becomes apparent that Gareth doesn’t know any of the answers, and so Simon glides away from the subject, discussing instead the west facing views and speculating about the sunsets.

“Oh, earth shattering sunsets,” says Gareth, glad to be onto a subject he can talk about.

Simon is storing away in his mind the information he has gleaned about Gareth’s ignorance of business matters and his sheer indifference to the importance of them.

I know how to deal with him now, thinks Simon.

Jeremy is watching a suntanned girl in a bikini washing down the deck of a boat moored nearby. He is fascinated by the way her muscles flex as she bends and stretches to complete her task. Jeremy’s mind is completely elsewhere when Gareth says loudly to him, “Scuba-diving.”

Jeremy looks confused. “I don’t,” he says. “I don’t like being underwater.”

“My scuba-diving school is right here,” says Gareth. “Taking a group out this afternoon after I have driven you guys back to the Sonesta.”

Simon is relieved that their encounter is moving towards a conclusion so swiftly today.







Chapter 9


Mexico

Simon does not want any more conversations about shipping cement or purchase prices. He intends to avoid the subject until he and Jeremy have all of the essential contact names and addresses, and telephone numbers carefully written down and recorded. They will have to visit Japan to complete the process and Simon is trying to think of a way to distract Gareth away from that most important trip. Japan is where the money is. Japan will make the payments. Simon wants the whole deal irrevocably in his and Jeremy’s own hands before he starts a serious conversation with Gareth about his pay-off. Simon has taken notice of what Kathy has said but is largely ignoring it and using his own judgement.

They have finished the coffee and Gareth is now walking them round the marina to the boat repairs yard. As before, he is vague about costs and charges deflecting Jeremy’s questions by saying, “It is a very profitable business, I can tell you that.”

In fact, Gareth does not know how the repair yard makes money and he does not care. He is pleased to think that he is giving a solid impression of efficiency and industry to his new investors. His new investors are beginning to think that Gareth may be a bit of a fantasist.

After an enjoyable tour of Manatee Key in the sunshine, the three men walk back to the Jeep.

“I thought that we would stop at the Westin Beach Hotel for lunch,” says Gareth. “They do a very good buffet there.”

The others agree and there is a scramble for seats in the Jeep. Jeremy outmanoeuvres Simon who ends up in the draughty back seat. He laughs good-naturedly.

The lunch at the Westin is, indeed, very good and Gareth pays for it with his Caulder company credit card. They proceed onwards and further north back to the Sonesta Beach Resort.

“Okay, guys. So the Mexico flight is at 2:30 tomorrow afternoon, yeah? I’ve booked three seats in a row. One of you can have the window seat. Get a taxi to the airport and I’ll meet you at the check-in desk at 12:30, yeah?”

Simon and Jeremy get out of the Jeep, and shake hands with Gareth before strolling into the hotel.

“Talk about an elephant in the room,” says Jeremy. “How long can we keep up this banal conversation before he corners us into settling a deal for his share?”

“I have a feeling that he is thinking the same way that we are,” says Simon. “I think he has some idea that he is going to get a better deal out of us after he has shown us the full extent of the new enterprise.”

“But what is his leverage?” asks Jeremy. “Once we have the whole deal, all of the names and contact details, where is his strength?”

“I just don’t know,” says Simon. “I only know that it suits us that he is not negotiating early. That he has some trick up his sleeve. I think that he is a bit of a bozo, to tell you the truth. He didn’t know the first thing about how those Caulder businesses operated. Do you think that he does not own them?”

“There is something going on which we don’t know about,” answers Jeremy. “I can check on the Caulder businesses, but there is something else as well. I don’t quite trust him but I agree with you. I think that he is an idiot.”

“An idiot can be unpredictable,” says Simon quietly. “We will have to play it all by ear and play it slowly enough to be able to seize the whole deal as soon as we can. Come on, I’ll buy you a drink.”

The next day, they are on a flight to Mexico. Jeremy gets the window seat with Simon next to him. Gareth wants the aisle seat because he is interested in one of the airhostesses. Not any one of them in particular, just any one of them who might be interested in him.

His sex life with Miranda has faded out, together with Gareth’s recent lack of confidence. This new Bianca Shipping business has raised his spirits and at the same time, raised his libido. So, he is looking at the relative merits of the flight stewardess’s figures. Shall I drop a hint that I am travelling on business, wonders Gareth. The little dark haired Mexican one has looked back twice now. Nice eyes and good-sized breasts, thinks Gareth. I will drop her a hint that I am something of an international businessman.

It never seems to occur to most men that exaggerating their status away from the social standing of the girl might, in fact, alienate the girl from continuing contact. By stressing the money side of things, they somehow seem to push the girl into a quasi-prostitute role and, therefore, lose the girls respect.

Gareth’s best asset in the battle of the sexes is his arrogance and his tall lean body. He has never known what his advantages are nor has he understood what caused him to succeed with the girls he has used and abused in the past. What he does not know today, is that the little dark haired Mexican stewardess has looked back twice to study Jeremy. Fit, clean, respectable, English gentleman, she is thinking. Not a passenger from whom she would be likely to catch some intercontinental sexual disease.

She saunters down the aisle again, swinging her hips. Jeremy is unaware of this attention because he is looking out of the window. The girl reaches the back of the plane and stands looking back.

“Pilar,” she says. “I like the look of that man looking out of the window in aisle 32, seat C, but he is trapped by two other men so I cannot lean over him to get his attention.”

“Lean over him and rub your tits in his face, you mean,” laughs Pilar. “So what do you want me to do? Spill water onto the other two to get them to move?”

“Oh, Pilar, would you?” says the Mexican girl whose name is Gabriella. She has three brothers and is very capable around men. Her affairs move at her pace and on her terms. She likes the look of Jeremy and wants to hear his voice.

“No, I would not,” says Pilar, “but I’ll try to think of something. It is a long flight. Maybe, he will get up and stretch his legs, and walk up and down the plane. Then you can get a good look at him. I’ll keep my eye on him. Meanwhile, we can look him up on the passenger list.”

Gabriella enjoys targeting respectable men during flights. It makes her, otherwise, routine and frankly, boring job more interesting. On her days off, she rides horses on her father’s ranch.

Her friend, Pilar, is more studious but vicariously enjoys Gabriella’s exploits on their flights together. It breaks up the tedium of the long hours and nobody really gets hurt. Jeremy is a serious man and may be easily misled, but the girls don’t know this.

The plane drones on. Gareth, who is now convinced that Gabriella is attracted to him, gets up from his seat and swaggers down the aisle. Pilar immediately gets out the refreshment trolley and starts to push it down the aisle intending to cut Gareth off from being able to return to his seat. As luck would have it, Simon decides to get up and talk a walk so now Pilar has both of them in front of her trolley a few seats away. Gabriella sees her chance and brazenly opens the top two buttons of her uniform revealing a magnificent cleavage. She walks quickly down the aisle to where Jeremy is sitting. She steps into the space in between the three seats and leans over to speak to her chosen prey. Jeremy is startled and looks up from his inflight magazine to stare straight at Gabriella’s breasts.

“Is there anything you would like me to do for you, sir?” Gabriella asks. She looks straight at him with open-eyed innocence. “The refreshment trolley is on its way, sir.”

“Ah, yes. Thank you,” says Jeremy trying to guess what he could order.

“You can have anything you like, sir,” says Gabriella giving Jeremy a conspiratorial smile and a suddenly confidential look. “Anything, sir,” she emphasises.

“Well, look. I mean I don’t know really,” says Jeremy. “I’m not hungry, you see.”

“If I could do something to make you more comfortable?” says Gabriella who is enjoying herself now. Jeremy is a perfect choice, she thinks. So clean cut and innocent. I may be able to enjoy this flight, she ponders.

“You are very kind,” says Jeremy. “I don’t like to eat very much on planes.”

“You must keep hydrated, sir,” says Gabriella who has moved still closer to Jeremy. He can now smell her heady perfume. Pilar has successfully trapped Simon and Gareth halfway up the plane with her trolley, and is taking time methodically finding ice and a slice of lemon for a passengers drink. Blessedly for her, another passenger wants a drink after that as well, and so Simon and Gareth walk back up the plane to where there is more space to stand.

“Have you been to Mexico before, sir?” asks Gabriella. “It can be very hot, sir.”

“I am going to Mexico on business,” says Jeremy. “We have to visit a place called Guadalajara. Do you think it will be hot there?”

“It certainly could be,” says Gabriella. “I have to take my clothes off quite often there.”

“You have been there?” asks Jeremy. “What is it like? Is it a big place?”

“Close to my home,” says Gabriella. “I love to swim in the pool at home.” She wonders how far she dare go with this deliciously English correct and polite man. He refuses to pick her up on any of her inviting expressions. He is either very inexperienced, thinks Gabriella, or he is very experienced and being clever. Shall I risk it? she thinks. She sees Pilar who has been obliged to make way for people, and she sees Simon and Gareth squeezing past Pilar’s trolley.

Gabriella decides to be bold. “This is my home number,” she says and hands Jeremy a simple white card which has only her telephone number on it. “Telephone me after your business meetings,” Gabriella says. “Come and have a swim with me.” She suddenly lurches forward, and falls head, shoulders and upper body directly on top of Jeremy. “Oh, I am sorry, sir,” she says. “The plane moved.” She puts her hands onto each of Jeremy’s thighs to push herself up. “I must go now, sir.” She straightens up and walks away down the aisle buttoning up her tunic as she goes.

Jeremy cannot resist an almost involuntary desire to stand up and watch the rear of her young body as she moves away. “Goodness me,” he says out loud.

“Not again,” says Pilar with a laugh. She has seen Gabriella hand Jeremy one of her discrete cards. Gareth and Simon returned to their seats.

“How long are we going to be in Guadalajara?” asks Jeremy, thinking about the invitation to go swimming.

“We only have to meet the cement people once,” answers Gareth. “After that, we can fly back to Florida.”

“Jeremy and I are going to suffer from jetlag soon,” says Simon. “We will all meet them. You fly home and we will have a couple of days rest before we return to Florida and meet you again.”

“Whatever you want,” says Gareth who is thinking, girlies, jetlag. Girly, British boys.

The flight continues uneventfully. Gabriella undulates up and down the corridor once or twice, to remind Jeremy of herself, and also to do her job. I have to encounter him one more time, she thinks. I forgot to ask his name. I have the three men’s names from the passenger list but I don’t know which one is him. I don’t intend to ask him in front of the other two, she thinks. So I will have to wait for him to take a walk. I’ll plan it with my friend, Pilar. She smiles to herself. A new adventure, she giggles.

“You haven’t got him yet,” says Pilar who appears at her side.

“The hunt is almost as exciting as the kill,” says Gabriella. “A real clean slate, a real innocent. A gentleman. Very sweet. I am looking forward to his death.”

“You are extraordinary,” says Pilar. “The poor man might be married with children.”

“He is not,” says Gabriella. “He is single and he doesn’t have a girlfriend.”

“Are you sure?” Asks Pilar.

“I am sure,” says Gabriella.

“I am taking him swimming. I will take him into deep water too.”

“You are a bad girl,” laughs Pilar. “Why don’t you get a hobby?”

“This is a hobby,” says Gabriella. “This and horse riding. Much the same thing really,” her laughter cascades through the plane and passengers look around to see what is happening.

“My life is very quiet compared to yours,” says Pilar, “and I like it that way.”

“That is why you are my friend,” says Gabriella.

“That lean blonde man on the end of the row is looking at you again,” says Pilar.

“Oh, him,” says Gabriella. “Conceited, selfish man. I am not interested in him. I have to get the name of the English gentleman.”

“We have it on the passenger list,” says Pilar.

“But we don’t know which man is which,” says Gabriella. “No, you will have to box him in somewhere when he gets up to take a walk and then I’ll get his name.”

“In front of all the passengers?” says Pilar. “That is a bit open, don’t you think?”

“I only have one and a half hours left,” says Gabriella. “I forgot to ask his name and so, if he phones me, I should say, when he phones me, I will not know which man he is.”

“Which man he is?” says Pilar.

“I’ve been on four other flights this week,” says Gabriella, “but this man, today, is the best one yet. Like ripe fruit. I can’t wait to bite into him.”

“You bad girl,” says Pilar again.

“I learn it from my brothers,” says Gabriella. “They are happy men so it can’t be wrong.”

Things go according to Gabriela’s hopes and trapped momentarily at one of the wider exit areas, Jeremy slips Gabriella one of his business cards. She immediately puts it provocatively into her cleavage and walks away. Jeremy is unsure of what is taking place. I’m not going to discuss it with Simon, he thinks. He has a girlfriend. A sexy physical girlfriend, and I don’t want his advice and I don’t want him to know. There must be some sightseeing we can do separately in the city we are visiting.

The plane begins it slow descent. The seatbelt sign comes on. Jeremy can see the airport from his window seat as the plane turns to land. The landing is smooth. The passengers emerge and begin to disembark.

“Thank you for flying Aeromexico,” chant Pilar and Gabriella.

Jeremy walks behind Gareth and Simon.

“Thank you for flying Aeromexico,” whispers Gabriella as she gives Jeremy’s arm a squeeze. He finds the gesture to be very warm and intimate, and it fuels his determination to telephone Gabriella as soon as the three of them have met the cement manufacturers.

They leave the plane and pass through immigration, collect their luggage and look for a taxi.

When they walk outside, the heat hits them. It is a much higher temperature than Florida.

Guadalajara is a big city with some very impressive skyscrapers, and some elegant churches and a cathedral. There is a sort of double Arc de Triumph, which they pass underneath in the taxi and there are some neoclassical buildings as well as an impressive hospital. The architecture is very mixed. Ultramodern, rather brutal architecture, alongside much older classically proportioned buildings on a much lower scale. The taxi stops at a modern hotel and they all get out. The reception area is enormous with a triple ceiling height and a gallery running around the third floor with the doors heading to the numerous rooms. The colour scheme is yellow, purple and black, and a tiled floor of the reception is slate grey.

There is a large curved reception desk behind which are three smiling men and two smiling girls. Gareth walks confidently towards the reception staff.

“Bianca Shipping,” he says. “We have booked three rooms.”

“Certainly, sir,” says one of the smiling men. He bangs the palm of his hand down onto a bell. “José Luis,” he calls. “Take these guests to rooms 416, 417 and 418.” He bangs the bell again. “Porter,” he shouts. “Luggage. Follow José Luis.” The man turns back to Gareth, Simon and Jeremy. “A credit card please, gentlemen.”

Simon deals with the matter with one of his cards and they follow José Luis, each carrying a key card.

They enter a chromium lift, which takes them to the fourth floor. Their rooms are unexpected. Each room is extra-large, and decorated in swirling psychedelic colours, and teardrop effects and amoeba shapes like the 1960s colour schemes of pop record sleeves. The bed covers are bright red and the curtains are patterned with images of lightning. The beds are very big.

“Gosh,” says Jeremy.

Each of them is in their own room and Simon is looking out of the large aluminium framed windows, which gives a view of the varied city skyline. The sky is darkening as night falls.

Simon strides out into the corridor, taking his key card with him. He knocks on Jeremy’s door.

“We should have dinner, I think,” says Simon. “And an early night.”

“Alright,” says Jeremy. “I will just have a quick wash, and meet you and Gareth in reception.”

Twenty minutes later, they enter the dark hotel restaurant and are shown to a table furnished with black leather tub chairs. They are handed menus, which have chromium covers. Jeremy notices that the restaurant floor has a black carpet, which must be very difficult to keep clean, he thinks. The high ceiling of the restaurant is completely mirrored and the room is lit by wall-mounted up-lighters. The waitresses are dressed in black with white collars and if it were not for their collars, it would be difficult to see them.

Gareth takes charge, “I have been to Mexico many times,” he says.

He has only been twice, and that was for bachelor parties but he believes that it increases his image and authority over Simon and Jeremy, if he takes charge.

A square-faced little waitress comes to their table to take their order. She has liquid brown eyes, black hair and a dancers figure. She is demure. Gareth doesn’t like her.

“We will have a bottle of Casa Madero to start with,” he says, “and two bottles of Baron Balche with our main courses.”

“Do you think?” asks Jeremy.

“Leave everything to me,” says Gareth.

Gareth orders menudo, which is a Mexican soup, to be followed by lamb as the main course. He instructs the waitress carefully as if she is a fool.

“The cement work’s tomorrow, gentlemen. We are meeting the managing director, the sales director and the company accountants. All Mexican naturals. All top people. Now, I shall allow you to ask questions and we will inspect the quality of the cement. I want you to satisfy yourselves about the security of your investment.”

At this moment, the white wine arrives. A Mexican waiter has come to serve it and after uncorking it, he pours a little for Gareth to taste. Gareth does not like wine anyway, so he approves the wine rapidly and the man pours a glass for each of them.

Simon declares it to be very good. “A Chardonnay grape, I think,” he says.

“Of course,” says Gareth haughtily.

The soup arrives. It contains red chilli peppers, green peppers, onions and garlic. Its main constituent is tripe. It has been cooked for seven hours to prepare the flavour.

The three men dip their spoons into the thick brown mixture. It has a strong and rather pungent flavour. They eat tentatively. The soup is a difficult taste to enjoy for Jeremy and soon afterwards, for Simon too. Gareth is not enjoying the food or the wine but pretends to.

Simon waves to the square faced waitress. “What is this soup made of?” he says.

“Tripe, sir,” she answers smiling.

Simon picks up a piece of sick rustic bread to clean his palate.

Jeremy pushes his soup bowl away from him. “Don’t want to spoil my appetite for the lamb,” he says diplomatically.

“Oh, I feel the same,” says Simon. “Interesting flavour, of course.” He too pushes his soup bowl away. Simon sips at the wine. That at least has a good flavour.

The lamb arrives. It is served on warm corn tortillas with guacamole, dried onions, diced coriander and wedges of lime to be squeezed over the dish.

It is an enjoyable dish, and Jeremy and Simon are relieved.

Gareth Hardcastle feels that he has done his bit. If his guests don’t like Mexican food, then that is their problem. He is staring into the dark restaurant trying to distinguish the curves of the different waitresses. The fact that they are all dressed in black, makes it difficult to identify any one waitress whom he considers it to be worth his while to approach. Temporarily, he gives up.

Three Mexican guitarists strut into the restaurant. They are wearing high-waisted black trousers, black waistcoats and big white shirts with high collars. They are wearing white and black leather belts covered with chromium studs, and they have wide brimmed Mexican hats on their heads. They are playing a fast rhythmic beat. One of the guitarists is slapping the body of his guitar to drive the beat forward. The oldest man begins making a shrill cry, rolling his tongue and as the cry reaches its highest note, the other two men shout, “Ya, ya, ya, ya!” at the tops of their voices. The three men make a considerable noise.

“Aaaah! Ya, ya, ya, ya!” sing the two other guitar players speed up the pace of the tune they are playing. The performance is approaching a crescendo. One guitar being slapped loudly and the men crying, “Aaaah! Yip, yip, yip, yip, yip, haaah!”

They stop simultaneously and the room seems to echo with the silence. The three men then break up, and each of them approaches a different table to play and sing Mexican love songs to the couples that are seated in the restaurant. As he nears the end of one song, a guitarist falls to one knee and sweeps his wide brimmed hat off his head to sing the final words to the girl customer.

“Gosh,” says Jeremy.

Simon, Jeremy and Gareth are drinking the red wine called Baron Balche, and enjoying its rich strong flavour. The waitress clears the dishes away. Simon and Jeremy are not accustomed to Mexican culture or to the raw music which has been played in the restaurant with black carpets, and mirrored ceilings. Both of them are feeling conservative, and British and out of place.

The waitress brings clean plates to their table and cutlery. Moments later, she returns with Tamales – traditional Mexican dough steamed in a banana leaf and filled with fresh fruits.

All of the men are feeling full of heavy food already and stare at the new dish with apprehension.

The waitress slices it into three portions and serves them on to three plates, which she hands to the men with a little bow.

“Thank you,” says Simon. “Good of you to order for us, Gareth,” he says. “We would not have known our way round a Mexican menu.”

“Think nothing of it,” says Gareth taking all of the credit. “We have a morning meeting tomorrow but by lunchtime, we will be free. I propose to leave you gentlemen to your own devices after the cement meeting and I will make my own way back to Florida. So make sure that you get all of the information you need in the morning, yeah?”

They pick at their heavy desserts. Dough bread and fruit, thinks Simon. Why aren’t these Mexicans bigger people?

Jeremy is thinking about Gabriella and wondering whether he will be able to get her on the telephone to arrange to see her tomorrow afternoon.

The evening draws to a close and they leave the restaurant to make their way to their rooms. Simon pays, as usual, making a mental note to divide the costs with Jeremy. Jeremy is thinking that Gareth ordered the wrong thing for a dessert. He has had it before filled with meat and cheese. He feels as full as an egg and the wine was strong.

They enter their respective rooms, and their senses are accosted again by the patterns and the colour scheme. Finally, they settle down and go to bed.

In the morning, after a breakfast of eggs, orange juice and coffee with light sweet sliced bread, they are ready to meet the men of the concrete factory.

Gareth has arranged a taxi and after a journey through the heavy traffic of the city centre, they arrive at a kind of industrial estate with the huge installations of the concrete preparation process towering above them. A gentleman with a moustache lets them in and they park outside the reception area. They are greeted by three men who introduce themselves as Juan, the sales director, Miguel Angel, the managing director and Jesus, the accountant. The last name amuses Simon who has always found accountants to be the bane of his life and considers Jesus to be the least appropriate name for one. They are ushered inside to a large office and they all sit around a circular table. Very democratic, thinks Jeremy.

Miguel Angel tells them that many families in the area are delighted with the news of the contract because extra workers will be needed at the factory to meet the increased demands.

“Many children will have more food to eat in the next years,” says Miguel Angel.

Juan, the sales director wants to be sure of the details of their monthly orders, and writes down carefully the port details and the proposed shipping arrangements. Jesus, the accountant wants to be sure of payments each month and pushes to try to achieve an upfront payment in advance arrangement. This gambit fails but he does secure an agreement that payment will be made by telegraphic transfer as soon as the cement is loaded onto the ship for transport to Taiwan. The managing director, then and with great delicacy, seeks financial references from the three Bianca Shipping representatives. Simon fields this enquiry, and asks for the cement company address and postal details, promising to ensure delivery of the financial status of the company from Bianca Shipping Limited’s London bank.

The six men exchange business cards and coffee is brought into the room by a sad looking middle-aged woman. Miguel Angel has conducted the meeting with admirable efficiency and they have galloped through Miguel’s agenda rapidly. Speaking a foreign language has not allowed the three Mexicans to indulge in any pleasantries or diversionary conversation. Everything has been said plainly and directly. There was no hidden approach. All has been very clear.

Now it is the turn of the Bianca men to assure themselves of the quality of the cement and of the speed of the operation. The monthly quantity of cement must flow without delays, and each shipment must be complete and on time. They are given a tour of the production lines. Since this is the first time that any of them have even seen cement being made, let alone thought about the difficulties or practicalities involved, Simon and Jeremy have to pretend to a knowledge which they do not have, and rapidly devise an act of consulting each other confidentially at various stages of the production and wearing expressions of great concern at other stages. This pantomime causes the Mexican management trio to offer further reassurances and technical explanations in halting English, which have the effect of making the production of concrete a much clearer process than it ever was to Simon and Jeremy. Gareth is not concentrating but is merely staring about, wondering how soon he can get back to Florida. Gareth’s hauteur galvanises the Mexicans into creating a really excellent presentation, so anxious are they to secure the contract.

Both, Simon and Jeremy, begin to realise the importance of a new and large contract to this factory, and to the employees and the new employees who will be taken on to handle all of the extra work. Simon thinks that the factory will have to negotiate finance to help them with the increased costs of materials and the increased work force. That is why they need financial references from us, he now understands. It is quite a responsibility to affect the lives of a community in a poorer country than the UK, and to some extent, amongst a simpler people. We must not mess this up, thinks Simon. We will have to make the arrangements for payments to us, watertight. That is the importance of the Japanese financial backing.

At twelve o’clock, all six men are satisfied with the morning’s examinations and the sad looking middle-aged woman from Miguel Angel’s office telephones for a taxi to take the visitors back to their hotel.

“That went well, didn’t it?” says Gareth after they have all said goodbye, shaken hands and got into the taxi.

“I think so,” says Jeremy cautiously.

“We don’t know for sure,” says Simon. “I should have asked for some references from them. Some assurances from their customers, you know. I missed that point.”

“Well, let’s not miss it then,” says Jeremy. “We will have to go back this afternoon and ask them for these references.”

“Oh, I have a flight booked this afternoon,” says Gareth who couldn’t stand any further boredom about cement.

“I’ll go,” says Simon. “I know what we need and I think it will be easier if just one of us goes back. It will look less important somehow. Anyway, you wanted to do some sight-seeing, Jeremy, you go ahead with that and we will meet again at the hotel tonight.”

“I am not running out on you, Simon,” says Jeremy. “I’ll come with you.”

“No, don’t worry. I’ll do a thorough job of it,” says Simon.

“You check out the city and tell me about it tonight.”

“Well, if you are sure?” says Jeremy.

“I am sure,” says Simon.

And so, the afternoon is settled. Gareth is going home. Jeremy is visiting Gabriella at her father’s ranch. He telephoned her last night. And Simon is going back to the cement factory.

“Better to catch them unawares,” he says. “In case this morning’s activities at the factory were just a show. It would be rather a revelation if I go back to find the factory closed, and no work force and no activity.”

In point of fact, Simon goes back to find the factory buzzing with activity. He is warmly greeted by Miguel Angel who, without hesitation, gives him the names and addresses, and telephone numbers of four customers who Simon can speak to.







Chapter 10


Gabriella

Gabriella comes to fetch Jeremy from his hotel. She is driving a big old convertible American car. The front seat is a comfortable bench seat and the automatic gearbox is operated by a lever on the steering wheel column, so that Jeremy and Gabriella can sit together on the front seat with no barrier between them.

To break the ice, Gabriella kisses Jeremy on the mouth the moment she sees him and then takes him by the hand to lead him outside to the car. Jeremy is so English and conservative that he is unbalanced by Gabriella’s greeting, and by her warmth but he realises that he does like it. They get into the car together and Gabriella drives away from the hotel. They navigate through the outskirts of the city centre and are soon in open flat countryside.

“I’m lonely here,” shouts Gabriella. “Come over here and sit next to me, Jeremy.”

Jeremy moves across the seat politely until he is only four inches away from her. Gabriella shifts her hips towards him until their bodies are touching and then she flings her right arm over Jeremy’s shoulders.

“I am glad to see you,” she says.

Jeremy has no wish to be rude and although this new closeness is unusual for him, he recognises that it would be construed as very rude of him if he were to attempt to struggle out of Gabriella’s one armed embrace and try to shrug himself back to the far side of the seat. It would be an unkind move, he thinks. So he stays where he is and enjoys himself.

Gabriella’s hair keeps blowing across his face and sitting right up against her, he is reminded again of the giddy quality of the perfume she wears. Jeremy had never expected the pretty airhostess to make an approach to him, and now that he is snuggled next to her in an open car and being driven across open country to her father’s ranch, the reality of the entire trip seems to blend into a daydream. This Bianca Shipping enterprise is opening up my life, thinks Jeremy, who has yet to experience by how much it will open up his life.

Gabriella moves her right thigh so that it is touching Jeremy’s thigh the whole length of it. Gabriella is wearing a pleated dress with buttons all down the front of it and she has undone two buttons at the top to reveal her magnificent cleavage.

Jeremy gives himself up to all of it. He can feel the warmth of her leg against his, he cannot stop himself from looking at her cleavage and her perfume is having a powerful effect on his usually standoffish nature. He is no longer standoffish and he loves having Gabriella’s arm over his shoulders.

“You can swim, I hope?” asks Gabriella. “Because it is hot today and I thought we could start with a swim.”

“I can swim,” says Jeremy. “I brought my things with me as you suggested.”

“Good boy,” says Gabriella and gives his shoulders a squeeze, pulling him against her so that from head to legs, they are touching.

After a blissful journey for Jeremy, Gabriella turns the car off the country road and up a long wide well maintained track a hundred yards long, and then drives through an open gateway with ‘Alejandro Ranch’ written on a large white painted board above the gate.

She swings the car around in front of the house and as she applies to break, the car bounces gently on the soft springing of the old United States car designs.

“Come on,” says Gabriella. “Let’s go swimming.” She turns to look at Jeremy full in the face. Her eyes wide. “My parents are out,” she says. “There is nobody here this afternoon except you and I.”

She turns and walks around the side of the house opening a tall gate in the tall picket fencing, and gesturing for Jeremy to walk through. Suddenly, they are in, what to Jeremy, looks like a movie star’s estate. Wide green lawns, white stone terrace and a long wide deep glittering swimming pool.

He turns to look at Gabriella who is standing on the terrace and unexpectedly unbuttoning her dress to reveal, what is in Jeremy’s mind, is a film star’s body. Slim, yet at the same time, curvaceous, suntanned and smooth, and barely covered by a tiny blue and sparkly bikini.

“The changing rooms are over there,” she points to a white painted timber building next to the pool, and then she turns and dives into the pool, giving Jeremy a tantalising rear view of her magnificent body.

Jeremy walks into the changing room with the image of Gabriella’s hot body in his mind. The changing room has a big open shower on one side with a half wall and a tiled floor area of about six feet by four feet, beneath the shower nozzle.

There is a bed up against the wall and instead of a sheet or a duvet, the bed is closely fitted with white towelling. There are open sided hanging spaces and shelving, and there are open slated benches to sit on, which stand on top of a large floor area covered by open slatted woodwork. Jeremy changes into a pair of blue and black patterned swimming shorts, hangs his clothes in the open wardrobes, and puts his bits and pieces into one of the shelving areas.

He walks outside and stands on the edge of the swimming pool.

Gabriella looks back at him. Jeremy has a visible six-pack of muscle over his stomach area. He has arms with pronounced muscles, and obviously strong chest and shoulder muscles. His long slim legs are similarly strong. He has a light suntan. Jeremy visits a gym in Richmond almost daily and has a personal trainer there. He keeps himself very fit and he swims every day at the pool close to his office.

Gabriella is excited by the body she is looking at. I can’t wait to get to grips with him, she thinks.

Jeremy dives gracefully into the pool, creating the smallest possible disturbance to the surface of the water. Gabriella swims up to him, kisses him long and deeply on the lips, and puts her arms around him feeling his hard muscles as much as she can.

Gosh, thinks Jeremy. We haven’t really been introduced or anything. This is unusual for me. Gabriella is not, however, allowing him to think very much as she runs her hands over his body and pushes her active tongue into his mouth. They are so distracted by each other that mouth-to-mouth and wrapped in each other’s arms, they slowly sink to the bottom of the pool.

They come up gasping and Gabriella shouts, “Come on, I’ll race you to the other end.”

Jeremy beats her easily, which impresses Gabriella a lot because she too swims every day when she is not flying for Aeromexico. She cannot wait any longer to fulfil her intentions. She gets out of the pool and Jeremy climbs out after her. She takes him by the hand, kisses him again with obvious and open invitation, and leads him by the hand to the changing room. The door closes behind them.

When Simon meets Jeremy that evening in the dark restaurant of their hotel, Simon notices that Jeremy seems to be different somehow. Quiet but with a sort of confident glow about him. Perhaps, he is becoming more reassured about the Bianca deal, thinks Simon. Twice during their dinner, Jeremy suddenly laughs out loud and it is not in response to anything which Simon has said or anything which has just happened.

“Did you have a good afternoon?” Simon asks Jeremy.

“A spectacular afternoon,” answers Jeremy. “Best one, I think, I have ever had.”

Simon thinks about the city of Guadalajara and finds it difficult to believe that Jeremy could have had a spectacularly enjoyable afternoon there.

The two men finish dinner, take a walk outside for an hour and then go to their separate rooms to sleep.

Gareth has already left and has, in fact, landed in Miami, which pleases him a great deal. Everything is ticking along nicely, he thinks as he drives his Caulder Jeep down the highway to Manatee Key.

Gabriella is on another Aeromexico flight with her friend, Pilar. They are standing in their stewardess’s kitchen area at the front of the plane. The plane took off an hour before, and is now above the clouds and flying smoothly.

“What was he like then? Your new conquest,” asks Pilar.

“I don’t know what to say,” answers Gabriella.

“Oh, go on tell me. You always do,” says Pilar.

Gabriella turns to look at her. “Pilar, he was not like any man I’ve ever had before,” she says. “He was gentle and considerate, and careful. He made me feel like a princess. Pilar, he made me feel as if I had never done it before.”

“You!” says Pilar with a laugh.

“Yes, he made it feel like the first time ever and there was a reason. He was so strong, Pilar. He had a magnificent body and, he was such a gentleman and he was careful with me. Touched me so tenderly and he was big. It was such a surprise. So exciting.”

“He didn’t look very big to me,” says Pilar. “Looked tall, I suppose, but he is not what I would call a big man.”

“No, Pilar, I mean that he was big and I mean, really big.”

“You mean?”

“Yes, that is exactly what I mean and he was so slow, Pilar, it was ecstasy.”

“Sounds more like the agony than ecstasy to me,” says Pilar.

“Some of that too,” says Gabriella. “But he was aware, and so he was gentle and considerate, but, Pilar, by God, he was so slow. I was in a state of high excitement, and it went on and on. I nearly lost my mind. Pilar, it was wonderful. It was fantastic. It was the best I’ve ever had.”

“What about that Canadian pilot you had?” says Pilar.

“No comparison,” says Gabriella. “This was sheer heaven and it lasted so long, I nearly passed out. I can tell you one thing, Pilar. I have got to have him again.”

“How can you do that?” asks Pilar.

“He is meeting me again,” says Gabriella. “I’m so excited. I went on feeling him for over an hour after he left last time. I felt so erotic all night.”

“But where are you meeting him?” says Pilar. “I thought he was an Englishman. How are you ever going to see him again?”

“He is flying back to Miami in a weeks’ time,” says Gabriella. “Just for a weekend. I will see him during one of my layovers in Miami.”

“A layover,” says Pilar. “You are going to get him to layover you for a weekend?”

“We may never leave the bedroom,” says Gabriella. “I am nervous, excited and frightened just thinking about him.”

Big?" says Pilar.

“Very big,” says Gabriella, “and very slow.”

A passenger’s light has come on.

“I’ve got to go,” says Pilar.

Gabriella leans against the wall. My god, she thinks, a whole weekend.







Chapter 11


Florida, Merry and Caulder Marine

Simon and Jeremy are flying back to Florida on a different flight. Simon is still worrying about how he can avoid taking Gareth to Japan with them. Simon really wants Gareth out of the way when he arranges payment details with the big Japanese company. He asks Jeremy for ideas.

“I think he will know if we try to trick him into staying behind,” says Jeremy. “My opinion is that we should aim to make the trip sound as if it is for more days, and that the work for us all out there is intricate and detailed, and therefore, for him boring. My guess is that he will find his own way to avoid going if we paint a bleak enough picture of hard work and concentration.”

“Jeremy, you are a genius,” says Simon. “That is the only way. You are quite right. We will have to work on our story but if we get it right, he will not like it and will find a way not to go.”

They conspire together during the flight, making notes about schedules and detailed inventories, invoices and double checking all the timings, and verifying all of the signatories with witnesses and extra clauses, and explanations of these clauses with an appendix following the written agreement. It sounds boring to Simon and Jeremy, so they become more hopeful that it will work with Gareth.

They stop the work briefly to eat the aeroplane food and then they resume taking notes, preparing a detailed agenda for their proposed meeting with Gareth. Their plane begins its descent.

Half an hour after landing, they are in a big taxi and on their way back to the Sonesta beach resort hotel.

“This flying is tiring,” says Jeremy who is thinking about his extra ten-hour flight in one week’s time to see Gabriella.

It will be worth it, he thinks. She was the most accommodating, most comfortable woman he had ever had sexual relations with. And her skin was so smooth, he thinks. And her muscles were so firm and her breasts were so…

“Did you hear what I said Jeremy?” Says Simon. “I was saying that it would be better if we drive down to Manatee Key tomorrow and catch Gareth unawares. So that he has not got time to formulate a plan.”

“Whatever you think, Simon,” says Jeremy who has now lost the vision he had in his head of Gabriella’s body. Only a week to go, he thinks. I must spend an hour every day in the gym and keep up my swimming, and take vitamin pills for that matter. A picture of Gabriella in a tiny blue sparkly bikini floats back into his mind just as the taxi stops abruptly at the hotel entrance.

“What? Oh, right,” says Jeremy.

They both get out and let the hotel porter carry their bags into the hotel. They go to their rooms to wash and change into more casual clothes for an alfresco dinner at the poolside café.

Jeremy has a rather vacant air about him today, thinks Simon. But he did come up with a good idea for dealing with Gareth. I wonder if Jeremy has some personal problems.

At dinner, they are happier. They have both ordered fresh fish to be grilled with a squeeze of lime and served with green salads. Jeremy’s vacant look has disappeared and once again, they begin to discuss the Tokyo trip.

“Remember that Kathy wanted to replace me on the trip,” says Jeremy. “She said that she did not want to be left out and that she particularly wants to be present during the financial arrangements with the Tokyo financial company. Kathy is very careful with money.”

“I had forgotten,” says Simon. “You are right. I wonder if we can use that as another reason to get rid of Gareth. Say that Kathy is sensitive and shy or something.”

“He will know that we have lied if he meets her,” says Jeremy. “Why don’t we just go with the flow? Drive down to Manatee Key tomorrow and play it by ear.”

That is what they decide to do and after dinner, they take a long walk on the beach before going to bed.

In the morning, Simon arranges for a hire car to be delivered to the hotel after breakfast and they both enjoy the long drive down through the Florida Keys until they get to Manatee Key.

They drive into the entrance to Caulder Marina and are accosted by a security guard who demands an explanation.

“I will tell Mr Hardcastle that you are here,” he says. “Please park over there,” indicating a clearly signposted visitors parking area.

“So much for catching him unawares,” says Jeremy. “Now we will have to hope for the best.”

Gareth comes striding towards them. “Glad you have come,” he says. “Shows real enthusiasm. I’ve just booked our hotel rooms in Tokyo. We are staying at the Hotel New Otani, Tokyo. It is all fixed up.”

Simon is startled, but Jeremy takes the initiative. “You will have to change the booking, Gareth,” he says. “Kathy, one of our investors, is coming with us. Except that I am not going. Kathy is going in my place. She is a scientist and very thorough about details.”

“Okay, what is her surname?” says Gareth. “Here, write it down and I’ll change the booking now.”

“We, err. We thought that maybe you would not want to come,” says Simon crudely abandoning Jeremy’s carefully described strategy.

“Not come?” says Gareth. “You must be joking. I want to check up on the source of the money. Money that is apart from you guys. No, Tokyo is the real money. That is where the profits are coming from, so, of course, I’m going.”

“Oh good,” says Simon totally defeated by Gareth’s forcefulness, and by his own thoughtlessness in broaching the whole subject so bluntly and crudely. Jeremy watching in astonishment as he sees the whole careful plan of discouraging Gareth abandoned in one sentence. Simon is not subtle, he thinks. Oh well, it is probably a good thing that I am not going to Tokyo. Kathy will want to open up the matter of Gareth’s fees and Simon will not be able to stop her. So at least it will be settled in one way or another.

They have coffee at Manatee Marina with Gareth and they arrange to meet in one week’s time at the hotel in Tokyo. Gareth will fly there from Florida, and Simon and Kathy will take a different route.

“Then we will close the whole deal,” says Gareth. “Bring all the pieces together at last. And then we will start making money, gentlemen.”

Jeremy is thinking that he and Simon will have to persuade the others to bring Gareth in on equal profit share terms.

Gareth is thinking about squeezing these financial people for a much bigger share.

Simon is thinking about what a mess he has made of this morning’s discussions, and how difficult it will be to control Kathy, now that he and Jeremy have not settled Gareth’s fee.

“See you in Tokyo, guys,” says Gareth as he jumps up and strides away.

He has just seen his father-in-law, Mr Caulder, arrive and he does not want him to meet Simon and Jeremy.

“See yourselves out,” is his parting shot and he walks off to keep Mr Caulder distracted.

Jeremy and Simon get back into the hired car and drive out of the gate after the security guard has first opened it for them, and then closed it again behind them.

Jeremy is driving and Simon is clenching his hands together in the passenger seat. Jeremy is too considerate to say anything to Simon to point out his errors. Jeremy thinks that in any case, the damage is done and that Simon feels badly enough already.

Simon is not as generous as Jeremy.

“Why didn’t you intervene?” he says. “I mean, why didn’t you start talking about all of the schedules and everything? You left it all to me.”

Jeremy glances across at Simon.

“Once you had disclosed our wishes, I could not conceal what we wanted,” he says. “You had already told him. Subtlety and a slow build up to bore him out of going was already thrown away. So I said nothing.”

“Exactly,” says Simon. “You said nothing. You were no help at all. I thought that you had a vacant look about you yesterday.”

Jeremy can see no benefit in arguing except to make Simon feel better. He decides to be blunt.

“You messed it up, Simon,” he says, “and I am not going to talk about it anymore. Let’s accept matters the way they are and not fall out about it now. Here we are in the sunshine, in a convertible car driving through the Keys. Today. Now. Let’s enjoy it and when we get back to the hotel, we can have a swim to cool off. I am disappointed too, you know, but shouting at each other will only make things worse.”

Simon looks at him fuming. He wants to lash out and blame someone else but he knows that Jeremy is right. He is an intelligent man, thinks Simon. I had not noticed it before.

At this moment, they have stopped at traffic lights in the centre of Key West. Two pretty girls are sauntering across the road in front of them. Wearing shorts and sneakers, and bikini tops.

“Hey, boys,” one of them waves and smiles at Simon. Their attention instantly changes his mood.

“Hey, girls,” he calls back.

The lights change to green and Jeremy slowly drives on.

“You are right, Jeremy,” says Simon. “We should enjoy the day. What is done is done. We will just have to live with it. There are girls at the hotel, aren’t there? Pretty girls at reception and a very perky girl in the beachside café. I am going to have a day of relaxation.”

Simon is shamelessly unfaithful to his girlfriend, Blindi. He often has encounters when he is scouting new holiday destinations. Simon justifies himself by thinking that his extra experiences make him better for Blindi. Blindi is a fitness instructor, and is intently aware of her own body’s reactions during her liaisons with Simon and does not retain any impression of changes in Simon’s technique. In point of fact, Simon never varies his technique and takes nothing away with him from his experiences with other girls. He is the same with everyone, which is why Blindi concentrates on pleasing herself. Neither of them is consciously aware of the other, nor considerate of the other either. They both live their own lives with a practiced selfishness, which, of course, limits all of their pleasures. They are not inclined to change. They do not think of changing. They live their lives habitually in the same way.

Jeremy drives steadily along in the warm sunshine. There are a lot of police cars cruising and watching, and there are some big trucks. There is the occasional large powerful motorbike but there are no cyclists at all. Nobody cycles on Florida highways. Exercise takes place on the beach where there are often fitness classes and frequently, weight lifters train on the beach. There are gyms. Often open sided to the fresh air and always with the most up-to-date equipment. Looking out of his hotel window earlier this morning, Jeremy had watched a girl doing Pilates exercises on the flat roof of a nearby apartment building. She was conscientious, and thorough about all of her stretching and training her muscles. Jeremy had thought at the time that she looked lovely in the early morning sun.

They are nearing the heart of Miami. They stay on the road, which mostly passes by the city, and eventually, takes them across a causeway and onto the separate large spit of land, which accommodates the Sonesta Beach Resort Hotel, some houses and two shopping malls.

As they crossed the causeway, Jeremy notices, perhaps, as many as twelve quirky, individual and somewhat ramshackle houses built on long stilts high above the water about half a mile or less out to sea. I wonder what sort of people live there, he thinks. Maybe old hippies.

Simon has relaxed now, and is thinking about his lunch and his afternoon of pleasure. He deserves some pleasure; he believes that he deserves it. The fact that he messed up the day’s negotiations does not dent his belief that he deserves a reward. He is thinking of the perky girl in the poolside café.

The perky girl in the poolside café evidently has a boyfriend who also appreciates her charms. Simon is disappointed and after his lunch with Jeremy, he goes for a walk on the vast sandy beach. Prowling for girls, thinks Jeremy as he prepares to take a long and vigorous swim in the beachside pool. He can time the lengths he swims in a pool whereas in the sea, he will simply splash about and play. He wants to keep his fitness levels up for his next encounter with Gabriella. What a find, he thinks to himself. What a pity she lives so far away.

Simon sees a likely prospect on the beach. She plays him as much as he plays her but in his case, he does not realise it. She is a make-up artist for models and also works as a photographer’s assistant. Auburn hair, long legs, slim figure and amused intelligent face, which fools Simon into thinking that he is in charge of the encounter and that he is setting the agenda. The girls name is Merry. She has a sister called Joy and very happy parents. Her father is the editor of a popular satirical and humourist US magazine, and her mother used to work as an acrobat in a travelling circus. Merry has had an unconventional upbringing and is mildly entertained by Simon’s extremely conventional approach to her. Charming in a silly way is what Merry thinks and she is enjoying Simon’s English accent.

She only has an hour left before she has an appointment. She is sitting in the sunshine, wearing a purple bikini and listening to the exaggerations with which Simon is plying her.

“Oh yes, we are a very big international shipping company, worldwide interests.” Making the usual male mistake of seeking to widen the gulf between the girl’s experiences and the man’s, thinking that this enhances the male appeal. It does not.

Merry is becoming a little uninterested and starts to play with Simon. “You are the captain of the ship?” she asks. “Oh how exciting. Do you navigate with a sextant? Perhaps, you have a navigator on the ship but you can do it as well I’m sure.”

“I am not a captain,” say Simon.

“How do you look at all of your worldwide interests then?”

“I am a businessman, you see.”

“Oh, you mean that you own things,” says Merry. “Other people captain the ships and navigate, and you just own them.”

“We don’t actually own the ships, you see, we just rent them. It is called chartering a ship.”

“So why do you charter them?” asks Merry.

“To carry goods, you know, materials from one part of the world to another,” says Simon.

“You charter ships to carry your goods,” says Merry. “So you make things?”

Simon pauses to think. It would have been much easier if he had told her that he was a travel agent. He has the experience as a travel agent. “We carry other people’s goods,” says Simon.

“This is difficult for me,” says Merry. “You hire other people’s ships to carry other people’s goods and you tell me that you are a big international shipping company. If you don’t own anything, then how do you make any money?”

Simon is honestly wondering why he didn’t just talk about the beach and the sea, and Merry’s purple bikini. Merry is thinking the same thing but she is having a better time than Simon.

“We take a fee, you see, for arranging everything,” says Simon firmly.

“So you are a commission man,” says Merry. She looks at him sadly. “You are only a commission man. I have to go now. I have an appointment.” She jumps up, picks up her bag, her dress and her towel, and walks away without saying goodbye.

A commission man, thinks Simon. In fact, his travel agency business is simply based on commission and the Bianca Shipping Co is simply a commission business. Simon feels rather deflated. I could have told her I’d been to Mexico, he thinks. But then, we only went to Mexico to look at cement and people who make cement. Not very glamorous really. Anyhow, she has gone now. Simon spent his time talking about himself and did not discover anything about the girl. He forgot to ask her anything. He was not really interested in her, he realises. He just wanted sex.

Simon starts to walk back along the beach. I will telephone Blindi from the hotel, he decides. She will make me feel better.

Simon walks up the beach to the hotel swimming pool. He sees Jeremy laying on a sunbed at the side of the pool. Jeremy is asleep.

Simon sits down on the adjoining sunbed. “Jeremy, wake up,” he says.

Jeremy opens his eyes slowly and sits up. “What?” he says.

Simon says, “Well, we have to leave tomorrow, you know. Did you have a good afternoon?”

“Yes, I was swimming,” says Jeremy.

“You look exhausted,” says Simon. “Are you training for the Olympics?”

“No, but these plane journeys are tiring,” says Jeremy, “and at the end of them, you have not taken any exercise. I was trying to catch up.”

“You keep yourself pretty fit, Jeremy,” says Simon. “Blindi would be proud of you.”

“She is proud of you, I’m sure,” says Jeremy diplomatically.

“Jeremy, are we just commission men?” says Jeremy. “I mean, this Bianca Shipping thing. We are not really a shipping company, are we? We just take commission.”

“It is much more than that,” says Jeremy. “We provide the finance. Essentially, we oil the wheels. Without us, the shipping of cement to Taiwan cannot take place. We pay for the cement and the ship in Mexico, and long before we get paid by Taiwan. Then we get paid by a transfer of funds from TBS Industries in Japan. They provide the international money transfers, which Taiwan cannot arrange. It is a unique opportunity for us to finance a deal, which is closed at both ends.”

“So it is not commission then?”

“Oh no, Simon, it is finance. International finance. Big business.” Jeremy smiles proudly.

Simon is relieved. The girl on the beach had made him feel small.

“What time do we fly home tomorrow?” Simon asks.

“I think it is 12 o’clock midday,” says Jeremy. “We have to be at the airport by ten.”

“So we can have breakfast here before we leave.” Says Simon. “I’m going to have those American blueberry pancakes with maple syrup.”

Chapter 12

The Caulder Family Takeover

The flight back to London is uneventful. Simon sleeps a lot of the time, and Jeremy walks up and down the aisle. They arrive, negotiate immigration and customs, and take a taxi back to the west side of London. It is evening time.

“We have arranged a meeting tomorrow with Kathy and Andrew,” says Jeremy. “They want a progress report. I’ll write something up and hand it round.”

At Bianca Shipping offices, part way up Richmond Hill, the four investors and shareholders are excited.

“So the cement factory was big?” asks Andrew, “and fully operational?”

“Yes and we went back secretly in the afternoon to check that it was really busy,” says Jeremy, “and it was.”

They all start chattering at once.

“We have the contract from Taiwan,” says Kathy. “Lawyers are checking it for us now. The next trip is to Japan and to be certain of the financial arrangements, I am going to Japan.” Kathy is firm on this point. “I want to meet the people who are going to send our payments.”

Things begin to move quickly after the meeting, and tickets for flights to Tokyo are purchased for Simon and Kathy.

Jeremy is pleased not to be going. He knows that Kathy will want to settle a financial deal with Gareth.

Simon sees his girlfriend, Belinda, who he calls Blindi and they enjoy a very physical night together. Simon gets his confidence back.

Jeremy goes home. He has a light supper and listens to opera before going to bed.

Andrew and his girl, Nancy, go to the cinema, and Kathy, who is looking forward to the adventure of a trip to Tokyo, goes dancing until 1 o’clock in the morning.

The days pass and Jeremy’s return to Florida to see Gabriella, and Simon and Kathy’s trip to Tokyo to meet financiers is finally upon them.

Simon and Kathy leave from Heathrow airport, and Jeremy leaves from Gatwick so they do not meet and Jeremy has not told anyone about his Florida weekend. He simply arranged with the partnership at his offices to take Friday, and Monday and Tuesday as days off.

Simon and Kathy are flying business class using Japan Airways. Jeremy is flying with Virgin Atlantic and has chosen economy.

The three of them take off and start their flights in two different directions.

At Manatee Key, Gareth has been having more trouble with the Caulder ownership. The new obligation now is name badges. Every employee must wear a lapel badge printed, laminated and mounted on plastic by the company.

Gareth Hardcastle feels imprisoned by the new rule and is further enraged when his name badge is delivered to him with the wrong name.

“Gary Hardcastle,” he shouts at his wife. “I have been given a new name now.”

“Gary is a friendlier name, darling,” says Miranda.

“I am not their friend. I am their diving instructor. The safety of the whole team is down to me. I am in charge. I am not a friend.”

“Daddy thought it was better for the customers, darling.”

“He told you that? Why didn’t he talk to me? Your father has never been diving. He doesn’t understand the risks. Anyway, my name is not Gary. I am not having your father christen me again. I want a new badge with Gareth Hardcastle printed on it. What am I saying? I am not going to wear a badge at all. It’s like a dog.”

“Dogs don’t wear badges, darling.”

“So it’s even worse than a dog. I am not wearing it. And I am going away for a few days. To meet new customers.”

“Oh, that is a good idea. A change will do you good. When you come back, I expect that you will feel differently about everything.”

“I certainly hope so,” says Gareth and now more than ever, he is pining all of his hopes for a personal fortune on Bianca Shipping Ltd.

Gareth has previously decided to open a bank account. He did it yesterday. Using personal contacts with the Caulder family and the Caulder Company, he opened an account in the name of Gareth Hardcastle DBA Bianca Shipping. This is a familiar method at US banks. Fred Smith doing business as Florida Hardware Store or Gareth Hardcastle, doing business as – DBA – Bianca Shipping. His father-in-law’s banker assumed that it was some other boating business that Gareth was involved with. He now has the bank account details and the bank account number all ready for his profit share.

He packs for his trip to Tokyo. The flight takes less time from the USA than it does from Britain.

Gareth has the name of the Japanese company directors they are all going to meet and he has changed the booking at the Hotel New Otani to include the name of Kathleen O’Donnell. I wonder what she is like, he thinks.

Gareth departs for the airport. He is looking forward to the last piece of the jigsaw being put into place.







Chapter 13


Japan and Gareth Hardcastle’s Swindle

Gareth arrives first and moves into the Hotel New Otani, Tokyo. The hotel is enormous and has a vast array of facilities. It has wonderful historic gardens, and the staff is attentive and polite. Gareth enjoys it very much.

Simon and Kathy arrive later, and are both surprised by the hotel. Kathy discovers that it has a fitness centre and a sauna as well as a tennis courts. Her restless physical temperament will be adequately catered for here, she thinks. I will not risk going out dancing, she decides.

Simon is impressed to be told that there are about thirty places to eat and drink on-site. Japanese restaurants, Chinese, Italian and French. This is an odd place, he decides.

The three of them gather in a kind of coffee shop on the first floor.

“What is the agenda?” asks Kathy.

“We have a 10:30 meeting at TBS Industries. Their offices are in an area of place called Shibaura. We will have to go separately because I promised Miranda that I would buy her a present from Japan. I will meet you there.”

Gareth has not told the truth. The meeting has been arranged with three executives of TBS Industries. The leader is a man called Akio Hashimoto, and he will be accompanied by a lady accountant called Makiko Tachibana and an administrator with the name, Kenji Nakajima. The meeting has been scheduled for 10 o’clock and Gareth calculates that he will make the first impression introducing his financiers as assistants at 10:30. He wants to get the payment details clear and he wants to be the one who authorises the payment. He intends to be important in this deal. This is my deal, he thinks fiercely.

Simon and Kathy agreed to the timing of the meeting tomorrow, and Simon walks with Kathy to the reception to make arrangements for a taxi after breakfast.

“What shall we do now?” He asks Kathy.

“Let’s have a look at Tokyo,” she answers.

They find a taxi and ask the driver to give them a tour of the city.

“I am worried about Gareth,” says Kathy. “What deal did you agree with him in Florida?”

“Well, nothing has changed really,” answers Simon. “I mean, from the first conversations we had.”

“What does he expect then?” Asks Kathy.

“A commission, I suppose,” answers Simon.

“One percent, maybe two percent, something like that.”

“But one or two percent of what?” asks Kathy. “The whole three year deal, or the first year or the first payment? The difference is huge. The first months profit is, say £500,000, so one percent of that is £5000, 2% is £10,000 but the whole first year is a $6 million profit so then in dollars, that would be $600,000 and when would we pay him? If it’s the whole three years, then it is $2.4 million. And is he going to want it upfront? I mean, surely not. He will have to accept monthly payments. This is all so loose, Simon. What did he actually say? Can you remember?”

“He said he wanted something out of the profits,” says Simon.

“But you talked to us of giving him a one-off payment of £20,000. It is just not settled and I want to settle it. It impinges hugely on our profits and on the cash we need upfront. It is crucial, Simon. I cannot believe that you just left it open. We must settle it today.”

“Okay, okay, we will settle it, but first, let us meet the Japanese money people, okay?”

Gareth Hardcastle had, in fact, been casual in his mention of money to Simon at the very start. He had not been specific. He was disdainful about the money, leading Simon to suppose that he was passing the information on in exchange for ‘a drink’, as some businessmen call it. An introducer’s fee. As the weeks had passed, and because Gareth has lost control of his own business and because his father-in-law was taking over and empire building all around, Gareth has become more reliant on the shipping idea and has built it up in his mind. He now sees it as his big way out.

Simon and Kathy are being driven by an enthusiastic Japanese taxi driver whose name is Nobuyuki.

“We are passing Ginza,” shouts the taxi driver. “Biggest shopping centre in the world.”

Simon and Kathy look out at the brilliant lights, and extravagant architecture of what looks like hundreds of shops at street level and on the upper floors.

“I wouldn’t mind a days’ takings from here,” says Simon.

Kathy recognises many brand names in the shop windows as they drive slowly along. She also sees many more product names, which she does not recognise.

“You want to buy?” shouts the taxi driver.

“No, thank you,” says Kathy. “Please drive us somewhere different.”

“Okay,” says the driver. “We go to Shinjuku Station. Very big.”

The driver insists that they get out of his taxi at Shinjuku Station. Teaming with people, this station is astonishing and in its own way, impressive. It is nothing like any European station. It is an extensive network of train platforms and underground passages. There are department stores at the station and most surprising of all, there are hundreds of shops. Nobuyuki tells Simon that there are nearly one thousand shops at the station. Schoolgirls are gathered in large groups. Posing with their hands around their faces for photographs, and there are large groups of businessmen in seemingly identical suits and all carrying briefcases hurrying along the underground passageways to the station platforms. Kathy notices the absence of buskers and beggars, and sees how clean the station areas are despite the enormous passage of people.

“Disneyland,” shouts Nobuyuki. “We go now. Disneyland.”

“Oh no, please,” says Kathy. “We have just come back from Florida, we have seen Disneyland. Please take us somewhere quiet. Somewhere with trees.”

“Trees. Okay, trees,” shouts Nobuyuki. “Inside taxi, please.” He leads the way back to the taxi and they all get in. Nobuyuki begins to drive again.

Just beyond the station, he stops at Yoyogi Park. Simon and Kathy get out, and Nobuyuki stays with the car. “Ten minutes,” he says. “Then I show you trees.”

Reluctantly, Simon and Kathy go into the park, and once again, have another original experience. There are musical performances taking place. Several at the same time. There are men in suits playing hula-hoop. Actors are moving dramatically whilst practising their lines for plays or films. A hive of contrasting activities. Groups of people are sat around on the grass either to listen to the music or to watch the actors, or to eat elaborate picnics.

“What a place,” says Kathy.

“Crowded,” answers Simon.

They walked back to Nobuyuki and his taxi.

“Trees,” says Nobuyuki. “Okay.”

He drives on and eventually, they are passing down to Omotesando Avenue, which is a grand wide avenue lined with zelkova trees. There are more shops on either side of them including some old Japanese shops, which is a surprise to Kathy.

“I’ve just caught a glimpse of old Tokyo,” she says while laughing.

That avenue leads to the Meiji shrine, and once again, they are urged to get out and walk. They find themselves in a forest in the middle of Tokyo. An enormous number of different varieties of trees are here.

“He told us we would see trees,” says Kathy, “and here they are. Quite amazing.”

“I think that we have seen very little of Tokyo,” says Simon. “We could spend two weeks here and still only see part of it.”

“Isn’t there meant to be one of the tallest buildings in the world here?” Says Kathy. “Half a kilometre high or something.”

“I’d rather see a restaurant,” says Simon. “I am feeling hungry.”

“What do you fancy?” Asks Kathy.

“Japanese, I suppose,” says Simon. “Let’s ask Nobuyuki.”

“Sushi,” says Nobuyuki. “We try Ginza Kyubey. Difficult to get a table, but we try. Okay?”

Nobuyuki drives his taxi to a four-storey restaurant. He leaves Simon and Kathy whilst he goes inside. He comes out smiling.

“Table for you,” he shouts. “Very best sushi.”

He leads them in and hands them over to the restaurant manager.

“I come back in two hours,” he tells them. He leaves.

Simon and Kathy are led through the vast restaurant, and upstairs to seats on the third floor.

“Sushi is raw fish, isn’t it, Simon?” says Kathy. “I don’t think I can eat raw fish.”

Simon and Kathy are seated in an intimate counter space with kitchen facilities, and long chopping boards in front of them.

“Set prices for five courses,” says a waiter coming up behind them. “You like?”

“Yes, I think so,” says Simon. “We will be alright. Just don’t eat anything you don’t like the look of. In five courses, there is sure to be something you can eat.”

“I saw an advertisement for a steak house at our hotel,” says Kathy, “and another advertisement for a pizza house.”

“Come on, we are here now. Let’s give it a try. Nothing like this at home,” says Simon.

“Alright,” says Kathy. “The five course menu.”

The waiter talks to two chefs who are working in front of Simon and Kathy.

Speaking Japanese, the chefs start slicing fish in full view of Simon and Kathy, and preparing intricate combinations of flavours which are served in a deliberate order, one dish after the other.

“Maguro no karma,” says a chef placing a small triangular china plate in front of each of them. Steaming hot fish is on the plate.

“Delicious,” says Kathy, as she tastes it. “But it is cooked.”

“Oh well, let’s go along with it,” says Simon. “Cooked or not cooked.”

A waiter puts a wooden cup of Saki beside each of their place settings.

“Rice wine,” says Simon.

“How on earth can you call something wine if it is made out of rice?” says Kathy.

“Sashimi,” says the chef as he places two more dishes in front of them.

“Okay, I am going along with it,” says Kathy. “I am not in Richmond now.”

The evening passes quickly as they try new and different dishes. A man called Imada San, who is the elderly Japanese owner, prides himself on talking to every customer. He stops to speak to Kathy and Simon. Simon finds himself bowing to the man whilst Kathy gives him a dazzling smile and takes the old man by the hand. The owner seems genuinely pleased and after a few words of Japanese, he walks on.

Food is served on a variety of plates. Many in warm earth colours and others in pale blue. The plates appear to be chosen to complement the food.

Simon and Kathy have a splendid evening. The bill comes to over £300 but Simon does the conversion wrong and says that the dinner has been a bargain. He pays by credit card.

They leave the restaurant to find Nobuyuki and his taxi waiting outside.

“That rice wine goes to your head,” says Kathy. “I think I will sleep well tonight. Don’t forget, we are settling a deal with Gareth tomorrow.”

They arrive back at their vast hotel and take the lift up to their rooms.

“See you at breakfast,” says Simon.

“Where?” asks Kathy.

“Let’s try the Sky,” says Simon. “The restaurant on the top floor.”

“8 o’clock?” Asks Kathy.

“Okay, see you there, goodnight,” calls Simon as he walks down the corridor to his room.

Kathy has a breakfast of fruit and yoghurt, and coffee. Simon has a strange vegetable combination, which is not what he thought it was going to be when he ordered it.

“How is your room?” he asks Kathy.

“Clean, stark, efficient. I slept well,” answers Kathy.

“We don’t know how long it will take us to get to TBS Industries offices. I have arranged a taxi for 9:30. Do you think that may be too late?” asks Simon.

“You have arranged it now,” says Kathy. “Did you ask at reception?”

“Oh yes, they said about 45 minutes,” says Simon.

“Then I think we are okay,” says Kathy. “I’ll smarten myself up a bit and meet you in reception in 15 minutes.”

“Certainly, okay,” says Simon.

The taxi takes them to an enormous building with the name, TBS Industries, presented in stonework. Simon and Kathy walk inside.

Upstairs, Gareth is concluding his meeting with Akio Hashimoto and the company accountant, Makiko Tachibana. The administrator, Kenji Nakejima, says nothing.

“You give us your Bianca company bank account number and all the information. We forward the money to you when the Mexico executives tell us to do this,” says Makiko.

“I will write it down for you,” he says.

Makiko gives him a sheet of paper and Gareth writes his own Bianca bank account number. The account he opened in Florida. He is not thinking clearly when he does this. He just wants to keep up appearances.

“My financial backers are arriving in five minutes,” he says. “You may want to ask them to confirm that they have the necessary money already in the bank to start the first month’s payment. They are from London,” he says.

“London?” says Makiko. “Not USA?”

“I consider them to be most reliable,” says Gareth. “You will see for yourselves.”

The leader of the TBS Company has not spoken a word. He sits watching. Perhaps, he doesn’t speak English, thinks Gareth. The other one hasn’t spoken either. Perhaps, the woman, Makiko, is the only English-speaking one.

At this moment, Simon and Kathy are shown into the room, and a circle of respectful bowing begins.

“The company financiers,” says Gareth.

“You have your money in cash?” Says Makiko. “No borrowed money. Timing too tight to fit with borrowed money. Only cash.”

“Yes, certainly,” says Simon. “All of our company money is in cash. We can send you the bank account details.”

“Not wanted now,” says Makiko sharply.

“Alright, later then,” says Simon who, of course, cannot possibly know that Gareth has already supplied Makiko and TBS Industries with his own Bianca Shipping bank account. Gareth does not have a limited company. He has not incorporated the name in the USA or anywhere else, but Makiko has accepted the bank details. Gareth must now hurry the meeting to a close.

“When will your company pay Bianca Shipping?” asks Kathy.

“When Taiwan Company tells us to,” says Makiko. “Cement on ship, Taiwan Company tells us to pay.”

“Five to seven days,” says Akio Hashimoto. “No more. That is as fast as Mexico tells Taiwan, Taiwan tells us, TBS Industries pay. No wait.”

“How will we know?” persists Kathy.

“Money in the Bianca Shipping bank account,” says Akio. “You know.”

“Meeting now closed,” says Akio firmly.

He presses a button under the table and a pretty fluttering secretary enters the room. She has the body movements of a bird. She shepherds Kathy, Simon and Gareth out of the room, and into an elevator. As they emerge on the ground floor and start to walk out of the building, Simon suddenly says, “I didn’t give him the bank account details.”

“Give them to me,” says Gareth efficiently. “I will run back.” Gareth holds out his hand compellingly and Simon has no reason to doubt him so he hands Gareth a paper with Bianca Shipping Ltd, London bank account details typed out on it clearly. Gareth darts away and is inside the elevator before Kathy notices. She has no reason to be suspicious anyway. Once inside, the elevator with the doors closed, Gareth presses floor eighteen and proceeds to tear up the paper, which Simon has given him into tiny pieces. At floor eighteen, he presses lobby and returns to the reception. He finds Simon and Kathy chatting outside in the sunshine.

“All fixed,” says Gareth with a wolfish grin.

“It is only 11 o’clock,” says Kathy. “Shall we go to Tokyo city hall and look down on the city from their observatory deck?”

“Is that the tallest building?” asks Simon.

“No,” says Kathy, “but it was the tallest in 2006. It is still the only one which has free look-out points.”

“How do you know this?” asks Gareth.

“I read a guide book at the hotel,” says Kathy.

Simon hails a taxi and the three of them get in.

“Tokyo city hall,” Kathy tells their driver.

“It was a short meeting, don’t you think?” says Simon.

“Efficient, I suppose,” says Kathy. “And they are acting for Taiwan, not really for us.”

“I think it was just right,” says Gareth smiling.

From the city hall observation deck, they can see Mount Fuji.

“Lucky that it is a clear day,” says Simon. “I heard that there is a lot of fog or pollution, or mist or something here.”

“Not today,” says Gareth brightly. “Everything is clear today.”

Whilst the three Tokyo visitors are behaving like tourists, Jeremy is greeting Gabriella in the restaurant of the Sonesta Beach Resort hotel in Florida. She gives him no opportunity to be standoffish and British. She runs into his arms, jumps up and wraps her legs around him.

“I am so happy to see you. I have missed you so much,” she says nibbling his ear.

Jeremy is emotionally bowled over. Ten minutes earlier, he was wondering what he had come here for. Now, he has no doubts. Only enthusiasm.

Back in Tokyo, Simon, Kathy and Gareth are back in a taxi heading to their hotel. They have decided to have lunch there. Kathy will use the gymnasium in the afternoon, and Simon and Gareth are planning to play tennis.

Once they are seated in the restaurant of their choice, Kathy decides to open up the financial conversation with Gareth. She is blunt.

“How much is your fee, Gareth? I have not asked Simon, so I am asking you. What did you agree with Simon?”

“I thought that Simon would have already settled the profit shares,” says Gareth. “I mean, surely you have discussed it all between you and agreed profit shares?”

“I am asking you, what amount you believe is due to you?” says Kathy.

Simon is literally sitting on his hands. He is, for the first time, recognising what a mistake he has made. Kathy is right. Simon should have agreed all of this before they even went to Mexico.

Gareth looks at them both. Simon has not told Kathy, he realises. Probably not told the others either. What should he say?

“A profit share equal to yours,” he declares. “That is, since there are four of you, then with me included, that will be five, so one fifth each or twenty percent each.”

“You mean, twenty percent of the first payments profits, Gareth?” Kathy says. “That would be $100,000. That is too much. We will pay you $50,000.”

“Each month,” says Gareth.

“No. As a one off payment. An introductory fee. You have had no expenses. We have paid for everything so far. We give you $50,000 for giving us the deal.”

Bastards, thinks Gareth. Greedy, selfish bastards. I am an important part of this deal. They would not have it at all without me. I will take control. They will not know until after I have done it. I will need some money for expenses. They should pay my expenses, the selfish, British bastards.

“I have given you the deal,” says Gareth. “So give me the $50,000 now. There is nothing more for me to do except to go home. So pay me the $50,000.”

Gareth realises that in order to pull off his plan, he will incur some costs. It is only right that his victims should pay the costs. $50,000 should cover it. Selfish bastards, he thinks.

Simon looks up. “Done,” he says. “We will pay you now.”

“Simon,” says Kathy. “Can we talk about this?”

“We are talking about it,” says Simon who can now see a way out of the mess he has made.

“Okay,” says Gareth. “Your cheque will do. Then I will take the first flight home.”

Simon looks at Kathy and nods his head. Kathy looks back at Simon.

“Alright,” she says. “Let’s have our lunch here and then we will give you a company cheque. We will want a receipt for it, of course.”

“Of course,” says Gareth who is secretly pleased. Idiots, he thinks. They will never see any profits. Idiots. I can’t wait to leave Japan.

“I don’t want any lunch,” says Gareth. “I’ll sit here while you get your company cheque book and write out a receipt. Then, when I have the cheque and you have the receipt, I will leave you to lunch together. I will make arrangements to fly home as soon as possible.”

Kathy is surprised. “Okay,” she says. “I’ll get everything now.” She leaves Gareth and Simon, and goes to her room. She types a receipt on her laptop and then uses the hotel printer in reception to print it off. She writes a cheque for $50,000 made payable to Gareth Hardcastle on the London Bianca Shipping Ltd account.

She leaves her room, gets into the lift and returns to the restaurant.

Gareth and Simon are not talking. Kathy walks up to them and asks Simon to counter sign the cheque. She looks at Gareth. “I have the cheque,” she says and shows it to him, “and here is the receipt.”

Gareth looks at the receipt. It says:

’Received from Bianca Shipping Ltd, the sum of $50,000 as a fee for the sole introduction of the companies, and personnel integral to the financial agreements relating to the London Bianca Shipping Ltd company, the companies of TBS Industries, Cardenas Cement and the Taiwan Chamber of Commerce. The introduction made by Gareth Hardcastle payment for which is hereinto acknowledged as being in full and final settlement is not transferrable, and all of the details of the related transactions are declared to be exclusive property of Bianca Shipping Ltd, company account number: 7428621 and confidential.

Acknowledged receipt by Gareth Hardcastle and confirmation by Gareth Hardcastle of his acceptance of the above terms,

Signed: ……………’

Gareth reads the receipt and signs it with a flourish. He picks up the cheque, and carefully puts it into his wallet and then into his inside jacket pocket.

“Good luck,” he says, and without shaking hands, he turns and walks out of the restaurant. He intends to make the earliest possible reservation for a flight home and then to eat his lunch in another hotel restaurant.







Chapter 14


Jeremy and Gabriella

They are now walking down the beach along the seashore. Gabriella is leaning on Jeremy. She has her shoes dangling by their straps in one hand and her other hand is on the back of Jeremy’s neck. She is wearing a short thin summer dress and has a bikini on underneath it.

Jeremy is wearing chinos and a tennis shirt with trainers on, and he is wearing his swimming shorts and carrying a large towel.

“What is your occupation, Jeremy?” asks Gabriella.

“I am a surveyor,” answers Jeremy,

“And what do you do with your spare time?” asks Gabriella

“I used to play rugby,” says Jeremy, “but I injured my knee and had to stop. Now I go to the gym and I go swimming every day. I have also taken up fencing.”

“Fencing?”

“You know, sword fighting.”

“Oh, Jeremy, how dangerous,” says Gabriella giggling.

“It’s not really dangerous,” answers Jeremy. “You wear a padded body suit and a face mask.”

“What about your injured knee?”

“Well, one tends to fight moving forwards and backwards. So far, the knee has been okay.”

“And where do you live, Jeremy?”

“On the outskirts of London. The west side.”

“An old house or a new house?”

“An old house. Quite large but it is warm and private. Can I ask questions now?”

“Not yet. I have more questions. Do you prefer life in the snow, skiing and sledging, or do you prefer life in the sunshine, swimming and sunbathing on golden sands? Which do you like, Jeremy?”

“Definitely the sunshine, Gabriella, and beaches and swimming in the sea. I don’t like the cold.”

“You don’t like the cold but you live in England. Why is that?”

“My parents were born in England. My grandparents were born in England.”

“You could still move away, Jeremy.”

“I know that you are right but I have never thought about it. It’s true that if I had a choice, I would live in the sunshine somewhere.”

“You always have a choice, Jeremy.”

“My questions now. Are you Mexican or Spanish? You have wonderful dark Spanish eyes.”

“Mexican girls have dark eyes too, you know.”

“Yes, but are you Spanish?”

“My mother is from Mexico and my father is from Texas.”

“Texas? Really? Is he dark?”

“No, he is blonde. He is a Texan oilman.”

“An oilman? What does that mean?”

“It means that he owns oil wells in Texas and that we are very rich. What do you think of that?”

“I think it must be very agreeable.”

“Agreeable?”

“Pleasant. Enjoyable, I mean. Because having money gives a person more choices. Why do you not live in Texas?”

“I have lived in Texas, Jeremy. I went to school in Texas. Grew up there. I only left Texas in my twenties and then only because Daddy bought a ranch in Mexico to breed horses.”

“Now you are an airhostess!”

“Only now, Jeremy. I could be something else tomorrow. I like meeting people and I like travelling. That is enough questions. I want to go swimming now.”

“Okay,” says Jeremy who stops to take off his shoes, shirt and trousers revealing dark blue swimming shorts underneath. “I’ll race you to the raft.”

“Wait, Jeremy. Let me take off my dress.” Gabriella throws down her sandals and steps out of her dress. She immediately starts running towards the sea, catching Jeremy unprepared.

Gabriella wades out into deep water and dives, giving Jeremy a glimpse of her derrière. He follows her close behind and they both start to swim out to the diving raft, which is anchored in deep water with two diving boards covered symmetrically with rope.

Jeremy overtakes Gabriella after about 50 yards and swims strongly ahead of her until he reaches the raft. Then he stops and treads water until Gabriella swims up. Jeremy does not touch the raft. Gabriella reaches out and grabs the raft with one hand.

“I’ve won,” she shouts. “You should not have waited. What is my prize?”

Jeremy skilfully engages her in a deep provocative kiss, putting one arm around her waist in the process.

“That is not your prize,” he says. “That is just a clue. You will have to guess.”

“What if I guess wrong?”

“You won’t guess wrong, Gabriella, but if you do, then you get the prize twice.”

Gabriella feels as if a hot stone has dropped down her throat and coursed through her abdomen to her groin. Even in the seawater, her body prickles with perspiration.

“Jeremy,” is all she can say in a hoarse voice.

Jeremy hoists himself up onto the matting, which covers the raft. He lies down and looks at Gabriella who is still in the sea. Her eyes sparkle with excitement and her bikini top feels tight.

“Come and sunbathe,” says Jeremy, “or a shark might get you.”

“A shark might get me up there,” says Gabriella, “or an octopus.”

“Texas girls are not scared, are they?” asks Jeremy.

“Alright. Pull me up.”

Gabriella puts her feet on the side of the raft and let’s Jeremy pull her whole weight into an upright position until she is standing on the raft.

“What are you going to do with me now?” she says.

“I am going to look at you,” says Jeremy, “and think about what I would really like to do.”

“You are a flirt,” says Gabriella. “I am going back.”

She dives gracefully off the raft cutting into the water with a minuscule splash. She starts to swim easily and slowly towards the shore.

Jeremy stands up to watch her. After five minutes enjoying the sight of her lithe, suntanned body swimming away from him, he dives in and starts to swim after her with stronger quicker strokes. He catches her up after a few minutes, and smiles at her and says, “Hello. I am very pleased to have met you.”

“Are you indeed?” says Gabriella. “Give me a kiss then.”

And with her left hand, she grabs a clump of hair at the back of Jeremy’s head and pulls his mouth towards hers. She kisses him wantonly, and pushes her right leg between his legs and then clamps his leg with her left leg as well. They start to sink whilst they are still kissing. When they touch the sandy bottom, they push apart and come up smiling. Gabriella starts to laugh and begins to swim closer to the shore. Jeremy follows her. A few yards further in, they start to kiss again. This time they can stand with Jeremy’s head and shoulders out of the water, and Gabrielle’s head out of the water. Gabriella runs her hands over Jeremy’s head in an affectionate gesture. I love the hair on his chest, she thinks. American men wax their chests so that they are smooth but Jeremy the rugby player and sword fighter, has chest hair and a covering of hair on his upper back. I find that so masculine. Jeremy, by contrast, is finding Gabriella to be most excitingly feminine. He wants to play it cool but she is so hot in his arms that he wants to get her into his hotel room.

They break away from each other and both smile.

“Would you like lunch, Jeremy?” Asks Gabriella.

“Not a lot of lunch,” says Jeremy. “Maybe a salad and some fruit. What about you?”

“I could eat something,” says Gabriella. “Let us look and see what they have on your room service menu.”

Jeremy is physically affected by her suggestion and replies by simply saying a quiet, “yes.”

“Which floor is your room on?” Asks Gabriella. “We can go in the lift in our swimming things. Just carry our clothes.”

The lift takes them to the fourth floor where Jeremy’s room is. He has chosen a junior suite with an extra-large bed, and Gabriella, who certainly does not lack confidence, makes it clear that it is the bed and Jeremy which she has flown to Florida to make use of.

Discarding her bikini, Jeremy slowly brings her to a state of panting arousal before carefully beginning to make gentle slow love to her. His actions drive the uninhibited Gabriella into a frenzy of passion, and she scratches his back and bites his shoulders, and shouts loud enough to alert two floors of the hotel that she is either enjoying herself extremely or being murdered. Jeremy, eventually, kisses her to smother her cries. She is trembling in his arms and appears to be unconscious. He listens to her heartbeat, which is strong and rhythmic if a little fast, and he sees that she is breathing hard as if she has been running. Satisfied that she is physically well, he puts his arms around her and lays sideways next her so that he will be there when she opens her eyes.

Gabriella opens her eyes slowly and still feels as if she is floating. Occupying what dominatrix and submissives call a subspace, in which you can exist after a very extreme physical and sexual surrender.

Gabriella is the apple of her billionaire fathers eye, reminding him of his Mexican wife when she was Gabrielle’s age. Gabriella has been brought up to believe that life is meant to be enjoyed, and that no person is a better person than you are and that you should not feel guilty about anything. Gabriella enjoys energetic horse riding, and fast and often dangerous water skiing, but most of all, she enjoys sex. She was fortunate in being introduced to the activity by a considerate and skilled practitioner when she was an early teenager, and after the man moved away, Gabriella has been looking for his equal for ten years. Trying out any possible candidates entirely on her own terms. She lays on the hotel bed feeling dazed. She feels Jeremy’s arms around her and is comforted by his warmth. She opens her eyes a little wider. She still feels as if she is in that place between waking and sleeping just before you are wide-awake. She wants to stay in that place. She starts to hum quietly to herself and feels Jeremy’s arms tighten around her. She definitely feels him nuzzling beneath her long black hair to kiss her neck. Gabriella lets out a long sigh.

“I am still asleep,” she says.

“I know,” says Jeremy quietly.

“Jeremy?”

"Yes, what is it?

“On the raft you said twice.”

Whilst Gabriella is still in a tranquil state, Jeremy rolls her over and begins to caress her body from head to toe.

Very patiently and slowly, he begins to make love to her again. Gabriella receives him as if they had never stopped at all and she begins to move against him in complete coordination. Everything moves faster and faster for Gabriella, and she lets out a series of small cries. This time, she is not loud. She is half conscious with ecstasy and holds Jeremy’s body very tightly.

Forty minutes later, they are lying motionless on the bed.

“Are you awake?” asks Jeremy.

“Half awake,” says Gabriella and gives Jeremy a sleepy smile. Half-awake as she is, she has already realised that Jeremy is a lot better than her first lover. She has never experienced anything like it before, nor did she think it was possible to have feelings like this. I must keep this man, she thinks.

Jeremy is lying there thinking, this girl is fantastic. How often can I see her when I live so far away? I want to see her every day.

I want to see him every day, thinks Gabriella. Gabriella is used to getting what she wants.

“Are you a land surveyor, Jeremy?” Asks Gabriella. “I mean, can you tell what is underneath the ground?”

“There are ways to do that,” answers Jeremy, “and I can do that work. I got a degree in engineering before I went to study as a surveyor. I survey buildings mostly, but sometimes, I get involved with land surveys for projects.”

“Did you like the ranch I drove you to in Mexico?” asks Gabriella.

“I thought it looked magnificent,” says Jeremy. “Of course, I only saw the pool house, but the house and the other buildings looked very large.”

“That is my father’s ranch,” says Gabriella. “He bought it for the horses. It is 10,000 acres. I have my own ranch a few miles away from his. My ranch is only 3000 acres but it has a lovely house and tennis courts as well as a pool. Do you play tennis?”

“I like to play tennis,” answers Jeremy. “I had tennis coaching once. The coach spent a lot of lessons teaching me footwork.”

“Jeremy?” Says Gabriella.

“Yes.”

“I like you, Jeremy.”

“Thank you,” says Jeremy. “When can we meet again?”

“I will arrange something,” says Gabriella. “Maybe I will come and see you. Now, we should have some lunch. What would you like?”

Jeremy laughs. “Well, now I think I had better have a steak. To keep my strength up.”

“You keep your strength up, Jeremy,” says Gabriella. “Take care of yourself, Jeremy. I like you.”

“I like you too, Gabriella,” says Jeremy.

“So I should hope,” laughs Gabriella.







Chapter 15


The Wheels Are in Motion

Andrew Kyelean, the fourth member of the investment consortium is in his Wimbledon apartment with his girlfriend, Nancy.

“I feel as if I am missing out on all of the excitement,” he says. “I mean, Simon, Jeremy and Kathy are travelling all over the world, and meeting everybody and I am stuck here.”

“You have a new play opening next week, Andrew. You could not have gone away. You have rehearsals three times a week,” says Nancy.

“I know that, of course, and you are right, I could not have left London right now, but I would like to know what is going on.”

“Simon, Jeremy and Kathy are efficient,” says Nancy. “Kathy is particularly thorough. I am sure that it will be fine, Andrew. Come here and give me a cuddle.”

A cuddle is Nancy’s answer to any doubts or anxieties. She has a child-like innocence about life and Andrew lives largely in the make-believe world of his theatrical productions, few of which make any money.

It does not occur to either of them that although their three co-directors and shareholders may in their own businesses be efficient, and although Kathy may in her scientific experiments and investigations be thorough, none of them have any experience of shipping goods from one country to another, and being paid by a third party financial institution in Japan.

In the case of Simon, Jeremy, Kathy and Andrew, they do not recognise in themselves that they were all so willing to believe in a new and allegedly, profitable opportunity, that they did not doubt it. They went headlong into it without checking any facts beyond those, which Simon had been told by Gareth Hardcastle.

They had not checked up on Gareth Hardcastle. They had taken up no references. They had no background information about him other than what he had told them and in fact, it was only Simon who had met him at the start. That was when Simon was on a diving holiday. He had sucked in everything, which Gareth had said and persuaded the others once he was back in England. They had all wanted to believe in it, and now each one of them has mortgaged, borrowed and cashed in every asset for each of them to invest £500,000 into this vaguely understood deal. A two million pound total investment. Nancy’s answer is to have a cuddle. In a minute, she will suggest ‘a nice cup of tea and a chocolate digestive’. Life is happy for Andrew and Nancy. Life is safe.

Simon and Kathy are now on a flight home from Japan.

“All we have to worry about now is our lawyers report on the contract with Taiwan,” says Kathy.

“We should have that by the time we get back to London. I think that things are going well, you know,” says Simon.

“Oh, so do I,” says Kathy. “Now that we have a watertight receipt signed by Gareth acknowledged to be the whole amount of his fee, I think that we have done well.”

“How long is this flight?” asks Simon.

“Only another five hours,” answers Kathy.

Gareth is flying back to Florida. He now has a lot of things to achieve. He is not usually good at details and he knows this, but now he will really make the effort. Get all my ducks in a row, he thinks.

He is slowly accepting that he must leave his family behind. His little girls. What about them? They are his girls, he thinks. How can I get them back? His wife, Miranda, doesn’t matter to him now. She is a Caulder and she no longer has respect for Gareth. He can leave her behind easily, but his little girls? Could he be strong enough to run away and never see them grow up? What is the alternative? Be a wage slave to the Caulder family, eventually to be divorced and thrown out of everything he had created in the first place. And the girls. They are young. Money will be introduced to them. They will be trained to respect it above people. Above all else. Certainly, if his father-in-law has anything to do with it, his daughters will respect money more than they will respect their own father.

Everything costs something, Gareth thinks. He straightens in his passenger seat. I could have other children, he thinks. I can get another woman and have other children. That will help me to forget the first lot. People do forget their relatives, don’t them? What about all of those people in wars who lose relatives? They forget them, don’t they? Gareth hopes that they do.

Simon and Kathy arrive in London exhausted by their trip. They make their way home. Simon gives Kathy a lift because they both live in Richmond. They decide to have a day of rest and then they try to get the others together for a meeting in the Bianca Shipping Limited offices the day after tomorrow.

“Why not tomorrow?” asks Kathy.

“Jeremy will not be back then,” says Simon. “He has gone away. I think he went to Devon. He will be back for our meeting in two days.”

Jeremy is on a flight from Florida to London. His carefully organised life has been turned upside down. Is Gabriella serious? thinks Jeremy. Or is she a spoiled little trust fund girl with her own ranch, money and toys? They had an extraordinarily emotional farewell at the Florida airport. Gabriella was crying and holding onto Jeremy who was moved by the experience, which had never happened to him before. That is why, now on his own, and away from the clinging and crying Gabriella, he is trying to work out a semblance of reality to the relationship. They have only met three times. They live thousands of miles apart. Gabriella’s father is, according to her, a billionaire oilman. There are no comparisons in any of Jeremy’s previous experiences. He has not had many girlfriends. He is cautious about intimacy and wary of its consequences. Gabriella took no notice of any of Jeremy’s reticence. She invaded his privacy, smashed down his reserves and flung herself into uninhibited sex without hesitation. Nothing like it has ever happened to Jeremy before. Now she says that she will come and visit him. Extraordinary. Preposterous, thinks Jeremy, as his plane approaches England’s south coast and begins its descent. I had better get prepared for a meeting with the other Bianca Shipping Ltd investors, thinks Jeremy as he puts on his seatbelt.

After Jeremy, Simon and Kathy have all had a good night’s sleep, and a nourishing breakfast, they all begin to look forward to that Bianca Shipping Ltd meeting. Kathy decides to get to the offices early. She has her own key and she can walk there from her apartment. Jeremy will be on time and so will Andrew, but Simon who lives even closer to the Bianca offices than Kathy will, as usual, be late. Kathy prepares herself and puts on a coat. Carrying a stylish ladies briefcase, which looks like a large handbag, Kathy leaves her apartment and begins to walk briskly up Richmond Hill.

Coming down Richmond Hill, walking towards her is Quinton Stoneborough, the man who Kathy had met at the Van Gough exhibition and who she thinks of as Superman. He is, of course, an architect whose offices are in the same building as Bianca Shipping Ltd. In fact, Bianca Shipping are tenants of the architect firm.

“Kathy,” he shouts out in delight. “We are crossing each other like two cable cars. One going up and one going down. How are you? How is the shipping business?”

“I am well,” says Kathy, “and I believe that the shipping business is about to take off. I have just come back from Japan.” She feels sophisticated to be able to say this.

“They have no ships in Japan?” asks Quinton.

“Of course, they have,” says Kathy. “We were meeting financiers there. We will not be shipping anything to Japan.”

“May I ask where then?” says Quinton smiling.

“We are shipping concrete from Mexico to Taiwan,” declares Kathy smiling as well.

“Extraordinary,” says Quinton. “I would never have thought of it. What put you onto such a deal?”

“A man Simon met on a diving course,” says Kathy. “The man told Simon all about the deal. In fact, he came with us to Mexico and Japan to introduce us to the key people. The man did.”

“How exciting,” says Quinton. “So are you going to make a lot of money? If you are, then you can buy the tea next time.”

“The deal is big,” says Kathy. “Two million pounds a month for three years.”

“And this man just gave it to you?” says Quinton. “Generous of him.”

“We paid him, of course,” says Kathy beginning to feel that she has said too much. “We gave him £50,000.”

“Pounds?” Says Quinton.

“Yes, pounds,” answers Kathy. “He was happy with it.”

“Fifty thousand pounds for a two million pound a month for three years. This man is not a relative of yours, is he?”

“No, he is not a relative of mine,” says Kathy. “I have told you too much already. I regret it now. I have to go or I will be late.”

“Kathy, you need have no concerns about anything, which you have told me,” says Quinton. “I am not prying. I am simply showing a friendly interest. I am an architect. I don’t know anything about shipping and I admire your enterprise. Very good luck to you.”

“Thank you, Quinn,” says Kathy, who has just remembered his name. “Goodbye now.” She walks on up the hill.

Quinton Stoneborough looks after her as she walks away. Funny things people do for a living, he thinks.

Kathy walks on up the hill. He is a tall strong looking man, she thinks. Superman. She smiles to herself. I am pleased to have seen him again. There is something about him, which always makes me feel safe. A strange feeling for me. I can look after myself. I wonder if he goes into telephone boxes, and spins round and round. Then comes out as Superman and flies away to right wrongs. Kathy laughs out loud. She is now walking down the path to the communal office doorway. She goes inside and walks up the stairs.

She is the first one there so she makes a pot of coffee and sits down to wait for the others.

Andrew and Jeremy arrive together. Kathy hears them talking as they come up the stairs. Both of them are pleased to see the pot of coffee, which Kathy has made. Simon is characteristically fifteen minutes late and arrives smiling like a genial uncle, confident that the children will be pleased to see him.

They run through their agenda and having satisfied themselves about the contracts for the project, they instruct the Bianca solicitors to exchange the contracts with the Taiwanese and the Mexican cement factory. This will be done by telephone and then the originals will be couriered.

“So we have to be prepared to send the first payment next week,” says Simon, “and then we will be repaid a few days later from Japan, including our profit.”

“Which is £500,000 a month, right?” says Andrew who does not really grasp the reasons for the profit.

“Yes, that is right,” says Jeremy, “and then we will deduct our travelling expenses from that, plus the £50,000, which we had to pay to the diving chap.”

“So the first month we won’t make very much,” says Andrew.

“Oh, we will make a lot anyway,” says Simon confidently.

Meanwhile, Gareth Hardcastle is back at Manatee Key and beginning to make his own plans. His wife, Miranda, greeted him in a distracted way, telling him about new decorations she is undertaking in their house. Gareth notices that she has not thought to discuss the new decorations with him as her husband because presumably, Miranda considers that the house is really hers, owned as it is by a trust in her and the little girls’ names.

This makes him all the more determined to make his escape and he sits in the Caulder offices making plans in a new notebook. How to get away? How to cover his tracks? Where to put the money? He knows that he must keep the notebook in a safe place. He needs to write his plans down on paper in order to see where the problems and the flaws lie.







Chapter 16


Gareth Hardcastle Prepares to Escape

Everything goes according to plan. To Gareth Hardcastle’s plan anyway. The Mexicans inform Taiwan that the cement is on board the ship, which Bianca Shipping has paid for. The Mexicans are paid for the cement by Bianca Shipping who also inform the Japanese that payment is now due. The Japanese send all of this money plus the monthly profit to the Bianca Shipping bank account, which Gareth had given them. The money arrives at the bank in Florida. Gareth goes in to check. The assistant manager congratulates Gareth on the deposit.

“Oh no,” says Gareth. “That is not all the profit. I have to send most of the money onwards.”

“Can I help you, Mr Hardcastle?” says the assistant bank manager who has no reason to doubt anything, which Gareth is telling him. Caulder’s is a big local business and Gareth Hardcastle is Mr Caulder’s son-in-law. These sums of money are normal for the Caulder’s.

“May I make an appointment with you for tomorrow morning?” asks Gareth.

“Well, of course, Mr Hardcastle. Shall we say 9:30?” says the manager.

“That will be fine. Goodbye,” says Gareth and walks out of the bank. His heart is thumping in his chest. £2.4 million has been sent to his account. Now he has to move on it.

Back at Caulder’s office, Gareth stops to think. No phone calls from here, he remembers. He walks from the offices across Manatee Key up onto the highway to use a payphone located outside the filling station. He calls his bank in the Turks and Caicos Islands. The bank he uses for his diving business there. Then he telephones Endicott’s. They are the company formation people and banking liaison advisers for many overseas clients. Gareth taught Igor Endicott how to scuba-dive. They have a long conversation during which Gareth tells Igor that he wants to start a diving school in Thailand and needs to open a bank account. Igor advises him to use a bank in Jersey and also to open a second account in Switzerland.

“How much money is involved?” asks Igor.

“It is a start-up business,” says Gareth. “So only about £2 million.”

“Okay,” says Igor. “I can start to make the arrangements now. You will have to come down here to fill in the forms for the Jersey and Swiss bank. I can fax you the forms for the Jersey bank. I will give you a reference for them.”

Gareth had overheard one of his customers telling another man that Thailand has no extradition agreements with either the USA or the UK. Gareth had not understood why any of that was important when he heard it said but he understood it now.

“That sounds okay,” Gareth says to Igor. “I’ll be down there with you in two days and I’ll see you at your office. Please, have everything ready for me.”

Gareth has learned from Mr Caulder to put the other party on the back foot as possible. By saying that he will be there in two days and that he expects everything to be ready by then, puts a time pressure on Igor Endicott and takes the questions away from Gareth.

“Yes, sir, Mr Hardcastle,” says Igor Endicott.

Gareth hangs up the phone. Swiss banks are out of every countries jurisdiction, he thinks. His heart is still beating extra fast. I don’t feel safe with the money here in the USA and so easily traceable to me. I must remove it as soon as possible. I hope that the American banks don’t ask difficult questions. How will I get through tonight? Make love to Miranda? That would surprise her.

In the UK, the directors of Bianca Shipping are excited.

“We have sent the first payment of £2 million,” says Simon, “and we should receive £2.4 million back from the Japanese as soon as Taiwan instructs them to send the payment.”

“When will that be?” asks Andrew.

“The Japanese told Kathy and I that it would take between three and five days,” says Simon. “So take the longest and say five days. That will be in next Tuesday.”

“Once we get over the excitement of the first payment, then we can start to relax a little bit over the next payments. After all, at £400,000 per month profit, we get our investment back in five months,” says Jeremy.

“Less the travel and hotel expenses, and £50,000 we paid to the diving instructor,” says Kathy.

“Well, of course,” says Jeremy. “So say, five and a half months for us to be repaid.”

The next day, Gareth is awake early. He made a big fuss of Miranda last night and surprised her.

“Gary darling,” she said as she smiled at him.

Gareth had breakfast with Miranda and his two little girls, staring fondly at them for a long time. Then he left the house to ‘go to work’, as he told Miranda.

He moved £2.35 million to another USA bank in dollars. He has sent £1million to the Jersey bank. So he has left £1, 35,000 into USA banks. He reserves a one-way flight to the Turks and Caicos Islands. It is only an hour’s flight time. Gareth has already packed essentials into his hand luggage. He is taking very little with him. His flight leaves in the early morning. He then draw £5000 in cash from each of the two USA banks and puts the money into his hand luggage.

He telephones Igor in the Turks and Caicos who tells him that the Swiss bank is ready to receive the money. Igor gives him all of the bank and the account details. Gareth goes back to the second USA bank and transfers the money. He is so tense that he feels as if he is having a heart attack.

He decides to get out of Manatee Key as soon as he can. He will not drive his Caulder Jeep to the Miami airport so he drives it out of Manatee Key up to the next Key where he leaves the Jeep and gets a taxi to a hotel in Miami Central. From there, he takes another taxi to the airport where he hides in the departure lounge and tries to breathe deeply. His heartbeat is still racing. He keeps thinking of all of those police movies where the thief gets arrested at the airport. Why didn’t I dye my hair and wear a beard or something?

He finally gets on the plane without any incident, although, he is acutely aware of every airport security man he sees. He is perspiring in his seat as the plane takes off. Will it be called back? No, he thinks. Nobody will know I am missing yet and nobody will know that the money is missing yet.

Luck is on Gareth’s side, and the patience of the UK Bianca shareholders and directors plays into his hands. Jeremy, Simon, Kathy and Andrew are priding themselves on their relaxed confidence about the shipping deal. They discuss the timing and decide that in the unlikely event that the money does not arrive in say, four days, then they will contact the Japanese just to check.

It has only been two days, and already Gareth has received the money and moved it. Now he is moving himself out of the area. Of course, he has left some tracks. He used his own name to put the flight but he had to and he aims to have moved on before people even begin to look for him. He used his own name for all of the bank accounts but the money is gone, he tells himself. It is in other countries now. He can hardly believe it. Well, don’t believe it, he tells himself. Wait until you are completely free and clear.

Igor Endicott meets Gareth at his office and lays out the forms he has obtained from the Swiss bank in Zürich.

“I had to provide you with references and I have to charge you a fee of £10,000 for each bank account you have opened.”

“That is fine,” says Gareth.

“The Swiss have accepted the money,” says Igor. “Relax. Go swimming. Take it easy. I will telephone you at your hotel, okay?”

Gareth walks out into the sunshine. One more day, he thinks. That is cutting it fine. Those fools in the UK will start looking for the money in two days. How long will it take them to find out that the Japanese wired the money to Florida? And how long will it take them to connect Florida with me? Not long. Almost immediately, I would guess. So the race will be neck and neck. What will they do first?

I had better book flights for myself to get out of here. Gareth walks to his hotel, and using a credit card backed by his Turks and Caicos diving school, he books a flight to the Bahamas.

Now I had better start preparing to dispose of myself here. Get rid of my body, so to speak. I must do it just before my flight leaves here and try to distract attention.

Gareth leaves his hotel and gets a taxi down to the marina where he keeps two diving boats. I had better steal a fast boat as well, he thinks.







Chapter 17


The Money Has Gone and So Has Gareth Hardcastle

In England, the Bianca directors are still trying to remain calm. Andrew is the most nervous.

“I have mortgaged everything I own,” he says.

“So have all of us, I think,” says Jeremy, “but it will be profitable. This is the first payment and it is bound to be the slowest. Shall we all have a cup of tea?”

“I don’t want a cup of tea,” says Kathy. “I am going home. I suggest that we all go home. We all have jobs to do, after all. Let us meet again tomorrow evening.”

“Does everyone agree?” asks Simon. “Tomorrow evening?”

“Yes alright,” says Andrew, “but I don’t expect to sleep very well.”

“I am happy to go home,” says Jeremy. “It is pointless to wait here. I am sure that money will arrive, but we will not be able to verify that with our bank tomorrow. We will have to wait until the bank opens the day after tomorrow night.”

“Alright, let’s agree to meet after tomorrow night,” says Simon. “I will check the bank tomorrow and the day after that. Let us all remain calm, please.”

The next day, Gareth has received confirmation that over £2 million has arrived in his Turks and Caicos Bank, and has been sent onwards both, to Switzerland and to the Jersey bank.

He proceeds with his plan to kill himself. He returns to the marina at night and puts his diving equipment on board his boat. He tows the fast launch he has stolen. He proceeds confidently towards the sinkhole located between the middle islands. He has made his plan.

In the UK, Simon has now checked the Bianca Shipping Ltd account twice. No money has arrived. Although he told the others not to worry, he is now becoming anxious himself. They are all meeting tomorrow night. I will contact the Japanese tomorrow, he thinks, if the money is still not in.

Gareth is on the plane leaving the Turks and Caicos Islands. He makes it just in time. He hopes that nobody who knows him has seen him. It is early morning and most passengers are drowsy. Gareth is wide-awake. He has left one of his dive boats marooned in the centre of the dangerous sinkhole. A pair of compressed air cylinders and a harness is floating on the surface close by. Gareth left the boat engines idling so that the boat would tick over until it eventually run out of fuel. He made his escape in the fast launch he had stolen, but it was a harrowing trip. The launch was a shallow displacement boat. It had an almost flat bottom and it bounced about alarmingly on the surface of the sinkhole. The boat, which belonged to a local rich playboy, had ridiculously large engines. Far more powerful than was necessary to pull a water-skier and adjusted so that they made a very throaty roar. The noise terrified Gareth who was trying to make an unnoticed escape. Worse than the noise was that the sinkhole at night lit only by a small moon and a few stars was pitiless. The water bucked and swirled. There were whirlpools and strong suction. Gareth felt convinced that he saw the huge dorsal fin of a great white shark. The boat’s powerful engines strained to their utmost to get them across the sinkhole and into calm water. The exercise scared Gareth so much that his teeth were chattering with fear. Once out of the sinkhole, he had more fears because the noisy speedboat had to pass more populated islands before getting Gareth to Providenciales Island where the airport was. Gareth had towed the speedboat out to the sinkhole but needed it now to get him to the airport. He was well aware that noise carries further over water and after a moment’s thought, he decided to just race back at full throttle with the engines echoing across the sea. As he approaches Providenciales, the engine starts to cough and Gareth eases back on the throttle in panic. Oh no, don’t let me run out of petrol now, he thinks. The boat does not have any oars and Gareth would have to be rescued in a stolen boat, in full view of the islanders. Incarcerated, he would be caught for the much bigger crime of wire fraud and stealing £2.4 million. Cold sweat pours down Gareth’s face, but unjustifiably, his luck holds and on an idling throttle, the boat just manages to float to the marina entrance before the engine gives a decisive cough and stops. Gareth scrambles up the marina wall clinging to the metal ladder. Once he is on dry land again, he forces himself to saunter along. He must present the very picture of an innocent man out for a morning stroll albeit carrying a leather flight bag. He has allowed the speedboat to drift. He did not tie it up to the ladder or to a mooring post and as he turns the corner into the parade of small shops at the marina vehicular entrance, he notices that the launch is floating out to sea. He walks a little further then hails a taxi.

“The airport, please,” he tells the driver.

An hour later, he is on the plane and twenty minutes after that, the plane has taken off. Only a few more hours until the plane reaches the Bahamas, thinks Gareth. I may not be safe there but at least I will be two moves away. I will organise an onward flight as soon as I arrive. Gareth looks carefully around the passenger section of the plane. Nobody I recognise here, he thinks. I like the Bahamas but I will not spend a single day there. Stick to the plan.

Back in the UK, Simon is now uncertain about what is happening. He has contacted the Japanese. That is to say that he has telephoned their office and spoken to the company accountant, the lady he met, Makiko Tachibana. She remembers him and tells him that the money has been sent to the Bianca Shipping account.

“It has been sent?” asks Simon.

“Certainly, sir, it has been sent.”

“Oh thank you so much,” says Simon.

He will tell the others when they have their evening meeting. The money may even be in their Bianca company bank account by then. Simon lets out a big sigh.

Gareth is in the Bahamas. He has asked at the enquiries desk what destinations the Bahamas planes fly to and he has been told that West Africa is a possibility. He decides to visit a travel agent. A delightful local girl in the travel agency tells Gareth that he can fly from the Bahamas to the Azores and then from the Azores, he can fly to Zurich in Switzerland.

“From Zurich, you can fly to anywhere,” she tells him laughing gaily.

Gareth asks her to book him onto the earliest possible flight to the Azores. He pays cash for the ticket. Gareth now thinks that he had better buy himself some more clothes and a suitcase.

The Bianca Shipping Ltd directors are meeting again. Simon tells them that the Japanese company accountant told him on the telephone that the money had been sent.

“It has been sent?” says Andrew. “It is in our company account?”

“No, it is not,” answers Simon. “Perhaps, it takes a couple of days to clear.”

“Why should it take a couple of days to clear?” asks Andrew. “You are a travel agent, Simon, do your payments all take two days to clear?”

“No, it is true that they don’t,” says Simon. “I will check again tomorrow.”

“Something has gone wrong,” shouts Andrew. “I knew something would go wrong.”

“Let us wait until tomorrow before we assume that anything is wrong,” says Jeremy calmly.

Kathy looks anxious.

Gareth has bought himself some good quality smart casual clothes and a Samsonite suitcase. He is obliged to stay one night in a hotel because his flight to the Azores does not leave until early the next morning. He has a swim in the hotel pool, enjoys a good meal in the hotel restaurant and goes up to his room to pack his new purchases into his new suitcase. He will go to bed early.

He skips breakfast the next morning and gets a taxi to the airport. He is on the plane and it has taken off long before people in the UK are rising from their beds.

The following day, the shareholders of Bianca Shipping Ltd are thoroughly stressed. Simon has checked with the bank again and no money has been deposited. The four of them are meeting at the company’s offices in Richmond Hill.

“Telephone the Japanese again,” urges Andrew, “ask them where they sent the money.”

“The diving man? Why was he at the meeting? Why did you let him go?” Andrew is nearly hysterical now. Jeremy moves across the room to sit next to him.

“But you gave all of the Bianca bank account details to TBS Industries in Tokyo, Simon,” says Jeremy. “You gave them the account details, didn’t you?”

Kathy is looking panic stricken. She is clenching her fingers around her coffee mug. Her knuckles are white.

“Well, no, actually. We did not give them the details. I gave the information, all the details, to the diver man, Gareth, and he ran back into the building to give the details to the TBS accountant.”

“So neither of you gave TBS our company bank account details? A third party did it. Someone we did not trust. You let him do it? Attention to detail, Simon. Attention to detail.”

Makiko Tachibana tells Simon that the money was sent to the account number and the bank, which their boss, Gareth Hardcastle, had given her.

“Our boss?” gasps Simon. He controls himself. “Please would you tell me the name of the bank and the account number?” he asks.

“One moment, please,” says Makiko. “Account number 67421134, First American Bank, Florida, USA,” she tells him.

“And the money has been sent to that account?” asks Simon.

“Yes, to that account. Three days ago. Have a nice day. Goodbye.” Makiko hangs up the phone.

Simon’s face is white.

“The money was sent three days ago to Florida,” he says.

“Florida?” shouts Andrew. “Why Florida?”

“Because those are the account details which Gareth Hardcastle gave to the Japanese,” answers Jeremy quietly.

“Don’t lecture me,” say Simon. “You were in Devon, remember? Having a holiday.”

“That is because Kathy wanted to go to Japan in my place,” answers Jeremy. “Everybody agreed to it.”

“Kathy is very thorough,” says Andrew. “My girlfriend, Nancy, told me that we could rely on Kathy.”

Kathy looks up. “I made a mistake,” she says clearly and firmly.

“So the money has gone to a different account by mistake,” says Jeremy using Kathy’s expression. “So how do we get it back?”

“We can’t ask the Japanese,” say Simon. “They have already paid.”

“Yes and so have we,” says Andrew desperately. “We have already paid as well,” he gasps.

“So we find where the money has gone and then we claim it back,” says Jeremy.

“It has gone to that diving man. That is where it has gone,” says Andrew. “So try and get it back from him, ha,” he shouts.

“We have a signed agreement with him,” says Kathy. “We paid him £50,000.”

“So one of us should go to Florida, and call on him and tell him that a mistake has been made. Get the money back,” says Jeremy.

“I’ll go to Florida. I’ll go to Florida with a gun,” shouts Andrew.

Jeremy is trying to stay calm. Simon and Kathy are so overwhelmed with guilt, with personal responsibility that they are silent. They are hanging onto the calm of Jeremy’s voice. Hoping that what he says is logical.

Jeremy turns to Andrew, “you won’t go to Florida with a gun, Andrew,” he says.

“Why not?” cries Andrew.

“Because you are not Clint Eastwood. Not even Clint Eastwood is really Clint Eastwood. He is an actor. Anyway, you do not have a gun. Simon will go to Florida and get the money back.”

“What if he doesn’t though? I mean, what if he can’t get it back?” Andrew asks.

“We will take everything one step at a time. We must be calm and think. We must not panic,” says Jeremy and puts a hand on to Andrew’s shoulder. “We are not in trouble, Andrew. Stay calm.”







Chapter 18


The Azores

Gareth Hardcastle’s plane from the Bahamas is in the Azores and Gareth is passing through immigration with no hold-ups. He collects his suitcase, walks through customs and gets into a taxi.

“Please, take me to a comfortable hotel,” he says, “with views of the sea,” he adds.

“Yes, sir,” says the taxi driver.

Gareth’s hotel room looks out over a dark blue ocean. The countryside, he rode through in the taxi, was very green and lush. Not like the Caribbean. More like pictures he has seen of English countryside. The Azores is not as warm as he expected, but he does not mind. The more steps he takes away from Florida, the happier he feels. He has paid cash for flights but his real name will appear on the passenger lists.

The Azores are located in the middle of the North Atlantic Ocean. There are nine islands including the main islands and the small islands. The landscape of all the islands reveals the Azores fracture zone associated to the mid-Atlantic ridge, which is seismically susceptible to volcanoes. This has created ridges of high hills and low valleys across the islands, which are green and wild, covered with lush vegetation and woodlands. There are a lot of hydrangeas growing alongside most of the roads, which gives the island a holiday atmosphere. There are also a lot of Japanese cedar trees. The Azores has birdlife but unusually, there are also colonies of bats, which feed during the day and can be seen flying about in large numbers. Apart from the volcanoes, the islands are also frequently assaulted by hurricanes.

There are six small cities in the Azores and there are Cathedrals for the local religion, which is a derivation of Roman Catholic.

The population has an ancestral mix of African black slaves, Moors, Jews, Scots, Germans, Italian, French, Spanish, Flemish and Portuguese, all of whom have mixed together to create the present population. The islands are administered as an autonomous region of the Portuguese Republic and do not have independent status in law except for electoral law covering various civic parishes across the islands.

The place is peaceful and there is little violent crime at all. The police force, therefore, has a relatively comfortable life.

There are various ports across the islands and a busy shipping industry including passenger services. Gareth Hardcastle considers these passenger ships as a means of escape but rapidly decides he would feel trapped by the length of time on board.

The Azores have a number of airports and Hardcastle wonders whether leaving from a different airport to the one he arrived at might confuse any pursuers. He decides to give it a try and he takes a flight onwards to Switzerland.

“Who will go to Florida?” asks Andrew. “Do you think that people who messed it up in the first place should go?”

Kathy looks up. “I am willing to go,” she says.

“And I will go as well,” says Simon. “We will straighten this out. This glitch.”

“Let us hope it is just a glitch,” shouts Andrew.

“Shh, Andrew. Be calm,” says Jeremy.

“I will organise flights for tomorrow,” says Simon. “Can you get time off work?” He looks at Kathy.

“Yes, we are between experiments at the present,” says Kathy. “I can take five days off. That is seven days, counting weekends.”

“Okay. I’ll phone you at home, and tell you where and when we have to meet at the airport.”

“Thank you,” says Kathy.

Andrew takes a breath to say something but Jeremy puts a finger to Andrew’s lips and shakes his head.

“They dropped the ball. They will go and get it back,” he says.

Three days later, Gareth has had a severe haircut and is now sporting a moustache.

Gareth books into another hotel and once in his room, he breathes a genuine sigh of relief. The following day, he hires a car and uses it to drive leisurely from Switzerland to Germany. He is not even stopped at immigration and arrives safely. He books a flight from Germany to Thailand, thinking that now that he will have evaded any pursuers.

Kathy and Simon fly to Florida. Simon is concerned about the expense. He has already paid for flights to Florida and Mexico and Tokyo, and he paid for the hotel rooms for everybody in all of these places. Now, he has paid through his own travel agency firm for his and Kathy’s flights to Miami, and once again, they are booked into the Sonesta Beach Resort, which is very good but also expensive. Simon had planned to clear his credit cards at the end of last month but now the balances have been carried forward to this month with large interest charges added. Simon is unhappy and he is also worried about how they can get the money back from Gareth Hardcastle.

He tells his fears to Kathy and she says, “We just confront him. That’s all. We give him no opportunity to claim the money. Treat him as an honest man. Tell him that an honest mistake has been made and that we have already spent the money, so he must transfer it to Bianca Shipping Ltd bank account in London. Tell him that we will reimburse his bank charges. Give him no chance to wriggle. Be confident and calm.”

“But what if he argues?” says Simon.

“He cannot argue,” she answers. “The money was paid to our UK Company. Somehow and by mistake, Gareth gave the Japanese the wrong account details. Now he will want to put things straight. You’ll see. Just be confident and it will be alright.”

They are delayed a long time by the formalities of the US immigration and once they have collected their luggage, they get a taxi from Miami airport to the Sonesta beach resort. They check into the hotel, and go upstairs to shower and change in their respective rooms. They arrange to meet in the hotel beach bar.

When Kathy arrives downstairs looking fresh and relaxed, Simon is already drinking his second Whisky and soda.

“What are you doing, Simon? We must stay focused,” Kathy says moving his glass away from him.

“I am focused,” says Simon moving around to retrieve his still half full glass. “I’m just having a little drink to relax, that’s all.”

“Alright. So what is our plan?” says Kathy. “We could telephone him, but I think that it is better to hire a car and drive down to Manatee Key and arrive unexpectedly.”

“I agree with that,” says Simon. “Catch him unawares. He may not even know that the money is in his bank account. So we surprise him. I will go to reception here and organise a hire car for tomorrow morning early.”

“Good,” says Kathy. “Let’s start out at 8 o’clock in the morning. We can get breakfast here at seven and then go.”

“Good idea,” says Simon. “We are not here for fun. I will organise the car now.” He gets up and walks away.

Well, he seems motivated enough, thinks Kathy, who is refusing to allow any negative thoughts to enter her head. We are here. We get the money back. Simple, she thinks.

She calls the barman over and orders a glass of Californian Chardonnay. Simon walks back.

“All fixed,” he says. “Let us have dinner and an early night. All of this flying about is very tiring.”

“It is,” says Kathy, “and we are here to do a job. So, I agree. We will have a light dinner and then go to bed. I might take a walk on the beach after dinner and before I go to sleep. Just to clear my head.”

“Okay,” says Simon. “Suit yourself.”

Gareth’s plane is landing in Thailand.

Early in the morning, Simon and Kathy get into the plain blue car, which they have hired and commence the drive to Manatee Key. It is a lovely day, as it usually is in Florida except during the hurricane season. Simon drives carefully and they arrive at Manatee Key at about 10 o’clock. The man on the gate asks them if they have an appointment and Simon wishing to avoid alerting Gareth, says that they would both like to take diving lessons and so have driven here to talk to the driving instructor.

The man on the gate allows them through and directs them to the diving school.

Simon asks the receptionist for Gareth Hardcastle. The girl tells them that Gareth is not here. She decides to telephone Gareth’s wife and ask them both to wait. She offers them coffee. Simon and Kathy accept, and sit down and wait.

Miranda arrives after half an hour.

“Gareth has disappeared,” she tells them. “He has gone and we cannot find him. My father has started to look for him. He went missing last week. Daddy has a detective working on it. The detective, Mr Madgar, says that the airlines have a record of Gareth buying a ticket to the Turks and Caicos Islands. He has a diving school there, you know. Gareth was fed up with the work you know. Daddy is expanding Manatee Key to turn into a resort. We are building a hotel, you know. I think, Gareth needed a rest. A change but it has upset the girls. Our daughters, Coral and Shell. They miss their father, you know.”

“Mrs Hardcastle, we have come here because a sum of money was paid by mistake into your husband’s bank account. It was a large sum and we have come here to get it back. We want to settle this today,” says Kathy.

“Gareth has not got his own bank account,” says Miranda. “I mean, we have a joint bank account, that’s what I mean and I haven’t seen any extra money in there.”

“Mrs Hardcastle,” says Kathy. “It seems that Gareth had a bank account here in the Florida bank. An account in the name of Bianca Shipping. Bianca Shipping Ltd is a British company, and Simon and I are shareholders and directors. The money was sent by mistake to this Florida bank account and we want it back.”

“Who sent the money by mistake?” says Miranda. “I mean, people don’t send money to other people by mistake do they? Who sent the money you are talking about?”

“The money was sent from Japan,” says Simon. “From TBS Industries.”

“Well, who are they? Gareth has never been to Japan. We don’t have any Japanese diving students. There must be a mistake. The money is not in our bank account, so it is nothing to do with me. I am worried about Coral and Shell. What to tell them about when their daddy is coming home. We don’t know anything about any sums of money. How much money are you talking about?”

“£2.4 million,” says Kathy.

“No. And you are saying that it is Gareth’s money?” says Miranda latching onto the idea that serious money is suddenly at stake.

“No, we are saying that it is our money,” says Kathy. “Our company’s money.”

“I don’t know anything about that,” says Miranda. “The gate man said that you wanted diving lessons. Now you are talking about large sums of money and Japan. Gareth must have done a deal with this Japanese company. Some kind of diving school deal. That explains why he has gone to the Turks and Caicos Islands. He is arranging something big. He didn’t tell me because he wants to surprise me. You got here by deception. I don’t know who you are, but you have to leave now.”

“Mrs Hardcastle this will quickly become a police matter,” says Simon.

“Well, it will,” says Miranda. “Entering private property. Deception. Interfering with Gareth’s business. It will soon become a police matter. You will want to be leaving here now.”

Simon and Kathy leave.

In the car, whilst driving away, Kathy says, “Simon, we should go to the police.”

“Okay,” says Simon. “How do we do that? We can’t just walk into a police station, can we?”

“I don’t see why not,” says Kathy. “But let’s stop for coffee first and make a plan.”

They drive up from Manatee Key towards Miami. As they approach Key Largo, they see a big shop with a billboard outside advertising, ‘antiques; new and old’.

Just beyond the shop they see a roadside café.

“Let’s stop there,” says Kathy, so Simon pulls in.

Behind the café is a strip of beach, and there are tables and chairs outside. They sit down and look at the sea. A waitress comes out. She has dry yellow coloured hair, which is black at the roots. She is in her early forties and beginning to lose her previously slim figure. She is wearing a very bright red lipstick.

“Morning,” she says. “Those seats are reserved for smokers.”

“Smokers?” says Kathy. “You mean that somebody has reserved this table? We will move over there.” She indicates to another table.

“Reserved means that this outside area is reserved for smokers,” says the waitress. “If you are not smokers, you cannot sit here.”

“Where can we sit?” asks Kathy.

“You have to sit inside,” says the waitress.

“But…” says Kathy.

Simon cuts in. “Do you sell cigarettes?” he asks, “Because we would like to smoke, but both of us have run out of cigarettes.”

“Yes, we do,” says the waitress. “What make do you like?”

“Peter Stuyvesant,” says Kathy, “and two coffees, please.”

“I’ll get it right away,” says the waitress and hurries back inside the café.

“Peter Stuyvesant?” says Simon.

“I always thought they sounded glamorous when I was a teenager,” says Kathy.

The waitress comes back with the coffee. “We don’t have any Peter Stuyvesant,” she says.

“Lucky Strike or Marlborough will do,” says Simon.

“Okay,” says the waitress and runs back inside.

“Have you got a cigarette lighter or matches?” asks Kathy. “Because if we don’t light cigarettes, she is going to make us sit inside.”

“I haven’t,” says Simon. “But there is a cigarette lighter in the car. I will light two cigarettes in the car and run back with them.”

The waitress brings out a packet of Marlborough cigarettes. “My favourite,” she says as she walks away.

Simon runs to the car with the cigarette packet and comes back a minute later with two lighted cigarettes in his fingers. They put the burning cigarettes into the ashtray on the table and start to enjoy the coffee.

“Pity the people who have two sit inside because they don’t smoke,” says Kathy. “We have a lovely view of the beach, and the sea out here and the sun is shining.”

“The sun is shining here,” says Simon, “but it is not shining on our enterprise in the UK. Do we have copies of the contracts and the agreement with Gareth Hardcastle?”

“Yes, we do,” says Kathy. “And copy bank statements from our London bank and letters from our company solicitors. I brought all of the background material I could think of.”

“Good,” says Simon. “So now we have to visit the police.”

“Here or in Miami?” asks Kathy.

“Well, the money was misdirected here, wasn’t it? So I think we should find a police station here,” says Simon.

“I think that it is all too small here,” says Kathy. “Miami would be better.”

“Okay,” says Simon. “I suggest that we get back to our hotel and call the police from there.”

“Okay,” says Kathy. “Sounds good to me. Do you want another cigarette? Yours has burned out.”

“Do you think we should keep the cigarettes in case we get another place like this?” asks Simon.

“Well, maybe,” says Kathy. “Come on, let’s go.”

They drive back to the Sonesta Beach Resort and telephone the Central Miami police station.

“We want to report a fraud,” says Simon. “That is the theft of £2.4 million.”

Two serious policemen arrive at the hotel within 45 minutes. They introduce themselves and show their identification badges. Then they suggest that the meeting takes place somewhere private. Simon hires a meeting room from the receptionist who is agog with curiosity, and the two policemen and Simon and Kathy go into the room, and shut the door.

One of the policemen who is tall and blonde is called Inspector Kennedy, and the other one who is dark and short, and looks Mexican is called Detective Cruz.

The detectives take a lot of notes and ask questions to clarify details. They inspect the Bianca Shipping contracts, and the contract with Gareth and the company’s bank statements. They look at Simon and Kathy’s passports. Finally, they flip their notebooks shut.

“We will have to check on all of this,” says Inspector Kennedy. “You will be in this hotel for a few days?”

“We came here to solve this financial problem,” says Simon. “We will not leave until we have made some progress.”

“You have made some progress today, Mr Adair, Miss O’Donnell, by reporting these events to the police. We will now investigate to ascertain what happened in the United States and then we would like to interview you both again. We would like to meet with you both again in two days’ time. I will telephone you here at your hotel.”

“Thank you,” says Kathy. “We will be here.”

“Enjoy the sunshine. Enjoy Florida,” says Inspector Kennedy. “So long.”

Two policemen leave.

Simon and Kathy sit quietly in the meeting room they have paid for.

“Suddenly, it all seems real,” says Kathy. “The money has been stolen, hasn’t it? It is not a mistake. It has been stolen.” She puts her face into her hands and sobs. “We were careless, Simon. We did not look after the details. We left an opportunity and this Gareth man took it. It is our fault, Simon. We were acting on behalf of the others.”

“Yes,” says Simon slowly. “I know. Now we must rely on the police here to help us.”

“I don’t think that the police care about getting the money back,” says Kathy. “You know what it’s like in England. What you read in the papers. They catch the criminals but they treat the stolen money or goods as just lost. Lost,” she cries.

“I know,” says Simon. “Look, it is depressing in this room and things are bad enough as it is. Let’s go outside into the sunshine. Walk along the beach.”

Kathy looks up at him. Her expression is very strained. There are stress lines around her eyes and her forehead is furrowed.

“Sunshine,” she says. “Okay.”

They both leave the hotel meeting room and walk across the hotel lobby towards the wide-open rear glass doors. The reception staff stares at them with excitement and curiosity. Are they criminals? thinks the hotel porter. Simon and Kathy walk across a terrace, and pass a large dark blue swimming pool and onto the sand of the beach. Kathy is reminded of her childhood holidays on the beach. When all she had to worry about was not losing her bucket and spade in the sand. Not leaving it behind on the sand. Even if she did, her mother or father would tidy up after her, and pick up her bucket and spade. Now she was a grown up. Now she had to tidy up after herself and she had not done it. She had made a mistake. I am not a businessperson, she thinks. I am a scientist. Nevertheless, you do not make mistakes as a scientist, her conscience tells her. Not without being consequences and it is the same now. Big consequences. Kathy looks at Simon. He does not give me any comfort, she thinks. He is too, what? Too lightweight. Too boyish. Too happy go lucky. But not lucky now. She thinks and not really capable in a crisis. I have come out here on a rescue mission and I am with a schoolboy. And it is Simon who started this whole enterprise. It is Simon who first met Gareth and it is Simon who recommended him to the rest of us. None of us checked up on Gareth. And then in Japan, Gareth told us that he expected an equal share. So it was in Japan that he outmanoeuvred us after we told him he was only getting a little fee. We underestimated Gareth Hardcastle. Well, we didn’t suspect anything. We did not protect ourselves against a swindle.

Simon is walking along the sand with his head down. I want it all to go away, he thinks. How could this have happened? Gareth’s wife seemed to think that the money was Gareth’s and hers. As soon as she heard that it was a big sum of money, then suddenly, she thought it was hers. But we have got all of the paperwork. We can prove that the money is ours. Our company’s money. Gareth was deceitful, wasn’t he? Simon’s school boy sense of fairness springs into his mind. Gareth is not being fair. We paid him after all. I mean, we paid him an introductory fee after all and now he has stolen our money. Stolen. The word suddenly assumes its full significance in Simons mind. Their money has been stolen. Everybody’s money. That is, Jeremy and Andrew’s money as well. Stolen. All they have now is debt. Mortgages and bank loans.

“The money has been stolen,” says Simon out loud.

“Well, we know that, don’t we?” says Kathy. “We have to find out where the money has gone. Is it still in Gareth’s bank account? Has he taken it out? It is a lot of money to carry around, you realise?”

“You see all this sort of stuff in films,” says Simon. “People walking around with briefcases or bags full of dollar bills.”

“Thank you, Simon,” says Kathy. “This is a real life catastrophe. Not a film.”

“No,” says Simon.

“I cannot talk about this anymore,” says Kathy. “I’m going to my room to get a swimming costume. I need some aerobic exercise or I will go mad. I’m intending to swim in the sea. I’ll see you in the restaurant at dinnertime. Otherwise, do what you like.”

She walks quickly away, leaving Simon standing on the beach alone.

He hears a girl’s voice, “It is the shipping magnate.”

The girl is called Merry. Simon met her on this beach on his last trip. He was boasting about his shipping business.

“How is business?” the girl is smiling at him.

“Terrible,” says Simon who does not have the energy to try to be impressive. He is defeated.

“Terrible?” says Merry. “Have all your ships sunk?”

“No,” says Simon. “All of our money has been stolen.”

“Stolen?” says Merry. “What are you doing here then?”

“The money was stolen here,” says Simon. “We have come here to see the police.”

“Stolen money. The police. Wow,” says Merry who is suddenly finding Simon to be far more interesting than he was last time she saw him.

“I’m Merry,” she says. “You remember me? I don’t know your name.”

“It is Simon. Simple Simon today. I remember you. Purple bikini. Great figure. Laughed at me.”

“Simon, you sound really blue. No spring in your step today. Stolen money. Policemen. I know what you need, Simon. Something to cheer you up. I am going to buy you an ice cream. That always cheered me up when I was little. An ice cream.”

Simon looks at her blankly. “I cannot remember the last time I had an ice cream,” he says.

“Then you’ve forgotten about the magic qualities of ice cream,” says Merry. “Come on. We have to walk up the beach to that little wooden, blue and white hut. The ice cream man lives there. As you get closer, you can hear the children laughing. Magic, you see.”

She takes Simon by the hand and starts to pull him along.

Simon gives himself up to the process. He feels so down that he does want to stop thinking about it and she is a pretty girl. Trivial, but pretty and smiling, and he needs some company right now. So he allows himself to be pulled along. The girl is right. He can hear children laughing.

Merry buys him a big vanilla ice cream cone and hands it to him. She has chosen a strawberry cone for herself.

“Now don’t think, Simon. Just eat your ice cream. Don’t talk until it is finished. Just be happy now, Simon. Then you can tell me all about it. Come on.”

She runs up the beach and sits down on the sand. “Sit here next to me and no talking,” she says.

Simon feels ridiculously well looked after. The simplicity of eating, what is frankly a surprisingly delicious ice cream, is really making him feel better. It is only temporary, he thinks. But I feel better than I did fifteen minutes ago.

“Hold this,” says Merry and hands him her strawberry ice cream.

She stands up, unzips her dress and lets it fall on the sand.

“Look,” she says. “Purple bikini. And my body. Look, all to make you feel better. And for me to get a better sun tan,” she admits as she takes back her ice cream and starts licking it again. She looks at Simon and carefully winks at him. “Better now?” she asks.

Simon smiles at her sheepishly.

“Yes,” he says quietly. “Thank you.”

They sit together looking at the gentle waves and watching the people on the beach. The sky is blue and the sun is strong. Simon takes off his light jacket, folds it and puts it next to him on the sand. He swaps his ice cream from hand to hand as he removes his jacket. The ice cream is nearly finished now and Simon crunches his way through the wafer cone.

“Okay, now tell me all about it,” says Merry who is still eating her ice cream.

Simon tells her all about it.

“So you are not a shipping agent after all?” asks Merry.

“I am a travel agent,” says Simon. “Not a bad travel agent. I have three branches and I do currency exchanges for my customers. The business is alright really.”

“But now you have borrowed a lot of money against it?” says Merry.

“Yes and against my house as well,” says Simon. “My friends also borrowed money.”

“You know what has happened?” says Merry. “It is like when you let someone help you at the left luggage locker at a railway station. And they switched keys with you. When you go back to get your bags, you find that your key doesn’t work. Because it is the wrong key. And the other person has your key and has stolen your bags. That is what has happened to you and your friends. Somebody has switched keys with you, but it’s okay, Simon, because you know who it is. So all you have to do is find him. And you’ve got Florida’s finest police force helping you. They will get him Simon and then you will get the money back, and then you can be a big shipping magnate again. So everything is going to be alright. See, ice cream is magic, isn’t it?”

“I hope so,” says Simon.

“Come on. Cheer up. You are just at the low point in the roller coaster ride. After this, you begin to climb until you reach the top again. You cannot judge how you feel just at the low point. You have to wait until the whole ride has finished. Then you will know.”

“I hope you are right,” says Simon.

“Of course, I’m right,” says Merry. “Take your clothes off, Simon. Let’s have some fun.”

“What?”

“Swimming, Simon. Let’s go swimming.”

The two of them swim past Kathy in the sea and she looks at Simon with contempt. He is responsible for three friends losing their life savings and he is playing with a young laughing girl in a purple bikini. Kathy is so angry that she swallows a mouthful of seawater and starts to choke. She stands up coughing and then starts to cry. She shouts out the rudest word she knows and several swimmers look at her censoriously. Bad behaviour. Kathy starts to walk out of the water, and towards her clothes and towel, which are in a little heap on the sand.







Chapter 19


Bangkok

Gareth has arrived at Bangkok airport and rapidly forms the opinion that it is a horrible place. After he has cleared immigration and collected his suitcase from the luggage carousel, he sits in a scruffy taxi for an hour and a half to get into the city centre. What an awful filthy crowded hot overpopulated place, he thinks. Whatever did I come here for? Extradition. What extradition? They have to find me first, and then they have to prove that I did something wrong and I didn’t, did I? It was always my deal. They were financiers, that is all. Of course, if Gareth had only deducted 20% of the profits and then sent the money on to Bianca’s London bank account, then he would have created ambiguity but he took all of the money. Working capital and profits, and he had already signed an agreement merely for an introduction. Ruling out any prospect of a share. Now there are no profits to share. Gareth has stolen all of the money and gone on the run. He might have got a better deal from his father-in-law, but probably not.

What a noisy place this is, he thinks. Screaming motorbikes, tricycles, motor taxis, buses playing loud music, and all kinds of bars and clubs all playing different music, which is piped out into the street. Gareth has already asked the taxi driver to take him to a good hotel. The driver drops him at a large and very glitzy place. The reception area is decorated with a shiny black material designed to look like marble and the room which Gareth is shown into has a circular bed with a mirror on the ceiling above it. The walls are red and black, and the ceiling is dark blue.

Gareth goes downstairs to get a drink at the bar. Silver and shiny grey is the colour scheme here, and the bar is full of young girls wearing small tight clothing. There are middle-aged European men in the bar talking to the girls. The girls are smiling and pretending to be interested. Gareth buys a cold beer from the male bartender, and as he is drinking it, a young girl standing next to him begins to rub her pubic bone against his thigh. He looks at her in surprise and she gives him a direct eye contact look of shockingly carnal intent. She smiles at him knowingly and nods her head. She glances upwards to indicate the hotel bedrooms.

“Yes?” she says.

Gareth almost drops his beer onto the floor.

“No,” he gasps.

“Oh yes,” she says. “Oh, oh, oh, yes, yes, yes.”

The unashamedly carnal look is back on her face.

“You want relax?” she says. “Oh, yes, yes, yes.” She breathes the words at him softly with a little cry in her voice.

My god. The taxi driver has driven me to a brothel, thinks Gareth. A round bed. Mirrors on the ceiling and half-dressed child-like girls in the bar.

“No, no, no,” he says sternly.

“You tired?” says the girl. “Okay, tomorrow. Tomorrow, okay.”

She saunters away swinging her hips. The bartender leers at Gareth and Gareth walks out of the bar. He asks reception if he can make a long distance international phone call and he is told that he must dial 9 first but that with telephoning some countries, there can be a delay.

“Dial 0 for reception if you want help,” the girl on the desk tells him.

After some delay, Gareth is put through to the bank in Jersey, into which he has transferred £1million. The girl who answers the phone asks him certain security questions and then transfers his call to the manager of the Jersey bank.

“Mr Hardcastle, sir, how can we help you?” the manager says. “My name is Mr Jenkins and I am the manager of this branch of the bank in Jersey.”

“I would like to transfer some money,” says Gareth.

“We can certainly do that, sir, but first we must obtain confirmation about the origin of the funds.”

“The origin of the funds?” says Gareth.

“Yes, sir, where did the money come from? How did you receive the money and from what source?”

“What source?”

“Yes, sir. I am asking you, how did you get the money?”

“Why do you have to know that?” asks Gareth.

“Because Jersey is a tax haven, sir, and the rules about receipt of money are very strict.”

“Receipt of money? But you have already received the money.”

“Yes, sir, and now we must know where it came from before we can act on your instructions to transfer any funds.”

“I sold a ranch in Texas,” says Gareth.

“Yes, sir. Please tell us in writing, sir, and include the name of the realtor and your lawyer who would have transferred the funds. In writing, please, sir, with your up-to-date address.”

Gareth puts the phone down. What address had he given Igor in the Turks and Caicos when he opened the account? Had he given him an address at all? If he did not, then what address would Igor have used? Gareth’s blood froze. He had not thought about these details. His mind was full up with the idea that he could get all the money. Where he put the money he had left to Igor? Simply taken his advice, and put the money in Jersey and Switzerland. Would the bank in Switzerland want to know where the money came from? Well, it came from a Japanese industrial company, didn’t it? It was paid to Gareth for his work. What work? Well, he put together the whole deal, didn’t he? It was his deal. Would the bank manager in Jersey want to see paperwork? What paperwork? Gareth was perspiring now. I will talk to Igor, he thinks. He picks up the telephone.

“You told me that it was a start-up business for a diving school in Thailand,” says Igor.

“Caulder Enterprises put the money up, didn’t they?”

“No, they did not,” says Gareth. “It is my money but now the bank in Jersey wants some proof about where I got it.”

“I see,” says Igor. “The Swiss bank won’t ask you that.”

“They won’t?”

“No, remember that I put the money into a numbered account for you?”

“You did?”

“Yes, I gave you the paperwork. Your name is known to the bank but not made available to anybody outside the bank. Swiss banking laws make disclosure of any bank’s customer details a criminal offence, punishable by prison. So bank staff in Switzerland keeps secrets and they won’t ask you where the money came from.”

“So why do the Jersey bank want to know?” asks the exasperated Gareth.

“Jersey and Guernsey operate with the unwritten, and basically, unconfirmed approval of the British government. So the Channel Islands banks keep strictly to the rules.”

“What rules?”

“Their own rules.”

“Why are they called Channel Island banks and who gives approval for their rules?”

“They are in a separate jurisdiction. Outside Great Britain. They operate their own laws and they have their own administration. The Channel Islands make a lot of money from their banking business so they work hard to keep it clean. Criminals tend not to put their money in the Channel Islands.”

“They don’t?” says Gareth.

“No, because the banks there check up on the source of the money.”

“The source?”

“Yes, but in your case, you are alright because you can prove that it is your money. I am guessing that it came from your various diving school businesses. Quite successful they must be, Gareth, for you to have accumulated £2million or more.”

“What address did you give to the bank? I mean, the Jersey bank and, of course, the Swiss bank.”

“I gave them your home address. The Jersey bank will send you statements but the Swiss bank will never write to you there. They are painstakingly discrete and never risk anybody intercepting your post, or burglarising your home. So they don’t send you anything.”

“Can I change my address with the Jersey bank?”

“Of course, you can. Let me know your new address and I will send it to them.”

“I will ring you again in a few days’ time,” says Gareth and puts the phone down.

Another crook, thinks Igor as he puts the phone down.

Who do I know who would let me use their address? thinks Gareth. After a few minutes, he remembers Rosie Golath who lives in Devon in the UK and who has been a long-standing friend of Gareth’s for many years. He taught her and her newlywed husband to dive eight years ago. Her husband died in a gliding accident shortly afterwards and Rosie has kept in touch with Gareth ever since. Christmas cards and postcards during the years. Yes, Rosie will do it, thinks Gareth. I can tell the Jersey bank that Rosie’s address is my address. I will get her on the phone.

After what to Gareth is a boring conversation about Rosie’s life, eventually, she tells him that, of course, he can use her address. It is Primrose cottage, Valley, Road, Crediton, Devon. Gareth writes it down and gives Rosie the telephone number of the hotel. Now I have to get it to the Jersey bank, he thinks. I cannot post it from here. What shall I do? He sits down and thinks. Maybe an airhostess will post it in the UK for me. That means, I have to go back to that awful airport and try to find a British airhostess. I’ll do it tomorrow. I’ve done enough for today.







Chapter 20


Simon and Gilda

Kathy and Simon are having dinner together at the hotel. Kathy has already remarked on Simon having found a friend on the beach and treating the trip as if he is on holiday. Simon has accepted the rebuke without defending himself. He simply says, “I was stressed.”

Kathy says nothing else. She just eats and stares out at the sea.

“I’ll have breakfast with you in the morning,” she says, “but until then I want to be on my own.”

“Okay,” says Simon.

They eat in silence until Kathy gets up abruptly and walks away. I know that it is my fault as well, she thinks. But Simon seems so careless about it all. I can’t look at him. She walks out of the hotel and onto the beach. She walks along the sand in the evening sun.

In the morning, they have breakfast together. Whilst they are eating, the hotel manager comes up to their table.

“You have a visitor,” he says. “He is an important man.”

“Tell him we are in here just finishing our breakfast,” says Simon. “We will meet him in reception in 10 minutes.”

“He may not want to be kept waiting,” says the manager.

“Well, tell him we are here. He can have coffee with us whoever he is.”

The manager looks concerned and then walks away. Two minutes later, a big man in a dark suit walks up to their table.

“Mr Prendergast,” he says. “Federal district attorney.”

Kathy gives him a charming smile.

“Please excuse us,” she says. “We did not know that you were here.”

“The manager said something about coffee,” says Prendergast.

A waitress appears at his side.

“Black, please,” says Prendergast. “I’ll talk while you finish your breakfast. Then I think we need to have a conference.”

“It is wire fraud. Your man, Gareth Hardcastle, did it. He opened an account here in Florida and called it Bianca Shipping. There is no Bianca Shipping Corporation registered in the States. The bank should not have opened the account. Should not have received the money. Boy, are they scared.”

“Where is the money now?” asks Kathy

“It has been removed,” says Prendergast. “I have seen the bank. The money was moved to another US bank. I’ve seen that bank as well. The money has been moved from the second US bank, and sent half to Jersey and half to Switzerland. Both countries are out of our jurisdiction, but I will give you the names of the banks. My department has issued an arrest warrant and the police department are looking for him. I can tell you this. He flew out of Miami on a flight to the Turks and Caicos Islands. Another place out of the US jurisdiction but you may be able to find him there. We spoke to his wife. First of all, she tried to claim that the money was hers until we told her that it was stolen. Then she got herself an attorney. Told us that Mr Hardcastle had run out on her some days ago. She said that her father had hired a private detective to find him. Finally, told us that she thought – kind of cute that was – she thought he had gone into the Turks and Caicos Islands. I guess that she knows he is there.”

“He has a diving school there,” says Simon. “He taught me to scuba-dive there.”

“Small place,” says Prendergast. “But kind of tricky. Nine islands and only about 4000 people. Lots of small airstrips. Lots of small planes. Drug smuggling problems there sometimes. Planes carrying drugs fly up from Columbia, and stop off to refuel on the Turks and Caicos Islands. He could hide there but local people would very quickly know that he was there. My estimate is that he will move on pretty quickly. Over £2 million dollars is a lot of money. He is on the run. He got out of the States before you guys in London knew that the money was missing. Misdirected. Stolen. If you find him, tell me and I’ll try to get him extradited back to the US. Lock him up. You want the money, you’ll have to consult your own lawyers. Finished your breakfast? I’ve got a conference room booked.”

Prendergast interrogated both of them to get as much information they had about Hardcastle. Where they met him. What his involvement was with their shipping company. What deal they did with him.

“Entitlement,” says Prendergast. “He saw you guys doing all of the work which he didn’t do and he figured it should all be his. So he stole the money. Bitter. Mixed up man. Probably thinks now that the money is his. Left his wife too. She is a demanding lady, but I understand that he has got two children. Ought to have been tough leaving them.”

Prendergast then gives Simon and Kathy details of the bank accounts he knows about. He gives them account numbers for the US banks but he can only give them the names of the Jersey and the Swiss banks. He gives them a photograph of Gareth Hardcastle.

“His wife gave it to me,” he says.

He demands that they keep in touch with him, and notes down their home and work telephone numbers.

“Tell me when you leave the States,” he says. “Although, I will know as soon as you do. Same way I know that you flew in on Virgin flight AK62, and that you sat in seats 11A and 11B. The police department and the Federal district attorney’s office will do everything here. You concentrate on finding the man and then we can lock him up. Here is my card. Call me anytime. So long, guys.”

He gets up and walks out.

Simon and Kathy hesitate for a few moments, and then walk out as well. They go and sit on the hotel terrace in the sunshine.

“Things are moving a bit,” says Simon. “We now have the names and addresses of the banks he has put the money into, and we know that he is probably in the Turks and Caicos Islands.”

“We need a professional,” says Kathy. “A private detective and we need the British police. The Turks and Caicos Islands are what they call British Protectorate Islands so our police will have jurisdiction there even if Prendergast’s policemen don’t.”

“So you think that we should go home?” asks Simon.

“If you have finished playing with your girlfriend, then I believe that we owe it to Jeremy and Andrew to bring them up to date. So, yes. We go home,” says Kathy sharply.

“She was not a girlfriend,” says Simon.

“I don’t care,” says Kathy. “Go and book us a flight to the UK for as soon as possible.”

“Yes,” says Simon.

He walks into the hotel. Kathy stands looking at the beach. These people look happy, she thinks. I wonder what problems they have.

Simon books them onto a flight overnight. They have to leave the hotel at 5 o’clock. Simon tells Kathy that he has telephoned Mr Prendergast and told him.

“We will arrive in the UK in time for an English breakfast,” he tells Kathy.

“So what? We should be home by 9 or 10 o’clock?” asks Kathy.

“Say, 10 o’clock at the latest allowing for traffic,” says Simon.

“So let’s arrange to see the others the following day,” says Kathy. “I’ll do it because I don’t want to tell them anything on the phone. Can’t manage their responses. I prefer to tell them face to face.”

“I’ll leave it up to you,” says Simon. “I’m going to sunbathe for a few hours. I’ll meet you all packed and ready in the lobby at 4 o’clock alright?”

“Yes,” says Kathy and walks away.

I know I am being cold with him, she thinks. But he does not appear to take responsibility. He is the wrong companion for me. Life is one enjoyable episode to him. Now he thinks we are going to get our money back. I am not so sure.

Simon leaves his room with a towel and suntan lotion. He goes downstairs and walks onto the beach. I wonder if I will see Merry today, he thinks.

They spend their last day in Florida apart. Kathy used the hotel gym facilities to relieve her fury at the mess they were in. Simon went swimming in the sea and then lay on the sand looking around for Merry. She was not there.

At 5 o’clock, packed and ready, they got into a taxi and left the hotel. Three hours later, they were sitting in the plane as it took off heading for London.

Ten hours after that, at just after 6 o’clock in the morning, the plane came in to land. Simon and Kathy were both tired and bad tempered, and although they each lived in Richmond, they both took separate taxis home having first vowed to arrange a Bianca shareholders meeting the following day.

Whilst Simon and Kathy had been investigated in Florida, Jeremy and Andrew had been fretting and gossiping in West London. Today, they are talking.

“Why do you think that he took the money by mistake?” asked Andrew. “Perhaps, he doesn’t know that it is in his account.”

“That is what we hope for,” says Jeremy, “but I think we have to be prepared for bad news. He might have just stolen the money.”

“Oh, don’t say that,” says Andrew. “We have an agreement with him, don’t forget.”

“We will soon know,” says Jeremy. “We have a meeting with Simon and Kathy tomorrow.”

The day of the meeting arrives, and Jeremy and Andrew are eager to hear the news. Andrew is a bit hysterical. Kathy let’s Simon tell the story.

“He has stolen the money,” he says, “there is an arrest warrant out for him. The Federal district attorney gave us all of the details.”

He says this last bit with pride. He likes referring to the Federal district attorney.

“What are the details?” asks Jeremy

“Well, he had the money paid into his bank account. Then he paid it to another bank account in Florida. Then he paid it to a bank in Jersey and a bank in Switzerland. Half each.”

“Do we know the names of these banks?” asks Jeremy.

“Yes, we have got all of the details, and we know that he flew out of Florida to the Turks and Caicos Islands. The place where I first met him. So he is hiding there. We can go and capture him.”

“Can we?” Comments Jeremy. “As long as he stays there, we might be able to find him but we are not the SAS. I doubt whether we could capture him.”

“We would let the police do that,” says Simon. “Look, I think that we have done rather well. I mean, we know where the money is. We know where he is and there is a warrant out for his arrest. Pretty good, I’d say.”

Jeremy looks at him with a puzzled expression on his face.

“I think we need to write to the Jersey and Swiss banks,” he says. “In fact, I think that our company solicitor should write to the banks. Pointing out that the money in Gareth Hardcastle’s account was stolen from our company.”

“Yes, yes. Good idea,” says Simon.

“How do we get our money back?” shouts Andrew. “I mean, we need our money back. I do. All of us. And quickly.”

He starts to breathe shortly in and out in rapid breaths. His hands are shaking. Jeremy realises that Andrew is on the edge of a nervous collapse.

“Andrew, we are making rapid progress,” Jeremy tells him. “Try to have confidence. We are all together. We know that this diving man took the money. We know where it is now and we know where he is. We must move cleverly before he starts to spend any of the money.”

“Spend it. Oh, my life,” shouts Andrew.

“Yes,” says Jeremy, “or before he moves out of the Turks and Caicos Islands. If we can block the money first, then it will not matter so much if he does move. Yes, I think our next move is to contact our company solicitors. In fact, I should do it now.”

He picks up the telephone.

Gareth leaves his hotel room in Bangkok and walks downstairs to the café. He ordered some food and looks around. There will not be any airline staff in here, he thinks. This hotel is not the kind of place where they would stay. I will have to explore a bit. Maybe, I should write the letter first and then take it with me to other hotels, hoping to find airline staff on a stopover.

He eats his food and goes back to his room.

Using plain paper from the small batch of hotel stationary, he prints Rosie’s address clearly at the top and then writes:

Dear Mr Jenkins,

Regarding my account number 723847, I am writing to you from my new address. Please communicate with me at this address. The source of the money in my account is because I sold a lot of shares and the money comes from there.

Yours truly,

Gareth Hardcastle

Gareth folds the letter carefully. He does not think to make a copy of it. He puts it into a hotel envelope. He carefully crosses out the hotel’s name, which is embossed, on the envelope and then he seals it. Okay, he thinks. All ready now. He goes to the hotel reception and asks for a taxi.

“Where to, sir?” says the desk clerk.

“I just want to look around. Why do you want to know?” snaps Gareth.

“To tell the taxi driver, sir,” says the clerk mildly.

Gareth asks the taxi driver to take into a Marriot or a Hilton Hotel.

“Which one, sir?” says the driver.

“Marriott,” says Gareth.

“I’ll post it,” says the airhostess he met in the Marriot hotel bar. “Give me $10 and I’ll post it in London.”

“What is your name?” asks Gareth.

“Shirley Jennings. I work for Virgin. I’ll post it for you. Give it to me and the $10.”

She puts both into her bag, smiles at Gareth and then turns her back on him. Gareth stands for a minute or two and then walks out. Job done, he thinks.

He gets into another taxi and directs the driver to take him back to his hotel. He goes into the bar.

“Yes, yes, yes, yes. It is today,” breathes the girl stretching to whisper into Gareth’s ear. “You have come back for me, oh, yes.”

Gareth turns to look at her. Am I tempted? I’ve been a long time with boring selfish Miranda and that is all finished now. Oh don’t be stupid, he thinks. This girl has probably had ten men already today. Leave it alone.

“No, thank you,” he says.

“No, thank you?” says the girl. “Oh, yes. You want. I know you want.”

“Thank you. You are very pretty but no, no, no,” says Gareth.

The goal flounces away. There is another man standing at the bar.

“It is all legal, you know,” he says. “We are in a different jurisdiction here. It is not like Sweden where you are not allowed to.”

“So you mean, when Swedish people are here, then they are not allowed to go with bargirls?” asks Gareth.

“No, quite the opposite,” says the man. “Here, they can and in Sweden, they cannot.”

“You mean that the different countries have different laws?” asks Gareth.

“Yes and apart from murder or some national-security crime, what is a crime in one place is not a crime in another,” says the man.

“Are you sure?” asks Gareth.

“Oh, yes,” says the man. “I used to be a lawyer. You could rob somebody in France and then go to Italy or Great Britain, and be out of the French jurisdiction. As long as you didn’t go back to France where you had committed the crime. The United States likes to get its criminals back but a lot of other countries stop looking once they have left. They usually get caught for a new crime in the country they have run to. Now here, sex is not a crime and these girls are a hell of a lot cheaper than my two divorces. Prettier than my two wives as well. And willing, which neither of my wives ever were. At least not after I had married them. So I live here now. Out of my wives jurisdiction, ha–ha.”

“I see,” Gareth did not completely understand and the retired lawyer was not completely right but what he had said made Gareth’s mind race. It can’t be true, he thinks. You rob somebody in Japan and then say, in Germany, you haven’t robbed them. All a bit confusing. Gareth calls out to the man.

“Excuse me, what is your name? My name is Charles.”

“I am McCarthy,” says the man. “I live here. Here is my card.”

He hands Gareth a white card embossed with his name and number. Maybe I will talk to him again, thinks Gareth.

Gareth walks outside into the busy street. What a horrible place this is, he thinks. It looked a much better in holiday brochures. I must be in the wrong part of the country. Who can I ask? How can I travel? If I go somewhere else on the beach, then I will have to give Rosie a different phone number.

I will ask at the hotel about moving to the area with lovely beaches.

“Koh Samui,” the hotel manager tells him. “That is the place you want. We have a travel agency service two streets away. Here, I’ll show you.”

He gives Gareth a map.

Back in England, the investors have met again.

“The solicitors letters have gone off to the banks,” says Jeremy. “So that should start something. Now, what about the man himself? Do we want to catch him? I mean, who wants to go to the Turks and Caicos Islands or shall we hire a private detective to do it?”

“Let’s have some extra help,” says Kathy. “A private detective will know how to go about things better than we will.”

“I agree,” says Andrew.

“Shall we put it to the vote?” says Jeremy. “Those in favour?”

They are all in favour and enthusiastic except for the unpalatable fact of the cost of a private detective plus the airfares and hotels.

They interview a detective called Robinson. He was recommended by the company solicitor. Robinson is a small hard faced man with a rapidly balding head and a broken nose.

“I’ll find him and put him in prison,” says Robinson fiercely.

“How will you go about it?” asks Kathy.

“You don’t want to know that,” says Robinson confidently.

Kathy looks confused. “We do not want you to do anything illegal,” she says. “No violence or anything like that.”

“Don’t you worry,” says Robinson. “That is what you have got me for. Let me do the worrying for you.”

Jeremy is sceptical. This Robinson talks like a confidence trickster, he thinks. Jeremy looks at the others. Simon and Andrew look keen. Kathy looks doubtful.

“May we let you know?” says Jeremy.

“Excuse me, sir, but I understood that you are pursuing a fugitive,” says Robinson. “A fugitive from justice. Don’t wait is my opinion. Of course, you can let me know but let me know today is my opinion.”

He leaves the room.

“I think we should contact the police in the Turks and Caicos Islands,” says Kathy. “They will know what to do and they will not cost us £1000 per day.”

“I agree with that as a first step,” says Jeremy.

“I liked the idea of a private detective,” says Andrew, “and he looked dangerous.”

“Look, I am willing to go,” says Simon. “I have been to the islands before so I know my way around. If I take the company paperwork with me, contracts and bank details, then I can identify myself to the police there. They might take a person more seriously than a phone call.”

“Okay,” says Jeremy. “Shall we vote on it again?”

They all vote ‘yes’, and Simon starts to prepare all of the copy correspondence, bank statements and contracts. He books a flight for the next day. The other shareholders are relieved. It will save costs. Jeremy telephones the private detective and tells him that they are not ready yet.

“The culprit is ready,” says Robinson. “And he is getting away. It is your decision, but if you leave it, it may get more complicated and more expensive.”

“We have decided to leave it,” says Jeremy and puts the phone down. What a pressure salesman, he thinks.

Simon takes an early morning flight to Miami and an onward flight from Miami to the Turks and Caicos Islands. He arrives in the evening and gets a taxi from Providenciales Airport to a hotel on the beach called Le Deck. On the way to the hotel, he looks out of the window at the scenery. It does not look like a film stars sort of place. No palm trees. Not much greenery. A lot of white rocky land and white pebbles stretching out on both sides of the road. The taxi is surprisingly new and expensive. It is a Lincoln town car. Simon sees a small lake from the taxi window. Hundreds of pink flamingos are on it. Simon is puzzled. Am I really in the Caribbean, he thinks. The taxi stops at Le Deck hotel. The next day is bright and sunny, and Simon gets a taxi to take him to the police station. He gets out and walks across the road to the police station. He notices a local girl wearing a t-shirt with lettering on it. It says, ‘You don’t understand. It is a black thing.’

Simon enters the police station.

After talking to the desk sergeant, he is introduced to the Turks and Caicos Islands Chief of Police, Wilson Hargreaves. Wilson looks at Simon thoughtfully.

“We have had Mr Hardcastle’s wife contact us,” he says. “The lady’s father contacted us. Said he wants to send a private detective down. I told him not to do that. Told him that it is possible that Mr Hardcastle is dead. Died in the sink hole.”

“The sink hole?” says Simon.

“Yes, it is a freak of nature. A 6000-foot hole in the shallow ocean bed. It is over 150 yards wide and the deep water pulls very hard on any boats, which are foolish enough to try to cross it. We found Mr Hardcastle’s boat there. Right in the middle and close to the boat, we found his compressed air cylinder floating on the water. But Hardcastle was a diving instructor. He knew how dangerous the sinkhole is. Now you are telling me, I don’t make any judgement, you understand, but you are telling me that Mr Hardcastle stole £2.4 million from your company? He did not steal it here so that matter is outside of our jurisdiction, but if it is true that he stole a lot of money, then it gives him a motive to disappear. We have not found his body, you see. We may never find a body in the sinkhole. It could fall 6000 feet or be consumed by shark and barracuda. Hardcastle would know that too. So if he faked his own death, then the sinkhole would be a good place to do it.”

“Do you think he faked his own death?” asks Simon.

“Did you ever read Sherlock Holmes?” asks Hargreaves.

“No,”

“Well, Sherlock Holmes is a detective, you see. Clever man. And he says that you cannot decide anything until you have all of the facts. I don’t think that we have all of the facts. So we cannot decide. We must wait for more facts to appear.”

“How long must we wait?” asks Simon.

“We just wait,” answers Hargreaves. “We cannot get a death certificate for Hardcastle because we do not have a body. A dead body. A live body might be out there. Might be somewhere else. Stay here for a few days. We will see what turns up.”

Simon goes back to his hotel. If Hardcastle has died, he thinks, then what happened to the money? The US Federal District Attorney said that Hardcastle had sent the money to Switzerland and Jersey banks. Back home, Jeremy is arranging for our solicitors to write to those banks. I’ll wait here for five or six days. All of the flying about is very tiring. I’ll lay on the beach in the sunshine and see what turns up. Simon changes into lightening patterned swimming shorts and picks up a towel. He walks outside onto the beach. There are only two other people there. One is a local man sitting very still and looking at the sea. The man looks at Simon.

“Don’t go swimming in the sea,” he says.

“Why not?” ask Simon.

“Those swimming shorts,” says the man. “Colours look like fish in the water. A barracuda will bite your body for sure. Bad colour. This is not Barbados. No jet skis here. No speedboats. No yachts. We don’t have lots of activity on the seashore to keep the bad fish away. Here it is quiet. Sharks and barracudas are right there.” He points to the sea. “Ten feet from the shore. Don’t go in unless you want to be their lunch.”

“Thank you,” says Simon and walks on.

Further down the beach, a girl is laying on a yellow towel wearing a lime green bikini. She is sunbathing and lying on her back. The sun is still hot here, Simon realises. It would be easy to burn your skin here. That gives him an excuse to walk down the beach towards the girl. He intends to warn her about the sun. Good opening remark, he thinks. It is thoughtful and considerate.

The local man sitting on the beach watched Simon walk by. Like a bee to a honeypot, he thinks to himself and smiles. Nature is very powerful, he tells himself and nods his head, thinking of his own six children. Very powerful.

Simon walks up to the girl. “Good morning,” he says. “Lovely day.”

The girl is dark haired, curvaceous in a delicious sort of way and her pretty face has dimples when she smiles. She smiles at Simon and sits up.

“The sun is very strong here,” she says. “You have to be very careful.”

Simon is momentarily flummoxed. “That is what I walked down the beach to tell you,” he says.

“You walked all the way down the beach to tell me that? Didn’t you come to tell me something else as well?”

“Well, err, no. Not at all,” says Simon.

“You didn’t come down here to tell me that you were all on your own and had nobody to have lunch with?” she says, her eyes twinkling.

“I, um, I didn’t think of that.”

“But you are on your own, aren’t you?”

“Yes, that is true.”

“So we can sunbathe and then have lunch together.” She smiles again and turns over.

Her curves on the other side are just as delicious, thinks Simon. He spreads his towel out on the sand and lies down beside her.

“I am on my own too,” the girl says. “So I want some conversation.”

“Alright,” says Simon. “Where are you from and why did you come here?”

“I am from Cheshire,” says the girl, “and I came here because my boyfriend is playing tennis here. He is a professional tennis player. He is German as well.”

“As well as what?” asks Simon.

“As well as everything else,” she smiles.

“Everything else?” Simon says.

“He is very fit and tall, and blonde. He has strong hands and he plays a lot of tennis. All the time,” the girl says frowning.

“Do you play tennis with him?”

“I met him at a tennis club dance in Chester,” she says, “but he doesn’t dance. He plays tennis.”

“What attracted you to him?” asks Simon.

“He is tall and fit, and blonde and he has strong hands,” says the girl, “and he is very rich. His parents have some kind of car factory. Making German cars. And he takes me to places like this and then he leaves me on the beach, and plays tennis. What is your girlfriend like?”

“She is enthusiastic and happy, and fit. She is a fitness instructor at the gym I go to.”

“How long have you been taking her out?”

“About 18 months now,” says Simon.

“Are you going to marry her?” asks the girl.

“I don’t know. I don’t think so,” answers Simon.

“Why not?”

“I haven’t really thought about why not. I just seem to know that we won’t get married.”

“Okay,” says the girl. “My name is Gilda. My father liked the film. I think he wanted me to grow up to be like Rita Hayworth, but I grew up to be like me. It is a long time until lunch and I have been in the sun far too much. Shall we go to bed together? What is your name, by the way? I can’t go to bed with you without knowing your name.”

“Simon,” says Simon. “What about your boyfriend? He may come back suddenly?”

“You’re not nervous, Simon? You will not be any use to me if you are nervous. Don’t worry. We will have sex in your room. Then he can’t find us. Can’t find me. So he will think I’ve gone shopping and then he will play tennis again.” She jumps up, slips on a blue dress and black sandals, rolls up her towel, and starts walking up the beach.

Simon picks up his towel and runs after her.

“You don’t have to run, Simon. I will wait for you. In all things,” she says slowly, “but I hope I don’t have to.”

In silence, they walk up the beach. The local man is still sitting on the beach and he watched them. She has got another one, he thinks. Maybe this one will be fit. He laughs out loud. The couple walk into the hotel, and the girl walks on ahead and up the stairs. Simon fetches his key from reception and follows the girl. She stops at the top of the stairs. She looks down to him. “Which room?” she asks.

“Number eight,” answers Simon and watches as the girl walks on ahead of him. She stops at the door of room eight.

“Throw me the key,” she says.

Simon throws her the key. She uses it to open the door wide open. The room is neat and tidy. The large American bed has been made up by the hotel staff.

Gilda takes off her dress, kicks off her shoes and undoes her bikini top. She is unconcerned about the door being open. She slides out of her bikini bottoms and turns around stark naked to watch Simon walk into the room.

“Don’t keep me waiting,” she says and reaches forward to pull him towards her.

Simon is so aroused by this that he slams the door shut with his foot, and then picks her up and lays her on the bed. He immediately begins to demonstrate his appreciation of her body. She keeps moving away from him. From one side of the bed to the other and back again.

“Don’t keep me waiting,” she says, “faster, faster.”

She is relentless, and impatient and insatiable. She shows little affection and treats their activities as a contact sport, which she is always winning by coming first. Eventually, she pushes Simon away and says, “It must be lunch time now.”

Simon looks at his watch. It is 1:30. “Yes, it is,” he says.

“Meet me in the restaurant,” says Gilda and picking up her clothes, she walks into the hotel room’s bathroom. Simon hears the shower hissing down.

Later, she walks out fully dressed and leaves the room. “Don’t keep me waiting,” she says and walks away leaving the door wide open.

Simon struggles into his clothes and follows her. He finds himself running again and slows down because he feels foolish.

Gilda is sitting at a table by the window, which overlooks the sea and she is drinking a glass of iced water.

“I have ordered my lunch,” she says. “There is a menu in front of you.”

Simon sits down and once more feeling rushed, he orders a tuna salad. The waitress walks away and Simon then regrets his order. He does not really like tuna salad.

“Better than the fitness instructor?” asks Gilda sharply.

Simon is not careless enough to answer her honestly. He simply says, “Oh, much better.”

“I know I was,” says Gilda and smiles as she sees her lobster salad lunch being carried towards the table. She begins to eat as soon as it is put in front of her and the waitress who has asked the kitchen please to hurry, brings Simons lunch ten minutes later. The destruction with which Gilda attacks her lobster with the instruments the restaurant has provided never the less slow her down until Simon is eating with her neck and neck, as he thinks to himself.

“Why are you here? In the Turks and Caicos Islands?” asks Gilda.

“I am a travel agent,” says Simon who instantly decides not to tell Gilda the real reason for his visit. This girl is not like Merry, he realises. This girl will not buy him an ice cream.

“Alright,” says Gilda and continues to attack her lobster. She is determined to extract every scrape of edible flesh from its shells, its claws and its legs. Eventually, she orders coffee.

“I’m going to my room,” she says. “You will have to pay. My boyfriend would not understand two lunches on his bill. I will be on the beach tomorrow, in the morning. We can do the same thing again. Don’t make me wait. Goodbye.”

She walks out of the restaurant. Simon lets his breath out in a long big sigh.

The hotel receptionist walks into the restaurant. She walks towards him. “Mr Wilson Hargreaves is on the telephone asking for you,” she says. “I told him that you were probably in the restaurant. He is holding on the line.”

“Okay, I’m coming,” Simon gets up and walks quickly to the telephone.

“Hello?”

“We have some more information,” says Hargreaves. “I could do with a little time outside of the station. I’ll drive down to your hotel. Meet you on the terrace.”

“Yes, yes. I’ll be waiting,” says Simon.

Hargreaves arrives twenty minutes later and accepts Simon’s invitation to drink a coffee.

“Sherlock Holmes don’t live on these islands,” says Hargreaves, “but we take a lot of notice of him. The night Hardcastle’s boat went missing, some residents on the islands heard a very loud speedboat racing through the sea at night. And I mean, night. Woke these folks up. I’m talking about 1:30 to 2 o’clock in the morning. A speedboat. Now there is something else. One of the rich kids here reported that his speedboat had been stolen a few nights back. He did admit that it was a very loud boat. So we going to thinking and I did some checking, and what do you know?”

“I don’t know,” breathes Simon.

“A passenger by the name of Gareth Hardcastle just flew out of Providenciales airport on his way to the Azores just days ago. The Azores is a long way from here. I think that the passenger was our man, but I got no jurisdiction in the Azores. You’re going to have to fly down there and ask the local police to help you.”

Simon slumps backwards in his seat. “Do you know how often there are flights to the Azores?” He asks.

“Every week. Means that there is a flight day after tomorrow. You get onto the airline and book a ticket. You might catch your man.”

“Yes,” say Simon with a gasp.

It will save him from the grasp of Gilda. Simon does not believe that he could avoid tomorrow’s tryst with Gilder. He accepts it as being unavoidable and an obligation of his. He gasps again. He leaves the restaurant and walks out into the road. There is a little two-wheeled cart with a paraffin burner roasting peanuts. An old lady is selling the nuts wrapped in cones made of greaseproof paper.

“I am Polly Peanut,” she shouts out. “I am the most famous peanut seller in the world. I sell the very best peanuts.”

Simon smiles at her and walk by. A group of giggling schoolchildren walk towards him. They are wearing blue uniform jackets and brilliant white shirts. They smile at him as they walk past. They make Simon feel old and corrupt. He walks on thinking about his next journey.







Chapter 21


Gabriella Is in England

Back in the UK, Gabriella has arrived. She telephoned Jeremy from London airport, told him that she was cold and told him that she was getting a taxi to Teddington.

“Where shall I meet you?” she asks.

“You are here now?” asks Jeremy.

“Of course. I told you,” says Gabriella, “but I don’t know where your house is. So where shall I meet you?”

“Teddington Lock,” answers Jeremy. “There is a public house there. I will wait inside.”

“A public house?”

“Like a bar and restaurant all in one,” answers Jeremy.

“Alright, wonderful,” says Gabriella.

“I don’t know whether it is wonderful,” says Jeremy.

“I meant you,” says Gabriella. “It will be wonderful to see you.”

“I look forward to seeing you too,” says Jeremy just before he puts the phone down. He then telephones his cleaning lady and begs her for a favour.

“Clean my house and change the bedding in my room.”

“I’ll do it now,” she says grudgingly, “but it will cost you.”

“Yes, yes. Thank you. Thank you,” says Jeremy.

He leaves his office telling his secretary that he has an urgent appointment and goes to the shops before driving home to put all of his purchases away. Then he changes his shirt and wearing one of his usual smart expensive suits, he drives to the pub at Teddington Lock. He sits in the car for a few moments. The car is a jaguar, and it is comfortable and warm. Jeremy sees an airport taxi coming down the road towards him. With all of the difficulties and worries he has at present, he is surprised to find his heart lifted in his chest. He is looking forward to seeing her again. His worries will not matter as soon as he sees her. He gets out of his car. The taxi stops. Gabriella jumps out, and without paying or getting her luggage, she runs towards Jeremy and flings herself into his arms.

“Surprised?” she asks. “Pleased?”

“Both,” says Jeremy.

“You have to pay the taxi. I’ve got none of your English money with me,” laughs Gabriella squeezing Jeremy tightly.

“Certainly,” says Jeremy laughing as well. Extraordinary, he thinks. All of my anxieties have just melted away in the face of Gabriella being here. She is wonderful. He feels light and he laughs again.

“Life is good?” asks Gabriella.

“It is now,” says Jeremy. Extracting himself from her embrace, he pays the taxi driver and carries all of Gabriella’s bags to his car. He puts them into the boot. He turns to her. “Darling,” he says without thinking and squeezes her close.

She feels warm and funny inside. My funny, Jeremy, she thinks. My sword fighter. My best man.

Jeremy drives them both back to his house. He parks at the side of the house and takes Gabriella inside through the front door.

“Caramba,” says Gabriella. “Gee whiz. An English house. A real English house. Just what I expected. Show me around at once.”

Jeremy graciously shows Gabriella the sitting room, the dining room and the book lined study. All of these rooms are furnished with dark masculine furniture. He shows her the kitchen, which is bright and modern with a lot of marble surfaces, and good-quality study cupboards. Next, he shows her the laundry room, which has two washing machines and two oversized tumble dryers, which Jeremy had bought from a laundrette, which was closing down.

“The bedrooms, Jeremy, and the bathroom,” says Gabriella delightedly.

“This way,” says Jeremy showing Gabriella up a wide ornate staircase, which has comfortably shallow steps (low risers as they call them in the building business).

“We have two bathrooms and a separate shower room all with toilets. There is another toilet downstairs.”

“Bedrooms!” says Gabriella, “Never mind about the water, showers, toilets and baths. Bedrooms.”

Simon leads her into the main bedroom, which is large with grey and blue papered walls, two tub chairs in the window and an extra-large four-poster bed, which Jeremy commissioned specially to complement the high ceilinged room and the large bay window.

“Jeremy,” says Gabriella. “Is that the bed you tie your girlfriends to before you make love to them? Ooh, Jeremy, you are exciting.” She squeezes his arm. “I am willing,” she smiles.

“You have had a long journey,” says Jeremy. “Would you like some food or do you want to have a rest?”

“A rest?” Gabriella stretches up and kisses Jeremy passionately. “I came all of this way to see you,” she says. “A rest? No, sir.” She kisses him again, and Jeremy responds remembering how exciting and hot-blooded she is. He understands now why she has arrived, and he looks at her steadily and picks her up and puts her onto the bed.

“I accept,” giggles Gabriella.

Nearly two hours later, Gabriella is lying exhausted in Jeremy’s big bed. Jeremy is sleeping beside her. The long journey was worth it, she thinks moving her arms and legs languidly in the bed. Wow, she mouths to herself.

When Jeremy wakes up, he tells her that he’s going to light a fire in sitting room and gives Gabriella a drink whilst he cooks dinner for them both.

“What are we having?” murmurs Gabriela

“Argentinian beef, artichokes, peppers and aubergines with sweet potatoes,” answers Jeremy, “with a small lemon mousse as dessert.”

“Oh, I am hungry,” says Gabriella. “Let us start now.”

She gets out of Jeremy’s huge bed, and unselfconsciously walks naked across the room and into the bathroom. Jeremy soon hears the shower water flowing strongly.

He gets out of bed, put on a dressing down and walks across the landing to another bathroom where he showers as well.

Later, whilst they are eating dinner in a leisurely way in Jeremy’s dining room, where he has also lit a fire, Gabriella says, “Jeremy. There is something the matter. You have a problem and you have decided not to tell me about it, but I want to know about this problem, Jeremy. I am jealous of this problem. It is between us. I am not as close to you as I want to be. What is the matter?”

Jeremy considers what she has said and answers. “Money. My friends and I, all invested a lot of money in a new business, and all of the money has been stolen. So now we are all in debt and money may become even more of a problem because we signed a contract to make monthly payments of £2 million. So, Gabriella, the problem is only money. Not illness, not fire or floods, not the death of a close relative or a child. Nothing really serious, just money. I will have to sell this house. I do not intend to regret anything. We made a mistake, and allowed a man, whom we do not know, to learn our company secrets and he used those secrets to steal our money. Our mistake was not being careful enough.”

Jeremy smiles warmly at Gabriella. “I am so pleased that you are here. I apologise for my behaviour. I did not know that it was obvious that I am worried about my small problems. I will not do it again. While you are here, I will treasure your company and devote myself to your happiness. I am sorry.”

Gabriella looks at him. “This dinner is delicious, Jeremy,” she says. “Thank you for being honest with me. I am very happy to be here with you. Very happy.” She gets up and kisses him. “The fire is comforting as well, but you have central heating, you don’t need a fire.”

“The fire here and the one in the sitting room are both for you,” says Jeremy, “to make you feel welcome.”

“I do feel welcome,” says Gabriella. “Full of food and welcome. Can we sit together on one of your big sofas in the other room? Turn the lights out and drink brandy?”

“Anything you want,” says Jeremy who gets up and puts a big guard in front of the fire in the dining room, then takes Gabriella’s hand and leads her into the warm masculine but very comfortable sitting room.

Sitting close together in the dark and looking at the fire, Gabriella says, “If you sell this house, will that solve your money problems?”

“For me, it would solve them completely. I am only a 25% shareholder. For the other three, they would still have problems.”

“I don’t know the other three,” says Gabriella. “I only care about you.”

“Well, yes. What you have asked me. If I sell this house, then I will have no debts. Nowhere to live,” laughs Jeremy, “but no debts.”

“And if this man stole your money, you might chase him and get it back again?”

“We are chasing him now. The United States police have been very helpful, so far as today goes, we know where the money is, or most of it and our lawyers are going to try to get it for us. One of the other shareholders is chasing the thief halfway across the world now, whilst we are sitting here in front of a warm fire.”

“Jeremy,” says Gabriella. He tends towards her. “I like it here. Kiss me.”

Jeremy kisses her for over ten minutes.

“I like it here even more,” she says, “you are a big man, Jeremy.”

Jeremy moves uncomfortably on the sofa.

“I mean that you are a strongman. Calm and thoughtful, and strong enough to accept a proposition from me.”

“A proposition?”

“Yes, I want to give you a proposition. You will accept it, won’t you?”

“I have to hear it first,” says Jeremy.

“Okay,” says Gabriella. “I have my own oil well. My father gave it to me when I was 12 years old. He provided for all of his children when we were young. He wanted us to enjoy life whilst he was young enough to share the enjoyment with us. My oil well has been pumping away since I was 12 and the money goes into the bank. Sometimes I buy something, but I am careful. I bought my ranch in Mexico from a family whose father had died. I have an apartment in Miami, which I bought from a bank. It is right on the beach with huge terraces. The man who owned it didn’t pay his mortgage.”

“What is your proposition?” asks Jeremy.

“Listen to all of it before you say anything,” says Gabriella. “You get your house valued by three separate realtors and then I buy the house for the average of the three values, less 15%, but wait,” she holds up her hand, “you get to live in the house for seven years without paying any rent. At the end of the seven years, I get the house valued again and you can buy it back. At full value. What do you think?”

“My immediate reaction without thinking is that I do not want to be obliged to buy the house back in seven years.”

“There will be no obligation,” says Gabriella. “Just a three-month option for you.”

“My next thought is that you are a very clever girl.”

“And you thought that I was just a sex bomb, right?”

“I will tell you this,” says Jeremy. “House prices in the UK double every seven years. So if I get money back from this damaged enterprise, it would be cheaper for me to buy another much smaller house long before the end of the seven years, and for you, buying this house now would be a very good deal for you and a 15% discount will more than cover the loss of a rent payment for you.”

“Jeremy. I know that house prices go up in your country. It is because you have too many people and not enough new houses being built. So buying a big family house like this one is a good bet, and with you continuing to live in it and looking after it, my money will grow. And it gives you some breathing space to tackle the problems you have now. I will do the deal in the next three days if you agree and you will have the money by the end of the next week. I am not giving you money, Jeremy, because that would destroy us. I am offering you a solution. It is a separate matter from you and I.” She kisses him again. “Forget about the fact that the money comes from me. It is a deal. Like a bank. It is not you and I.”

“You are offering a solution in a distressed market.”

Jeremy sits quietly for a long time. Burning wood in the fire moves noisily, sending a small shower of sparks up the chimney.

“I like you very much, Gabriella. This does not affect how I feel about you. I would like to deal to be done by lawyers, and not by you and I, because I do not want us to bargain. I am very happy and I do not want to damage that. So I will say yes to your very clever proposition, and then I will stand back from it and let the realtors, as you call them, and the lawyers do all the rest. It would help us together if we do not talk about it a lot or if we do not talk about it at all.”

“Kiss me again and I will never talk about it again,” says Gabriella.

Jeremy kisses her. “Darling,” says Gabriella.

“Clever girl,” murmurs Jeremy, he admires her. He has no bad feelings. Oil wells. 3000-acre ranches. A Miami beach apartment and now she is buying his house. Clever girl, but I am happy. I am relieved. I am rescued. I am saved.

I admire him, thinks Gabriella. He has been so strong. Does not want to damage us, he said and I have just made a very good deal. I am pleased. And I told him about oil wells, ranches, a Miami apartment and now I am buying his house. Most men would run at this point. Either run away from me or run towards me thinking of marriage. Jeremy is cool. He is like the English are supposed to be but usually are not. I like him and he is great in bed.

The two of them sit in front of the log fire with their arms over each other’s shoulder. They sip their brandy. They are happy together. I like this house, thinks Gabriella.







Chapter 22


Simon in Pursuit

Gareth Hardcastle has arrived at Koh Samui. He is staying in a big eyesore hotel, which damages the perfect natural symmetry of big Buddha Beach. Gareth has telephoned Rosie to tell her of his new address at the hotel and give her a hotel telephone number.

“Shall I forward your post to you?” she says.

“No, keep it,” says Gareth. “You can read it out to me when I telephone.”

“Alright,” says Rosie. “I have a letter for you here. It is from Jersey. Shall I read it to you?”

“Yes, please do,” says Gareth.

“Okay. Dear, Sir, please supply us with the name of your stockbroker, and details of what shares you have recently bought and sold. Until our compliance department is satisfied, your account at our bank remains blocked. Yours faithfully, Steve Jenkins. Manager.”

“Damn,” says Gareth.

“What?” says Rosie.

“Oh, it is nothing,” says Gareth. “Just red tape is all. Thank you, Rosie.”

“Can I help you?” asks Rosie.

“No, thank you. It will soon be sorted out. Thank you for your help today.”

“That’s alright, Gareth. Goodbye.”

Blasted people, thinks Gareth. Compliance department. What the hell is that? He sits down, grabs some hotel stationery and dashes a letter off in his best handwriting.

Dear Mr Jenkins,

Re: Account number 723847

I am writing to let you know that the money in the above account has been deposited in your bank to keep it safe for my two daughters.

Yours sincerely,

Gareth Hardcastle

Gareth’s head is spinning round and round. Hard enough to get the money, he thinks. Now my own damn bank won’t let me access it. Maybe I should tell them the truth. Gareth snatches some more hotel notepaper and writes:

Dear Mr Jenkins,

Re: Account number 723847

The money in the above account was gained by me from a business transaction involving my company Bianca Shipping. The money is the profit from the transaction.

Yours sincerely,

Gareth Hardcastle

He folds both letters and puts them into the same envelope. He addresses the envelope, seals the envelope and leaves his room. He runs downstairs and gives the envelope to one of the reception staff.

“Please post this to Jersey as soon as possible,” he says sternly. Then he walks stiff legged back to his room.

The hotel notepaper has the name of the hotel and its location clearly printed on the back. When it is posted, the envelope will be franked with a Thailand post office mark before it leaves the country. Gareth has left a very clear trail.

Simon is getting onto a plane, which is heading for the Azores. He is relieved to be leaving Gilda behind, not least because at breakfast yesterday, a tall sinister strong looking young blonde man with pale blue glacier eyes came to Simon’s table and said, “I have heard that you are enjoying my girlfriend.”

Simon choked on his morning coffee and when he had cleared his throat he said, “What?”

“My girlfriend, Gilda. She said that you are keeping her satisfied while I play tennis. Thank you.”

The blonde looking young man turned on his heel like a military man and marched away.

The same morning, Gilda was even more demanding and imperious and afterwards told Simon, “Klaus knows nothing. He thinks only of his balls and his racquets, of his tennis. He does not think of anything else. Come here. Again.”

Simon feels used up as he sits on the plane. He had not told Gilda that he was leaving. He had left the hotel in the early morning by taxi.

The stewardesses are giving a recital of the safety procedures. The plane is taxying out onto the runway. Simon feels safe without any safety procedures. He feels safe just to get away.

Simon arrives in the Azores and his first impression is that they look a bit like Wales without council houses. He books into a hotel and the next day after breakfast, he goes to see the Azores police.

Simon thinks that he has reached a dead end when he first speaks to the police. They are cagey with him and standoffish. It suddenly occurs to him that the police think that he is some kind of tax inspector or a tax investigator from a mainland European country. Simon decides to explain that he is a travel agent and that Gareth Hardcastle has not paid him for the last four holidays, which Simon arranged for him. Simon shows the policeman some credentials from his travel agency business.

The chief of police interviews Simon again.

“We keep a note of people flying in and out of our country,” he says. “A note of people coming in and out by boat as well.”

“Gareth Hardcastle flew in here a few days ago from the Turks and Caicos Islands. Then he flew out again on a flight to Switzerland. He is not here now. He may be in Switzerland or he may have moved on, but he is not here in the Azores. That is all I can tell you, Mr Adair. I hope you enjoy the rest of your stay here.” He gets up. “Goodbye,” he says and opens the door for Simon to leave.

“Thank you,” says Simon in a defeated manner. He walks out of the police station. The man is always a jump ahead of me, he thinks. It is like trying to catch a grasshopper in a field. Spring, spring, spring. Switzerland. Well, he is not on an island now. So he could go anywhere. Leave no trail. Simon feels sick with disappointment. I am not spending any more money, he thinks. Somebody else can go to Switzerland. Millions of people are there. How can we find him now? I just hope that the company solicitors have trapped the money in the Jersey and Swiss bank accounts. I am going home, he decides.







Chapter 23


Quinn’s Business Proposal

In the UK, Jeremy is talking to the company solicitors. “No reply at all?” he says.

“The Swiss bank is out of our jurisdiction,” says Crispin Perks, the solicitor. “So they do not have to answer us at all. Swiss banking laws are very strict as well. The Jersey bank, however, I would have expected a reply. But no.”

“What shall we do now?” asks Jeremy.

“Issue a writ,” says Perks.

“Don’t we need an address before we can do that?”

“Yes, you do,” answers Perks, “and a United Kingdom address as well, or we can do nothing.”

“Can’t you do anything?” asks Jeremy.

“I await your instructions,” says Mr Perks. “Goodbye.” He puts the receiver down.

“What?” asks Kathy.

“Well, Perks says that the Swiss bank will not respond and don’t have to, and the Jersey bank will not respond without a writ and we need a UK address for Hardcastle before we can get a writ.”

“He hasn’t got a UK address,” says Kathy. “So we are going round in circles.”

“I know,” says Jeremy. “We will just have to wait and see what Simon found out.”

Simon arrives in the UK the next day and a meeting of the Bianca Shipping Limited shareholders is arranged.

Simon explains to the other three the details of what he has discovered. Gareth Hardcastle’s route from Miami, Florida to the Turks and Caicos Islands, some evidence of a tragic death over the sinkhole but then Gareth Hardcastle’s name on a passenger flight to the Azores. Simon has been to the Azores and the chief of police there provided him with the information that a passenger named Gareth Hardcastle had flown out of the Azores on a plane heading for Switzerland. Simon explained Switzerland was a much bigger country than the islands of the Turks and Caicos or the Azores, and that they would need an international arrest warrant to search for him there.

All four of them begin to look bleak. Then Jeremy explains what Mr Perks, their solicitor, has told them. The banks have not responded. The Swiss bank will never respond but the Jersey bank might if Bianca Shipping Ltd issue a writ and then serve the writ on Gareth Hardcastle. Both of these actions will need a UK address for Hardcastle.

Andrew starts to shout, “What are we going to do? Does anybody know? I mean, we have to pay out another £2 million in three weeks’ time and we don’t have the money. So what are we going to do? How do I pay for all the money I have borrowed? I will have to rent somewhere to live. What will Nancy think of that? I am ruined. I am ruined.”

“We are all in the same position, Andrew,” says Simon, “and I have just spent a lot of money on travelling costs and hotels. I have borrowed heavily against my home and my business. I will have to sell up and try to start a new business.”

Jeremy sits and listens. If he had not clicked with Gabriella, if she had not been rich, if she had not seen a bargain in buying his house, then he would be feeling as hollow and desperate as the others.

Kathy is crying silently. She will have to sell her flat. Fortunately, she has a job and she hopes that her job will not be affected by her personal financial problems. She simply will not tell anybody at work. She has not told them anything about the Bianca Shipping enterprise so she will not be asked by anyone at work how it is all going. Kathy knows that the Gareth Hardcastle betrayal started right under her nose. She knows that she and Simon are responsible. Andrew has just started to shout about that. Jeremy is very quiet. I wonder whether he has any good ideas. Kathy wipes her eyes discreetly and gets up.

“I am a little upset,” she says. “If you will all excuse me, I am going outside for a short walk.”

“How long will you be?” shouts Andrew. “We are all in this together, and you and Simon are to blame.”

“About 25 minutes,” says Kathy and walks out of the offices. She starts to walk downstairs and bumps into Quinn the architect, their landlord who occupies the ground floor offices.

“Kathleen,” he says. “Lovely to see you again.”

She turns to look at him. “Oh hello, Quinn,” she says.

“Kathleen, you look a bit distressed,” says Quinn.

Kathy does not have the energy to resist so she says, “I am distressed.”

“Come to my office,” dictates Quinn who uses a key to open a door on the ground floor which by-passes his reception area and opens straight into his spacious personal office. There are drawing boards with angle poise lamps above them. There are rolls of plans and there is a model of a new development set out on a trestle table. Kathy walks in and with relief, she just sits down on a long cream sofa, which is against a wall of filled bookcases. She looks forlorn. She glances up at Quinn. Superman, she thinks. He makes me feel better. I don’t know why. Quinn has filled and switched on a kettle, which stands next to a little sink in one corner of the office.

“Camomile tea?” he says.

Kathy looks at him. “I’ve never had camomile tea before,” she says, “but a lot of things are happening to me, which have never happened before.”

Quinn does not question her. He just lets her sit quietly on the sofa while he potters around making up a tray of tea things with a teapot, cups and saucers, and a plate of ginger biscuits. He places the tray on a large coffee table in front of her, and then surprisingly and with confidence, he sits down next to her and firmly puts his arms around her. She rests her head on his shoulder, and starts to cry again this time noisily and with great shuddering gulps.

Eventually, she stops crying but stays where she is in his arms. She likes it there. Quinn rubs her back and then leans back taking her forearms with his big hands. He looks at her face.

“Camomile tea,” he says.

“Thank you,” says Kathy and Quinn pours her a cup of the golden coloured liquid. Kathy sips it cautiously.

“I like it,” she says with surprise.

“You are busy, Quinn,” she says. “I am interrupting you.”

“No, no,” says Quinn. “I am fine. You can stay here all day if you want to. I have no other appointments today. I met clients on site first thing this morning and now my time is my own.”

Kathy sips at her camomile tea again. “I like it here,” she says.

Quinn says nothing.

“I have some troubles,” she says.

Still, Quinn says nothing, simply smiles gently at her.

Kathy, suddenly, begins to tell Quinn all about the Bianca Shipping disaster. He listens without interrupting her. When she has stopped speaking, he asks her quietly for more details.

“Tell me again what the Federal District Attorney said.”

Kathy recounts their interview and tells Quinn some salient details.

“This Hardcastle man had opened a United States bank account in the name of our company,” she says. “And then moved the money through it. The District Attorney said that Hardcastle did not even have a United States company registered anywhere.”

“Do you remember anything else the district attorney said?” asks Quinn, “any small remark will be helpful if you can remember.”

“He was a tough man,” says Kathy, “jumped onto the case and traced the money as it left the United States. He told us where the money had been sent to. He said that Hardcastle’s United States bank was worried. Probably because they guessed they had lost his business, I suppose.”

Quinn is thinking hard. He begins to say something and then stops himself.

“What will you do now?” he asks.

“We have to find an address for Hardcastle,” says Kathy, “and then we have to employ more lawyers. The trouble is that I don’t think that I or the others have enough money left for a legal fight. We have spent a lot already in addition to the £2 million, which was our start up investment. Lawyers are going to cost a lot. Andrew will not pay any more and I don’t know about Jeremy. He has been very quiet.”

“I understand,” says Quinn. “Kathy, I may be able to help but I would need your colleagues to agree to my help.”

“They may be angry that I have told you about it,” says Kathy.

“Shall we walk upstairs and ask them?” says Quinn firmly.

“Alright,” says Kathy meekly. She stands up. “I’m ready.”

Quinn takes her arm and guides her through the confidential door and locks it behind him. They walk up the stairs and Kathy enters Bianca Shipping offices again without knocking. Her three co-shareholders are drinking tea except for Simon who is drinking Whisky.

With great presence of mind, Kathy says, “This is Mr Quinn Stoneborough. He is our landlord from the architects practice downstairs. I have already told him that our new business is experiencing delay in the first profits. Mr Stoneborough has agreed to wait for his rent.” She turns to Quinn. “I believe that you wanted to say something else,” she says.

“Kathy has told me that the delays, which your new enterprise has encountered, are possibly because of lawyers.”

“Lawyers,” says Simon who looks a bit red in the face. “More bloody expense.”

“We cannot have any more expense,” shouts Andrew. Jeremy says nothing but he is thinking that since Gabriella has ruthlessly and commercially rescued him financially, he is now reluctant to reinvest. He feels like sitting tight and not spending more. He does not know how the four of them are going to deal with next month’s £2 million payment, so he says nothing.

Well, so much for discretion, thinks Quinn. Two of them have just blurted out their financial distress. Quinn decides to speak to them in a calm reasonable voice. “We, at Cello, Dixon & Stoneborough Architects, would like your shipping business to succeed,” he says, “and so, I am confident that I will be able to persuade my partners to offer you a seven month rental holiday. That will mean that the seven month’s rent will accumulate as a debt and may be paid later.”

In fact, Quinn owns the entire freehold property himself and his partners will not be consulted about whatever deal he agrees with Bianca Shipping Ltd.

“As well as offering you some flexibility with your lease, I believe that I may be able to help you to recover the money, which you are, err, waiting for.”

“Waiting for,” shouts Andrew. “Stolen is more like.”

“Let us say misdirected then,” says Quinn in a soothing and propitiating manner. “I can help you with that.”

“How?” says Simon who appears to be drunk.

“I will pay your legal costs,” says Quinn bluntly.

“What will you want for that?” asks Simon.

“Wait, let us listen to the proposal,” says Jeremy calmly. He is the only shareholder who does not have to sell his home. He has already sold it. The money was paid before Gabriella flew home to Mexico. ‘Your turn to visit me next,’ she had said upon leaving. Jeremy continues to live comfortably in his house and now has £2.5 million in the bank less £375,000, which is the 15%, which Gabriella has deducted for the rent. Well over £1000 per week in rent and paid in advance. Clever girl, thinks Jeremy again.

Quinn says, “I will pay the legal costs necessary for your company to recover its money, and my charges will be my expenses paid back to me first and then 50% of the money I recover.”

“That is a hell of a big chunk,” shouts Andrew

“It is more than we have now,” says Simon. “Hardcastle may be hiding out in Switzerland or in any of the countries on the Swiss borders, or for that matter, he may be even further away. Without a team of private investigators, how are we going to find him to serve a writ on him?”

“I think that it is a good deal,” says Jeremy. “We get part of our investment back and then fold up the company.”

Kathy looks at Quinn. “Could you be a bit more generous?” she asks.

“I would like to be,” says Quinn. “But litigation is the most dangerous indoor sport. I may get nothing back at all.” He stops speaking

“Shall we vote on it?” says Jeremy.

Simon votes yes, then after a little hesitation, Kathy votes yes, leaving Andrew to vacillate for a few minutes before he votes yes too.

Jeremy then says, “Well, my vote is yes, so the matter is decided.”

Quinn forces himself to look reluctant and then says slowly, “I will write a simple agreement for us all to sign and then I will get on with it. I hope it will work out well.”

He gives a wintry little smile and gets up slowly. He shakes everybody’s hand and leaves the room. Quinn has an idea and he wants to put it into practice.

The four shareholders bring their meeting to an end and each of them leaves the offices. Andrew is muttering hysterically as he walks down the stairs. Jeremy follows him down and then Simon, and finally, Kathy who locks their office and then walks slowly down the stairs. She hesitates at Quinn’s private office door and thinks about him. He didn’t go into a telephone box, and spin round and then come out as superman but he has offered to help us even if he wants a share for himself. Perhaps, when a person is in trouble, other people try to profit by their troubles. Kathy does not know about these things. She is a scientist, and her friend’s troubles are with boyfriends and arguments with their parents. She has never before entered the world of business. It is a rather horrid world, she thinks.







Chapter 24


Gareth Hardcastle Is Robbed

Gareth is walking down the sandy beach towards a place called the big Buddha Bar. It is thronging with customers and girls who are not accompanied by boys. It is late in the morning.

Gareth walks inside. He sees a beautiful dark haired woman who is overseeing the staff in a proprietorial manner. She has her left arm around the waist of a pretty younger girl who is wearing tight white shorts and a flowery coloured bikini top. She is barefoot. The beautiful woman leans towards her and they kiss.

The owner of the bar seems to like women, thinks Gareth. What a waste of such beauty.

He looks around at the other girls in the bar. Why not? he thinks. I have got away with it. I should reward myself.

He speaks to a girl standing next to him. “Are you on your own?” he asks.

“On my own,” she says. “No, there are about 100 other people here.”

“No, I mean are you with a man now?” asks Gareth who is now a bit flustered, and not nearly as smooth and confident as he used to be.

“No, man,” says the girl and then she is silent. Make him work for it, she thinks.

“I’ll buy you a drink,” says Gareth.

“What do you want?” the girl asks. “You buy me a drink, you say, but what do you want?”

“Well, I, the thing is that I would like your company,” says Gareth.

“My company? You want sex?”

“I had not thought. I am not.”

“You tell me, mister, what you want? What you like?”

Gareth decides to simply plunge in. “Yes, I want sex,” he says. “I am staying in that big hotel over there.” He nods in the direction of the hotel. “I am in room 415. I will wait for you there.”

“How much?” says the girl, who has discovered that a newly arrived man will often pay far more than he has to, if she does not give him a price and this man looks rich.

“$300,” whispers Gareth.

“No,” says the girl, who is pushing for a higher figure, although, her usual price is $100.

“No?”

“No, I go away now.”

“$500 cash then,” says Gareth.

“Always cash,” says the girl. “Alright, give me half now and I meet you in your room 415 in 20 minutes.”

“No,” says Gareth, “$550, but I will give it to you in my hotel room.”

“You give me $600 in hotel room and you get very happy time,” says the girl.

Gareth feels himself to be going a bit mad. He feels unstable and his hands are shaking. Some kind of after-shock, he thinks. I need something to calm me down. I am rich now so I don’t care about a few hundred dollars. The room I am in is $300 dollars a night anyway.

“Yes, alright,” he says staring at the girl’s cleavage, “see you soon.” He walks away.

“See you soon,” says the girl and giggles. He likes my cleavage, she realises. It gives her an idea. She hurries out of the bar and down one of the narrow streets. She enters a dimly lit pharmacy and begins to chat intently with the owner. After some exchanges, he hands her a small bottle of clear liquid. She puts it into her small bag and walks away from the narrow street towards the big hotel.

Gareth opens the door of room 415 to see the girl standing there. She has undone the top three fastenings of her blouse. Gareth finds himself staring. Gareth feels even madder. I am falling to pieces mentally, he realises. He pulls the girls into the room.

Four hours later, Gareth wakes up on top of the hotel bed. He is still fully clothed. His head aches furiously, and his arms and legs feel weak. He struggles to sit up and after falling back twice, he manages it. He looks around the hotel room, it is a mess. It has been ransacked. Drawers have been pulled out onto the floor. The wardrobes are open and his clothes are strewn about. His suitcase has been emptied out onto the carpet. What the hell? thinks Gareth. What has happened? Where is the girl? He lifts up his left arm to look at his watch. He is not wearing his watch. He looks around at the two bedside tables. It is not there. Gareth feels dazed. His watch was an expensive heavy diving watch. I have been robbed, he realises. He reaches into his trouser pocket. My wallet has gone. Gareth struggles to his feet and then sways from side to side slightly. Where is my money? he thinks desperately. The cash I brought with me from the two Florida banks. Where did I put it? In the room safe, with my passport. He struggles to the wardrobe where the room safe is located and has to concentrate hard to remember the numbers used to the combination lock, of course, 47384. He pushes the buttons on the safe and opens the door. His passport is there and he feverishly counts the money. Only $7500. What about the rest of it? Did he leave some in his suitcase? Yes and some more in his jacket hanging in the wardrobe. The jacket is now on the floor and his suitcase has been emptied out. No money.

It can’t have been the girl, he thinks, because I can’t remember. He snatches up the hotel phone and dials reception. “I have been robbed,” he cries.

The hotel detective arrives within 10 minutes. He sits in a chair in the room and looks around.

“The reception staff says that a lightly dressed girl came into the hotel this afternoon. She took a lift to the fourth floor. Did she visit you?”

“She may have done,” admits Gareth. “I was feeling a bit tense so I may have invited her to give me a massage.”

The detective looks at him. “It doesn’t matter to me what you do,” he says, “but the reputation of the hotel is important. I believe that you have been drugged.”

“Drugged?” says Gareth, “But I do not remember drinking anything. Just possibly kissing the girl, perhaps.”

The detective looks weary. “Some of these girls coat their breasts with a powerful knockout drug. Tasteless and odourless that it will knock a man unconscious for three or four hours. Do you have a throbbing headache?”

“Yes.”

“Your arms and legs feel heavy?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I think that you have been the victim of a tit raid as we call it here. You invited the girl up here. It is an expensive hotel. She saw you as a mark, and she knocked you out and cleaned up. How much is missing?”

“Some change in my wallet,” says Gareth. “The whole wallet is gone. My Rolex divers watch. Not a fake. A real one, and about $8000 from my suitcase and my jacket.”

“Phew,” says the detective. “Quite a haul. We won’t be seeing that girl again. She is long gone. Do you want to file a police report? I’ll send the forms up.” The detective gets up and says, “You take care,” and leaves the room.

Ten minutes later, the hotel manager arrives. “I have brought your hotel bill, sir. I know that you will wish to settle it and when you have done that, we will send a maid to help straighten up your room. If you wish to stay for more nights, sir, please pay in advance at the reception desk.” He leaves the room, stiff with dignity.

Gareth is recovering more feeling in his arms and legs. He begins to pace the room. “Taking somebody else’s money,” he says out loud. “I mean, that is dreadful. The worst thing to do to somebody. To take money which belongs to them and then to just run away with it.” He continues to pace up-and-down.

What am I going to do now? he thinks. It is $300 dollars a night to stay here, plus meals, and phone calls and drinks. Probably around $400 or even $500 dollars a day. In just over two weeks, I will have spent the cash I have. I must get hold of some more. The Jersey bank is a problem, what about the Swiss bank? Do I have to go back there to see them to get the money? I must have the paperwork here, if the girl didn’t steal it.

She didn’t steal it, and Gareth gathers the documentation together from where it is flung about the room and he starts to read it. If I want to transfer money from the Swiss account, I have to call there, and fill forms in and give the bank code words, and advance notices of instructions. So I have to return to Switzerland. Blast.







Chapter 25


Selling the Bianca Shipping Contract

In the UK, Quinn has had an agreement prepared by his solicitors. It contains a power of attorney to allow Quinn to act with complete authority on the part of Bianca Shipping Ltd.

Quinn asks for a meeting with the four shareholders. They all sign the agreement with Quinn.

“In order to get the money back for you, Bianca Shipping Ltd must stay in existence,” he says. “That means that you cannot allow the company to be bankrupted by your creditors.”

“What creditors?” asks Andrew.

“The Taiwanese, the Mexican cement company, possibly even the Japanese industrial company,” says Quinn. “All of these people are expecting to make profits from the actions of Bianca Shipping Ltd. If you stop, then all of their profits stop, and they may take any legal action against you and thereby, break Bianca Shipping. The consequence of that would be that Bianca Shipping would no longer be able to take a legal case to recover the stolen money. So it would all be lost.”

“But it is our money,” says Andrew.

“No,” answers Quinn, “You all made loans to the company, which would have been paid back out of profits. If Bianca Shipping is bankrupted, then you all lose your loans.”

“You didn’t tell us this when we started,” says Andrew looking at Simon.

“We didn’t know that Simon would allow a third person to give the bank account details to the Japanese. The paymaster,” says Jeremy sharply.

“Kathy was there as well,” says Simon.

Quinn realises that the meeting could easily descend into a squabble, so he says, “One other thing for me to mention is that a Jersey bank will not respond to an English solicitor. That is why they have not replied. Jersey is out of the English jurisdiction. So we must hire a Jersey advocate that is a lawyer. I am investigating different firms who have been recommended to me.”

“We haven’t got another £2 million to keep Bianca Shipping going for another month,” says Kathy.

“You started with only one month’s money? And you borrowed that?” says Quinn.

“Well, yes,” says Simon, “it seemed to be sufficient.”

“But it wasn’t, was it?” says Andrew pettishly.

“We didn’t have any more money anyway,” says Kathy.

“Then I think that you will have to sell the cement contract,” says Quinn.

“Sell the contract?” says Andrew. “How do we do that?”

“You find a big shipping company here in London and we sell the contract to them,” says Quinn. “Provided, of course, that there is not a clause in the contract, which says that the contract cannot be transferred. If there is no such clause, then it can be sold.”

“I never thought of that,” says Simon. “I don’t think that any of us did. So that we keep Bianca Shipping alive and we could make some money now?”

“Any shipping company that could be persuaded to buy would only pay for the contract on the drip. That is to say an amount payable every month. Perhaps, equal to 2% of the monthly profit. Nothing more,” says Quinn, “but that would be enough to keep Bianca Shipping alive, and for me to commence legal proceedings in Jersey and possibly, in Switzerland.”

“It sounds as if we have no alternative,” says Jeremy who having sold his house for £2,500,000 to Gabriella, could, if he wanted to, pay for Bianca’s next month’s shipping costs. He has, however, lost confidence in the enterprise and would be relieved if Quinn managed to get some of their money back.

“I think we should sell the contract,” says Kathy.

“I agree,” says Andrew.

“I think that we should try to make money from the contract,” says Simon. “Not just give it away to a big company.”

“Who is going to do this job?” asks Jeremy. “Who is going to find a company who will buy our contract? Do any of you know?”

“No,” says Andrew.

“I am a scientist,” says Kathy.

“I could try,” says Simon, “but I don’t know how to start.”

“You need a shipping broker,” says Quinn.

“A shipping broker?” says Jeremy. “What is that?”

“It is exactly what it sounds like,” says Quinn. “These people arrange shipping deals. If you had employed a broker in the first place, you would not be in the position you are in now.” He hesitates and momentarily he is sorry that he has said that. I don’t want to sound sarcastic, he thinks. I don’t want to alienate these people.

“So we need to find a helpful shipping broker then,” says Jeremy. “Do you want to do that, Simon?”

“Yes, I’ll do it,” says Simon. “I’ll get my office staff onto it this afternoon. I may as well use them whilst I’ve still got them. The bank manager telephoned me yesterday to ask when I would be repaying my £550,000 overdraft. He was quite strict.”

“What did you tell him?” asks Andrew, “Because I have to tell my bank something this week.”

“I told him that the shipping deal will pay off in three months,” says Simon, “and then he said that I had told the bank that it would be six weeks from start to finish.”

“How did the conversation end up?” asks Kathy.

“I have to give him the confirmation in writing with evidence attached,” says Simon. “I am delaying my answer.”

Kathy looks thoughtful. She mortgaged her apartment right up to the limit and borrowed from her bank to be able to provide her share of the £2 million start-up costs. She now feels very foolish. Especially after Quinn questioned them with astonishment that they had only provided funding for one month. Kathy will have to pay back her overdraft very soon and she will have to sell her Richmond apartment, which she realises she will never be able to replace. She will have to rent a flat but even before she can do that, she must repay her overdraft and she can’t imagine how she is going to do that. Her home is her only asset and the overdraft, together with her new mortgage, exceeds any money, which she will get from selling the flat.

Andrew looks pale and sweaty. “I haven’t told Nancy about any of this,” he says. “I don’t know how she will take it. I was financially comfortable when I first met Nancy. I wonder what she will think. She has a job, of course, but she has not got any savings. How long is this financial recovery going to take?”

Nobody answers him.

Then Simon says, “I have not told Blindi either. She thinks that I am pretty well off. I think that she will stick by me though.”

Jeremy says, “I do not have anyone to tell.” He is thinking that the only girl he is involved with is Gabriella, and that she already knows and has swooped like a vulture to take advantage. Do I care? he thinks. No, I am happy. I do not have any debts.

Kathy looks up. “I do not have any boyfriend to tell,” she says. “And I am happy about that. Nobody to tell me how stupid I have been.”

Quinn looks at her with interest. Such a beauty, he thinks, and no man around.

“I intend to visit Jersey next week,” says Quinn. “I will visit the lawyers I would like to use and I will also visit the bank where Hardcastle has put half the money. It will progress matters, I believe.”

The others look at him. “Okay,” says Simon. “And whilst you are doing that, I will find a shipping broker and start trying to do a deal with them.”

“Let’s go back to our jobs,” says Jeremy. “There is no more we can do today.”

They all nod their heads and the men all begin to leave the offices. Kathy hangs back. “I will lock up,” she says.

“Okay,” shouts Simon as he walks down the stairs.

Jeremy looks calm. Andrew looks mentally deranged; his tongue is lolling out of his mouth as he walks. Simon looks as if he is enjoying himself. Quinn stays in the Bianca Shipping offices with Kathy.

“Kathy,” he says. “You are going through a bad patch just now. Like a pilot flying through a storm. You know what Winston Churchill said when you are going through hell? Keep going. Things will work out all right. I am thinking, why not take a little break? A mini holiday?”

“I don’t have any money to spare,” says Kathy. “Not for mini holidays and not even for my housekeeping.”

“What about Jersey?” says Quinn. “It would be a big help if you came with me to Jersey to see the bank. I could make the appointments with the bank and the lawyers for Friday morning, and then we could stay the weekend. It would give you a change of scene. I would pay, of course, because it is part of my contract and naturally, we will have separate hotel rooms. It would take you away from your troubles.”

“Quinn, I am trying to block out from my mind the whole Bianca Shipping catastrophe. Going to see the Jersey bank would only bring it flooding back to me. It would not take me away from my troubles. It would put me squarely in touch with my troubles. I have to arrange to sell my flat and then negotiate a repayment schedule with my bank to clear my overdraft.”

“If I can get money back for Bianca Shipping from the Jersey bank, then it would help your finances. Besides, it will only be one day spent on Bianca Shipping business. The rest of the weekend we can play. There is a spectacular zoo on Jersey. The animals will cheer you up.”

Kathy looks at him. “I am ignoring the facts, I suppose,” she says. “Alright, I will come with you, but I want you to succeed,” she smiles.

“I want to succeed,” says Quinn. “Give me your passport details and I will get the tickets. Which Friday are you spare?”

“Oh, I work fairly autonomously,” answers Kathy. “I can take a Friday off without upsetting my team. As soon as possible would be best, I think.”

In the evening, Simon calls in at the gym he visits regularly. Belinda, his girlfriend, is a personal trainer there. He has telephoned to make an appointment with her. He changes into a tracksuit in the spacious men’s changing rooms. I won’t be able to afford this again when my membership runs out, he thinks.

Belinda is waiting for him. She is wearing Lycra shorts and trainers, and she has on a short tight cotton top, which shows four inches of her flat stomach. It has a zip up the front. She has left the zip pulled only half way and it is obvious that she is naked underneath.

She smiles at Simon. “Hello, tiger,” she says. “Come for your toughest workout?”

“Well, yes but really I want to talk to you,” says Simon. “I have some news.”

“Go ahead,” says Belinda who starts doing stretching exercises supporting herself on a bench, which is against a wall. The stretching exercises show her figure to its best advantage.

He starts to explain. “It is about the shipping business I started with my friends.”

“Oh yes, are you going to be rich?” says Belinda.

“No, actually. We are going to be poor,” says Simon. “A fraudster stole all of our start-up money, and I think that I will have to sell my travel agency and my house to pay the debts I have.”

“You have debts?” says Belinda who has stopped stretching and is looking directly at him.

“I borrowed £500,000 to invest in the project. Now I have lost it. So, I have to make drastic economies and I will have to sell up, our lavish holidays will have to go, so will the restaurants we like to visit and our weekend breaks in country hotels. Our skiing holiday this winter cannot go ahead.”

Belinda stares at him. Her eyes are fierce. “You are a good looking boy, Simon,” she says. “Pretty, almost, and you take care of your body. You are good at sex, and you have been fun and optimistic but I am not going to be able to help you if you have troubles. I don’t like failure and I am no good at supporting people who are in trouble. I have no sympathy for troubles. I find it boring.” She swiftly zips up her clinging top closing it right up to the neck. “So get another personal trainer. I cannot see you anymore.”

“Well, obviously, I won’t be able to pay you so that is out anyway. I was talking about our social life from now on,” says Simon.

“There is no from now on, Simon. It is over. Now. As from tonight. Goodbye. Have a nice economical life, Simon.”

She whips open the gymnasium door and walks out quickly. She disappears into the women’s locker room leaving Simon gaping with surprise. Over, he thinks. I was sure that she would stand by me. Even help me through financially. But over? No, I never expected that. I am not coming here again, that’s for sure. He walks out and enters the male locker room where he takes off his tracksuit, and puts on his suit and tie again. He leaves the gymnasium. He walks towards his car. It is a Porsche but he leases it for £400 a month. The car will have to go, he realises. Reality begins to hit him very hard. Even the starry night sky above his head seems to be lower than it was when he arrived. He makes an effort to fight off a feeling of desperation. What did his accountant friend tell him? When you get into financial troubles, get to the bottom as fast as possible. Cut back everything. Hit the bottom fast. Then you can start again. I am still young, he thinks. I have energy. I might be able to save one of my travel agency offices. I am not sure about the currency exchange business. There are some regulations about that. I will have to check and read all the rules. I will work and I will get everything back. I am not going to let a snooty diving instructor spoil my life.







Chapter 26


Gareth Visits the Swiss Bank

Gareth Hardcastle is making plans to leave Thailand and travel to Switzerland. He has checked out of the hotel in Koh Samui and is travelling to Bangkok. One night there and then he will get onto a plane back to Germany. From there, he plans to drive to Switzerland and call on the bank. He needs cash and he needs to have easy access to the money in Swiss bank now that the Jersey Bank is being so difficult. Last night, he had another telephone call from Rosie who told him that she had received another letter from Jersey. She read it out to him. It read, ‘please send written legal confirmation of your ownership of Bianca Shipping Ltd together with certified copies of any contracts, which would have generated over £1 million.’

In a fury, Gareth wrote out another letter on hotel stationery and sent it immediately. He had written,

Dear Mr Jenkins,

I am a rough tough shoot from the hip American, who does not suffer fools gladly,

Yours sincerely,

Gareth Hardcastle.

Buttercup cottage, Crediton, Devon.

During a torturous journey, during which he loses his jacket, Gareth arrives back in Switzerland. He has very little money now and wishes to draw £50,000 from the Swiss bank. He books into a budget hotel near Zürich airport and telephone the bank to make an appointment.

The following morning, he meets a plump bald gimlet eyed bank manager who greets him with cool formality, and examines his passport and all of the bank account documents, which Gareth has brought with him.

“There is, of course, no reason why you cannot draw cash from your account whilst you are here,” he says. “When you are in other countries, Mr Hardcastle, you will need a bank in each of those countries to enable you to make a telegraphic transfer from this bank here in Zürich to the bank in the country where you are staying. For this purpose, we must set up a code system for you to avoid any fraud taking place.”

“Fraud? What fraud?” asks Gareth.

“Telegraphic transfers. Online banking. Overseas transfers, all of these events are outside our control,” says the banker. “We do not recommend such movements of money to our customers. We recommend that customers leave their money in our bank for safety.”

“But I need cash,” says Gareth.

“Cash can be provided to you from your resources in our bank today,” says the manager. “Tell me again, how much money you require and in which currencies you would like it?”

“Oh, well, I think US$20,000,” says Gareth, although, he knows that he cannot go back to the United States, “and 30,000 of euros.”

“Very well, sir, if you would like to wait in one of our private rooms, the money will be brought to you,” says the bank manager.

“Thank you,” says Gareth who is visibly relieved.

Another shady customer, thinks the bank manager.

Gareth has spent almost all of the money he brought with him from the States. He only has a few hundred dollars left and it has taken him a week to get to Switzerland. He feels as if he has climbed one of the Swiss mountains. He slumps into a comfortable leather chair in the private meeting room at the bank and waits.

Twenty minutes passed by, and then the manager, and another serious and studious looking man enter with a large thin opaque plastic box file. The file is put onto the table and opened. Wrapped packages of dollars and euros are inside.

This studious looking man steps forward with some bank documents, which are all written in German with alternative versions in French.

“Sign here, please,” says the banker.

Gareth makes no attempt to read the paperwork and so the enormous commission, which the bank is charging for those two different currencies, does not register with Gareth. He simply signs the documents and picks up the money without counting it. In point of fact, the two packages contain exactly the quantities of US dollars and euros, which he had requested. It is the deductions which have been made to the money, which remains in his account, which are inordinately large. Gareth doesn’t care. He has cash again. He feels lighter. He feels invincible. I will move out of that horrible hotel, he thinks, and get a bit of luxury again. I must telephone the girl in Buttercup Cottage to check on the mail.

Gareth shakes hands pompously with the two representatives of the bank and struts out. The first thing I must do is to buy a new jacket, he thinks.







Chapter 27


Kathy and Quinn in Jersey

Quinn and Kathy have arrived in Jersey. They enjoyed the short flight. Kathy was surprised to see that the plane was full of men in dark suits carrying briefcases.

“Probably accountants or lawyers,” says Quinn. “Companies residing in the Channel Islands must have all their business conducted there. That means that contracts involving a Jersey or Guernsey company must be signed in Jersey or Guernsey and the board meetings must be conducted there to fulfil the regulations about off shore companies.”

“The diver man, Hardcastle, doesn’t have a company here, does he?” asks Kathy.

“Not from what you told me. You said that the Federal District Attorney in Miami told you that Hardcastle simply sent half of the stolen money to a Jersey bank.”

“That is what he said,” replies Kathy, “and he gave us the name of the bank and its address.”

“That is where we are going first,” says Quinn. “Even before we have lunch.”

They take a taxi directly from the airport straight to the bank. Quinn has already made an appointment for them.

After waiting a few minutes, they are greeted by Mr Steve Jenkins, the manager, who shows them into his office.

Quinn explains to Jenkins that they are in pursuit of money stolen from a UK limited company. He tells Jenkins that the money was stolen in Florida, USA and then sent from the US bank to Jersey, in fact, to this very bank. He and Kathy, he explains, wish to reclaim the money.

The story is a logical one to Steve Jenkins. He has listened as Kathy told him about the interview the Miami Federal District Attorney and of the two US banks, which she names, the second one is certainly the bank from which funds were transferred to Gareth Hardcastle’s account. The correspondence which he has had with Hardcastle is neither convincing nor is it consistent and Hardcastle’s last letter is extraordinary. However, Jenkins is constrained by the rules of the Jersey banking industry and he is not able to confirm to his two visitors any details about the banks customers.

The girl, Jenkins observed, is trying hard not to become emotional. He suspects that she is close to tears. Jenkins is not unsympathetic. He is a kind man. He explains that he can give them no information and then he hesitates.

“Get a Jersey law firm to apply for a discovery order,” he says quietly as he shakes hands with Kathy and then Quinn just before they leave the office.

“Thank you,” says Quinn. He and Kathy walk out of the bank, and stand together on the pavement. “He told us what to do,” says Quinn, “so now let’s go to the lawyer’s office.”

Simons is the name of the partner in the Jersey law firm. He has a firm handshake and a deliberate way of looking his clients directly in the eye. He has practised these techniques for years. “Come in, come in,” he ushers Kathy and Quinn into his office.

He listens as they explain their wishes to him and then he says, “I cannot act for you in this matter. My firm already acts for the bank here in Jersey. They are long established clients of ours.” He rises from behind his desk and with gestures of apparent helpfulness, he ushers them out of his office. Moments later, they find themselves standing outside on the pavement.

“What now?” says Kathy. “We are defeated. The bank manager told us what to do, and now these lawyers are saying that they cannot do it, or that they act for the bank and will oppose us.”

“They did not say that they would oppose us,” says Quinn. “They said that the bank were their clients. That means that they could not take an action, which could be seen as, somehow, against the bank. A discovery order would be an order against the bank. So the lawyers we have just met, said no.”

“So what do we do now?” says Kathy

“Coffee now,” says Quinn. “Look, there is a pretty café just across the road with views of the sea. We are not defeated. I have a list of lawyers in my notebook. We will refresh ourselves and then go to see another firm of lawyers here. We are making good progress, Kathy. Cheer up. Have a pain au chocolat with your coffee. It will raise your blood sugar levels and fire you up for the next round.” He smiles warmly at her and Kathy is comforted.

“I am glad that you are here,” she says.

He smiles at her, and they walk over the road and into the café. Their next step is to visit another firm of Jersey lawyers who grasp the situation quickly.

“After we have obtained a discovery order, we will obtain the account details from the bank and these details will include Gareth Hardcastle’s address. With his address, we will be able to issue a writ and serve the writ on him at this address. You may wish to get UK lawyers to serve a UK writ at the same time.” The man speaking is called Giles Endicott and he is an advocate in the legal firm, which Quinn and Kathy have now visited. “We will need to receive a retainer. At this stage, £3500 pounds should be enough. More lately, when you prepare to issue and serve the writ. We will ask you in advance for the money.”

Quinn agrees to these payments, and gives Endicott a cheque for £5000 to cover the discovery order and some future actions.

“How long will all this take?” asks Kathy.

“We should get the discovery order quickly,” says Endicott. “Maybe three days. We can prepare the writ now and then fill in the details when we have Hardcastle’s address. A copy of the agreement, which he signed with Bianca Shipping will be useful.”

“I have it with me now,” says Kathy.

Endicott picks up a telephone. “Louise, please come in here,” he says.

Louise arrives, and Endicott takes the agreement from Kathy and tells Louise to make four copies of it so that he can certify them. Louise walks out.

“Okay,” says Endicott. “Let us say that we receive account information from the bank this week. Then we can serve the writ.”

“How do we do that?” asks Kathy.

“We get a legal agent to deliver it to Hardcastle’s address and then to swear an affidavit to say that he has served the writ. We can organise everything from here. Your UK lawyers can do the same thing.”

“So it might all be done within the next ten days?” says Kathy.

“Yes, but then we have to wait for 28 days to receive Hardcastle’s response.”

“His response?”

“Yes, he may have a defence.”

“How can he have a defence? He stole the money.”

“Yes, but he is unlikely to admit that,” says Endicott. “He may produce some story about it all. Or, of course, he may not be bothered to respond.”

“What do we do then?” asks Kathy.

“Well, then we simply go to court and apply for a judgement in our favour in the absence of a defence. That would be a good result for us.” Endicott smiles. “Meanwhile,” he says, “we should be applying now for a Mareva injunction to freeze the bank account. That way, Hardcastle cannot remove any money until the court process is concluded.” Endicott looks pleased.

“So will you do that?” asks Kathy.

“Oh yes, we are preparing the legal papers now,” says Endicott. “We will serve the injunction as soon as we receive the account details. Probably, this week.”

“I feel better knowing that some action will take place soon,” says Kathy.

At this moment, Louise walks back into the office and hands to Endicott four copies of the Hardcastle agreement. She hands the original agreement back to Kathy who puts it into her bag.

“Never fear,” says Endicott standing to attention.

Kathy and Quinn stand up as well.

“Do everything you can as quickly as possible,” says Quinn handing Endicott his business card, “and let me know in advance when you require further payments.”

Endicott examines the card. “An architect,” he says and smiles. “Yes, we will be in close contact with you at every stage.”

Quinn and Kathy leave the offices, and walk outside.

“Oh, Quinn,” says Kathy. “I feel so much better.”

“We still have a lot to do,” says Quinn.

“Yes, but the other shareholders and I did not know what to do,” says Kathy. “Now you have changed things.”

“What I am telling you is that we have only just started,” says Quinn. “We are beginning of a process, which may, if we are fortunate, eventually, lead Bianca Shipping to secure some of the stolen money but we must take care not to make any mistakes.”

“You will not make any mistakes,” says Kathy smiling and thinking to herself that Quinn is her own special superman. He is better looking than I thought at first. Maybe I am getting to know him better.

Kathy and Quinn decide to visit the zoo to give themselves a change of scenery, and time to think.

Quinn pays the entrance costs and Kathy buys a guide, which also contains a map of the zoo.

“We should walk this way,” she says.

As they walk along looking at different wild animals, Quinn begins to ask Kathy about herself. She tells him that she is a Canadian citizen and that she found her job in a Twickenham laboratory in a magazine, which she read in Canada.

“I didn’t expect to get the job,” she says, “but they asked me to come to Britain for an interview and they paid my travel expenses. Astonishingly, I was offered the job and the salary is really good. So I moved to Great Britain. I have an aunt in Canada, the sister of my mother and my aunt gave me, just gave me, the money for me to buy my apartment in Richmond. That is a big reason why I am so sorry to have to sell it. It was not bought with my money.”

“What will you do when you have sold it?” asks Quinn.

“It will not pay all of the money I borrowed,” answers Kathy. “I will still be left with a big overdraft. So I will have to ask the bank to allow me to pay them with so much a month. It is all a shock to me. Apartments in Canada are much bigger and much cheaper than the tiny apartments you can buy in the UK. Is that the fault of all you English architects?”

“I don’t think so,” answers Quinn. “In Great Britain, all of the available land, that is the available space to build anything, sort of trickled down from the aristocracy who owned everything before. Richmond is a prime example of that. All of the parks and green areas belonged to royalty or the aristocracy. So that what they reluctantly gave up for building residences, for the ordinary people, was quite small. That is why all of the property built after the First World War is small and after the Second World War, houses are even smaller. In Canada, land was cheap and plentiful. When my father was a young man, the Canadian government would give 200 acres to anyone who would move there. The only condition was that the recipient of the land had to build a house on it. After that, they could buy more land at a cost of four acres for a dollar.”

“I know all about that,” says Kathy. “My family have 3500 acres and that is a small ranch in Canada, but I wanted to see the old world. Some culture.”

“I am not old,” says Quinn.

“No, but your country is,” says Kathy. “There are some places in Canada, a lot of places, where nobody has ever lived before and we have wild animals, which live outside zoos. They are walking about in the countryside waiting to eat you!”

“That tiger is watching you, Kathy. I think that he would like to eat you and I can’t blame him.” Quinn looks at Kathy and smiles. He then looks back at the tiger that is poised on a wooden platform and staring at the two of them with eyes, which appeared to reveal no feelings, just a threat. Quinn gives a whistle as he looks at the tiger and the tiger instantly lets out a short deep growl, which ignores the steel bars surrounding the tiger and seems to say, ‘Watch it mister!’

Quinn jumps backwards. “That was scary,” he says. “You do not have any of those in Canada, do you?”

“No,” says Kathy. “We have bears, which are bigger and even more or at least just as dangerous. You cannot outrun them. They can climb trees better than people can and they can swim better too. Very dangerous.”

“Come on,” says Quinn, “let’s go and look at the donkeys. They will not growl at us.”

“He was not growling at us, Quinn, he was growling at you.”

“I know,” says Quinn. “I hope that he has not got a key to his own cage.”

They walk around the zoo in a companionable silence, occasionally looking at Kathy’s map to see what the next animals are going to be. Kathy automatically puts her arm into Quinn’s arm as they walk and although this pleases Quinn, he says nothing. He has a great desire to kiss her but knows that she would withdraw from him if he tries. He decides to wait for Kathy to make the first move. He feels certain that, eventually, she will.

Kathy is thinking about Quinn as they walk through the zoo. Do I feel a little spark of interest from him? I hope so.

“Do you dance, Quinn?” She asks.

“I certainly do,” says Quinn. “I have won silver cups for my dancing.”

“What kind of dancing?”

“Ballroom dancing,” answers Quinn. “The foxtrot, the quick step, the waltz, even the tango.”

“You can tango? That is difficult,” says Kathy.

“I can tango,” says Quinn. “My partner and I won at Blackpool last year.”

“Your partner?” says Kathy without managing to conceal her disappointment. “I didn’t know you had a partner.”

“Mrs Dixon,” says Quinn, “wife of one of the architects I work with. She is a terrific dancer. Regrettably, he is not. He prefers to play golf. They are very happy together.”

“Oh good,” says Kathy and knows that this little exchange of information has put her in touch with her own feelings in no uncertain way. She likes Quinn, she now knows and she does not want him to have a partner.







Chapter 28


Gareth Hardcastle in Zurich

Gareth Hardcastle is staying in a comfortable and expensive hotel in Zürich. He has purchased some more clothes and another suitcase, so that, he now has two of them. He is sitting in a comfortable armchair in the hotel sitting room and he is thinking. Switzerland is a ridiculously pretty place, he thinks, like a model railway set. The trees and green grass, the lakes and the mountains are all perfect. Too good to be true. And Switzerland is very clean everywhere. There is no litter. They even park their cars tidily. It looks as though somebody has walked along with a tape measure to help all of the drivers to park exactly the same distance apart along the roadside. I can’t live here. I want what I had before I met Miranda. I want a diving school somewhere and a house on the beach, where the weather is warm and where people speak English, and the girls don’t drug you and steal your money. Not Thailand, that’s for sure. Not France either. Not Italy. The Mediterranean is not much good for diving anyway. What about the Caribbean? They speak English there or at least they do in the British and the US Caribbean. I can’t go to the United States Caribbean but I could go to the British Caribbean. Not the Turks and Caicos Islands because I am supposed to have died there, but somewhere else surely. What are the disadvantages? Hurricanes, I guess. There are hurricanes in Florida Keys. Taxes are cheap in the Caribbean. That is the mess I got into in Florida. I owed too much tax, but then Caulder was able to pay all of my taxes with the money he collected from the people who had not paid me. So Caulder and Miranda took my business away from me for nothing. They just stole it from me and now they are turning it into a multi-million dollar resort. I don’t want that to happen to me again. No, I have to settle somewhere friendly. Somewhere suitable. I can’t go on staying in hotels and flying around the world. I am spending too much money. I will rest here for a day or two more and while I am here, I will try to find out about the Caribbean Islands. Possibly, the smaller islands. Can I hide on one of the small islands or would I stand out more? Be easier to find? What is the best thing to do?

Thinking hard is making Gareth Hardcastle fidget in his chair. I will go for a walk, he decides. He leaves the hotel still thinking. The Azores were no good. Lots and lots of green islands. Rain, not very warm. And they all speak Portuguese. No good for me. And Thailand was a filthy place. You need a Thai partner with you if you want to own a business there. So you build up the business and then your partner arranges for you to be killed. No, that is no good. All I want is a house on the beach, a diving school, a warm climate and a sexy young girl to look after me. Any colour, but she must be a good shape. Gareth Hardcastle is walking fast now and chattering out loud as he walks. “Must be able to cook and wash my clothes. Maybe look after a boat and drive a car. Must be good-looking and have a nice mouth. Good lips. White teeth.” He looks a bit mad walking along talking to himself, “Yes, white teeth and must be able to swim, of course. She must like me. Of course, she must like me. Most important.”

People are staring at him as he walks by.

“My wife never liked me.”

He sees a wooden bench on the edge of a park and he walks there to sit down. The British Caribbean then, he thinks. Have I got any problems with living in a British place? No. I have not committed a crime in Britain. All those things that man in Thailand told me about jurisdiction, he said he was a British lawyer. So the British Caribbean would be all right. I could live in Britain if I wanted to. I don’t want to. Too cold. So what shall I do now? Stay here a few days. Find out about the small Caribbean Islands. Have a rest. Gareth Hardcastle watches a man walk past him. The man is with a little girl holding his hand. She looks about four years old. A sharp pain passes through Hardcastle. He thinks of his two little daughters. Have they forgotten me yet? I have not forgotten them.







Chapter 29


A Death Certificate

In Florida, Miranda Hardcastle is listening to her father, Mr Caulder.

“He is dead,” Caulder is saying. “So I want to get a death certificate.”

“The policeman on the Turks and Caicos Islands told us that a passenger called Gareth Hardcastle had flown out of the Turks and Caicos Islands on a plane, which was going to the Azores,” says Miranda. “So maybe he is not dead.”

“He is dead,” says Caulder. “It is better for you if he is dead. Better for all of the family. An honourable death. None of this talk about stolen money. Those British people who came to see you. All rubbish.”

“But the policeman on the Turks and Caicos Islands said…” starts Miranda.

“A policeman on the Turks and Caicos Islands,” says Caulder. “Why you can’t even see those islands on a map? They look like marks on the paper. Mistakes. What sort of policemen operate there? No, your husband is dead, my darling. I will send a man out to these islands and he will come back with a death certificate. That will settle everything and then we can all get on with our lives. A lovely girl like you will not be on your own very long, my darling.” Caulder puts his arm around Miranda and gives her a squeeze. “You leave everything to your daddy, darling.”

“Yes, thank you, daddy,” says Miranda, “but will I get another tall man, do you think? Gareth was a tall man.”

“You can get any man you like, my darling. I will make sure of it. If you want a tall man, then a tall man you shall have. Now I am going to send a man to these islands and he will come back with a death certificate.”

“Yes, daddy.”

Caulder strides away and when he is in his office, he telephones an employee called Chester. “Come to my office,” he says.

Chester arrives a few minutes later. He is breathing hard. He has been running.

“Get a death certificate for my son-in-law,” says Caulder. “He drowned in a sinkhole between the Turks and Caicos Islands. His boat was found there. Run out of fuel. And his diving equipment was found in the water. Cylinders, and a mask and fins. Could it be that he did not drown? Could be that he was eaten? But one thing is for sure, Chester. Gareth Hardcastle is dead, and you have to go there and come back with a death certificate.”

“Are there are any problems, sir? Any doubts, I mean? Has his body being found?” asks Chester cautiously.

“There are no doubts, Chester,” answers Caulder. “There is a policeman there who believes that a scheduled airline flew a man to the Azores. The passenger list records the name of Gareth Hardcastle but it was not him. Not my son-in-law. The policeman talked about a fake death and then came up with these flight details. Wrong, Chester. There was no faked death and the man on the flight was a different man. Records may have to be altered, Chester. Or destroyed. The policeman must change his story. Pay him to do that, Chester. I want my son-in-law’s death certificate. The accountants here will give you some cash to take with you. Fix everything for me, Chester. My son-in-law is dead. We will not discuss this again.”

“Yes, sir,” says Chester and he walks out of the office. He books a flight from Miami to the Turks and Caicos Islands, and packs a bag. He has carried out a number of unusual jobs for Mr Caulder over the years. He is well paid and after each successful job, he usually receives an extra bonus but no note or correspondence ever links Caulder to the things, which Chester does for him.

Chester has to fly to the Island of Providenciales on the Turks and Caicos Islands. When he arrives there, he gets into a smart new green Lincoln town car, which is being used as a taxi by a tall well-dressed islander.

They drive smoothly and quietly. The taxi driver soon sees a group of school children dressed in mid blue uniform jackets, white shirts and striped ties. The girls wear pleated grey skirts with white socks and black school shoes. The boys wear grey trousers with dark socks and black shoes. Their dark skins shine beautifully in contrast to their white shirts and they all have sparkling white teeth. The boys are hitting a large green crab with sticks and the crab is trying to scuttle back to the sparse undergrowth at the side of the road. The girls are pushing the boys and two of them are trying to hold the boys’ arms to stop them from hitting the crab. The taxi driver stops his car next to the children.

“Stop that,” he says in a deep loud voice. “Go along home. Your mamas are waiting on you.”

The boys jump back from the crab and stand to attention, dropping their sticks. The crab scuttles into the undergrowth where it is safe. The girls all stand together and giggle. The taxi driver looks sternly at them all.

“Go along home,” he says again.

The children begin to walk quickly along the roadside and the taxi driver begins to drive again. When the car is out of earshot of the children, the taxi driver lets out a hearty laugh.

“I have never seen a green crab before,” says Chester.

“Land crab,” says the driver. “Good eating.”

“What do they taste like?” asks Chester.

“Not like sea crabs,” says the taxi driver. “Land crabs taste nutty.”

Chester asks the taxi driver to take him directly to the police station. Once inside, he asks to speak to the chief of police.

“I would like to buy something from you,” Chester tells the chief of police.







Chapter 30


Simon

Simon is working to sell off all but one of his travel agency offices. He has devised a financial plan to allow his managers to each buy one branch office of the travel agency firm. Simon has worked out a staged payment deal based on past years’ profits to enable the managers to pay him. The stage payments create a higher price for Simon and if the managers accept the deal, which Simon has offered them, then Simon will seek to negotiate a corresponding staged repayment deal with his bank. He has accepted that he must sell his house and having taken a third of the furniture out of it to make it look bigger, he puts it into the hands of an enthusiastic Richmond estate agent.

“A house in Richmond in that location,” says the estate agent. “We will sell it within six weeks for sure.”

Simon has mixed feelings about this as he likes the house but he damps these feelings down because he wants to start paying his debts so that he can start again.

He is trying to keep the travel agency office in Richmond. It is the most profitable. He is also negotiating to be able to continue with his currency exchange business, although on both counts, the travel agency and the exchange business, Simon’s bank manager is in opposition. The sale of Simon’s house will appease him.

At the same time, Simon is throwing his energies into meetings with shipbrokers and has, at last, found a broker who believes that he has a buyer for the Bianca Shipping contract. Simon is treading delicately throughout the negotiations. The terrible financial difficulties, which have crashed down upon him, have made him much more careful in his speech and in his strategic thinking. The shipping broker is endeavouring to gain a 3% commission for the sale of the Bianca contract, although, the brokers own commission for the deal will absorb the first year’s payments of the 3%. The broker has not revealed to Simon that he is also taking fees from the shipping company who want to buy the Bianca contract. Nevertheless, Simon is working and he is making progress, and he is not looking back at the past. He is looking to the future.

Belinda called on Simon, accompanied by a tough looking friend, and they both took the clothes and cosmetics, which Belinda had kept at Simon’s house. There were arguments about some of Simon’s music.

“I paid for those four CDs,” says Simon.

“Yes, but I like them more than you do,” answered Belinda.

The tough friend interceded and Simon gave the CDs to Belinda. Finally, the front door closed and Simon was left alone.

She was a fair weather girlfriend, he thinks and then laughs out loud. I had better start looking for somewhere to rent, he thinks. Not Richmond because the tube line to London makes it expensive. Maybe Twickenham or Hampton Wick or Teddington. Simon decides to call on the letting agents, personally relying on his appearance and his personality to secure a good tenancy. He has a tough time.

The letting agents talk down to him. As a potential tenant, he is suddenly a decidedly second-class citizen and seems to have no rights in the rental business. It becomes obvious that the letting agents all intend to simply keep the security deposit of six weeks rent and because all of them are only offering six months tenancy periods (even though the owners of most of the properties are seeking two year lets), the letting agents will earn more ‘new lease fees, and inventory and schedule of condition’ fees every six months, besides keeping a new amount of six week security deposits every six months. The law about deposits is clear but the practice of it is not adhered to. Letting agents make it clear verbally, that the deposit is ‘key money’ to persuade the agent to lease an apartment or tiny house to the tenant. No payment equals no lease.

It is a shock to Simon’s previously middle class and financially comfortable position to now find himself in this crisis. Sometimes, he finds himself sharing Andrew’s wish to behave like a film character and to blast Gareth Hardcastle to eternity with a big colt revolver. Simon works hard to resist these feelings, and forces himself to view his present circumstances as temporary and most likely to improve.

As time passes, Simon finds that the absence of Belinda is improving his day-to-day expenditure considerably. Simon finds a local authority gymnasium and discovers the times of day when the gym is quietest. Since he works for himself, he can arrange his day around the most suitable times to visit the gym. The equipment is old, badly maintained but Simon takes to working out with free weights and laborious stretching exercises. He also adopts the habit of running in Richmond Park in the early mornings. Fitness makes it easier for Simon to face all of his troubles.







Chapter 31


Kathy

Kathy enjoyed her trip to Jersey with Quinn, and found him to be entertaining, interesting and good fun. They parted at the London airport, having arranged to meet up on the following Friday night and to go out dancing together.

Kathy has never been out dancing with a partner before. She always goes alone and dances to her own agenda.

Kathy has started the process of selling her apartment so that the incoming proceeds can make a large and positive impact on her debts. She has also made an appointment with her bank manager to discuss repayments of her overdraft. She intends to try and find a flat share or a house share with another girl. She has told Quinn all about this and he has resisted his impulsive instinct to invite her to move in with him. Quinn lives in a fabulously bohemian and spacious conversion of a large range of old coach houses in Ham overlooking the river. There would be plenty of space for Kathy and all of her things but Quinn holds back. He wants her to want it first.







Chapter 32


Andrew

Andrew is not handling his own difficulties well at all. It does not help that Nancy, his ‘all things bright and beautiful’ girlfriend, refuses to believe that they have any financial problems.

“Don’t be silly, darling. Nobody can owe that much money. You are just exaggerating again. We are not going to sell the house we live in. That would be very silly. Now let me give you a hug, Andrew. Then you will feel better. No, no I am not talking about it anymore because you are in a funny mood.”

Andrew realises that Nancy is no use to him in a crisis. In her world, Father Christmas will still come down the chimney, and everything will go on being warm and happy. He cannot discuss his problems with her. He is alone with his problems. He does have his three other shareholders, of course. Perhaps, he should talk to them.







Chapter 33


Jeremy

Jeremy is sitting in his dark leather armchair in front of a roaring fire in the house, which now belongs to Gabriella but which he still lives in. He has no immediate problems, thanks to Gabriella’s opportunistic purchase of his house at a big discount. Jeremy has a large and comfortable place to live albeit for a finite period. He also still has his partnership with the chartered surveyor firm and he feels a quiet confidence that Quinn will somehow be able to trace the stolen Bianca money and pay at least half of it back to them all. Half of it less Quinn’s expenses, thinks Jeremy wryly. We did not think to put a limit on his expenses. Jeremy picks up the glass of red wine, which is at his elbow and takes a sip of it. He lets out a big sigh. Destiny, he thinks. What will happen has already started long ago.







Chapter 34


Destiny Lends a Hand

Quinn has received all of the banks papers from his Jersey solicitors. They have already frozen the bank account having obtained the account number, name, address and other details about Gareth Hardcastle. The solicitors have now issued and served a writ at Gareth Hardcastle’s address in Devon.

Quinn is contemplating all of this as he reads the bank files. Hardcastle’s last letter to the bank demands immediate release of Hardcastle’s funds.

The bank, by this time, has received the Maravor injunction freezing the account and their letter back to Mr Hardcastle began with the words, ‘Destiny has lent a hand’. Quinn laughed as he read through the letters and he wondered how he could approach the Swiss bank who would not be as cooperative as the Jersey authorities. Quinn stops for a moment and involuntarily an image of Kathy’s legs pops into his mind. He enjoys the moment and then looks at the files again.







Chapter 35


A Hurricane

Gareth Hardcastle has flown to Antigua and is waiting for a connecting flight to the small Caribbean Island of Nevis. A neatly dressed calm looking man walks up to him.

“I am the pilot of the flight to Nevis,” says the calm man. “There is a storm coming up.”

The pilot looks at him. “Do you wish to fly now?” he asks.

“Well, that is what I am here for,” says Gareth.

“This way, if you please,” the pilot says to Hardcastle. “We take off in ten minutes.”

A very small plane is standing on the short runway 100 yards from a gigantic British Airways plane. Hardcastle is, today, the only passenger. He climbs up into the small plane and sitting next to the pilot, he straps himself in.

The little plane starts to roll along the runway increasing in speed all the time and buffeted hard by the wind. “Hold on tight. This will be a rough flight,” says the pilot as he lifts the nose of the small propeller plane into the wind. The plane is blown up into the air like a children’s kite, far too rapidly for the pilot to control and Hardcastle suddenly feels unsafe. The plane climbs with the wind and the ground drops away beneath them. Airport buildings, planes and motorcars rapidly look minute, and Hardcastle looks out of the windows to see dark clouds all around them and raindrops hitting the plane like bullets as it shudders in the strong winds. It feels like a mosquito in a hurricane, thinks Hardcastle.

“Is this a hurricane?” asks Hardcastle.

“Not yet,” says the pilot, “but it is approaching very fast. It is only a twenty minute flight to Nevis, but we will have a rough landing. I will have to bang the plane down fast so keep your seatbelt tight.”

Hardcastle immediately feels very excited. I am rich and I am free, and I am flying into a hurricane, he thinks.

The pilot begins to descend as the island of Nevis comes into sight. They are approaching the land very quickly and the pilot achieves a very rapid descent. Hardcastle sees a short grass landing strip coming up to meet them, and with a solid bump, the small plane lands and taxis towards a timber airport building. Two men run out and start to secure the plane tying thick ropes to iron rings embedded into the ground.

Twelve feet away, a big red 1960’s United States car is waiting. The car has gigantic tail fins and a grey haired old lady is sitting at the wheel.

“Where to?” she asks.

“A hotel,” says Hardcastle.

The big V8 engine fires up and a cloud of black smoke pours out of the rear exhaust pipes.

The car drives away with an engine noise like a poorly silenced speedboat.

They drive through luxurious vegetation, flowers, rich earth and palm trees, and all the while, the old car is shaken by the increasingly strong winds. Eventually, they pull up at an eighteenth century single storey house with wonderful gardens and a wide lawn edged with coconut trees, which stretches down to a sandy beach.

“Watch out for coconuts, mister,” says the taxi driver as Hardcastle leans over to pay. “A coconut will kill you in this wind.”

Hardcastle gets his suitcases out of the back of the taxi, and walks up the front steps to the house and onto a wide veranda. As soon as he steps under the veranda roof, a dozen coconuts smash violently onto the stone steps he has just left. The wind begins to howl as Hardcastle walks further into the hotel. Hardcastle is in the Nesbit Plantation Inn, formally the home of Fanny Nisbet, who married Horatio Nelson.

The pilot is sitting in a room arranged as a bar. Next to it is an elegant sitting room and beyond that is a dining room. Most of the furniture is as old as the house.

“Do you play back gammon?” asks the pilot. “We are going to be here for a long time until the storm clears. Maybe weeks.”

Two and a half weeks later in the evening, and after long delays, Gareth Hardcastle has just managed to connect a telephone call to Rosie in Buttercup Cottage in Devon, in the UK.

“Oh, Gareth, my dear, it is so good to hear from you,” says Rosie, “and I have a letter here addressed to you. Do you want me to send it on or shall I open it and read it to you?”

“Open it, would you?” says Gareth.

Rosie opens the envelope, and reads out loud to Gareth the contents of the Jersey banks letter and the details of the Maravor injunction, and the accompanying writs claiming the money in the Jersey account.

Gareth is stupefied. “Read it again,” he shouts into the telephone. “I mean, please read it again.”

Rosie reads the words out slowly and clearly to Gareth over the international telephone line.

“I am coming to Britain,” shouts Gareth. “Those people are stealing my money.”

“Would you like to stay here with me?” asks Rosie who has long entertained fantasies about lying in the arms of the tall strong, suntanned and superior Gareth Hardcastle.

“I haven’t arranged anything yet,” says Gareth.

“Then come and stay with me,” says Rosie. “I will meet your flight and drive you home.”

I may as well save money, thinks Gareth. My cash is flowing out like a river on hotel bills and travel. And now just as I am about to investigate starting a diving school here in Nevis, these thieving English bastards are trying to steal my money. They have already stolen my shipping business idea and now they want everything.

“Gareth, are you still there?”

“Yes,” says Gareth. “I will stay with you. I will telephone you with the flight details.”

He puts the phone down.

Rosie is excited to think that Gareth is going to be staying in her cottage, and his abrupt ending of the telephone call thrilled her with its impression of strength and authority. I must buy some new lingerie, thinks Rosie.

Gareth gets started with arrangements to take a small plane from Nevis to Antigua. He experiences long delays because the hurricane, which has now hit the island, lasts for three weeks. Both, Hardcastle and the pilot, are detained by the weather. When Hardcastle finally gets to Antigua, he has to wait for an onward flight to the UK. He has thrust aside all thoughts of his discovery in the UK. The Bianca people already have his address and besides, he has not committed a crime. The Bianca Company are trying to steal his money. Rosie has read to him details of the writ, which arrived at Buttercup Cottage and Gareth intends to fight them.







Chapter 36


Quinn and Kathy Go Dancing

Quinn and Kathy have enjoyed an energetic, and exciting Friday night dancing at Hammersmith Palais. Quinn has most accomplished footwork and moves with an exact rhythm to all of the dances.

Breathless and laughing at 2 o’clock on the Saturday morning, Kathy and Quinn leave the dance hall, and walk along the quiet pavement to where Quinn has parked his car. In the darkness of the early morning, two shadowy figures walk towards them on the pavement.

“Walk five feet behind me,” whispers Quinn to Kathy and gives her a gentle push backwards.

Two indignant looking men emerge from the darkness. “The ladies bag and your wallet, and you won’t get hurt,” says the biggest of the men.

Quinn twirls sideways, and hits the man above his upper lip and just under his nose with the hard edge of his right hand. The big man’s head jerks upwards, and his eyes roll and he falls to the hard pavement. With not a second between the two moves, Quinn has winded the smaller man with a terrific punch to his solar plexus. The air comes out of the man in a rush and he too falls to the pavement gasping for breath.

Quinn puts his arm round Kathy and pulls her along so that together, they run down the road until they reach Quinn’s Land Rover, which is parked under a street lamp. Quinn unlocks the passenger door for Kathy and helps her up to her seat. Then, he walks around and gets in through the driver’s door. The Land Rover fires up immediately and they drive away from the scene of the attempted robbery.

Quinn wants to reclaim the atmosphere of happiness and laughter, which the two men had displaced. He is worried that Kathy may be frightened, but is surprised to hear her laughing, “You are Superman, after all,” she says.

Quinn looks surprised by this accusation and then smiles. “I acted quickly, that’s all,” he says. “We didn’t want a lovely evening to end in a messy brawl on a pavement so I ended it as fast as I could.”

“Do you think they are dead?” says Kathy laughing.

“No, they are not dead,” says Quinn. “The big one might need surgery to realign his nose but the other one is only winded. A frightening experience for him but he will not suffer any after effects. Except that they might think twice before they attempt to mug another couple in the future.”

“Let’s hope so,” says Kathy.

Quinn is driving from Hammersmith through East Sheen towards Richmond where Kathy still lives in her Zen-like apartment on Richmond Hill. Kathy has spontaneously decided to ask him in for a nightcap. What do I mean by that? she thinks.

The Land Rover is pounding along the empty roads, and Quinn turns into Richmond and drives past the railway station and then around the corner past the cinema ,and takes the left hand fork into Hill Rise, which leads on towards Kathy’s home.

“Would you like to come up?” says Kathy breathlessly.

“I certainly think that I should see you safely to your own front door,” answers Quinn in a responsible voice.

He parks the Land Rover in one of the visitor’s car spaces in the grounds of her apartment and they both get out of the vehicle. Kathy opens the outside door with a key and leads Quinn into the lobby. She presses the button for the lift. Neither of them say anything and tension is building between them. The lift door opens and they step inside. Kathy presses the button for the fifth floor. When they step out onto the richly carpeted hallway of the fifth floor, Kathy reaches into her bag for her front door key. They walk a few steps to apartment number 57 and Kathy pushes the key into the door lock. She turns to speak to Quinn, and he puts his left arm around her waist and placing his hand firmly onto her lower back, pulls her quickly towards him. Kathy’s mouth opens with surprise and Quinn kisses her on her open lips passionately and insistently as he clasps the back of her head with his right hand curling his fingers into her hair. Kathy puts both arms around his waist and her right arm climbs up his back until her hand is stroking his neck. She kisses him back and they cling to each other in an almost trance like state, neither of them aware of any conscious thought process, and each of them giddy with the intoxication of the intimate contact of their tongues and lips. Their bodies move closer together until they are pressed against each other from hip to shoulder, still they go on kissing now more tenderly, now more slowly and gently until reluctantly they break away.

“This is my front door,” says Kathy breathlessly.

“I think that you are safe now,” says Quinn.

They step back from each other dazed by the storm, which has passed through them.

“Goodnight,” says Quinn moving away.

“Good night, Quinn,” gasps Kathy as she steps into her apartment. Quinn stands by the lift doors and waits. Kathy looks at him for a few moments. She closes her front door. The lift doors open, and Quinn steps inside and presses the button for the ground floor.

Kathy is leaning against the inside of her front door breathing hard. What just happened? she thinks. After two or three minutes, she smiles. What a great night out, she thinks. Dancing, fighting, kissing. Kathy locks the door, throws her bag onto the sofa and walks into her bedroom. She takes all of her clothes off and stands in front of a full length mirror looking at herself. She smiles and nods her head then she gets into bed.

Quinn gets into his Land Rover and starts the engine. What a girl, he thinks. He drives himself home.







Chapter 37


Andrew Gets Drunk

Andrew is finding life increasingly difficult with Nancy, his girlfriend. Andrew was not realistic about his investment in Bianca Shipping Limited and certainly did not factor in the possibility that he could lose the money. Now he is finding the reality difficult to cope with and he is not helped by the fact that Nancy simply refuses to believe it.

“Not £500,000, darling,” she says. “We have not got £500,000. You must mean £5000 or at the worst, £50,000. We cannot ever get more money than that. So stop telling stories to me, Andrew darling, just tell me the truth. You have spent too much, is that what has happened? Have you bought me an expensive present, which you really can’t afford? Give me a cuddle, Andrew. Come here.”

Andrew never realised before that her childish beliefs would become a problem. She is a school teacher, he thinks. Quite separated from the reality of the business world.

“Our money has been stolen,” he tells her.

“We haven’t got any money, darling, so how can it have been stolen,” says Nancy and gives a pretty little laugh. “You have been a silly boy, that is all.”

Andrew pulls away from her. “I have to go to rehearsal,” he lies. The truth is that he wants to get away from Nancy. The problems he has are ten times worse in his head because he has not got a girlfriend who he can discuss things with. He puts on his coat and walks out of the doors without saying goodbye. I’ll go and see Simon, he thinks, or Jeremy. Jeremy has been very calm about our problems.

Andrew drives to Jeremy’s house and rings the doorbell. Jeremy answers the door.

“Andrew, what a pleasure to see you. Do come in.”

“Oh, Jeremy, I am so upset, so worried about our stolen money. I cannot think straight and Nancy won’t talk about it. Treats it as if it has not happened at all. I had to get out of our house. I had to talk to someone.”

“Come in. Come in,” says Jeremy. “As it happens, we may have some good news.”

“Good news! I hope so. I need some hope,” says Andrew.

“We have just received a court judgement in our favour as a result of the legal action we took against Gareth Hardcastle.”

“Legal action?” gasps Andrew.

“Yes, you remember that we issued and then served a writ on Hardcastle the very day that we obtained his address from the Jersey banks papers. Hardcastle submitted no defence to our claim and so, twenty-eight days later, that is this week, we obtained a judgement against him in the absence of a defence. The judgement papers arrived today. I was going to tell you all tomorrow.”

“Oh, Jeremy. This is good news, but what does it mean? Do we get our money back now?”

“Only half of our money, remember? The other half is in a Swiss bank, much harder for us to deal with.”

“Yes, yes, but even half. I mean, that is so encouraging,” answers Andrew who has flopped down on one of Jeremy’s big sofas in the sitting room. “When do we get the money? I am in such trouble, Jeremy. I borrowed against everything. I cannot last another month without selling my home and Nancy won’t believe it. She lives in her world. I always found it charming before, but now when I have difficulties, I find it annoying. I mean, really annoying. That is one of the reasons I left the house.”

“Would you like a drink, Andrew?” says Jeremy.

“I am driving. So I had better not,” says Andrew. “Oh, well, maybe just a small one.”

“Whisky?” asks Jeremy.

“Oh yes, please. We never have any spirits in the house. Nancy says that they are not good for you.”

Jeremy pours a generous measure of Whisky into a glass. “Ice?” he asks.

“Yes, please,” says Andrew.

Jeremy hands the glass to Andrew and sits down opposite to him. He has another glass on a small table at his elbow.

“To the future,” says Jeremy and raises his glass.

“Oh, yes,” says Andrew, and drinks greedily and with relief.

His glass is soon empty and Jeremy refills it. Jeremy asks Andrew about his current theatrical production and sits back as Andrews voice washes over him. Actors, rehearsals, the lighting problems. The approaching opening night. Talking about his work relieves Andrew’s anxieties and Jeremy keeps his glass topped up. Before long, Andrew is clearly intoxicated and Jeremy suggests that he either stays the night in one of Jeremy’s spare bedrooms, or gets a taxi home.

“I’ll get a taxi,” says Andrew. “I don’t like to leave Nancy on her own. Although, she always says that as long as she has her cat, she is never alone.”

“I’ll call our local taxi service,” says Jeremy, and gets up and leaves the room. He is gone for over ten minutes and when he returns, Andrew has left the house.

Jeremy calls upstairs to see if Andrew is in one of the bathrooms. Then taking his house keys in his hand, he walks outside to find Andrews car. It has gone. It was parked right outside.

“The clot has driven home,” says Jeremy out loud.

Two miles from Jeremy’s house during his drive home, Andrew demolishes a blue and white illuminated ‘keep left’ sign, and frightened by his own careless driving, he drives on without stopping. The impact of the crash has left his front number plate lying in the road next to the pieces of the road sign.

Andrew arrives home, and parks his car unsteadily at the kerb, but he leaves the car parked one inch from the kerb at the front and three feet from the kerb at the back so that it is a traffic hazard in the narrow residential roadway.

The police arrive forty minutes after Andrew has arrived home. Nancy is shouting at him.

“Drinking alcohol, sweetie? Where have you been drinking alcohol?”

The doorbell rings and the police commence their enquiries.

Twenty minutes later, after Andrew has taken a breathalyser test and Nancy has thoughtlessly confirmed that Andrew was not drinking at home, he is taken away to the local police station and locked in a cell for the night. His evening has ended badly, despite the good news he received from Jeremy. Andrew sits in his cell with his head in his hands. How will I get to rehearsals now? he thinks.







Chapter 38


Gareth Hardcastle in the UK

Gareth Hardcastle has made the journey back to Antigua and is now on a British Airways flight to London. He is furious to have discovered that the money, which he has in the Jersey bank, is under attack by the Bianca Shipping company shareholders. It was my shipping deal in the first place but those English crooks stole it from me.

He flies into Heathrow and stays in an airport hotel whilst he telephones Rosie to tell her to expect him the next day.

“I would have met your plane, Gareth,” says Rosie. “Now how are you going to get to Devon?”

“I’ll come by train,” says Hardcastle. “I have found out that I can get a train from London Paddington to a city in Devon called Exeter.”

“I’ll meet the train, Gareth. And then I can drive you home,” says Rosie.

These arrangements work perfectly well and in Buttercup Cottage, Gareth tells Rosie that some crooks are attempting to steal his money.

“You need a solicitor, Gareth,” says Rosie. “I can introduce you to my solicitor, Mr Traygar. He has offices in Exeter. He will protect you.”

Gareth Hardcastle takes with him a copy of the writ and the judgement, which has now been served on him at Buttercup cottage, and Mr Traygar reads the documents whilst Hardcastle drinks coffee in his office.

“We shall counter claim,” says Traygar. “Along with a claim supported by your affidavit to confirm that you never received the writ.”

“Yes, I agree. Will this be expensive? You see, the thieves blocked my bank account.”

“Legal aid,” says Traygar. “It will all be paid for by legal aid. I shall arrange it for you.”

In fact, legal aid in Britain is authorised very largely by the solicitors who initiate the cases. It is a form of self-certification, which Traygar is able to verify by himself. There is no opposition to it by the law society. Whilst there is a limited budget, for say, the British National Health service or education, there is no limited budget for legal aid. Gareth Hardcastle is about to benefit from this and the shareholders of Bianca Shipping Limited are about to suffer from it.







Chapter 39


A Counter Claim

Jeremy, Simon, Andrew and Kathy are having a meeting in Bianca Shipping offices.

“I have managed to sell the shipping contract to Orenco,” says Simon. “They should sign the contract next week. We will get 2% of every monthly profit. That is, £8000 a month or £2000 a month for each of us.”

“Well done, Simon,” says Jeremy. “That will help us all. It will curtail our on-going liability to pay £2million every month.”

“It is a bit disappointing though, isn’t it?” says Andrew. “I mean, we were going to make so much money and now we are not.”

“We are stopping our losses,” says Simon. “That is what this deal will do for us. Stop our on-going liability for payments of £500,000 a month each. That would bankrupt our company and then the company would not be able to enforce its judgement against Hardcastle.”

“What is the timing on that?” asks Kathy. “When does our judgement get enforced and then when do we get the money back?”

“The money will come back into Bianca Shipping Limited bank account, don’t forget,” says Jeremy. “And then we pass a board resolution to partially repay ourselves for the money, which we invested.”

“Yes, but when?” asks Andrew.

“In about a weeks’ time, I believe,” answers Jeremy.

In Devon, Hardcastle’s solicitor has filed a counter claim and a request for a stay of execution over the Bianca Shipping Limited judgement enabling Bianca Shipping to seize the money in Hardcastle’s account.

The paperwork arrives at the offices of Bianca Shipping’s lawyers the next day. The lawyers send copies of the paperwork to Jeremy.

Jeremy opens the lawyer’s letter in his office at 11 o’clock when he always enjoys a cup of coffee. He reads the details of the counter claim and is shocked. Gareth Hardcastle is claiming that the shareholders of Bianca Shipping Limited stole everything, jointly and personally from him. He has reversed the entire story, and claims to be the wronged and innocent party. The entire deal belongs to him, he claims and all the proceeds from it.

This is outrageous, thinks Jeremy who pushes his coffee aside and telephones the Bianca company lawyers.

“What do we do?” he asks.

“Well, now we have a dispute,” says the lawyer. “So we will have to fight it.”

“But it is all rubbish,” says Jeremy.

“It is a legal dispute now. So we will be obliged to follow legal procedure. My firm will need further funds from you to cover the costs of the next stages. £20,000 should cover it for now and then there will be more fees required at matters progress.”

“We get our money back when we win, of course,” says Jeremy.

“Not in this case, it seems,” says the lawyer. “Our opponent has got legal aid. So if we win the legal aid, board will not pay our costs.”

“What if we don’t contest it? Don’t fight it at all?” asks Jeremy.

“Then we lose, I’m afraid. We lose the money in the Jersey bank, our costs and of course, we would have to pay the costs for the plaintiff.”

“You mean, we would have to pay his costs even though he hadn’t paid his costs?” says Jeremy.

“Naturally, the legal aid board would reclaim their money in the event of a victory by the recipient of their financial aid,” says the lawyer carefully.

“So, you mean that we pay or we pay,” says Jeremy. “How long have we got to find the first £20,000?”

“You have to find it?” asks the lawyer. “That is disturbing. We must respond to this claim without delay. Two weeks at the most. Remembering, of course, the five days it will take for your cheque to clear into our bank account.”

“Okay, look here,” says Jeremy. “What if we bankrupt Bianca Shipping? Close it down and don’t fight the case?”

“The case is against all of you personally,” says the lawyer. “It is a claim for £2.4 million against all of you jointly and severally. Either you fight or you lose.”

“My god, what a disaster,” says Jeremy. “Don’t concern yourself, we will have the money in your account in plenty of time, but wait. Isn’t this a criminal matter? Why should we pay for it?”

“It is not a criminal matter at present,” says the lawyer. “It is a civil case. You can try to make it a criminal matter if you want to go. You will have to go to the police.”

Jeremy does go to the police. He is accompanied by Simon, and they visit Scotland Yard police station and ask to see a CID inspector.

They are asked to wait and after 20 minutes, they are shown into a small interview room. Simon explains their circumstances and the reason for their visit. The police inspector listens and makes notes. After a while, he holds up his hand to stop Simon from speaking.

“The position is this,” the police inspector says. “From what you have told me, it is clear that no crime has been committed by the man, Gareth Hardcastle. No crime in this country. You say that you reported your allegations to the United States authority. So if there has been any crime, then it may have been committed there, but not here. You did not report any allegations of theft here, did you?”

“Well, no, but we are now,” says Simon.

The police inspector speaks again, “I have written down the details of what you have told me. A, Mr Garth Hardcastle. Buttercup Cottage, Crediton, Devon. There are no police investigations being conducted into such a man. I can tell you this, however, if any harm should come to the man in Buttercup Cottage, I have your names and addresses, and the police here in the United Kingdom will start any investigations into assault or damage to Hardcastle, by talking to the two of you. Now, good morning.”

Simon and Jeremy are dumbfounded, and sit for a minute before getting up and leaving the interview room. They find their way to the police reception area and are carefully marked off on a list of visitors before being allowed to leave the building.

“This is going to be expensive,” says Simon.

“I’ll say,” answers Jeremy. “Perhaps, we should talk to Quinn Stoneborough about the new developments.”







Chapter 40


New Witnesses

Gareth Hardcastle is in Buttercup Cottage with Rosie and they both see a police car pull up outside.

“What the hell?” says Gareth.

“Don’t worry, darling. It is the lady next door. She has made a complaint to the police.”

“A complaint and they just turn up?”

“No, darling, but she has witnesses to verify her accusation. Two other people made statements. That means that the police are obliged to act.”

“What is her complaint?” asks Hardcastle.

“Jewel robbery,” says Rosie. “There has been a lot of it around here recently.”

“Jewel robbery?” says Hardcastle and he then begins to look thoughtful. “What about drug dealing as well?” he says.

“The ladies didn’t say anything about that,” says Rosie. “Would you like more coffee, Gareth?”

“Is there a port near here?” asks Gareth.

“A port?”

“Yes, you know with docks and ships, and all that.”

“Are you thinking about your shipping business again, Gareth?”

“Yes, Rosie. I am thinking about my shipping business and now I know a way to get it all back.”

“I’m so pleased, darling. Can I help?”

“No, Rosie, but you could give me the name of the nearest port and lend me your car.”

“The nearest port to us here is Plymouth, but what do you want my car for?”

“I need to go to Plymouth, Rosie. As soon as possible.”

“Of course, I’ll help you, Gareth.”

After drinking more coffee, Gareth sets off in Rosie’s car for Plymouth. He is carrying $3000 in his jacket pocket. He follows signposts to Plymouth and finds the docks easily. He parks the car and starts to walk around.

Soon, he hears the words he has been wanting to hear, “Looking for a good time, mister?”

Gareth turns around and looks at a thin girl with dirty blonde hair and an upper front tooth missing at the side of her mouth. She is wearing a short skirt, and has a shirt and tie on like a schoolgirl.

Gareth smiles.

“Do you have two friends?” he asks. “I am looking for a very special good time.”

The girl is relieved. Three girls and one man will make things easier for her, and she needs some more heroin very soon. “Yes, I have two friends, but it will cost you.”

“$3000 today and another $3000 in five days’ time,” says Gareth.

“How much is that in English?” says the girl.

“It is a lot,” says Gareth, “over £2000 and it is all cash.”

“Where can we meet you?” asks the girl.

“Is there a park or something here?” says Gareth.

“You want to do it in a park?” says the girl, “better in a hotel, I think.”

“Okay, give me the name of a hotel close by. Where we can all meet.”

“The Sheldon,” says the girl. “It is two streets away. In that direction.” She points. “We can all be there in an hour. You get a room and we will meet you there. What name will you book the room with?”

“Jeremy Bradshaw-Simmons,” says Gareth Hardcastle and laughs.

“See you in an hour then,” the girl says smiling. I wonder what kinky thing he wants, she thinks. I don’t care. Kirsty and Charlotte will be up for it anyway, and I will keep 2000 of the US dollars and give them 1000. They will do anything for £100 anyway. She walks away.

One hour later, Gareth is talking to the three girls in room 43 at the run down Sheldon Hotel. The blonde girls name is Celia.

“Drug dealers,” says Gareth. “They are drug dealers. Four of them. Three men and a girl. They come down here from London at weekends and they sell drugs around the dock area.”

“What has that got to do with us?” asks Charlotte.

“I want you to report them to the police,” says Gareth, “and all of you have to make statements saying that you have seen them selling drugs almost every weekend. I’ll give you their names and addresses, and when you have made statements at the police station and signed them properly, then I’ll give you a lot more money next week. I’ll meet you here next week. Tuesday at 3 o’clock. Bring your police statements with you. The police will let you have copies.”

“How do you know they are drug dealers?” asks Kirsty. “And what do you care?”

“They killed my little sister,” says Hardcastle, “the dosage was too strong. One of the four drug dealers is a chemist. The girl, she is a chemist.” Hardcastle is making it all up as he goes along and he is very pleased with his story. “I want them to be sent to prison. You nice girls can help me.”

Charlotte is surprised to hear herself described as a nice girl. It gives her a warm glow and makes her want to help this man, whose sister has been killed by bad drug dealers. “We will do it,” she says. “Won’t we, girls? We will help to put these wicked people in prison.”

“Yes, we will,” says Kirsty. “What do you think, Celia?”

Celia is thinking about her next heroin fix and will do anything to get the money. “Oh sure,” she says.

“Next Tuesday here at three o’clock then,” says Hardcastle. “And my name is not Jeremy Bradshaw-Simmons. Now that we are working together and you are all helping me, I can tell you my real name. It is Joe Cartwright.”

“Thank you, Mr Cartwright. You can give me the money now. I will share it with Charlotte and Kirsty. Let me show you out.”

Outside in the hotel corridor, Celia stuffs $2000 into her knickers after Mr Cartwright has gone and then holding $1000 in her hand. She walks back into the room to see the other two girls.

Gareth Hardcastle drives back to Buttercup Cottage, and strangely enough, finds himself looking forward to seeing Rosie tonight and availing himself to her charms. Unusually for Gareth, he stops at a flower shop to buy a lavish bouquet of flowers for Rosie. He smiles. It is getting better and better, he thinks.







Chapter 41


Quinn Prepares to Fight Back

All of the Bianca Shipping shareholders have gathered for a meeting with Quinn. All of them, in varying degrees, in a state of anxiety and stress.

Quinn listens to them carefully. “This is very serious,” he says. “I think that I had better go to Florida and find out a bit more about this Gareth Hardcastle. One thing I would like you to do for me urgently and before I go, and that is to obtain from your Bianca Shipping bank confirmation as to which United States bank cleared the cheque, which you paid to Hardcastle for his commission. Can you do that for me quickly? Jeremy, you can do that, can’t you?”

“Yes, of course. I will get straight onto it,” says Jeremy.

“We need evidence,” says Quinn, “and as soon as you get it for me, I will get the next flight to Florida. Meanwhile, you will all remember that my deal with you is to pay the legal fees for Bianca Shipping, and to pay the investigation costs in order to trace and recover the stolen money. My agreement does not oblige me to pay for all of your personal legal costs, which has been bought against you. I will, however, and without obligation, contribute £20,000 to your joint legal costs. I will give Jeremy a cheque when he brings me the detailed confirmation I require from Bianca’s bank.”

“That is very generous of you, Quinn,” says Jeremy.

“I want to help,” answers Quinn, “of course, it will all be accounted for when this matter is finally concluded.”

“Yes,” says Jeremy, who is thinking that expenses are mounting up and there is no sign of an early recovery of the stolen money.

Quinn looks around the room. Simon looks stern and ready for a fight. Jeremy looks resigned to troubles but calm. Andrew looks, well, thinks Quinn, he looks unstable, shifting from one foot to the other, and clasping and unclasping his hands. Kathy looks strong and as Quinn looks at her briefly, she winks at him boldly.

“Okay then,” says Quinn. “I will get prepared. The rest of you just look after each other. It is important not to lose concentration by getting distressed or defeatist. Stay strong all of you and this mess will soon be over. Goodbye.” He leaves the room.

“£20,000 will help a little,” says Simon. “He did not have to offer us that.”

“That is something of a moot point,” says Jeremy. “If we lose this case and Hardcastle wins, then it would bankrupt us all and Bianca Shipping as an asset of us all would also be bankrupted. So, Quinn who is working to gain half of what he can recover, would not be able to recover anything on behalf of Bianca Shipping Limited. So by offering us £20,000 pounds, he is buying more time for himself.”

“And for all of us,” says Kathy. “He is being business like, I agree, but I don’t think that he is an unkind man. He is careful, that is all and he is helping us.”

“Helping himself more likely,” says Andrew, “and I have just got another £5000 worth of debt. My share of the £20,000. When do we get our money back? That’s what I want to know. Nancy and I will never get another apartment in Wimbledon Parkside, that’s for sure.”

“You are selling then?” asks Jeremy.

“It is my apartment. And I am selling it. Or I should say that it is on the market. Nancy does not know yet and I don’t know how to tell her. She doesn’t believe that we have any problems. She won’t believe that we have to sell our home. When is all this going to be over? When is it our turn to win?” Andrew is pulling at his hands as he speaks.

“Our turn will come very soon,” says Simon. “We will smash this false case. We have plenty of evidence and then we will get the money in Jersey. After that, we will go after the money in Switzerland. We are just at the bottom of the rollercoaster at the moment, Andrew,” Simon is remembering what the girl, Merry, told him on the beach in Florida. “Soon, the rollercoaster will move up again and soon, we will be at the top. You’ll see.”

“Fairground stories,” mutters Andrew. “Just like money.”

“I am confident,” says Kathy. “Quinn gives me confidence.”

I wonder if that is all he gives her, thinks Jeremy whose seat in the room was the only one that allowed him to observe Kathy winking at Quinn. Never mind. At least, she is not hysterical. Andrew, very nearly, is. Jeremy has taken steps to hide the money he received from Gabriella by putting it into overseas trust funds so that he cannot lose it if, heavens forbid, Gareth Hardcastle wins his case against them all. Jeremy is working on self-preservation.

Simon declares the meeting closed and each of them makes their own way home.

Kathy meets Quinn later that evening and they enjoy a Chinese meal in Esher. She keeps wondering if he will kiss her again. Maybe, he needs to have another fight first, she thinks and giggles.

“What is it?” asks Quinn.

“Just enjoying myself,” answers Kathy.

“Good,” says Quinn who is also wondering when he can kiss her again and what it might lead to.







Chapter 42


Gareth Hardcastle Is in Buttercup Cottage

Gareth Hardcastle is kissing Rosie in Buttercup cottage. His testosterone is raging after his successful visit to Plymouth and he, suddenly associates, Rosie with his success. He is selfish and masterful in his handling of Rosie, and she thinks of herself as a heroin in a Rudolph Valentino film albeit that Rudolph Valentino was a 1920s fictional character, who was in real life, not much good with women. Rosie is pretending to swoon in Gareth’s arms but she is not sure that she is doing it properly. Gareth Hardcastle doesn’t notice. So intent is he on his own desire as he unbuttons her blouse.







Chapter 43


The Bianca Shareholders Are Arrested

A week later, Jeremy meets Quinn and gives him all of the information from the Bianca bank account. He is able to give Quinn the cheque which was given to Gareth Hardcastle, and which has now been cleared by a USA bank and sent back to Bianca’s London bank.

Quinn gives to Jeremy a check for £20,000, made payable to Jeremy.

“Don’t pay the defence lawyers yourself, Jeremy,” advises Quinn. “Bank this cheque and then give each of the others £5000. Make them, each, pay the defence lawyer. If you pay for everyone, then later, the claimant’s lawyer will be able to prove that you were funding the legal costs alone. Then they will come after you for all of the costs.”

“Thank you for that advice,” says Jeremy, “and good luck in Florida.”

Quinn leaves for Florida the next day.

The following day, which is a Tuesday, during a dawn raid, a team of police from the Devon and Cornwall police force arrest Simon, Kathy, Andrew and Jeremy at 5 o’clock in the morning, and charge each of them with drug dealing.

Kathy has never been arrested by the police before. She has not even been stopped for a driving infraction of the rules. She has always thought of the police as her friends. The good looking Mounties in Canada, and the policemen in England with their blue uniforms and big hats. She has never even spoken to a policeman. Now, at 5 o’clock in the morning, her front door is being battered and loud voices are shouting. Kathy gets out of bed and puts on her dressing gown. She goes to the front door of her apartment and looks through the spy hole. Policemen are outside. She opens the door with the security chain still on.

A large policeman shouts at her, “Police, open up. We have a warrant.” He waves a few pieces of paper but it could be anything.

“Let me see the warrant,” says Kathy.

“Open up,” shouts the policeman and puts his shoulder to the door, straining the security chain to its limit.

“You’ve made a mistake,” says Kathy firmly.

“Open up or we will break the door down and charge you with resisting arrest,” shouts the policeman.

“You’ll have to allow me to close the door in order for me to open it,” says Kathy angrily.

Once she has opened the door, four policemen rush into the apartment. There is a policewoman amongst them, and she takes Kathy by the upper arm and pushes her downwards onto the sofa.

“Stay there and don’t move,” the policewoman tells her.

The police begin to ransack Kathy’s apartment turning furniture over. Stripping the bed. Emptying her wardrobe and chest of drawers onto the floor. One policeman is taking everything out of her freezer and putting it onto her table. Another is removing everything from her kitchen cupboards. Cutlery, crockery, kitchen utensils are all deposited onto the floor.

The policewoman is reading Kathy her rights but Kathy is not listening.

“You are at the wrong address. This is a mistake.”

The policewoman tells Kathy that they have the right address. Kathy asks to use the toilet in her bathroom, and she is told that she will have to wait until her bathroom has been searched and that then the policewoman will have to watch over her as she uses the toilet to ensure that she doesn’t conceal anything.

The police have search warrants, which enable them to conduct a thorough search of each of the four shareholders homes. Searching as they are for drugs, they make a terrific mess of everyone’s homes, turning everything upside down. Jeremy’s house is left in an unrecognisable state. The police have taken up the insulation in the roof space to ascertain whether drugs are there. The solid plentiful and masculine furniture in Jeremy’s house is all left in disarray. There is soot on the carpets in every room because the chimneys are searched.

Simon’s house is equally disturbed and a great deal of Simon’s business paperwork is removed. All of his sports equipment is dismantled.

At Andrew’s apartment, Nancy begins screaming and does not stop screaming as the police search the apartment.

“What have you done? Andrew, what have you done?”

These desperate cries do not help Andrew’s appearance of guilt in the policemen’s and policewomen’s eyes.

The four shareholders are driven conspicuously in police cars, finger printed and DNA swabs are taken before they are locked into separate cells at the Kingston upon Thames police station, who are cooperating with the Devon and Cornwall police. Various items have been removed by police, from each of their homes, and when examined and discussed between the police officers, then each of the Bianca shareholders is taken into a separate interview room for questioning. They are each made aware that their interviews are being recorded on tape to be used as evidence against them. They are offered solicitors and all but Jeremy declines. He demands his own solicitor.

“Mr Adair, you have been laundering funds through a currency exchange business, we understand.”

Simon Adair runs a well-known local business, which employs over 30 people, many of whom have families and mortgages, and as such depend on Simon for their livelihoods. Simon is popular in the locality and has many friends, none of whom have ever taken drugs. Simon, in the early morning and under arrest, feels himself to be unsafe and unprotected. After all, he had always believed that if his own home were ever to be raided during the night time or early morning, then he would phone the police and yet, today, the police appear to be his enemies.

In another room. “Miss O’Donnell, if that is your real name, although, we understand that you are an alien in Great Britain?”

“I have a work permit and a resident’s permit to be here,” says Kathy.

“As you say,” continues the police officer, “and you are a chemist. Expert in refining the raw opium.”

“I am a scientist,” says Kathy. “I work analysing chemical combinations to form new drugs for childhood diseases.”

“A very good cover, Miss O’Donnell, but not a convincing one.”

Separately, Jeremy is being questioned and he is refusing to cooperate. “I will speak only in the presence of my own solicitor,” he insists.

Jeremy comes from a law-abiding family who involve themselves in local charity work, and who volunteer to drive old people to and fro, and who give great assistance to the nearby home for the blind. Jeremy is well educated and enjoys a position of responsibility within the community. His personal sense of who he is in the community and his own safety are utterly undermined by the way in which the police are treating him now.

“I will not say any more until my solicitor arrives and he does not start work until 9:30. It is only 5:30 now. May I have a cup of tea?”

“Does this look like a café to you, Bradshaw?” asks the policeman who has now shortened Jeremy’s name and omitted to call him Mister.

Andrew is incoherent with desperation and bewilderment.

“I don’t even take aspirin,” he says. “I don’t know anything about drugs.”

“You are an actor, I see,” says the policeman.

“A theatrical producer,” says Andrew.

“But you have an equity card as an actor. You are giving a very good performance now.”

The early morning arrest and the search of his home have broken Andrews’s nerves, and he thinks that he must be having a nightmare, but who can he call for help?

Andrew, Kathy and Simon summarily dismissed the offer by the police that they have a solicitor present during their questioning. Jeremy is the only one who is holding out until the presence of his own solicitor and even he has faltered.

“You have all invented a shipping company to cover your drug incomes,” says the police officer.

Being woken up at 5 o’clock in the morning and having your own home turned upside down by the very people who you have always relied upon for your safety and protection, is deeply upsetting for the four of them. They feel as if the bottom has fallen out of their lives.

At 8 o’clock, they are each given a cup of tea and a round of white toast, and led back to their cells.

At 10 o’clock, Jeremy’s solicitor arrives and arranges for them all to be released on police bail.

Unshaven, unwashed and un-groomed, they make their way home in taxis. Jeremy is driven home by his own solicitor. All of them are shattered and disturbed by the police raids. The foundation of their beliefs in British standards are shaken to the core.

The police received three separate and detailed complaints from three girls in Plymouth, each of whom, more or less described Bianca shareholders physical appearances fairly accurately. They each identified the shareholders as drug dealers. The police faced with these girls statements were obliged to investigate the criminal allegations and because it is drugs, they went in heavy handed.

Their interview techniques with the four Bianca shareholders were deliberately provocative. After the interviews and in the police station canteen, the officers chatted.

“More respectable people than I expected,” says the senior officer. “Although, master criminals cloak their activities with an image of respectability, I suppose.”

“The three girls who made the allegations,” says a junior officer, “one of them was a drug addict, wasn’t she? And what about the other two?”

“Prostitutes,” says the Sergeant who has rather more street level experience than the others. “Definitely, prostitutes.”

“So why would a drug addict want to finger her own suppliers?” asks the junior officer. “And what about this business with the Sheldon Hotel? The desk clerk described Jeremy Bradshaw Simmons as tall and blonde with blue eyes, yet, the Bradshaw Simmons we have just met, is exactly the opposite of that.”

“There is certainly something unusual going on,” says the senior officer, “but we are obliged to investigate and that is what we’re doing. We will make a list on new enquiries, and when we have carried them out and studied the results, then we will call our four drug dealers back for further questions.”







Chapter 44


Quinn in Florida

Quinn has arrived in Florida and he first calls at the bank, which cleared Bianca’s cheque made out to Gareth Hardcastle. He carefully makes general enquiries about the bank, posing as a UK architect who wishes to open a US bank account to assist him in a start-up business in the US. He asks about corporate banking and what paperwork is required for him to bank cheques into a US company account. He is given some bank literature, included within, is an explanation of US corporate banking. The bank manager gives Quinn his business card, and invites him to call and make an appointment to open his new accounts: both, personal accounts and corporate accounts. Quinn thanks him and leaves.

Quinn next visits a law firm who have been recommended to him by his London lawyers. An introduction by his London law firm has already been made and Quinn is visiting today by appointment.

He explains the position thoroughly to the US attorney whose name is Heathfield. Quinn then tells the lawyer in detail exactly what he wants him to do. Fortunately, the lawyer understands at once and smiles.

“Quite an angle,” he says, “but you are right. Everything will be done precisely as you have instructed me.”

Quinn pays the lawyers an upfront fee with the promise of more on results.

They shake hands and Quinn leaves the offices.

After a two day rest and spending time on the beach watching the spectacularly fit girls play beach volleyball, Quinn hires a car and sets off.

He drives to Manatee Key and tells the gate man that he wants to enrol in diving classes. The gate man directs him and tells him where he can park his car. Quinn is interviewed by a diving instructor called Chuck and Quinn asks about a previous diving instructor called Gareth Hardcastle.

“Did you know him?” asks Chuck. “Great guide, people tell me. His widow still works here, you know?”

“His widow?”

“Sure. You know that Gareth Hardcastle is dead, right?”

“Dead?”

“Yeah sure, he’s dead alright. Death certificate came in last week.”

“Terrible news,” says Quinn concealing a smile. “Really terrible news. Can I get a copy of the death certificate?”

“Registry of births and deaths is up in Miami,” says Chuck, “but I don’t know why you want to check on it at all. I’ve just told you the whole thing.”

“Of course, I am so sorry,” says Quinn. “It came as a shock to me.”

“Did you know the guy?” asks Chuck.

“A friend of mine had driving lessons with him, in the Turks and Caicos Islands. He will be so sorry to hear the news.”

“Turks and Caicos Islands,” says Chuck. “That is where it happened. He died there.”

“Terrible news.”

“Look, buddy, about these here diving lessons. Do you want them or not?”

“Of course, I want them,” answers Quinn, “but can I come back next week?”

“Come back whenever you like,” says Chuck. “Can’t promise that classes won’t be full up. Telephone first is my suggestion. So long.”

Chuck gets up and walks away. Another time waster, he thinks. Quinn gets into his car and leaves Manatee Key leisure centre. He starts to drive to Miami.







Chapter 45


The Inland Revenue and a Burglary

Back home in the UK, another blow has fallen on Bianca’s shareholders. They have each received a letter from the special compliance office of Her Majesty’s Inland Revenue, informing each of them that their tax records are being investigated. The letter suggests that they each retain a firm of chartered accountants and then representatives of the tax office (based in Bristol), will interview each of them with their accountants present.

“I can’t afford to pay an accountant,” says Andrew. “What is this all about anyway?”

“I suppose that you could meet them on your own,” says Simon, “but I think that it would be a good idea to have a friend with you to act as a witness.”

“A witness to what?” asks Andrew.

“This letter is from the special compliance department of the tax office,” says Simon. “They do this sort of thing every day. They will have tricks or better call them procedures, which will be new to you and for that matter, new to us all.”

“But I have paid all of my taxes,” says Andrew.

“They are unlikely to open a file on you to find that out,” says Simon. “They will have to justify their investigation, so they will find something.”

“I think that this has come about because of the police thing,” says Jeremy. “Drug dealers would have to hide a lot of money somewhere.”

“They already searched our homes to find it,” says Simon, “and I don’t keep a lot of money at home.”

“I work for a salary,” says Kathy. “Tax gets taken from my pay before I ever see it.”

“We must all be prepared to answer the questions calmly and innocently,” says Jeremy.

The tax official is a little man in a drab suit. His hair is carefully combed over a central bald patch. His name is Tooley and he is accompanied by a younger, aggressive man called Stiletto.

“Where did you get the money from to buy your house?” asks Tooley in a monotone voice. He does not articulate his mouth when he speaks but intones his questions from a letterbox opening, so that the questions sound the same.

“From my family,” answers Jeremy reasonably.

“Our search of the land Registry shows that you have sold it. To a company in Mexico. What was the reason for this transfer of title and where is the money you received for the property?”

Jeremy explains the circumstances to Mr Tooley, who asks, “On your salary, how can you afford to rent a house of the size of your house?” he asks carefully, “You are, in fact, not paying rent so much as transferring monthly sums of money to Mexico, is that not so? We shall require copies of all of your bank and savings accounts for the last, well, let us say seven years. You can obtain copies from your bank under the Freedom of Information act. When I have these documents, then I will reconvene another meeting.”

“You have a beachside villa in Mexico, don’t you?” asks Stiletto.

Jeremy does not answer this question but turns to Tooley and says, “If your dog is going to bark, then can you send him to wait outside?”

Mr Tooley’s lips move very slightly towards what could resemble the beginnings of a smile.

“Mr Stiletto asks the questions, which I do not ask,” he says.

“This is a very expensive process for me,” says Jeremy. “Am I presumed innocent until proven guilty?”

“We are the tax office, Mr Bradshaw Simmons, we are not policemen. You are obliged to prove yourself innocent, otherwise, we judge you to be guilty of tax evasion.”

“And my accountants fees?” says Jeremy. “These are deductible from my taxes, I suppose?”

“Accountants fees are your costs,” says Tooley, “and so are legal fees. You must prove your own innocence without a shadow of doubt. None of your costs are tax deductible.”

“So the cards are heavily stacked in your favour?” says Jeremy. “Since it is logically impossible for a person to prove that he has not done something. Particularly, when he doesn’t know what it is that he has not done?”

“Tax evasion, Mr Bradshaw Simmons,” says Mr Tooley. “The concealment of assets. Of money. Can you prove that you do not have money in an overseas account somewhere in the world?”

“You’re not working to find that my tax affairs are all in order, are you?” says Jeremy. “You are working to report that they are not.”

“I am one of Her Majesty’s collector of taxes, Mr Bradshaw Simmons,” says Tooley. “And I am just doing my job.”

“Where are you keeping your yacht?” says Stiletto in a nasty voice.

“Your dog is barking again,” says Jeremy as he gets up. “I think that this meeting is over now.”

“When you have compiled a list of your assets, you are directed by me now to send copies of all of the information to my office and I will then convene another meeting.”

“Goodbye,” says Jeremy and walks out of his accountant’s meeting room. His accountant is obsequious towards the two tax officials, thanking them for coming and assuring them of his firm’s cooperation. The tax office can, after all, withdraw cooperation from an accountant’s firm, in respect of all of his client’s tax matters. Withdrawal of the tax offices cooperation from a firm of accountants would devastate the accountant’s firm’s income and relegate them to no more than simple book keepers.

Pragmatism, therefore, inclines Jeremy’s accountant to side with the tax officials against Jeremy.

Kathy’s interview with the tax officials is not productive for either side, although, Tooley does manage to establish that Kathy had not declared the money, which her Aunt gave her to buy her Richmond apartment.

“But she gave me the money,” says Kathy.

“Gift tax applies to all sums over £15,000,” says Tooley. “She gave it to me in Canada,” says Kathy.

“The burden of proof is yours,” says Tooley. “You must provide documentary proof that the money was given to you in Canada and that you paid your taxes there.”

“I don’t have to prove to the British tax office that I paid my taxes in Canada,” says Kathy. “Nor do I have to prove to you the origins of any money I brought here from Canada.”

“It is open to me to issue a tax demand on you and then if you disagree with it, then you can appeal against it,” says Tooley.

Kathy immediately realises the one sided nature of this encounter. She decides to play for time.

“It will take me time to provide all of the paperwork, which you have asked for,” she says.

“I will give you three months,” says Tooley. “Then, I require an affidavit from you and all the documents to back it up for, let us say, the last seven years.”

“Thank you,” says Kathy. “I had better go and make a start.”

Kathy has no intention of providing an affidavit or any supporting evidence to the British Tax Authorities. She intends to leave Britain. The meeting is brought to a close.

Simon has a very tough time with the tax authorities.

“You take four weeks of foreign holidays every year and then claim them as a business expense,” says Tooley.

“They are a business expense,” says Simon. “I check out different resorts, different hotels and different restaurants to recommend to my customers in the travel agency that I run.”

“But the hotels, restaurants and other facilities would give you free accommodation, meals, boat trips etc. as a travel agent,” says Tooley.

“But then my recommendations to my customers would not be honest. Would not be independent,” answers Simon.

“It is what your competitors do,” says Tooley.

“And you are laundering cash through your currency exchange,” says Stiletto.

“It is all accounted for,” says Simon.

“But can you prove that?” says Stiletto. “Can you prove that you are not syphoning off £5000 a week in cash from all of your offices? Where do you keep the cash, Mr Adair?”

“This is rubbish,” says Simon. “All rubbish.”

“Then, it will be easy for you to prove it to us,” says Mr Tooley. “I will allow you three months to produce your reports, your affidavits, and your bank and your company bank statements for the last, let us say, seven years.”

“Seven years?” says Simon.

“There is no limit to the time I can investigate,” says Tooley.

“Eleven years is usual,” says Stiletto.

“You want me to prove that I have declared everything,” says Simon.

“That is correct, Mr Adair,” says Tooley.

“Where do you keep your yacht?” asks Stiletto. Boats appear to be something of an obsession with him.

“The serpentine,” answers Simon.

Andrew is hysterical when he meets the tax officials.

“I am an artist,” he says. “A theatrical director. All of my tax affairs are dealt with by my accountant.”

“You are responsible for your tax returns, not your accountant’s,” says Tooley.

“All money belongs to the Crown,” barks Stiletto. “Subjects are allowed to use it, but ultimately, it goes back to the crown. Allowances are made, but subjects must prove that they have lived within the law. We are inviting you to prove that to the Crown.”

“I have human rights,” shouts Andrew. “Not to be bullied like this.”

“There are no legal or constitutional rights in the UK,” says Tooley. “Only allowances. This is a Kingdom, not a Republic. You are a subject, not a citizen. Your accusation of bullying will have to be verified. Evidence or formally withdrawn, as it is now, a matter of record. Its inaccuracy is a serious matter.”

“Serious for you,” shouts Andrew.

“Any inaccuracies which you represent to us during this meeting are capable of being interpreted as serious infractions of your legal responsibility to comply with the requirements of Her Majesty’s tax office,” says Tooley.

The legal case against the four Bianca shareholders has now moved on to ‘discovery’. Each of them has made statements denying all of Hardcastle’s allegations and now the court procedure demands that each side reveal their evidence to the other side. This means that more legal fees must be paid. This time, it is Jeremy who pays another £20,000 to the solicitors.

That night, Bianca Shipping Ltd offices in Richmond Hill are burgled and all of the company documentation is taken away, including all of the shareholders share certificates and the company accounts.

They are going to find it more difficult now to prove that they own Bianca Shipping Ltd at all.

“We all provided copies of the share certificates to the bank,” says Jeremy.

“And to the lawyers, when we sold the cement contract,” says Simon.

“So we can put evidence together,” says Kathy.

“But if Hardcastle has stolen the company share certificates, then he can prove that he owns the company,” shouts Andrew.

Hardcastle did not carry out the robbery of Bianca Shipping’s paperwork. He found a group of young men in Plymouth who did it for him. All for the round sun of £500 each, which after they had handed the Bianca papers to Hardcastle, they spent the money on drugs once they were back on their home turf in Plymouth. Hardcastle had been careful to meet them in a neutral location. The service station on the M5 and he had arrived in the same disguise of a much older man that he had worn when he first met the gang.

Hardcastle is enjoying himself. “I’ll make them pay,” he says out loud. “Stealing from me. Just like that bastard Caulder.”

“I thought that you said that the rollercoaster couldn’t go down any further,” says Andrew, but in the next few days for Andrew, it does.

Jeremy is meeting Simon and Kathy in a little coffee house on Hill Rise in Richmond.

“Nancy has left Andrew. Have you heard?” says Jeremy. “He came round to my house and told me. Then he got drunk again. Fortunately, I persuaded him to stay the night.”

“He wasn’t driving though, was he?” asks Simon.

“No. He has lost his driving licence for a year,” answers Jeremy.

“What is all this about his girlfriend?” asks Kathy.

“She has met another man,” says Jeremy. “A puppeteer who put on a show at her school. He also makes kites at the weekend. Nancy says that he is strong and independent. He has no financial worries, apparently. His father gives him a generous monthly allowance.”

“Oh, he sounds like a real hero,” says Kathy.

“Nancy has moved in with him,” says Jeremy. “Told Andrew that she had mistaken a mirror image for the sun.”

“The puppeteer and kite maker is the sun, I take it?” asks Simon.

“Yes, and Andrew was the mirror image,” answers Jeremy.

“Bad timing, I think,” says Kathy. “You would think that she could have stayed with him during these difficulties.”

“She doesn’t like difficulties,” says Jeremy. “She told Andrew that she had always been a happy girl and that now he was making her unhappy, she had to leave him. And the angels have provided her with a puppeteer, she said.”

“Don’t forget that he makes kites as well,” says Kathy. “Poor Andrew, what is he going to do now? Is he coping?”

“It is difficult to say,” answers Jeremy. “He has been finding everything very difficult. He is out of his depth.”

“We are all out of our depth,” says Kathy.

“Nancy is coming round to Andrew’s apartment on Tuesday night to pick up the rest of her things,” says Jeremy. “I hope that he can cope with that.”

“Yes and you can bet that kite man will be driving her,” says Kathy. “That will be cruel.”

“Is there anything we can do to help,” asks Simon. “I’ve never really been a proper friend of his but I do think that he needs some support now.”

“I asked him,” says Jeremy. “He said that he wanted to see Nancy alone.”

“Well, if kite man is there, she won’t be alone,” says Kathy.

“We are all on the end of a telephone if he wants us,” says Simon.

“I wish that Quinn was here,” says Kathy. “We seem to be in the eye of the storm, and he always exudes calm and confidence.”

“That is because he is not in the storm,” says Simon.







Chapter 46


Quinn Meets Gareth Hardcastle’s Brother

Quinn is still in Florida, and he is linking together certain facts and strategies. Gareth Hardcastle is a dishonest man, thinks Quinn, but he has not covered everything. He must be beatable. Quinn travels to Manatee Key again to visit Miranda, Hardcastle’s widow. She tells him about Hardcastle’s brother who lives in Key West.

Quinn travels down to interview him too. Gareth Hardcastle’s brother is called Robert Hardcastle and he is a photographer. Quinn decides to change his approach and to fight dirty.

Robert Hardcastle looks very similar to his brother. He has kept better control of his finances. A photographer’s expenses are not as large as those of a man running diving schools in different countries, and Robert married a genuinely happy and supportive girl who used to be one of his favourite models. Her name is Coral and regrettably, she never got on well with Gareth’s wife, Miranda.

“The death of your brother is a sad business,” says Quinn after he has introduced himself and set out his requirements for a photographic assignment.

“I suppose that he lived life to the full,” says Robert, “but I am surprised about his death. He was always very thorough about diving safety procedures.”

“Perhaps, he was eaten!” says Coral who saunters in to Roberts’s studio. “Coffee, anyone? I have just made some fresh.”

Robert smiles at her. “That is a horrible idea,” he says, “you bad girl.”

“Well, that’s what you said at the time,” answers Coral. “Sharks. Coffee?” She gestures to Quinn.

“Thank you very much,” says Quinn. “He has left a hole in our little group and we have nothing to remember him by. No photos or anything.”

“I can fix you up there,” says Coral. “I’ve got one of Gareth’s and Robert’s together on a dive boat. I’ll get it and we can copy it for you.”

“That is thoughtful,” says Quinn who is, in fact, thinking very hard about how he could possibly pull all of this information together to create an advantage for the Bianca Shipping shareholders. Gather together as much information as you can, he thinks, and then see where it leads you.

Carol hands him a mug of coffee, and a framed photograph of Robert and Gareth. Quinn stares at it. Both men in the photograph are tanned. Their hair is bleached blonde with the sun and they really do look very similar.

“I can copy that for you now,” says Coral.

“Thank you very much,” says Quinn. “The UK diving team are going to love that.” He drinks his coffee, makes conversation and then leaves to drive to Miami again.

Quinn visits his lawyers in Miami again and is encouraged by their progress. He makes a visit to the offices which Gareth Hardcastle had set up in Key Largo at his friend, Steve’s office building. A casual chat with Steve fills in a few missing pieces of the jigsaw but Quinn still has only a vague plan.







Chapter 47


Share Certificates

In the UK, Simon, Jeremy and Kathy are tidying the Bianca offices after the robbery.

“The police did not even bother to attend the scene of the crime,” says Simon. “No money or office equipment was stolen they said, only papers. I explained to them what the papers were and the officer assigned to the case said that if they were important to the thieves, then they would turn up again.”

“There are other things missing as well,” says Jeremy. “Ornaments and a valuable clock. If Hardcastle uses our share certificates in his evidence, that will prove that he stole them,” says Kathy.

“He won’t use our share certificates,” says Jeremy. “He has all of the company records. He will issue new certificates in his own name.”

“We will have to wait and see,” says Simon who has started using the vacuum cleaner.

“It is weeks until the trial,” says Jeremy, “and we have three months to supply those Inland Revenue inspectors with our reports.”

“I’m trying to reorganise my travel agencies. Working to survive, you know,” says Simon.

Jeremy looks at the two of them. Simon is much better with his back to the wall. Simon operates well under pressure, thinks Jeremy. Kathy seems to be detaching herself from the whole business. And Andrew is useless.

I am going to see Gabriella, muses Jeremy. He spoke to her last night. He told her that he would fly to Mexico after the court case.

“I’ll meet you at the airport,” she said.

Jeremy is going to stay at her ranch in Mexico. He is looking forward to seeing her. She is looking forward to seeing Jeremy. She has not dated another man since she last saw him. Her friends are surprised.

“I’ve never met a man before who has what he has got,” she tells them and then laughs as she feels goose bumps rising on arms. “Oh boy, I’m going to see him soon.”







Chapter 48


Correcting Errors in Previous Affidavits

“There is something malicious about these drug dealing allegations,” says the Chief Inspector of the Devon and Cornwall police. “One of the suspects is a chartered surveyor and has several alibis for his weekend activities. The travel agent seems genuine enough and he is seen every weekend at the local gym. Plenty of witnesses. I don’t believe the Canadian girl is anything except what she appears to be. She goes dancing at the weekends and there are a lot of people who see her. Good dancer, apparently. Then there is the theatre man. He directs plays and he is present at every weekend performance, every week. No, these people have none of the characteristics of drug dealers. It has all been made up, but why? What have these little prostitutes been doing? Why would they take all of the trouble and the risk of making false allegations? Let’s have them in again for more questioning.”

The other policemen in the meeting agree and they leave the police station to pick up the three girls. They find two of them, as usual, walking the narrow streets around the docks in Plymouth. Celia, the third one, is finally discovered to be completely out of her head with drugs and lying inside an open fishing boat. The three of them are taken back to the police station. They are not arrested but they are not made aware that they have any choice in the matter.

They are cross-questioned again and because it is two or three weeks since they made their first statements they cannot remember what they had said. They are each interviewed separately and Celia lets slip the name, Joe Cartwright, the name, which Hardcastle had given her as his alias.

“The other girls have already told us,” says the interrogating policeman. “He is the man who paid you? That’s right, isn’t it? £5000, I believe.”

“It wasn’t £5000, it was in dollars and it was only $3000,” blurts out Celia.

“And you shared it with your two friends, I suppose. So you gave each of them $1000?”

“Well, yes. Well, no. I had done more than they had, you see.”

“So what did he look like? This, Joe Cartwright,” asks the policeman.

“He was tall and blonde, and stuck up looking,” answers Celia.

“Alright,” says the policeman. He writes something on a pad and then goes to the door of the interview room. He calls out, “Sheila, give this to Donaldson, would you?”

“Yes, sir,” she says and hurries away.

Within the hour, all three of the girls have changed their affidavits to ‘correct errors in their previous affidavits’.

“Waste of time and public money to charge them with perjury,” says the team leader, “but we had better ask the Chief Inspector.”

“There is something behind all of this,” says the Chief Inspector, “but have we got the resources to look into it?”

“We have already spent £100,000 on police overtime, travel, search warrants and interviews to chase seemingly innocent parties,” says Donaldson. “It would be a waste, sir, to just stop now.”

“Yes, it would be a waste,” says the Chief Inspector, “so we will do a little more work. Keep the girls in the cells for a day and then we will try to get more information from them about this man, Joe Cartwright. He, obviously, has some motive. And one of us is going to have to travel up to the West London area to tell our four suspects that no charges will be brought. Leave matters open though. Just tell them that at the present time, no charges will be brought. I’d like you to do it, Sear. You are more frightening than the other constables.”

“Frightening, sir?”

“Yes, you know you are. Get on with it in the next two days, please.”

“Yes, sir,” says Sear grinning, and goes off to make his travel arrangements and fill in his overtime claims. He intends to be in the Richmond area on Wednesday.







Chapter 49


Quinn and Kathy Get Together

Quinn returns to the UK and the first person he contacts is Kathy. He has already decided to play his cards close to his chest, mainly because his jigsaw of evidence is not yet complete. He telephones Kathy at work and asks her if she can meet him for dinner.

“Quinn,” she says, “I am so glad that you are back. We have all been arrested for drug dealing. We are out on bail. And there is an on-going tax investigation into all our affairs. I am fed up with it. I am planning to go home.”

“Tell me all about it when I see you,” says Quinn. “Shall I pick you up?”

“Yes, Quinn, that would be great. About 7 o’clock?”

“Okay, 7 o’clock. See you later.”

Quinn sits thinking. A lot of things have crashed in on this group of people, he thinks. I wonder what or who is behind it all. It must be Hardcastle, but he is dead. So who else is it? He sits puzzling over these new events and at the same time, thinking about Kathy. She is gorgeous, he thinks. Physical and full of energy. She said that she was going home. What did she mean? Home to Canada? I hope not. I want to get to know her a lot better. He takes a shower and begins to prepare for evening.

Kathy gets home from work and has a long bath with scented oils. Her body is fit and strong. She dresses carefully for the evening, wearing Agent Provocateur underwear beneath a closely fitting dress, which shows her legs and her cleavage. She has already washed and brushed her hair, and it is shiny, thick and long almost to the base of her spine. Kathy feels very excited about seeing Quinn again. My superman, she thinks. She has no thoughts about why she is wearing provocative underwear. Is he going to see it? Is he going to take it off? Kathy twirls round with excitement. I hope so, she thinks positively and laughs out loud.

Quinn Stoneborough drives over to Kathy’s apartment in his Land Rover. He has booked a table at an extravagant and luxurious restaurant at Hampton Court. The cuisine is French and the service is exquisite. There is a live parrot with an extra-large cage in the first floor area of the restaurant, although, most evenings, the parrot, whose name is Byron, is permitted to fly around the room with a fine copper chain attached to his ankle. The restaurant is owned by a French man, who has decorated both dining rooms in a Bohemian style, using brightly painted wooden horses and cockerels from a 19th-century carousel to embellish the room. The restaurateur has a moustache so large that it can be seen from the back of his head. Quinn has chosen the restaurant because of its other worldly quality and its quiet location, close to the river Thames and Hampton Court Palace. Quinn is parked outside Kathy’s apartment at 6:55, and gets out of the Land Rover and locks the door. He is wearing a cream Alpaca suit with a cotton shirt of small blue checked pattern and dark polished comfortable shoes. He is wearing a Louis Patek watch and has brushed his thick hair carefully. He is suntanned from his visit to Florida, and he looks slim and fit. He rings Kathy’s doorbell.

“I’m coming down,” a disembodied voice says from a speaker next to Quinn’s left ear. He stands and waits.

The lobby door opens and Kathy spontaneously throws herself into Quinn’s arms. Her hands are in his hair and she presses herself against him. She is lithe, long legged and firm with a real dancer’s body. Quinn is shocked into remembering how much he desires her. She struggles free from his embrace.

“You promised me food,” she says. “Let’s have dinner first.”

First? thinks Quinn.

“Oh, you have got your farmer’s car with you, sludge Green,” says Kathy and laughs. “I hope you don’t get bits of ploughed fields on your lovely suit.”

“The colour is called drab olive,” says Quinn. “It blends in with the English countryside.” Quinn begins to drive away.

“It certainly doesn’t blend in with the English towns,” answers Kathy. “I’m so pleased to see you, Quinn. We have all had a bad time here. Did you miss me? Why are you so suntanned? Didn’t you do any work? Are you a good architect? Have you ever been married? Can you ski?”

“Of course, I missed you,” answers Quinn, “and I have been working for Bianca Shipping. I am a successful architect, I have won awards. I have never been married and I can ski. What else?”

“What awards did you win?”

“One for a home for the blind.”

“How?”

“We thought about the blind. So we made all of the floors and the walls different textures, so that the floors make different noises. You know, wood, marble, carpets and the walls all felt different. So that the blind residents can hear and feel where they were. They liked it.”

“Okay, so what about other awards?”

“That was simpler. We designed a hospital with wards like wheels. So that one nurse could watch 20 patients from the centre looking at the spokes of a wheel and every bed had its own window. The design won an award, but the NHS did not build it.”

“Why not?”

“It differed from their policy. They were too bureaucratic to adopt the idea and the nurses’ union thought that they would lose jobs. The doctors didn’t like it either.”

“Why?”

“No privacy for the patients, they said, although, our research showed that a community feeling, you know, company and patients encouraging each other, keeping each other’s spirits up, is a real help to people getting better. The NHS did not agree. Something to do with their policy. All hospitals have to be as bad as each other. NHS equality. It is their policy.”

“So what else have you done?”

“Houses, offices, hotels, children’s homes, although, none of the children’s homes we designed ever got built.”

“Can you swim, Quinn?”

“Yes.”

“And you can dance, I already know and I guess that you can draw because you are an architect. What else can you do?”

“I can’t answer all of your questions, Kathy. I will have no secrets left. What about you? You are a scientist. Do you believe in God?”

“There are so many things that cannot be explained by science. Cannot be understood, so I guess that I have to believe in God. Some great creator had to make trees and the oceans, and the sky and the clouds. It seems to me that the more that scientists discover, the more they realise how little they understand. It is sort of comforting in a way.”

“I agree,” says Quinn. “What sort of food do you like, Kathy?”

“French food, I guess. Although probably, good Italian food, the kind you get in Italy itself is the best in the world. The world that I have been to anyway. Italian wine in Italy is wonderful, French wine seems to travel better and Italians don’t export their best wines.”

“Can you swim, Kathy?”

“Of course, I can swim. My mother says that everyone can swim but some people don’t believe that they can and so they sink.”

“Have you ever been married, Kathy?”

“No, because when I get married, I will stay married. That is the point of it. I never met anyone I wanted to marry. Not yet anyway.”

Quinn carries on driving, over the River, and into Teddington and then through Bushy Park.

“Oh look. There are deer,” says Kathy.

“A Royal Park,” says Quinn. “The Queen has stables near here. Near to Hampton Court Palace and near to the restaurant I am taking you to.”

“I’m hungry, Quinn,” says Kathy. “I have not been hungry these past weeks. Everything has been such hell, but now with you, I feel hungry again. Hungry for everything.”

Quinn wonders what she means and cannot help hoping that she means what he would like her to mean. He drives through the park slowly so that Kathy can watch the deer. He parks 100 yards from the restaurant and they get out of the Land Rover. Quinn locks it and they walked to the extraordinary restaurant.

The owner greets them as if they are long lost friends and looks at Kathy with such uninhibited admiration that she blushes.

“The best table in the house,” says the owner. “It is upstairs. Private, intimate, discreet.” He winks at Quinn quite openly and Kathy who is enjoying everything so far blushes again. “The lady, should walk up the stairs first,” and he and Quinn admire her legs as she does so. The owner smiles as if he has provided ‘the lady’ himself as part of the restaurants produce. He shakes a napkin over Kathy’s knees and calls for the upstairs waiter.

“Champagne,” says the owner, “two glasses of champagne for my friend, the architect and his beautiful girl, on the house.”

The waiter hurries away to fetch the glasses of champagne and the owner gives each of them a menu. Kathy’s menu has no prices, but Quinn’s does. A clever commercial touch, thinks Quinn.

The owner comes back to their table with the waiter and Champagne.

“We have oysters tonight to start with or an artichoke heart salad, in addition to what is on the menu and we have a fabulous chicken dish, a creation of the chef.”

“Chickens are such unattractive looking birds,” says Kathy, “and they have sad and stupid faces. No, I would like something prettier like a partridge or a quail. Quails are such delicate little birds with such a sweet taste.”

“An excellent choice,” says the owner, “and for you, sir?”

Quinn chooses partridge and asparagus with shallots, and they both decide on different dishes to start with.

Kathy is drinking the champagne. “Delicious,” she says.

“And with the meal, sir, I have an excellent Chateau bottled Macon Lugny.”

“Thank you,” says Quinn, “and some water, please.”

“At once sir,” says the owner and flicking his hand at the hovering waiter, walks away leaving Quinn and Kathy alone.

“There are gigantic horses and cockerels in this room,” says Kathy. “Look. All brightly painted and …”

Whoosh, the air is disturbed by the wings of the parrot gliding silently above their heads.

“Quinn, this place is crazy,” says Kathy.

“But the food is good,” says Quinn.

The food is good and they eat their way through four courses including amuse bouche, which is brought to the table first and with the wine. Kathy tells Quinn all about what has happened and Quinn listens intently.

Telling Quinn all that has happened relaxes Kathy. She feels as if Quinn will take care of it all, now that he has come back. The food and wine have softened Kathy’s anxieties, and she finds herself looking admiringly at Quinn. Strong and masculine, and safe, she thinks. Not too safe, I hope.

They share a delicate champagne sorbet to end the meal and both of them feel as if the evening has flown by.

“Time to go home,” says Quinn.

“Yes, home to bed,” says Kathy and does not look at Quinn as she says it.

What now? thinks Quinn. The owner is effusive with his compliments and his enthusiastic wishes to see them again soon.

“Take your clothes off,” squawks the parrot as they get up from the table, “take your clothes off.”

“Mon dieu,” says the owner, “stupid bird.”

Kathy leans against Quinn once they get outside and Quinn puts his arm around her as they walked to his Land Rover.

“Smudge Green,” says Kathy and giggles as Quinn opens the door for her.

Bushy Park gates are closed now, so Quinn has to drive around and into the Kingston end of Sandy Lane to get Kathy home. She snuggles against him as he drives and he decides to be bold about the end of the evening.

Insisting again on accompanying Kathy right up to her front door when they reach her apartment building, Quinn is gentle but uncompromising.

“I want to see you safely into bed,” he tells her in the lift. Pressing him back against the mirrored wall of the lift, Kathy kisses him long and lavishly as the lift travels upwards. When the doors open, she pulls him by the hand to her front door. She hands the key to Quinn.

“Take care of me,” she says.

He unlocks the door and steps inside with his hand on Kathy’s lower back.

“The bedroom is over there,” says Kathy and then give us a little cry as Quinn picks her up off her feet with one arm under her knees and the other holding her upper back. He carries her into the bedroom. “What did the parrot say?”

“He said take your clothes off,” answers Quinn, “but I’ll do it for you.”

He puts her down onto her feet and deftly unzips her dress all in one movement. There are no lights on in the bedroom, only a shaft of light coming through the partially open door. Quinn starts to kiss every inch of Kathy’s exposed skin, rapidly removing her underwear to do a thorough job. Her healthy young beauty makes him giddy, and his inhibitions fade away as he nuzzles into the hollows and kisses the curves of her undulating body. She has not said a word, but she now starts to writhe in his arms as he licks and kisses her expertly. She tears at his shirt and then his trousers to get closer to him. They are both acting now on instinct and all thoughts are lost to their overriding emotions. Kathy’s dancer legs grip his hips as she crosses her ankles around him and he enjoys the unparalleled sensation on arriving at the place where he has always wanted to be but has never known before. They are dizzy, Kathy hears little mewing sounds as if there is a baby cat in the room. Then she hears loud cries. She realises, in both cases, that she is making the noises but she does not stop. He is so muscled, so hard and strong that he is driving all coherent thoughts from her mind. She is luxuriating in the sweet sensation of floating in his arms and she does not want to stop.

Two hours later, bathed in perspiration and limp with requited passion, Kathy lays exhausted on her bed, breathing deeply as if to re-oxygenate herself after having lost her mind.

Where is he? She throws out an arm. Oh, there he is. She turns onto her side and moves one of her legs over him to make sure that he doesn’t go away. Then, she falls asleep.







Chapter 50


Priorities

Simon and Jeremy are meeting in their usual coffee shop.

“We are in a tough position,” says Simon. “Tax investigations, Bianca offices robbed of all its books and shares, police arrests, and Hardcastle fighting us through the courts. He will win even if he loses because he has legal aid and we are paying our own legal costs. If we withdraw, then the legal aid board will come after us for costs. So, we have to fight on but it’s difficult, £40,000 spent already. It will be up to £100,000, by the time the case comes to trial.”

“I agree,” says Jeremy, “and with all of our company books stolen, we have to assume by Hardcastle, we are having to work harder to create evidence that the company does belong to us.”

“Let’s take one thing at a time,” says Simon. “This tax investigation. How are you getting on? They are attacking me over my business expenses. Telling me that they will disallow them for the past seven years.”

“What started it all do you think?” asks Jeremy.

“This police thing about us being drug dealers, I think,” answers Simon. “It’s all part of the new government Justice Bill to trace the ill-gotten assets of criminals.”

“Do you think that is it?” asks Jeremy.

“I can’t think of anything else,” answers Simon. “Trips to Mexico could look fishy to the police especially if they are thinking that we all deal in drugs.”

“I don’t think that they believe we are drug dealers,” says Jeremy. “I think, all of these tough questioning techniques were a fishing trip. They have no evidence.”

“You are right, of course,” says Simon. “So, let us say that the police thing won’t go anywhere. Then, what about the tax investigation and the court case?”

“I think that the tax people almost have to find some irregularities now,” says Jeremy. “They have opened files on us all and so that investigation is costing them money. They want to find something. Our difficulty is that it costs us money to defend ourselves. Accountants, tax lawyers, all money we cannot afford if we are to go on funding Hardcastle’s court case against us.”

“Okay, so from the list of problems, let’s call them challenges, we have to delay the tax people and not spend money on that until later,” says Simon. “I believe that the police will drop matters. That leaves the court case and the burglary at our offices. Obviously, Hardcastle wanted to steal the share certificates, but as you say we have quite a bit of other evidence about our ownership of the company, so we have to go on fighting him. This court case is the top priority but how do we pay for it? Do we ask Quinn?”

“Well, Quinn is very expensive,” says Jeremy, “all of his costs and expenses to be paid back, plus 50% of the company’s money if we get it back. He will apply the same tough terms to the court case. That is, if he is willing to do it.”

“He may not be,” says Simon, “because the court case is against the four of us personally and not against the company.”

“Yes, but if Hardcastle wins and he takes everything including the company, and so, then Quinn loses as well.”

“That’s true,” says Simon. “The next question is, does he have the money? I mean, another £50 or £60,000 plus what he is spending on Bianca now. It will all add up to a lot.”

“The answer is that we don’t know,” says Jeremy, “whether he has the money and whether he will help us further. His help has been rather predatory so far.”

“I think that is what happens when you have no money,” says Simon. “People who will lend you money do it for a huge interest costs.”

“And profit shares in Quinn’s case,” says Jeremy. “Human nature, I suppose, to take advantage of an opportunity.”

Jeremy is thinking about Gabriella at this moment. About the fact that she owns his house, and also about the fact that he is looking forward to enjoying her luscious body and her sparkling company. He smiles.

“What about Kathy and Andrew?” says Simon. “What do they think about it all?”

“I don’t notice that Andrew is doing much thinking at all,” says Jeremy. “He is in a fragile frame of mind and Nancy has withdrawn any support which she might have given him. Even if it were just meals and laundry, and a certain amount of domestic security. No, she has cleared off and let him down. I am concerned about him really.”

“What about Kathy?” persists Simon.

“My opinion which has only been arrived at by various observations mind, my opinion is that she rather hero worships Quinn. Finds him attractive. I don’t think that she is ready to criticise his motives one little bit. And for that matter, a lot of his motives might be Kathy anyway.”

“Good looking girl,” says Simon, “bit of a Maureen O’Hara type.”

“I’m too young to be able to picture what Maureen O’Hara looked like,” laughs Jeremy.

“She looked like Kathy when she was as young as Kathy is now,” says Simon. “Great figure, lovely face. Yes, I believe, you’re right. Kathy could be a large motive for Quinn’s investment in our company.”

“Well, let’s pimp her out again,” says Jeremy, “buy her a shorter skirt and a tighter blouse, and send her round to see Quinn.”

Both men laugh at the idea.

“So Kathy has an emotional support,” says Simon. “What about you and me?”

“It is not emotional support, but we have each other,” says Jeremy, “I thought that you had that girl, Belinda, on your side. You know, the fitness instructor at your gym?”

“Not anymore,” says Simon. “She said that men with no money were boring. She dumped me as soon as she heard.”

“Charming,” says Jeremy.

“Yes, but I can’t help agreeing with her,” says Simon. “It was mostly a physical thing anyway. She is a bit of a bitch socially.”

“So you’re not hurting very much?” asks Jeremy.

“I’m too busy for that,” says Simon. “What about you?”

“I’m going on holiday with a girl when this is all over,” confesses Jeremy. “A real dynamite girl she is too.”

“You dog,” says Simon, “and you never said anything.”

“Discretion,” says Jeremy. “The best way, I’ve told you now though.”

“Not enough,” answers Simon. “Who is she? Where did you meet? Where are you taking her on holiday? How can you afford it?”

“Too many questions,” says Jeremy. “I’ll go in and pay for our coffees then we must talk through a step-by-step plan. Priorities, action, money and when do we need money.”

Jeremy gets up and walks inside the café leaving Simon sitting outside mildly comforted by their conversation.







Chapter 51


Nancy Dies

Kathy is on her way to work, tingling with excitement from her very active night in bed with Quinn. He is wonderful, she thinks as she walks along. He left her at breakfast time and she had a long hot shower as she remembered their manoeuvres last night. “Wow,” she said out loud. She should be exhausted but she is buzzing with excitement. At work, she receives a phone call from Simon.

“Andrew has killed Nancy,” he tells her.

“No,” says Kathy. “When? Where? How? Why?”

“This morning,” answers Simon. “Andrew met Nancy coming out of the building where he works, you know the place, big old Georgian theatre with steps up to it. Onlookers say that he shouted at her to go away and pushed her away from him. She had, apparently, delivered to his office some of his clothes. When he pushed her, she fell backwards over the upper stone step and hit the very back of her neck on the historic iron boot scraper at the side of the double entrance doors. Broke her neck. Died instantly. Andrew has been arrested for her murder. He is hysterical and incoherent.”

“My god,” says Kathy. “What a tragedy, but it was an accident surely?”

“Onlookers reported that he attacked her. From their viewpoint on the pavement below the steps, it looked as if his action was deliberately intended to knock her down and she hit her neck as a result of him knocking her down,” says Simon. “Knowing him as we all do, I find it impossible to think for a moment that he intended to knock her out even, let alone kill her, but nevertheless, he is in custody now and a duty solicitor has been assigned to him.”

“Can we go and visit him?” asked Kathy.

“Jeremy and I have tried, and have been turned away,” says Simon. “The police want nothing to interfere with their questioning of him.”

“My god,” says Kathy again. “This Bianca Shipping business is cursed, isn’t it?”

“We don’t know that,” says Simon, “and it’s not over yet. Not by a long way.”







Chapter 52


Joe Cartwright

Jeremy has gone with Quinn to the Kingston police station to answer some more questions from Police Constable Sear, from the Devon and Cornwall police force. Quinn has come along to give moral support.

“Do you know a man called Joe Cartwright?” asks Constable Sear.

“What does he look like?” asks Jeremy.

“Tall, blonde, sort of sneering attitude I’ve been told,” says Constable Sear.

“I don’t know anybody called Joe Cartwright,” answers Jeremy. “But I would like to know who has made false accusations against me and my friends, and caused all this trouble.”

Constable Sear looks at him. “I have been sent here to tell you that there is insufficient evidence for the police and the Crown Prosecution Service to charge you or Simon Adair, or Kathleen O’Donnell or Andrew Kyelean with any crime,” says Sear nastily.

“Look here, I know that I haven’t committed any crime but somebody has,” says Jeremy, “and I want to know who.”

“It is my job to ask questions,” says Constable Sear. “It is not a part of my job to answer questions from suspects.”

“I’m not a suspect. You just said so,” retorts Jeremy.

“I have said that there is insufficient evidence to press charges. I have not said that you are not a suspect,” says Constable Sear.

Quinn puts a restraining hand on to Jeremy’s arm. “Let’s go home,” he says.

Jeremy looks at him and agrees.

Once outside, Jeremy says, “This man, Joe Cartwright, sounds like our man, Hardcastle, but how can we find out?”

“I’ll work on it,” says Quinn. “I am not as involved as you are and besides, Hardcastle has never seen me.”

“You have never seen him either, for that matter,” says Jeremy.

“I am interested in who made these accusations against you all and why,” says Quinn.

“I think we all know why,” answers Jeremy. “It was to take us away from concentrating on the civil court case. It was deliberate sabotage.”

“Yes, but who is behind it?” asks Quinn. “This man, Cartwright, alone or are there others? The police know but they won’t tell us. I will work to find out.”

“Okay,” says Jeremy. “Good luck.”

That evening, the three Bianca shareholders, who are still at liberty, meet in their offices.

“How is Andrew doing?” asks Jeremy.

“Psychiatric evaluation today,” answer Simon.

“If they decide that he is a nutcase, they could lock him away forever,” says Kathy. “Worse than being found guilty of manslaughter and serving three years in prison.”

“We don’t know yet,” says Jeremy. “Let’s talk about our own business. The court case first. Statements, affidavits, evidence. Luckily, Andrew had already done his bit. The case is a straightforward battle about who owns the company.”

“And who owns the money in Jersey,” says Simon.

“Yes, that is an interesting thing. Hardcastle is claiming that he owns the company, but separately, he is claiming that the money in the Bianca bank belongs to him personally. So he is separating his two claims,” says Jeremy.

“Well, we know that, that is the question which the bank kept asking him and which he was unable to answer to their satisfaction,” says Jeremy.

“Because he stole it from us,” says Simon.

“So how do we prove that?”

“There are some pieces of evidence missing,” says Kathy. “We don’t know everything yet.”

They all sit quietly for a moment.

“Coffee, anyone?” asks Jeremy and starts to prepare the coffee pot.

“Yes, that would be welcome,” says Kathy.

“Yes, please,” says Simon, and start getting the cups and saucers out of the cupboard.

“Have you sold your apartment yet?” Simon asks Kathy.

“Three people wanted it and the agent negotiated with them for their highest bids. Contracts should be exchanged next week and I have to be out by the end of the month. So, at the weekend, I start looking for a rental place. It is hell.”

“Richmond,” says Jeremy. “It is so sought after and your place is on Richmond Hill. The very best location.”

“I know,” says Kathy. “I will never be able to get another apartment there. They just don’t come up.”

“Sort of good luck and bad luck,” says Simon. “You’ve sold it, which is good, but you didn’t want to sell it, which is bad. I have buyers for my place too and I am in exactly the same frame of mind? What about you, Jeremy?”

“I have sold my house and I am renting it back again,” says Jeremy. “Softens the blow because you have not left the house, so you fool yourself into thinking that it still belongs to you.”

“Good deal, I think,” says Simon. “My problem is that the people want to move into my place. I couldn’t persuade them to rent it back to me.”

“Nor could I,” says Kathy. “You were clever, Jeremy. How did you do it?”

“Overseas buyer. They wanted me to rent it back. Extraordinary luck really.”

“I just wish that Quinn would hurry up and get us our money back,” says Simon.

“He has to solve this court case in order to do that,” says Jeremy. “It all hinges on the court case.”

“Bloody hell,” says Kathy. “I hate all of it. It is so complicated and difficult. He steals our money, then he gets legal aid to take a lot more from us. Crazy legal system here.”

“There is no budget for legal, aid apparently,” says Simon. “There are budgets for the health service, budgets for education, but legal aid is an unlimited budget and the law society adjudicates it. All for themselves.”

“What I don’t understand is that the legal aid board have put no legal charge on the Jersey money,” says Jeremy. “So that if Hardcastle wins, he can just take the money and run. The legal aid board lose their costs.”

“And we lose our costs,” says Simon. “Have we asked Quinn about helping us with our legal costs? Kathy, have you asked him?”

Simon smiles at the image of Kathy wearing short tight clothing and going off to see Quinn to get some money off him. Simon smiles at Jeremy who looks amused.

“No, I haven’t asked him,” answers Kathy. “I will discuss it all with him but I won’t ask him. I want him to make the offer unaided.”

“We have a few weeks yet,” says Jeremy, “not long but a little while. Something may go wrong for Hardcastle before we have to pay.”







Chapter 53


Celia in a Wedding Dress

Celia, the prostitute from Plymouth, has fallen long way down. She is the daughter of a middle class professional couple from Tunbridge Wells where she went to school. After a sheltered and spoilt childhood, she left home for university in London, and then she really let go. She started an affair with her college lecturer and sailed through her law degree with his help. She had a very busy social life and was out at parties almost every night. Vodka became her favourite drink because the lecturer, whose name was Robert, couldn’t smell it on her breath. Celia was also excited by the ease with which she could attract older men. An attractive girl with blonde hair and a good figure, she started giving sexual gratification to a number of older men in exchange for presents. She enjoyed sex anyway, and she found that the control she had over older men was extremely exciting and made her feel powerful. She was eating less and less, and drinking more and more.

She became so uninhibited sexually that she shocked the lecturer, Robert, and he, eventually, finished with her. She did not care but went on from man to man, now living in a Kensington apartment with a dentist.

Celia’s upbringing, and previous good diet and exercise, riding her horse and swimming meant that her body was resilient to the damage of alcohol for quite a few years.

The dentist, who liked extreme sexual behaviour, introduced Celia to drugs telling her that it would damage her body less than alcohol. She believed him and became an addict.

The dentist became bored with her half-dressed comatose body lying around in his smart Kensington apartment, so he threw her out and she lost the easy access to drugs, which the dentist had provided.

She drifted from man to man again and ended up in Plymouth living with a rough old man who owned a pub. He introduced her to his sailor friends when they were home on leave and very quickly, Celia became a prostitute mostly in return for drugs.

Now that the dentist was not supplying her, she started taking very poor quality drugs adulterates with various household chemicals. It began to affect her hair and her skin tone, and soon, her figure. She looked a wreck. She looked like a drug addict and so, the amount of money she could charge for her body fell, and so, her ability to buy drugs fell. She was forced to cut her prices and take more customers, and her life spiralled downwards.

In a rare lucid moment, she lay on the floor of the flat above the pub and began to think about the trouble she was in. She had lied to the police. She had paid her two acquaintances, Kirsty and Charlotte, to lie to the police. She had caused a lot of difficulties for four people she had never met and all for money. She had spent the money now and the police were talking about perjury.

Celia staggered to her feet and removed a brick from the back of the chimney. She found the paper she was looking for, and there were the four names and addresses of the people she had accused of being drug dealers.

She wrote a short letter to Jeremy:

I am sorry that I got you into trouble. Joe Cartwright made me do it. I can help you to get straight.

Celia Harries.

She got up, dressed and walked to the post office. She had to buy an envelope as well as a stamp but she posted the letter.

Afterwards, she felt better. That Joe Cartwright is a horrible man, she thought. Looking down his nose at me.

Jeremy receives the letter and is astonished. He telephones Simon.

“Who is she?” says Simon.

“I don’t know but I am travelling to Plymouth to find out,” answers Jeremy.

“Do you want to come with me?”

“I certainly do,” says Simon, “but what about your holiday?”

“It is after the court case,” answers Jeremy. “Should we tell Quinn?”

“What about, your holiday?”

“No, you idiot, about this letter.” Says Jeremy.

“Yes, let’s tell him now.”

Soon, Simon, Jeremy and Quinn are on a train travelling down to Plymouth. Quinn has brought a lot of cash with him. They get a taxi from Plymouth station to the pub, which Celia Harries has given as her address and they look for a separate entrance to the residential accommodation. The door is unlocked, and fearlessly, Quinn walks in and up the stairs.

Simon and Jeremy look at each other, and then follow him.

Celia is lying on the floor wearing an old wedding dress, which she has cut short so that it is five inches above her knee.

“Three men at once,” she says. “That will cost you extra.” She laughs savagely. “Who wants to be first to deflower the bride?”

“We will pay you a lot more for your cooperation,” says Quinn.

“I am cooperating, aren’t I?” says Celia. “Come on, let’s get started.”

Quinn starts to talk to her about her two friends and about the reward which is due to them all.

“Reward?” says Celia.

“Yes, a substantial reward for correcting a mistake, which you all made.”

“A mistake,” says Celia. “I have made a lot of those. So what do you want then?”

As Quinn talks to her quietly and sympathetically, Simon and Jeremy look on both horrified to realise that this is one of the witnesses who caused the four shareholders to be arrested and to have their homes searched.

Simon could happily assault the rough looking girl on the floor but he felt Jeremy’s hand on his arm and realised that Quinn is doing a much better job.

Celia gives Quinn the names and approximate addresses of the other two girls, and Quinn asks Jeremy to stay and keep the girl company while he and Simon visit the other girls.

Jeremy sits down on a worn out sofa, and starts to talk to Celia in a quiet kind voice, asking her about her childhood and her favourite things to do. He asks her sympathetically where she grew up, and whether she has brothers and sisters. Jeremy talks slowly and gives Celia plenty of time to answer. He makes no comments but is interested in everything which she says. As she talks, Jeremy thinks about the tatty shortened wedding dress which Celia is wearing and he wonders where she got it from. It is a travesty of the honour and respect, which normally surrounds a wedding dress and Jeremy thinks about the warped taste of the men who pay Celia to have sex with them whilst she is wearing a wedding dress.

Jeremy is careful not to allow any distaste for Celia show on his face whilst he talks to her and particularly, when he listens to her, which is the most often.

“Where is my horse?” Celia suddenly wails. “Who is feeding my horse now?”

“Shall we go and see him?” asks Jeremy quietly. “We can feed him ourselves.”

“I don’t want to see my father,” cries Celia, “or my mother or my horrid, clever, successful brothers. I don’t want to see any of them.”

“We will just see your horse,” says Jeremy. “What is his name?”

“Laddie,” says Celia. “His name is Laddie.”

“Well, I think we will take him some apples. Horses like apples,” says Jeremy gently observing the wreck of a young woman lying on the threadbare carpet with her long legs akimbo, bruises on her thighs and a hollow eyed look to her face. Her hair needs washing and doesn’t look as if she has brushed it for days. Celia is wearing no make-up and anti-drug campaigners would pay a lot for a photograph of how she looks now.

However did Hardcastle find her? thinks Jeremy.

Quinn and Simon have found the first girl, whose name is Kirsty. She is sitting on the wall outside the council house she shares with her slattern mother and baby sister. She is smoking a roll up as Quinn walks in.

“£50,” she says, “and I’ll give you a special time for £75.”

“I was thinking more about £1000,” says Quinn.

“Not another one,” says Kirsty. “How many more of you want to mess up your friend’s lives?”

“I want to put my friend’s lives back together again,” says Quinn, “and I will pay you, and Charlotte and Celia £1000 each to help me do it.”

The girl looks at him for a long time.

“There is a lot of money in your kind of people being nasty to each other,” she says.

“No pleasure in it for anyone. At least, there is pleasure in what I do. At least, for the customer any roads.”

“There will be pleasure in it for the people you help by telling the truth, and there will be pleasure in it for you and Charlotte, and Celia because you have done the right thing. And you get money as well,” says Quinn.

“Alright,” says Kirsty. “You want me to get Charlotte for you? Cause I can. I can do it now.”

“That would be kind,” says Quinn as Simon watches the two of them.

Kirsty turns to Simon. “Got a cigarette?” she says.

“Here,” says Simon, “buy yourself a packet of cigarettes and a lighter.” He gives her £10.

“What are you?” says Kirsty. “What do you want? Kind, are you? We don’t get kind around here. I’ll go and get Charlotte. Wait here. Keep your money ready,” she says looking at Quinn. “I’ll be twenty minutes, alright?”

She struts away. She is wearing a tight red pullover with no bra underneath it, and a ragged short denim skirt with dirty white socks and trainers. She swings her hips as she walks.

Quinn and Simon look at each other. “Is this legal?” asks Simon.

“Not for you,” says Quinn. “You are a defendant, but me, well, I am not involved, and as long as you and Jeremy forget what you see happening here today, then I think we will be alright.”

“I think we need them in court,” says Simon, “to identify Gareth Hardcastle as being Joe Cartwright.”

Quinn stares at Simon open mouthed. “Of course,” he says, “that is brilliant, Simon.”

“Really?” Say Simon. “It seems obvious to me.”

“No, I mean,” Quinn stops and thinks, “yes,” he says.

They wait together feeling rather awkward to be hanging around a scruffy prefabricated 1950s council house. They begin to feel the most conspicuous and could not, if challenged, explain themselves. After exactly 20 minutes, Kirsty comes sauntering back accompanied by Charlotte who is, this time, dressed as a schoolgirl, although, rather a tarty looking schoolgirl.

“What am I doing here?” says Simon quietly.

“Saving yourself and your friends,” answers Quinn.

The two girls walk up and Quinn insists that they all go round to where Celia is with Jeremy.

Carefully, insistently and in detail, Quinn negotiates with the girls, offering staggered payments and a bonus payment on success. Quinn has not given the girls his own name and he demands that they deny the existence of any payments if they want to get their bonuses. He also wants them to rehearse with him their statements. He tells them that he will arrange and pay for a hotel in Kingston for the three of them, and also pay for their train tickets.

“I can’t stay away from Plymouth without my fix. My drugs,” protests Celia.

“I will get you the drugs,” says Simon boldly. He wonders how he will do it, but he has said that he can do it now, so he will have to find a way.

Quinn and Simon agree a timetable with Kirsty and Charlotte. Simon writes down telephone numbers for each of the girls. “We will first want any statements from you, which you will make at my clients solicitors office,” says Quinn, “but before that, I am making a goodwill payment of £500 to each of you.”

Kirsty looks at the money. “Do you want some goodwill action whilst you’re here?” she says. “I mean, either me or Charlotte, or both, if you like.”

“Thank you, no,” says Quinn. “This is a business arrangement.”

“It’s a business arrangement we are offering you now,” says Kirsty, “or what about you, mister?” She looks at Simon.

“You are a beautiful girl,” says Simon diplomatically, “but I have a girlfriend and I wouldn’t cheat on her.”

“Suit yourself,” says Kirsty, “but if you change your mind, the offer is still on the table. On the table as well, if you want,” she laughs in a cascading set of loud guffaws.

Simon thanks her again, and he and Quinn leave to go back to the prefab and collect Jeremy for the journey back home.

Once they are on the train, Quinn lets out a sigh of relief, “If we can control those girls, then I think we are going to be much stronger in court against Mr Hardcastle.”

“If we can control them,” says Simon.

“That Celia is a pathetic creature,” says Jeremy. “Too far down the road to ruin now, I think. Too far for anybody to be able to save her. She kept talking about her childhood and her toys.”

“What, sex toys, you mean?” laughs Simon.

“No, no,” says Jeremy, “her rabbit and her horse, and her teddy bear. She spoke as if it was all some lost world to her. Like a dream.”

“Don’t say anything about rabbits,” says Quinn quickly looking at Simon. “These girls are all very damaged.”

“Could be that they made all the choices,” says Simon. “Could it be that they are exactly where they want to be and are happy with it.”

“Maybe,” says Quinn, “but for the next four weeks, we have got to keep them sweet or we are sunk.”

“So I have to find some drugs,” says Simon, “heroin and marijuana. I do not know why I said that I could get drugs. I do not have the first idea of how to go about it. So, I am sure to be caught.”

“You volunteered,” says Quinn, “but it is a serious crime.”

“I know,” says Simon, “but I felt that I had to get the three girls committed to arriving in Kingston and committed to appearing in court. So, I was trying to be reassuring. Now, I do not know what to do, at least not right now.”

“We had better not tell Kathy. She is too much of a sweetheart to know such bad things,” says Jeremy.

Quinn looks at Jeremy thoughtfully as the train thunders on. Kathy is a scientist and chemist, he remembers.

“This is a sordid nasty business,” says Simon. “I refuse to be drawn into doing something dishonest to fight a man like Hardcastle. We should be able to win honestly.”

“I agree,” says Jeremy. “It is a tough fight.”

“We have not done anything dishonest,” says Quinn, “and nothing we are planning is dishonest. Not yet. We are working to expose the truth of a very tangled and manipulated story. So we are digging out the truth.”

“Well, let’s stick to the truth,” says Simon.

“Of course,” says Quinn. “It is the only way to win.”







Chapter 54


Plymouth Girls

Back in Plymouth, three girls are together now.

“Pity they wouldn’t take a freebie,” says Kirsty. “Puts them in control somehow. I would have liked to treat them, then hold back, know what I mean? Keep control on our side.”

“We could always try it again,” says Charlotte. “That fit man looked interested. Don’t know his name, don’t know any of their names.”

“They must be the people we got arrested,” says Celia. “Three men and a girl.”

“Maybe that is the girlfriend that the fit bloke talked about,” says Kirsty, “bet she doesn’t do to him what I could do.”

“What about the man who stayed with you?” asks Charlotte.

“He was kind, he was gentle, he tried to understand,” says Celia.

“Creep,” says Kirsty. “We should offer him something kinky. Bet, he’d go for that.”

“Nasty man is what I think,” says Charlotte. “That man who paid us to make wrong statements. Saying that those people were drug dealers. Nasty that was. I didn’t like doing it either but I needed the money.”

“You didn’t need the money, did you?” says Kirsty. “You wanted the money, more like. That’s the trouble with money. You always want more of it.”

“So what did this man, Joe Cartwright, want then?” says Celia. “Why did he hate these people so much? What had they done to him?”

“I still don’t know whether the police are going to arrest us,” says Kirsty. “Why don’t they?”

“The whole thing is a mystery and a horrible mess,” says Celia, “but we are not doing anything wrong this time, are we? I mean, we are simply going to tell the truth. The truth is that Cartwright paid us to tell lies, to get people in trouble. Now we are going to put it all right. That’s what we’re doing, girls, okay?”

“But we’ve got £500 each,” says Charlotte. “So we can get wasted. What do you say, girls?”







Chapter 55


Bankruptcy

The following day, the Bianca shareholders meet in the offices for which they are temporarily paying no rent, although, the debt to Quinn is mounting up.

“I’ve been declared bankrupt,” says Simon. “The paperwork arrived in the post yesterday.”

“Me too,” says Jeremy.

“I’ve received the same notice as you both have,” says Kathy. “I expect there’s a notice lying on the doormat at Andrew’s Wimbledon apartment. The claim has been brought against us by two people called Sidney Rodgers and Alistair Jones. Company directors of Bianca Shipping.”

“Let me look,” says Jeremy, “and at yours please, Simon. Well, there are several things, which I can see immediately. Sidney Rodgers has spelt his name as Sydney Rodgers in Kathy’s papers and as Sidney Rogers in Simons. Also, Alistair Jones has spelt his name as Alaster in another document. They have obtained a judgement in the absence of a defence and it has been granted to them in a court in Scunthorpe.”

“Mine is a court in Cardiff,” says Simon.

“And mine is in Northampton,” says Kathy.

“So we will have to go to all of these places and file for a dismissal,” says Jeremy.

“How do we do that?” asks Simon.

“I don’t know. We will have to ask our solicitors,” answers Jeremy, “even more expense.”

“This is a nightmare,” says Kathy. “I keep expecting to wake up.”

“We certainly have to stay awake to combat this villain,” says Simon. “He has no morality at all. We had better check the company register to see if Rodgers and Jones are directors.”

“They are certainly not directors,” snaps Kathy.

“Yes, but Companies House does not know that. They just file whatever paperwork is sent to them. They don’t check it. How could they?”

“You mean that I could make myself a director of Simon’s travel agency and he wouldn’t know?” asks Kathy.

“Well, not unless I checked the company register on a weekly basis,” says Simon, “and what small business has the time to do that?”

“This is certainly hell,” says Jeremy, “and we must fight back. Where the hell is Scunthorpe? Let’s ring our solicitors.”

“One of us should look after Andrew,” says Simon. “Please tell the solicitor that he can liaise with me.”

“And let’s investigate the addresses that have been given to Companies House for Rodgers and Jones,” says Kathy. “I’ll bet they are fake addresses.”

“One is in Scotland,” says Simon. “The other is in Florida.”

“I suppose that we can write to the post office in Scotland and in Florida,” says Jeremy. “Maybe the electoral role in Scotland and probably, a United States private detective would visit the Florida address, and another detective could visit the Scotland address.”

“Okay, well, let’s do it all,” says Simon. “No groceries for me for another week. How can you afford a holiday? Of course, you sold your house, right? My house is going in the next two weeks. What about you, Kathy?”

“I’ve sold my flat,” answers Kathy, “now I have to rent something, and I can’t afford Richmond, so I’m looking at Twickenham and Hampton. Why did we ever start this business? We were all quite comfortable before.”

“It was a good idea,” says Simon. “We didn’t expect a fraud.”

“We were careless,” says Kathy.

“I know that now,” answers Simon, “but we were new to it all. We had no experience.”

“How are your tax investigations progressing?” asks Jeremy in an effort to change the subject.

“Mine are okay,” says Kathy, “but they are still trying to find something.”

“They want £60,000 from me,” says Simon. “They have disallowed my business travel expenses for the last five years, then doubled the figure as a fine and then added interest. So that, £80 a week expenses claimed habitually for the past five years added up to £20,000, doubled to £40,000, and then interest and costs added to make it £60,000. The fact that the expenses were allowed in the past doesn’t count, apparently. They say that accountants were wrong and that it is my responsibility.”

“They haven’t finished with me yet,” says Jeremy. “Company car and day to day business expenses are all in question. It is as if they are making it all up to justify the investigation.”

“Your Prince Charles’ business expenses are £2 million a year,” says Kathy, “and they are all allowed.”

“This is a divided society,” says Simon. “Different rules for some people. I am leaving now to visit Andrew’s apartment. He always leaves his key under a flower pot outside his door.”

“Not very original,” says Jeremy.

“I know,” says Simon. “Cheerio, see you both later.” He walks out of the door.

Jeremy gets up. “I must go too,” he says. “Will you lock up?”

“Sure,” says Kathy. “Goodbye, Jeremy. You are always so steady and strong. It is a comfort.”

Jeremy looks at her and smiles. “Goodbye,” he says.

Kathy is left all alone. What a savage country this has turned out to be, she thinks. Pursued by the court, the police, the tax people. No help from any government officers. Treated like criminals in all directions. I am going home. Canada is an innocent country. I am going back there.

There is a knock on the door. It is Quinn. Kathy throws herself into his arms.

“Quinn,” she says. “It’s lovely to see you. I’m leaving this hell. I am going back to Canada.”

Quinn is shocked. “When?” he asks.

“As soon as the court case is settled,” says Kathy. “I will get on a plane and fly back to Vancouver. It is lovely in British Columbia, Quinn. Vancouver is fabulous and glamorous, and there is Victoria Island where the whales go by. Then there is the wild woodlands and country in the north with enormous trees. As for summer holidays, you can fly to the beautiful islands of the Pacific.”

“What about your work?” asks Quinn.

“I’ll just leave,” says Kathy.

“I’ll miss you,” says Quinn. “Do they have architects in Canada?”

“Architecture is more appreciated there,” answers Kathy. “Canadians understand that your surroundings and the buildings you live in affect your well-being. That is not understood here. Not even thought about.”

“I thought you liked it here,” says Quinn.

“I did at first. All of the history and culture but now it has all turned bad on me. So I’m leaving.”

“I’m sorry,” says Quinn. “Where will you go? Will you give me an address?”

“My parents address,” answers Kathy. “I’ll write it down for you now.”

She sits down, and carefully prints her full name and Canadian address on a clean white sheet of A4 paper.

“Come and see me,” she says. “I’ll give you a warm welcome, but I haven’t gone yet.” She kisses him on the lips. “What do you want?”

“Oh, you know. Everything,” says Quinn, and kisses her back longer and with real passion and yearning, running his hands down her back to caress her. He realises what a gap she will leave in his life when she has gone. Helping her and the others with their court case is not going to persuade her to stay. He holds her more tightly. Gareth Hardcastle has a lot to answer for, thinks Quinn, and I have not even met him yet.

The following evening, they all meet again.

“I’ve arranged matters for Andrew,” says Simon. “He has a solicitor acting for him now. His case is in Humberside.”

“This man, Hardcastle, must have travelled to all of these different courts,” says Kathy.

“Or got Alistair Jones and Sydney Rodgers to do it,” says Simon.

“Those people don’t exist,” says Jeremy. “No, Hardcastle did it. He doesn’t have a job like we all do, so he is making us travel about to defend ourselves. Cunning too, because if we miss just one case, then we become bankrupt.”

“That is what worries me,” says Kathy. “He didn’t have to notify us until it was too late.”

“He didn’t notify us,” says Jeremy. “It is the courts who do that, not him. If it were up to him, then you’re right. He wouldn’t tell us until he had taken all of our money and property.”







Chapter 56


Hardcastle Is Defeated

Events leading up to the court case proceed according to Quinn’s plans. He has good news from the USA. He has witness statements all in place, in from Bianca’s company bank, solicitors and accountants, and of equal importance, he has coherent statements from the three girls from Plymouth who are now staying in a small but comfortable hotel in Kingston.

Simon has astonishingly taken them around Hampton Court Palace and the maze, and has taken them rowing on the river Thames from a small boatyard in West Moseley, 500 yards from Hampton Court Palace.

Kathy has, somewhat, forcibly taken the girls shopping for more respectable clothing, concentrating on longer and looser dresses than the girls are used to. It is only the weekly payments which Quinn is making to the three girls, which prevents them from running away, that and the fact that they are enjoying themselves. None of them have ever travelled much before, and they are surprised by how satisfying it is to stay in a hotel with breakfast and dinner laid on, and no man paying them to do things for him. They all go out together during the day and seldom bother about lunch.

Simon is agonizing over his promise to Celia to keep her supplied with heroin. Quite apart from the cost of it and the resultant semi-conscious ineptitude, which it creates in her, he has no real idea of where to get it. In the end, he talks to a former customer of his who is in a rock group, and who once used Simon’s travel agency to arrange flights and hotels for a group tour.

“Don’t get involved,” the rock star tells him. “You’ll get caught. I’ll get our roadie to sort it out for you. You stay well clear, okay?”

Simon is relieved with gratitude. “She has to be clean for the court case,” he says.

“When is that?” asks the rock star, “Because you don’t want her to be empty for that. You’ll want her to be buzzing just a little bit on the day. Otherwise, she won’t be able to perform.”

“You know that I don’t know anything about these things,” says Simon. “Can I leave it to you?” Simon gives the man the dates of the court case, which is in three days’ time. “Be careful with her, please.”

“Just as if she is my base guitarist,” says the rock star.

Simon, who has seen the group’s base guitarist, is not necessarily comforted by this but he says thank you, hands the man a lot of cash and they part company.

All four of the shareholders have been able to get the bankruptcy proceedings set aside but their solicitor tells them that with dishonesty, such as has been used in the preparations for their bankruptcy, the whole thing can happen again at any time in different courts around the country.

Fortunately, Andrew doesn’t hear this because he is having a forced rest in a special place in Weybridge, which is designed for cases like his. Luckily, two new witnesses have come forward to say that they were behind Nancy at the theatre and that she was not pushed by Andrew. It was she who stepped backwards away from him, stumbled on the steps behind her and then fell backwards breaking her neck on the boot scraper as she fell.

All charges against Andrew are dropped but his own doctor compelled him to have ‘a rest’ in the Weybridge clinic. Simon and Kathy have visited him, and Simon has boldly told him that matters are now turning in their favour.

Andrew doesn’t seem to be quite sure of what Simon is talking about and keeps asking when Nancy is coming to visit him.

“Another couple of weeks and he’ll be fine,” the doctor tells them as they leave.

Since the legal charges are of fraud on a big scale, the case is scheduled to be heard in the Old Bailey in central London.

Quinn has been preparing the three Plymouth girls but not influencing their statements.

When the time comes, Quinn arranges for a limousine company to provide three cars to take the girls, and the Bianca shareholders and himself to the Old Bailey court.

The girls are well dressed and have had their hair done at Kathy’s hairdressers. Simon and Jeremy are wearing dark suits, and Kathy looks elegant and innocent in a purple dress. Quinn looks like an architect in a denim shirt under a blue suit. He does not wear a tie.

Hardcastle is sitting with a small army of legal aid barristers and solicitors, and looks superior and smug. He, too, is wearing a suit, and it has to be said that he looks rich and handsome, and very credible.

The proceedings are opened by the clerk of the court and the judge enters as everybody in the court room stands up.

The judge sits down and the clerk tells everyone to sit.

What an ego trip, thinks Kathy. You get to judge other people and everything in the court room is arranged to reinforce the idea that you are superior. You are physically higher up than everybody else because of the way that the courtroom is designed and you even get a better chair to sit in.

The judge is a man in his sixties who has a permanently pained look on his face and is wearing perfectly square spectacles with mock tortoiseshell frames. They give him an owl like appearance.

Jeremy wants to shout out that the entire case is rubbish but because so many people are being paid so much money to be there, they are all determined to take as long as possible to analyse everything in great detail. Already, five days have been allocated for the trial.

The case brought by Hardcastle is that Jeremy, Simon, Andrew and Kathy have conspired together to contrive to steal both, his shipping company and his personal money.

The case brought by the Bianca shareholders is that Gareth Hardcastle has stolen money and company paperwork from them.

It is a bonanza for the lawyers. A stalemate, which can be argued over at a rate of £10,000 a day for both sides. The lawyers have no intention of hurrying.

The accusations and various statements are introduced slowly and ponderously. The Bianca shareholders barrister employs the careful technique of demolishing each piece of Hardcastle’s evidence thoroughly and completely, and of demolishing Hardcastle’s credibility little by little as each section of his evidence is destroyed. Copies of their Jersey banks, exchange of correspondence is produced, confirming Hardcastle’s contradictory and unverified statements as to the origins of the money.

Statements from the USA banks confirm that payments to Bianca Shipping were moved through Hardcastle’s accounts to Switzerland and Jersey banks.

It is a long process and it is continually challenged by Hardcastle’s legal team. This is a moneymaking industry, thinks Kathy. Cloaked in a pretence of respectability. If Quinn were not paying our legal bills, we will just be defeated and have no opportunity to put our side of the case.

After three days of arguments and counter arguments are tediously teased out on the second day, three significant statements make a fatal hole in Hardcastle’s case.

That Bianca shareholders barrister is named Lightfoot and he, deliberately, traps Hardcastle’s team. The first deadly statement is from the Plymouth girls who each give corroborating evidence against Hardcastle in respect of the allegations of drug dealing by the Bianca shareholders. Although, not relevant to the Blanca shareholder’s present case at the Old Bailey, it is an illuminating demonstration of Hardcastle’s duplicity and spite towards each of the shareholders. The judge takes a note with an elegant fountain pen.

Secondly, each of the girls confirms that Hardcastle is, in fact, a man known to them all as Joe Cartwright and the judge makes another note.

Thirdly, Quinn takes the stand to give evidence that the real Gareth Hardcastle is not only dead, but that he died long before Cartwright had attempted to bring this false case against Jeremy, Simon, Andrew and Kathy.

As Hardcastle splutters in protest and shouts out, Quinn produces a certified copy of Hardcastle’s death certificates, together with copies of a statement from the chief of police in the Turks and Caicos Islands referring to a half-eaten body reliably identified by many local people as being the remains of Gareth Hardcastle. The body has since been cremated, he confirms, at a funeral attended by Hardcastle’s widowed wife and children. The papers are handed around the courtroom and Hardcastle is given copies.

Reading the statements with growing horror, Hardcastle is panicked and losing his resolve to continue. He rises and runs from the court room unopposed.

Since it is a civil case, there are no heavy-handed security guards to prevent him, and once outside the courtroom, Hardcastle forces himself to walk steadily through the corridors and across the impressive entrance hall and then into the street. He hails a passing taxi and gets in.

“Thieves,” he says and buries his head in his hands as the taxi drives him at his request to Paddington Station.

The Bianca shareholders are utterly astonished but do not speak out to contradict Quinn. Surely, that was really Hardcastle they are thinking, but if this is what is needed to defeat him, then none of them intend to deny anything which Quinn’s evidence has revealed.

In the physical absence of a client and in the face of damning evidence, Hardcastle’s defence team and the lawyers for the legal aid board withdraw their case on Hardcastle’s behalf, and as an act of formality but with no hope of success, Lightfoot, Bianca’s barrister, requests an order for costs to be repaid to his clients.

Hardcastle’s case being funded by the legal aid board causes Lightfoot’s request for costs to be denied. He knew that it would be but had merely requested costs for his clients to demonstrate, once again, the inherent unfairness of criminals being awarded legal aid to fight cases against innocent people.

The judge looks peevish at the conclusion of the case and then rises to enable the clerk of the court to order that everyone may now leave the courtroom.







Chapter 57


Shareholders Get All of Their Money Back

Bianca shareholders and Quinn all gather at an Italian restaurant in Covent Garden to celebrate the victory. Jeremy has already instructed the Bianca’s company solicitors to press forward by enforcing the judgements against the Jersey bank for the repayment of Bianca’s money. Jeremy did this on the court steps immediately after Hardcastle’s case collapsed.

Thinking about the dazed and confused Andrew, Simon raises his glass to propose a toast to absent friends. They all drink to Andrew.

“I have some news,” says Quinn. “Using the Power of Attorney, which you granted to me, I have brought a claim against the United States bank, which cleared Bianca Shipping Ltd.’s money through Gareth Hardcastle’s account. Hardcastle had not duplicated the Bianca Shipping Company in the USA. Instead, he simply opened a bank account in the name of Gareth Hardcastle, doing business as Bianca Shipping. The bank opened the account because Hardcastle was Caulder’s son-in-law and Caulder Holdings have a big accounts with the bank. The fact that the same US bank cleared a cheque for the London account of Bianca Shipping Ltd., proved that the bank had knowledge of the existence of the London Bianca company.”

“What cheque?” asks Jeremy.

“The one which Kathy and Simon issued to pay Hardcastle for his introduction of the deal,” answers Quinn.

“So what does this mean?” asks Simon.

“In the state of Florida, if a bank loses a person’s money as a result of negligence, then that bank is obliged by law to reimburse the persons or the company who have lost money in the amount of one and a half times the sum of money lost. So, I have a certified bankers cheque here made payable to Bianca Shipping Ltd and in the amount of the US dollar equivalent of £3.6 million. All you have to do now is bank it and begin to repay yourselves for, at least some of your losses less, of course, my 50% plus expenses.”

The three shareholders are flabbergasted and then Jeremy speaks, “Of there is £1 million in Jersey and £3.6 million here, then that is a total of £4.6 million, less 50% for Quinn, which leaves £2.3 million, less Quinn’s expenses, of course, which must add up to over £100,000 now.”

“Nearly £150,000,” says Quinn.

“There are all of our own expenses as well. Travel and hotels and car hire,” says Kathy. “Maybe another £100,000.”

“Okay, so that leaves us £2 million,” says Jeremy. “Or that is to say all of our money back. What a result.”

“But I’ve sold my house and two of my travel agency businesses,” says Simon. “Now I will have to make a fresh start.”

“At least, we can make it a fresh start,” says Kathy. “I sold my apartment on Richmond Hill but I don’t want it back. This whole experience of police and tax authorities, and court procedures has decided me. I am going back to Canada to become a respectable person again.”

“And I’ve sold my house,” says Jeremy, “and I don’t care. I am going to change my life.”

“Before we all change our lives, I think that we should go and tell Andrew. He hasn’t sold his Wimbledon Parkside apartment because he has been out of circulation. Let’s go tomorrow and tell him that he is getting his money back.”

“Oh yes, poor Andrew, he deserves some good news,” says Kathy.







Chapter 58


Gareth Hardcastle Gets on a Plane for Zurich

Hardcastle is cursing the Jersey bank. If they had allowed me access to my money, then this would never have happened, he thinks. He is now standing on the platform at Paddington Station waiting to board a train for Exeter. What happens now? he thinks. Questions from the legal aid board, my solicitors, the police. I have my passport in my pocket, why don’t I just leave the country? He feels inside his jacket pockets. Yes, he has his passport and he also has a certified copy of his own death certificate. What now? he thinks. Switzerland, to get my money out.

Meanwhile, back in Buttercup cottage, Rosie is waiting for Gareth to come home victorious. She is now pregnant and can’t wait to tell him. He is rich and strong and reliable, she thinks. The perfect father for her first child. Maybe a lot more children after that. She smiles. She is only renting Buttercup Cottage, which is expensive for her. But with Gareth’s money, we can buy something together, she thinks. Something suitable for a family.

As Rosie is thinking these romantic thoughts, Gareth Hardcastle is walking away from Paddington Station. He now wants to get to the Heathrow Expressway. He intends to catch a plane to fly him to Switzerland. He only has a little cash left and he certainly needs to draw more cash from the bank in Zürich. He will not stay in England. Nor will he come back here again. He is thinking about a permanent escape plan. I still got just under £1 million, he thinks. I can live on that somewhere, somewhere where I will not be found and with a different name.







Chapter 59


Celia Is Lost

Quinn calls at the small Kingston upon Thames Hotel where the three Plymouth girls are staying. He has called there to give them all a final payment in cash. He finds two police cars and an ambulance in attendance when he arrives. He asks one of the reception staff to telephone the girls rooms and to ask them to come down to the hotel lounge.

“Haven’t you heard?” says the woman behind a desk. “There are only two of them now. One of the girls killed herself last night.”

Quinn is staggered. “No,” he says.

“Yes, unfortunately. They are bringing the body down now. Drug overdose it was. Terrible those drugs, you know. And it’s the youngsters who use them. You don’t get middle aged people taking it up, do you? Young fit boys and girls with their lives in front of them, ruining their own health, and for what? A few minutes of pleasure is all. She left a note as well. I took a copy of it. Makes no sense to me. Do you want to see it? The police have taken the original. Here you are. See what you can make of it.”

Quinn sits down in one of the reception chairs and reads;

I have been falling for years and now I have lost myself. I no longer know who I am or how to find myself again. So I am flying home tonight. Goodbye, Celia.

How sad, thinks Quinn. Tragic. The note is well written too and the handwriting is surprisingly good for a suicide. I wonder, how the other girls have taken it. Quinn gets up and walks to the reception desk, “are the other two girls here?” he asks.

“Oh, they are having their breakfast in there,” the receptionist points towards the breakfast room. “Happy as Larry they are. They didn’t seem to know their friend very well. They don’t care much now anyhow.”

“Thank you for your help,” says Quinn and walks into the breakfast room. He wishes to avoid the police and so, he hands each of the girls an envelope and says, “We won’t be meeting again. Have a good trip home. Thank you.” Quinn walks briskly out of the hotel and into the sunshine. He has not given his name and the Plymouth girls do not know it either. He begins to walk away. Jeremy was right, he thinks. He said that Celia was lost and nostalgic for her childhood. What a wasted life.







Chapter 60


New Plans for the Future

Jeremy is in his office and speaking on the telephone to Gabriella. “I will be there next Wednesday,” he tells her. Jeremy is feeling such a sense of relief and exhaustion. He is looking forward to a complete change of scenery and sunshine, and most of all, Gabriella.

Kathy and Simon are visiting Andrew. Simon has brought Andrew’s post, which he picked up from the doormat this morning using Andrew’s spare key.

Andrew looks rested and calm. “I have been doing yoga,” he says. “There is a yoga teacher here. I feel much better now, thank you. It is very good to see you both.”

“We have some good news for you,” says Simon. “You are getting all of your money back. It will take a couple of weeks but we have got it back.”

Andrew looks calm. “That is a big worry gone,” he says and smiles.

Kathy has been making them all some coffee using a kettle and instant coffee, which always taste like caramel to her and certainly not coffee. Just a different drink altogether.

She walks over with the cups whilst Andrew is opening his post.

“I’ve got a letter from Australia,” he says. “A theatrical touring company who play in Melbourne, Sydney, Perth, Brisbane, Adelaide, Darwin, Canberra. They have lost their director and the chairman of the company saw two of my plays last year here in London. He has written to me to ask me to consider accepting the post of director for the Australian company. Now I don’t know what to do.”

“Take it,” says Simon. “A change of scene. New people. New horizons. New experiences. Take it.”

“Do you think so?” says Andrew.

“When do you have to let them know?” asks Kathy. “I mean, if you say yes, then when would you have to leave?”

“They have a bit of a problem,” says Andrew, “and they want me to tell them my answer now. I say now because the letter has been on my doormat for two weeks and I’ve just got it. So, now. And as for when I should go, they are saying a month.”

“I think it’s very exciting,” say Simon. “Out of the blue, it is exactly what you need after all of the grief you have been through. Go, get away.”

“What do you think, Kathy?” asks Andrew.

“I think, yes, go,” answers Kathy. “A new world, country, sunshine and a new directorship. Whatever happens, it will improve your life and improve your CV if you ever decide to come back. Which, I doubt you will.”

“Okay then,” says Andrew bravely. “I’ll tell them that the answer is yes.”

“Good,” says Simon. “We will call on you tomorrow and then when you get home, we can come around and help you to pack.”

“What shall I do with my apartment?” asks Andrew.

“Let it,” says Simon. “Get an income piling up in the bank.”

“Oh yes,” says Andrew, “well, alright, yes.”

After discussing it more, Simon and Kathy leave, and catch up with Jeremy in Teddington.

“I’m going away,” he says.

“Another one,” says Simon. “Andrew is going to Australia and Kathy is going to Canada, where are you going?”

“I’m flying to Mexico on Wednesday,” answers Jeremy. “I’m going to see a girl. I am going to stay with her actually, on her ranch.”

“No!” says Simon. “I knew nothing about this. A girl in Mexico? You’ll be telling me next that she is beautiful and a millionairess.”

Jeremy looks at Simon steadily but says nothing.

“Where shall I go?” asks Simon. “You are all leaving me behind.”

“We have all had a second chance,” says Kathy. “We have had a bloody difficult awful time and then we’ve all got a way out. A getaway. So, Andrew, Jeremy and I are taking it. We are getting away from everything here. You should do the same. Change your life. Live a new one. Go and get it.”

“I will,” says Simon. “I just need 10 minutes to think about where and what, but I agree with you. I will leave the UK as soon as I can.”

“What about Her Majesty’s tax office?” asks Jeremy.

“Another reason to go,” says Simon. “Just don’t pay.”

“They will clock up interest,” says Jeremy.

“Look, I’m not going to worry about that,” says Simon. “No tax arrangements have been agreed yet anyway. All the more reason for me to just go. What is the question? I need 10 minutes to think.”

“I’ll get us some drinks,” says Jeremy.

“Oh no, not your drinks,” says Kathy. “Andrew lost his license, remember?”

“Alright, how about tea?”

They stay and chatter excitedly about their plans. Jeremy refusing to name the girl and Simon not yet able to make his mind up about where to go.

“It must be somewhere warm,” he says.

The following weekend, they all go round to Andrew’s apartment to help him to pack all of his personal things into boxes to go to storage. Simon tells them his new idea and for a moment, the other three do not know whether or not he is joking.

“The Greek islands during the summers and the Caribbean in the winters,” says Simon. “Sailing holidays for nudists. Three yachts and two other captains, and we will sail people around the islands.”

“With their clothes off,” says Kathy.

“Only when we are at sea,” answers Simon. “I mean, not in the port areas or the public beaches, but everywhere else. There is a great demand for it.”

“And you are going to do it?” asks Jeremy.

“I certainly am, leave all my worries behind me.”

“And your clothes as well,” says Andrew. “Don’t forget the suntan lotion, Simon!”

They all laugh.

“You will not make much money from an enterprise like that, Simon,” says Andrew.

“I am not doing it for the money, I’m doing it for fun,” answers Simon.

“I’m leaving on Wednesday,” says Jeremy.

“Just for a holiday though?” says Andrew.

“I’m not so sure,” says Jeremy. “I have had an idea for a new business enterprise as well. I have been researching it and I think that Mexico could be just the place for it.”

“Andrew is carrying on being a theatrical director and I will continue to be a scientist, but you two boys have gone a bit crazy. So what is it, Jeremy? Would we enjoy it?” asks Kathy.

“I don’t see why not,” answers Jeremy. “Hot air balloon trips. A big balloon and a basket for six or ten people. You just float over the landscape.”

“You’ve never done it before,” says Kathy. “You don’t know what to do.”

“Yes, I have and yes, I do,” says Jeremy. “I have been doing it at weekends. In Kent, and I have learnt all about it and how to do it, and safety issues and everything.”

“All about it, at weekends,” says Andrew.

“Why not?” says Jeremy. “It is my second life. Mexico is a big place. It will be an adventure. Like Simon, I’m not doing it for the money. We got into too much trouble last time. This time, I am doing it for enjoyment.”

“What about the girlfriend?” asks Andrew.

“It is certainly a way to sweep her off her feet,” says Kathy. “Come fly with me holidays with Jeremy.”

“Come float with me weekends, more like,” says Simon. “But I am glad that we are all seizing the future with new ideas.”

“Talk about out of our depth,” says Kathy smiling.







Chapter 61


Gareth Hardcastle Makes the Wrong Move

Gareth Hardcastle has obtained an excellent forgery of a United States passport in his brother, Robert’s name and he has it in his hand luggage on his trip back to Switzerland. He intends to draw out a lot of money from the Swiss bank and then go to another country to start a diving school. Maybe in the Pacific, but certainly somewhere far away from the UK and the USA. He enjoys a comfortable flight from the UK to Switzerland. He has left his two suitcases and his extra clothes in Buttercup Cottage with Rosie. He intends to buy new clothes in Switzerland. Or maybe Italy, he thinks, because the clothes will be more stylish. I’m certainly not going back to that claustrophobic Buttercup Cottage.

Hardcastle books into a hotel in Zürich and telephones his bank to make an appointment for the next day. Then, he saunters around town for an hour before dining in the hotel restaurant. Forget all about Jersey, he thinks. I have now got a plan to disappear, thanks to that interfering idiot, Quinn Stoneborough.

Hardcastle has a pleasant evening culminating in a few drinks at the bar during which, he stared pointedly at an attractive brunette without realising that she is accompanied by her husband and is happy with him.

After a good night’s sleep, Hardcastle gets a taxi to the bank and begins to put his plan into operation.

The manager meets Hardcastle in his private office, together with another bank official, Mr Cornish.

“How may we help you?” asks the manager.

“I have come about a little business,” says Hardcastle. “A change in my, err, that is to say, Mr Gareth Hardcastle’s affairs.”

“I see,” says the manager, “and how may we assist you?”

“Mr Gareth Hardcastle is dead,” says Gareth Hardcastle, “and I am his brother Robert Hardcastle.” Gareth hands the forged passport to the bank manager. “I have inherited all of my brother’s assets,” says Gareth, “and I have come here today to draw my brother’s money from the bank. I will accept $100,000 in cash and a bankers draft for the rest.”

The manager looks at Gareth Hardcastle sternly. “Do you have evidence of your brother’s unfortunate death?” he asks.

“Here is a certified copy of his death certificate,” says Gareth, “and a copy of the police report in the Turks and Caicos Islands, and a certified copy of my brother’s Will, leaving everything to me.” Gareth Hardcastle is satisfied with his own thoroughness and is delighted to be putting his plan into action.

The bank manager takes the paperwork, which Gareth Hardcastle has given to him and hands it to his assistant. The assistant crosses the room to a photocopier and diligently copies all of the papers. He then certifies them himself as a bank employee, and then stamps them with a heavy ink stamp of the banks name and Zürich address. He hands the paperwork back to Gareth Hardcastle who cannot help himself from smiling.

“And if you are Mr Robert Hardcastle?” asks the manager. “You look very similar to your brother.” The manager is smiling now.

“Yes, we do look alike,” answers Gareth.

“But now your own brother is dead, and you have supplied us with a certified copy of the death certificate and the police report,” says the bank manager precisely.

“Yes, that is correct,” says Gareth, “and I am here to collect his money.”

“To collect his money?” repeats the bank manager. “From where do you intend to collect his money?”

“Well, from here, of course,” says Gareth, “from his bank account here.”

“You say that he had an account at this bank?” says the manager carefully. “Do you have any paperwork?”

“Why, yes, I have the bank statements here,” says Gareth Hardcastle handing them across the desk.

“This is paperwork for a numbered account at this bank,” says the manager.

“Yes, it was my brother’s account,” says Gareth Hardcastle.

“You have no paperwork to show that it was Mr Gareth Hardcastle’s account,” says the manager.

“You’ve got it in your hand,” says Gareth angrily. Damn these bank managers, he thinks. Tricky load of monkeys.

“Mr Robert Hardcastle,” says the manager. “You have made a wasted trip from the USA to Switzerland. A numbered bank account is not transferable to another party. If your brother had wanted to give you money, which may have been in a numbered account, then he would have had to draw the money out himself and give it to you. We are not permitted to confirm or to deny that Gareth Hardcastle had any kind of an account with this bank. Swiss banking laws are very strict about these matters. We are not allowed to make any disclosure. I can confirm to you, however, that if a Mr Gareth Hardcastle had a numbered account at this bank, then that numbered account is not transferable. That is to say that upon the death of the account holder, then the account ceases to exist. You have provided us with certain legal papers. We have made copies of them. Therefore, I am able to tell you now that Mr Gareth Hardcastle does not have an account with this bank. No account at all.”

“Now look here, you thieving Swiss gnome,” says Gareth loudly.

“Call security,” says the bank manager quietly to his assistant who promptly crosses the room and picks up a telephone.

“You are trying to cheat me, but you can’t do that, you understand? You can’t because I thought it all through. I’ve planned it all and now I want my money out. I want it out of my account,” Gareth Hardcastle is shouting now.

“You have no money at this bank,” says the manager firmly and at this moment, two security guards rush into the room, and physically grab Gareth Hardcastle by his upper arms and drag him backwards out of the room. The door clicks firmly behind him, and then Gareth is dragged out of balance and backwards down the banks staircase into the main banking hall. There, two additional security guards assist by lifting Gareth’s legs off the floor, and the four big men race Gareth across the reception area and outside onto the pavement, where they deposit him gently onto the paving stones. The men then march smartly into the bank and the doors lock behind them.

Gareth is in a blind impotent rage. “Thieves,” he says out loud. “Another set of wicked thieves.” He sits on the pavement dazed by indecision, and shaking his head about until a passing policeman taps him on the shoulders and tells him to move on.

Gareth stands up. I have no money again, he thinks. All the trouble I took and now, I have no money again.







Chapter 62


Six Months Later

Six months later.

Gareth Hardcastle is in prison in Germany. He is imprisoned for petty larceny. He was tried in his own brother’s name so that Robert Hardcastle in Florida now has a criminal record in Germany but does not know it.

Gareth Hardcastle is learning a lot about burglary and theft, and forgery and embezzlement while he is in prison. He will use the things, which he has learned when he is let out.

Simon’s sailing business is thriving. Each September, he hires men to relocate the yachts by sailing them to the Caribbean and from there, he and his two senior sailing staff take the guests around the islands, stopping for lunch at empty beaches so that the guests can enjoy swimming naked in the warm Caribbean Sea. Simon even enjoys the short holidays, which the hurricanes provide in November. When May comes, Simon relocates again with his yachts back to the Greek islands and runs the same holidays there. Guests are naked at sea and clothed on the shore. The green blue colour of the Aegean Sea is unique and Simon loves the white rendered houses grouped together to form a little town on each island. Cobbled, narrow, steeply rising streets mean that donkeys are more useful in carrying goods to the shops and houses than cars or small vans, and the Greek islanders offer visiting tourists a warm welcome throughout the summer months.

Simon likes the smell of oregano and other herbs in the air when he comes ashore. He sold his house and all of his travel agency offices, and transported the money to the British Virgin Islands and from there to the Cayman Islands. He has tax residency in Nevis and he has not informed the UK tax officials that he has gone or where he has gone. A Nevis registered company owns the yachts and the sailing business, and Simon has used some of his money to buy a little house on the island of Skopelos in the Western Aegean Sea, it is one of several islands which compromise the Northern Sporades island group. The little house has a small garden and is filled with flowers.

In Nevis in the Caribbean, he has bought an 18th-century stone building in Charlestown which he uses as a Chandlery on the spacious ground floor and as comfortable living accommodation on the first floor, which has views of the sea and of St Kitts, which is the sister island to Nevis.

Simon also has a new girlfriend. She is a wonderful open-faced, happy Afro-Caribbean from St Kitts and she comes from a large extended family. She looks after Simon by feeding him only with food, which is good for him and natural, and by not allowing him to drink spirits, but only good wine and beer, but mostly, she insists that he drinks plenty of water and she gives him green tea with his breakfasts. She is a beautiful girl, and she lives by instincts and not intellect, distrusting electronics and what she refers to, as a man’s unrealistic trust in machines. She has a magnetic physical attraction and is eager in her sexual encounters with Simon, not using it as an inducement or a reward or a sacrifice as Belinda always did, but embracing the activity with the same enthusiasm as she does all other instinctive and natural enjoyments of her young life. She cossets Simon, and washes and cuts his hair for him, singing to him as she does so.

Simon is besotted with her and finds her animal quality to be irresistible to his entrenched English reserve. Her name is Violet and so unconscious is she of decorum that Simon always has to remind her to clothe her magnificent mahogany body whenever they are coming into port.

Simon wants to marry Violet and Violet wants to have Simon’s babies because she knows that they will be pretty. Simon is a happy man, living in his own paradise.

Jeremy’s balloon business is booming in Mexico. He never tires of the extraordinary sensation of take off in the balloon. The balloon does not seem to move at all but the earth falls away beneath the basket until in a few moments, he is hundreds of feet into the sky, moving in silence with the gentle breeze above a magnificent Mexican agricultural landscape with little people and animals dotted about on the land beneath him, and moving slowly about their daily work in the fields of crops and close to the wooded hillsides.

Jeremy has bought a small ranch near to Gabriella’s ranch and is slowly renovating the house using a Mexican gang of smiling but not hard-working craftsmen.

Jeremy and Gabriella enjoy a never-endingly satisfying physical love. They are so close to each other emotionally that during some sultry nights inside a ranch house (either his or hers), they feel so close to one another as to be unable to readily distinguish which is him and which is her as their bodies join together in the darkness.

Jeremy proposes to Gabriella, at dusk, during a late afternoon balloon flight. The silence of the flight is interrupted only by the short sudden roar of flame as Jeremy operates the burners, which keep the balloon inflated. Jeremy calculates exactly how to create two sunsets by causing the balloon to float upwards again as he asks Gabriella to marry him.

She says ‘yes’.

Andrew’s theatre directorship in Australia is a success. He is bewildered by the size of Australia, and misses the sense of cosiness which England offers and which is reinforced by popular television programs about claustrophobic small communities of people, who are constantly nosy and involved in each other’s lives to the point of drama. Even the British Royal family offer another apparent TV programme of upper-class claustrophobia observed by the suborned nation who pays for it, but who fervently believes that the royal family are there to serve the people.

Australia offers none of that. It is a country of wide open spaces and savage nature interspersed with cities of friendly people who, seem to Andrew, to be so much more relaxed and happy than he has ever been used to. Andrew introduces culture to this landscape, George Bernard Shaw, Noel Coward, Chekhov and Shakespeare, together with comedy and musicals. The Australian people in the towns love it and praise Andrew unreservedly in a way he has never experienced before. An Australian girl called Pamela takes him up and proceeds to make a man of him. Andrew enjoys the experience and does not disappoint the girl. Andrew feels at home in Australia and with the unspoken support of Pamela, who is a tough girl, Andrew begins to improve himself. He buys a large house in Melbourne with a swimming pool, using the proceeds from the sale of his apartment in Wimbledon, UK. He begins to dress like a bushman, and emboldened by praise from Australian critics and by the growing strength, which Andrew experiences away from the childish and negative Nancy, he forms his own production company in Australia working with new enthusiasm, he expands the business making millions and millions of Australian dollars, making Andrew the most financially successful of all the former Bianca Shipping Ltd shareholders. He has even managed to bring his little Airedale dog with him and takes the dog on all of his theatre tours. The dog’s name is Sam.

Kathy is back in Canada. A country where the wildlife and nature overwhelm any man-made settlements, all of which account for a fraction of 1% of the total landscape. Mountains with snow on top, gigantic forests with giant trees and huge grizzly bears fill the country, which is not covered by snow or lakes or by the Rocky Mountains. Kathy is in Vancouver, a fabulous city of architectural merit and with a huge natural harbour. Victoria Island is a long ferry ride away and is magnificent in its natural beauty. Whales pass by once a year and can be seen from Whistlers, a fantastic resort on the Victoria South Coast.

Those Canadians, and there are few, who wish for overseas sunshine holidays favour the exotic and hot pacific islands to the east. Kathy, working again as usual, has bought a house with harbour views and once more, spends nights dancing in an energetic display of talent almost every Thursday, Friday and Saturday nights.

Quinn Stoneborough cannot forget Kathy, and in a mood of certainty, he sells his partnership to his partners, sells his unique home in Ham and relocates himself to Canada, calling first on Kathy’s parents’ address which is the only address he has and afterwards, calls on Kathy herself at her Vancouver house.

“Quinn,” says Kathy. “What are you doing here?”

“I came here to ask you for a date,” says Quinn. “I am living in Canada now. I sold everything in Britain to move here.”

“But why?” says Kathy smiling.

“To ask you out on a date,” says Quinn. “A long date.”

“How long?” says Kathy still smiling.

“It could last a lifetime,” says Quinn.

“Alright,” says Kathy.
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